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INTRODUCTION


BUT FIRST, A SECRET


Before we begin, I need to risk telling you something. It may sound like exactly the wrong thing for the author of a book about creative activities to admit, but it’s the truth and I think it’s important to be honest about it: I would never have gone to one of my own workshops. Not voluntarily. I’m an introvert’s introvert and have never been one for group activities. I would rather gnaw off a limb than do another skit at an offsite. Party games make me run for the hills. Karaoke gives me the heebie-jeebies.


But here’s the thing: I would have been missing out. I know this because whenever I roped people into coming to my sessions for the first time, they left saying things like, “You know, I actually really, really enjoyed that.” And though that was, of course, the polite response to give, I know that they meant it because I never had to rope them in again. They came back on their own. They made time, brought their clients, invited friends. They published articles about the workshops. They said the sessions were one of the defining highlights of our community’s culture. So, yeah, I would have been missing out.


This book is less about convincing you to try something new and more about sharing what convinced me. I’m hoping it will make it easier to understand the people you spend your days with and to be understood by them. I’m hoping it will help you pinpoint what you have to say, why it’s worth the risk to say it, and how to shout it from the rooftops with confidence.


CALLING ALL RELUCTANT HEROES


Ask people what they want most out of life and you’ll likely hear: inspiring experiences, exciting work, meaningful relationships, and making a difference. But ask how they’re doing on that wish list and, more often than not, it’s still just that: a wish list.


Big goals like those require big risks like trusting others and inviting disappointment. As a result, we end up with a chasm between what we want and what we’re willing to do to get it.


You’ve probably heard of the hero’s journey.


Once upon a time, there was a hero who didn’t know they were a hero. There was a crisis, and though the hero clung to the safe and familiar, they had no choice but to set out on the adventure. The hero met friends who helped and faced challenges that hindered, until finally the hero came face-to-face with the thing they least wanted to face. It didn’t look good for the hero until they were finally able to draw on hitherto unseen inner resources to emerge victorious, in possession of a reward of great value. They returned to their life, forever changed.


Dorothy in Oz? Frodo in Middle Earth? Simba in the pride lands? You in middle school? This, in a nutshell, is the hero’s journey as laid out by Joseph Campbell in his brilliant book The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Campbell mapped out the beats of classic stories from around the world and found this consistent pattern across humanity’s stories, myths, and fables.


The beats of the hero’s journey are generally as follows:


Call to Adventure


Refusal of the Call


Meeting the Mentor


Crossing the Threshold


Tests, Allies, Enemies


The Innermost Cave


The Ordeal


Seizing the Reward


Resurrection


Return to the Ordinary World


You can spot the hero’s journey everywhere, from the Odyssey to Legally Blonde. But for Campbell this is about more than just good story structure. This is about life. This is wisdom. He believed that the stories we tell ourselves as a species are more than entertainment; they’re repositories of insight and truth to be absorbed, learned from, and put into practice. They’re how we teach ourselves about being human. For Campbell, these stories were telling us that the rewards we seek will not be easy pickings, that our greatest enemy and our secret strength can both be found within, that nothing of value comes without sacrifice and struggle, but that this is how we grow and improve both ourselves and the world around us.


For many of us, adventure may look less like lightsabers and magic beans and more like an opportunity to try something new, defend what we believe in, or take a different path than the one handed to us. But most of us don’t hear the call as adventure—we hear it as risk. As danger.


A key part of Campbell’s hero’s journey is the hero’s response to the call to adventure: “No thanks.” The hero is reluctant. Why? Because they’re scared! They’re afraid of failing. They’re afraid of change. People aren’t risk-takers in general. The real risk-takers were weeded out of our bloodlines by those sabertooth tigers eons ago. So the stories we tell ourselves give the same advice: Be courageous, take a risk, it’ll be worth it. We keep telling ourselves the hero’s journey in all its various forms because we need the encouragement.


Risk is scary, but deep down we know it’s the only way to grow. Becoming something new means leaving behind the old. No one ever sailed to a new land without losing sight of the familiar shore. If we want to grow, we need to find the courage to walk into danger.
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To do this, we need a way to make those risks feel less dangerous, more worthwhile, and, frankly, more fun.


That is where this book comes in.


SAFE DANGER’S ORIGIN STORY


The most pivotal transition of my career came when I left my role as a VP of Marketing at a blue-chip financial institution to join IDEO, the iconic design and innovation firm. I’d known lovely people in the financial marketing world. We laughed, enjoyed each other’s company, and I thought that was as good as I should expect from work. I was wrong. Moving to IDEO was like stepping from Kansas into Oz. A whole Technicolor spectrum of possibilities suddenly flooded in.


IDEO had a culture that valued both joy and rigor, both bravery and vulnerability, both the head and the heart. It was a random group of people with distinct backgrounds, goals, and interests, and yet it was a community that valued and explored those distinctions. It was a place where people enjoyed staying late to help out on other people’s projects. In fact, one of the first things I noticed was the difference in how the corporate world and IDEO viewed asking for help. People are often hesitant to ask for help at work because it’s seen as evidence they can’t do their job, places them lower in the hierarchy of internal politics, and imposes on other people who are already overworked. At IDEO, asking for help was seen as the highest form of flattery. If you went to someone for their expertise, it wasn’t a burden but a sign of respect and admiration and an opportunity for that person to add some of their value to make the work better.


All that said, IDEO was also an intense and demanding place. Even though we were all aware of the importance of refilling our own creative wells after giving so much to the work, as is often the case, self-care consistently fell to the bottom of the to-do list.


