
Ideawriting
Guidelines
Ideawriting, a group method for developing ideas, is particularly helpful in expanding upon—“fleshing out”—the general ideas that result from group interactions.  Ideawriting typically includes four steps:

1. Group Organization:  A large group is divided into small working groups.

2. Initial Response:  Each participant reacts in writing to a stimulus question or item and then places his or her Ideawriting Form (with the initial response in the center of the group.

3. Written Interaction:  Each participant reacts, in writing, to what is written on each of the other Ideawriting Forms.

4. Analysis and Reporting:  Each participant reads the comments made in reaction to his or her initial response, the small working group discusses the principal ideas that emerge from the written interaction, and the group summarizes the discussion on a flipchart.

Ideawriting focuses on a single topic, requires a relatively brief time, and produces a written product.  The process recognizes that 1) certain group goals can be achieved best by writing rather than by discussion; 2) parallel working (each of the members of the group work on the same task at the same time) is productive and efficient; and 3) all members of a group should be allowed an equal opportunity to express their ideas.  The process is quite useful when the group is large, the meeting schedule allocates a limited time for group discussion, or differences among group members (in status and verbal aggressiveness) need to be neutralized.

An important advantage of Ideawriting is that one person can facilitate the work of a large number of Ideawriting groups.  This means that the technique is useful for larger conferences or meetings.  An Ideawriting session can easily be accomplished in an hour and an abbreviated version in a half-hour.

CAUTION:  Do not use Ideawriting unless the participants are willing to express themselves in writing.  Legibility of the writing is not usually an issue, but if participants are self-conscious about their ability to express themselves in writing, they may not cooperate or they may even disrupt the process.

STEP ONE:  Meeting Preparation

First, decide whether the group task requires that all members respond to the same stimulus, such as a common question, or whether members should select the item they prefer from a list of alternatives.

If a single question is used as the stimulus to the group activity, formulate, and if possible, test the question.  An example of the appropriate question would be:

“What is an effective strategy for generating additional jobs in the private sector?”

If the group members are to respond to a set of stimulus items, write those items on newsprint so that they can be displayed before the group.  For example, the group might have a previously prepared list of potential strategies for generating additional jobs in the private sector.  If so, write the list on flipcharts and tape them to the wall.  The question for this group might be, “What are critical considerations that must be taken into account in implementing any one of the potential strategies?”

Second, assemble necessary supplies—pads of paper, pencils, pens, tables, and chairs.  If the groups are to analyze and report their results, at least one flipchart easel and pad, masking tape, and water-based felt-tip pens should also be available.  Ideally, each Ideawriting group should have a separate table around which to sit.

STEP TWO:  Conducting the Meeting

NOTE:  The following illustrates Ideawriting being used to help a group develop Action Plans.  Obviously Ideawriting is not limited to that use and can be used on any question to develop ideas.

Describing the Purpose of the Meeting

The group will be together in one large group only long enough for someone, probably you, to explain why the group has been convened, what they will be doing during the course of the meeting, and how the final product will be utilized.  You should be prepared, just in case it is not done by someone else, to describe your role and the process that will be utilized during the meeting.  The process may be explained as follows:

“In a moment, I am going to ask you to count off so that you divide into groups of three and begin to develop action plans for how to achieve each of the goals that you have identified.

“We are going to utilize a process called Ideawriting to develop the action plans.  The way that Ideawriting works is . . .

“Using the form titled “Ideawriting Form for Action Plans,” each of you writes into the box called “What” the goal that you have been assigned.

“Your responsibility then is to work silently and independently and fill in the remaining boxes—“How” you think the goal can be achieved by this organization, “Who” you believe should be responsible for seeing it accomplished, by “When” it should be accomplished, and “How” you will “Know” it has been accomplished.  That should take you about five minutes.

“You will then swap sheets so that each person gets someone else’s ideas.  Comment on what they have written down.  Indicate what you like, what you don’t like, and so forth.  It won’t take you very long to do that.  Then swap again and comment on what was written down originally or what appears in the marginal comments.   Keep swapping until everyone comments on everyone else’s sheet.

“Return the sheets to their original source, so that you can read what the others had to say about your ideas.  Then carry on a conversation about what all of you seemed to like, what all of the members of the group apparently agreed on.  Try, if possible, to work out any apparent differences you seem to have.

“Finally, summarize what you have agreed to on a single sheet of paper and tape the sheet to the wall.”

Beginning the Actual Process

Divide the group into small work groups.  Your options for this include:

1. In most circumstances, simply have them count off so that they create small groups of three people (two and four are acceptable, but they should be considered the acceptable extremes).  For example, if there are 10 people, have them count off up to three—that creates two groups of three and one of four.  If there are 24 people, have them count off to eight which creates eight groups of three people.  After they count off, you can assign each group a topic or they can be allowed, as a group, to select whichever topic they prefer.

