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6 Team-Building Activities in 15 Minutes Or Less

The benefits of team-building activities within the workplace cannot 
be overstated. From increasing engagement levels to improving 
collaboration across silos, investing in facilitating positive relationships 
among employees is essential to your bottom line.

However, most managers are stretched for time. Between back-to-back 
meetings, there isn’t much space left on your calendar for cultivating 
trust among the various personality types on your team. But what if 
you could integrate a team-building activity to any meeting in 15 
minutes or less?

As principal of a management and consulting firm and author of Quick 
Team-Building Activities for Busy Managers: 50 Exercises That Get 
Results in Just 15 Minutes, I have helped several busy managers just 
like you see real results from team-building efforts when the clock is 
not on your side. Here are just a few activities that I have seen work 
over the years: 

         1. COPYCAT

This is… An activity in which participants make an exact copy of 
a “sculpture.”

The purpose… Participants learn the importance of listening and 
clear communications.

Use this when…
• Individuals are focusing too much on their own way of doing things.

Excerpted from Excerpted from Quick Team-Building Activities for Quick Team-Building Activities for 
Busy ManagersBusy Managers. Get a copy for your bookshelf.. Get a copy for your bookshelf.

https://hcleadershipessentials.com/products/quick-team-building-activities-for-busy-managers-50-exercises-that-get-results-in-just-15-minutes?utm_source=hclefree&utm_medium=freemium&utm_campaign=6virtualtba


• The group needs to practice listening.
• Individuals are not being clear and concise in their communications.

Materials you’ll need…
• A set of six to seven common office items for each participant (see 
note below).
• A visual barrier to place between each pair of participants—a file 
folder or a large binder works well.
• A stopwatch or a phone with a stopwatch feature.

Here’s how…
1. Before you get on a webcam, have the participants pair up via chat 
or email. 
2. Distribute a set of identical office items to each partner prior to 
the activity. 
3. Instruct one partner (the Architect) of each pair to build some
kind of structure using only the items provided. This should take
about 1 minute.
4. After that minute is up, explain that their partners (the Builders) will 
try to copy the structure on their side of the barrier.
5. When you give the signal, the Builders have 2 minutes to finish
recreating the Architects’ structure (set your stopwatch).
6. Both partners may talk freely, but they may not ask any questions
of each other.
7. Builders may not peek at the Architect’s structure, nor may 
Architects peek at their Builder’s progress.
8. After time is up, remove barriers and view results.
9. Have each pair of participants turn their webcam to show results to 
each other or take a picture to send to their partners. 
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For example… Common office items to include in the set may 
include: A paper cup, a flipchart marker, a business card, a paperback 
book, a paper clip, a sticky note pad, a packet of sugar, an item that is 
organizationally specific, a plastic fork, a thumbtack, etc. 

Ask these questions…
• What strategies did you use during the activity? (I explained it very 
slowly; I listened very carefully.)
• Which were most helpful?
• In which round were your structures closest to each other? Why?
• How did you feel when questions weren’t allowed; when they were 
allowed? (frustrated, like one hand was tied behind my back, liberated, 
like I still wanted to peek, more natural communications, etc.)
• How intently did you have to listen and pay attention? Is that the 
same kind of attention you give others in meetings or on the phone? 
Why or why not?
• What implications does this activity have for us back on the job?

Tips for success…
• You may use many different items, as long as each pair of participants 
has identical sets of items. So, one pair may each have a cup, paper 
clip, book, marker, coin, and computer mouse, while another pair may 
have a cup, paper clip, sticky note pad, marker, coin, and water bottle.
• Don’t help or direct the Architects. What they create is irrelevant to 
the activity’s learning goals. 

Try these variations…
• Save time by doing just one round before you Debrief (i.e. conclude 
the activity by asking and answering questions).
• Use a set of children’s wood blocks of different shapes or sizes. This 
will make the activity more difficult because the participants now have 
to create a vocabulary (names for the different blocks: the wedge, the 
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box, etc.) on top of everything else.
• Use a set of children’s wooden alphabet blocks. You will likely not be 
able to make identical sets (even the letters!) for each participant, so 
declare up front that the letters on the blocks may be ignored.
• Conduct a mini debrief after the first round, then a fuller debrief after 
the second round.
• Allow questions throughout both rounds. Direct the debrief to focus 
more on listening skills, by asking questions like these: How many of 
you Builders found yourselves thinking of other things? Why do 
you think that was the case for this silly activity? When you’re 
listening to each other in a meeting (or to customers), do you let your 
mind wander?

