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The Basics of Team Building 

 
...and the problem with 'groups' 
 
In the latter part of the 20th century, "Team Building" became recognized by many companies as an 
important factor in providing a quality service and remaining competitive. Yet as we stride into the 
21st century, the term "team building" can still sometimes seem rather nebulous - people often know 
that they need it, but aren't quite sure what it is. 
 
As a result, team building is used in all sorts of contexts, even when it is not appropriate. 
A Basic Definition 
 
To examine this in more depth, we need to start with a basic definition. 
 
Some people define a team as being "the whole is greater than the sum of its' parts". But this isn't the 
right definition; it is a feature of good teams. 'Whole > sum' shows that they are working well together 
- but there are some teams whose collective performance falls short of what you might expect given 
the quality of individuals. The Apollo Syndrome is a good example of this - where highly intelligent 
people often perform worse than teams made of up 'less-able' members. 
 
Some people define a team as being the people who report to the same boss. This can be 
misleading. In a well-designed organizational structure, people reporting to one boss do often form 
'teams'. But when designing organizational hierarchies there are often compromises made because 
of pay structures or the need to have traditional reporting lines. 
 
Whilst a team is a group of people, a group is not necessarily a team. Rather, a team is a group of 
people working together towards a common goal. . 
Groups 
 
If a team is a group of people working towards a common goal, 'team building' is the process of 
enabling that group of people to reach their goal. It is therefore a management issue, and the most 
effective form of team building is that undertaken as a form of management consultancy, rather than 
as pure training (though there is a role for training within an overall program). 
 
In its simplest terms, the stages involved in team building are: 
 
    * To clarify the collective goals 
    * To identify those inhibitors that prevent them from reaching their goals and remove them 
    * To put in place enablers that assist them 
    * To measure and monitor progress, to ensure the goals are achieved  
 
Traditional techniques often address the inhibitors to collective performance: relationships, 
communication, etc. However, if a group is only a group, then the benefits of such techniques may be 
limited. At best, there may be no need to resolve relationship problems; at worst it can be a waste of 
time and detract the people involved from achieving their individual goals. 
Relationship problems 
 



If there are problems between people working in a group, then this can have a negative impact on 
their individual performance. However, traditional techniques are not the solution. 
 
The stress in a relationship between two people is governed by the formula: 
(proximity of the two people) x (importance they succeed together) 
------------------------------------------------------------- 
(compatibility of their personalities) 
 
In a group, the 'importance' is low. However, traditional techniques implicitly try making the 
importance score higher than it need be. This makes the stress score worse, because you are forcing 
people to work well together when they don't need to. 
 
Also, traditional techniques sometimes try to address the incompatibilities of the personalities 
involved, e.g.: on a personality workshop. Whilst this can be done, it is hard work and needs both 
parties to be committed to it. In a working group, the motivation for such difficult work is unlikely to be 
there - though, if they are willing to do it for personal reasons, then a personality workshop can have 
some effect. 
 
However, to reduce relationship stress in a group, it is better to focus on the factor that is easiest to 
change: proximity. If they are only a group, then putting some distance between them (physically or 
by managing the boundaries between their work) will achieve a satisfactory result, without having to 
invest a lot of time. 
Summary 
 
    * A team is a group of people working towards a common goal 
    * Team building is a process of enabling them to achieve that goal 
    * If they are only a group, then traditional techniques can be a waste of time/money or even 
counter-productive 
    * There may be better ways to resolve problems in groups: e.g.: putting distance between people 
who don't get on or, if they are both willing, building some understanding of personality differences.  



AUTOGRAPH SHEET: Participants are given a sheet with various traits on it.  The objective is to 

find a person in the group who fits one of the descriptions and get that person’s autograph next to the 
trait.  When making up the list, be creative, but include traits pertinent to the group.  Each person may 
sign each sheet only once.  Here are some examples: 
 

     Likes broccoli _____________ 
     Balances his/her checkbook ______________ 
     Has been to a fortune teller ______________ 
     Speaks another language _______________ 

 
  

BEACH BALL: Get a large inflatable beach ball and use a permanent fine or medium point marker 

to write all of the following questions on it. This will take quite some time, but you can do it some night 
in front of the television. The resulting tool is an "icebreaker ball" that you can use for years to come. 
 
