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L
indsay McKenna is no ordinary course
tutor. She doesn’t run ordinary courses.
She believes that profound lessons in
teamwork and leadership can be

learned by observing the magnificence of
nature at its most raw, a state where effective
teamwork can make the difference between
life, death and species survival. It’s in the wild
that the fundamentals of teamwork play out -
where working to common goals,
commitment and accountability are not a
‘maybe’ but a must.

In the working environment, changes are
resisted, not managed. People have lost the art
of and the courage for genuine human-to-
human interaction. They do jobs that hide
behind software and processes.

She decided that you couldn’t get more
back-to-basics than by drawing analogies from
nature and initially ran courses in the UK
using gaggles of geese. Then Lindsay - no
relation to Born Free’s Virginia - became
involved in conservation work in Africa.

Inspired by the animals, she decided to set
some of her high performance programmes in

Madikwe, South Africa, to take people back to
the bare essentials of human contact. Madikwe
is an exclusive ‘Big Five’ game reserve covering
300 square miles (75,000 hectares) and is home
to lion, leopard, rhinoceros, elephant and
buffalo.

In May this year I joined a group of thirteen
people - twelve men and one woman - at
London’s Heathrow Airport for the Monday
evening flight to Johannesburg and an
opportunity to see the programme at first
hand.

Ten and a half hours later we landed at 6:30
Tuesday morning, local time, and boarded two
small buses for the 300 Km journey to the
Mosetlha Bush Camp in Madikwe. Some
groups take a private plane for this part of the
journey, but the drive was fascinating and
inspired one member of the group to admit:
‘This is amazing - and to think that I was the
one who didn’t want to come’. Shortly before
arriving at the camp at 12:30 an elephant
appeared as if in greeting.

The Mosetlha Bush Camp consists of a
collection of wooden buildings, all roofed, but

with one or more sides open to the air,
including the nine sleeping huts with two
people sharing a cabin.

There was a dining building with trestle
tables and benches and a comfortable lounge
area equipped with easy chairs and tables,
which also doubled as the inside training area.
The most popular area was a campfire circle
surrounded by canvas chairs.

Meals were served outdoors, buffet style, to
be eaten in the dining area or by the campfire.
The sleeping huts were scattered around the
outside of the central camp area and were
reached by short gravel paths.There was no
electricity, or running water, and at night the
camp was lit by a host of hurricane lanterns,
suspended around the central area, along all the
paths, and in each building including the
sleeping huts - we’d been advised to bring
torches.

The challenge of adapting to change, struck
home on first acquaintance with the shower
system.First, collect cold water from an on-site
bowser, and then transfer it, via a funnel, to one
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of two wood burning ‘Donkey Boilers’.Take
an equal amount of hot water from the boiler,
carry it to a shower cubicle and empty it into
a bucket. Haul up the bucket, stand beneath it
and release the water. Bingo, a hot shower
lasting about three minutes.

The first training session introduced the
principal teachers from the wild: lions,
elephant, hyenas and the African wild dogs.
Video footage illustrated how these animals
work in teams to survive and thrive.

From the start it was clear that we were
expected to shift from half-hearted
involvement to full-blooded engagement in
the training.The concept is that you achieve
the goal through the team; take care of the
team and they will take care of the goal.

Such common sense is rarely observed in
the concrete jungle - with people rushing
from idea to task, neglecting the team and
wondering why things just don’t come
together.

The team members were asked to assess
how hard they had tried to become effective
so that they could pursue their goals most
efficiently.They were asked to identify their
compelling reason for working as a team - why
wasn’t a loose group structure good enough?
They then worked through the roles,
expectations and challenges inherent in the
role of team member and team leader.A series
of paired reviews and discussions highlighted
the challenges posed by these accountable roles
and found gaps in current working practices.

Next, the team’s diagnostic report –
completed prior to the event – formed the
basis for an intense set of discussions and
practical sessions on the current effectiveness
of the team against the nine elements essential
to high performance: purpose, trust,
commitment, capability, accountability,
principles, creativity, responsiveness and
recognition. Emerging from this, the team
identified eight main issues that they needed
to tackle, three strengths to protect and a
mechanism for exposing and assessing team
and task issues, however thorny they might
appear to be.

A change of pace saw delegates extracting
lessons from animal responses, eg, ‘In the
middle of a buffalo hunt a lioness will not
suddenly start chasing a warthog’, and then
everyone prepared to meet the real teachers in
the Bush.

The first Game Drive in two ten-seater 4x4
vehicles came complete with driver/rangers
Bryce and Johnny. Each was armed with a rifle
in case of trouble and it was their job to find
the animals.They were good at their job and
the animals soon came thick and fast: white
rhinos, zebras, baboons, giraffes, and several
types of antelope.

It was hot when we set out but once the sun
went down it became bitterly cold and the
Rangers used spotlights to illuminate the bush
and to pick out animals.

The second Game drive involved being
woken at 6:00, while it was still dark and
bitterly cold, but it was followed by a beautiful,
hot day and lessons from three white rhinos,
an elephant and five lions. Half way through
the drive, the team members paired off to find
solitude in the empty space for one-to-one
discussions to help them to get to know each
other. After four hours we returned to the
camp for breakfast and, for some, there was just
time for a quick bucket shower before the next
training session.

The morning’s training session drew on the
sights, smells and sounds of the Bush to put
passion and pragmatism into how the team

worked. It started with them finding out if
they were truly aligned on goals and priorities
– sadly, the answer was no.

Getting to a common understanding was
clearly tough. It demanded major rethinking
and people being prepared to relinquish their
‘stories’ about what the team’s focus should be.
Once achieved, the energy and sense of
achievement were visible.

