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6 Business Trends 
that Revolutionized Brainstorming

Can you picture Don Draper, Peggy and the creative team gathered around 

their drafting tables? Many episodes of Mad Men were centered around late 

night brainstorming sessions. 

Brainstorming was developed by advertising pioneer Alex F. Osborn in the 

golden era of advertising. As a leader in his industry, he developed advertising 

for BF Goodrich, Chrysler and GE, amongst others. But beyond advertising 

fame, he is most well known for his development of brainstorming, along with 

his two golden rules, “Do Not Criticize” and “Every Idea is a Good One.” 

Now, almost 60 years later, the practice or “art” of brainstorming has evolved 

along with our business practices. What would he think of remote 

brainstorming and agile methodology; the brilliance of modern engineering 

and inspired product design? Let's look at 6 recent developments that have 

revolutionized Mr. Osborn's “original release”.

CHAPTER 1
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 Everything's Moving Faster

Trend 1. 

Ask any CEO to list their top goals for 2017 and odds are one, if not all of them 

will include doing things faster. The hyperactivity associated with online sales, 

new apps and changing technologies is driving exponential growth and it's 

happening faster than ever. “Going Viral” is a goal, and the more likes in the 

shortest amount of time wins.

For innovative firms, speed is woven into the culture, primarily because there 

is no alternative. With new apps and technologies popping up daily, odds are 

if you don't get your product launched first, someone else will. 

Speed to Market is critical, but it's not the shareholders driving demand, it's 

the rest of us. To meet the ever-demanding needs of users, product teams not 

only need to come up with a great product, they need to do it ASAP. So, what 

does that mean for brainstorming?
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Product managers, designers, developers and agile coaches need to speed 

things up. Hence the evolution of the Design Sprint, which was developed by 

Google Ventures in 2010.  But brainstorming has also gotten faster. A Design 

Sprint is a methodology that provides the team the structure and techniques 

to quickly solve problems or develop ideas within a 2-5 day timeline.

Way back when Mr. O was running his brainstorming sessions, they typically 

consisted of a large group of 20-30 people all taking turns shouting out one 

idea at a time. 

It was a snoozefest. And today, your twitter feed-obsessed teammates would 

be on their iphones and scrolling in no time. To keep teams on their toes,  the 

best brainstorming processes have also become faster and more engaging.

 Remote Workers Are Disrupting 

 the Team Structure Status Quo

Trend 2. 

Another disruption to old school brainstorming sessions was the reduced 

number of attendees in the conference room. When you envision 

“brainstorming”, what comes to mind? You may automatically envision a 

whiteboard with a bunch of sticky notes and wipe-off markers. What's 

occurred over the last 10 years is a shift from local offices to distributed 

teams.
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The idea of everyone meeting around one table is becoming obsolete for 

most of us. Co-workers are located around the globe, speak different 

languages and live in different time zones.

With more and more teammates located outside the home office, Agile 

coaches, Scrum masters or product managers need to look for brainstorming 

methods and tools that can overcome these challenges:

As more and more teams are made up of remote team members, “Old 

School” brainstorming tools and processes have evolved to keep the entire 

team engaged and contributing equally.

— Lack of opportunity to contribute

— Language and time zone differences

— Disengagement and lack of interest
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You've Got the Whole 

World on Your Shoulders

Trend 3. 

Odds are that your product is sold globally. Will it work as well in Tokyo, Japan, 

as it does in Tallahassee, Florida? An online brainstorming session with co-

workers in both countries just might bring potential problems to light and 

help you build winning MVP (minimum viable product). 

Your business responsibilities have grown and so have the challenges that 

come along with it. You've got to manage research, feature releases, 

engineering, user interfaces — the list is endless.

Here's the thing: sometimes, the simplest of brainstorming methods elicit the 

best results. But how can you apply them to multi-layered, complex 

problems? To convince stakeholders to invest or commit to your teams' 

recommendations, a robust tool needs to be used.

To solve the challenges your team is facing, product owner needs to include a 

mixed cross-section of functional teams, stakeholders, users and partners. 

This adds an extra layer to the complexity of remote brainstorming. 

We've all probably repeated the following, inside our heads like a mantra, 

“Please don't say I have to include remote teammates, please don't say I have 

to include remote teammates”. You know you have! Don't fret. The evolution 

of brainstorming has made it easier than ever to include all the important 

members of the team with ease and keep everyone happy, productive and 

engaged.
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The Agile Process Boom 

and its Effect on Brainstorming

Today, the Agile process and brainstorming go hand in hand. They are 

companion methodologies that merged during the rise in popularity of the 

Agile process.

The Agile process became popular in the 1990's, due to its effectiveness and 

the changing role of technology in business. This evolution had a big impact 

on the methodologies associated with brainstorming. 

Agile practices drove the advent of mobile technology, apps and present 

“feature releases” and put pressure on team to move fast and deliver great 

results. By incorporating brainstorming into the process, particularly in the 

“Think It” and “Tweak It” stages of the agile process, engineers, designers and 

managers realized following benefits:

— Weak ideas can be discarded more quickly

— More and improved ideas are generated

— Team and management gain clarity leading to       

improved decision-making

Trying new brainstorming methods and tools can also help inspire and 

engage the team to achieve great results from sprint to sprint.

Trend 4. 
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Communication Overload: 

 Media Instability 

We're all connected now. A non-stop barrage of media is coming at us all day 

long and more and more of that content is being delivered through new apps 

that arise just as you settle into a comfortable understanding of the previous. 

The rise of video and photo technology has completely shifted the way a 

brand is perceived today. 

Most of us reading this guide operate within a similar cultural society; we're 

tech savvy and early adopters. But the products we develop need to be 

designed for an end user very different to ourselves. Does your product and 

features align with the perception the end user has of your brand? Success 

depends on the end user's perception of the product. What is the world 

around us telling them? Is it available on your product?

Trend 5. 
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Organizations need to have complete awareness of the what, when, where 

and how of their brand in each business communication. Messaging, 

branding, voice and images need to be constantly reinforced through social 

media with the caveat that it can all change on a dime.  

There is no “safe zone” for marketing and product owners any longer. With 

communications flowing around you at the speed of light, product owners 

need to be able to quickly respond to anything thrown at them. 

Succeeding in an unstable environment can be tricky and requires vigilance. 

How can you manage it all? With brainstorming sessions that operate on the 

same level, you've got words, video, images and more all coming at you… 

Older forms of brainstorming can't handle the variety of media we are 

surrounded with today, hence the need for something better.

Technology

The advent of technology changed everything and will continue to do so. 

There is no greater influence on the evolution of brainstorming than the shift 

to online operations. And we don't just mean computers.

Today, we're all moving business to the cloud, talking about subscription 

services and maintaining data security every step of the way. Keeping abreast 

of technological advances requires a lot more in-depth preparation and 

caution.

Trend 6. 
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The leaps and bounds of online operations required the methods of 

brainstorming to shift from physical whiteboards to online whiteboards. Your 

customer is online, your remote team is online. Engineers work “together” in 

India, Russia, Silicon Valley. Where should your brainstorming session take 

place? It only makes sense to house your brainstorming session within an 

online framework.

If some of your brainstorming methods haven't adjusted along with the rest 

of today's influences, this could be a potential roadblock to success. But don't 

fret. In the next chapters, we will examine brainstorming fails and how they 

can be fixed. 
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How Not to Fail 
Your Online Brainstorming 

CHAPTER 2
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How Not to Fail 
Your Online Brainstorming 

CHAPTER 2

The growth of remote teams is causing a shift; brainstorming has to move 

from the boardroom to a virtual room. For other business operations, the 

move from paper to cloud was expected to increase efficiency and 

productivity. That wasn't the case for traditional brainstorming…

What experienced facilitators quickly realized is that traditional brainstorming 

sessions can't simply “go live” to produce the same level of results. 

Consider the difference between a virtual tour of The Louvre versus an in-

person visit. You can see the Mona Lisa, hear the docent's description, but the 

effect is just not the same. What is that missing element? Are there small but 

powerful pain points that distract from the experience?
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Online “idea generation” faces the same conundrum. You've got the right 

people, an experienced facilitator, a conference call number and have all 

traditional methods of proven brainstorming at your fingertips. But time after 

time, the results are dismal. Let's take a look at potential pain points that 

typically present themselves and discuss how can brainstorming facilitators 

resolve them and recreate a “virtual” environment for successful idea 

generation.

Lack of Preparation 

& Communication

1.

Ambiguous Goal & Expectations

We've said it before and we will say it again. Brainstorming sessions require 

organization and excellent communication. A common failure is a lack of a 

clearly stated goal. For a productive meeting, the entire team needs to hear, 

embrace and understand a focused, specific, and often measurable goal.

Here's an example:

“The goal is to increase user retention rates.”

“The goal is to come up with 3 viable strategies to increase the 3-week user 

retention rate.”

Keeping your team focused from the get-go will yield more promising results.
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Laura MacLeod, HR Expert and Consultant at The Inside Out Project shares 

her experience: “Remote brainstorming needs to be extremely organized, well 

planned and have a clear purpose. What is the end result we want to achieve? 

Because people are not sitting together in the same space, there is the added 

challenge of not being able to pick up on body language and immediate 

reactions (even with video, it's not the same feel as being physically present 

together). Leadership must also be clear and the leader must be crystal clear 

with norms and expectations: how long the meeting will last, specific goal to 

achieve, how the conversation will function (communication patterns and 

participation), how/when decisions will be made, breaks, food, cellphones (are 

people taking calls/texting during the session?). All of this needs to be 

considered in order to effectively work remotely.”