    You can use it in a large group and throw it around. The person who catches it has to answer the 
question touching their left thumb. They then say their name, answer the question and throw it to 
someone else. 
 
    You may also choose to use these questions as conversation starters in other types of games. 
 
The following questions are simply suggestions. You can add more serious or in depth questions, 
depending upon the level of ice breaker you want this to be: 
 
   1. If you talking your sleep, what would you say? 
   2. What is the first thing you do when you get out 
of bed? 
   3. If Satan lived on earth, what would he be 
called by his friends? 
   4. What is your favorite movie line? 
   5. Approximately how many jokes do you know 
by heart? and tell us your favorite. 
   6. What do Martians do for fun on Mars? 
   7. If you were to treat yourself to the "finer 
things" what would you treat yourself to? 
   8. If your life was being turned into a feature 
length movie, who would play you? And why? 
   9. Where is the worst place you've ever been 
stuck waiting? 
  10. What is your "15 minutes" of fame? 
  11. If you were invisable where would you go? 
  12. What's your favorite flavor of Jelly Bellys? 
  13. What one object in your home are you most 
embarrassed about owning? 
  14. Give three adjectives to describe the perfect 
kiss? 
  15. What is your greatest addiction? 
  16. What song reminds you most of a past or 
present relationship? 
  17. Approximately, how many books have you 
read in the past year (excluding school book)? 

  18. Fill in the blank: When I dance, I look like 
___________ . 
  19. What is the longest work you can thing of? 
  20. Who is one person you wish you never met? 
  21. If you could be a famous actor, writer, athlete, 
arist or muscian, which would you choose and 
why? 
  22. What is the worst occupation in the world? 
  23. What two television channels do you watch 
most frequently? 
  24. What is your greatest phobia? 
  25. If you were given a canvas and water colors, 
what would you paint? 
  26. What celebrity irritates you the most? 
  27. Other than the standard items (credit cards, 
money, drivers license, etc.), what interesting 
items do you keep in your wallet/purse? 
  28. What is the meanest thing you can say to 
somebody? 
  29. If you owned an enormous yacht, what would 
you name it? 
  30. What is you life long dream? 
  31. If you could ask the president of the united 
states one question, what would it be? 
  32. What have you tried in life and simply were 
not good at? 
  33. What is the scariest movie you've ever seen? 



  34. On a scale of 1 to 10 how "hip" are you? 
  35. What's the biggest advantage of being really 
tall? 
  36. How many minutes does it take you to get 
ready in the morning? 
  37. What hobby have you always wanted to pick 
up? 
  38. If you could be a member of a tv sitcom 
family, which would it be? 
  39. What is it about you that people find 
irresistable? 
  40. If you were any animal, what would you be? 
  41. What store is represented most in your 
wardrobe? 
  42. What event or technological breakthrough do 
you think will revolutionize the future? 
  43. What do you need more of right now? 
  44. If you were a nationality other than your own 
which would you choose? Why? 
  45. What is the most beautiful word you can think 
of? 
  46. What beverage do you find nauseating? 
  47. What is your favorite part of the human body? 
  48. What three adjectives best describe you? 
  49. If you were on a desert island what two books 
would you want with you? 
  50. What is the first thing you notice when you 
meet someone? 
  51. If you were running for mayor of boston what 
words would comprise your slogan (max. 6 
words)? 
  52. What is your favorite book growing up? 
  53. What american city does not deserve a place 
on the map? Why? 
  54. What is the most common compliment people 
give you? 
  55. What is the best purchase you've ever made? 
  56. If you could add any word to the dictionary 
what would it be? 
  57. What commercial product would you refuse 
to endorse? 
  58. What is your favorite pet name? 
  59. What word best describes your internet 
knowledge? 

