
Sketching for Ideation: A Structured 
Approach for Increasing Divergent 
Thinking

Abstract 
Sketching is a valuable technique used across a variety 
of industries to aid creative thought. Although the 
benefits of sketching are widely known, there is limited 
instruction for the application of sketching in problem 
solving, particularly in the critical phase of generating 
ideas. This project seeks to encourage the usage of 
sketching in this phase by proposing a structured 
method to aid creative thought and divergent thinking.  

To inform the design of the method, exploratory 
research was conducted involving interviews with 
creative professionals from various creative disciplines 
in addition to concurrent think-aloud design sessions 
with User Experience designers. Sketches from the 
Royal Institute of British Architecture (RIBA) were also 
reviewed to collect observations from conceptual 
architectural sketches. The best practices and 
techniques uncovered in this research formed the 
foundation for the design of a lightweight sketching 
method. The main contribution of this paper is the 
method, Sketching for Ideation Version 1.0, which was 
evaluated by five User Experience Designers and two 
Business Consultants. The evaluation offered 
encouraging reviews of the method for improving idea 
generation and also constructive comments for future 
iterations. 
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Figure 1: sketches for a health 
wearable concept by the author
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Introduction  
Whatever our industry or chosen field, we are all trying 
to solve problems. In creative problem solving there is 
particular emphasis on the divergence or variety of 
ideas explored before diving into the detail of a chosen 
solution. By considering many ideas rather than 
carefully improving one – a problem called “local hill 
climbing”– it is likely that a better overall solution will 
be achieved [2]. Too often in professional settings the 
thinking time required to consider idea alternatives can 
be limited. Therefore, it is imperative that this time is 
spent as effectively as possible to support divergent 
thinking to produce a breadth of ideas. 

The arguments for the benefits of sketching are well 
documented and acknowledged. In Buxton’s book 
Sketching User Experiences, he advocates for the use 
of sketching to support efficient generation of a wide 
variety of ideas. He argues that sketching is not just a 
byproduct of design, but rather central to design 
thinking and learning [2]. Although a widely used 
technique, sketching is an area in design which is the 
least practiced and taught [8]. A criticism of Buxton’s 
text and other sketching resources is that the 
application of sketching itself is not easy to understand. 
This is precisely why the companion book Sketching 
User Experiences (the Workbook) was created, as Saul 
Greenberg identified a lack of “how to” in getting 
started sketching [5]. The Workbook provides more 
detail about the motivations for sketching and offers 
strategies for undertaking sketching in problem solving. 
That said, it still lacks clarity in the specific application 
of sketching in idea generation. Generating Ideas is a 
critical phase of the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) 
approach as defined by Isaksen et al [6] which Buxton 

identifies as a key area where creativity should be 
maximized [2].  

While many effective creativity techniques are currently 
available, they can be difficult to implement, as often 
these techniques are time-consuming or require a 
skilled facilitator. There are few lightweight creativity 
techniques that can be easily applied to generating 
creative requirements or ideas [1]. Some of the most 
effective techniques which might be applied within the 
Generating Ideas phase are Brainstorming, Creativity 
Triggers, and the “6-Up” Template for sketching from 
Lean UX [4]. In this project there is particular emphasis 
on the use of Creativity Triggers, which can be 
described as “a series of idea-spurring questions to 
help stimulate the flow of new ideas” [6].  

Given the prevalence of sketching as a technique in 
design, it is surprising that more creativity techniques 
have not been specifically designed to support it. In this 
current state there is an opportunity to offer more 
guidance in sketching for idea generation in order to 
facilitate the creation of many, varied, creative ideas 
and ultimately, a better solution. This project aims to 
fill this gap by creating an “intervention” into the 
sketching technique based on a synthesis of findings of 
the most effective approaches to sketching across a 
variety of creative disciplines. The term intervention is 
used to describe a lightweight method which can be 
applied to an individual’s personal working style to 
facilitate more divergence in idea generation. The 
resulting method was evaluated to answer the following 
research question: To what extent will an intervention 
into the sketching technique result in improved idea 
generation for User Experience designers?	 

Figure 3: sketches using tracing 
paper from the Interior Designer 

Figure 2: sketches in context of 
inspiration from the sketchbook of 
the Jewellery Designer 
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Exploratory Research 
The exploratory research was completed to inform the 
design of the method and was conducted in three 
phases, each utilising a different approach.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 
The goal of the semi-structured interviews was to gain 
a general understanding of creative problem solving 
and the role of sketching in a variety of creative 
disciplines. There were seven participants in total from 
three different creative agencies and one who was 
independent. The participants worked in the following 
domains: graphic design, interior design, jewellery 
design, architecture and landscape architecture. Four 
participants were located in London, UK and three in 
Portland, ME, USA. All participants permitted the 
researcher to view sketchbooks and creative work. The 
format followed best practices of semi-structured 
interviews. This allowed for a flexible and natural 
conversation to develop, while ensuring coverage of 
key topics related to creative approaches and 
sketching, as well as observations of work environment 
when appropriate [7].   

