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Welcome to the SmarTone-Vodafone HK Challenge  
 

What is the concept behind the Challenge? 

It is well known that successful companies are built on strong teams. 
Communication, time management, resource allocation, decision making under 
pressure, a keen understanding of the team’s strategy and understanding of a 
unified goal are just some of the factors needed within your team – both in the event 
and in the work environment.  
This Challenge focuses the energies of those taking part on the importance of these 
core skills in a series of different environments and conditions. Over the course of 
the event, each team will be challenged mentally and physically, both as individuals, 
and as a team. Tried and tested over 10 years, the format compresses many of the 
challenges you face at work, but delivers them in an intense burst of 48 hours of 
competition, against the cream of Hong Kong’s companies.  
The aim of this guide is to help you and your team prepare for the challenge, 
enabling you to perform to the best of your ability during the event and enjoy it as 
much as possible. A little preparation and training, both mentally as well as 
physically, will pay great dividends come 28th October 2010. 
Every team has a different reason for taking part in the Challenge, and the following 
information is intended as a general guide. While the suggestions about physical 
preparation are clear, pointers on the strategic elements of the Challenge are a guide 
to how you should start thinking about the event, not specific clues to any of the 
stage concept – ditto, the example stage notes and map.  
Whilst the guide is primarily designed for teams who are new to the event, there are 
a number of new components in the 2010 Challenge, and this guide should prove a 
useful refresher for even the most experienced participants.  
The guide is broken up into clear sections with some parts perhaps more relevant 
than others. While time is a luxury for all of us, our experience shows that teams 
who set aside some time for preparation before the event, not only perform better, 
but also have a lot more fun.   
 



 

 
 

How is it delivered? 

The event will consist of a number of separate stages ranging from 2-3½ hours, each 
one designed to test a specific skill, in both you the individual, and as a team. Some 
stages will require no physical activity whatsoever, others may involve night 
navigation or kayaking – all the stages will require you to think and communicate 
clearly with each other.  
Part of the challenge of the event is adaptive or situational learning. As you progress 
through the event, you will identify the strengths and weaknesses of each team 
member – it is important that you become aware of these, and act accordingly. As 
Eleanor Roosevelt said “making a mistake is fine, just don’t make the same one 
twice”. 
Teams who do best in the event are not always the fittest – this is not an Army boot 
camp – but rather the ones who clearly identify their strengths and weaknesses and 
allocate roles accordingly. It’s important to remember that this is not a linear race 
like a triathlon; each stage will offer up an optimal solution for each team depending 
on your skill set – the challenge is in figuring out what the optimal solution is for 
your group of 5.  
We believe that by putting a competitive framework around these tasks, particularly 
against the clock, makes the event more fun and pushes you to greater levels of 
efficiency and performance. Similar to the work environment, we are all spurred on 
to superior performances both by the competition against others, as well as the 
support and encouragement of colleagues. 
It’s important to stress that in the office environment you often work with 
colleagues and partners in a narrowly defined function. Within minutes of starting 
the event we will blow open these boundaries, and put you in a wide range of stress 
situations.  
Many people who have taken part in the event commented that they learned 
more about their colleagues in 48 hours than they did working with them over 
a period of 12 months.   
While many people will have taken part in role play situations in the classroom, the 
Challenge involves a series of real world challenges specifically designed to mimic 
the decisions we all face in our business life – success will depend on how effectively 
you work together to combat these challenges. At different times in the event you 
will make the wrong decisions, what is important is how quickly you realise you’ve 
made the wrong decision and what you do to rectify it.  
How you react to these challenges and decisions will be explained in more detail 
later in this guide. 
 



 

 
 

What happens to those who take part? 

