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Rajiv’s Nifty Team Building Activities

Prologue:

As a manager, you need to drive your team to do incredible things in unreasonable amounts of time.  Inevitably, teams get tired.  They get cranky and irritable.  They hiss and spit at one another.  How do you revive a tired team?  How do you get product management and engineering talk and respect each other?
While we’re all professionals, you can’t work for long with someone you don’t know or don’t like.  As social animals, if the only common understanding we have of each other is through the interface of deliverables in the workplace, the enterprise will never scale.  For teams to work well together, individuals must look at each other with understanding and respect.  
All very good – but how do you break the ice?  Traditionally, team-building is a good way to do this but is usually limited in size to small teams and requires a large chunk of time.  What I have outlined here is a set of nifty team building activities that can be administered over a company population of 100-150 people and with a little preparation be undertaken and completed in under two hours.
So whether you’re trying to get that version 11.0 engineering team into gear again or trying to integrate the marketing/BD/professional services team or getting your engineers to see that product manager in a different light, the answer is Rajiv’s Nifty Team Building Activities.   This document outlines and illustrates the possibilities.

Getting Started:

Pick one activity, pick more.  Turn it, twist it, change it to suit your purpose.  Buy me something from my Amazon wish list if you want free consulting on the best way to put one of these together (beyond the basics spelled out here).  Heck – buy me something anyway for bothering to write this up!
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Time:

General idea is to limit time allotted to ~1 hour for the activity and 15 minutes for judging.  Average team size should be ~4-6 maximum.  It is super important to treat the team allocations carefully.  Put that anarchic architect in the same team as the anal retentive product manager. Pair up the ditzy web designer guy with the button up BD gal. Get that capitalist CEO next to the socialist engineer.  There is nothing like working towards a time limited objective and competing for recognition to bring out the camaraderie and break the ice.

 Prizes

 Goofy prizes are great, geek appliances are better for grand prizes.  Wander around a good toy store (not ToysRUs – suggest Palo Alto Toy Shop downtown Palo Alto) 

Palo Alto Sport Shop & Toy World, Inc.
526 Waverley Street
Palo Alto, CA 94301
Telephone: (650) 328-8555
or a hobby/arts-crafts store and pick up lots of 1-2 $ items (balsa airplanes, wind up toys, eyeball marbles, pop-caps for example) as consolation prizes.  Never underestimate the value of a freebie, especially when it goes home to the kids or is displayed with pride at the next social event.  I also have a bunch of catalogs like BitsnPieces, Edmund’s Scientific that specialize in puzzles and other brainiac novelty items.

http://www.bitsandpieces.com/
http://www.edsci.com

If you think of some new ones, drop me a line at tellrd-dsp1 <insert at> yahoo.com
Extending Activities:

What I’ve listed here is an assortment and by no means a comprehensive list.  Use your imagination to extend the activities, change the rules, think of brand new activities.  It is good to prepare ahead and test out some of the activities in your local park if you decide to push the limits on the rules/materials outlined here (or include incendiary devices as a part of the activity - yes Virginia, lighter fluid is combustible).  

A. Structures :

Basic idea is to build structures with a limited amount of time and resource.  The judging criterion can be highest, strongest, most able to stand simulated earthquake etc.  Some examples are :
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1. Tallest structure you can build

2. Structure that will hold a cup with as many pennies as possible and is as tall as possible

3. Structure that can be pinned from one end of the cube to the other (drive a remote controlled toy tractor on)

4. Structure that can stand a simulated earthquake (need to build an earthquake table with a couple of springs, a crankshaft and a drill OR with a motor and a cam, search Google for “earthquake table” for inspiration).
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Materials :

a. Straight drinking straws (not the bendable kind), u-pins (small) 

· You need ~50 for the tallest structure exercise

b. Jelly Beans/Gumdrops and toothpicks

c. Matchsticks and clay
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Balloons and scotch tape.

e. Legos (for earthquakes only)
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B. Catapults :

Challenge is to build the best catapult that can hurl a wide variety of things the furthest.  
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Materials are :

1. Tinkertoys box, rubberbands and things to hurl (with rubber animals like pigs, frogs; marbles, foam, wet sponges).  This is a safe indoor activity and just needs a nice corridor for the bake off.  Given the scale, this is a guys and gals kind of thing.

OR

2. [image: image10.png]


[image: image11.png]


[image: image12.png]


PVC pipes and connectors, serious rubber tubing and projectiles (with tomatoes, melons, water balloons and other "soft projectiles”).  
Alternate teams can be lined up in the line of fire at a safe distance to catch projectiles.  This is definitely an outdoor thing.  Hard to clean up if you’ve got tomatoes all over but then its organic waste.  This might be more of a guys thing.  You might also check with the CFO on your E&O insurance (.  If you really get into this, call me about the Backyard Ballistics book and I’ll tell you some amazing things you can do with door hinges, foils and matches or pvc and lighter fluid.
C. Rockets :

The challenge is to build the best, highest launching rocket (secondary criteria can be aesthetics, special effects etc.).  