Lack of Advance Preparation

The meeting facilitator does themselves no favors by sending out a meeting 

notification that reads, “Bring your creative thinking hats!” The more detailed 

information provided, the better. Without preparation done in advance, and 

this includes setting up the communications tools and copying the agendas, 

the more time will be wasted during the meeting.

What's the solution? One valid strategy is strategy relies on Rapid Ideation. In 

this method, participants are asked pre-read files or research relevant 

materials in advance to kick off the ideation process ahead of time. This can 

help increase engagement even before the brainstorming session.
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Low Engagement

2.

Facilitating a successful brainstorming event can be challenging, but even more 

so for remote teams. Brainstorming works best when all the members are 

interested and involved. 

“Dialing in” to the session inherently leads to low engagement. We all know how 

easy it is to get distracted when you aren't physically present in a meeting. 

Lack of engagement can arise two ways:

1. When remote team members cannot participate easily and fully

2. When all members cannot work together cohesively as a team

3. The group cannot work simultaneously on the challenge

AJ Saleem, Director of Suprex Tutors Houston says the following, “The main 

reason online brainstorming sessions fail is because everyone isn't able to look 

at the same thing as once. Everyone has their own computers and do their own 

thing; brainstorming is at its best when everyone works together.”
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To ensure a more engaged group of participants, the facilitator needs to find 

opportunities to keep every member equally involved through the entirety of 

the session. Using a virtual room with online sticky notes and multiple 

channels for participation can offset this issue and minimize the “downtime” 

for other participants.

Once a facilitator has overcome engagement issues and the team is bursting 

with ideas, another potential problem is created: what to do with all those ideas! 

Organizational challenges can prevent teams from moving forward successfully.

Organizational Challenges

3.

Getting Started

Everyone is engaged and posting profuse amounts of notes and ideas on sticky 

notes. Now what? The team needs to stay organized so they don't overlook 

great ideas. Look for tools that can help pinpoint patterns and main ideas from 

the massive amount of initial idea generation.
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Managing the Flow 

How will all those ideas become a solution? The evaluation and elimination 

phase should also be defined.

The End Game

The team has a result and it's pretty spectacular. Now the team needs to 

package it in a visually appealing and organized presentation.

The Clock is Ticking….

4.

You've got a problem. And what you don't have is sufficient time to solve it. 

Or perhaps lack of time is only part of the problem. When time is of the 

essence, a couple problems can sideline the team. 
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Individual Calendar Challenges

The beautiful thing about remote teams is that facilitators can pull the best 

people into the session, regardless of their location. The problem? Our 

individual calendars. Everyone is busy and finding a time slot where everyone 

can meet can be problematic, particularly with time zone differences that 

may be extremely inconvenient.

Once a facilitator manages to gather the team, their time together may be 

short. When faced with time constraints, a natural reaction is to skip or rush 

through the idea generation phase of the meeting. Due to this stress, a 

troubling process leads the team off track, right from the onset:

Without proper brainstorming, product managers tend to rely on their own 

opinions and ideas when making decisions, which increases the risk of 

missing something important. When the right outcome has the potential to 

be the “Next Big Thing”, managing time constraints properly is a big predictor 

of success.

— Teams believe they don't have time to brainstorm 

at granular level. Details should be manipulated 

and considered from all angles, but this is often 

rushed or skipped altogether.

— As a result, the team doesn't cover every aspect of 

the problem.

— Great ideas or solutions are overlooked.

— Product managers erroneously make decisions 

based on flawed ideas.
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Ineffective Brainstorming Tools 

5.

Here's a pain point that all Agile coaches can relate to: since the team is 

disparate, a whiteboard and marker won't adequately do the job. What's the 

alternative?

The brainstorming leader needs to choose a tool designed for remote teams 

and online idea generation.

But there is a caveat. Agile managers know results are dependent on 

organization and efficiency. So the tool of choice needs to deliver. Implement 

a tool that can organize, collect and store all the details and ideas and then 

successfully deliver a solution. An online whiteboard allows participants to 

upload images and use stickers to house online ideas and notes. Even if part 

of the team is local and relying on a physical whiteboard, images of their work 

can be uploaded and transformed into digital stickers at online whiteboard.

Finally, an online whiteboard solution has one more value add. The fun 

and engaging templates and tools lead to higher engagement from the 

team – something every Agile coach can benefit from.

Okay, enough of the pain points. In the next chapter, we will introduce some 

golden rules for online brainstorming that move us one step closer to 

brainstorming synergy. 
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Vital Rules of Brainstorming 
with a Remote Team

CHAPTER 3
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CHAPTER 3

Vital Rules of Brainstorming 
with a Remote Team

Meeting invitations are precarious.… sometimes it's hard to know if 

participation is really required or if it's one of those “dial in and hit mute” 

scenarios. One might wonder, why bother inviting someone that has no 

intention of actively participating? Odds are these online meetings are not 

following our “Rules of Engagement for Online Meetings”.

Adhering to the rules of engagement for online meetings, and particularly 

brainstorming sessions should be standard operating procedure for 

managers who want to make the most of their team members' time and 

reduce apathy.

Lead your team into idea-generating conditions by following some simple 

best practices and rules for online brainstorming sessions.
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The Who's Who 

of Online Brainstorming

The first step in developing the rules for your next online brainstorming 

session is truly understanding the mix of attendees; both who they are 

psychologically and how their expertise and skill set can enhance the session. 

Developing a diverse team is the key takeaway; learn why below. 

The Psychology of the Attendees

Introverts Versus Extroverts

Understanding your team will help you prepare a template for the 

brainstorming session that uses methods and processes that can be adapted 

for the mix of attendees.

Introverts may need time to consider everything that will be happening 

throughout the meeting. Offering an introvert clear and advanced information 

about an ice-breaking game will reduce a “deer in the headlights” reaction. 
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Including tools that allow introverts the ability to submit their ideas without 

the feel of a spotlight can also encourage participation from valuable team 

members that just need a little encouragement to participate. 

Online tools and specific brainstorming methods which remove some 

personal interaction allow quieter individuals to participate without 

“speaking”. Online voting, thumbs up icons and written forms of 

brainstorming will work well for introverts. Introverts have an easier time 

submitting their ideas online versus sharing them verbally.

Extroverts are the opposite, but planning is required to keep them on track 

and under control. Passionate extroverts may try to grab the reigns of the 

meeting without even realizing it. Brainstorming methods that stabilize the 

group and reduce friction can improve the results of a brainstorming session 

with a large segment of extroverts. Here are two brainstorming methodologies 

that work well for extroverts:

Rolestorming is a method that asks all the participants to take on the point 

of view of someone else. Combining this method with brainwriting, which is 

a written method of idea generation, will keep ideas flowing but manage the 

energy of a group of extroverts.

Creative Versus Non-Creative

Creative thinkers may have an easier time jumping into a brainstorming 

meeting. It's right in their wheelhouse and fun and easy for them. Their 

creative thought process is invaluable along with their likely excitement for 

the brainstorming meeting about to take place. 

But occasionally, these are the participants who suffer the most from 

groupthink. They brainstorm all the time; it can be hard to get them thinking 

outside the box. Often, they have already been involved in trying to solve the 

challenge put forth.

The Ultimate Guide to Effective Brainstorming in Remote Teams by RealtimeBoard

https://realtimeboard.com/
https://realtimeboard.com/blog/resources/guide-effective-remote-collaboration/online-brainstorming-how-to-slay-at-running-it/
https://business.tutsplus.com/tutorials/what-is-rolestorming-group-brainstorming-method--cms-27245
https://realtimeboard.com/create-template/o9J_k01e4q4=?utm_source=blog&utm_medium=brainwriting%20text&utm_campaign=guide_brainstorming


Non-creative participants are often behind the pace of a brainstorming 

session.

However, they typically deliver amazing ideas. Why? They simply don't have the 

brain blocks that a creative team has; this may be their first look at the 

problem. Pay attention to the insights of this group.

Our key piece of advice? Get them warmed up and comfortable. It may take a 

little longer, but non-creative participants likely to come up with exciting and 

innovative ideas. Processes should be put in place to protect this group from 

criticism and encourage them to share their ideas

The Roles of the Attendees

With an understanding of the psychology behind the participants, let's take a 

closer look at their individual roles.

Facilitator

Every brainstorming session requires a facilitator. In a perfect world, this 

would be an experienced, outside resource that has led online brainstorming 

sessions previously. 

However, we do not live in a perfect world. Often, the agile product manager 

or product owner needs to act as a facilitator. Rules should be put in place to 

encourage participation amongst agile team members without fear of 

“offending the boss”. One option is to replace yourself as facilitator by 

employing a robust organizational tool for online meetings. 

Time Keeper

Someone has to keep an eye on the clock. It doesn't matter who, as long as it is 

a participant that can hold the group accountable. Even if the team is using an 

online tool with a time-keeping component, a designated timekeeper will 

ensure personal control.

Marketing

Marketing is a common segment of a brainstorm. Remember, they tend to be 

both creative and extroverted. This may not always be the case, but plan for 

them to act as the “owners” of the product and the problem. 
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Look to them for expertise, but don't let them bulldoze the session. Ask them 

to take individual notes in tools such as Google docs to help manage their 

ideas. Once a list is prepared, they can present the team with their best 

thoughts.