To help refuel and refresh our community, I designed a series of biweekly events I called creative playdates. Part team building, part speed dating, part imaginative experiment, they used deceptively simple, but carefully designed creative activities to help us stay inspired, understand each other better, and practice tricky things like vulnerability and trust that we needed to do our best work.


Over time we started using the activities with clients, and I eventually spun them off into their own offer. I’ll be honest. One of the big question marks for me when I took these activities beyond the walls of IDEO was, Would it work? IDEO was a self-selecting group of people committed to curiosity and willing to take time to play. But what about the rest of the world? The serious world? Would accountants play with googly eyes? Would analysts enjoy making music with found objects? Doubtful.


Boy, was I wrong.


In the years since I first began designing my activities, I’ve led workshops for organizations ranging from Fortune 500 stalwarts to first year start-ups. I’ve hosted them for parties, workplaces, and communities. I’ve run them virtually, in-person, and various mish-moshes of the two. I’ve seen firsthand how they can invigorate individuals, build bonds between colleagues, and reignite stagnating team spirits. Engineers, lawyers, good friends, utter strangers. Eight-year-olds and eighty-year-olds.


I’ve found that creative activities that provide what I call “safe danger” are the perfect tool to build productivity, purpose, bold thinking, resilience, collaboration, and community and to prepare for the unknowns around the corner. Essentially, I use creative play to make the scary stuff more manageable. I think of creativity like oven mitts: It’s a safe way to handle dangerous material. My activities are not for learning about art; they’re for learning about each other through art. Empathy, not artistry. I’m not asking for talent, I’m asking for intention. If you show up to these activities with kindness, curiosity, and generosity, you’ll knock it out of the park, regardless of whether your artwork looks more like Lisa Simpson than the Mona Lisa.


Safe danger isn’t about unleashing creativity. It’s about unleashing you.


Over the years I’ve come to see that people who risk embracing seven specific qualities consistently bring out the best behaviors, most exciting connections, and most unique ideas from themselves, their teams, and their families: joy, vulnerability, curiosity, optimism, connection, trust, and creativity. The problem is the dynamics of those qualities can be surprisingly hard to understand for the very simple reason that most of us think we already do.


We don’t.


At least, not as much as we think we do. That’s because understanding these qualities requires more than an intellectual understanding; they require experiential understanding. They require practice. But practicing them is tough because (1) most of us are not so great about regularly practicing stuff we think we already know and (2) these are traits that require a commitment to be meaningful.


Safe danger is how I get around those obstacles. Safe danger helps us truly experience, practice, and understand these qualities in a way that can change the choices we make and the lives we lead.


Most people are living someone else’s life. They’re following other people’s rules and achieving other people’s goals. The problem starts when we lose what makes us stand out. But it’s not just that we lose these unique parts of ourselves—we learn early on to actively hide them. Sometimes these things are significant, other times they’re more subtle, but inevitably we end up locking away some of what makes us different, makes our perspective unique, makes us us. Brené Brown has a wonderful take on the difference between belonging and fitting in: “Fitting in is about assessing a situation and becoming who you need to be to be accepted. Belonging, on the other hand, doesn’t require us to change who we are; it requires us to be who we are.” Emotionally, fitting in is the opposite of belonging.
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For grown-ups, the problem is that many of us, quite frankly, have forgotten who we are. (If, that is, we ever gave ourselves permission to be ourselves in the first place.) Most of us, most of the time, are conditioned to fit in. School, work, home, family, society, and friends all teach us how to behave like everyone else, to conform. Because, you know, we live in a society. Sometimes that’s just fine. I wouldn’t be thrilled to sip coffee in a café next to someone clipping their toenails. But, while blending in may seem like the smart move to survive middle school, it can leave our light diminished for the rest of our lives.


This book is about how to rekindle that light. It’s full of easy, fun activities built around the sort of risks that will help you find meaning and purpose for yourself, be more productive and effective, and feel more joyful and confident in your own skin. Because if you’re not speaking with your own unique voice, if you’re living the life you were told to live instead of the one you were meant to live, the world is missing out. The people who mean the most to you, the people who look up to you, and many, many people you may never even meet, they’re all missing out if you’re not standing out.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I’ve found that most books like this focus on one of two audiences: people trying to be more successful in business, or people trying to be more successful in their regular life. Business or personal. I don’t believe this is a healthy distinction.


Because most people carry their workday into their home life and their home life into their workday, my approach is to dissolve the distinction between the two as much as possible without sacrificing the value of the insights. The personal is the professional is the personal.


Whether you are a leader looking to engage your team, a professional looking to infuse your career with new life, or a person looking to get more out of your time on earth, there’s a lot in this book that will help regardless of who it seems to be addressed to. In fact, the parts that seem least targeted to your particular context may be the most helpful.


Building a strong team is about understanding what each person has to contribute and clearing a path so that they can contribute fully. So is raising a family. Finding your own unique voice in the world is about clearing away your fears to see the value you have to contribute. So is growing a healthy relationship. Our personal and professional lives exist in distinct arenas, but what is valuable to one is often just as valuable to the other, even though we may not see it at first. Regardless of which shelf you pulled this book from, every chapter can be about you, or about your team, or about your family, or about your friends, or about your community. It just depends on where you choose to use it. So take what you like and leave the rest.


