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WHY A FIELD GUIDE?

A year after The Five Dysfunctions of a Team was published, I

received the welcome news that sales figures had exceeded initial

expectations. That was good. But I had been warned that those

numbers might begin to tail off in year two, and so, like most

authors, I just hoped they wouldn’t drop too drastically.

Well, you can imagine how pleasantly surprised I was to learn

that instead of decreasing, sales of the book actually increased

during the next twelve months. That was great.

But something else happened that I hadn’t exactly expected;

inquiries to my consulting firm, The Table Group, grew faster than

we could have imagined, with readers calling to find out how they

could better understand and implement the concepts in the book.

As wonderful as that may sound, it quickly became apparent to

us that we could not help even a fraction of the readers who called

us, and as a result, some of them might not feel comfortable div-

ing into the process of improving their teams without a little more

guidance. That was not so good, and therein lies the inspiration for

this field guide.

The purpose of this little book is simple: to provide managers,

team leaders, consultants, and other practitioners with a practical

tool for helping implement the concepts in The Five Dysfunctions

of a Team.
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Why a Field Guide?

As with my other books, I decided to keep this one relatively

short because time is the most precious commodity for most leaders,

and learning to build a team, as important as it is, need not be

exceedingly time-consuming or complicated. I’ve also tried to write

and organize it in a way that will make it both readable on its own

and easily accessible as a reference tool.

I sincerely hope that it is helpful to you and your team. Good luck!

PATRICK LENCIONI, Lafayette, California, January 2005
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Getting Clear 
on the Concept

Because teamwork is a word that is 

used so loosely and frequently, it 

seems like a good idea to clarify exactly 

what I’m referring to when I 

talk about becoming a more cohesive team.

That’s what this section is about.

S E C T I O N  O N E

�
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Teamwork remains

the one sustainable

competitive advan-

tage that has been

largely untapped.

�

THE CASE FOR TEAMWORK

Building an effective, cohesive team is extremely hard. But it’s

also simple.

What I mean is that teamwork doesn’t require great intellectual

insights or masterful tactics. More than anything else, it comes down

to courage and persistence.

And so, if you’re committed to making your team a healthy one,

and you can get the rest of the team to share your commitment,

you’re probably going to make it. And just in case you’re not sure

this will be worth the time and effort—and risk—let me make a

case for going forward.

I honestly believe that in this day and age of informational

ubiquity and nanosecond change, teamwork remains the one sus-

tainable competitive advantage that has been largely untapped.

In the course of my career as a consultant to executives and their

teams, I can say confidently that teamwork is almost always lacking

within organizations that fail, and often present within those

that succeed.

So why don’t we hear more about the competitive importance

of teamwork from business scholars and journalists? And why do

so many leaders focus most of their time on other topics like

finance, strategy, technology, and marketing?
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First, because teamwork is hard to measure. Why? Because it

impacts the outcome of an organization in such comprehensive and

invasive ways that it’s virtually impossible to isolate it as a single

variable. Many executives prefer solutions that are more easily

measurable and verifiable, and so they look elsewhere for their

competitive advantages.

But even if the impact of teamwork were more easily meas-

urable, executives probably would still look elsewhere. Why?

Because teamwork is extremely hard to achieve. It can’t be bought,

and it can’t be attained by hiring an intellectual giant from the

world’s best business school. It requires levels of courage and dis-

cipline—and emotional energy—that even the most driven execu-

tives don’t always possess.

As difficult as teamwork is to measure and achieve, its power

cannot be denied. When people come together and set aside their

individual needs for the good of the whole, they can accomplish

what might have looked impossible on paper. They do this by elim-

inating the politics and confusion that plague most organizations.

As a result, they get more done in less time and with less cost. I

think that’s worth a lot of effort.

One more thing is worth mentioning. When it comes to helping

people find fulfillment in their work, there is nothing more impor-

tant than teamwork. It gives people a sense of connection and

belonging, which ultimately makes them better parents, siblings,

friends, and neighbors. And so building better teams at work can—

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

4
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The Case for Teamwork

and usually does—have an impact that goes far beyond the walls

of your office or cubicle.

So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started.
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RESULTS

ACCOUNTABILITY

COMMITMENT

CONFLICT

TRUST

ABSENCE OF

FEAR OF

LACK OF

AVOIDANCE OF

INATTENTION TO

THE FIVE DYSFUNCTIONS OF A TEAM
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A QUICK OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL

As difficult as teamwork can be to achieve, it is not complicated. And so, if I can’t
describe it in a page or two, then I’ve probably made it too complex. Here goes.

The true measure of a team is that it accomplishes the results that it sets out to
achieve. To do that on a consistent, ongoing basis, a team must overcome the five
dysfunctions listed here by embodying the behaviors described for each one.

� Dysfunction #1: Absence of Trust: Members of great teams trust one
another on a fundamental, emotional level, and they are comfortable being
vulnerable with each other about their weaknesses, mistakes, fears, and
behaviors. They get to a point where they can be completely open with one
another, without filters. This is essential because . . .

� Dysfunction #2: Fear of Conflict: . . . teams that trust one another are not
afraid to engage in passionate dialogue around issues and decisions that are
key to the organization’s success. They do not hesitate to disagree with, chal-
lenge, and question one another, all in the spirit of finding the best answers,
discovering the truth, and making great decisions. This is important because . . .

� Dysfunction #3: Lack of Commitment . . . teams that engage in unfiltered
conflict are able to achieve genuine buy-in around important decisions, even
when various members of the team initially disagree. That’s because they
ensure that all opinions and ideas are put on the table and considered, giving
confidence to team members that no stone has been left unturned. This is
critical because . . .

� Dysfunction #4: Avoidance of Accountability: . . . teams that commit to
decisions and standards of performance do not hesitate to hold one another
accountable for adhering to those decisions and standards.What is more,
they don’t rely on the team leader as the primary source of accountability,
they go directly to their peers.This matters because . . .

� Dysfunction #5: Inattention to Results: . . . teams that trust one another,
engage in conflict, commit to decisions, and hold one another accountable are
very likely to set aside their individual needs and agendas and focus almost
exclusively on what is best for the team.They do not give in to the tempta-
tion to place their departments, career aspirations, or ego-driven status ahead
of the collective results that define team success.

That’s it.
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TWO IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

Before embarking on a team-building effort, your team needs

to answer two big questions:

Question #1: Are we really a team?

Sometimes a team improvement effort is doomed from the start

because the group going through it isn’t really a team at all, at least

not in the true sense of the word. You see, a team is a relatively

small number of people (anywhere from three to twelve) that

shares common goals as well as the rewards and responsibilities for

achieving them. Team members readily set aside their individual or

personal needs for the greater good of the group.

If your “team” doesn’t meet these criteria, you might want to

consider whether you have a smaller subset of the group that is a

real team. Or maybe the group is simply a collection of people who

report to the same manager, but with relatively little interdepend-

ence and mutual accountability (that is, not a team).

And remember, it’s okay to decide that your group isn’t a team.

In a world where teamwork is rarer than we might think, plenty of

non-teams succeed. In fact, if your group is not meant to be a team,

it’s far better to be clear about that than to waste time and energy

pretending you’re something you’re not. Because that only creates

false expectations, which leads to frustration and resentment.

�
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Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

Question #2: Are we ready for heavy lifting?

Having said all that (in question #1), let me be very clear: the

advantages of being a true team are enormous. But they can’t be

achieved without a willingness to invest considerable time and

emotional energy in the process. Unfortunately, many teams aren’t

prepared for this, and try to take shortcuts and half measures. Not

only does this prevent them from making progress, it can actually

lead to a decrease in the team’s performance.

It’s important that you go into this process with eyes wide

open, and with no illusions about what is required. That doesn’t

mean becoming a team takes years, or that it will be unpleasant.

In fact, most teams can make significant progress in weeks or

months, and find the process itself to be one of the most reward-

ing parts of their professional lives. If they do it right. Let’s talk

about how to do just that.
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Overcoming 
the Five

Dysfunctions 
of a Team

Okay, this is the meat of the book, the part where I 

go through the dysfunctions and explain what they 

mean, how you can help your team overcome them,

and which tools and exercises my colleagues and I 

find to be most useful. A detailed explanation 

of the tools and exercises mentioned in these 

segments can be found in Section Four.

S E C T I O N  T W O

�
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OVERCOMING DYSFUNCTION #1
BUILDING TRUST

Based on my experience working with teams during the past ten

years or so, I’ve come to one inescapable conclusion: no quality or

characteristic is more important than trust. In fact, my work with

teams revolves around trust more than any other topic, and that’s

why this is the longest, most important section in this book.

Unfortunately, there is probably no quality or characteristic that

is as rare as trust, either. But I suppose that’s good news for your

team, because if you can be the first on your block to build trust,

the possibility of achieving a real competitive advantage is great.

So why is trust so rare? Two reasons. First, people use the word

inconsistently, and so trust means different things to different peo-

ple. Second, because it’s just plain hard. Let’s start by defining what

we mean by trust, and the best way to do that is to clarify what

trust is not.