Stakeholders

Management and execs, and even customers, can act as a stakeholder. Their 

view is incredibly important and valuable to the results. Their insights into 

larger goals surrounding the problem can be insightful. 

Engineering

Engineering holds a wealth of possibilities. In fact, they might have a great 

idea and have just been waiting for someone to ask. Knowing the product 

inside and out makes them a necessity at these sessions. They can hold the 

group accountable to viability of ideas.

Outsiders

A complete outsider should always be included. Shaking up the mix of 

attendees by including someone with an “outsiders” point of view can lead to 

some real surprises and eye opening feedback for the “usual” team. Consider 

asking a call center employee or someone from accounts department to offer 

an entirely new point of view.

Knowing your audience helps develop the rules of engagement for the team, 

throughout the entire brainstorming process. Remember the key is to build a 

diversified team of both personal and professional traits.

With that in mind, here's a look at our essential rules for online 

brainstorming.

Rules for Remote Team Brainstorms 

For diversified and distributed teams, creating an atmosphere for productive 

brainstorming is essential. Following these “master” rules of engagement will 

aid you.
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General rules

Rule 1. Stay Organized

From start to finish, keep all the notes, ideas and progress organized. 

Remember to make sure everything is easily accessible, especially for 

distributed team members.

Rule 2. Use the Right Tool

A conference call is not enough, and a video conference may not be sufficient 

either. Looks for tools that can support all the needs of the group and create 

a cohesive team environment, for example, online whiteboards. We also 

suggest trying different tools to discover what works for your team.

Rule 3. Keep Everyone Involved

Balance the equation. Make sure more aggressive participants are contained 

and less vocal members have the ability to contribute. Consider using votes, 

“thumbs-up” or written idea submission.

Rule 4. Remember the Timeline

Time constraints are important. Make a schedule and stick to it. 

Rule 5. Keep an Open Mind

Negative feedback and overt criticism kills the process. From beginning to 

end, demand each participant to keep an open mind. Remember, there are 

no bad ideas. Go wild! Crazy ideas may generate some laughs initially but can 

lead to big breakthroughs. Everyone should feel welcome to post any idea 

that comes to mind.

Rules provide the guidelines for success and remove many of common pitfalls 

of remote team ideation. With the rules established, the team will be able to 

tackle each phase with less interference. Here are some guidelines we 

recommend product teams and the leaders adhere to.
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Phase-by-Phase Brainstorming Guidelines

Before You Begin

1. Send the agenda, supporting material and specific goal of the meeting

well in advance. Email it to each participant and verify that it was

received by asking them to do some work ahead of time.

2. Make sure the tool of choice is a good match for the challenge your

team is facing. Many offer templates that can be customized for your

needs and reduce the administrative tasks of the facilitator. Choose a

tool that is robust enough to handle the needs of a remote team.

3. Use an icebreaker when you need it; for example, when new team

members join or you want to get the team relaxed and prepared for

ideation.

4. Reiterate the goal and timeline at the beginning of the brainstorming

session. Set a time!

During the Brainstorming Session

1. Choose the brainstorming method that best fits the team and the

problem. You may use 2-4 throughout the meeting such as Round

Robin or Mind Mapping.

2. Explain the methods you have chosen. Make sure the team fully

understands how the methods work, especially if you are using online

whiteboard or other apps for remote work such as voting, uploading

files or adding ideas. Do a practice run through so the team feels

comfortable with the brainstorming tool.

3. Stay focused. Follow the timeline that has been set. No tangents or

hijacking of the meeting allowed. Discuss these rules with the team at

the onset of the meeting.

4. Be visual. Almost all brainstorming methods include a visual

component. It's important to aid creativity with visual cues. Make sure

the brainstorming meeting allows everyone to see what's going on and

to participate. An online whiteboard is a great solution for bringing

visual understanding to the team.
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5. Be a respectful facilitator. Stay independent, almost removed, if you

are required to act as a facilitator. There is nothing worse than

shouting out ideas, only to have them immediately shot down by the

facilitator. Remember, no criticism allowed.

After the Session Concludes

1. At the conclusion of the meeting, summarize your findings and the

next steps while the entire team is still online. A brainstorming tool

should help organize the ideas, evaluate and present the results.

Remember to backlog unused ideas to be used in the future.

2. Send out a written summary to your stakeholders and the

participants.

3. Determine and follow through on the next steps. Don't let all that work

be for nothing. Put that great idea to action!

4. Analyze how the brainstorming went not only by observation, but by

asking the team for their feedback on what they felt was most

effective and why. If a new tool was used, how effective was it?

Chances are the rules we've described above may have led to more 

questions. For example, “What icebreaking game could possibly work for my 

remote team members?” 

That's a good thing; because it is exactly what we will be covering next. 

Continue reading for everything you need to know about icebreaking games.
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CHAPTER 4

5 Carefully Selected Ice Breaking 
Games for Remote Teams

The use of distributed teams adds an additional layer of complexity for a 

meeting organizer. Keeping the team engaged and involved can be 

challenging. Your goal is to direct the team and get the most out of every 

member at each step of the project. To be successful, many of us are 

constantly looking for a new way to engage the team. One of best solutions? 

Use an icebreaker game.

An icebreaker is a fun, interactive game that acts as an informal introduction 

and creates a personal connection among the team. The use of an icebreaker 

game can diminish some of the inherent challenges of remote teamwork. 

Take a look at how and when to best employ icebreakers for distributed 

teams.
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When to Use an Icebreaker

Icebreaker games need to be speedy. After all, you need enough time to focus 

on the assigned challenge. Experienced teams may be able to jump right in. 

However, there are two situations in which an icebreaker is strongly 

encouraged.

New Teams

Going in “cold” to a session with a group of people from different teams and 

functions can be challenging. Participants tend to have preconceived ideas 

about other members that may be difficult to overcome. The use of an 

icebreaker will help break down stereotypes and forge previously unknown 

connections. New and existing members will learn to relate to each other in 

ways they hadn't expected. Pop culture, sports, and family similarities can all 

be discovered and bonded over in an icebreaker game.

Remote Teams

Remote teams may or may not be familiar with one another, but the lack of 

“face time” can limit results. The ability to visually read physical and facial cues 

may be reduced. Using an icebreaker, you may not be able to see a team 

members smile, but you can hear them laugh. 

Benefits of an Icebreaker

You've recognized the need for an icebreaker, but time is of the essence. 

When the participants all have pressing work to be done, do the benefits of 

an icebreaker really outweigh the time it takes away from “real” work? 

Take a look at these benefits to learn why icebreaker games for ideation are 

worth your time.

1. Team Introduction

The study of ideation has yielded reliable “best practices”. One of the

most important is to include the right mix of people, which means the

participants don't always know or work with one another.
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In fact, they may be spread around different time zones and cultures. 

The use of an icebreaker game is a fun way to quickly engage the team 

and make introductions more interesting and personal.

2. Encourage The Right Atmosphere

Ice breaking games insert fun and laughter into the meeting; an

invaluable component. A little laughter creates an open and relaxed

atmosphere that is critical for any form of ideation. It forces the

participants to communicate and interact differently than normal,

which will be useful as they begin the brainstorming process.

3. Get Everyone Thinking Creatively

Icebreaker games stimulate creativity. Rather than reiterating their

resume, title, and number of children, coming up with a unique

description or humorous story opens the participants up to a less

structured way of communicating.

4. Good “Practice” for What Comes Next

An icebreaker sets the tone for the rest of the meeting and is a

springboard into the brainstorming session. Participants generate a

personal and unique idea for their segment of the game, just as they

will be expected to do when the ideation begins.

It is best to keep the choice of game appropriate for your meeting and for the 

team involved. Remote teams may include a number of international 

participants, so asking about professional sports teams or spring break 

vacation destinations may cause more discomfort than inclusion. 

Wondering how to choose the right icebreaker? Here's a rundown of some of 

our favorites.
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The Best Ice breaking Games 

for Remote Teams

10 Common Things

This game is a good fit for brainstorming teams that do not know one 

another or work remotely. Group the team into small groups and ask them to 

come up with a list of 10 things they have in common. Remote teams should 

use a shared document or an online whiteboard to generate the list quickly. 

If coaches prefer to keep the topic more business-oriented, limit the list to 

work or industry related topics.

It can be as simple as, “We all wear shoes”, to something more specific such 

as, “We were all hired in 2014”. Regardless of the answers, it will create a 

bond, generate discussion and laughter and get the group thinking creatively. 

Allow time for each time to share their list with the larger group on the online 

whiteboard. This will create an electric, dynamic atmosphere, well suited to 

brainstorming. 
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Favorite Things

In this icebreaker game, everyone is encouraged to name their favorite thing. 

This icebreaker game is useful because it can be adapted to align with the 

meeting goal, work environment or something more personal. However, since 

the participants are all asked to name their favorite, there is no risk for “getting 

the answer wrong”. This works well for remote teams because everyone can 

participate.

Here's how it works. Assign the “Favorite Thing” topic.  Possibilities include, 

“favorite thing about the company” or “favorite aspect of the product”. Ask the 

team members to find an image online and upload it to a picture sharing site, 

shared drive or online whiteboard.

