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Reverse Brainstorming Creative Thinking Tool 
What is Reverse Brainstorming? 
Ever been in a brainstorming session where everyone stares at the whiteboard in silence, or 
where all the ideas feel recycled and uninspiring? Reverse brainstorming is your escape route 
from creative quicksand. Instead of banging your head against the wall trying to solve a 
problem directly, you flip it completely upside down and ask the deliciously subversive 
question: "How could we make this problem even worse?" 

It sounds counterintuitive, but there's psychological magic here. When you're struggling to find 
solutions, your brain often gets trapped in the same thinking patterns. But when you're asked 
to create problems? Suddenly, you become brilliantly creative. You can see all the ways things 
could go wrong, all the failure points, all the frustrations. And hidden within those "terrible" 
ideas are the seeds of breakthrough solutions. 

When Your Team Needs This Creative Medicine 
• When you're hitting creative walls: Traditional brainstorming feels like being stuck 

in traffic on the N3 during peak hour—moving nowhere fast 
• When you need to prevent disasters: Understanding how things fail helps you build 

better safeguards 
• When customer experiences need rescuing: Sometimes you need to imagine the 

worst service possible to create the best 
• When you're missing obvious risks: Fresh eyes on potential failure points before they 

become real problems 
• When assumptions have become invisible: Challenging what "everyone knows" to 

be true can unlock breakthrough thinking 

 

Two Approaches to Breakthrough Thinking 

Approach 1: Problem Reversal - The "Let's Make It Worse" Game 

This approach is pure creative rebellion. Instead of trying to solve your problem, you're going 
to become magnificently creative at making it worse. It's liberating because there's no pressure 
to be "right"—you're deliberately trying to be wrong, which paradoxically makes you 
brilliantly insightful. 

Your Process: 

1. Write your real problem clearly - Make it specific and honest about what you're 
trying to achieve 

2. Flip it completely - Ask "How could we guarantee this problem gets worse?" or "What 
would make this terrible?" 
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3. Become a creative saboteur - Brainstorm every possible way to create the opposite of 
what you want 

4. Play detective with your "bad" ideas - Look at each terrible idea and ask, "So how 
do we prevent this?" 

 

Real Stories of Creative Rebellion 

Choice Mutual Insurance - Standing Out in a Crowded Market 

Anthony Martin, founder and CEO of Choice Mutual Insurance, found himself facing a 
common business challenge: how to differentiate his company in the saturated insurance 
market. Instead of traditional brainstorming, his team tried a reverse approach. 

Their Reverse Question: "How can we ensure we look like every insurance broker?" 

Their "Terrible" Answer: "Offer them exactly what everyone else does." 

This led Martin and his team to research their competitors and discover that most insurance 
brokers only offered one or two insurance companies to work with. By deliberately exploring 
how to be generic, they uncovered their path to being unique. 

Their Solution Born from Sabotage: Partner with over fifteen different insurance companies, 
allowing them to freely match each client with whichever option works best for them. 

The Result: This reverse brainstorming approach helped Choice Mutual become the #1 largest 
online marketplace for final expense life insurance in the United States. 

 

Yardzen - Designing Customer Delight by Imagining Disaster 

Jenn Pavlick, director of designer operations at Yardzen, used reverse brainstorming to tackle 
customer experience challenges in their landscape design service. 

Their Reverse Question: "How can we ensure we provide a 1-star experience to our clients?" 

Their "Awful" Ideas Included: 

• Make clients struggle through a confusing online onboarding process 
• Take too long to deliver the first design version 
• Suggest plants and materials that clients hate 
• Miss important information that clients share 
• Design dream yards that exceed the client's budget 
• Make customer service impossible to reach 

Their Solutions Born from Sabotage: By identifying these potential problems, Yardzen 
designed a streamlined process that addressed each pain point before clients experienced them. 
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They created clear onboarding, faster turnaround times, better listening processes, budget-
conscious design approaches, and accessible customer support. 

The Result: Clients now receive designs they love that fit within their budgets from the very 
beginning, dramatically improving satisfaction rates. 

 

Teambuilding.com - Finding Focus Through Negative Space 

When Angela Robinson, content lead at Teambuilding.com, needed to develop fresh content 
ideas with her team, she turned to reverse brainstorming to challenge their assumptions about 
their audience. 

