Human Knot Activity: Instructions and
Alternatives

Invite only willing participants to form a hand-held knot, move slowly, and stop or release the grip whenever anyone
asks.

Host guide / Letter / 6—10 willing adults per circle; split larger groups / 10-20 minutes including consent, play, and optional close

Read the guide privately first if this activity has hidden answers. Print single-sided at Actual size / 100%. Cut only sheets marked CARDS. Keep
answer keys with the host.

What you need
- Open, level space with room for a circle; no equipment for the physical version.
- For the seated no-contact alternative: 6 double-ended symbol cards and a flat table.

- Optional observer or host role; no blindfolds, ropes, or prizes.

How to run it

1. Before inviting participants, describe the close hand contact, reaching, and possible turning involved. Ask people to
opt in freely. Offer the observer role and paper alternative at the same time; do not ask anyone to explain a pass.

2. Clear a level area and form a loose circle of six to ten volunteers. Each participant reaches one hand across the
circle to hold a willing person’s hand who is not directly beside them. They then use the other hand to hold a different
person’s hand, also not directly beside them. Do not pull or force a grip.

3. Pause before the untangling begins and check that everyone is comfortable with the connection. If a participant
wants out, stop, release hands, and reset or end the round.

4. Ask the group to untangle slowly into one or more circles without releasing hands. Participants may talk, turn, or
step carefully through open spaces; do not climb over people, tug joints, or lift anyone.

5. If the group is stuck, pause and ask whether everyone agrees to release one pair of hands and reconnect. The
group may also stop without solving the knot. No one has to keep holding on for the game to count.

6. Close with an optional question about which instruction helped the group decide a next move. Do not rank
participants or describe the result as evidence of trust, communication skill, or job performance.

Consent comes before the game

The activity requires participants to touch another person’s hands and reach across a close circle. Explain that plainly
before anyone forms up. A yes must be voluntary and can change at any time. Never pull a participant into place,
squeeze their hand, or ask them to remain in contact after they want to stop.

The University of Texas Drama-Based Pedagogy activity page describes the hand-hold format and explicitly notes
that it involves physical contact and awareness of physical limitations. This page uses that rule context but adds a
consent-first invitation, stop rule, and non-contact alternative.
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Use a clear, slow procedure

Work with a small circle; split a larger group so people do not have to reach through a crowded knot. Each volunteer
holds two different people’s hands, not the hands of immediate neighbors. Once the circle is connected, invite the
group to untangle slowly into one or more circles. The University of Northern lowa activity guide describes the same
two-hand setup and also allows a group-consented release if the knot is too difficult.

The goal is to move with care, not to force a single perfect ending. Some arrangements may be difficult or unsolvable
without releasing a hand. The group can agree on a release, restart, form two circles, or stop.

Set physical boundaries

Use a clear, level area. Remove bags and chairs from the movement path. No running, pulling, twisting wrists, lifting
people, stepping on feet, or climbing over bodies. Participants should speak up if they feel discomfort, and the host
should stop the activity immediately if there is a concern.

Do not blindfold participants or use this activity as a surprise trust exercise. Offer a version that does not require touch
or movement. A host may set a seated group only if each volunteer can reach comfortably and wants to; seated
participation is not required.

Seated no-contact table alternative

For people who prefer not to hold hands, use six double-ended cards with matching symbols: circle—triangle,
triangle—square, square—star, star—diamond, diamond—heart, and heart—circle. Shuffle the cards. As a group, arrange
them in a closed loop so matching symbols meet at each join. The loop returns from heart to circle. This is
intentionally a simple matching activity, not a difficulty-equivalent version of the physical knot.

Participants can talk, point, or direct a host to move cards. This is a separate pattern-matching puzzle, not a physical
human knot. It allows people to join a related group task without contact or standing.