Within the group, each member should present the image and a short 

description online. It will stir the imagination and creativity of the participants, 

and makes an ideal springboard to brainstorming.
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Aliens Have Landed

This icebreaker can be useful for teams with remote participants with 

language and cultural differences. Tell the group to imagine aliens have 

landed on Earth and want to learn about your company. But since they don't 

speak English or understand your product, it needs to be explained with 5 

symbols or pictures. Ask each participant to upload 5 simple images to the 

team that best describe and communicate your company's products and 

culture. Take a few minutes and look at all the images. Are there common 

themes? 

apple
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A One Word Icebreaker

The one word icebreaker can be used without a lot of preparation, and moves 

quickly. Break the team into small groups and ask them to brainstorm ideas 

in the form of one word that describes “x”. An online tool for mind mapping 

would work well. Or, they can use an online whiteboard solution or even a 

shared Google document.

For teams without a lot of time, this icebreaker does double duty. It acts as a 

fun and interactive icebreaker but it also kicks off the brainstorming session. 

Choose a word aligned with the meeting goals, such as the product itself, or 

the solution it is trying to provide. Ask the team to reconvene and share their 

answers. The variety of one word answers will be enlightening. 
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Take a Picture

This icebreaking game, “Take a Picture” was developed as a fast icebreaker for 

distributed teams. To begin, ask each team member to take and post a 

picture of something on their desk to a common online page. The team 

member should pick something that best describes them and how they work. 

It can be a photo, an award, or something silly. Take turns explaining why that 

item was chosen. A second option is to take a photo of your shoes and 

upload it. Take turns doing screen shares so everyone can participate, 

regardless of location. Your choice of shoes says a lot about you! This is an 

easy and fast method to learn something personal, with a work twist, about 

everyone on the team. 

This game takes some preparation. 
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Tip from RealtimeBoard:

Make sure the service you're using has a mobile app and have all team 

members install it before the brainstorming session begins. So all the team 

members can upload their photos with ease. 

Regardless of the brainstorming game you decide upon, remember that it 

should be fast, relevant and fun. The goal is to quickly bring your team 

together, get them open and engaged and to engage their creative side. Once 

your team has been prepared with an ice breaking game, they are ready to 

begin the brainstorming session. Have other great icebreaker ideas for 

distributed teams? Make sure you let us know in comments.

In the next chapter we will lead you through the visual thinking practices for 

remote brainstorming.
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Let's See — Visual Thinking 
Being Remote

CHAPTER 5
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CHAPTER 5

Let's See — Visual Thinking 

Being Remote

'Let's See.'

Let's see. Two very important words.

Making things — whether it's a strategy, a website, a design or pretty much 

anything —  is a collaborative endeavour and diagrams and engineering 

drawings are the core form for creating a common result.

This chapter is created by Group Partners. It is a London-based business 

strategy and innovation firm that developed a proprietary approach — 

Structured Visual Thinking™ — to find answers to complex problems facing 

businesses today. The approach is underpinned by a 'method' based on using 

visual frameworks to navigate complex topics and ensure higher quality 

decisions — Framework Science™.  
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This opens up great opportunity 

Visualisation allows us to (literally) see what others are thinking; to see what 

they are imagining. It allows us to see complex relationships and to navigate 

through that complexity. Seeing design through diverse and different lenses 

opens up more ideas and potential, and exposes flaws and ambiguities. 

Furthermore, it cycles and repeats, ensuring learning and testing as things 

evolve.

As people become comfortable with concepts and ideas being developed 

visually, the usual defensive or 'fear of difference' goes away. We can see 

things before we jump into final decisions, what it will actually take to solve a 

problem and exploit an opportunity, what emerges as we develop the 

thinking and close any gaps. 

We Have A Mantra — Let's See

Seeing is understanding. 

Seeing things makes sense to us because it makes sense to everyone. 

Quickly. They get to see. It's how we approach all our work at Group Partners. 

It's quite literally what we do. We draw out the results of the right 

conversations — we can suggest to the audience, “let's see?” “Let's see” is 

emergent — it's open, it's impartial.

Designing 'in collaboration' means working remotely a lot of the time. It means 

tapping into many forms of creativity and allowing all those involved to express 

themselves in the best way possible. There are tools that we use for this kind of 

creativity. There are post-it notes, written up meeting notes from the earlier 

stages, there are slides — there may be a few diagrams, charts and images on 

whiteboards or on computers. More often now, it's managed virtually through 

platforms that give us the ability to work real-time interactively.
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Applying the attitude/principle of “let's see” allows creativity and engagement 

to happen in a human way. We apply this axiom: "No one really knows the 

answer to anything these days, so let's work together to figure stuff out. Let's 

see...”

A big frustration in business and especially some working processes is not 

just how poorly they work, but how difficult it is to do anything about it.

We see the same old techniques being applied to brand new challenges. As a 

consequence, when the aim is to do something different, the end result is 

that it isn't. The reality is that we carry on doing the same (wrong) stuff.

As we start to see, by working this way, we can literally share what we've 

seen. We can share it because it's visual and therefore others can see it. 

Because they can see, they can understand. And because they understand, 

they can engage and contribute to what needs doing.

Here are the examples of one of our visual briefs created in RealtimeBoard 

and the final output:

The project brief in RealtimeBoard 
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The final project output 

What We Look For

What makes the difference when working this way, varies. However, over the 

years, we have seen certain qualities and characteristics emerge. They both 

inform the types of people who will be helpful on the team. They are also the 

themes that tend to make people want to engage in the first place.

Engaging creatively: Genuine ownership, by the collaborators.

Shared definitions: A way of getting the same definition of things into the heads 

and hearts of everyone.

Valuable alignment: The same meaning and value of things into the heads and 

hearts of everyone.

Repeatable story development: A story/design that makes sense and can be 

shared more widely.

Naturally emergent: A collaborative and emergent approach to developing.

Making complex simple: A simple, fast and visual way of getting the simple and 

the complex aspects across to everyone.

The crumb trail: The proof and justification for the reasons why the choices have 

been made.

Making meaning: Visual explanation of intangible concepts of any design/plan  —

framework, business models, operating models, visions, cultures and strategies.

Getting real: Objective and critical thinking.
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“Let's see” in action — team collaboration on the project board

What Guides Us

We've developed a series of principles too. These continue to evolve but they 

inform us of every challenge and help us stay relevant to the utility we want 

and the value we wish to create each time.

The use of a natural/common language  creating understanding: Any —

visual information that will be shared remotely has to be able to transcend 

the inevitable semantics and multiple definitions. Supporting notes and 

comments are vital.

Constantly reminding the audience of context & situation (navigability) 

— creating coherence: Never assuming that the audience will immediately 

get what you are sharing: as the creator/designer, by the time it is developed, 

it will be blindingly obvious to you. Not for everyone else.

Keeping yourself honest with distance  creating better: Never falling in —

love with a design too quickly — it can always be improved. Use all input to 

challenge thinking and see what might have been missed previously.
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Always be collaborating in an open and safe way  creating shared —

purpose: Ideas can occur to people at any time  and everyone sees —

different potential in a design. Having a platform for constantly sharing 

means getting the best from everyone involved.

Always be proving, arguing and debating the points together  creating —

defendability: Working collaboratively online forces clarity. People have to 

work a bit harder to explain their thinking, and the process forces structure 

and consistency.

Never believing there's only one true way  creating diversity: —

Respecting different perspectives  they all represent a reality you might not —

be aware of. Working this way has to recognise and embrace diversity.

Mixing media & challenging traditional styles  let's see: Trying new stimulus —

and ideas in juxtaposition always throws up things you haven't seen before. 

Bringing ideas to life through the use of different media and visual styles.

How We Use the Boards

We are not a conventional project team that uses boards for sharing ideas for 

UX/UI in a software environment. 
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However, the principles are very similar. The boards are developed to help us 

to explain meaning and intention to others  whatever the outcome being —

shaped. 

For us, it is vital to show systems and how they connect  and systems for us —

cover a broad spectrum from operational models through to social systems. 

We describe this part of our process as 'blocking'  it enables us to define the —

components that need to be covered and to show how they interrelate. This 

helps our graphics team understand where to place emphasis and how to 

ensure that the meaning behind the visual is very clear. 

Setting up these boards also helps us to test our thinking with clients and to 

give them a chance to input before we commit to design. We make extensive 

use of comments and labels to get our ideas across and where we are 

simulating flows, we will include links between objects  a powerful way to —

test that we are all thinking about the same thing.

Exploring team thinking on the board
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Our interactions and collaboration over the boards is typically not managed 

as an online session where everyone is 'active' on the board at the same time. 

We think the 'rules' in both instances are very similar though:

— Think about how you want people to engage with 

the board. If you want a highly interactive session 

discussing a board, then don't try and turn it into a 

work of art!

— Have some clear protocols for what you want 

people to contribute and how.

— Make good use of identifiers — apply codes or 

symbols to build a common language.

— Include examples to reinforce explanations.

— The more dynamic a session — especially with a 

lot of people — the more useful chat will be.

— Make sure someone acts as the 'design authority' 

to facilitate changes and consolidate ideas.
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CHAPTER 6

How Shared Space Influences 
Shared Understanding

Product managers often claim that “getting team-shared understanding” is 

one of the biggest challenges they face at work. It's hard enough getting 

everyone in a team on board when you're working in the same office. It 

becomes even more difficult when you're dealing with people on the other 

side of the country. Remote teams make it easier to get the skills you need on 

your team, but ensuring a shared understanding is something else 

completely. 