Part I focuses on the what. What are we talking about when we talk safety, when we talk danger, and when we combine them. Part II is about the why. Each chapter focuses on one of the seven powerful qualities I mentioned above and why it’s so impactful to unlock it with safe danger. Part III is the how. It contains instructions for my activities and a guide for how to facilitate them.


Emotional risk-taking is not something you learn; it’s something you practice. So each chapter also describes a group activity that can be used with coworkers, family, friends, or a shared community. But I know perfectly well that we’re not all going to be hosting crafting parties every night. So, though I love and believe in all the creative group activities I’ll be sharing, I’ve also collected some solo exercises from creatives and professionals who have found simple, low-lift ways to infuse their lives with the qualities discussed in each chapter. These “Habit Builders” are small, everyday nudges that you can practice and use right away to help break some of those mental behaviors that stand in your way.


A nice aspect of the safe danger activities is that they are actually pretty simple. Although they are infused with elements of art interpretation, crafting hour, therapy, team dynamics, esoterica, storytelling, daydreaming, puzzles, and the hero’s journey beneath the surface, none of these elements takes center stage—in the moment, the activities are simply fun. They are designed to be playful, but purposeful; to work around a conference table or a dinner table; to connect new colleagues or old college friends. However you chose to use them, they are designed to be worth your time.


Whether your goal is to enrich the path you’re on or to find a new one to explore, safe danger is the missing piece you’ve been looking for.













PART I

TO SPARK CHANGE, FUEL SAFE DANGER













CHAPTER ONE


SAFE DANGER


Here’s a Secret About Celebrity Cookbooks: They always Leave a Little Something out. Whether it’s a drop of Madagascar vanilla, a squeeze of fresh lime, or a dash of fish sauce, the secret ingredient stays secret. Not that the recipes aren’t terrific, but they’re not the full story of what happens in the pro’s kitchen.


I’m clearly not a celebrated chef (yet), but this is, in a certain sense, a book of recipes, recipes for collaboration, trust, and generosity. So it just wouldn’t feel right to hold back the secret to what sets these activities apart and makes them so useful. I’m going to start off by handing over my chilled butter, my sprinkle of cinnamon, my secret ingredient: It’s a tension I call “safe danger.”


SAFETY


The psychologist Abraham Maslow mapped out a pyramid of what he called a person’s hierarchy of needs. At the base of Maslow’s pyramid are the most crucial things a person needs to survive from one day to the next: food, water, warmth, rest. Safety. With those in place you can move up the pyramid to relationships, belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization. You need to be safe before you get to art, love, and enlightenment.


I’m sure there were early humans who valued art over safety. And I’m sure they were eaten by sabertooth tigers. We are descended from creatures of habit—and that habit is safety.


The early humans who found a reliable routine and stuck with it got enough nutrition and lived long enough to reproduce, and so that’s the trait that got passed down to us. It makes sense that so many of us are inclined to overindex on safety—not just physical safety but also psychological and emotional safety as well. The cruelly ironic twist, of course, is that one of the best ways to fuel art, love, and enlightenment is to risk the safety that makes them possible.


DANGER


Danger is one of the best catalysts for meaningful growth. We know this instinctively. Ancient rites of passage were steeped in peril. Now, we seek it out for special occasions such as skydiving on a big birthday. Or as a forcing function, such as ropes courses for troubled teens, who, dangling thirty feet in the air, hearts pounding, learn to trust each other, learn their limits, and discover how to move beyond them. Because they have to. Because gravity. Because or else.


Growth and danger go hand in hand. You can’t learn to walk without risking falling. You can’t learn to love without risking heartbreak. There’s no growth without risk, because growth means leaving the familiar behind, and that’s always a risk.


This is not to suggest that we should be wildly reckless with ourselves in the name of growth, just that it’s quite easy for safety to atrophy into stagnation. Once, when I was at a crossroads of life choices, I had a wild dream in which a (clears throat) neon turtle told me, “You can be safe, or you can dance.” As a deep introvert, that’s a horrifying choice. But even the turtle must emerge from its shell if it wants to move forward.1 #turtlewisdom.


SAFE + DANGER = IMPACT


There are times to fracture the self, shake people up, rattle them—boot camp, therapy, ayahuasca, Christopher Nolan films. My activities are not that. Mine are gentler moments of disruption.


When I first began designing the safe danger activities to fuel the IDEO culture, I wanted a gentle way to build emotional muscle memory. Just like you don’t only run the day of the marathon, I wanted a way to practice those qualities, build those muscles, with a manageable amount of discomfort. Muscles are built by tearing—the strain of exercise pulls your tiny muscle fibers apart so that they can knit themselves back together a little bit stronger than before. But it’s a delicate balance—you don’t want to shred them so drastically that you end up hobbling through the next few weeks in pain. No, you want to build muscle day by day, little by little over time. I wanted activities that would stress those emotional muscles, that sense of self and safety, enough to start to tear them, but only in the name of growing stronger. That way (1) growth wouldn’t have to wait for some major marathon day, and (2) when that major day did come, we’d be in shape to really make the most of it. We’d have learned the tips and tricks, mapped our strengths and weaknesses, and completed preparations to get the most from the moment.


When I was first thinking through these activities, I had two goals: reassure and surprise. In that order. First, I wanted to reassure people that they were safe enough to loosen their grip on the familiar. Then I wanted them to find something unexpected that they would want to reach out and embrace with that newly opened hand. By adding a little danger, I was able to create the kind of safety that helps people feel sparked instead of stifled. By weaving in a little safety, I could deliver a kind of danger that helps people feel thrilled instead of threatened. And so I hit on this paradoxical balance of opposing currents: safe danger. Risk, yes, but without serious consequences. Vulnerable, yes, but without feeling exposed. Seen, yes, but without feeling judged.