Time and time again our post event research shows that bringing together 
colleagues to experience an event of this nature leads to a huge increase in 
confidence, effectiveness and collective pride. While it may be stating the obvious, it 
is a corporate truism that for an organisation to reach its peak performance, it 
requires all of its individuals and constituent parts to communicate clearly and work 
as a team. 
While the immediate focus of this document, and for all of you who take part in the 
event, will be how you perform, the real value from participating will be in taking 
the lessons learned – the successes as well as the mistakes – back to the work place. 
As we’ve indicated above, each stage is designed with a specific business skill in 
mind, and all past participants have found a very relevant application for each of 
these on returning to the office.  
When it comes to the event,  you will all be given a ‘Learning Journal’. This journal 
encourages you to consider how you approached each stage in the event, 
individually and as a team, analyse what you did right, where you might have gone 
wrong and what you could have done better. This should be used in conjunction 
with the ‘Post Event Guide’, which will indicate the optimal strategies for each stage, 
allowing you to cross reference decisions you made against the course designer’s 
master-plan. 
Whether or not your company’s HR department organises a formal de-brief, we’d 
encourage you to get together with your team mates in an informal setting two 
weeks after the event to share your thoughts.  
 



 

 
 

How to Prepare 
Team Selection 

There is no set formula for team selection – each company has a different reason for 
nominating staff to take part. Some of you might be taking part with colleagues 
you’ve never met before to encourage communication across the company, others 
might be joining colleagues they work with every day. Some teams will have a high 
degree of vertical integration – MD down to graduate trainee – some firms enter just 
for fun! 
The one thing that binds all of you together is that at the end of 48 hours you’ll have 
experienced something truly special, and found out more about yourself and your 
colleagues then you ever thought possible. 
Every team will consist of the following: 

• A Team Captain whose principle function will be to attend Team Captain’s 
briefing and relay information about the event to the rest of the team 

• 4 additional team members.  
 
Some of the stages will require all of you to work together at the same time, at other 
times you might be split up into two groups. On the more physical stages we often 
structure the stage so that one person is always doing a non-physical activity, and 
can be substituted for one of the other 4 team members if they get tired. 
It should also be stressed that the Team Captain doesn’t have to be in charge for the 
duration of the event – his or her role is simply as a representative in an 
administrative function. Depending on your individual strengths – it might in fact be 
beneficial to rotate the captaincy on a regular basis. 
While it was highlighted in an earlier section, it is worth re-stressing that the event 
is a ‘marathon not a sprint’; success is determined by how you perform over 48 
hours, not in the first physical challenge, so remember to pace yourselves 
accordingly. 
To enable you to asses who might make the most effective Team Captain, what 
follows are some of the key skills required in the Challenge, as well as some key 
considerations to take on board when assembling a team. 



 

 
 

 
Key skills and competencies 

• STRATEGY 
 

o Stage planning – what is the key goal of each stage 
o Team selection – who is ideally suited to each task 
o Allocation and communicating each tasks 
o Time management  

 

• PHYSICAL 
 

o Mountain biking 
o Trail running 
o Kayaking 
o Night navigation 

 
• INTELLIGENCE 

 
o Code Breaking 
o Lateral Thinking 
o Mind Games 
o Engineering and construction tasks 
o Cognitive Challenges 

 
While it might be clear at the outset what you’re being asked to do, and each stage 
may appear quite simple, things can often go wrong along the way – you might get 
your timings, wrong or fail to crack a vital code in time. Such errors are often 
punished with significant time penalties and it is advisable to always have a 
contingency plan in mind.  
While some of the key skills have been discussed above, it is worth listing them all 
again, and indicate ways in which they might be relevant to the Challenge: 
Communication – under time pressure messages can often get confused, it is vital 
that the captain on each stage give clear instructions which can easily be followed 



 

 
 

