 
A good manager understands the benefit of teamwork and of making every employee feel a part of things in the workplace. 
As a result, an industry has grown up around the provision of team-building exercises and events for businesses. However, talking to businesspeople in my network lately, I’ve come across many stories of teambuilding exercises that didn’t have the effect that the organizers intended. So, managers, rather than my usual tips and advice on what works in management, this week I’m offering three case studies of situations that you should avoid at all costs. The stories are based on interviews with people who participated in the activities.

Company A: Paintball ‘Fun’ 
There were definitely problems with teamwork and cooperation in Company A. A number of people reported feeling anger and resentment about two junior colleagues who had been promoted over the heads of the rest of the team, and the negative feelings were affecting work badly. So when the manager announced a full day out of the office for a team-building activity, so that everyone could learn to cooperate better and maybe even bond as group, motivation was low and most people didn’t feel good about it. But then the team found out what the training day was: paintballing. The mood lightened, because many of the workers saw it as a great opportunity. But it wasn’t the prospect of improving teamwork that was appealing, it was rather that they were looking forward to having the chance to shoot paintballs at the colleagues they were angry with. 

The exercise apparently didn’t result in any immediate improvements at work – it just made most of the team members feel angrier. My advice to managers? Think carefully when planning a teambuilding exercise. Ask yourself: will it help employees to resolve conflict and have a sense of belonging, or could it possibly make things worse?

Company B: Office Sing-Along 
The Company B employee I interviewed told me that she is a team player and doesn’t object to the idea of team-building exercises in principle. She also said that though she loves music, she can’t sing. So when her company announced an awayday to enhance teamwork through singing, it brought up some very negative feelings for her – mostly childhood memories of being forced to sing at school. She participated in the training because she had to, but from start to finish, all she could think about was how to get out of there. 

Many participants found the day somewhat stressful and in their reviews of the session, said that it didn’t accomplish anything. Hey, managers: If you’re planning a team-building day, choose an activity that people won’t hate. If a team-building activity makes people feel bad, chances are it’s not going to work.

Company C: Group Therapy
 The marketing team at Company C already knew how to cooperate pretty well. They were sharing the load with almost no conflict, and when there was work to be done, everyone was always willing to go the extra mile. So when the management announced a half-day of team-building exercises, no one thought too much about it and simply got on with their work. But on the day of the course, the ‘corporate motivation specialist’ in charge soon had everyone’s attention. The first activity? Make a list of things you don’t like about your colleagues. The second activity? Tell them. The Company C employee I spoke with said that, not surprisingly, the session was not at all effective.

Fortunately, the team that was being worked with get along well and many of them are friends outside of work. They all immediately understood that doing the exercise as instructed could only lead to problems. So they all just made up answers in order to complete the task, but many had difficulty keeping a straight face. After the session, the team were given a kind of computerized personality test to discover their ‘teamwork style’. Lessons learnt? If you ever have to arrange any corporate team-building activities or teamwork training, try to choose something that’s actually relevant to the team it’s designed for. It seems kind of obvious, doesn’t it?
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