      2. GOSSIP TIME

This is… An activity in which participants share fun or complimentary 
gossip about each other and then try to guess who said what.

The purpose is… Participants learn new and interesting things about 
each other. This may prompt further appreciation for each other and 
stronger personal ties.

Use this when…
• Individuals know each other quite well.
• There is a comfortable trust among the group.
• You don’t have prep time and/or materials for anything 
more elaborate.

Materials you’ll need…
• Paper and pencils/pens for each participant.
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Here’s how…
1. Have participants write one statement about each of the other 
participants prior to getting on the virtual meeting. 
2. One person volunteers (or is volunteered!) to be the first Target.
3. Use only one set of statements about one participant (Target) at a 
time. Randomly read the statements aloud until the Target 
guesses correctly.
4. The Target gets one chance to guess who wrote it.
5. If the Target guesses incorrectly, read the next statement. Each time 
a statement is read, the Target has one chance to guess the author.
6. Play continues until the Target can correctly identify the source of a 
particular statement. Then read the rest of the notes aloud.
7. The author of the paper that the Target correctly identified becomes 
the next Target, and another round begins from Step 2.
8. Play as many rounds as time allows or until energy for the 
activity wanes.

Variations:  
• Don’t do Step 2 in advance. After Step 1, the Target doesn’t look at the 
screen while you randomly read the statements that other participants 
have submitted.
• Don’t do Step 2 in advance. Have each participant text, instant 
message, or email their statement directly to you.
 
For example… “Someone says you’re still in love with Ringo Starr!” 
“Someone called you a good listener.” “Someone says you sing great 
karaoke.”

Ask these questions…
• How much did you learn about each other?
• How embarrassed (or proud) were you when you were the Target?
• What made it difficult (or easy) for you to guess who authored 
the comments?
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Tips for success…
• Keep the mood light and fun. Protect the group from mean or 
inappropriate remarks.
• Don’t let the Target read the papers. He or she may be able to identify 
the source by the handwriting.
• You may ask the Target to leave the room while the others write, so 
that he or she cannot see while participants are turning in their papers.
• If you time is short, you don’t have to wait for every person to 
write something.

Try these variations…
• Limit the comments to only work-related or even project-related 
items.You can focus this activity on a particular learning goal. Limit the 
comments to the Target’s communication style, interpersonal 
relationships, teamwork, and problem-solving abilities or techniques 
or other work-related goals.
• If you limit the comments to only complimentary items, this becomes 
a Recognition activity.

            3. SHARED VALUES

This is… A sharing activity in which participants come to agreement 
on the most important shared values to the group.

The purpose is… Participants come to agreement on the most 
important values they share.

Use this when…
• A significant project or work effort is beginning.
• Individuals feel like others are not listening with open minds.
• Individuals need to bond together.
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Materials you’ll need…
• Paper and a pen for each participant.
• One piece of flipchart paper for each team.
• Colored markers.

Here’s how…
1. At the beginning of the call, have each participant take 2 minutes to 
write down what he or she feels are the three most important values to 
your organization.
2. Divide the group into teams of four to six participants.
3. Have each participant share three values with the team.
4. From all the values shared, the team must agree on the three most 
important for your organization.
5. Have team members prepare a mini-presentation to the rest of the 
team using whatever technology and resources are available. 
6. Give each team a piece of flipchart paper and some colored markers.
7. Each team creates a poster with words, symbols, and/or pictures that 
reflects those three values.
8. After 10 minutes, have each team present their poster to the group.

For example…
Values include commitment to customers, integrity, teamwork, 
leadership, quality focus, innovation, efficiency, respect, creativity, 
learning, and so forth.

Ask these questions…
• What values seem to be common across teams? 
• How did you handle disagreements in the teams?
• If someone new to the organization saw these lists of values, how do 
you think they would expect people to behave?
• Do we behave like that?
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• What can cause us to lose sight of our values? (Pressing deadlines;
others acting differently; changes at work; etc.) What can we do when
that happens?
• How would living these values help us meet our goals?
• What implication does this have for us back on the job?

Tips for success…
• Encourage the teams to be creative in their representation of
the values.
• If your organization already has stated values, have the teams still try 
to identify the three most important for this part of the organization.
• If a team does not finish, ask what prevented them from doing so. 
Others will learn from their difficulties. Then ask how those barriers 
could have been avoided or dealt with effectively.
• At Step 4, announce that their agreed values must not contain “and,” 
as that would be an easy way to include more than three. The 
conversation to prioritize and eliminate is almost as important as 
the result.
• In the coming days, periodically ask which values are being 
demonstrated on the job.

