
Team Building 101—The Basics 

“Finding good players is easy.  Getting 

them to play as a team is another story.”  

-Casey Stengal 
 
That story, however, is not a difficult story.  
You can get your players to play together  
as a team if you follow a tried and true 
blueprint that transforms individuals into 
team players proving over and over again 
the old maxim…  
 

T  E  A  M 

TOGETHER EVERYONE ACHIEVES MORE 
 

STAGES OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT:  
There are certain steps or stages a group of individuals  
goes through to become a team.  The main goal is to get 
the group to transform from individual concerns to group 
concerns. 
 
The stages a group must go through to reach its peak    
performance can be identified as: 

 
NEW: Any group which has just been formed, just begun an  
activity together, or just 
begun working with a 
new facilitator.        
Characteristics include:        
Uneasiness with each 
other, shyness, nervous 
joking, individualistic  
actions. 

COMFORTABLE: The group knows each other’s names and 
is willing to participate with anyone in the group.          
Characteristics include:  Most members of the group are   
involved.  Joking is done on a gentler level.  There is less 
emphasis of the individual. 

 
COOPERATING: The group is        
listening to each other.  All ideas 
are considered.  Joking is done     
on a group level instead of on an 
individual level.  Everyone is        
involved. 

 
CARING: The group shows concern for emotional and 
physical safety of all of its members.  Characteristics        
include:  Limited joking.  Listening becomes a high priority. 
Group performs tasks at a higher level of confidence and 
awareness.  Group concerns outweigh individual concerns. 
 
TRUSTING: Personal problems are put aside. The group 
has reached the top level of 
performance.  The group 
feels safe, confident and   
capable in all tasks.  
Thought and concern of    
others is put ahead of 
thought for self.               
Characteristics include:    
Positive reinforcement.    
Determination to bring the 
group to a higher level of performance.   

 
Taking a group from New to Trust can seem like a difficult 
task.  One way is time.  The longer a team stays together, 
with proper leadership, the more comfortable they become, 
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the more cooperation and communication they share and 
the more caring they begin to show. Unfortunately for most 
leaders, time is a scarce elements.   
 
Another method is through a shared  
experience such as a trip or retreat.  
Unfortunately, just having a shared   
experience does not necessarily lead 
people to care or trust in each other. 
 
There is a better way—Team Building. 
 
Team Building is the use of activities and tasks in a        
controlled environment with a skilled facilitator to help 
transform a group of individuals from individual concerns   
to group concerns.   
 
The key element of Team Building programs is the use of 
activities, often called Initiative Activities. 
 

 

TOOLS OF TEAM BUILDING  
Initiative Activities are activities or 
games that encourage the use of 
communication, cooperation, and 
trust to foster group development.  
They can be as simple as a solving a 
problem while sitting around a table 
or as complex as a survival challenge 
for a week out in the wilderness. 
 
Initiative Activities help lead groups through the different 
stages of development by creating goals or lessons that 
help the group progress  and grow to the next level.   
 

To make Initiative Activities  
effective, first a proper         
environment must be created 
to give room for the group to 
develop.  Many ways are   
available for setting up this   
environment.   
 
The two main areas of concern 
are emotional and physical 

safety.  Before any activity can begin, the group must agree 
to take responsibility for each other’s safety.  This can be 
done through the facilitator’s rules or by group consensus. 
 
For instance, a group leader might draw up a 
Social Contract of rules everyone agrees to 
follow.  Rules could include no foul language, 
no criticism without a suggested solution, 
everyone gets a chance to be heard, no one 
has to do anything that makes them fear for 
their emotional or physical safety. 
 
Once a safe environment has been established, the right 
Initiative Activities can be selected.  Just as a group goes 
through different stages of development, Initiative Activities 
have different levels of performance or purpose for helping 
groups meet those stages. 
 