Defining Trust

Trust is not the ability of team members to predict one another’s

behaviors because they’ve known each other for a long time. Even

No quality or 

characteristic is 

more important 

than trust.
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Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

the most dysfunctional teams, or families for that matter, can learn

to forecast one another’s words and actions based on observable

patterns over a long period of time. So when, for example, a per-

son says, “I trust that Bob will start swearing at me if I mention his

inability to arrive at a meeting on time,” know that this is not the

kind of trust I’m talking about.

When it comes to teams, trust is all about vulnerability. Team

members who trust one another learn to be comfortable being

open, even exposed, to one another around their failures, weak-

nesses, even fears. Now, if this is beginning to sound like some get-

naked, touchy-feely theory, rest assured that it is nothing of the sort.

Vulnerability-based trust is predicated on the simple—and

practical—idea that people who aren’t afraid to admit the truth

about themselves are not going to engage in the kind of political

behavior that wastes everyone’s time and energy, and more impor-

tant, makes the accomplishment of results an unlikely scenario.

Here’s an example of how damaging a lack of trust can be in

an organization.

The Invulnerable Leader Story

I once worked with a large company—one that, if you haven’t used

their products, you’ve certainly heard of—that demonstrated how a

lack of trust can destroy years of hard work and accomplishment.

Let’s call the company Passivity.

Passivity had been a highly respected and accomplished company

over the years, but had recently fallen on hard times at the hands of

People who aren’t

afraid to admit the

truth about them-

selves are not going

to engage in the 

kind of political

behavior that

wastes everyone’s

time and energy.
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Building Trust

a larger, more aggressive competitor. Still, the company had legions

of dedicated customers and employees, if not Wall Street analysts.

Enter the new CEO of Passivity, a man who neither valued nor

elicited trust among his executive team. As the company, under

the guidance of its new leader, watched its demise accelerate,

journalists and industry-watchers attributed the spiral to unwise

decisions about products and strategy. And while those decisions

certainly contributed to the problem, they were merely symptoms

of a bigger issue.

That issue could only be observed behind the scenes, at executive

staff meetings. It was there that a tornado of distrust was raging,

leaving in its wake a sea of bad decisions and real human suffering.

Not to mention drowning stock options.

As is often the case, the trust vacuum emanated from the leader, a

brilliant man whose intelligence was rivaled only by his inability

to acknowledge his own limitations. This was made apparent to

me, and the rest of his team, on many occasions, but none more

painfully so than when he reluctantly “shared” the results of his

360-degree feedback during a staff meeting.

Standing before his team with his 360-degree report in his hands,

the leader of Passivity started by addressing his weaknesses. “It says

here that I’m not a good listener,” he announced, with a puzzled

look on his face. “Hmm. What do you guys think?” After a brief

and awkward moment of silence, the executives around the table

assured their boss that he was not a bad listener at all, and that he
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Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

was indeed better than many of the other leaders they had known.

He accepted their reassurance without a fight.

“Okay. What about this next one? It says I don’t give enough

praise.” Again, one by one the team shrugged and nodded their assur-

ance that this was not really a problem.

It was at that moment that I kindly reminded the team that they

were, in fact, the only people who had completed the 360-degree

survey, and that someone had to have given the CEO low scores

in these areas. After an awkward pause, a lone brave soul raised

his hand. “Okay, I’ll admit it. I think you could give a little

more positive feedback,” he offered almost apologetically. “I

mean, my people don’t usually hear anything from you unless

they’ve screwed up. It would be nice if we, or they, knew what

they were doing well.”

After yet another awkward moment, one of the other executives in

the room declared, in the direction of the CEO, “I don’t see it. I

think you give more praise than most CEOs I know.” This set off a

wave of head nodding, leaving the lone brave soul out in the cold,

wondering why he’d bothered telling the truth.

As humorously pathetic as this example may seem, I am afraid

to admit that it actually happened, proving again that truth is

stranger than fiction. What it illustrates is the difficulty that people

have in admitting their weaknesses, their faults, their mistakes,

even when there is real data indicating otherwise.
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Building Trust

Of course the real point of this story is not what actually hap-

pened that day. It is what it created. The members of that team

learned a lesson: don’t be vulnerable. After all, if the CEO isn’t

capable of being honest about his own issues, why should his

direct reports fess up about theirs?

And so, the executives at Passivity learned to engage in a

remarkable game of masquerade, pretending to know things that

they didn’t and to search for solutions to their problems only in

places that wouldn’t reflect poorly on them or their departments.

Remarkably, as the company’s results tanked, the resilience of the

leaders’ invulnerability held firm. Today, the company is a shell of

what it once was, having lost most of its leaders and many of the

employees who built the firm. A few years ago it was sold to another

company and exists now in name only.

When journalists write the epitaphs of companies like Passivity,

they cite unwise strategic decisions and product defects. But if they

really wanted to understand the root causes of their failure, they

would look at the inability of executive team members to be vul-

nerable with one another—to build trust.

The Difficulty of Vulnerability-Based Trust

The second reason why vulnerability-based trust is so rare is that

it is just plain hard to achieve, even when teams understand the

definition. That’s because human beings, especially the adult

variety, have this crazy desire for self-preservation. The idea of

putting themselves at risk for the good of others is not natural,
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Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

and is rarely rewarded in life, at least not in the ways that most

people expect.

So we learn things like “look out for number one” or “don’t let

’em see you sweat” or whatever other cliché calls for us to think of

ourselves before others. And while this may be wise counsel if

you’re in prison, on a team it’s lethal.

The key to all of this, then, is to teach team members to get

comfortable being exposed to one another, unafraid to honestly say

things like “I was wrong” and “I made a mistake” and “I need help”

and “I’m not sure” and “you’re better than I am at that” and yes,

even “I’m sorry.” If team members cannot bring themselves to read-

ily speak these words when the situation calls for it, they aren’t

going to learn to trust one another. Instead, they’re going to waste

time and energy thinking about what they should say, and won-

dering about the true intentions of their peers.

Now, as hard as it is to achieve vulnerability-based trust, it is

entirely doable. And better yet, it doesn’t have to take a lot of time.

In fact, I’ve seen remarkable distrust on teams that have worked

together for years and years, and I’ve seen teams that have been

together for six months develop amazing amounts of trust. No, the

key ingredient is not time. It is courage.

For a team to establish real trust, team members, beginning with

the leader, must be willing to take risks without a guarantee of suc-

cess. They will have to be vulnerable without knowing whether

that vulnerability will be respected and reciprocated.

The key ingredient 

to building trust is

not time. It is

courage.

 LENCIONI MASTER  1/26/05  12:11 PM  Page 18



19

Building Trust

TOOLS AND EXERCISES

The Personal Histories Exercise

As in most self-improvement programs, it’s best to start small.

The point of the first exercise is simply to help people get com-

fortable with moderate vulnerability. My colleagues and I have

done it with virtually every team we work with, and I have to

admit, I’m always worried that it’s not going to work. And every

time, it does.

Here’s how it goes.

At a staff meeting or off-site, go around the room and have

every member of the team explain three things: where they grew

up, how many kids were in their family, and what was the most

difficult or important challenge of their childhood (but not their

inner childhood; just the most important challenge of being a kid!).

Now, I mentioned that I’m always afraid the exercise is not

going to work, and I suppose that’s because I think that most peo-

ple who work on teams already know one another and are not

going to learn anything new from this exercise. And then, twenty

minutes later, I always find that people are shocked about what

they didn’t know about their peers.

I’ve heard the most amazing stories during the Personal

Histories Exercise. Like the one about the guy who grew up in

Chicago and didn’t have indoor plumbing (this was in the sixties!).

And the guy who moved out of his home at age thirteen and

started a business. And then there are the numerous people who

 LENCIONI MASTER  1/26/05  12:11 PM  Page 19



20

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

moved around their entire lives, or grew up without parents, or had

eight siblings, or none.

Personal Histories Story #1

I worked with a team that had been together for a number of years,

and when it came time for one particular guy to explain his biggest

challenge of childhood, he hesitated for a moment and then

explained that when he was eight years old, his twelve-year-old

brother was murdered, and that was tough on him. One of his

teammates sitting across the table from this guy was stunned, and

after a moment said, “I’ve worked with you for nine years and I

never heard about that.” To which his colleague said, “Yeah, I was

just never sure about the right time to bring it up.”

In case you’re wondering whether this exercise is designed to

provide me with some sort of fodder for cocktail parties, let me

be clear about the purpose: when team members reveal aspects

of their personal lives to their peers, they learn to get comfort-

able being open with them about other things. They begin to let

down their guard about their strengths, weaknesses, opinions,

and ideas.

And if this sounds manipulative, well, I guess it is. But in a good

kind of way, like when I coax my son to sit in the shallow end of

the pool so that he gets comfortable with the idea of going deeper

and deeper until he swims. People need to feel the gradual

progress of opening up to their peers before diving in too deep.
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Asking them to be too vulnerable too quickly is not only unfair, it

often provokes a resistance that is hard to overcome later. Which is

why I don’t throw my son in the deep end of the pool cold turkey,

I suppose.