So many forms of entertainment do little more than pass the time. From infinite scrolls to trivia nights, when you look back the only thing that moved forward were the hands of the clock. Safe danger is what makes the activities in this book different. Because, if people are comfortable enough to take a risk, they can really get something meaningful out of the time together and end the activity as a slightly different version of the person they were at the start—a little more connected, a little more insightful, a little more inspired. Safe danger is the secret ingredient that moves an activity from “pass the time” to “worth the time.”


EVERYONE HATES TEAM BUILDING


Okay, well, maybe not everyone, but generally speaking, most people roll their eyes or, at best, are mostly just grateful for any break from work. Everyone has their own reasons for it—it takes time away from urgent projects, it feels forced, it feels uncomfortable, it feels artificial, it feels unproductive, it feels childish, it goes nowhere and has no lasting impact. As I’ve mentioned before, I agree. I hate team building. I didn’t want to build a balloon tower that we’d never think about again or prove my value through trivia. Other people have their own hangups about it, which have come pouring out across the internet in threads like, “Team building is a useless waste of money. Prove me wrong,” or “Keep your team building and just let me go home early to my family.”


Regardless of the specific gripe, I get it. That’s why my absolute favorite thing is when, after a session, someone makes their way over to me and announces, “I have to tell you, I was absolutely dreading this and almost skipped it. But this was amazing.” The first time I heard that, I suspected we were on to something. By the hundredth, I was sure of it. It’s not team building that is failing people; it’s the types of team building we’re used to.


I’m going to talk a lot about team building even though I realize not everyone works on a formal team. However, most people work with other people or live with other people. And the ways that people try to connect across all those arenas can be improved with a little safe danger. Whether it’s your office or your book club, team building should be about everyone finding and sharing their own unique voice. In fact, after years of working with a broad spectrum of big and tiny companies, entrepreneurs, clubs, nonprofits, and governments, it’s crystal clear that despite most people’s perception, the connection that comes from effective team building is not a nice-to-have; it’s a need-to-have.


With that in mind, I’m going to share what I’ve learned about why it’s important, what gets in the way, and how to do it better. (Spoiler: It involves safe danger.)


WHY TEAM BUILDING IS SO IMPORTANT


Let’s start with Elmo. Did you know that Elmo has his own social media account? Of course he does. My cat’s chew toy has one. Elmo uses his to wish people a nice day, tell silly jokes, and model what being a friend can look like. At the beginning of 2024, Elmo posted a question to his friends: “How is everybody doing?” By the end of that first day, he had a whopping twenty thousand responses. But they weren’t the sort of responses Elmo was expecting.


“Truly a roller-coaster ride of disappointment and self-doubt. Been on this planet nearly sixty-one years and feel I have no purpose anymore. It’s all pointless. Cannot see where I fit anymore.”


“It’s been a tough time since we left Sesame Street and entered the workforce, Elmo.”


“My job is a joke, Elmo. But without the laughter.”


“Every morning, I cannot wait to go back to sleep. Every Monday, I cannot wait for Friday to come. Every single day and every single week for life.”


I suspect Elmo started rethinking his decision to apply for that summer internship.


Of the thousands and thousands of responses, the two dominant themes were climate change and work life. In the collective psyche, job dissatisfaction is on equal footing with the death of the planet.


And Elmo is not the only one who has noticed the state of the working world.


For years Dr. Vivek Murthy, former surgeon general of the United States, has been using his platform to talk about what he calls the loneliness epidemic.


He means it when he calls it an epidemic. Fifty percent of Americans report experiencing loneliness on a regular basis.2 It turns out loneliness is pretty awful for your mental, emotional, and physical health. It’s tied to heart disease, dementia, stroke, depression, anxiety, and that charming catch-all, premature death.


He points a finger squarely at our work culture as a critical problem area. “People sit in an office full of coworkers but everyone is staring at a computer or in meetings where opportunities to connect on a human level are scarce.”3


It seems like much of the working world is feeling disconnected and disengaged. There’s been the great resignation, quiet quitting, and quick quitting; the fact that we’re constantly having to invent clever new names for all the ways we’re disappointed with our work life is telling in and of itself. But year after year Gallup’s State of the Global Workplace report makes it crystal clear that the old methods of retaining talent are not resonating in the workplace today.


From the mailroom to the C-suite, over half of today’s employees are looking to find something new, particularly a place that cares more about their well-being.4
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Even the people who aren’t looking for a new job aren’t doing a very good job. The majority of the world’s employees, 70 percent, are quiet quitting—they don’t really know how to do their jobs or why their work matters, and they don’t have any real bonds with their coworkers, boss, or the organization itself.5 They don’t care. They don’t feel cared about.


But they want that to change. Employees were asked, “If you could make one change at your current employer to make it a great place to work, what would it be?” It’s no surprise that 28 percent said better pay and better benefits because most of us go to work to make money. What is surprising is that almost double said the most important factor was engagement, culture, or well-being.6


They want to feel cared about. They want to feel connected. And this echoes a sentiment I’ve heard from many chief people officers and talent managers: People come to work for the paycheck, but they stay where they work for the people.


