The Sticky Note Exercise

The Exaptive mission is to facilitate innovation. While that sounds like a lofty goal, there are
simple, concrete steps you and your community can take to get started. We’ve found good things
happen when people in one ﬁeld experiment with methods from others. This process is called
exaptation and it often leads to important innovations.
In this document is a ﬁllable template for what we call The Sticky Note Exercise. It’s a fun way to
introduce team members across departments and generate insight about how they can help each
other.

Participants

Time

25+

20

recommended

minutes

Materials
one worksheet per participant
one sticky note color per answer category
writing utensils

Step 1
Determine the right questions to ask your group. Q1 asks the players to categorize an attribute -or deﬁning characteristic -- of a project, while Q2 asks the individual to identify a skill or method
used in the project. When predetermining the answer possibilities for the exercise, each category
should be assigned a diﬀerent color sticky note. No two answer possibilities should be assigned
the same color.
Here are two examples:

What topic best describes the subject matter of the

Which of the following was the most important component

activity you led?

of the activity?

Science / STEM

-

Yellow

Group Learning / Social

-

Purple

Language

-

Light Blue

Experential / Project Based

-

Pink

History / Government

-

Green

Presentation of Content

-

Dark Blue

Culture

-

Orange

Integration of Technology

-

White
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What is the focus of your project?

What kind of software did you use most during the project?

Finance

-

Yellow

Data Analysis

-

Purple

Engineering

-

Light Blue

Communication

-

Pink

Sales / Marketing

-

Green

Design

-

Dark Blue

Science

-

Orange

Project Management

-

White

Step 2
Each person in the group thinks of one project they have worked on in the past or are currently
working on. They answer Q1 and Q2, and put the corresponding color of sticky note in the appropriate space on their worksheet. Next, they write a few sentences about what was successful
about the project and what could have gone better. Once everyone has completed their worksheet, each person moves about the room until they ﬁnd a partner with one color in common on
their worksheet. Both colors in common? Not a match. Zero colors in common? Not a match.
Step 3
Set a timer for ten minutes. The pairs should discuss their projects brieﬂy, the relevance of the
attributes and methods they identiﬁed, what they have in common, and the diﬀerences between
their projects. Results may vary, but in our experience, we’ve seen unique perspectives inspire
new ideas, while commonalities oﬀer a path for shared understanding.
Go ahead! Give it a try with your community. Need help thinking of the questions that will optimize
your exercise? Email sticky@exaptive.com and we’ll help you get unstuck.
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Ask a question about an attribute -- or defining
characteristic -- of the project.

Ask a question related to the skills and/or tools
used in the project.

Category 1 - Color 1

Category A - Color A

Category 2 - Color 2

Category B - Color B

Category 3 - Color 3

Category C - Color C

Category 4 - Color 4

Category D - Color D

Write a couple sentences explaining the project.

What is something that went well?

What could have gone better or is unresolved?