Now, there’s another side-benefit to the Personal Histories

Exercise. In addition to helping people open up, it helps everyone

else overcome one of the great destroyers of teamwork.

The fundamental attribution error is simply this: human

beings tend to falsely attribute the negative behaviors of others to

their character (an internal attribution), while they attribute their

own negative behaviors to their environment (an external attribu-

tion). Why? Because we like to believe that we do bad things

because of the situations we are in, but somehow we easily come

to the conclusion that others do bad things because they are pre-

disposed to being bad. (Similarly, we often attribute other peo-

ple’s success to their environment and our own success to our

character. That’s because we like to believe that we are inherently

good and talented, while others are merely lucky, beneficiaries of

good fortune.)

By going through the Personal Histories Exercise, team mem-

bers come to understand one another at a more fundamental level;

they learn how they became the people they are today. As a result,

there is a far greater likelihood that empathy and understanding

will trump judgment and accusation when it comes to interpreting

questionable behavior.

Asking team mem-

bers to be too 

vulnerable too

quickly is not only

unfair, it often pro-

vokes a resistance

that is hard to 

overcome later.
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Personal Histories Story #2

I once worked with a woman who didn’t seem to get along with her

peers on an executive team. She rarely smiled or made eye contact.

Her colleagues had come to the conclusion that she didn’t like them

and that she didn’t want to collaborate with them, until we did the

Personal Histories Exercise. “Okay,” she began cautiously. “I grew

up the only child of a three-star general who was a rigid discipli-

narian. We lived overseas for most of my childhood. I became a

world-class concert violinist, but whenever I received recognition or

awards for my music, my dad would try to knock me down a peg

or two so that I didn’t get a big head.”

It was as though she had just revealed she was a Martian; suddenly

everyone now had something they could attribute her behavior to,

other than her dislike for them.

For instance, when the CFO of a company questions an item

on an employee’s expense report, colleagues on an executive

team might jump to the conclusion that the motivation is one of

control or lack of trust. When those colleagues understand, for

instance, that the CFO grew up in a poor family or with extreme-

ly conservative parents, they might be more likely to understand

the real motivation. That’s not to say they won’t question the CFO

and lobby for more resources. But it is to say that they’ll do it with

a fairer and more accurate understanding of where their colleague

is coming from.
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One of the keys to making the Personal Histories Exercise

work is to anticipate the initial objections of team participants.

When I introduce the exercise to senior executives, I assure them

that I’m not interested in their inner child or their deepest, dark-

est secrets. I also assure them that this is the only exercise we’ll

do that could even be remotely associated with anything touchy-

feely. Then, when then they complete the twenty-minute assign-

ment, they’re pleasantly surprised by its lack of pretension, and

more important, by the fact that they understand their peers bet-

ter than they had just a half hour earlier.

Another key to a successful exercise is proper facilitation. This

can be a little delicate because the issues at hand are sometimes,

well, delicate. For instance, a couple of people out of every ten we

take through the exercise will report that they’re unable to think of

any difficulties from their childhood. While occasionally this seems

to be the result of not wanting to open up to the group, most of the

time they seem genuinely stumped. “I just had a wonderful child-

hood,” they’ll confess sheepishly. “My parents loved us, we weren’t

rich or poor, we all got along well . . .” Of course, that’s fine.

On the other hand, it isn’t uncommon that one or two members

of a team will disclose something particularly sensitive. The alco-

holism of a parent. The death of a sibling or friend. A difficult fam-

ily relationship. It is important for a facilitator to demonstrate

focused listening and respectful appreciation during these

moments. Sometimes the best way to do that is to allow a quiet

One of the keys to

making the Personal

Histories Exercise

work is to anticipate

the initial objections

of team participants.
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moment to pass after the story, smile at the person who shared

their story, and just say thank you.

For those of you freaking out right about now as you consider

having to hear someone disclose some painful, jarring memory and

break out into uncontrollable tears, rest assured that we rarely—no,

make that never—have had this occur. No one has said something

that was downright inappropriate, and thankfully, we’ve never had

someone respond inappropriately either. Human beings, by and

large, are good, and other than an occasionally clueless individual,

they almost always treat one another with respect.

If—and I mean if—someone falls far short of these expectations

for being a reasonable human being, might I suggest that you con-

sider whether this isn’t a red flag about their overall membership

on the team? Just a thought.

A few final thoughts on the Personal Histories Exercise. I sup-

pose you can choose different questions to ask. Like a person’s first

job, or worst job, or biggest mistake or most influential leader in

their life. The key is that the questions elicit a response that calls for

a person to reveal something personal and relevant. And not silly.

Also, it’s best if people’s responses are relatively similar in length.

Probably a minute or two, at most. However, this is an exercise you

don’t want to manage too closely, because cutting people off or

interrupting is particularly bad during this kind of conversation.

Okay, the Personal Histories Exercise is good for helping peo-

ple get comfortable being vulnerable and better understanding one
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another. But the real breakthroughs in terms of vulnerability and

trust come when you introduce a behavioral profiling tool that

allows team members to accurately and openly assess their

strengths and weaknesses.

Behavioral Profiling

The idea here is simple: give team members an objective, reliable

means for understanding and describing one another. This provides

two powerful benefits.

First, it drastically increases the likelihood that team members

will admit their weaknesses and strengths to one another. After all,

once they voluntarily self-identify their “type,” they have little rea-

son to resist opening up. In fact, I’ve found that they’re usually

eager and relieved to tell their peers who they are and why they

act the way they do.

Second, by providing team members with a common vocabu-

lary for describing their differences and similarities, you make it

safe for them to give each other feedback without feeling like

they’re making accusatory or unfounded generalizations. It is

amazing to observe previously guarded team members calling out

one another’s strengths and weaknesses after having those

strengths and weaknesses validated by an objective tool.

Now there are many profiling tools out there, such as the

DiSC, the Social Style Model, RightPath Profiles, and Insights, and I

suppose that all of them have their own advantages. However,

my recommended favorite, and the one we use most often at

It is amazing to

observe previously

guarded team mem-

bers calling out one

another’s strengths

and weaknesses

after having those

strengths and weak-

nesses validated by

an objective tool.
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The Table Group, is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI).

Here’s why.

First, and most important, the MBTI is valid and reliable. It has

been tested for decades since its development in the 1940s by

Isabel Briggs Myers, based on the insights of her mother, Katherine

Cook Briggs. The amount of research and testing that has been

done is staggering.

Second, the MBTI is the most widely known tool out there.

Normally that would make me somewhat skeptical, as I wouldn’t

want people to do something just because everyone else is. But in

this case, the popularity of the tool is important. That’s because

most of the executives we work with (more than 70 percent) are

somewhat familiar with the MBTI and have taken part in a Myers-

Briggs exercise at some point in their careers. And so they tend to

accept its validity relatively quickly and can get up to speed with

less time and effort than they’d spend on something new. Having

to convince them to adopt the latest, greatest theory being devel-

oped by astrological surfers at U.C. Berkeley is going to severely

reduce your chances of success.

Another benefit of the popularity of the MBTI is the estab-

lished vocabulary that exists among many—if not most—of the

leaders we meet. Sometimes within minutes of beginning a dis-

cussion of Myers-Briggs, someone will say “I’m an ENTJ” and

everyone around the room will nod their heads in unison and say

“no wonder!”
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Advice on Administering the MBTI

As good a tool as the MBTI is—and I suppose what I’m about to

say applies to any tool, for that matter—the way it is administered

is critical to its success. (That’s probably why a certified or quali-

fied instructor is required.) A great tool done poorly will fail. A

poor tool done well will probably fail too. I guess the only thing to

do is pick a good tool and do it well. Here are some tips:

1. Go fast. People are generally smart, and there is nothing like a

slow lecture or a simplistic exercise to entice them to tune out

and check their Blackberries for messages. When in doubt, go

faster and leave things out rather than being overly concerned

with covering everything up front. Better that they ask questions

later for clarification than get bored.

2. Apply it to work. Every profiling tool is going to be based on a

psychological, behavioral theory, but the reason why you’re

talking to your clients or employees about it is so they can build

trust and become a more highly functioning team at work. So

don’t bore them, or even indulge them, in too much theory. If

someone in the room wants a lot of theory (and often there is

someone who does—which tells you something about their

Myers-Briggs type), then refer them to a book or Web site and

move on. Get back to what all of this has to do with the way

the team works.

3. Anticipate objections. Don’t wait for someone to say, “This is a

bunch of touchy-feely mumbo jumbo!” Instead, start by saying,
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“Now for those of you who might be wondering if this is a

bunch of touchy-feely mumbo jumbo, let me say right now that

I wondered the same thing when I first learned about this. And

I can tell you, it is based in real data and it is extremely practi-

cal for what we’re trying to do here . . .” Something like that.

You get the picture. Demonstrate to your audience that you

know, and even understand, what they might be thinking, and

take the issue off the table. It’s simple—but surprisingly effective.