Printable host script

“This activity involves holding hands and moving in a close circle. Only join if that feels comfortable. You can observe
or use the seated no-contact card puzzle, and you can stop at any time without explaining. We will move slowly, never
pull or climb, and release hands if anyone asks.”

After the round: “Thanks for joining. You can share one thing about the instructions or pass. We will not score anyone
or draw conclusions about people from the result.”

Close without interpreting

If participants choose a reflection, keep it about the mechanics: Which move did the group try? When did it pause?
Did the group agree to restart or release a grip? Do not ask who led, who struggled, or what the group result means
about workplace trust.

A successful close can be simply ending the round, checking that participants are comfortable, and moving to another
activity. The paper alternative is equally valid as a way to participate; it does not need to be presented as a lower-level
version.
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CARDS / Human Knot Activity: Instructions and Alternatives

R_HUMANKNOT-001 / Host and safety card R_HUMANKNOT-002 / Host and safety card
Consent invitation Circle setup
R_HUMANKNOT-003 / Host and safety card R_HUMANKNOT-004 / Host and safety card
First grip Slow untangling
R_HUMANKNOT-005 / Host and safety card R_HUMANKNOT-006 / Host and safety card
Stop rule Knot first aid
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CARDS / Human Knot Activity: Instructions and Alternatives

R_HUMANKNOT-007 / Host and safety card R_HUMANKNOT-008 / Host and safety card
Seated no-contact puzzle Optional close
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Host answer key

Keep this section separate from player cards. Accept equivalent wording where the meaning matches.

01. Before starting, explain the hand contact and movement. Offer the physical
round, the seated card puzzle, observing, and passing. Do not ask people to explain
a choice.

02. Use a level, clear area and a loose circle of willing participants. Split a larger
group into small circles instead of packing people close together.

03. Each participant reaches one hand to a non-adjacent person. Wait, then use the
other hand to hold a different non-adjacent person. Never force a reach or grip.

04. Invite the group to turn and step carefully into one or more circles. No pulling,
lifting, climbing, or twisting wrists.

05. Anyone may say stop or release hands at any time. Pause immediately,
disconnect, and let the group decide whether to end or restart.

06. If the arrangement is stuck, ask for group agreement before releasing one pair of
hands and reconnecting. It is also fine to stop without a solution.

07. Shuffle six symbol-link cards: circle—triangle, triangle—square, square—star,
star-diamond, diamond-heart, and heart—circle. Arrange them in a closed loop by
matching adjacent symbols; the loop returns from heart to circle.

This is a deliberately simple, no-contact alternative for joining the group activity; it is not intended to match the
physical version’s difficulty.

08. Ask what instruction helped the group choose its next move. Participants may
answer, write, observe, or pass. Do not evaluate individuals.

Hosting questions

How many people should be in a circle?

Six to ten willing adults is a practical facilitation suggestion. Split larger groups; size is not a validated limit.
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Do participants have to hold hands?

The standard version uses hand contact, so it should be opt-in. The seated symbol-card alternative uses no contact,
and observing or passing is also valid.

What if the group cannot untangle?

Pause. With everyone’s agreement, release one pair of hands and reconnect, form more than one circle, or end the
round. No one has to keep trying.

Does solving the knot prove a team trusts each other?

No. It is a physical puzzle and should not be used to infer trust, communication ability, or work performance.

Is the seated card option as difficult as the physical knot?

No. It is intentionally a simple matching activity for people who prefer no contact or movement; it is not a
difficulty-equivalent puzzle.

References

University-hosted primary activity instructions for circle formation, two different hand connections, untangling, splitting larger groups, and the
contact/physical-limitation caution.

https://dbp.theatredance.utexas.edu/teaching-strategies/knots
University activity guide supporting the two-hand setup and group-consented “knot first-aid” release when an arrangement is difficult.
https://union.uni.edu/involvement/student-leadership-team-building-activities

Original Al-assisted resource with Al editorial review. Independent human playtesting and physical printing have not been completed. Answer,
listen, or pass.
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