Thanks to the internet, collaboration is easier than ever. But have we lost 

something, not being in the same room as the people we're working with? Are 

we still able to convey our thoughts in an effective manner, or should we be 

doing more to improve understanding?
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What is Shared Understanding

When a team is working together, they all need to be on the same page. Each 

person on a team can believe they understand how their work contributes to 

the final goal. But when you bring everything together, it can become clear 

that people did not have a shared understanding. 

A shared understanding means that everyone understands the project as a 

whole. The project as a whole includes:

— the problem, as defined by the user or initiator;

— the proposed solution and the intended route to 

this goal;

— each person's contribution to the project;

— the understanding of how an individual's 

contribution impacts others.

More than that though, a shared understanding includes each member's 

acceptance of these factors. As a manager, it is your responsibility to ensure 

that everyone understands the project, and also that they're on board with 

the ideas. A person's performance improves when they do something they 

believe in, as opposed to doing it because they have to. 

Most meetings end with a confirmation of everyone's understanding. Most 

people nod yes, and it takes a couple days or weeks for it to come to light that 

they had only developed a personal understanding. In this context people 

may think they understand, but have missed some crucial concept. 
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How Shared Spaces help

The best way to create a shared understanding is to get your team together 

and communicating. For people who are working remotely, bringing everyone 

together in a physical place is not feasible, but there are many tools you can 

use to unite a team in a virtual environment. 

Having one robust shared space can help create a collaborative environment 

that builds shared understanding faster and aids communications. Shared 

spaces like instant messaging, chat rooms and video conferencing all aim to 

do this. They do a great job of providing an interactive environment for 

teams, but they lack a crucial aspect, and that is a way to convey nonverbal 

information.

As a project is running, people also tend to forget what the original goal was. 

This is both frustrating for managers and causes delays to the project.

If we can identify ways to quickly build a shared understanding and maintain 

it, we can cut down on the total time a project takes, and also improve the 

quality of the final solution.
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In a 2008 study on how visualizations improve collaboration in paired groups, 

a team from Carnegie Mellon University concluded that collaboration 

performance improved when the pairs had a visualization that both could 

manipulate, and when they were able to discuss that visualization.*

If you're doing any kind of work, you need to be able to show it to your team. 

Timelines, concepts, discussion notes — all of these are important to a 

project, and all of them need to be visualized to get people to properly 

understand fast.

Adding on to that is the ability for all members to interact with the data. 

Presenting is one thing, but if someone has a question or suggestion, having 

them able to manipulate the visualization allows for better communication 

and a greater understanding.

Take a look at an ultimate shared space — online whiteboard. This tool is far 

more than just a blank surface on which to write and draw. It allows all team 

members to collaborate in a visual space in real-time, just as if they were in 

one room. Users are able to share project files, leave comments on files, refer 

to team members, use emoji, text and video chats. The work can be seen by 

all participants, helping them develop a shared understanding more quickly, 

and ensuring they are all on the same page at the end of the session and 

during a project.

Ideation in a Virtual Room 

With the right tools, the time it takes to come up with ideas, being remote, 

can be reduced, and at the same time a better solution can be developed.
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As we discussed above an online whiteboard such as RealtimeBoard can be 

this virtual room for your remote team to gather and run your ideation 

session.

To make your sessions as effective as possible, start with choosing one of 

the pre-made templates. Options include mind maps,  brainwriting,  

fishbone diagrams, and many more to help structure ideas and solutions in 

a fast and systematic way. Use of digital sticky notes can help you list all the 

ideas in one place.

To get things going faster, the tool integrates with many major software 

packages such as Google Drive,  Box,  Dropbox,  OneDrive to add files with 

ease when you need them. Search for inspirational images and upload 

them on the board with integrated IconFinder or Google image search.

With video included, you can go around the room person by person to get 

ideas. Each person is able to display their suggestions in a manner very 

similar to how we'd expect the process to take place in real life.

To make the most of your time, use RealtimeBoard as a presentational 

board to get a green light for your ideas. And it doesn't matter where you 

are. The online environment can be accessed from any device, desktop or 

mobile, anywhere in the world.
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*D. Balakrishnan, S. R. Fussell and S. Kiesler (2008) Do Visualizations improve synchronous remote collaboration?

https://www.cs.cmu.edu/~kiesler/publications/2008pdfs/do-visualizations-improve-synchronous-remote-

collaboration-2008.pdf

Online shared spaces provide the bridge that remote teams need to 

reproduce the benefits of a team working in the same physical location. 

Team members that are able to collaborate, visualize and share their 

thoughts with each other are most capable of achieving shared 

understanding. Online whiteboards are one of the best tools to help achieve 

this.

If you're interested in learning the best online brainstorming practices, read 

real business cases and get great advice in the next chapters.
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CHAPTER 7

How MELEWI Brainstorms Being 
a Fully Remote Team

This inspiring case study was created by MELEWI, a travelling product, UX, and 

UI design studio, working with passionate people and businesses globally. 

From helping deliver McDonald's meals across 4 continents, to creating a way 

for the unbanked take out microloans in India, to helping Samsung on their 

mission to elevate digital art in Asia, they've designed products for users and 

markets around the world.

MELEWI works remotely and travels to be inspired, gain perspective, and build 

products and businesses that speak to everyone, everywhere.

— Website: melewi.net

— Twitter: twitter.com/melewi

— Facebook: facebook.com/hellomelewi

— Instagram: instagram.com/hellomelewi

Yes, We Work Remotely

Whenever someone hears that we're a remote team, a question we always get 

asked is “Wow, that must be tough; how do you guys work together?”

It's a fun question to answer — because with a fully distributed team of 7 

people and clients in over 35 countries, we've spent the last 5 years at our 

product UX UI design studio Melewi refining how to work effectively together 

while being apart.
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Working remotely simply means we're not in the same room (or even country) 

and when it comes to effective teamwork, physical proximity isn't the factor 

that "makes or breaks it".

We've found that the trick to remote collaboration isn't about making it work 

despite being on separate continents, it's about realizing what's useful about 

working in the same room, and finding ways to replicate that online.

Whether it's running user-testing sprints with startups around the world, 

writing case studies for publications, or designing apps for companies like 

Visa and McDonald's, brainstorming and creating remotely is a way of life for 

us — and one that we thoroughly enjoy.

3 Vital Ingredients of Remote 
Brainstorming

After years of experimentation, we've found 3 vital ingredients to brainstorm 

in remote teams successfully:

1. Reframe the video call mindset

What we're used to

When you imagine being in a video call, it's a (relatively and hopefully) quick 

30-minute Skype meeting, in which a conversation happens between a couple

of people. As with a real-life chat, there's typically at least one person talking

at any given moment. Any lull in conversation feels awkward, and someone

will eventually jump in to say something.
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So how do we make this work remotely?

Video calls are vital to any remote team, and they're perfect for brainstorming 

sessions. At Melewi, we've named these sessions 'mini-sprints' in order to 

differentiate them from our regular meetings.

Simply renaming these sessions reframes everyone's mindset and the team 

treats these video calls as a space for them to put their heads together, 

instead of a meeting, where the occasional silence is not the norm. 

Successful brainstorming as a location-independent team starts with creating 

the right environment and cultivating the right mindset to approach remote 

collaboration.

Try doing this:

In contrast, a bunch of people in a room thinking and working with the 

occasional silence seems perfectly normal.
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— Step 1. Set aside an hour to two to work on 

brainstorming, name this event accordingly e.g. 

Brainstorming Session for Project X

— Step 2. Set the agenda e.g. "We're going come up 

with some ideas for this new payments 

dashboard"

— Step 3. Set the stage and let everyone know how 

to approach the session e.g. "We're all going to be 

working on this canvas here, and everyone should 

contribute ideas. Remember we're not going 

through a to-do list and assigning tasks, we're all 

here to imagine up and discuss a couple of ideas 

together.”

— Step 4. Chunk up your thinking time e.g. "Alright 

everyone, shall we take 5 mins to do some 

research and think about this idea? We'll stay on 

this call and I'll set a timer “

Tip: Sometimes, team members aren't used to working together in silence on 

a call and feel the need to either a) delegate tasks and get off the call, or b) fill 

the silence. That's perfectly normal, and it's best to address it when it 

happens to reset the expectations for the brainstorming call.
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2. Find a central project hub

What we're used to

You might be used to having a whiteboard, pen, paper and your teammates 

in the same physical space. In this respect, it's easy to have a central location 

to park your ideas, for instance, the whiteboard in meeting room A.

When the hub of your project is typically located in the office, it might be hard 

to imagine how to work with your team without being seated close by. 

So how do we make this work remotely?

Having a central hub online for your project makes all the difference in the 

world. At Melewi, we're a big fan of using online whiteboards.

After trying multiple tools, we've found that Realtimeboard allowed us to 

brainstorm and collaborate effectively. The tool lets us create and edit post-

its, text boxes just like we would on a whiteboard. Realtimeboard also allows 

us to produce sketches, wireframes, as well as import different kinds of 

media. 
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More importantly, the tool supports online collaboration and has useful 

functions that allow the team to conduct video calls, create comments and 

conduct screenshares. 

Try doing this:

With your team, take stock of the types of notes or materials you need in your 

brainstorming sessions. Once you have that, you can start searching for a tool 

that might fit best.

When you've found the suitable tool, try to keep all related materials there, 

including notes, content, and links to other tools you're using.The board or 

canvas should be your go-to place for everything related to the project.