4. Know your stuff cold. That doesn’t mean you have to impress

people by showing them that you know your stuff cold. But it

will help when there is push-back, or when someone (usually an

ENTP) tries to debate the merits of whatever tool you’re using.

My colleagues and I have had so many powerful experiences

using the Myers-Briggs that it’s hard to choose one or two to

describe here. But here is a typical one.

Behavioral Profiling Story

We facilitated an off-site with a team of executives from one of

America’s largest and most respected transportation companies. The

average age in the room was higher than at most companies we

work with, and as it turned out, we had the rare occasion to work

with a team whose members were not terribly familiar with the

Myers-Briggs.

Now, this particular team hadn’t yet become a real team; they were

a collection of executives who had been amassed through acquisi-
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tions and reorganizations. Most of them felt their main sense of

allegiance to the teams they led in their former companies, and

didn’t feel particularly loyal to the men and women sitting in the

room with us on that day.

In fact, it was worse than that. A few of them were actively trying

to avoid giving up autonomy to the group, and were committed

to retaining their own control. In short, there was little trust

among them.

Each member of the group had taken twenty minutes or so prior to

our off-site meeting to complete an online Myers-Briggs assessment,

but we didn’t give them their results until later in the session.

Instead, we spent the first half hour explaining the theory behind

the Myers-Briggs and having everyone qualitatively assess them-

selves by answering a series of questions. This allowed them to make

their first guesses at their types.

Then we had them assess themselves again, this time by reading

about something called “Temperament,” which is based on the

same theory as the Myers-Briggs. You might think that they’d

already be growing impatient with yet another assessment, but it

always amazes me how much people like to learn about themselves.

They were now locked in the struggle of trying to figure out exactly

who they were.

Now, still less than an hour into the session, we handed out the

results of their online assessments, and asked them to compare those
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results with the two they had just completed, to see if a pattern was

beginning to emerge. Finally, we handed out a MBTI reference

book that contains, among other things, one-page descriptions of

each of the sixteen types.

It was at this point that some of the executives started saying things

like “Wow, where did you get this? This is amazing.” And, “This

really nailed me. I hope my wife doesn’t see this.” Some of them just

laughed in an emotional sort of way at how accurately Mrs. Myers

and Mrs. Briggs had figured them out.

But of course, some of the executives still hadn’t identified their type,

or at least not with conviction. And so we asked them questions

and suggested they read descriptions of some of the other types in the

reference book.

It is worth noting that no one in the room was questioning the

validity of the tool at this point; they were all trying to apply it to

themselves. And they were, every last one of them, having fun.

Okay, now we’d been at this for almost two hours, and so we called

the question. “What are your types?” We went around the room,

starting with the team leader, and then with those people who were

most confident of having identified their types, and had them read

aloud their one-page MBTI descriptions. Here’s where, as always,

it got really fun.

I will never get tired of watching the reticence and guardedness of

untrusting teammates melt away as they acknowledge to one another
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what makes them tick. Without fail, there is laughter, teasing, relief,

and insight. And that is exactly when the seeds of trust begin to grow.

In this particular case, one of the quieter members of the group,

someone who had perhaps the most reasons to resist giving up

autonomy to the team, blew his prospective teammates away with

his description of his own type. Half the room was smiling as they

listened, nodding as if to say “Aha!” The others were frowning, and

when the two-minute reading was over, they said, “I don’t see you

that way.”

This is common because in many cases, team members don’t see the

qualities that their colleague has just described precisely because that

colleague hasn’t been open or comfortable demonstrating them. In this

case, the executive said, “No, this is definitely who I am. I’m actually

more sensitive than you guys know.” We then pointed out that because

this guy has an introverting preference and a feeling preference, he

tended to keep his emotions to himself. In fact, the team often thought

he was holding back on purpose, and hiding his political motives.

When they realized that it was just his natural behavioral tendency

that caused this, they were amazed. And relieved.

Similarly, another guy on the team was something called an ENFJ,

which often indicates an emotionally excitable and passionate style.

As soon as the group heard him read his type, they started laughing.

“No wonder you’re always being so dramatic!” they good-naturedly

teased. It was as though they were seeing him for the first time for

who he really was.
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Then, the CEO read his type to the team. “It says here I’m impa-

tient. That’s definitely true.” The room howled in laughter. “Okay,

okay,” the CEO admitted. “I’m extremely impatient.” That pro-

voked a lighthearted but important discussion of how he was able

to shut down conversation by giving people “the look.” He went on

to explain that he didn’t want to bring discussions to a premature

end, but that he just didn’t know how to contain his desire for clo-

sure. The team agreed to push back more when this happened.

Now, after everyone had read their types, we plotted the entire

team’s collective profile on the white board so they could see what

elements of their MBTI types were generally shared, and which

were missing. The insights into the collective behavior of the team,

and their resulting exposures, were substantial.

After approximately two and a half hours of discussion and exercise

around the Myers-Briggs, we moved on, not wanting to allow peo-

ple to get impatient with the theory. But we kept the list of the team’s

types on the wall for reference, knowing that it would be referred to

again and again throughout the remainder of the off-site.

After the first day of an off-site, we usually ask team members to

do a little homework. During the evening, we have them take a half

hour or so to read a thorough description of their behavioral type,

and then come prepared the next day to report on the three or four

areas that they felt were particularly insightful about their style.
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We also ask team members to identify one particular insight

from their profile that they feel highlights a weakness that they

would like to address for the good of the team. It is amazing to

hear them call out behavioral issues about themselves that their

peers would have struggled to raise.

By the time an off-site has ended, a team will have come to know

one another in a deeper, more meaningful way than ever. And they’ll

be feeling somewhat bonded to one another. Unfortunately, when

they get back to work, some of this is bound to disappear in the busi-

ness of day-to-day work.

And that is precisely why it is critical to keep the Myers-Briggs

and other profile-related learnings alive. There are a number of

ways you can do this.

Maintaining Momentum

You can e-mail everyone a list of the team members’ types. This is

helpful because if they don’t remember one another’s profiles, they

aren’t going to be able to use them.

You should also encourage, or even require, that team members

keep any reference material or collateral from the session on their

desks back at work, rather than in a drawer or on a bookshelf. This

increases the likelihood that they’ll refer to it later, and that others

will ask them about it.

And we always have team members go back to their direct reports

and share their profile information. This serves three purposes. First,
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it provides a great opportunity for demonstrating vulnerability with

their subordinates. Second, it gives those subordinates real insights

into their leaders, so that they’ll feel more comfortable providing

feedback and interpreting behavior correctly. Third, it helps the

executives develop a better understanding of their own profiles,

because teaching is one of the best ways of learning.

Beyond these initial steps, it’s important that the team get together

relatively soon after the initial off-site to discuss their types again,

and how they’ve used the information back at work. As with any

new information, if it is not put to use and discussed, it quickly

grows stale. Even a thirty-minute session sometime within the first

month after the off-site can be enough to keep the progress alive.

Now, occasionally we work with a team with a member who

isn’t interested, willing, or capable of vulnerability-based trust.

This poses a challenge for a team. Another story is probably worth

telling here.

The Unyielding Team Member Story

The head of sales for one particular executive team we worked with

decided that vulnerability wasn’t his thing. He announced to the

team, “Listen, it took me years to trust my wife, so I wouldn’t hold

my breath waiting for me to trust you guys.” Everyone laughed it

off, but the CEO realized that this wasn’t going to change without

some work.

So, over the course of a few months (which he would later admit

was a little too long), the CEO unsuccessfully pushed the sales VP

As with any new

information, if it is

not put to use and

discussed, it quickly

grows stale.
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to open up to the team and earn their trust. Finally, he managed

the reluctant executive out of the company, and was surprised to

watch his team change almost overnight. The trust among the exec-

utives, and the speed and quality of their decisions, improved dra-

matically. All because of one person.

And that is a testament to the power of vulnerability, and the

need for unanimity. Everyone on a team has to participate. That

doesn’t mean that everyone will do it the same way. But if even one

member of a team is unwilling to be open about weaknesses, mis-

takes, and issues, it will have a profound impact on everyone else.

K E Y  P O I N T S — B U I L D I N G  T R U S T

� Trust is the foundation of teamwork.

� On a team, trust is all about vulnerability, which is difficult for most
people.

� Building trust takes time, but the process can be greatly accelerated.

� Like a good marriage, trust on a team is never complete; it must
be maintained over time.
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OVERCOMING DYSFUNCTION #2
MASTERING CONFLICT

Once a team has begun the process of building trust, it’s time to

think about leveraging that trust. That’s right. Trust is important

because it is a requirement for overcoming the next dysfunction,

which is the all-too-common fear of conflict.

When I talk about conflict on a team, I’m talking about pro-

ductive, ideological conflict: passionate, unfiltered debate around

issues of importance to the team. Any team that wants to maximize

its effectiveness needs to learn to do this, and doing so can only

happen if vulnerability-based trust exists.

That’s not to say that some teams that lack trust don’t argue. It’s

just that their arguments are often destructive because they are

laced with politics, pride, and competition, rather than humble pur-

suit of truth.

