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BRAINSTORMING
Five exercises
to spark
new ideas

Ignite Possibilities



Copyright © 2015 SparkFire. All Rights Reserved. 2sparkfireinc.com 
  

Five Exercises to Spark New Ideas
Facing a tough challenge? Searching for fresh solutions? Needing some inspiration 
to fire up your creative thinking? Here’s a handful of our favorite brainstorming 
exercises to set you on the path toward a creative breakthrough. Try out the 
exercises on your own, or with a small group of collaborators, and watch the  
sparks fly. 

To increase your success, complete a few tasks in preparation for your brainstorm:

Objective
Define a clear objective so you know exactly where to direct your creative energy.  
Write down your brainstorming objective in one sentence such as “Create ways to 
get more business referrals.”  If the objective can be interpreted in multiple ways, 
then further clarify your statement.  For example, the earlier objective may be 
restating as “Create ways to get ten strong business referrals per month.”

Criteria
Decide which criteria you’ll use to judge the ideas that you create.  How will you 
know if you’ve found the perfect solution?  Does your idea need to be within a 
certain budget?  Does your idea need to be unique to the market?  Write down 
your top 3-5 criteria.

Time
Allow separate time blocks to generate ideas and evaluate ideas.  This way you’ll 
avoid bogging down the brainstorming process, and you’ll have dedicated time to 
find truly original ideas.

Stimuli
Bring in loads of stimuli to your brainstorm, such as the five exercises described 
here, to help spark new thinking and generate unexpected breakthroughs.

Tip: Suspend 
judgment to 
allow unique 
ideas to take 
hold and 
grow strong.
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Tip: Combine 
unrelated 
things to 
find new 
connections 
and ideas.

Exercise 1:  Mindmap

Objective 
Create a map of associations to uncover fresh meaning and new connections

Duration
10 to 20 minutes, depending on the depth of analysis

Description
Sometimes ideas are buried deep in the recesses of your mind and you need a 
map to find them. Mindmapping is a technique for uncovering associations and 
meanings that lead to new ideas. 

1. Select a key word from your objective. If your objective is “Create new  
 packaging that keeps food fresh,” you might select the word “fresh.” 

2. Write fresh in the center of a piece of paper or tape several pieces of paper   
 together to create a large map if you’re working with a group.   

3. Ask yourself or your team to consider, “What does fresh make you think of?”   
 and write down what comes to mind. Write associations on lines that branch   
 out from the key word or draw pictures of different interpretations. 

4. Make free associations and don’t stop at fresh – green – grass – spring. Go for   
 fresh – air – the Alps – ski lift – snow cone. 

5. Fill an entire page with thoughts, drawings and associations. Then use the map   
 to create new ideas. 

6. Grass may lead to     
 packaging with long  
 flexible compartments  
 for holding food,   
 and seeds may spark  
 packaging that holds  
 mini-vegetables that  
 grow in the   
 container in route to  
 the grocery store.
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Tip: Go  
for quantity 
of ideas to 
find one  
that shines.

Exercise 2:  Metaphorical Worlds

Objective 
Visit other metaphorical worlds to find a rich supply of stimuli

Duration
10 to 20 minutes

Description
Metaphors and examples from other worlds offer a rich supply of ideas. You can 
visit other worlds without leaving your office by using this simple technique. 

1. Choose one word from your objective. For the objective “Create a unique  
 interactive event” you might choose the word “event.” 

2. Now choose a few worlds from the list below such as history or nature.

3. Fill in this template: Give examples of (insert word from objective) from the  
 world of (insert world from list below).  In this example, the template could  
 be filled in as follows:  Give examples of events from the world of history; give  
 examples of events from the world of nature.  

4. List examples of events from the world(s) you selected. Events from the world  
 of nature, for example, include birth, snowfall and evaporation.  Fill a page with  
 ideas, using additional worlds as stimuli as needed.

5. Next, use your   
 examples to address  
 the objective. Birth   
 might suggest that   
 the event showcase   
 all of the new  
 products that will  
 be born by your  
 company in the    
 following year, and   
 snowfall might lead  
 you to conduct the   
 event at a ski lodge.