‘At last I know where we’re going’, said one
participant. But the challenge, having achieved
a focus, was in deciding what to let go, to give
people the space and capacity to perform.
Clearly deciding upon a ‘let go of ’ list was a
new experience for the team.They began by
listing the reasons why everything had to be
done. It was coupled with moans about not
having enough time before realising that they
could relinquish, or at least suspend, some
tasks.

The session with the team’s diagnostic
reports had highlighted low commitment
levels.Why? What would commitment look
and feel like if it was present and how could
they achieve commitment? How could they
build the ‘T’ back into the team so, like lions
hunting as a pride, everyone was truly
engaged? Clearly individual success was more
likely through the team than working alone.
Everyone shared their thoughts about how
belonging to this team related to their personal
goals and aspirations and spoke of their
personal consequences should the team fail or
succeed. Some at first found none. Several
candid conversations later, all discovered the
personal value of being part of the team and its
success. Lindsay delivered some tools and tips
that secured a practical set of conclusions with
some real decisions and ‘commitments’ being
made to each other.

Another highlight was the session on trust,
its importance to team performance and how
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the average human
being squirms and
avoids the subject.
The example set
by Meerkats
came to the fore.
They need to
‘trust’ each

other to take turns
watching for predators so that their

colleagues can dig for grubs.Team members
spoke about what helped build and break their
trust in others, offering concrete examples
from the team’s life together.

On another Game Drive we saw a breeding
herd of water buffalo and a large herd
of elephants.The Ranger kept us at a
distance. They had young with them
and none of us needed lessons from the
bush to remind us that mothers protect
their young.

The team building supper in the UK
might be couple of pizzas and a lager,
here it was a ‘Full Braai’ dinner of steak,
‘Butcher’s Sausage’, chicken, and maize
(Miele) meal flour pudding - white and sticky
and served with tomato and onion sauce,
cabbage, pumpkin and baked potato.

A team ‘lying together under the stars’ isn’t
possible in the UK. But in South Africa, with
no light pollution, the sky is dark and clear and
you can see millions of stars, like dust, across
the sky.The stars were mind-blowing but I’m
not sure how much of this splendour the team
absorbed.Their spirits were high and for the
whole half-hour’s ‘quiet reflection’ you could
hear their songs and laughter.

After watching stars, some team members
took it in turn to ‘stand guard’ for an hour each
from 10.00pm till 6:00 am, tending the camp
fire, alone under the stars, to reflect wherever
their minds took them.

On this occasion, the people that had been
keeping watch went on a Game Drive, while
those of us who hadn’t been awake went for a
walk in the bush.

We drove for about thirty minutes from the
camp. On the way out there was a lion within
200 yards of the camp - it’s unfenced and
apparently it’s not uncommon for lions and
elephants to walk through the camp at night.

With Chris, the camp’s owner, in front, and
the Ranger, Johnny, at the rear, both carrying
rifles, we walked quietly in single file through
the bush.

It was cold at first but warmed as the sun
rose higher and Chris explained the animal
tracks and droppings from rhino, wildebeest
and antelope.As we walked, avoiding the thorn
bushes with their 2” spines, we saw herds of
antelope and wildebeest in the distance, plus
birds and butterflies – a particular passion of
mine - and remarkable flowers and trees.

Returning to the camp for breakfast at
11:00 we learned about a conservation project
being carried out in the reserve. It was

followed by a challenge:
‘Can your stakeholders
and customers smell you
coming?’

Ideally, when you walk in the Bush you
keep your back to the wind because you want
the animals out there to know that you are
approaching. This removes the element of
surprise; even a mild creature can attack when
surprised. Try applying that lesson to your
customers and stakeholders. Can you let them
know you are coming: so that they accept you
and work with your team. Surprise them, and
keep them in the dark and it increases the
likelihood of encountering resistance from
them.

Based on a list of issues that they had drawn
up, the team discussed ways of adding
structure, pace and energy into their team
meetings and improving the quality of the
dialogue (eg, challenging questions, listening,
summarising).

Completing a teamworking charter brought
the team to the nuts and bolts of how they
would operate.They identified the rules of the
game and how would they regulate and
measure their ongoing effectiveness. They
agreed a process for managing their risks,
opportunities and issues.

We played a ‘survival game’ which involved
identifying which animals that had produced
five different piles of dung. Fortunately we
were allowed to prod, sniff and examine the
material, to help reach a diagnosis.

It’s fascinating what information you can
gain by looking at a pile of dung. Did you
know that you can tell whether a Black or
White Rhino has passed by from the content
of its dung? Not many project managers know
this!  

What is one of the most endangered animals
in Africa? It’s the African wild dog.We drove
to the edge of the reserve to a point where a
pair of wardens, who had been searching all
night,had located a pack of African Wild Dogs.

They are endangered because people kill
them to prevent damage to livestock.Working
as packs (teams again) they hunt livestock for
food. A lone wild dog will not bring down a
wildebeest or a zebra, but a pack will take on
the prey and vanquish it.

The final game at base camp involved dried
pellets of Kudu dung. The game itself was
worthy of one of the ‘I’m a Celebrity.....’
challenges. It led to unbridled mirth all round.
But what did we do? I promised Lindsay not
to give that one away.You’ll have to attend the
course to find out.

So what did the team take away from these
few days in the Bush? A strong shared memory,
a need to take themselves beyond accepting
what is, beyond superficial interactions, and to
really care and challenge. Then there is the
certainty that getting the team sorted isn’t
something that’s ‘nice to have’ but fundamental
to performance. It can reduce stress and feel
great to be part of a team.

Thirteen individuals went to Africa: a team
flew back.
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The teambuilding course is normally
three days (two nights) long excluding
travelling. Lindsay McKenna Ltd also
provide training and implementation
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