When people who don’t trust one another engage in passionate

debate, they are trying to win the argument. They aren’t usually lis-

tening to the other person’s ideas and then reconsidering their

point of view; they’re figuring out how to manipulate the conver-

sation to get what they want. Or worse yet, they’re not even arguing
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with the other person face-to-face but venting about them in the

hallways after a meeting is over.

In contrast, when vulnerability-based trust exists, team members

say everything that needs to be said, and there is nothing left to talk

about behind closed doors.

The Inevitability of Discomfort

But this probably makes conflict sound too easy, too comfortable.

The fact is, even among the best teams, conflict is always at least a

little uncomfortable. No matter how clear everyone is that the con-

flict they’re engaging in is focused on issues, not personalities, it is

inevitable that they will feel under some degree of personal attack.

It’s just unrealistic for a person to say, “I’m sorry, Jan, but I don’t

agree with your approach to the project,” and not expect Jan to feel

some degree of personal rejection.

But that is no reason to avoid conflict. In fact, if team members

are not making one another uncomfortable at times, if they’re never

pushing one another outside of their emotional comfort zones dur-

ing discussions, then it is extremely likely that they’re not making

the best decisions for the organization.

One way for a team to know if they are having enough conflict is

for them to think about how an outsider to the team would feel sitting

in on a team meeting. A great team will look at least a little strange to

an outsider who isn’t accustomed to the direct and unfiltered dialogue

taking place. Like a friend invited to dinner at a close family’s house,

they would probably be a little taken aback, at least at first.

If team members

are never pushing

one another outside

of their emotional

comfort zones dur-

ing discussions, then

it is extremely likely

that they’re not

making the best

decisions for the

organization.
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The Fear of Personal Conflict

Now, many people often ask me: “how do you avoid the conflict

getting personal?” The answer has a few different angles. First,

based on my experience working with hundreds of executive

teams, it is extremely rare that people attack each other openly on

a personal level. In fact, I can recall only a handful of incidents in

which a teammate stepped over the line, and even in those cases,

it was relatively mild. The bigger problem I see among most teams

is that they never get close to anything remotely resembling per-

sonal conflict.

Think about conflict this way. Imagine a continuum. On one

end, there is artificial harmony with no conflict at all, and on the

other there are mean-spirited, personal attacks. In the exact mid-

dle of that continuum there is a line where conflict goes from con-

structive to destructive or vice versa, depending on which direction

you’re going. Now, the vast majority of teams I’ve encountered live

close to the harmony end of the scale, fearing that any movement

toward the middle is one step closer to murder.

Theoretically, the best place on the continuum is close to the

middle, just to the left of the dividing line. This is the point where

Artificial
Harmony

Mean-Spirited
Personal Attacks

Constructive Destructive

Ideal Conflict
Point

CONFLICT CONTINUUM
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a team is having every bit of constructive conflict possible, without

stepping over the line into destructive territory.

In reality, however, this isn’t possible. Even the best teams will

rarely but occasionally step over the line. And that’s not only okay,

it actually can be a good thing, as long as they’re committed to

working through it. Because when a team recovers from an inci-

dent of destructive conflict, it builds confidence that it can survive

such an event, which in turn builds trust. This is not unlike a hus-

band and wife recovering from a big argument and developing

closer ties and greater confidence in their relationship as a result.

TOOLS AND EXERCISES

Okay, enough theoretical stuff. Let’s talk about practical ways to go

about helping your team get more comfortable with productive

conflict. And the first thing your team will want to do is determine

its conflict profile.

Conflict Profiling

Yes, we’re back to profiling again, but in a different way. In order to

teach a team how to engage in productive conflict, it’s important to

understand everyone’s viewpoints on and comfort levels with conflict,

because they can differ radically.

On one extreme are the people who are comfortable screaming

and shouting and arguing passionately; on the other are those who

aren’t comfortable airing the mildest of dissenting opinions out of

fear of offending. It’s important for the team to understand where

When a team 

recovers from an

incident of destruc-

tive conflict, it builds

confidence that it 

can survive such an

event, which in turn

builds trust.
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people fall in this range, and why they fall there, so they can estab-

lish a conflict culture that everyone understands and adjusts to.

Someone’s conflict profile is determined by a number of factors,

not the least of which is their temperament or personality, which

we talked about in the previous section, and we’ll get into again in

a moment. However, other factors like cultural background and

family norms usually have a significant impact too.

In Japan, there is very little direct disagreement and debate

during meetings. In Italy, emotional reactions will not be so rare.

Even within a country there are differences. Cultural New Yorkers will

tend to “get in one another’s face” more than cultural Californians.

Of course, all of this can be trumped by family experience.

Some people come from a background where parents and siblings

rarely engaged in raw, emotional dialogue. Others watched their

parents argue passionately, and then make up with equal passion.

Which is better on a team? It doesn’t matter. Regardless of whether

a team tends to be more Japanese or Italian, New York or L.A., the

only thing that really matters is this: are they holding back their

opinions? Members of great teams do not.

But again, to get to that point, team members need to under-

stand one another’s conflict profiles. And it should come as no sur-

prise that one of the best ways to accomplish this is to use a tool

like the Myers-Briggs and others that address conflict styles.

The MBTI profile includes a very specific analysis about how

each type deals with conflict. Having everyone on a team read their
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profile to their colleagues goes a long way toward clarifying the

degree of difficulty of getting everyone on the same conflict page.

How does a team go about figuring out its collective conflict

profile? Like so many other aspects of team-building—and life—

the best way to do it is simply to talk about it. Ask everyone on

the team to read their own conflict profiles in the Myers-Briggs

book (or whatever other tool you’re using), and then to discuss

how that meshes with their personal views on conflict. Ask them

to explain how their view of conflict was shaped by their childhood

or maturation process.

Most teams I’ve worked with are capable of accurate self-diagnosis:

“Listen, in my family we never argued. I never saw my parents fight.

I prefer to keep things at a nonemotional level, even if that means

giving in.” Or maybe it’s: “I grew up with eight kids in my family,

and so I learned how to dish it out and take it from my older broth-

ers and sisters. I’m not afraid of a fight, and five minutes after it’s

over, there are no hard feelings.” Or something in between.

The point here is that when people self-identify and publicly

declare their outlook on conflict, they become much more open to

adjusting it to whatever team norms need to be established.

Two other tools help teams identify their individual and collec-

tive conflict profile. One is the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode

Instrument—developed by two guys named Thomas and Kilmann,

which makes it a pretty good name, don’t you think? It depicts dif-

ferent approaches to interpersonal conflict based on the impor-
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tance of the task at hand and the relationships of the people

involved. We’ve provided a description of the model on page 131

in the “Tools and Exercises” segment.

The other is something we created at The Table Group, and it’s

also called the Thomas-Kilmann Instrument. No, that would be

silly. We call it the Depth-Frequency Conflict Model, and it depicts

how a team engages in conflict in terms of intensity and timing. It’s

also described on page 129 in the “Tools and Exercises” segment.

Conflict Norming

What does a conflict norm look like? It should probably entail rules

of engagement, and these can vary drastically. On one hand, I’ve

worked with teams where people like to get emotionally charged,

use colorful language, and interrupt each other during debates.

They’ve come to the conclusion that this is productive and accept-

able, and so people don’t get offended by it.

I’ve also known teams that try to keep discussions relatively

objective and emotion-free. Which is better? That depends on the

people involved. But one thing is certain: having clear norms gives

teams a huge advantage when it comes to ensuring the exchange

of good ideas.

Conflict Norming Story

I got to know an executive team that did a particularly good job set-

ting conflict norms. They wanted a cohesive team so much—and

understood how hard it is to achieve—that they drafted some-
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thing they call the Team Effectiveness Charter. In it, they speci-

fied how they would engage one another. Among their various

rules of engagement: “We will address conflict-laden issues, put

on the table and get to the heart of issues about which we disagree

or feel passionately. When discussing these issues, we will not

withhold commentary . . .”

Every member of that team signed the Team Effectiveness Charter,

and they bring it with them to meetings.

When it comes to establishing a norm for a team, a measure of

judgment is required of a leader. While there is no doubt that the

person in charge must set the tone based on a personal belief about

what will lead to the best results for the organization, the leader

also needs to take into account the capabilities and attitudes of the

staff members. This is something of a balancing act.

Conflict Culture Story

I once worked with a team of automobile executives at a Japanese-

American joint venture. Because the team was based in the United

States, the predominant culture of the team was American.

However, when it came time to engage in conflict and debate

around sensitive issues, the team naturally allowed the Japanese

members of the team to opt out of some of the exchanges. At times, they

would ask them for their input in more general terms, and even then,

there was much hemming and hawing and sucking of air through
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teeth, which is common among Japanese executives who aren’t accus-

tomed to direct and lively back-and-forth during formal meetings.

Granted, this is an extreme case. For most teams, the differences

in attitudes about conflict won’t require such a drastic approach. In

fact, in most situations a leader will simply have to ask some team

members to stretch, stepping up to a little more conflict than

they’re used to, and others to ratchet down their tendency to be

more emotional and demonstrative. The key to all of this is involv-

ing team members in establishing the norms, and then holding

everyone accountable to what they’ve agreed upon.