2. Ask them to decide which item they prefer to work on.  A simple way to do that is to point to the first topic (it is helpful if all of the topics are listed on a sheet of flip chart paper), read it, and ask for a show of hands as to who wants to work on that topic.  Continue on down the list, writing the number of volunteers beside each topic.  With a bit of negotiation, a large group usually subdivides in a reasonable fashion.  Permit groups as small as two people, but if five or more want to work on a topic, ask them to break into separate groups.  For example, if six people want to work on the same topic, ask them to comprise two groups of three, so that each group works independently of the other.

3. Assign people to small groups.  This can be done ahead of time by giving each person a number or letter or color-coding their name badge or assignment sheet.  If your primary concern is the mix of people (e.g., you might want to be sure and mix up staff and board), you can allow each of the groups to pick their own topic.  If your concern is to be certain that specific people work on specific topics, you can also assign the topic for each of the groups.

If, for example, the group is developing action plans for their organizational goals, there might be six goals and only enough people for four groups.  If it is acceptable that work is not done on all of the goals, you have another choice, which is either to assign one of the goals to each of the groups, or to allow each group to select whichever goal they would like to work on.  If the small groups only work on four of six goals, you might consider brainstorming ideas with the full group on the remaining two.  The best time to do that is after they have completed their small group work on the first four.

This is the time for them to work in groups, as outlined in the process explanation above.  Your only responsibilities are to:

Pass out the form titled “Ideawriting Form for Action Plans.”

Make certain they write before they speak.  Some people will resist writing and want to start talking right away, so you might go over to them and quietly remind them that initially they are to work silently and independently by writing down their ideas.  You may want to make an announcement to the full group if a number of groups are talking.

Deliver supplies—a sheet of flipchart and markers—to each of the small groups when they begin to talk about what is on their sheets.  You might bring the sheet of paper to their table or tape it on the wall near where they are working.  You might even put their topic at the top of the sheet.  It is also a good idea to have them put on the sheet the names of the people who worked on that topic, should you try and reconstruct something later on.  It is desirable to save the marked Ideawriting forms along with the flip chart sheets.

One way to bring closure to the session is to have a spokesperson from each small group report on the highlights of their work.  Give them a very limited amount of time (one minute) or some people will bore the group with unneeded detail.  On occasion, if you want more than reporting, that is, if you would like input from the full group, it may be appropriate to have a brief report from each of the small groups and to allow the full group to add ideas.

Keep in mind that you may want to have the full group address topics that were not addressed by any of the small groups

The Ideawriting results rarely comprise an end in and of itself.  An individual or a small team will have to edit the work that comes out of such a session.

Source: A Facilitator’s Manual, Carl M. Moore, © 1995
Ideawriting
Form
STEP ONE:  Initial Ideas [approximately 5 minutes]

· Leave plenty of room around and between ideas.

STEP TWO:  Written Interaction [approximately 10 minutes]
· Select a sheet other than your own.

· Read the ideas.

· Write down your reactions.

· Which do you like?

· Which do you dislike?

· What else can you think of?

· How could each idea be improved?

· Read and react to each Ideawriting sheet.

STEP THREE:  Discussion [approximately 10 minutes]

· Read your original ideas and the comments.

· Conduct a discussion of the principal ideas from all the sheets.

· Record a summary of the ideas on a single piece of flip-chart paper.

List your ideas on the next page.

	Question




	
	Initial Ideas




Source: A Facilitator’s Manual, Carl M. Moore, © 1995
Ideawriting
Action Plan Form
STEP 1:

Write a goal in the box labeled WHAT

STEP 2:
In light of WHAT is to be done, fill in the other boxes:  WHO should be responsible, by WHEN, HOW can the desired outcome be accomplished, how will you KNOW when it has been ACCOMPLISHED successfully. (5 Minutes)

STEP 3:
Select a sheet other than your own.  Read the Ideas/comments on that sheet.  Write down your reactions—What do you like?  Dislike? What else can you think of?  How can Ideas be improved?  Read and react to each sheet of Ideas in our group. (10 Minutes)

STEP 4:
Read your original sheet and the comments.  Discuss what the sheets have in common and how they differ.  Summarize your collective Ideas on a single sheet of flip chart paper.  (15 Minutes)

	Who?


	

	
	

	What?


	

	
	

	By When?


	

	
	

	How?


	

	
	

	Know Accomplished?


	


Source: A Facilitator’s Manual, Carl M. Moore, © 1995
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