  60. If you were flying in a plane that was about to 
creash, who would you want sitting next to you? 
  61. What American presidents do you know the 
most and the least about? 
  62. What is the longest period of time you have 
spent in a car? 
  63. What is the best costume you ever wore for 
halloween? 
  64. If you were a teacher would subject would 
you teach? 
  65. What is the biggest indication that someone 
is a nerd? 
  66. What latest trend simply baffles you? 
  67. IF you were an evil dictator, where would you 
rule? 
  68. What is the worst grade you ever recieved? 
What class was it for? 
  69. What would you like your nickname to be? 
  70. What do you consider your nicest feature? 
  71. If you could bathe in a vat of any drink or food 
item, what would you choose? 
  72. What is the dirtiest word in the english 
language? 
  73. What song do you keep hearing over and 
over and over again? 
  74. What are you most proud of? 
  75. If you were to wipe one country off the map, 
which would you choose? 
  76. What is the worst piece of clothing someone 
can wear? 
  77. How many keys do you have on your key 
ring? 
  78. Who has the worst name that you know? 
  79. What age were you when you had your most 
embarassing hair style? And what was it? 
  80. What's the best advice you're ever recieved? 
  81. If you could change one thing about the way 
you look what would it be? 
  82. What is the grossest thing you've ever done 
in public? 
  83. What song reminds you most of the 80s? 
  84. What do you regard as the most repulsive 
form of music?

 

CATCH ME IF YOU CAN: Players should be paired up.  All players divide into two lines (facing 

in) shoulder to shoulder, with partners facing each other.  Participants should be given approximately 
30 seconds to look at their partners, taking in all details about the individual.  The leader then 
instructs the two lines to turn and face away from the center.  One or both lines has 15-20 seconds to 
change something about their appearance (i.e. change a watch to different wrist, unbutton a button, 
remove a belt, etc.).  The change must be discrete, but visible to the partner.  The players again turn 



in to face each other and have 30 seconds to discover the physical changes that have been made.  
Players get to interact with each other and have fun! 
 

COMIC STRIP CHAOS: Each participant takes a turn at picking a comic frame out of the large 

container.  After the entire group has each chosen one, the participants begin to search for others 
with the same comic strip sequence.  After the participants have found everyone in their group, they 
must arrange themselves so that the sequence of frames are in chronological order to form the comic 
strip correctly.  Upon completion of sequence, the newly formed group sits down together.  Great 
game to break large group into smaller groups.   
 

CONFUSION: Great high energy game to help participants begin to feel more comfortable in new 

group.  Give each participant a sheet with various tasks and ask them to complete it when you say, 
“GO!”  Here is a sample: 
 
     Get a male to do five push-ups and sign here 
 
     Stand on one foot with your arms outstreched 
for 20 seconds.  
 
Have someone time you and sign here 
 
     Leap frog over someone 5 times 
 
     Get someone to whisper the pledge of 
allegiance and sign here 

 
     Play “Ring around the Rosy” with two other 
people and have them sign here 
 
     Get a female to recite a nursery rhyme 
 
     Shake hands with someone you do not know 
and continue holding hands while          debating 
the merits of your favorite ice cream flavor 
 
     Have someone teach you a dance step (even if 
they make it up)

 
First person to complete the entire sheet, wins. 
 

DO YOU LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR: The group stands in a circle with room in the center.  (Best 

if played with groups of 20 or more.)  One person begins in the circle and says to an individual in the 
group, “_________, do you love your neighbor?” The individual pointed out can either say, “Yes I love 
my neighbors _______ and _______, but I REALLY love people ___________ (wearing green, from 
CO, etc.)” or “No, I do not love my neighbors ________ and _________.”  If the individual uses the 
first phrase, all members of the group with that characteristic must find a new spot in the circle at 
least three spaces from they are standing.  The person with no space (last person remaining) 
becomes the caller.  If the individual uses the second phrase, his/her two “neighbors” must switch 
places with one another.  The group members move in quickly to “lose” their spaces.  The last of the 
two becomes the caller. 
 