(For more detail about establishing conflict norms, see page 123

in the “Tools and Exercises” segment.)

Mining for Conflict

Okay, once a leader has been clear about wanting more produc-

tive conflict among team members, and the team has set norms

for how to go about it, progress isn’t going to come easily. That’s

because people who don’t like conflict have an amazing ability to

avoid it, even when they know it’s theoretically necessary. (A cot-

tage industry of psychotherapy is built around this phenomenon.)

So the leader is going to have to be ready to not only light the

fuse of good conflict but to gently fan the flames for a while too.

Here’s what I mean.

Even when norms have been set, most people will shy away

from conflict when they aren’t accustomed to it. And that’s why a
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team leader must become a miner of conflict. What does that mean?

It means the leader must seek out opportunities for unearthing

buried conflict and forcing team members to address those issues.

In some cases, this means almost stirring the pot, but only when

there is a good chance that a real issue needs to be uncovered.

Now, leaders who don’t like conflict themselves might want to

enlist the aid of the team members who are naturally more inclined

toward mining. In any case, the key to mining is to ensure that

important issues are not left beneath the surface but dug for like

the buried treasure that they are.

Real-Time Permission

Even if a leader is adept at mining for conflict, there are still obsta-

cles to overcome. That’s because when a group of people who are

not accustomed to having open, honest disagreement begin to do

so, they are going to feel uncomfortable. Guilty, probably, too. And

that is when a leader needs to do something that seems largely

counterintuitive: interrupt.

As odd as it may sound, a leader should interrupt team members

who are in the midst of an uncustomary debate, simply to remind

them that what they are doing is okay. I’ve done this many times,

sometimes with senior executives of large companies, and frankly,

I always feel somewhat paternal doing it.

“Excuse me, CEO Johnson and CFO Smith. I just want to remind

you both that this argument you’re having, though uncomfortable,

is exactly what we’ve been talking about. This is good. Keep

going.” Something like that, anyway.
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That’s when I think they’re going to look at me and say, “We’re

adults, you idiot. Of course we know this is good.”

But they don’t. In fact—and this is the whole point—they

actually seem relieved. They shed whatever momentary anxiety

they were feeling and resume the debate in a more comfortable,

confident manner.

I call it real-time permission because I don’t think it’s enough to

give people theoretical permission to engage in conflict. In the heat

of the moment, even the most self-disciplined people will often

balk. But when you give them explicit permission precisely at the

moment they need it, they take it more to heart, and you’ve pro-

vided a valuable teaching moment.

Meetings and Conflict

For most teams, conflict is not something that happens every

moment of the day. And indeed it shouldn’t. However, there is one

setting, or arena, where conflict must be apparent. Based on the

subtitle of this section, you’ve probably already guessed that I’m

talking about meetings.

But why is conflict so important at meetings? Because the lack

of conflict is precisely the cause of one of the biggest problems that

meetings have: they are boring. Ask a hundred employees to give

you three words that describe meetings, and ninety-nine of them are

going to say “boring”—and it will probably be their first response.

And so, the questions we need to ask ourselves are these: Does it

matter if meetings are boring? And do they have to be that way? The

respective answers to these questions are yes and no.
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Boring meetings are indeed a big problem. The ultimate penal-

ty of boring meetings is bad decisions, not to mention wasted time.

When team members lose interest during a meeting, they fail to

surface critical opinions, and they do not fully evaluate whatever

opinions are aired. Moreover, they probably aren’t even putting the

right issues on the table for discussion, because they’re more inter-

ested in getting out of the meeting on time, having already accept-

ed that meetings are a waste of time anyway.

But meetings are not hopeless. Team members can indeed

become engaged in a meeting, but only when there is something

at stake, a conflict worth caring about. It might be a conflict

between the company and a competitor. Or a conflict over how to

use scarce resources. Or a conflict about the best course of action

to take to meet the needs of customers. And when team members

passionately weigh in, suddenly the meeting gets interesting.

How does a leader go about nurturing good conflict during

meetings? They take a lesson from movies. Like meetings, all great

movies must have conflict. Either man versus man, like in Rocky. (I

use “man” to include both men and women here.) Or man versus

nature, like in Jaws or The Perfect Storm. Or man versus himself,

like John Nash struggling with his sanity in A Beautiful Mind.

But it’s not enough for a movie to have conflict. It has to give

its audience a glimpse of that conflict right away. Screenwriters and

directors refer to this as “the hook.” And that takes place in the first

ten minutes of every movie. When screenwriters or directors fail to
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hook an audience, they run the risk of losing people. And the same

is true of meetings.

Team leaders must give members a reason to care at the begin-

ning of a meeting or discussion. They must raise the anxiety of the

team about why the issues about to be discussed matter, and what

could go wrong if bad decisions are made. By doing so, they imme-

diately get everyone engaged.

Of course, then they must mine for conflict, keeping the issue

alive until it has been resolved. Just like a movie audience, people

who invest their energy and passion in a difficult issue have a

need to achieve clarity and resolution. And when they do, an

amazing sense of accomplishment and commitment results. But

I’m jumping ahead now. And besides, all of this is described in

more detail in a book called Death by Meeting, which I also hap-

pened to write.

Conflict Resolution Obstacles

Okay, once you get your team more comfortable with conflict,

you’re going to find that they often struggle to achieve resolution

around the issue they’re discussing or debating. And while that is

often a cue for you to step in and break a tie, in some cases it is

the result of an obstacle having nothing to do with the issue itself.

What kind of obstacles am I talking about? Things like envi-

ronmental obstacles (the physical environment where the conflict

is taking place), relationship obstacles (an unresolved legacy event

between the team members involved), and individual obstacles

Mastering Conflict
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(an emotional or social deficiency on the part of one particular

team member).

When these obstacles present themselves, it is critical for a

team, and especially its leader, to identify the distraction—even if

it cannot be worked out at that moment—before attempting to

resolve the original issue at hand. What is important is that the

obstacle is acknowledged so that it does not continue to cloud the

conversation about the real issue. (For more information about

conflict resolution obstacles, see the Conflict Resolution Model on

page 124).

KEY POINTS —MASTERING CONFLICT

� Good conflict among team members requires trust, which is all
about engaging in unfiltered, passionate debate around issues.

� Even among the best teams, conflict will at times be uncomfortable.

� Conflict norms, though they will vary from team to team, must
be discussed and made clear among the team.

� The fear of occasional personal conflict should not deter a team
from having regular, productive debate.

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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OVERCOMING DYSFUNCTION #3

ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Like trust, conflict is important not in and of itself but because it

enables a team to overcome the next dysfunction: the lack of com-

mitment. And like its predecessors, commitment needs to be cor-

rectly defined before it can be achieved.

Teams that commit to decisions and standards do so because they

know how to embrace two separate but related concepts: buy-in and

clarity. Buy-in is the achievement of honest emotional support.

Clarity is the removal of assumptions and ambiguity from a situation.

Buy-In

Let me be crystal clear about something: commitment is not con-

sensus. Waiting for everyone on a team to agree intellectually on a

decision is a good recipe for mediocrity, delay, and frustration,

which is why it amazes me that so many of the teams I work with

still seem determined to achieve consensus.

Ironically, commitment is something of the opposite. It’s about

a group of intelligent, driven individuals buying in to a decision

precisely when they don’t naturally agree. In other words, it’s the

ability to defy a lack of consensus.
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The great teams I’ve worked with embrace disagreement and

actually enjoy moments of temporary indecision. They take pleas-

ure in making and rallying around and buying in to decisions when

the “right” answer seems nowhere to be found.

The key to making this happen has everything to do with

conflict—and leadership.

When a group of people know that their colleagues have no

reservations about disagreeing with one another, and that every

available opinion and perspective has been unapologetically aired,

they will have the confidence to embrace a decision and abandon

whatever their initial opinion might have been. But of course, this

assumes that someone has to break the tie.

And that’s one of the most critical roles of the leader. Good

leaders drive commitment among the team by first extracting

every possible idea, opinion, and perspective from the team.

Then, comfortable that nothing has been left off the table, they

must have the courage and wisdom to step up and make a deci-

sion, one that is sure to run counter to at least one of the team

members, and usually more.

The amazing thing about this is that nineteen and a half times

out of twenty, everyone sitting around that table will leave the

room actively committed to implementing the solution that the

leader has stipulated, even when that decision does not mesh with

their own recommendation. Even when it is diametrically opposed!

How can this be possible? Because most human beings are

drastically more reasonable than we think they are. In my work
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with teams, I’ve come to understand that most people don’t really

need to have their ideas adopted (a.k.a. “get their way”) in order

to buy in to a decision. They just want to have their ideas heard,

understood, considered, and explained within the context of the

ultimate decision.

Clarity

Unfortunately, even when teams master this ability to “disagree and

commit” (this is something that the folks at Intel came up with

years ago), they can still fail to benefit from their commitment.