It’s not just the quiet quitters who feel this way. Eighty-two percent of all the employees surveyed say it’s important that their organizations see them as a whole person. And management knows this makes a difference: 92 percent of executives agree that high employee engagement leads to happier customers.7


The takeaway, from Elmo and the surgeon general to the quiet quitters, is that connection is crucial for both your mental and your physical well-being.


Now, I’ve been to plenty of conferences and heard plenty of people talking about how important authentic connection is in the workplace. However, I’ve found that when push comes to shove and it’s time to allocate the two things that really show where your true values lie—time and money—connection shifts right back into the nice-to-have category and is the first to get cut.


So, in case you ever need to convince someone that better connection is worth the investment, I want to share some real-world business facts that stand apart from the feelings.


First of all, better connection means better employees.


When companies with low to average employee engagement are compared to companies with high scores for connection and engagement, the advantages come spilling out. Employees who felt connected and engaged delivered more work (21 percent increase in productivity), delivered better-quality work (41 percent fewer product defects), were happier and healthier doing so (17 percent better physical health, 23 percent better mental health), were almost 90 percent more loyal to their employers, and were 250 percent more likely to push themselves above and beyond to exceed performance expectations.8


Better connection also means better business overall. Companies with happy, engaged workforces outperform their competitors in earnings per share by almost 150 percent, according to Gallup’s research. They make more (18 percent more sales, 23 percent more profitable), lose less time and fewer resources (28 percent less internal theft, 81 percent less absenteeism), and are better at retaining both customers and talent (28 percent higher customer loyalty, 81 percent lower turnover).9


If better connection means better employees, better teams, and better business, what gets in the way?


WHAT GETS IN THE WAY


When groups want to build an engaged and connected culture, they turn to team-building activities. There are plenty of options out there, from scavenger hunts to cooking classes. In my time, I’ve done everything from axe throwing to flower arranging, and I’m sure you’ve done many of them as well. There’s a whole spectrum of options, but what all these team-building activities have in common is that they’re fun. It’s lovely to go for a boat cruise. It’s exciting to win at trivia. It’s fun to escape from a room. So, what more do you need? With a spread from mini golf to murder mysteries, what could be missing?


Team building is usually about a shared experience. Whether it’s a contest or a class, as long as you’re doing something fun together, that generally counts as team building. And yes, fun, nonwork, shared experiences are a critical ingredient for connection. But what most people don’t realize is that it takes more than that one ingredient. Connection takes more than just sharing the same space or experience, no matter how fun that experience may be in the moment. In fact, sometimes the nature of a shared experience can actually interfere with building a lasting, quality connection. In my experience and from feedback from clients, three qualities in common team-building efforts derail lasting positive impact on a team’s long-term behavior: competition, passivity, and old news.




Competition: By its very nature competition divides people and pits them against each other. Not a great mindset if you’re after trust and understanding. Also, most people lose. That rarely feels good, but even winning is counterproductive. Competition celebrates what you do instead of who you are. People are proud of their accomplishments, love winning games, enjoy looking good, and all the rest. But, ultimately, we still want to know we’ll be loved even if we lose, get saggy, and stumble. At our core, most of us want to be valued without having to prove our value.


Passivity: Passive activities are the ones where you’re basically an entertained audience member. It doesn’t matter if you’re engaged, paying attention, or even there at all. Participants don’t contribute anything of themselves to the experience.


Old News: By old news, I mean that the traits you already see in the workplace just get bigger. The loud get louder. The quiet get quieter. The cliques huddle together. You don’t learn anything new about each other.





When people say they hate team building, it’s usually because they don’t like competition, they’re bored in the audience, or they’d rather be doing things or spending time with people they really care about. Essentially, regular team building feels uncomfortable and like a waste of time. As fun as passive entertainment and active competition can be, they can derail opportunities to connect in the most impactful and lasting ways.


So, how do you design, think through, or select activities that are going to reach people? What makes the difference? Okay. Here is the least professional line in this whole book, but I’m going to share it anyway and hope that you can stomach it:


Everyone wants to feel loved.


Record scratch moment, I know. But stay with me. I reluctantly backed into this conclusion because of the feedback I got from people who repeatedly came to my activities—what they came back for, what they missed when I left it out, how they described the activities to others. And when I looked at the common thread, it was that they felt seen and important, but not judged. They were able to be vulnerable without feeling threatened. They felt they had value to offer that was appreciated. In essence, it was the feeling of being loved.


From a ten-thousand-foot view, you can look at this through an anthropological lens: As social animals, we’re hardwired to want to be valued by our peers, the same way we’re wired to find water beautiful and the colors of ripe fruit appetizing. Nutrition, procreation, shelter, survival have all depended on it since the Pleistocene. Feeling loved is one of our most primal, fundamental needs.


You’re wanted, you’re welcomed, you’re important, and you’re safe.


What’s better than that? Not much.


What does that have to do with team building? Not much.


Usually.


But if you look at the dynamics of what motivates people, what builds loyalty, what encourages connection, it’s immensely helpful to go to the source and then work back from there to an appropriate level. That’s why, yes, I am absolutely talking about feeling loved. But, no, I am absolutely not saying that the workplace or your neighborhood should be a kumbaya festival of flower crowns and Hallmark cards. That would not be an appropriate level. Do not go around offering free hugs. Do think about why people in every culture enjoy wrapping their arms around each other in times of joy and sadness. That’s where the insight can bubble up.


When I design activities, I avoid competition because it has only a certain amount of love to go around; I avoid activities that are passive because they don’t single people out enough to feel loved; and I avoid activities that just amplify because they don’t create opportunities to discover new things to love in others.