Goal setting – every individual or pair must be a given clear objective to do in a set 
time. If a team member feels this goal is un-realistic they must say so.  
Collaboration – Each person will have a specific skill; it is important to work out 
what each team member can do best  
Strategy and planning – these are the cornerstones of the event, do this right and 
you’re 75% of the way there. The 10 minutes spent strategising at the beginning of 
the stage could be the most valuable you’ll spend. 
Team productivity – it’s all about getting the right person performing the right role 
Lateral thinking – whether it’s the construction stage of the trading game, a lot of 
time and energy can be saved by ‘thinking smart’ 
Morale – there will be times when you get things wrong and you’re all very tired – 
it’s vital not to let these things get you down 
Conflict resolution – it is inevitable that you’ll make mistakes as a team or 
individually. You must make sure that, should any conflict arise, you deal with it 
quickly and effectively and not let it affect the rest of the stage 
Change management – as suggested previously, things will go wrong and your 
initial strategies may not prove to be the right ones. How you adapt within the event 
to changing circumstances is vital to your success 
Time management – each stage will be completed under strict time limits; the 
penalty for exceeding these time limits will frequently be severe. It is vital that you 
manage your time accurately 
Risk management – as well as time penalties, there are penalties for not 
completing a number of components of the event. It is vital that you chose a strategy 
which is within your abilities – it’s much more important to choose a low risk 
strategy and pull it off, than embark on a high risk campaign and fail 
Leadership – as we know effective leadership comes in many forms – it’s not just 
about the team captain showing leadership – it’s about each member of the team 
taking responsibility when the circumstances demand. The event is all about 
situational leadership and how each person responds. 
 



 

Key considerations for you as an individual and as a team 

Firstly it is important to understand why you have entered and what you want to 
take away from the process. Are you there to raise money for charity? Are you a small 
company with a desire to build a strong team? Are you a new team at work eager to find 
out more about each other? Is this a bit of fun or are you there to win the event? As we 
discussed above, we believe it’s vital for the team to meet up socially before the event to 
discuss everyone’s separate goals. 
Be realistic in your targets – both physical and strategic. There is a physical element 
to this challenge – if the team does not have time to train, or is not focused on this aspect 
of the challenge, then set your sights accordingly. A pre-event training schedule is an 
extremely good way of bringing the team together before the event and will help on the 
day.  
To build a winning team, consider the key skills involved (see above) and try to cover 
those within the members of the team. A diverse range of skills shared amongst those 
taking part is often a better tactic than placing all the trust in the skills of an individual.  
Selection tools and how to prepare for the event 

Dependent upon the time, resources and energy of the individual or team there are a 
number of different selection (and training tools) open to the business. As mentioned, 
the more pre-event planning and training you do, the easier the event will be. Some of 
these are explained in greater depth later in the guide 
Physical fitness – a clearly defined, goal oriented training regime with group, as well as 
individual, objectives is important. Remember this is not a triathlon, a normal level of 
fitness will see you through 
Mental fitness – Solving the mental puzzles quickly will definitely give you a head start, 
spending time before hand working on brain teasers will be a great help, so will 
identifying who the best two puzzle solvers are within the team 
Team Challenge – a short physical challenge that tests time management, problem 
solving and team dynamics (e.g. a low level construction or command task) is a great 
way of indentifying who the lateral thinkers might be within the group 



 

 
 

Team training 

Having selected the team with the assistance of the above criteria, it is now vital to take 
time to train for the forthcoming challenge. Preparation and training not only ease the 
physical and mental challenges ahead, but allow the team members to get together 
before the event and gauge the strengths and weaknesses of those involved – you will 
come to the event with a better understanding of how to approach each stage. As 
mentioned before, there are a number of ways to achieve this; 
Physical training 

Whilst there is an equal emphasis on strategy, planning and mental agility, there is a 
physical element to this challenge. In order to maximise their enjoyment of the event we 
recommend that all competitors try to prepare by getting fit.  
Many individuals use their participation in the event as a goal to start getting fit, often 
carrying on the experience to other adventure races after the Challenge is over. The 
fitter you are, the more you can enjoy the experience and the more you can contribute to 
your team effort. If you already do regular cardio-vascular exercise by running, playing 
football or going to the gym, etc, you are probably fit enough to take part in the 
challenge. However, you should build on this base fitness in the run up to the event. All 
your efforts  will pay dividends when the challenge is on. If, however, you have not been 
doing any exercise, we suggest that you gently start building up your fitness and stamina 
levels. Not only will this enable you to do well at the event, you will start to feel healthier 
too! 
It is vital that, wherever possible, the team is of a similar standard of fitness. The 
challenge is not about the individual, rather the team as a whole. Therefore, when 
setting the objectives for the stage, the physical fitness of all those taking part will be a 
key factor in determining your strategy.  
The event lasts for two days and nights, and while there won’t be anything as scary as a 
straight 10km run within the event, a combination of late nights, early mornings and 
physical exercise mean that when training you should focus on stamina and strength not 
just short term ‘sprint’ fitness.  
If you are looking for a benchmark fitness level for the event, we suggest that you should 
be able to run 5–8km without stopping. This is not to say you will not be covering more 
than 5km over the whole event – you might – it is simply a base level of fitness which 
will allow you to take part and enjoy the challenge.  
Should you be interested in some specific skills training such as kayaking or navigation 
then we’d be happy to introduce you to our partners at Outward Bound who have 
crafted a training programme specifically with the Challenge in mind. 
 