ICEBREAKERS: Activities that allow 
individuals to open up and express 
themselves without invading other 
people’s “space”. 
 
e.g.  Name Games, Group Juggling 
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DE-INHIBITIZERS: Activities that break  
down barriers of individual “space” and      
promote inclusive laughter and fun without 
anyone getting hurt physically or emotionally. 
 
e.g.  Touch My Can, Elbow Tag, Everybody Up 
 
COMMUNICATION/COOPERATION: Activities that     

promote listening and sharing      
of ideas, open communication, 
understanding, and total group 
involvement to be successful. 
 
e.g.  Birthday Line-Up, Hog Call, 

Blob Tag, Canyon Crossing 
 
TRUST: Activities that involve a sense of risk, cannot be 
done alone, and reward two-way trust between participants. 
 
e.g.  Yurt Circle, Willow in the Winds, Trust Falls, any blind-
folded event. 
 
PROBLEM SOLVING: Activities    
in which the solutions are not     
immediately observable.  Group  
decisions are involved.  Safety and 
risk factors must be weighed.  
Combination of communication,   
cooperation, and trust is involved. 
 
e.g.  Knots, Group Juggling, Low Ropes Courses, The Wall 
 
Many Initiative Activities fall under more than one of these 
categories.  How the activity is used depends on the needs 
of the group and the skill of the facilitator.  

FROM ACTIVITY TO LESSON:  
Initiative Activities, however, are simply a means to an end.  
They are Tasks designed to help lead the group to specific 
Goals.  Before we go further, let’s define those two terms: 
 
GOAL: A level of performance 
(usually abstract) that the group 
works towards.   Examples include 
better listening, total involvement,  
growth towards the next level of 
teamwork, etc. 
 
TASK: An activity that the group must attempt to       
accomplish.  By attempting the task, the group will      
work towards its goals. 

 
Note that it says attempting the task, not completing the 
task. The neat thing about Initiative Activities is that you do 
not need to successfully complete them to learn from them. 
 
Regardless of how a task is accomplished, the group    
measures its success by measuring its progress towards its 
goals, towards learning. 
 
The method for helping a team learn (reach their goal) from 
attempting a task is called Processing. 
 
PROCESSING: Using questions and answers to 
take an experience and turn it into a learning      
experience. 
 
To be effective, Processing needs to happen   
before, during, and after an activity.   
 
Before an activity, you have to set up      
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expectations of what learning can take place.  You do this 
by setting your Goals. 

 
During and after an activity, you use questioning to 
bring understanding to the actions and allow the 
team to expand their learning to other activities.   
 

There are three main stages to understanding an activity. 
 

KNOWLEDGE: Understanding the actions of the      
activity, the concrete. 
 
COMPREHENSION: Understanding the lessons of    
the activity, the abstract. 
 
APPLICATION: Applying the lessons of this activity   
to other future activities, the application. 
 

There is a simple model of questioning to lead a group 
through these stages.  What?  So What?  Now What?  
The model is used this way: 
 

WHAT? Questions used to draw 
out the concrete. 
 
e.g.  What happened?  What 
was the most difficult? Easiest?  
What was the task?  How did we accomplish it? 
 
SO WHAT? Questions used to draw out the lessons 
learned from the actions. 
 
e.g.  How did we do on our goal?  What can we learn 
from what happened?  How did we overcome that 
problem?  What does that show the group? 

NOW WHAT? Questions used to help apply the lessons 
learned to other experiences. 
 
e.g.  How will this knowledge help us in the next       
activity?  In School?  In Sports?  In Life?  What new 
goals can we set based on this experience?  How can 
the group achieve a higher level of performance in the 
next activity?  How well is this group performing? 

 
It is important to follow this pattern of questioning.  Most 
processing breaks down when the group is not led through 

the three levels of understanding in     
order.  You might ask a Now What 
question before the What has been fully 
understood.  Just as a group develops 
through stages, the learning process that 
leads to this development must also go 
through stages.  A helpful hint in     
processing; if the discussion breaks 

down, determine what level of question was asked and then 
ask another questions at a lower level. 
 
Team Building helps your team      
perform at their best.  It is not a    
one and done type of thing.  Team        
dynamics change daily so it is        
important that you plan continual 
Team Building into your ongoing   
training of your team. 
 

“Coming together is a beginning, 

Keeping together is progress, 

Working together is success.” 

-Henry Ford 
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