Try out multiple tools like Realtimeboard and stick to the one that best suits 

your team!

Here are a few tools we've tried:

Tip: It's easy to feel like the tool isn't working too well when it gets messy and 

confusing, especially if you have multiple people working on it. So make sure 

you keep the board organized and tidy it up every month!
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3. Replicate real-life interaction

What we're used to

In a typical office space, communication just happens — it's much easier to 

have a spontaneous discussion when your team members are physically next 

to you. By contrast, the notion of location-independent work brings to mind 

images of miscommunication and endless frustration.

When you're working in a different geographical location from your 

teammates, it's a much farther distance to reach over and tap them on the 

shoulder. The thought of using only words, without a sketchbook in hand, to 

articulate your ideas can be daunting. 

Due to the lack of physical proximity, it can be easy for things to be forgotten, 

for deadlines to slip, and for teammates to start working in silos. 

So how do we make this work remotely?

The challenges below are not particularly challenging problems to solve, just 

things we take for granted when working together in real life.

The challenges below are not particularly challenging problems to solve, just 

things we take for granted when working together in real life.

Based on our experience, there are 3 challenges that could potentially crop 

up:

1. You feel limited in expressing your ideas or thoughts — this is

where communication breaks down because it feels too difficult;
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2. You feel confused and you don't know what's going on — this is

where things feel disorganized and difficult to manage and you don't

know what is the way forward;

3. You feel disconnected and alone — this is where you feel start to feel

distant, and you don't feel like you are part of the team.

These challenges aren't particularly difficult to solve. At Melewi, we rectify 

them by scheduling check-in points, having frequent video calls and 

screensharing, and using online sketches.

Try doing this:

1. Deliberately schedule check-in points

Set up recurring catch-ups to go over progress made on projects.

These don't have to be a huge timesink! A general rule of thumb here at 

Melewi is to do either 15 mins daily, 30 mins weekly, or 1 hour fortnightly.

We also recommend never finishing a call or assigning tasks without setting 

up a next milestone or meeting. It is important to agree upon what tasks each 

individual has to complete before the next catch up.

2. Video call + screensharing should be your new normal

Video calls are paramount to our daily lives when working remotely! Being 

able to talk to someone face-to-face (or screen-to-screen) or see what they're 

working on on their screen makes a big difference. A rule in the team is for 

the camera and audio to be switched on, and for screensharing to be used 

liberally.
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Collaboration requires good communication, and a vital part of 

communication is non-verbal. In order to feel like you're effectively 

communicating, you need to see how your teammates are reacting to what 

you're saying, and you need to be able to view what they're viewing.

We typically set our screens up to be able to see multiple things at once:
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— Hangouts: split screen, screen sharing

— Skype: share screen + camera box

— Realtimeboard: video chat, cursor view

3. Use more than just words (sketching & using a tablet)

Sometimes you need more than just words! A simple tablet and a tool with a 

sketching feature allows you to illustrate your point easily.

You should never feel like effective communication between you and your 

team is hindered by the distance. Sharing sketches makes brainstorming not 

only more productive, but also a lot more fun. 

The Ultimate Guide to Effective Brainstorming in Remote Teams by RealtimeBoard



Conclusion

Brainstorming remotely can be awesome fun and awesomely effective. With 

the right mindset and tactics, great collaboration can happen anywhere — as 

long as there's wifi and some kick-ass people to work with!

Lots of work but also lots of silly fun times during our daily standup!
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We would not Trade this Experience 
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CHAPTER 8

We would not Trade this Experience 
for Anything: Remote Brainstorming 

at Shakuro

Some people don't believe that remote brainstorming can work; others just do 

it. We are happy to share this case study about Shakuro, an international 

remote design and development agency. They managed to run remote 

brainstorming sessions and create the successful project Computer Graphics+. 

We recommend that you read their inspiring case study, try remote 

brainstorming with your team and let us know how it goes in the comments!    

Let's Start with a Brief Introduction

Our team

As a distributed team, we have offices across Russia and the United States. 

The core team operates in southern Russia, with all the tech guys and top 

management. The creative leads are based in California and Delaware.

The initial brainstorming sessions for this project involved a C-level team, 

with the CEO and creative lead invited first. 
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Kostya Stepanov 

CEO of Shakuro

Kostya's technical guidance and 

knowledge of the industry were the 

keys to the success of the CG+ project 

we talk about in this article. With over 

100 projects under his belt, the CG+ 

website was one he was personally 

invested in.

Kirill Chepizhko

Creative lead and CGI designer

Kirill worked on the latest Star Wars 

movie, as well as Kong: Skull Island 

and Transformers 5. Kirill’s first-hand 

experience and super-qualified 

knowledge shaped the unique feel of 

CG+.

Project managers can always be counted on to generate ideas, so a project 

manager was a must for our brainstorming team. We also wanted to dive 

deep into website UX, so we added a UX designer to the mix. Lastly, we 

definitely needed members of the team to keep us realistic about technology 

and resources, so back-end and front-end developers were taken on board. 

Use case

The project was to create the web design concept for the Computer 

Graphics+ website. Computer Graphics+ is our co-owned social networking 

platform for computer graphics artists.
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The main purpose of CG+ was to be a versatile website in the artistic 

computer graphics industry. When we initially created CG+, we noticed that 

there is a lot of art produced by digital artists from around the world, and this 

creates a huge variety of services. Our website had to be ready to fit any 

creative impulse and become the home for any and all graphic content.

Firstly, we did initial research for the project and chose a direction for further 

concept development. This was our first internal project; during the research 

stage we realized that, when everyone is a stakeholder, we occasionally face 

conflicts of interest. To speed things up and come up with an approved 

website concept more quickly, we decided to organize a brainstorming 

session with all the team members involved in the project. 

The main purpose of CG+ was to be a versatile website in the artistic 

computer graphics industry.

Challenges

When we began work on the CG+ project, we faced some new challenges:

— Conflicts of interest — Because it was our own internal project, we 

were both the agency and the client. We know how to deal with clients. 

We know how to listen, what to ask and how to react. This project, 

however, was different. Every member of the team had their own 

opinion on what would be best, and the division of authority didn't 

always work. That's why we had to appoint a manager. After all, 

someone had to have the final say.

— Time zone differences — How do you collaborate if you can't even 

schedule a call? Someone had to sacrifice something, be it family time, 

sleep, fresh air or exercise. We attempted to strike a balance by 

scheduling our meetings at different times, allowing everyone to be on 

point and sharp, at least occasionally. Being just a little out of sync can 

lead the entire team in the wrong direction. Even with our best efforts, 

it took a lot of coffee to keep our focus.
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— Technical issues — If someone's mic is messed up, a remote session 

becomes a game of Telephone. We couldn't use free tools like Google 

docs for this project, as we needed the ability to visualize and share 

thoughts in real time during our online brainstorming. Instead, we 

decided to go with RealtimeBoard.

As a team spread around the globe, we don't have an easy way to 

communicate in person. Excited to start the project as soon as possible, we 

decided to try brainstorming online.

Here's How we Brainstormed 
Remotely

It should be simple, right? You log in to a conference call, someone shares 

their screen and you're off, everyone taking turns to share their ideas clearly 

and constructively. Not quite...

Dealing with smaller issues helps you build up to the larger goal, with plenty 

of battles to fight along the way.

We started by creating some brainstorming objectives:

1. Create a strong and distinctive website identity.

2. Come up with the proper content appearance algorithm. It was

important to treat artists equally, while leveraging the advantages of

every piece of artwork.

3. Make an enticing initial experience by dropping beautifully arranged,

world-class art. Make this part of the UX.
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Step 1

Our main design challenge with CG+ was that, as an artistic resource, it 

required specific layouts to display various pieces of artwork in the most 

appealing way. We went with a dark color scheme to focus on the content 

and usability. Technically, CG+ was built to operate with huge volumes of data, 

uploading, processing and transferring it without delays. We used a Ruby on 

Rails framework and a number of diverse tools to reach maximum 

accessibility. 

Before going any further, we needed to finalize the identity concept. We 

needed a logo that was explicit, bold and “techy.” Having the + symbol in our 

name was a good place for our designers to start. Here are the logo search 

and inspiration references: 

And some brainstorming afterwards:
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Our first discovery about remote brainstorming was how rewarding the 

experience could be. When you deal with the same people day after day, you 

develop a shared mindset. It's a good quality to rely on during the technical 

stages, designing the UI and writing code, but the creative process requires 

variety. Lucky for us, this is exactly what you get from a team tackling the 

problem from literally different perspectives. The long, cold Russian winter 

mood gets balanced out by sunny California ideas, and a fresh and brisk 

approach is a good alternative to the apathy of summer heat. 

Conquering the extremes, blending them together and crossbreeding ideas 

from multiple angles are the true benefits of brainstorming.

Without this variety of perspective, you get stuck in a bubble and no real 

breakthrough happens.

Through multiple iterations and a lot of discussion, we powered through the 

identity and branding designs. We knew that the output we'd create in this 

process would become critical solid ground for further development.
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Step 2

With the logo and identity set, we moved on to brainstorm the content 

organization on the main page. We wanted CG+ to be more than just a 

computer graphics depository. Our genuine interest in the industry pushed 

us towards creating a sort of hybrid platform with mega libraries of useful 

content with a community and social network features. 

This is why we started working on creating an unusual content display. 

Someone suggested that we go with a bubbly theme.