 

 
 

Mental training 

As highlighted in the previous section, the Challenge is not just about physical strength 
and stamina, but the combination of mental skills with physical skills. The way you think 
and plan will determine the success of the team as much as the physical ability to deliver 
that plan. 
Mental preparation must start well before the event for the effects of this training to 
become apparent during the event. As before, consider the aim of the team; are you 
training to win or just to have fun, are you naturally strong in problem solving or is this 
an area you need to develop – is there anyone in your team who is naturally stronger in 
strategy and planning and who has a good head for logistical or operational delivery.  
There are two essential levels to mental planning. Firstly, the ability to solve numerical, 
literal or code style puzzles. These are often employed in stages to boost the bonus 
earning potential of teams. The ability to think laterally and solve such puzzles under the 
pressure of time, and often whilst focusing on another problem or task, is key to success. 
Secondly the ability to work through a strategy, formulate a plan and succinctly 
communicate that plan within the team is critical. Teams will be presented with a 
volume of information and must digest and plan for the stage within a short time span.  
Preparing for the first area, the puzzles, is simpler than preparing for the second. There 
are plenty of puzzles and codes within books or on the web. Practice as a team under 
time constraints to identify who is strong in this area.  
 

 

EXAMPLE A - Can you work out how many different 
triangles are contained within this picture? - And be 
careful, there are more than first meet the eye.  
 

 
 
EXAMPLE B - How many blocks have been removed from 
this 6 x 6 x 6 cube?  
 



 

 
 

The importance of strategy 

To practice strategy and planning involves more effort. Many of our challenges require 
teams to take their time to analyze their plan, determine key timings and plot their 
course.  
Imagine for instance that you are involved in a theoretical challenge of climbing the 
highest peaks in the world. You can only visit the peaks in a certain order and many of 
the peaks require you to collect Oxygen before you arrive. Due to the height of some of 
the peaks, you can only visit them at certain time windows when the imaginary ‘wind 
conditions’ are favourable. Some mountains must be climbed as a pair and some as a 4. 
You have 2 ½ hours to plan you route, visit as many mountains as possible and outwit 
your opposition. 
How much time do you spend strategising? 
When do you split into pairs? 
To assist you with team strategy we advise that you work on 2 key areas; 

1) Map reading – It is essential that at least 2 members of your team have basic 
orienteering skills. You do not have to be experts, but basic mistakes in map 
reading could seriously compromise your winning strategy 
 

2) Speed distance planning – Gain a good understanding of how long each team 
member takes to hike, run, bike and kayak a set distance. Once the start gun is 
blown, you should know how long each pair will take to achieve a set goal within 
your strategy. 

 

What’s your plan B in case things go wrong? 

Of course even with the best strategy in the world, punctures occur, navigational errors 
happen, fatigue sets in earlier than you might expect – particularly if you’re not 
consuming sufficient water. How will you adapt to this?  
Within strategic challenges you must always try to stay mentally alert, focused and able 
to change your strategy en-route. You will make mistakes, but the key is to learn from 
them, and apply those lessons to the next stage. 