Concurrent Think-Aloud Design Sessions 
The concurrent think-aloud (CTA) design sessions 
narrowed the focus of the research to the primary 
audience of User Experience (UX). These sessions 
asked four UX Designers to respond to a design brief to 
understand their approach to the problem using 
sketching. The CTA protocol instructs participants to 
think out loud while performing a task, enabling the 
researcher to better understand the participant’s 
thought process. All four participants worked at a single 
agency with a range of experience. Each session lasted 
between 45 and 60 minutes, where participants were 

asked to complete a sketching warm-up, design 
exercise, and follow-up interview. The design brief set 
the challenge of generating as many ideas as possible 
for redesigning the ATM of the future. Afterwards, 
participants were asked a series of follow-up questions 
reflecting on the ideas generated in the session and 
comparing this session to their usual ways of working.  

Review of RIBA Sketches 
The last phase of the exploratory research leveraged 
RIBA sketchbook resources at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London to study themes and techniques 
from conceptual architectural sketches. The sketches 
viewed represent early ideas for buildings or specific 
design features like doors and windows. The 
observations collected during this session were focused 
on the composition and style of sketching rather than 
the process, as this cannot be gleaned from viewing 
sketches without explanation from the author. 

Results 
The results from all three phases of exploratory 
research were analysed together using an Affinity 
Mapping technique. Affinity Mapping is a particularly 
useful tool for analysing qualitative data from 
interviews and identifying themes within a large data 
set [3]. In preparation for the data analysis, 
comprehensive notes were produced from reviewing 
audio recordings from the interviews and videos from 
the CTA session. Each “unit” of data from these notes, 
in addition to the observations from the RIBA sketches, 
were transferred onto a coloured Post-It corresponding 
to the phase of the research it originated from. The 
Post-Its were arranged into meaningful groups which 
ultimately formed overall themes. These themes led to 

Figure 5: mind map created by a 
participant during the CTA design 
session as inspiration for ideas 

Figure 4: sketches created by a 
participant during the CTA design 
session 
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the creation of a cohesive set of research insights which 
could be easily mapped to the design of the method.  

Consolidated research insights 
A. Having sufficient understanding of the problem 

is important to frame idea generation and 
increase designer confidence. 

B. All designers conduct initial research to identify 
relevant inspiration and stimulus to encourage 
creativity in idea generation.  

C. Although designers noted the significance of 
having both representative artefacts of user 
insights and relevant sources of inspiration, 
use of these important resources in ideation is 
inconsistent. 

D. Many participants move from high level ideas 
into detailed variations of that idea (following 
creative flow) but designers do not always 
recognise the need to move back to high level 
thinking, required for divergence. 

E. Some participants were unsure how to visually 
represent ideas and therefore did not capture 
those ideas. 

F. There is sometimes a pre-conceived notion of 
the solution for a given problem. 

G. Generally, designers look to have three distinct 
concepts to present to clients and users to 
receive feedback on.  

H. There does not seem to be a systematic 
approach for ensuring divergent, creative 
thinking. 	 

Method Design 
The method Sketching for Ideation Version 1.0 was 
designed based on the consolidated research insights 
summarised above. The format of the method is a 

concise, standalone handbook. This handbook is 
intended for designers to leverage without additional 
explanation, inclusive of pre and post conditions which 
should be met to satisfy the requirements for each 
step. The method is meant to be used as a guideline 
and designers may decide to use all or some of the 
suggestions to complement their way of working. There 
are four main steps within the method supported by 
templates and tools. The steps are summarised in the 
sections below, with the relevant research insights 
identified for each step and appendix. 

 

Step One: Gather info (Insights A & B) 
Ensure thorough understanding of the design problem 
and collect sources of inspiration to push the 
boundaries of the search space: visual inspiration 
(moodboards), solutions from other services, blogs, 
objects, other research, etc. 

Step Two: Create custom triggers (Insights C, F & H) 
Mind map potential triggers based on important 
elements to bring into ideation, including the key topic 
areas of: inspiration, user insights, constraints of the 
brief, commercial drivers, and positive Service Design 
Triggers (a pre-defined set of Creativity Triggers 
provided in the handbook). These triggers are used as 
stimulus in the next phase of sketching ideas. 

Figure 6: results of the Affinity 
Mapping exercise in meaningful 
groups 

Figure 7: overview of the four step method 
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Step Three: Sketch ideas (Insights D & E) 
Work through relevant triggers as stimulus for 
sketching ideas utilising the provided Sketching 
Template to ensure coverage of the triggers highlighted 
from the mind map created in step two. Allow a natural 
flow of ideas but ensure thinking returns back to the 
high level triggers, avoiding focus on details of ideas 
rather than breadth. Reference the Sketch Element 
Library for inspiration for key visual elements. 