That’s because many teams fail to achieve clarity and alignment

around a decision. Instead, they make well-intentioned assump-

tions about what they’ve agreed to, and they end up creating con-

fusion and frustration among employees who wonder whether

their leaders are even talking to one another. I’ve seen this happen

often and it’s worth describing.

Lack of Clarity Story

At a large technology company I worked with, the CEO and his

team had a meeting to discuss how to respond to a downturn in the

company’s revenue. After two hours of discussion and debate, the

team left the conference room with a decision: to freeze hiring until

the company’s bottom line had improved. The head of HR was

charged with communicating the decision, and so she immediately

sent out a note to all managers announcing the decision.

Within five minutes of the note being sent, three of the six execu-

tives who had attended that meeting went to her office claiming, “I
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didn’t think that applied to my organization!” “We can’t freeze hir-

ing in Sales!” “That doesn’t include Product Development, does it?!” 

As this example demonstrates, commitment cannot occur if peo-

ple are unclear about exactly what is being committed to.

Unfortunately, this is not a rarity among many of the teams I’ve

worked with.

TOOLS AND EXERCISES

This problem with failing to align around commitments can easily

be avoided by using two simple techniques I call “Commitment

Clarification” and “Cascading Communication.” Here’s how they work.

Commitment Clarification

With five minutes to go at the end of a meeting—any type of

meeting—the leader of the team needs to call a question: What

exactly have we decided here today? At the white board, the leader

writes down the decisions that the group thinks it has made.

In many cases, team members see what the leader is writing on

the board and react: “Wait a second. That’s not what I thought we

agreed on.” And so the group dives back into the conversation until

everyone is clear.

It is amazing to me how a group of intelligent, highly educated

adults, all of whom speak the same language, can sit in a room for

two hours of discussion, and then leave the room under the false

impression that everyone is on the same page. Such is the nature

of nuanced communication, I suppose.
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In any case, by being extremely explicit about what has been

agreed upon, a team will be able to identify discrepancies before a

decision has been announced. Now, you might be wondering, “But

maybe team members are purposefully sitting back and allowing

for ambiguity, preferring to later ask for forgiveness rather than per-

mission.” Read on . . .

Cascading Communication

To avoid that situation, the leader must also engage in cascading

communication. That means demanding that the team go back and

communicate the decisions to their staff members within twenty-

four hours of the meeting. And not by e-mail or voice mail but

either live in person or on the phone, thus giving employees a

chance to ask questions for clarification.

Even the most passive executives will call out their concerns about

a decision if they know they’ll be expected to go out and communi-

cate it publicly. Of course, this assumes that if they don’t com-

municate decisions to their people, the leader of the team will hold

them accountable. Which is a great set-up for the next dysfunction.

But before we go there, let’s look at another example of

failure to gain commitment.

Lack of Buy-In Story

A pharmaceutical company I worked with was experiencing some

profitability challenges and decided to cut costs. During an execu-

tive staff meeting, the CEO announced a proposal to eliminate busi-

ness and first class air travel for all employees. I was amazed and, at

 LENCIONI MASTER  1/26/05  12:11 PM  Page 55



56

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team

the time, impressed by the support from the other executives, many

of whom logged thousands and thousands of air miles each year.

Well, I later learned that only half the team went to their staff

members and told them about the new rule. The others just decid-

ed to ignore it. You can imagine the problems this caused: employ-

ees from different organizations getting on a transatlantic flight,

some going merrily to the front of the plane, others slogging toward

the back. Beyond the anger and frustration that this caused, the hit

to executive credibility was undeniable.

Could this have been a result of the team’s proceeding without

commitment clarification and cascading communication? In theory,

yes. But in this particular case, as in so many, it came down to the

unwillingness of those executive team members to stand up at the

meeting and say, “This is really a terrible decision, and I don’t like it.”

Which brings us back to conflict, because the only way for those

executives to buy in to a difficult decision like that would have been

for the CEO to demand honest, unfiltered debate. But that didn’t hap-

pen because that particular group of executives had little or no trust.

But now I’m moving backward within the model. Let’s return

to commitment.

Committing to Key Principles

The examples I’ve provided thus far speak to relatively tactical

issues. When it comes to commitment, the most critical issues that

team members must align themselves around are more enduring.

Certainly, this includes behavioral norms, which include but are not
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limited to conflict. Teams must commit to rules of engagement

around timeliness at meetings, responsiveness in communication,

and general interpersonal behavior.

But beyond behavioral commitment, there is the commitment to

other principles such as purpose, values, mission, strategy, and

goals. For more information about commitment to these principles,

consult the book, The Four Obsessions of an Extraordinary Executive,

which happens to be written by me.

Now, depending on the nature of your team and its role in your

organization, some of these principles will be more important than

others. However, I’ve found that every team, regardless of its size

or level, must be able to commit to common goals.

Thematic Goals

At any given time, all the members of a team should know what its

top collective priority is, and how they each contribute to addressing

it. Achieving commitment around this is critical.

Perhaps the best way to do this, and to provoke team members

to rally around a common cause, is to help them establish some-

thing I call a “thematic goal.” This is nothing more than a single

common unifying goal for the team, something that everyone on

the team should be thinking about and working toward in the

course of their daily responsibilities.

The Thematic Goal Story

I once worked with the executive team of a transportation compa-

ny that had formed after a number of acquisitions of smaller firms
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over the prior two years. At the off-site meeting that I attended, the

group determined that its thematic goal was to create a single com-

pany and work as one unit.

That didn’t mean that each division and each functional team would

stop performing its duties. Sales would continue to sell; Marketing

would continue to market; Operations would continue to run oper-

ations. But what it did mean was that all the team members would

go about their own responsibilities in a way that contributed to the

achievement of creating a single, unified organization.

But the team members didn’t stop there. They then identified the

supporting objectives that would need to be accomplished for the

team to say it had achieved the thematic goal:

• Unifying the executive team

• Creating consistent business practices and policies

• Rationalizing different computer systems

• Creating a single brand and marketing message

• Establishing one approach to customer service and support

Only after establishing this thematic goal and the supporting objec-

tives did the team begin to create metrics around each of these areas.

This would later serve as part of the team’s scoreboard for measuring

progress during weekly team meetings.

What is key here is that the team didn’t start by committing to

a set of metrics, but instead it created a context for those metrics.
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The members also didn’t divide up responsibility for each of the

supporting objectives according to everyone’s titles, they took col-

lective ownership for them. This sense of common cause and uni-

fication often has a powerful effect on everyone in an organization

if the leadership team effectively cascades that message and demon-

strates commitment to it.

Now, at some point in the not-too-distant future (three months,

six months, maybe a year) it will be time for the team to establish

a new thematic goal. This will depend on a team’s business cycle

and the nature of change in a given industry.

KEY POINTS—ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

� Commitment requires clarity and buy-in.

� Clarity requires that teams avoid assumptions and ambiguity, and
that they end discussions with a clear understanding about what
they’ve decided upon.

� Buy-in does not require consensus.Members of great teams learn
to disagree with one another and still commit to a decision.
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OVERCOMING DYSFUNCTION #4

EMBRACING ACCOUNTABILITY

Accountability. It’s a word that has become so overused, and mis-

used, within the halls of many companies that it has lost much of

its power. When it comes to teamwork, I define accountability as

the willingness of team members to remind one another when they

are not living up to the performance standards of the group.

The key to this kind of accountability is that it shouldn’t always

require the participation of the team leader. It is direct, peer-to-peer

accountability, and it is based on the notion that peer pressure and

the distaste for letting down a colleague will motivate a team player

more than any fear of authoritative punishment or rebuke.

Ironically, for peer-to-peer accountability to become a part of a

team’s culture, it has to be modeled by the leader.

That’s right. Even though I said earlier that the best kind of

accountability is peer-to-peer, the key to making it stick is the will-

ingness of the team leader to do something I call “enter the dan-

ger” whenever someone needs to be called on their behavior or

performance. That means being willing to step right into the middle
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of a difficult issue and remind individual team members of their

responsibility, both in terms of behavior and results.

But most leaders I know have a far easier time holding people

accountable for their results than they do for behavioral issues. This

is a problem because behavioral problems almost always precede

results. That means team members have to be willing to call each

other on behavioral issues, as uncomfortable as that might be, and

if they see their leader balk at doing this, then they aren’t going to

do it themselves.

I’ve found that senior executives at large companies are some

of the most egregious violators when it comes to failing to hold

people accountable for behaviors, large or small.

The Lack of Accountability Story

One particular CEO I worked with could not bring himself to con-

front one of his staff members who was publicly and unapologeti-

cally criticizing the leadership development program that the CEO

himself was sponsoring. “That’s just how he is,” was his response to

a request to confront the problem. Another chief executive claimed

“I don’t have the time or energy for that” when someone suggested

that he tell one of his direct reports to stop spreading unfounded

rumors about his own promotion to president of the company.

Neither of these two CEOs would be considered wimpy; they

wouldn’t hesitate for too long to fire an executive who wasn’t pro-

ducing. However, like most of the CEOs I’ve worked with, they just
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didn’t like the thought of having to tell someone that they needed

to behave better.