HOG CALL: Break the group into pairs.  Each pair must choose two things; a machine and an 

animal.  They then have to decide who is which.  The pairs then divide up on opposite sides of the 
room.  Everyone must close their eyes (if they feel comfortable), and by making only the noise that 
their character would make, they must find their partner.  When they find their partner, they can open 
their eyes and wait until everyone else is done.  Note:  When conducting an activity with eyes closed, 
have the group raise their hands in front of their chests as “bumpers,” and have at least one person 
(facilitator) acting as a spotter.   
 



HUM THAT TUNE: Each person in the group is given a small piece of paper with the name of a 

nursery rhyme or other song written on the paper. (i.e. “Row, row, row your boat,” “Rock-a-bye baby,” 
etc.)  All of the people who are given the song must hum that tune and fine everyone else singing the 
song.  They then form a group. 
 

HUMAN SCAVENGER HUNT: The paper will have a series of questions on it (in a bingo format 

- in squares).  Participants are required to find another participant who can answer “yes” to a 
question.  They must have that person sign their name within the square.  The object is to meet as 
many people as you can, and fill a “BINGO!”  (A complete line either horizontally, vertically, or 
diagonally) You can only use each participant once.  Note: The center circle should be a freebie.  
Here are some samples:
  
  Knows their zodiac sign 
     From a northern state 
     Knows when Martin Luther King’s birthday is 
     Member of a sorority or fraternity 
     Has been a competitive athlete 
     Has traveled abroad 
     Knows how to polka
 

HUMAN TACO: Stick labeled note card (with taco ingredient) on the back of everyone’s shirt.  (i.e. 

the word meat printed on a note card) Have each player mingle around asking yes/no questions to 
find out the taco ingredient that is on their back.  Explain the correct order of ingredients in a Human 
Taco: shell, meat, cheese, lettuce, tomato, salsa and then give the start command, “I’m hungry!  Let’s 
eat!  Run for the Border!”  Each individual must find out which ingredient they are and then find 
enough to form a complete Human Taco. 
  

MAKE A DATE: Give each participant a paper plate.  Have them draw the face of a clock on their 

plate with a line next to each number (no digitals!).  Then have participants walk around a find a 
“date” for each hour, writing their name by the hour.  The catch is, no one can make a “date” with 
more than one person per hour.  After everyone has made their dates, speed up time and allow 1-3 
minutes for each hour.  The facilitator then asks a question for discussion on each date.  The pairs 
will have a chance to get to know one another.   
 

MUMBLE JUMBLE: Before the activity begins, the leader will cut up a few pictures into puzzle 

pieces.  Each group member will grab a piece of a puzzle from a bag.  The group members will keep 
their puzzle piece to themselves until the leader says, “GO!”  At this point, the group members will try 
to locate the other members of the group with the pieces to form the appropriate pictures.  Whichever 
group does it first, wins.  Good activity for breaking into retreat/activity groups. 
  

SELF INTRODUCTION EXERCISE: The objective of this exercise is for members of the team 

to become acquainted with one another to work more effectively as a team.  Each individual needs to 
complete the paragraph below and then, if they feel comfortable disclosing, may be asked to share 
answers with the rest of the group. 
 
Hello, my name is __________.  I am ____ years old and I am majoring in ________.  My hometown 
is ______________ and I really ________ it there because ______________.  I always dreamed that 
someday I would ________________, and that dream has ______ true.  I feel __________ about it 
now!  Some things I like to do include ______________.  There are many things I am good at and 
one of them is ______________.  I did a really interesting thing once and that was ____________.  



My family consists of ______________.  If I could change one thing about myself it would be 
_____________.  Still, I am really glad to be here right now because ______________.  I would really 
like to get together with anyone who be interested in _________________.  The one thing I want to 
be remembered for is _______________.  As far as future plans are concerned, I hope to be 
________________ someday. 
 

The Appointment Clock:  
Each person is given an appointment clock. They walk around and ask a different person to make 
appointments on each hour. Write the person's name on the given line for that time. 
The Game Leader can now ask: "Find your 11:00 appointment (For odd numbers a group could have 
three participants) per appointment. and discuss: 

• Before I came to camp, my main interests were... 