Materials are : 

1. Soda pop bottle, cork, basketball needle, PVC waste pipe tee (for launching), Bicycle pump, Water bucket  and creative material (duct tape, streamers, foam, cardboard other stuff from a craft store)

OR

2. Soda pop bottle, baking soda, vinegar, Waste Pipe Tee

You can also experiment with projectiles and combustibles if you’re really adventurous but it might also give employees ideas about blowing up things that you’d rather they not.  For example, you can make cannons that fire potatoes or lemons with PVC and butane lighter fluid or matchstick cannons (ask me about this one – definitely not indoor activities)

D. Marble Run

Buy a marble run set from Palo Alto Toy Shop/Amazon/ToysRUs or Zany Brainy.  Basic challenges are : 
Using all the pieces

1. Build a structure to keep the marble in the structure the longest.

2. Build a structure using all pieces that will get the marble out in the shortest amount of time.


Other variations are possible with other material but it gets harder to assemble the materials and set up the games.  See the “mousetrap” game or the display at the Tech in San Jose for inspiration.

E. Flight

Basic idea is to construct flying objects/projectiles that are hand/air launched.  Some ideas are :


1. Build an airplane out of straws, u-pins and balloons that will fly the farthest.  The balloons supply the power.  This can be done on a string line (recommended for first timers) or without.  Materials are straws, u-pins, balloons, tape, string.

2. Build a Hot air balloon that can carry a toy pig or some such animal/character as high as possible.  Materials are : Paper, candles, string, straws, strawberry baskets, balloons, hair dryers.

3. Basic paper airplane contest – Fl y the furthest, stay aloft the longest, comes back to flyer the most.

F. Egg Drop

The carnival staple.  There is an art though to this in terms of not giving people too much material but giving them enough to exercise some ingenuity.  Of course, its also fun to combine contests like having the catapults launch the egg drop bags.  Make sure you enclose the egg in the Ziploc bag.

Materials :

Ziploc bags, Tissues, Eggs, Strawberry baskets, rubber bands, Aluminum foil, Saran Wrap, Marbles, String, Plastic sheets.

G. Hoop De Hula Hoop

From an Outward Bound class:  Basic idea is to ask 3-4 people to hold up the hula hoop with their fingers (palms vertical to make it harder).  On the count of three the teams will have to drop the hoop to the ground.  The team to make it in the shortest time wins.  To make it more interesting, you can blindfold the teams.  

This is in the line of other “skill” based, teamwork based games.  Problem is that it’s difficult to do them for 1 hour.

H. Treasure Hunt

Takes a lot of work and effort on the part of the organizer but if you have a crossword junkie on staff, its actually a lot of fun.  The clues and exercises can be customized to be meaningful to the participants (e.g. biggest support disaster, largest account we won).  It can also help socializing.  For example, the teams can be asked to obtain something from each department and required to go ask questions of people who will only answer in mime.  Other obstacles can be requirements to solve puzzles, find obscure facts that only the CFO has, etc.  Needs a creative brain to make it enjoyable.  

I Group Games

A little lame but you can fall back on Pictionary, Dumb Charades, and other family games if the groups are manageable in size.  Some inventive ideas are to give people 3 minutes with a theme and ask them to extemporize a story in sequence with 30 seconds for each participant.  E.g. “You’ll never believe what I saw in the cafeteria…” “Golfing with Ed…” or pick a quotation and make it wacky e.g. “There’s a time and tide in affairs of men” etc.  Needs a creative brain and some organizing.

J. Racing

Race remote controlled vehicles on and off track.  More fun with a theme – Make it go around the office, into cubes, through obstacles etc.  Make sure you have lots of charged batteries around.

K. Puzzles

Time limited tests of problem solving skills.  Mechanical, wooden, rope and mind bending puzzles are all fair game.  Caveat is that they should be solvable in the given time, every member of the team must demonstrate facility at the solution (to avoid the one puzzle addict hijacking the prize).  The Russian Postal System puzzle (from “In Code” by Sarah Flannery) is a nice example of one.  There’s also the marriage knot problem that can provide endless entertainment as the two parties try to untangle the knot.

Finally, don’t forget the all-important food and drinks.  This is where the intensity and anxiety of the last couple of hours poured and the relationships are cemented and greased with a little food and alcohol.


Okay.  If this is all making your brain whirl – call me and we can work something out to pull this off with minimal effort on your part.  I don’t do this professionally but have a couple of people who’ve helped me pull off these events that will do the dirty work of organizing for cold hard cash (sadly, equity isn’t what it used to be).

If you’re daunted – I’ve run four major (and some minor) “Company Games” professionally and used the same activities for birthday parties for my daughter at ages 5, 8 and 9 with great success on both fronts.  Good Luck!!
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� : The CEO gets into product specification!





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3� :  Unexpected talents emerge...
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2� - Who wouldn't enjoy driving a tractor over their cube ?





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4� - Jelly Bean projects give a new spin to eating your own dogfood !





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �5� - Calling all medieval buffs...





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �6� - Nothing like a wet sponge flying 40 feet to drive the crowd wild.





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �7� - Blasting things into space helps you to become one with the universe





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �8� - A nice blend of Gucci and Propellerhead design





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �9� - The intensity is unbelievable





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �10� - Did I mention, the stakes are high ?





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �11� - They will leave smiling !





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �12� Listen to conversation flow around the food...








tellrd-dsp1 at yahoo.com 
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