Their Reverse Questions: "Who is not a member of our audience?" and "What topics should 
we not write about on the blog?" 

Their "Bad" Content Ideas Included: 

• "Ten worst team building activities" 
• "How to quietly quit your job" 
• "How to trick your boss into thinking you actually like your team" 

Their Solution Born from Sabotage: By clearly defining who their audience was NOT and 
what topics to avoid, the team gained crystal clarity on their actual target audience and content 
strategy. This negative space approach helped them focus their content creation efforts more 
effectively. 

The Result: A more targeted content strategy that resonated better with their intended audience 
of team leaders and HR professionals. 

 

The Power of "Terrible" Thinking 

These real-world examples demonstrate how reverse brainstorming removes the pressure to 
find perfect solutions immediately. By giving teams permission to think about failure first, they 
often discover insights that traditional brainstorming might miss. The key is in the flip - every 
"terrible" idea contains the seeds of an innovative solution. 
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Approach 2: Assumption Challenging 

Question the fundamental assumptions underlying your challenge. 

Process: 

1. List all assumptions about your challenge, market, customers, or solution approach 
2. Question each assumption - Ask "What if this isn't true?" or "Why do we believe 

this?" 
3. Explore alternative scenarios - What happens if assumptions are wrong or reversed? 
4. Generate new possibilities - Develop solutions based on different assumptions 

Example: 

• Original Challenge: Increase product sales 
• Assumption: "Customers want more features" 
• Challenge: "What if they want fewer, but better features?" 
• New possibility: Focus on simplification and core functionality 

 

Running Your Reverse Brainstorming Session (60 minutes 
total) 

Setting the Scene (10 minutes) 

Create a safe space for "bad" ideas where people feel permission to be delightfully destructive. 
Write your challenge prominently where everyone can see it, then explain that today, everyone 
gets to be creative saboteurs. 

Problem Reversal Journey (35 minutes) 

Phase 1: The Great Flip (5 minutes) Take your original problem and completely reverse it. 
Write the "evil" version alongside your real challenge. 

Phase 2: Creative Sabotage Party (20 minutes) Encourage your team to brainstorm every 
possible way to guarantee the worst outcome. The more outrageous and specific the ideas, the 
better. Build on each other's "terrible" ideas with enthusiasm. 

Phase 3: Solution Alchemy (10 minutes) Take each "terrible" idea and flip it into a potential 
solution. Ask "How do we prevent this?" or "What's the opposite approach?" 
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Alternative: Assumption Challenging (35 minutes) 

Phase 1: Assumption Archaeology (10 minutes) List all beliefs your team holds about your 
challenge—customers, competitors, resources, industry norms. 

Phase 2: The "What If" Laboratory (15 minutes) For each assumption, ask "What if this 
fundamental belief is wrong?" Explore what would be possible if assumptions were completely 
reversed. 

Phase 3: New Reality Construction (10 minutes) Develop approaches based on your 
challenged assumptions that wouldn't have been obvious under original beliefs. 

Wrap-up and Next Steps (10 minutes) 

1. Cluster similar solutions into themes 
2. Identify the most promising ideas for further development 
3. Plan follow-up actions, including research, prototyping, or testing 

 

Ground Rules for Success 
• Embrace the absurd: The most ridiculous ideas often contain kernels of brilliant 

insight 
• No censoring during brainstorming: Let wild ideas flow freely—evaluation comes 

later 
• Build on others' "bad" ideas: Creative destruction is more fun as a team sport 
• Stay focused: Keep returning to your reversed challenge or questioned assumptions 
• Document everything: Some of your best insights will come from seemingly 

throwaway comments 

Making Your Insights Real 
Don't let your session end with good intentions gathering dust. Within a day or two: 

1. Evaluate solutions against your actual objectives and constraints 
2. Identify quick tests – Often, revolutionary insights can be validated with simple 

experiments 
3. Plan follow-up sessions to dive deeper into promising discoveries 
4. Research the feasibility of your most compelling ideas 
5. Remember: Some insights need time to develop before their full potential becomes 

clear 

The magic of reverse brainstorming lies in its fundamental truth: sometimes the best way 
forward is to imagine going backwards first. 

 

Part of Innovate Durban's Creative Thinking Toolkit 


