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"Sweet" Team Building Suggestion

What:     A "sweet" way to get to know your project team with using candy and Management By Walking Around.  The guideline is sort of a "cookbook" approach to a case study process.

Why:  Teams are always under stress and pressure.  Sometimes, a small reward or recognition goes a long way to relieve the stress and pressure.  We hear "I'm not appreciated or recognized" all the time from team members.  Sometimes, it's little things that mean the most.  And the project manager gets to see what's going on, meet the new team members, and let the team know him or her a little better.

How:  The guideline below suggests the process a project manager might follow for team building and team reward.

About the Author 

Peter Michels has served as Director of Engineering and Program Management, Senior Project Manager, Software Development Manager and software developer in large and small companies with most recent focus in commercial wireless and 802.11 network  communications.     Pete's professional interests are in project recovery, organizational behavior and organizational restructuring.
It has been commented that Pete has a higher tolerance level than average for challenges, which he explains must be the reason he enjoys, remains in and excels at the project management profession.  Pete has also been quoted as saying "almost everything is a project of some sort."  Apparently, he uses MS Project for many personal activities too.  Pete firmly advocates that schools should teach basic project management along with consumer economics and shop classes.  Pete has an irreverent sense of humor and finds a something amusing in most projects or programs.  Pete's last project team shirts read "If you can't juggle, don't join the Circus" next to a juggling clown logo on a unicycle with the sleeve reading "Ringmaster."

Pete contributed this guideline from his hard-won experience working with a large team on a complex development project.
"Sweet" Team Building Suggestion

Non-traditional team building (reward) suggestion

Over years of experience, I have discovered that candy, chocolate, gum, etc. crosses all cultural and pecking order castes.  Its appeal crosses all functional and professional boundaries.

Presented here is a "cookbook" case study for you to follow using candy as a team building and reward system.  The costs are low for the results obtained.

The project team (used for this example) was 50 full time team members and another 30 part time members.  The project was a high visibility, high-pressure new technology networking project at a well-known Fortune 500 company.  The duration of the project was 6 months and had an average monthly run rate (budget) of higher than $1M.

The cost:

If one bag of candy costs about $3 USD and will provide 10 team members with enough to quench their desires, then 8 bags of candy are required to provide the entire full and part time team with this reward one time.

$3 X (80 people / (10 persons per bag)) == $24 per distribution

The frequency:

Being a firm believer in Management by Walking Around (MBWA), a casual round through cubicle land once a week was the frequency of distribution.

Additionally, candy was also provided at the weekly development team and operations team meetings.  These meetings were populated by leads and managers and each meeting contained about 10 people.

$3 X (20 people / (10 persons per bag)) == $6 per weekly meeting
Total Costs:

The total weekly cost of candy was $30 ($24 + $6 == $30).  The project ran about 6 months, or 26 weeks.

$30 X 26  == $780 total candy costs

Budgets were submitted "by month" or "by quarter".

$780 / 6 months == $130 per month

$780 / 2 quarters == $390 per quarter

Compare the $390 per quarter to the $3M in other project costs.

The intangible cost of the time spent walking around is not accounted for in this document.  Communications are an important part of the project and program manager's job.

The Process Followed:

Candy was brought to each Development Leads meeting and each Operations Leads meeting.  This was more for an icebreaker at each of these meetings.

The real process is the MBWA process.  Once a week or week and a half, I would fill up a box and walk around the cube area.  I would stop by and meet the new project team members, introduce myself (if they were new), stop and ask how things were, how the project member was, etc.  Sometimes, I would walk in on a "problem / solution in progress" ad hoc meeting and stop and listen.

Since the project was for a high technology product, many project team members spent hours in the networking and radio frequency labs.  I took the candy through those labs and stopped and chatted with each person.

Observed Results:

Every team member knew who the program manager was.

They knew my name, knew where I sat, knew my humor, knew what I thought was important, knew that I was approachable, etc.

They knew that I knew each of them by name, that I knew what they were working on, that I knew where and what the problems were, etc.

The candy distribution was a company legend.  The team members from other teams would approach me and ask me jokingly about the candy.  The "candy" was just a medium for having a conversation with other members of other teams.  Remember that all projects conclude and new teams usually have many members that are new to the project manager.  

One Step Further:

As different types of candy were consumed, I noticed who took what kinds of candy.  During the next purchase, I made sure that kind of candy was provided.  People noticed and asked me about this.  I explained that I actually paid attention to what they wanted and liked.  It's the little things that send the signal that you actually care.

Two Steps Further:

Involving the part time project members turned out to be a political coup as a side benefit.  The part time members were mostly those support people that are never invited to meetings, never get visibility from project teams, etc.  I included them in my weekly walk-around.  Some of them had never met a project or program manager from the projects they worked in a decade of working on projects.  The simple gesture of giving them a piece of candy and including them in the project team social environment had remarkable short- and long-term effects.

When something went wrong or something slipped, I could always count on getting help with one phone call.  This social network worked for indirect influence, when other program managers would ask if my teams could help them out of jam.  Many times, the shared, part-time support resources could lend a hand without impacting anything.  The difference was I knew who to call and had the influence to ask favors.  It turns out that candy buys a lot of favors.

Three Steps Further:

As I took over new projects and would go on my weekly candy constitutional, I also stopped by the team members cubes from previous projects and offered them some candy.  It raised the monthly project costs another $10 or so, but when I had to backtrack onto a project already completed, I knew I could go back and get help from the old team members.

Four Steps Further:

It turns out vice presidents, general managers and other influential people like candy too.  I always wondered if it was unethical hiding the costs of the candy I offered these decision- makers as part of the current project?  ( 
Five Steps Further:

As new project and program managers arrived into the department, I would bring the new PM with me on a MBWA excursion with the candy box.  Introductions were made and the new PM would know a large portion of the project team before their first project meeting.  Many of the other PMs in the group integrated this process into their projects and it became a "signature" of the department eventually.

The trips through the labs allowed the new PMs to get an overview of the support structure, who helped doing what, what work stations were used for what and the most important part...  who were in the support teams that they might otherwise not meet or know about...  and a new, direct line of communication was established!

No obstacles (or very few):

The "candy" paradigm has worked wonderfully for me.

My personality is not as gregarious or as outgoing as many people.  The candy provides a reason and opportunity to go meet new people, engage them, and integrate them as part of the team.  And it costs very, very little with a huge upside opportunity.