 

 
 

The challenge is as much about correct strategy as it is about fitness or mental prowess. 
If a team does not start each stage with a clear mission and a plan to achieve that 
mission, they will flounder. Clear communication amongst team members and realistic 
goals are as important as any other aspect of the event. Teams that reach a unified group 
decision rather than follow instructions from one leader will be more flexible and will be 
able to react to strategic changes more rapidly and effectively.  
Remember, even the best laid plans can falter. Teams should run a ‘what if’ analysis of 
the stage. A plan ‘B’, whilst not always required, is sometimes a saviour.   
 

Please see overleaf for an example of a former stage. 



 

 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

The Event format 
 

Although the format of the event changes from one event to the other, the rough running 
order is as follows: 
Thursday 

1700 – 1830  Team Registration, Event hotel 
1830 – 1930  Dinner and Welcome, Event hotel 
1930 – 2030  Team Captains’ Briefing 
2130 – 2330  Stage 1 
Friday 

0930 – 1230  Stage 2 
1230 – 1330  Packed Lunch 
1430 – 1730  Stage 3 
1830 – 1930  Dinner, Event hotel 
1900 – 2000  Team Captains’ Briefing 
Saturday 

0930 – 1230  Stage 4 
1230 – 1330  Packed Lunch 
1430 – 1730  Stage 5 
1830 – 1930  Dinner, Event hotel 
1900 – 2000  Prize Giving and party, Event hotel 



 

 
 

Team Captain’s Briefings 

These are the first opportunities that teams have to look at the Mission Notes for the 
next stages. Only Team Captains are to attend. Ensure you arrive in plenty of time and 
take all the necessary writing materials with you.  
These are not forums to discuss previous stages – they are to explain the next one. Time, 
as always, is of the essence. Team Captains will only have a few minutes to read and 
understand the Mission Notes before the Course Team start to discuss them. Team 
Captains must be able to quickly grasp the concept of the stage and ask any questions 
before moving on to the next stage. To that end, captains should be able to scan read and 
highlight the Mission Notes for questions.  
Selection for a stage 

Following the briefing, team captains must then inform their teams of the contents of the 
briefing. Ensure that any particular skills are highlighted. You should try and have an 
early appreciation of each team member’s skill base. Skills utilised at the event are listed 
in the section above. Where necessary discuss team tactics and, if possible, practice any 
skills or techniques you think might be required i.e. map reading, navigation. 
Pre stage  

Ensure that you allow plenty of time to prepare your stage equipment. Decide amongst 
the team who will carry the equipment on the stage. Remember, if running as pairs then 
equipment must be carried by two people. It is recommended that teams do not take too 
much equipment. You will have been informed how long the stage will last and the 
nature of that stage – short or lengthy, mental or physical – plan accordingly. Remember, 
the more equipment you carry on the stage, the more it will slow you down. 
The Course Director will typically hold a Start briefing 5 – 10 minutes before the stage 
starts. All Team Captains must attend. This is a final opportunity for any questions 
before the stage starts.  
Stage Strategy 

As indicated above, each stage requires a different strategy. This will depend upon the 
concept and skills required to complete the stage.  

• Make sure you understand the various course points on the stage. Mission notes 
will tell you how many people must dip at each location. Read them carefully. It 
is the teams’ responsibility to dip. If the correct number of people don’t dip, you 
will not be registered as having visited that point.  

 



 

 
 

• Make sure you fully understand how much time you have been given to complete 
the stage. If operating as a complete team, then nominate a time keeper, if in 
pairs, then two.  

• Do not over estimate your team’s ability/fitness. Choose a strategy that best suits 
the team. 

• All points (with the exception of Safety Points) will close at Stage Close Time, 
therefore, you must aim to cross the finish line at Stage Close Time or before. 
Staying out any longer will only result in penalties, not bonuses.    

• If splitting into pairs, always arrange a location to meet. Clearly this location must 
be known to both pairs. More importantly always arrange a time to meet.  