HOW TO DO IT BETTER


Okay, so let’s talk about a different approach to team building. If I’m not thrilled with competition, passivity, and amplification, what do I look for when designing an activity?


In place of competition, which puts everyone’s defenses up, I use safe danger to lower those defenses and make it easier for people to get vulnerable and open up to each other. Instead of something they just absorb, I use safe danger to make it easy for everyone to add something of themselves to the experience. Finally, instead of amplifying familiar behaviors, I use safe danger to help colleagues better understand those behaviors.
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CONNECTION


As the surgeon general put it so well, “We spend more waking hours with our co-workers than we do with our families. But do they know what we really care about? Do they understand our values? Do they share in our triumphs and pains?”10 I use this mash-up of safe danger to broaden, deepen, and accelerate meaningful connection, to help colleagues learn what you really care about, really understand your values, and genuinely share in your triumphs and pains. As fun as it may be, that sort of insight just doesn’t usually come from beating someone at mini golf.



PARTICIPATION


People love free things, but they don’t value them. The social scientist Dan Ariely calls this the “Ikea effect,” and his research has shown that people place a higher value on items they have invested effort or money into, even if that investment is tiny. The act of contributing something of oneself creates a sense of ownership and investment, leading people to ascribe greater value to the item, regardless of its actual worth. A fun example of this is the egg you add to boxed cake mix. There’s no reason the mix couldn’t already include that egg. In fact, it originally did. But sales were dismal. Then they took the egg out and asked you to add it. Sales skyrocketed. That egg was enough for people to feel a sense of ownership and investment in the cake so that they could produce something they felt they had made.


That’s why I design activities so that participants have to contribute something of themselves. It’s not a free ride—the activity doesn’t work unless they pick up an oar and help row. That way they have some skin in the game, and they know it matters that they are there. Everyone both gives and receives, learns and teaches, bows and applauds. The trick here is to make it so seamless and fun that no one feels forced, and everyone gets the benefits without noticing the cost.


NEW INSIGHT


Why is Pat such a people pleaser? Why is it so important for Charles to be in charge? I look for ways to design activities so that people walk away with a better understanding of themselves and their colleagues. More empathy for others and more patience for themselves. One key thing professional mediators look for when helping to resolve conflict is common ground. What shared traits, beliefs, goals, fears, and so forth do people have in common that can be used to build a stronger, more productive connection? I try to help people identify and articulate what drives their behaviors so that people who may have very different backgrounds, profiles, personalities, or behaviors can still find a bridge with which to easily build productive bonds.


People may still prefer spending time on passion projects or with family to team building, but if done right, team building not only has an impact on the work culture but also benefits those passion projects and family relations as well.


Okay. That’s a lovely sentiment, but how do you work such witchcraft?


That’s where safe danger comes in.


As the rest of this section describes, most of my activities are designed to nudge people out of their professional comfort zones. Depending on the activity, I may be asking them to risk looking unprofessional, risk making mistakes, risk sharing personal stories, and, frankly, risk rethinking the way their day-to-day typically runs. That’s a lot to ask of someone, especially in the non sequitur context of a team-building event that typically happens sandwiched in a workday when most people are trying to live up to their résumés or at an offsite with people they’ve just met.


If I’m going to invite people into that dangerously unprofessional territory, I need to make sure to design the activity with guardrails that let a wide variety of people feel safe to be themselves, safe to admit their mistakes and learn from them, safe to contribute from personal experience, and safe to speak out about how they’d like things to change.


Essentially, I want to reassure people that they’re safe enough to release their grip on the way things are normally done. Then, I can take that open hand and lead them somewhere new. I can show them that the dangerous territory they normally keep guarded isn’t really that dangerous.






[image: A cartoon, titled ‘Ted’s Theory of the Universe,’ featuring two circles, a large circle containing a smaller filled circle at the center. The smaller circle has the label ‘Comfort Zone.’ The outer area of the large circle contains the label ‘Apocalypse Zone.’ A character illustration is present on the right side.]







This is obviously a delicate balancing act. Figuring out a way to help people rapidly lower their guard and start trusting each other is a tall order. But it’s essential if you want people to understand each other. That’s why I want to make sure that, just like all the other team-building activities, this time spent together should feel fun and joyful. So I use art and play to make it possible. This is where the oven mitts of creativity come into play and give us a safe way to handle this dangerous material.




ACTIVITY


Super Secret


When Galactic Guardian met Flexy Fox for the first time, she asked if Flexy Fox’s puppy was feeling better. Flexy Fox wanted to know about Galactic Guardian’s recent birthday. There were no awkward silences, even though Galactic Guardian and Flexy Fox were, until this very moment, complete strangers.


Well, not complete strangers. They had shared an unusual experience over the previous five weeks, an activity called Super Secret.


In the spring of 2020, as the pandemic was first flexing its muscles and shutting down the world, a select group of forty people received bright yellow packages. Quantum Questioner tore his open with his teeth, whereas Disco Diva used an heirloom antique letter opener, but everyone found the same contents inside. Five prestamped bright yellow postcards with weekly prompts. Materials for drawing on or decorating the postcards. And an invitation:




We are facing an honest-to-goodness villain set on world domination.


Our way of life is under threat.


Innocent people are isolated and alone, cut off from each other.


This is the time for the heroes to put on their capes.


This is the moment that’s been waiting for you.


It’s time to be super.


If you can fly, grow laser claws, write a story, draw a picture,


or even just turn invisible, we need you.