• The way I would describe my family is... 

• The thing I remember most about highschool... 

• My fondest memories of another person are... 

• My most unusual friend is... 

• The things I value most are... 

• My favorite pastimes are... 

• Some of the things that make me happy are... 

• Where I hope to be five years from now... 

• The thing I would most like to accomplish this year... 

• The thing that concerns me most about college is... 

• Good starters for roommates might be: 

• The first day we met, the things I noticed about you were... 

• Since then, some things that surprised me about you were... 

• Something I like about you is... 

• It appears to me that an important difference between us is... 

• I think we might have to compromise on... 

• What I think I will get out of having a roommate is... 

• I think the most important thing I have learned from this discussion is...." 
 
 

SOLEMN AND SILENT: The instructor explains that this exercise will take self control.  Members 

pair back to back.  On the count of three, everyone must face their partner, look each other in the 
eyes, and then try to remain solemn and serious.  No speaking!  The first to smile or laugh must sit 
down.  All who remain standing then take a new partner and the activity continues until only one 
person has not smiled or laughed.  (Second round of playing can involve two teams competing to 
outlast each other.)  If you get a pair at the end who are both keeping a straight face, the rest of the 
group can act ask hecklers to disrupt them. 
 

TOILET PAPER GAME: Get a roll of toilet paper and explain to your group that they are going 

camping and need to take as much toilet paper as they think they may need for a three day trip.  
Once everyone has an ample supply, explain to the group that for every square in their possession, 
they must share something about themselves.  NOTE: If anyone knows the activity, ask them not to 
give away the secret under any circumstances. 
 

TRUTH, TRUTH, LIE: Give the group some time to write down two things about themselves that 

are true, and one thing that is a “lie.”  Each group member will then share these facts about 
themselves and the rest of the group has to figure out which “fact” is actually a “lie.” 
 



WHO AM I...OR FAMOUS PAIRS: In this exercise, group members will be asked to identify the 

names of famous pairs or persons.  The leader tapes the name of a famous person on the back of 
each participant.  (i.e. Fred Flinstone, Mary Lou Retton, Bill Clinton, etc.)  The group member is not to 
see who is taped to their back.  Their task is to find out who they are.  The participants mill around the 
room asking others yes/no questions.  If the member receives a “yes” answer, they can continue to 
ask that individual questions until they receive a “no” answer.  Then they must continue on to ask 
someone else.  When a group member figures out who they are, they take off the tag, put it on the 
front of their shirt, and write their own name on it.  The member then can help other members find out 
who they are.  The exercise concludes when all members have discovered who they are. 
 
http://www.residentassistant.com/games/icebreakers/whoamiorfamouspairs.htm 
ARCH BALL: Players (10-30) are divided into two equal teams. Each team forms a line, one in front 
of the other, about arms distance apart. The ball starts in the front and must be passed over the head 
to the back of the line. When the last person receives the ball, he/she must run with it to the front of 
the line and continue passing the ball. The first team to return the ball to the original lineup wins.  
 
BALLOON TAG: Tie strings to balloons and then tie one balloon to each person’s ankle.  It is every 
man/woman for him/herself in this one!  The object of the game is to pop everyone else’s balloons 
while making sure that your’s does not get popped.  Once your balloon is popped, you are out of the 
game. 
 
BALLOONS OVER AND UNDER: A single line is formed with one person behind another. Four or five 
balloons filled with water are placed in front of the first person. One by one, the first person takes 
each balloon and passes it over their head to the person behind them. That individual passes it under 
their legs to the next person, the next passes it over their head, and so on. When the balloons get to 
the last person, they run to the front of the line and pass it over their head. Adventurous groups can 
choose to toss the balloon over their head and hike it (toss it) between their legs. Play continues until 
group reaches the destination line. Note: When playing water balloon games in hot places, balloons 
will burst all by themselves if left in the hot sun. Put them in a bucket of water to keep them in better 
shape.  
 