Try these variations…
• If your organization (or just your department)  does not have a
mission statement, have the teams make a poster to present what your
mission statement should be. Remember, a mission statement
explains why the organization exists, not its goals.
• If your organization (or just your department) does not have a vision
statement, have the teams make a poster to present what your vision
should be. Remember, the vision statement tells where you hope to be
in the future.
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 4. CHANGE TIMELINE

This is… An activity in which participants learn from major changes 
they have worked through.

The purpose is… Participants see that, even when changes seem to 
create problems, they can find ways to overcome and be successful. 
They will also get to know each other a little better.

Use this when…
• The group is experiencing lots of change at work.
• The group lacks confidence to accomplish what is ahead of them.
• You don’t have prep time and/or materials for anything 
more elaborate.

Materials you’ll need…
• Paper and pens for each participant.

Here’s how…
1. Tell participants to grab a pen and paper. 
2. Have them each remember five major changes they have experienced 
in their lifetimes.
3. Participants draw timelines of their lives. With an “X,” mark when 
each of the major changes occurred.
4. Have the participants pair up.
5. Ask them to share with their partner one of the major changes via 
instant message, phone, etc.
6. Post these questions for them to answer as they share:
 a. What made the change difficult?
 b. What was the key to your success in dealing with 
 the change?
 c. How did you feel before, during, and after the change?
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 d. How were other changes going on around that time (refer
 to the timeline) affecting your ability to deal with this change?

Ask these questions…
• How did you feel sharing these experiences with each other? (I felt a 
sense of closeness; I realized we have more in common; empathy; etc.)
• What did you learn from how your partner dealt with their 
major change?
• What did you learn about the compounding effect of changes that are 
close to each other? (Alone they would be manageable, but together, 
they seemed overwhelming; The way to deal with one adversely 
affected the next one; etc.)
• What implications does this have for us back on the job?

Tips for success…
• Tell the participants that they will be asked to share only one of the 
major life changes they remember, not all of them. Share only what 
is comfortable.

Try these variations… 
• After the participants share their experiences, have them pair up with 
someone else and repeat the activity.
• Have the participants share their experiences in teams of three to six. 
This takes longer, but it will allow them to hear and learn from more 
experiences than just one or two.
• You may eliminate the timeline (and the need for pens and paper). 
Just have the participants select a major change they have experienced, 
and then have the dialogue.
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            5. WHAT I LIKE ABOUT ME

This is… A discussion activity in which participants tell each other 
what their own strengths are.

The purpose is… Participants realize how much they have to offer, 
how valuable they are to the team, and that it’s okay to acknowledge 
their own accomplishments.

Use this when…
• Individuals need a boost of self-esteem.
• Individuals are not feeling confident about their ability to get the 
job done.
• You don’t have prep time and/or materials for anything 
more elaborate.

Materials you’ll need…
• No materials are necessary for this activity.

Here’s how…
1. Have the participants pair up.
2. One partner will talk to the other one for 3 minutes nonstop about 
what they have accomplished at work lately. If audio is not available, 
participants may type in their comments. 
3. If the speaker says anything that diminishes or minimizes their 
accomplishment, the listener will say, “I object.” The speaker must 
then retract their comment.
4. Other than that, the listener may not speak at all.
5. After 3 minutes, reverse roles and repeat.
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For example…
Speaker: “I did a good job on the XYZ account. When they called and 
asked me those tough questions, at first I was baffled. Then I asked 
Michael for help, and I felt more comfortable answering them. Of 
course, Michael probably could have handled it better with-out me, but 
at least I was able to. . .”
Listener: “I object!”
Speaker: “OK, scratch that. I was able to answer their questions with 
Michael’s help. Period. Let’s see, an-other thing I did was. . .” 

Ask these questions…
• Which role was easier for you, the listener or the speaker? Why? 
(Most will say the listener.)
• How did you feel about listening without being able to ask questions 
or contribute your own thoughts? (Stifled; not part of the 
conversation; not sure I was understanding; bored; etc.)
• How did you feel about speaking without being able to check in with 
your listener? (Egotistical; not sure she was “with” me; unsure of 
myself; etc.)
• What did you learn about how you feel about yourself? (I need 
validation; I’m not comfortable acknowledging my own strengths; I 
put too much [or too little] emphasis on what others think of me; etc.)
• How do you think this affects how you do your job?

