Teambuilding and Leadership Program

Tailors Events in the Great Outdoors

For Those Inspired to Grow and Change 
By David Yawn

In this fast-paced world, many are caught in a Fast Forward mode. They often have maps, but rarely a true compass from which to mark their coordinates. Many proceed with more looping around and backtracking than they'd otherwise choose.

They might have plenty of momentum, but lack intentionality and the kind of purpose that would give clearer meaning and validation to both their pursuits and their goals. Most people encounter regular personal and corporate challenges - but few have a guided tour.

Team Trek, a teambuilding and leadership training outfit based in Memphis, Tenn. and in the Arkansas Ozarks, has melded a program that is unrivaled in the estimations of a lot of household name corporations. It's a venture that combines strengths of various programs with a formula not duplicated elsewhere - enough of a difference that FedEx, International Paper, ServiceMaster, Smith & Nephew Richards, Storage USA and others keep returning to its outdoors experience. Each time is different, though, with programs varying according to a company's own needs and organizational structure. Altogether, multiple clients book the facility some 40 weeks every year.

It's gauged to address the limitations of top-down management, the challenges of new technologies, the speed of decision-making and the reluctance to share control with subordinates. Its complex web of activities place participants in scenarios that stimulate real-life experiences and creative problem-solving. 

"There's not another course offered at FedEx before or coming that will ever have the impact of the courses we conduct at Team Trek," says Steve Nielsen, managing director at the FedEx Leadership Institute. "I believe it is one of the best outdoor programs offered to a commercial venture in the world."

Nielsen says before the group first started working with FedEx years ago, it did a needs assessment, then took what FedEx specifically wanted and created it. 

"We don't just offer a great outdoor experience with some maxims attached to it," says Team Trek founder and president Gary Gore. "We teach principles of navigation for life. We build in a kind of objectivity to give better orientation to the participants' talents and abilities. It's all part of establishing a   clear life purpose with values and a vision."

That sounds grand, but it's not as theoretical as it sounds. The emphasis is on leadership training through experiential learning in planned, challenging situations. Team Trek owns and uses 800 acres in the Ozarks, most of it rugged wilderness. That backs up to another 6,000 acres it has access to use under special arrangement.

How does Team Trek mix its recipe?

"We create an environment of designed ambiguity," Gore says. "It's geared so the participants don't know what's going to happen next and are free to be spontaneous and solve problems while interacting with other people."

All the while, it keeps the emphasis on principle-centered leadership and how to influence others while learning about yourself. All of this listening, interacting and otherwise communicating builds in certain interpersonal relationship skills. It also serves to clarify expectations of one's self and others.

"Part of what they derive from our program is the environment and part of it is the curriculum," he says. And there's not just one program, but many variations and levels.

"We start off with the principle that people don't change until the pain of not changing is greater than the pain of changing," he explains. "Until a person sees himself as part of a situation and takes responsibility for that, nothing will happen. It is presented in a positive way in terms of what prohibits you in leadership breakthroughs." That places an emphasis on taking full responsibility rather than blaming others, making excuses and one's own constructed impediments.

"We do all this within an emotionally and physically safe and secure environment in which you are safe to be yourself," he says. Not that some of the teambuilding challenges aren't physical in nature. They are. That's part of learning to surmount challenges and to rely on others in a trusting atmosphere.

"When you are secure, there are certain strengths and weaknesses that are revealed," says Gore, a former commodities trader and one who worked over the years with Cargill, Purina and Cook Industries. "That's the realization point. Most of the time, it can be painful. Self-revelation is what motivates you to do something different and to want to change. That's why this approach is so powerful." A lot of it is also eyed on the fact that some of the best thinking is done away from the office.

Distilled into something practical for the workplace are certain transferable applications drawn from these experiences in the field, so to speak.

Training consultant Ed Champagne says all the experiences are constructed so people feel like this is an extension of their own companies.

It also echoes the types of leadership skills that authors such as Michael Synk of In-Synk espouse, namely to: Challenge the Process, Communicate a Shared Vision, Give Power to Others, Walk Your Talk, and Celebrate Success. These are done by forgetting (momentarily) what you "know," taking expectations a step beyond, turning disadvantages into strengths, getting advice from others and learning from the competition. Gore says that giving up control often means having people come to your aid.

In essence, the teams - whether they are rappelling, orienteering, doing a ropes course or another activity, they are doing problem-solving through newfound partnerships. They learn to size up tasks quickly as a team and go about them. Sometimes there are differences, even arguments. But they learn from each task and record them in personal notebooks, focusing on gains moreso than losses.

These are reasons weekends also are set aside for spouses, parents and children, youth groups and football teams in addition to lengthier programs for corporations. 

"There's a mission quality to what they're trying to do with people," says Larry Jensen, president of Commercial Tennessee, a regional real estate firm. "They want to help you challenge your assumptions in a positive way."

A lot of those who sign up for the first time think automatically that the most physically fit are the ones who will sail through, but Nielsen counters that notion: "It's much more about what's in your head than in your arms and legs. Then it quickly moves to what is in your heart. So I believe even people who are extremely physically fit have as much to learn as the people who may have to make more effort to achieve something physically in an event...they (all) come to this course and walk away changed. I have notes from people who say this is still something that impacts them every day."

Gore sums it up by saying, "It's not just the experience, but the outcome of the experience. You only trust yourself by being pushed out of the comfort zone. That's true in every area of your life."