Your supersecret mission: reach out across the isolation to one


other person. Let them know who you are. Listen to who they are.


Let them know that someone super is thinking about them.


The task is crucial; the ask is simple:


Get to know your partner.


You’ve been given five prompts, one per week, that will ask you to share a secret piece of your story with both words and pictures—you will write your story on one side and create a visual on the other side, then mail it off to your partner. They will be doing the same (unless they are being stomped on by a T. rex).


Don’t worry, they’re pretty light secrets. No PIN codes or passwords.


They’re “secrets” in the sense that they’re not the sort of thing just anyone will know about you.


You can share your preferred superhero name,


but please do not reveal your secret identity.


No names. No hair color. No descriptions.


Just stories.


(Please note: Boring answers will be disintegrated by laser sharks.)


You and your partners are each going to start off as anonymous mysteries to the other.


But this isn’t about solving that mystery. It’s not about finding clues to figure out who they are.


It’s the opposite. Embrace the anonymity.


Be generous with what you share.


Be thoughtful about how you respond.


Be kind.


(Watch the mail with eagle eyes and catlike reflexes for your partner’s answers to arrive.)


After five weeks of sharing stories through the mail, you will take what you’ve learned about your partner, their powers, their kryptonite, and use it to create a final product.…


… but that’s all we can tell you right now.


After all, this is supersecret!





The prompts started with fun, happy secrets. Super Swifty answered No. 1—Share the Secret of Your Stuffed Animal—by talking about Platypurp the Purple Platypus.


For one of the most embarrassing memories requested by prompt No. 3, Hoppy Hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia shared the story of his thirteen-year-old self’s first kiss. It was with a girl he’d been pining after for years, in a dark closet during a birthday party round of “Seven Minutes in Heaven.” After about the third minute, with his pulse pounding in his ears and his lungs working overtime, she’d pulled her lips away from his and said, in a kind voice, “You don’t do this very often, do you?” The kindness that still stung.


By the time the heroes reached No. 5 (“What three qualities do you and your partner have in common?”) Furious Flappybrain had plenty to work with. From the Neatness Ninja’s answers, she knew they both hated disappointing others, both felt refueled by nature, and both loved chocolate milk.


After the last secrets were exchanged, a date was set for a big reveal Zoom party, and each partner was invited to make and send a gift to the other: a superhero mask that reflected all they had learned about each other using the pom-poms, pipe cleaners, mirrors, gems, stickers, and beads they’d received five weeks earlier in that big yellow package. Everyone showed up on-screen wearing their gifted masks—although they had been exchanging stories for weeks, this was the first time they were seeing each other. They exploded in laughter.


Half the partners were eight years old and the other half closer to eighty.


We had paired a class of fourth graders whose school had shut down with the residents of a senior home who were on a social-distancing lockdown. Some had suspected. Although they all started out assuming they were corresponding with peers, some fourth graders caught on when their partner recounted “A Cherished Memory” as the day they became a grandparent, and some seniors were tipped off by an enthusiasm for Taylor Swift uncommon among the Greatest Generation. Regardless, conversations between partners went twice as long as planned and there was a general request from both sides (yes, even the kids) for permission to continue the correspondence on their own.


I have since adapted and deployed the Super Secret activity to work virtually and in-person as well as through the mail. I’ve used it with groups of hundreds of strangers, I’ve used it with small teams who have worked together for years. I’ve used it with companies looking to activate diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) learning in an experiential way. I’ve seen it bridge divergent points of view related to politics, race, economics, gender, geography, and religion. Although there are naturally different takeaways and goals for the different groups, what is consistent is the surprise and satisfaction on people’s faces after they’ve connected in a meaningful way.


According to the people who study joy and happiness for a living, a key factor that determines our personal and professional happiness is meaningful connection with other people. However, as we all know, being with other people is not the same as being connected with them. Not in a meaningful way.


Yet, what this activity asks of people, to drop their guard a bit, to let someone else see some of the secret parts of their life, and—maybe more importantly—to let someone else share with them, that’s the dynamic that really makes the difference. People feel like they matter to each other. That fuels meaningful connection.


But that’s a lot to ask of strangers out of nowhere. It would be a lot of danger to dump on them all at once. So, we temper the danger by stirring a little safety into the mix.


Three important elements in Super Secret help facilitate and regulate the interplay of safety and danger:




	
Anonymity: The less we know about someone, the easier it is to dress them up and see them exactly as we wish. It helps quiet any biases and it makes the activity about character, not characteristics.


	
Story: To build connection and not just exchange information, we swapped small talk for questions that reveal something more personal.


	
Play: Play is the part that’s most often overlooked, but it’s the glue that holds it all together. It lightens the mood, relaxes the defenses, and lets you just be you without worrying about impressing other people.





SUPER SECRET: CHARACTER, NOT CHARACTERISTICS


Primary Quality


Connection


Supporting Themes


Trust


Empathy


Questioning Assumptions


The What


Connecting across distance and difference. A simple yet powerful digital twist on the pen pal dynamic that builds connection based on meaning, not appearance.


The How


Pair Up: Participants turn off their cameras, mics, and change their screen names to a made-up superhero name that reflects their character. They are paired up anonymously—no names, no images, no voices—and put into breakout rooms.


Connect: The facilitator shares five prompts, one every five minutes, for the partners to discuss through the chat.