Tips for success…
The hardest thing for the speakers will be talking  continuously. They 
may hesitate to acknowledge their contributions. This may come out 
as they pause to “think of something good.” Encourage the speakers 
to just keep talking. If they run out of things to talk about, tell them to 
go back in time and keep going back, even if they end up talking about 
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things they did 15 years ago. The point is to realize and acknowledge 
their own value and contributions without editing or censoring.

Try these variations…
• Add competitiveness. The listener gets 1 point every  time the speaker 
pauses for more than 5 seconds and 5 points every time the listener 
catches them with an “I object.” Be prepared with small prizes for the 
winner. Ask later if the competitive pres-sure impacted the speaker.
• Limit the speakers’ monologues to a specific project they have worked 
on recently as a team. This will help them highlight the diverse and 
import-ant contributions each has made to the success of the team.
• Limit the speakers’ monologues to a specific organizational value 
or core competency. This will help them reinforce those appropriate 
behaviors in themselves and in each other.
• Have the participants answer the discussion questions in their pairs, 
rather than in the larger group. 

           6. BUT NOTHING (IDEAS)

This is… A quick, verbal activity in which participants give each other 
feedback on their ideas using “Yes, but . . .”

The purpose is… Participants learn how easily “Yes, but . . .” can 
shut down communication and creativity, even if well-intentioned. 
They will also learn to replace “Yes, but . . .” with “Yes, and . . .”

Use this when…
• Ideas are being shot down frequently; creativity is being stifled.
• Individuals feel like others aren’t listening with open minds.
• You don’t have prep time and/or materials for anything 
more elaborate.
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Materials you’ll need…
• No materials are necessary for this activity.

Here’s how…
1. Have the participants pair up.
2. Each pair is to plan a vacation together (money is no object). 
Participants can discuss their vacation on private phone lines or via 
instant messaging.
3. One partner starts by suggesting something to the other.
4. The other responds by saying, “Yes, but. . .” and finishes his or 
her sentence.
5. The first partner then responds by saying, “Yes, but. . .” and finishes 
his or her sentence.
6. The conversations continue back and forth this way for 2 minutes.
7. Then, have the same pairs do the same thing with only one
change—each sentence must begin with “Yes, and. . .”
8. The conversations continue this way for 2 minutes.

For example… “I want to go someplace warm.” “Yes, but let’s make 
sure it’s not Florida.” “Yes, but Puerto Rico could be nice.” “Yes, but I 
hope one of us speaks Spanish.” “Yes, but we could bring a dictionary, 
if necessary.” 

“I want to go someplace warm.” “Yes, and let’s make sure it’s not 
Florida.” “Yes, and St. Martin could be nice.” “Yes, and I hope one of us 
speaks French.” “Yes, and we could bring a dictionary, if necessary.”

Ask these questions…
• How did it feel to hear “but”? (Annoying, defensive, competitive, 
etc.) And how did it feel to hear “and”? (Accepted, listened to, 
respected, etc.)
• Did you get further along with your plans during the first or second 
round? Why?
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• Why do we say “Yes, but . . .” so often? (It is ingrained in us; The “but” 
allows us to disagree without being disagreeable; etc.)
• When is “Yes, but . . .” useful or appropriate?
• What implication does this have for us back on the job?

Tips for success…
• Read the above examples to give participants a feel for how the 
conversation might go.
• Encourage them to keep the conversation moving. They aren’t 
planning a real vacation, so they don’t have to be accurate, precise, 
or realistic.
• The second dialogue doesn’t have to duplicate the first dialogue word 
for word.

Try these variations…
• Ask the Debrief questions after the first round of “buts” while the 
team’s thoughts and feelings are still fresh.
• Plan a party, family reunion, or any other elaborate event that might 
be fun.
• Start to plan an actual work-related function (picnic, fund-raising 
drive, etc.).
• Divide the participants into small groups instead of pairs. The “Yes, 
but . . .” conversation goes around the circle.
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            EXPECTATIONS ARE EVERYTHING.

These activities won’t solve every major problem on your team. And 
they won’t remove every obstacle. However, important team issues will 
be brought to light. Strangers will become acquaintances. Group norms 
will be established. Feelings will be validated. Camaraderie will be
enhanced. In the end, a stronger team spirit will be fostered.
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