 
Post Stage 

If you have a particularly terrible or fantastic stage, then discuss it amongst the team. 
Discuss what went right and what went wrong. Learn from mistakes and endeavour to 
improve throughout the event.  
Never be too hard on the team. Mistakes are natural and teams should learn from them, 
not apportion blame – the competition cannot be won or lost on one stage.   
Hints and tips 

• Read your notes carefully 
• Read them again 
• Gain consensus of the mission 
• Agree your strategy 
• Decide on a plan B 
• Work as a flexible team unit, rather than depending upon a single leader 
• When splitting up into pairs, communicate clearly and reconfirm your plans 
• Understand your strengths. Agree in advance who should lead on certain tasks 
• Remember we’re human. Support and encourage each other 
• Above all else, have fun and enjoy the challenge 



 

 
 

Evaluation and Assessment Programme 
Pre event 

New to this year’s event is the opportunity for each participating company to have the 
option of having all team members psychometrically assessed using the internationally 
renowned JTI on-line assessment (www.jungtype.com).  
As well as this pre- event training manual, we will also provide an extensive guide to 
help you interpret the results of the JTI assessment. Having completed the survey, all 
results will be returned to each team member prior to the event, after which the results 
may be used a number of different ways. 
The on-line assessment will be available from 1st August, and to be eligible for this offer 
teams must return their booking forms by the 31st July. The training and assessment 
guide will also be available from this date. We suggest the first workshop discussed 
below, is scheduled for late September, early October. 
Option A – informal evaluation 

Each team may analyse the results themselves, and after doing so individually, the team 
can meet in an informal fashion to discuss conclusions the test might have reached about 
each individual, and how this may impact on the team’s performance both in the 
Challenge, and in the general working environment. 
Option B – internal evaluation 

The results can be passed to a trained facilitator within the HR department of each firm, 
who will be able to interpret the conclusions and help each individual better understand 
their key strengths and weaknesses. It is up to each firm whether or not this information 
forms part of a broader training and development process.  
After a session with each individual, we would recommend the team meets jointly with 
the facilitator to explore how this new information might affect the dynamics of the 
team, the relevance this may have in the workplace, and suggest ways to ensure that the 
team performs to their maximum. 
Option C – external evaluation 

Should you wish to go down the formal evaluation route, but wish to engage a facilitator 
from an outside company, we can introduce you to one of our independent consultants. 
Included in the package would be 2 half day workshops, the first one pre-event, where 
the results of the test would be interpreted for both the individuals, and as a team.  
 

http://www.jungtype.com/


 

 
 

The facilitator would also be present during the Challenge and would observe your team 
in a non-intervention fashion for at least one of the stages. A second half day workshop 
would take place after the Challenge to provide feedback on how the team performed, 
and produce a ‘lessons learned’ document for each individual to assist in their on-going 
career development. This option would cost an additional US$4,500 per team, and you 
would contract directly with our event consultants Harbour Future Leaders 
(www.harbourfutureleaders.com).  
Should your company decide to choose option B, but wish to have someone internal 
observe their team during the Challenge, we would ensure similar access to the stages. 
During the event 

As mentioned above, teams have the option to have a formal evaluation via their own 
company’s resources or retain an external facilitator to be present at the event. Teams 
will also have Team Journals handed to them at a pre-determined point during the 
challenge through which they can record thoughts and observations on their completion 
of the stages. This will be given at the appropriate time so that teams get the maximum 
value from the exercise.  
Informal evaluation during the event, ideally after each stage, is also key. Successful 
teams in the past are those who have taken the time to discuss the success or failures of 
their team strategy or execution, and have learnt from these in order to adapt for future 
stages. This may be over a well deserved beer in the bar at the end of a long day or a 
team meeting in a hotel room. 
It’s important to remember that there is rarely a ‘correct answer’ to each stage – the 
optimal strategy will depend on the physical and mental resources of each team.   
Post event 

The options as presented above afford teams the chance to diagnose their performance 
within the arena of the challenge. Ultimately the aim of the challenge is to produce 
strong teams who work together efficiently in order to maximize production.  
Whether at the post event party, or at a formal post event evaluation with an internal or 
external resource, it is important that the final element of this experience is undertaken 
with any lessons learnt not only logged in preparation for the next year’s challenge, but 
interpreted in a way which will improve the performance of every team member on 
their return to the office 
 
 

http://www.harbourfutureleaders.com/