Our developers started to play with the concept and dropped their ideas to 

the elements corner of the brainstorming board. Here's what they came up 

with:
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None of these were ideal. Something just didn't feel right and didn't resonate 

with the artist community. Kirill (our creative lead) decided to take a different 

approach. He had his own corner on the board and did his brainstorming 

alone.

Step 3

Triangulation was a hot trend at a time, and we played around with that idea. 

Kirill's interest in the flexible geometric pattern structure brought us to the 

concept of a stained-glass layout, which later morphed into a mosaic.
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The idea of a mosaic was fresh and everybody loved it, so we proceeded in 

this direction and, ultimately, the main page started taking its final form.

From there on, it was a purely technical process, building the UI and UX with 

simultaneous references dropping on the board. We ultimately delivered a 

polished product that hundreds of thousands of users enjoy every day.
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In addition to delivering a successful product, we discovered a whole new 

universe of digital art and managed to get deeply involved in this forward-

thinking industry, which we believe will dictate the pace of progress for years 

to come.

Remote Brainstorming Takeaways

Approaching a new product from a clean sheet of paper (or board) is not an 

easy thing. Usually, we'd have a client with their own crazy ideas to start 

playing around with in order to come up with something great. 

In the case of CG+, we first had to deal with the whirlwind of ideas from our 

core team, then we had to try to collaborate with the rest of the team on the 

opposite side of the world to create a path we all believed in and could enjoy. 
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— Instead of getting tangled up in email, we talked. 

Just like you would if you were in the same 

room.

— Adjusting our schedule lessened the time zone 

struggle. A little change in your daily routine 

might be fun and lead to outstanding results.

— Rather than using conventional free tools like 

Google docs to visualize and share thoughts, we 

opted for RealtimeBoard's endless space and 

turned it into a sandbox. 

Years after the project's completion, it's still so cool to stop by the CG+ board 

and reminisce about all the crazy ideas we had.

We overcame the challenges of creative brainstorming with a distributed 

team. What empowered our experience was the combination of cultural 

diversity, a mix of experiences and our shared mindset.

Brainstorming gives you the ability to extrapolate the thought process, digest 

ideas better and stay open-minded, even if you are remote.

We got some bumps and bruises along the way, but we wouldn't trade this 

experience for anything.  

Going through this intense brainstorming left its mark on the way we perceive 

projects to this day.
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CHAPTER 9

Designing a Distributed Team Kickoff: 
Case Study by Assurity — Part 1

Preparing for a meeting with colleagues from different continents can be 

stressful. We asked Assurity, our customer and New Zealand's leading 

delivery consultancy, to share their experience designing meetings with a 

client's distributed team.

Joe Auslander, Principal Consultant at Assurity, and Karly Williams, Senior 

Consultant, prepared this case study describing a process that can be applied to 

any distributed meeting you organize. Feel free to say thank you to the Assurity 

team in the comments if you find their advice useful!

Introduction

As we work more and more in virtual platforms, taking the time to consider 

how you want people to work together can make the difference between a 

team leaving with the sense that they just went through the motions or 

feeling like they've worked together and were needed.

Event design tends to focus on the reason we are all coming together, but if 

you are designing events for teams to come together in, then you also have to 

consider how your event will help them work better as a team in the future.

You'll need to make it easy for people to hear and see others. If a team cannot 

quickly determine if their teammate is concerned or if they have an idea they 

are not sharing, everyone misses out.
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I've split this article into three parts:

Part 1 focuses on some of the simple things I consider and do when setting 

up a distributed event.

Part 2 looks at the agenda design and kickoff.

Part 3 sees the event in action and considers how to follow up and learn 

from feedback.

I am using a fictional team and initiative to illustrate my points.

Define the Event

—  Who am I working for and what is the role they expect of me?

—  I'm working for an investor who wants to develop a web app 

feature using the best talent from around the world.

—  I'm expected to facilitate events that help the team find direction, 

self-manage and make working collaboratively easy for them. I'm 

not expected to be accountable for the solutions the team provides 

in the creation of this new feature.

—  Is this event part of a bigger context? If so, how?
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—  Yes, this event needs to provide the team with a good start towards 

self-service communication and decrease the cost of confusion by 

ensuring the team clearly understands the project's expectations 

and working practices.

—  Who will be participating and in what role (e.g. decision maker, 

observer, information)?

—  Brian Jeffries  (decision maker, information)  Product (investor) — —

— San Francisco, California

—  Stacy Gallavan and Kevin Zintec  (decision makers)  Developers — —

— New York, New York

—  Allison Coza  (decision maker)  Quality and Automation West — — — 

Palm Beach, Florida

—  Max McKim  (decision maker)  Platform & Database  — — —

Auckland, New Zealand

—  Which tool will be used for the meeting? 

— RealtimeBoard, an online whiteboard, which allows a team to 

collaborate in real time on the board and use audio and video 

connections.

—  What are the constraints I need to plan for (e.g. time zones, language, 

special needs)?

—  Different time zones

—  Everyone speaks fluent English

—  No vision or hearing impairments

—  They have only met once over Skype before this event

—  They have never used RealtimeBoard before.
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Prepare the Participants — 
Calendar Invite

I stick to the simple POW format (purpose, outcome, what's in it for me?) and 

then list anything they need to have or do before the event.

Below is an example of an invite I might write:

Hi All,

This invite is for our first official session as a team.

Purpose:

To decide how we'd like to begin working together to deliver initiative xyz.

Outcome:

— A team space for planning

— A working schedule to rely on

— First steps to begin the initiative

What's in it for you?

— You get to meet the team.

— You get to have a say in the best way for the team to communicate.

— You get to have a say in how the team starts working together.

You will need to have:

— A modern computer (no tablets or phones please)

— A 15” monitor (minimum) - Chrome Browser

— I suggest that you use a mouse instead of a track pad, but it's up to you.

— Headphones, microphone and camera for team communication

— An internet connection that allows HD streaming. (If you can watch Netflix 

in HD, you're sweet)
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You will need to:

— Make sure your account is working by signing in from the invite before the 

event. If you have any issues, let me know ahead of time to give you a hand 

(contact details below).

The agenda is still being designed and will be shared with you on the day. 

Don't worry, you shouldn't have to prepare anything beyond the recommendations 

above. 

All you need to do is show up on time.

To help me design our space with your needs in mind, I'd like to get to know you all 

a little before the event. Please expect a call from me in the next week. It shouldn't 

take more than half an hour.

All the best,

Joe Auslander

ph: +64 xxx xxxx

email: xxxxxxx
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Prepare the Participants — Follow-
up Phone Call

Email and calendar invites are not great forms of communication. Over the 

years, I've learned that if you get an opportunity to talk to the event attendees 

before the event, take it. I often learn something that improves the event 

when I take the time to talk to the participants beforehand. I don't have a 

fixed format for these conversations, but here are a few questions I'd 

probably ask:

— Did they read my invite to the event?

—  Some people are good at reading invites, others don't care. Just to 

make sure they will feel safe and prepared when we start the event, 

I like to ensure they've received the information they need.

— How convenient is the time of day that the event was booked?

—  I will have tried to find a time that suits everyone. Inevitably, it won't 

be perfect, but we can decide as a team to meet at a different time in 

the future. If timing is a problem, I may ask myself if the person is 

needed or if their decisions can be made by another trusted team 

member. For this kickoff, though, I want everyone there.

— Where will they be when they join the event?

—  For distributed team events, I try to emphasize that they should not 

be on the go. They should plan to be in a single location where they 

focus completely on working collaboratively (e.g. no dogs, children, 

strangers, loved ones).

— What computers / screens will they be using — mouse, trackpad or 

other?

—  Even though I stipulate this in the event invite, I've found people 

always decide what is and is not relevant to them. Screen size and 

resolution is really important to understand, because I can make the 

working areas accommodate the smallest interaction space. 
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— What is their internet speed like?

—  This could mean the difference between using video and audio 

through the browser or not. If one person has a slower connection, 

I may do a few test runs to see if they will have a good experience 

and suggest we do audio through an analogue channel if feasible.

— Did I miss anything?

—  I like to make sure there is space in the conversation to invite them 

to give me feedback or raise anything I've not yet thought of. This is 

where I often get the gems that help make the sessions better.

Last, often during the call I'll make sure they have access to the accounts and 

tools they need for the event. It's much easier to troubleshoot while we are in 

a conversation than through chat or email.

Part 2 will focus on how I design the agenda and kick off the event. 

For this team, I thought I needed at least a 15” monitor at no less 

than 1600x900 resolution. If it turns out they've all got bigger 

spaces, then I can design up from the smallest working area.
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CHAPTER 9

Creating the Agenda and Kicking off: 
Case Study by Assurity — Part 2

Part 1 described how a distributed team kickoff could be initiated. This article, 

Part 2, will focus on the design of the kickoff for the session.

So far, I've called each person on the team. Everyone now has access to an 

empty RealtimeBoard play area to experiment in. I've also had a chat with 

Brian Jeffries (the investor for this effort) about what he needs from the team 

kickoff.

Brian has told me that, before the event, he will present his vision for the 

product. His biggest desire for my team kickoff event is for everyone to 

understand the roles on the team and agree how they will work together.

In addition, Brian mentioned that he'd like to get an idea of the team's skills 

with the tools they will use, mainly Jira, Box and RealtimeBoard. This way he 

can follow up and give training where needed.

Taking into consideration Brian's concerns, I turned to RealtimeBoard to begin 

designing the event.