Step Four: Present & share  
Talk through and share ideas with others for increased 
understanding of ideas and feedback. 

Appendix: Templates & Tools (Insights E & F) 
In addition to a description of each step, templates and 
tools are offered in the Appendix of the method 
handbook. A set of six Service Design Triggers are 
provided as suggested triggers to widen the search 
space in step two. These triggers are based on a 
systematic validation of modern creativity triggers 
conducted by Burnay, Horkoff, and Maiden to create a 
set of triggers based on empirical and design research 
[1]. A Sketch Template is also provided to aid sketching 
in step three, based on the “6-Up” template which 
advises dividing a blank piece of paper into six sections, 
each for a new idea and mapped to a trigger. Finally, 
the Sketch Element Library provides a concise 
reference of notable sketch elements to assist in the 
visual representation of objects, people, and 
communication styles [9]. 

Method Evaluation 
Evaluation of the method was conducted by five UX 
Designers and two Business Consultants. Each of the 
participants were each sent the method handbook in 

PDF format and asked to test it with a design challenge 
or problem of their own, after which they provided 
feedback about their experience in an online survey. 
The aim of the survey was to gather feedback on 
overall experience, ease of use, impact on creativity 
and number of ideas generated.  

There were many positive comments from the 
evaluation in relation to the overall effectiveness of the 
method. Participants reported the method was easy to 
apply within their usual working style. The formal 
approach of identifying triggers organised on a single 
page in the context of sketching allowed participants to 
develop more creative ideas by broadening the search 
space outside of stimulus usually considered. The 
informal tools and templates also proved useful, with 
participant’s citing these resources as simple and 
informal tools to leverage if needed. The positive 
feedback from the Business Consultants suggests 
scalability outside of UX or creative professions, 
although education and practice may be required.  

In addition to the positive feedback, there were several 
areas where participants suggested constructive 
comments to improve the method. Notable suggestions 
include: community refinement of creativity triggers 
and iterations of the method, creation of a digital 
support tool to assist in the creation and selection of 
relevant triggers, and further research into 
requirements for the Understanding the Problem phase 
(from CPS) to ensure that the correct problem has been 
identified and sufficiently understood.  

Discussion 
Within the phase of Generating Ideas, it is important to 
think through many different ideas in order to arrive at 

Figure 8: example of step two, creating 
a mind of triggers applied to the 
OpenIDEO challenge: "enhance higher 
education for the needs of all learner" 

Figure 9: example of step three, 
sketching ideas for the OpenIDEO 
challenge using the Sketching Template 
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a creative solution before constraints and realities are 
applied further in the process. Although most 
participants in the exploratory research understood this 
and the importance of divergent thinking, they did not 
report consistent strategies for approaching idea 
generation. This could have been due in part to the 
unconscious creative thought process which is difficult 
to articulate. Although a sufficient exploration of ideas 
may have taken place in one’s mind, it is difficult to be 
sure of this. The organisation of the method facilitates 
the production of ideas which are grounded in research, 
offering direct evidence for design decisions and 
rationale. Designers can be more confident in their 
consideration of relevant information and resulting 
variety of ideas produced, a diligent and responsible 
approach to divergence in ideation. 

Conclusion 
Based on the exploratory interviews and encouraging 
evaluation of the method, it can be concluded that 
there is a need for a lightweight method for ensuring 
divergent thinking in Generating Ideas. Sketching for 
Ideation Version 1.0 meets this need by offering 
guidance for approaching idea generation through 
established techniques and tools, in a format which 
allows for easier organisation of thoughts and ideas in a 
structured, unbiased exploration of the search space.  

Although uptake of a new method in an industry which 
is crowded with methods from consultancies and 
academics could be difficult, this method requires 
minimal preparation and overhead to understand the 
steps. The simple and logical guidance for generating 
ideas is flexible and can be conducted individually or 
with a group. Further research is required, but the 
initial evaluation provides encouraging evidence for the 

acceptance of the method, especially in organising 
thinking.  
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Service Design Triggers 
 
ENTERTAINING  
Extend your solution with a 
feature that makes it fun or 
captivating 

LIGHT 
Try to simplify your solution, 
to make its structure slighter, 
more lightweight 

ADAPTABLE 
Can you replace multiple 
products with one adaptable 
product? 

ECONOMICAL 
Try to update your solution 
so that it consumes less 
resources, frugal 

COMPLETE 
Make your solution more 
integrated, more 
comprehensive 

DURABLE 
Find a feature that makes 
your solution durable, long-
lasting 
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