	The secret of the stuffed animal you had as a child


	The secret of one of your most cherished memories


	The secret of a challenge you overcame


	The secret of one of your most embarrassing moments


	Three qualities we have in common





Create: Each participant then takes five minutes to create a drawing of the other as a superhero, complete with powers and characteristics based on the stories they’ve exchanged.


Reveal: The partners turn their screens on and exchange the gifts they’ve made for each other. Then everyone returns to the main room for an open floor. Close with the why.


The Why


One of the key hallmarks of this moment in history is how we perceive difference. This is an incredibly fraught question, with two main currents running through it: a desire to focus on what we have in common, and a desire to focus on what makes us unique. And though these two are not inherently mutually exclusive, anger, fear, ignorance, and frustration often reduce them to enemies. We see this play out every day. One positive interaction is not going to solve that. But sharing personal stories opens an opportunity to celebrate both of those strains simultaneously and use that as a way to connect more deeply with each other.


Personal stories let us make our introductions from the inside out.


Super Secret cultivates a culture of empathy and compassion by building meaningful bridges between people who may otherwise appear very different. The prompts are crafted to spotlight values and feelings so that the anonymous pair develop a relationship built on character rather than characteristics.


The careful combination of anonymity, story, and play helps people hear their partner and themselves in a new way. The freedom of anonymity encourages honesty because participants don’t know who to tailor their responses for, the playful dynamic lowers the bar for engagement, and the personal stories allow finding common ground in shared feelings.


Participants walk away with a little more practice in the emotional skills we all need to see the world through a more diverse lens. In a professional setting, this can lead to the sort of trust, collaboration, and creative confidence that makes for strong, innovative teams.


The Materials


Video conference software with the capability to broadcast into breakout rooms





WHY PLAY AT WORK?


Despite the reluctance to welcome play in most professional settings on a regular basis, a seemingly endless river of research shows how beneficial play is for work: Employees who have access to playful activities at work report a 12 percent increase in productivity;11 workplaces that encourage playfulness see a 20 percent boost in employee creativity and innovation;12 and employees in playful work environments report a 15 percent higher job satisfaction rate compared to those in more serious settings.13 Incorporating play into the workday is proven to significantly reduce employee stress levels;14 teams that engage in regular playful activities show up to 30 percent improvement in collaboration and teamwork;15 playful work environments are associated with a 40 percent reduction in employee absenteeism;16 companies that promote playfulness experience a 17 percent increase in employee engagement;17 employees who engage in playful thinking are 30 percent better at problem-solving and generating new ideas;18 and companies known for their playful and innovative cultures attract 25 percent more high-quality job candidates.19 And on and on and on.


As I said, the goal of my activities is better connection and more understanding at work, so I use play as a way to lower the stakes and raise the joy. But the research shows that a playful connection activity is a twofer because bringing play to the work culture also has powerful benefits in its own right.


WHY PLAY AT HOME?


But maybe your workplace culture just isn’t ready to welcome an element of play. Maybe it’s too much of a stretch for them to believe that being unproductive can make you more productive. That doesn’t mean you should forfeit your own interest in play. Study after study shows that a person’s play experiences have a profound influence on the shape and quality of their lives: “Very accomplished people tend to have lives that allow and embrace play, and those with unhealthy, rigid, unproductive behaviors are often seriously play deprived.”20


Obviously, my strong preference is to bring joy and play into the workplace, but that doesn’t mean you have to leave your ability to play in the hands of your job. The fact is, for those willing to make the time, the emotional, mental, and physical benefits of play are just waiting for you to reach out and claim them:




	
Better Relationships: Couples who engage in playful activities together report a 30 percent increase in relationship satisfaction and emotional intimacy.21



	
Better Connections: Engaging in playful activities with others increases social bonds and reduces feelings of loneliness.22



	
Better Brains: Seniors who regularly engage in playful activities show a 20 percent slower decline in cognitive functions, such as memory and attention.23



	
Better Stress Management: Regular play can reduce levels of cortisol, the stress hormone, by up to 30 percent.24



	
Better Mental Health: Adults who engage in regular playful activities experience a significant reduction in symptoms of depression.25



	
Better Thinking: Adults who maintain playful hobbies outside of work are 35 percent more likely to exhibit creative thinking and problem-solving skills in their professional lives.26



	
Better Life: Playful adults have been shown to have significantly greater life satisfaction and emotional well-being.27






In this book, I’m of course pushing for team building at work. But the good news is that you don’t need to be an employee at a company to benefit and use these exercises. I’ve done these activities with groups of friends, I’ve done them with my family, and I’ve even done activities solo (more on that later). The heart of safe danger is deceptively simple: Make people feel safe and then use that trust to nudge them out of their comfort zone. It’s a simple but powerful approach that anyone can use to deepen their connections and broaden their thinking.




HABIT BUILDER


Honest Answers


Getting vulnerable can often be intimidating because it feels like an all-or-nothing proposition. Either you open the door wide to the world or you lock it tight. But even if that’s how it feels, that is not the truth. You can risk opening up a little at a time.


What would happen if, for a week, you tried to answer honestly when people ask how you’re doing? Instead of “Fine. How are you doing?” You could say, “I’m trying to shake off my commute,” or “I’m smiling on the inside because of this silly dream I had.”


This isn’t an invitation to list off all the medications you’re taking or unload like the conference table is a therapist’s couch. Just give them a sense of what’s making your day different from theirs. What you’re carrying beneath the “I’ve got it all together” attitude. Maybe people will nod, maybe they’ll empathize. Maybe not. It doesn’t matter, because you’ve opened the door a little and risked sharing a little of yourself.
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