BLOB TAG: This is a great dame to play with other groups.  First establish the boundaries and pick 
one person who wants to be “it.”  This person is the beginning the “blob.”  That person now chases 
people and everyone that he/she tags grabs onto the person that is “it” (grad their hand or shirt).  As 
more and more people are tagged, the blob will get bigger and bigger as you can split it into smaller 
“blobs” if you wish.  Obviously, the last person to be tagged is the winner. 
 
CATCHING THE SNAKE’S TAIL: A fish is formed with all of the students holding hands in a line. One 
end is the head and the other is the tail. The head tries to catch the tail while the tail tries to escape. 
Let participants know that they should not break their grip (if possible). Variations: Have more than 
one group and have the heads of the groups chasing the tails of the other groups.  
 
CLOTHES PIN TAG: Give each player four clothespins.  Each player tries to get rid of their pins by 
attaching them to the other players’ clothing.  A player’s four pins must end up on four separate 
players. 
 
CROWS AND CRANES: Players are divided into two teams. Mark two safety lines not more than 40 
feet from center. Midway between the safety lines, form players in two teams facing the leader. The 
lines of players are about 5 feet apart. One line is “crows,” the other is “cranes.” When the leader calls 
“Crows,” the crows run for their safety line, attempting to reach it before the cranes can tag them. If 
the leader calls “crawfish,” no one runs. The leader should use deception and precede his call with a 



“crr” sound, so players will not know what is going on. Each team receives a point for every member 
of the opposite team tagged before that team reaches safety. Each team loses a point for every one 
of its people running in the wrong direction or running on the call “crawfish.”  
 
ELBOW TAG: Everyone gets a partner and hooks elbows. The pairs spread out around the 
designated playing area. Two individuals are chosen to be it. One will be the chaser, the other being 
chased. The person being chased may hook elbows with any pair at any time. The member of the 
pair at the opposite end of where the chasees hook, is now being chased. If the chaser catches the 
chasee, the chasee spins around three times and becomes the new chaser. The previous chaser now 
becomes the chasee. Note: A time restraint may be needed to prevent limited participation from the 
rest of the group.  
 
FROG RACES: Split the group into two teams. Each person should jump towards the finish line as a 
frog would and jump back. The next person does the same. First team done, wins.  
 
TUNNEL RELAY: Each team stands in a single line (players one yard behind each other with feet 
apart). At the signal, the first player of each team rolls the ball between their legs so that it passes 
through the legs of the other players on their team and is caught by the player at the end of the line. 
Player then runs with the ball to the front of the line, and repeats the procedure. The game ends when 
the first player of one team has again reached the top of the line. If the ball rolls out on one side of the 
tunnel, it must be brought back to the same place, and rolled to the end. NOTE: You can vary the 
game by having players run to front of line with ball between their legs, or by pushing the ball with 
their head, on their hands and knees.  
 
ULTIMATE FRISBEE: Divide the group into two teams.  Now set up two areas where points can be 
scored.  Usually this is endzones, but to make it interesting, set up circle goals or use a number of 
different goals.  The object of the game is for the team to pass their frisbee into their goal area.  
Stress the more passes, the better.  If the frisbee hits the ground, possession switches to the other 
team.  When it hits the ground, it stays right where it is and the other team starts there. 
 
WIZARDS AND GELFLINGS: The leader will begin by choosing two “Wizards.”  The wizards will be 
doing the chasing.  The gelflings will be running from the wizards.  Once a gelfling has been tagged 
by a wizard, the gelfling must freeze, and begin sending out a distress signal.  The distress signal is 
performed by making a fist with the thumb sticking up and pounding on the palm of the other hand.  
At the same, the frozen gelflings will yell in a high pitch voice, “HELP ME!  HELP ME!....”  At this time, 
two unfrozen gelflings will run to their frozen buddy’s side and make a bridge with their hands.  Once 
their hands are locked, they will keep their hands locked and bring their locked hands from above the 
frozen gelfling’s head to the side of the frozen gelfling.  At the same time, they will say, “Go free little 
gelfling, go free little gelfling, go free little gelfling (say three times).”  The once frozen gelfling can 
continue playing.  Note: When any gelfling is helping free another, they cannot be tagged.  