First I lay out what must be accomplished. I do this on the same 

RealtimeBoard I'll be using for the event. I start my design thinking in terms of 

“frames.” By using the RealtimeBoard frame feature, I can take advantage of 

two built-in capabilities:
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1) Export to PDF — This feature automatically takes vector images of

anything inside each frame, in the order that it is listed in the frame

menu. This means that after an event it is very easy to create an artifact

of the event that the attendees can easily look back to for reference. To

make this easier to organize, I'll number the frames in the order that I'd

like them to appear in the PDF (00, 01, etc.).

Setting up frames in RealtimeBoard

Exporting the frame to PDF
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2) Facilitator control — Each space is designed to help a certain type of

decision to be made. To quickly bring the event attendees from one

working space to another, I can ask them to “jump to a frame.” Doing

this means I know that they are all starting from the same space and

seeing the same thing. As a facilitator, this helps me focus on the

activity instead of trying to understand what each participant is seeing.

I add the plan to its own frame to use when I introduce the event to the 

attendees for the first time.

The frame with the meeting agenda

For the first activity (frame: Getting to know us), I want them to get to know 

each other, but I also want them to become adept in the RealtimeBoard 

environment. I will already have made some cards with information about 

them.
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I focus on how they can put those cards in spaces that give context into who 

they are and some of their capabilities, focusing on the largest concerns 

Brian wanted to address.

The RealtimeBoard Iconfinder feature makes it very easy to express a word 

with an image. To expose them to this feature, I create a space called “Spirit 

Animals.” I'll ask them to use Iconfinder to pick an animal icon that best 

represents them. I'll reuse this animal icon later to ask them to create their 

own voting stickies.
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Animal that represents Brian Jeffries

The “Tool confidence” section of the square is where they will self-measure 

and talk about how comfortable they are with the three main tools.

I replicate this square for every member of the team (including myself). I also 

add a “Tools” row at the top. This is where I will place a graphical link to the 

instance of the cloud tools we expect to use.

I then group and lock the activity frame so that the attendees can interact 

over it.
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The “Tool confidence” section on the board

To allow each attendee to vote on their own confidence level, I create an icon 

for each tool and place them at the top of each column. I don't lock these 

because I expect the attendees to move them.
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Here is an example of what a filled-in square may look like:

Now I'm ready to move on to the next three parts of the event:

— working agreement

— preparation for the next things

— feedback
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In this article, we dove into some of the thinking that can be applied when 

designing interactions in a digital event space. In Part 3, we will quickly cover 

the end design for the three remaining parts and then look at the end result.

View the meeting board
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CHAPTER 9

Looking at the Finished Event: 
Case study by Assurity — Part 3

This is the last in a 3-part article about designing and implementing a 

distributed team kickoff using RealtimeBoard as the interaction platform. In 

Part 1, I described how a distributed team kickoff could be initiated. Part 2 

focused on designing the kickoff for the session. This article looks at the 

designs and use of the entire event, comparing the design before the event to 

how it was used during the event.

So far, I've talked to each person on the team to ensure I understood their 

needs and expectations. I liaised with Brian, the investor for this team, on 

what he needed to get from this first event. Then I created an agenda and 

icebreaker activity to acclimate the team to interacting and expressing 

themselves using the RealtimeBoard environment.

That leaves me with: 

— the team working agreement area, where I'll need to

—  help the team understand their roles 

—  discuss if we are using the right tools 

—  agree on when the team should have events and be available to 

each other 

—  help the team begin a team charter around behaviors and 

outcomes

—  NOTE: I'll also want to reuse this information for future team 

events.

— a quick discussion on planning future events and how much more we 

need to do to begin delivering

— a quick feedback session where the team shares feedback on how they 

found the event.
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Here is how the final kickoff board looks like. You can find the step by step 

guide on how this event went below.

The Team Working Agreement

Although there are four activities (roles, tools, events, behavior), I built them 

all in the same RealtimeBoard frame. This makes it easier to allow the team to 

jump to the whole area when I discuss the activities that we will do. It also 

presents well when I export the board to PDF for a historical document later.

Roles

Leveraging Ahmed Sidky's Agile Leadership Roles concept, I defined three 

basic leadership roles – Investor, Development Team and Facilitator  and —

then left a space to the right for any additional roles that the team may 

identify. I left a space below each role where the team can place their “Spirit 

Animal” avatar (created in the previous exercise). Then I created a stack of 

general accountabilities (on the small, red stickies) that the team can place 

under the roles.

View the meeting board
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After:

Setup:

Max and Stacey added a Technical Strategy role they wanted to own. The 

team agreed on the accountabilities and created the appropriate stickies.
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Setup:

Tools

This exercise is to create a conversation about whether we are using the right 

tools. The team needs to see if they expect to engage with the tools at the 

level we hoped and, if not, start the conversation about alternatives options.

Using a simple x/y axis measuring “fit for need” vs. “likelihood to use,” the 

sweet spot would be the far right, center. Anything else is an interesting 

conversation we need to have. Each person has one vote per tool (by ctrl+left-

clicking the tools sticky), and then the team can look at the results and 

discuss.
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Events

The hardest part of working in different time zones can be identifying when 

the team can come together. To make it easy for the team, I created a graphic 

to show viable periods. 

I also created some “event stickies” to be placed on each workday with a begin 

and end marker for the iteration.

After:

Most of the votes are to the far right and center. The outliers are the 1 JIRA 

sticky (which was me; I won't be using it too often) and the WhatsApp stickies. 

This led to a conversation about how many of the team members use 

WhatsApp for personal use and confusing work and personal notifications. 

This instigated Brian, the investor, to reconsider this solution. He promised to 

follow up with the team later to explore other options.
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Setup:

After:

The team picked the fourth day to run the review/retro/planning, as they felt 

it gave them the most amount of collaborative space to work and prepare for 

the events.
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Behavior

This is a simple mechanism for a team to talk about how to handle situations.

If this thing happens, then we expect to react like this, so that we get some 

result we need.

I peppered some suggested topics to start (although they could change them 

if they felt inclined) and left a “?” card to encourage them to fill in a scenario 

for themselves.

Setup:

After:
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Planning the Next Events

To avoid losing momentum, we locked in dates for the upcoming definition of 

ready and done. I also asked the team if they had any ideas about what other 

tasks and outcomes were needed to begin delivering the solution. Like before 

in the team working agreement, I kept the two activities in the same frame.

Definition of Done | Definition of Ready

I kept this very simple. I reused the time zone template from before, but left 

out the days of the week. I then asked the team to pick a day when they 

would be ready to participate in this event, and then picked a time that 

worked for everyone.

The team liked and used my examples and decided that three was enough to 

start, as long as they could come back to this board and update it.

Setup:
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After:

Due to the familiar design, this was a short conversation. They decided to 

have the event on the following day at 0900 UTS +12. I added my avatar as a 

reminder that I had a task to set it up and invite members to the event.

When can we begin delivering?

This design is also very simple. I wanted a space that would help the team list 

what they think needs to happen and in what order (if appropriate), and from 

that conversation determine when we can begin delivering.

Setup:
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After:

The team was able to list a few activities and outcomes they would need to 

start. The good news is that they thought they could begin in less than a 

week. While things will invariably change, I'm happy that the team has a 

shared understanding of what is happening and why.

Feedback

Last, but extremely important, is getting feedback on the session. Getting 

feedback is critical for two reasons. First, so that I can ensure the team is 

getting a high-quality interaction in this space. Second, it sets the expectation 

that the team is expected to be aware of and discuss how effective their 

interactions are. This gets its own frame as well.

To keep this simple, I ask three questions, but the team only answers the 

questions they feel drawn to and can add others.
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Setup:

After:

The feedback is useful. Allison has mentioned that she needs to find a more 

secluded place to work. It's logged as a learning opportunity for later if it 

becomes a barrier for her to participate with the group. Also, the team wants 

to reuse a lot of the material we made in the session, which is great, because 

that was my intention from the start.
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That's the end of this 3-part journey, where I covered how I prepare, design 

and execute an event for a distributed team kickoff. Though this was a 

fictional scenario, it demonstrated common, real-life themes that when 

addressed properly increase the effectiveness of a distributed event.

Those themes are:

1. Preparation and early conversations are key to creating the right event.

2. Design the event to teach them how to interact in the environment

they are using.

3. Don't just design the activities for the delivery outcomes; design how

you want the team to work together.

4. Always learn from the event and allow the team to surprise you.
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The Guide Conclusion

Since the inception of the practice of brainstorming, business has evolved. As 

you've learned idea generation and brainstorming evolved along with it. The 

most recent iteration of the practice was driven by the growth of distributed 

teams. 

Initially, idea generation meetings using distributed teams was fraught with 

potential pitfalls. This guide provides the tools agile teams need to remove 

the roadblocks and challenges of remote team brainstorming. Put the 

practices, lessons and examples into use. 

Remote team idea generation can be challenging. But thanks to the evolution 

of online teamwork, it no longer has to be. 

Written by the RealtimeBoard marketing team and freelance writer Julie Joyce.

Guide illustrations by Nadezhda Netsvetaeva.

We would like to say “Thank you!” to all these people and companies for 

sharing their experiences and contributing to this guide: Melissa Ng, 

Hazel Teng and Peach Nacion from MELEWI, Moses Kim from Shakuro, 

Joe Auslander and Karly Williams from Assurity.
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