Magic 
Chemistry 
Trends 
Technology 
Romance 
Travel 
Art 
Cooking 
Gardening 
Rituals 
Seasons 
Improvisation 
Government 
Physics 
Computers 
Customs 
Fashion 
History 

Myths 
Exploration 
Ceremonies 
Geology 
Medicine 
Comedy 
Minerals 
Mobsters 
Olympics 
Textures 
Holidays 
Dance 
Corporate America 
Indulgences 
Environmentalism 
Movie Stars 
Movies 
The Future 
 

Theater 
Another Time 
Nature 
Childhood 
Music 
Senses 
Literature 
Inventions 
Sports 
Economics 
Religion 
Competition 
Finance 
Education 
Oceans 
Cartoons 
Outer Space 
Architecture 

	  

Worlds
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Tip: Refresh 
your sources 
of inspiration 
with a new 
environment, 
tools or 
people.

Exercise 3:  Picture Play

Objective
Picture a solution using unrelated visuals and short stories

Duration
10 to 20 minutes

Description
Collect visuals such as postcards, photographs or magazine visuals.  The key is to 
choose visuals that will take you away from your objective.

1. Imagine your objective is “Create ways to reduce stress for kids that have to  
 visit a hospital.”  

2. Choose a visual and write a short story or a series of words and phrases that   
 describe your association with the visual.  Try to include all of the senses in  
 your story.  What does it look like?  What does it smell like?  How does it  
 make you feel?  

3. For example, phrases that describe a tropical beach scene might include:   
 paradise, escape, alive, relaxation, sipping on a fruity drink, waited on by staff,   
 no time pressures, no stress, forever sunny, warm, inviting, fresh  
 smelling, tropical fish.  

4. Use key ideas or associations from your description to generate solutions to   
 your objective.  In our example, sipping on a fruit drink may spark the idea for a  
 kid’s fruit smoothie bar in the reception area at the hospital.
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Tip: Open 
your mind to 
wild, absurd, 
unthinkable 
ideas – they 
can spark 
realistic 
ones. 

Exercise 4:  Challenge Assumptions

Objective
Challenge your assumptions by lifting conditions that seem unchangeable

Duration
10 to 20 minutes

Description
Lifting some conditions that seem permanent and unchangeable can unleash a 
flood of new ways to think about your challenge. 

1. Start by making a shocking statement about your situation, for example, if you  
 are designing a new car, you might say, “Cars should not have steering wheels.” 

2. Once you’ve made your shocking   
 statement you can generate new ideas  
 by examining the consequences and  
 benefits, and the principles necessary to  
 make it work. 

3. Ideas for other ways to steer a vehicle  
 may include steering with your feet or  
 steering with your mind. 
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Tip: Don’t 
sensor 
yourself; be 
free with  
your ideas. 

Exercise 5:  Quick Prototyping

Objective
Make ideas come alive by building quick prototype models

Duration
10 to 20 minutes, depending on level of complexity desired

Description
Building prototypes is an excellent way to communicate and refine new ideas. They 
are an early proof of concept. They can be cobbled together with whatever is on 
hand and will look like a work in progress.  

1. Start by collecting a variety of materials for prototyping like Play-doh, Legos,   
 construction paper, masking tape, pipe cleaners, straws, cotton balls and   
 rubber bands.  Almost anything can be used as a prototyping material.  Use  
 your imagination.

2. Find items that are different shapes, colors, textures and scents to encourage   
 multi-sensory prototype development.

3. Choose a favorite idea and bring it to life by creating a prototype.  

4. Once you can see the idea in 3-D, make refinements and improvements  
 to the idea.
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We hope these exercises help spark some new 
thinking and ideas.

SparkFire works with Fortune 500 companies, 
entrepreneurs, and individuals to ignite possibilities 
and put your best creative thinking to work.

We offer a unique blend of ideation consulting, 
creativity training and inspirational speaking 
grounded in decades of hands-on experience.

Get in touch to learn more:
Chris Fagan, Founder 
chris@sparkfireinc.com 
425-888-8526 
sparkfireinc.com

About SparkFire

Tip: Creative 
thinking is 
everyone’s 
business.

http://www.sparkfireinc.com/services/invent/new-ideas-solutions/
http://www.sparkfireinc.com/services/learn/creative-training/
http://www.sparkfireinc.com/services/learn/inspirational-speaking/
http://www.sparkfireinc.com