Another Lack of Accountability Story

I once attended a staff meeting where one of the executives had his

laptop open and was intermittently typing away during discussions.

After the meeting I asked the CEO, “Does that bother you when he

does that?” He told me, “Yeah, I find it distracting.” So I asked the

obvious question: “Why don’t you tell him to stop?” A pained look

came across the CEO’s face as he answered, “I don’t know. I’m not his

parent. Who am I to tell him how to act . . .” I wanted to interrupt

him and scream, “You’re the friggin’ CEO! That’s who you are!” But

I didn’t. That’s because I too sometimes struggle with accountability.

Why are the team leader’s actions so important when it comes

to setting a tone? Because if the rest of the team knows that the

leader will eventually step in and call someone on something, they

won’t feel like they’re stepping over the line doing it themselves.

“He’s going to tell you eventually anyway, so I thought I might as

well save you the time and trouble.”

But if everyone knows the leader doesn’t have the courage to

hold people accountable for their behaviors, they’re going to rea-

son with themselves, “Why should I play the heavy? Besides, he’ll

probably just let them off the hook eventually anyway.”

Finally, perhaps the most important challenge of building a

team where people hold one another accountable is overcoming
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the understandable hesitance of human beings to give one anoth-

er critical feedback. Sometimes the tightest teams are the most

reluctant to do this, even when the feedback is clearly constructive,

because they don’t want to risk the positive emotional environment

that exists, which they probably value greatly.

Of course, when teammates stop holding one another account-

able, what ultimately happens over time is that they lose respect for

each other, and those good feelings begin to fade. Still, human

beings often choose a path of slow, uncomfortable decline rather

than risk a dramatic drop in morale caused by an ugly incident.

I’ve found that the most effective way to overcome this hesi-

tance is to help people realize that when they fail to provide peers

with constructive feedback they are letting them down personally.

By holding back, we are hurting not only the team, but also our

teammates themselves. Sometimes this is the only compelling argu-

ment that can convince a well-meaning and caring teammate to

step into the discomfort of telling someone what they need to hear.

I know it works for me.

TOOLS AND EXERCISES

Team Effectiveness Exercise

One of the best ways I’ve found to encourage a culture of peer-to-

peer accountability on a team is a simple tool my colleagues and I

call the Team Effectiveness Exercise (TEE). Before explaining the

mechanics of the TEE, let me make it clear that this is an exercise

for teams that have already built some trust, and that have worked
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together long enough (two or three months, at the least) to have

formed observation-based opinions of one another.

We use the TEE with almost every executive team we work

with, and it’s one of my favorite parts of the consulting we do.

That’s because it is both quick and amazingly effective. Here’s how

it works.

During an off-site meeting, or any other session where you

have well over an hour available, have everyone on the team

write down their answers to two simple questions about every

member of the team, excluding themselves. The first question:

“What is the single most important behavioral characteristic or

quality demonstrated by this person that contributes to the

strength of our team?” The second: “What is the single most impor-

tant behavioral characteristic or quality demonstrated by this per-

son that can sometimes derail the team?”

Once everyone has finished jotting down their answers, the

facilitator starts by putting the leader of the team up first. One by

one, the team members each read their positive quality of the

leader. The leader cannot respond to any of the feedback, other

than to ask for clarification if something isn’t clear. When everyone

has gone, the facilitator asks the leader for any general reaction.

Surprised? Not surprised? In most cases, the answers from the team

are remarkably consistent, not to mention graciously offered, and

the leader (like everyone else) is amazed to realize that the team

really does understand what he or she is good at and how it helps

the team.
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Then, the facilitator goes around the room (I like to go in the

opposite direction) asking each member to provide their constructive

feedback to the leader. Again, the responses are usually consistent

and tactfully, graciously offered. And when everyone is finished,

the leader again is asked for a general reaction. Usually, the

response is, “Yep, those are definitely my areas for improvement.

Can’t argue with that.” Or something of that nature.

And the room is often slightly dumbfounded because they’ve

just given their leader more direct, honest, and unequivocal feed-

back than they’ve ever offered before.

Of course, now that the leader has served as a role model for

the exercise, the rest of the team is up, one by one. This can take

as long as two hours, but usually less.

By the time the exercise is over, two separate but related feelings

fill the room. The team members, even the difficult ones, are gen-

uinely flattered by the specific positive feedback they’ve received.

And they’re collectively amazed by the clarity and simplicity of what

they all need to do to improve for the team to grow.

Pretty simple. Pretty daunting, at least initially. But for a variety

of reasons, this exercise yields amazing and powerful results virtu-

ally every time we use it. Here’s why:

• There is not enough time for people to sit and think about

their answers and wonder, “What are they going to say about

me?” It happens so fast that people almost never “game” the

process. The honesty is astounding.
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• Because the leader goes first, it’s tough for anyone to be

defensive. Of course, this means the leader must do a good

job of receiving feedback, both negative and positive.

• Because people are asked for just one positive and one nega-

tive, there is a sense of focus and priority, unlike many formal

360-degree programs that provide the victim with a list of

thirty-five key improvement areas.

Now it’s important to follow up the TEE so that the benefits of

it don’t fade quickly. The first way to do this is to have all team

members e-mail their areas of strength and areas for improvement

to the team leader. Then, a few months after the session where the

exercise took place, the team should review those areas and dis-

cuss them again. What’s critical is that team members know that the

areas that were identified will not go away, and that they will have

to answer for their progress in the not-too-distant future.

Meetings and Accountability

While a sense of accountability should pervade virtually every

aspect of organizational life at a great company, the place where it

must be demonstrated and addressed most clearly is meetings. And

there are two important steps in making this happen.

First, team members must know what each of the others is

working on in order to hold them accountable. The best way to do

this is to do something I call the “lightning round” at the beginning

of regular meetings. This entails asking team members to each take
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no more than thirty seconds to update the team about their three

top priorities that week. If anyone on the team feels that a given

team member is spending time unwisely, or that there is greater

need for a person’s time and energy in another area, this is the

place to call the question. Of course, as always, this assumes a level

of trust and openness to conflict, as well as an original commitment

to the team’s goals.

Second, and more important still, the team must track progress

against its goals and highlight any shortcomings before they

become problematic. A great way to identify those shortcomings is

to keep the team focused on a scoreboard or radar screen where

key goals (thematic goals and supporting categorical objectives) are

tracked. I’ll be explaining the concept of the scoreboard in the next

section, which happens to be right now.

KEY POINTS—EMBRACING ACCOUNTABILITY

� Accountability on a strong team occurs directly among peers.

� For a culture of accountability to thrive, a leader must demon-
strate a willingness to confront difficult issues.

� The best opportunity for holding one another accountable
occurs during meetings, and the regular review of a team score-
board provides a clear context for doing so.
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FOCUSING ON RESULTS

Okay, if team members trust one another, engage in healthy con-

flict around issues, commit to the decisions they make, and hold

one another accountable for those decisions, there is a pretty good

chance they’re going to make it.

Unfortunately, when we build teams we rarely, if ever, go about

it in a linear, chronological way. For instance, I don’t wait until my

clients have completely addressed all of the first four dysfunctions

before moving on to the fifth.

But even if we could, even if a team had overcome each dys-

function and seemed on the verge of the teamwork hall of fame

(there isn’t one, by the way), there would still be a chance that it

would stumble and lose sight of the ultimate measure of a great

team: results. And that’s because your team is made up of extremely

fallible human beings.

What is it about us that makes it so hard to stay focused on results?

It’s this thing called self-interest. And self-preservation. We have a

strong and natural tendency to look out for ourselves before others,

even when those others are part of our families and our teams.
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And once that tendency kicks in on a team, it can spread like a

disease, quickly eroding the roots of teamwork until eventually even

trust has been destroyed.

How do we avoid this? The key lies in keeping results in the fore-

front of people’s minds. There is a reason that old saying “out of sight,

out of mind” is used so often: it’s true! A good way to focus attention

is to use a visible scoreboard of some kind. Why a scoreboard?

Consider a football team. On a football field, a scoreboard focuses

everyone’s efforts on one thing: winning. It doesn’t display defensive

statistics or offensive statistics or individual player statistics. It provides

unambiguous information about how the team is doing, and how

much time the members have left if they want to improve the final

outcome. That leaves little room for individual interpretation.

Imagine the quarterback of a team that is losing by fourteen

points with three minutes to go in the game saying to the coach,

“Well, I feel pretty good about things. I mean, my performance was

not bad, and my stats look good.” The coach would be furious. He

wants that quarterback, and everyone else on the team, to be focused

on one thing: winning. And the only thing a team has to do to

know whether it’s winning is to look at the scoreboard.

Teams within organizations need to do the same thing. They

have to eliminate ambiguity and interpretation when it comes to

success. It’s ironic that so many teams don’t do this, because they

have an advantage over sports teams: they often get to create their

own scoreboard! They decide what it is they want to achieve, and

how they want to measure their success.

Teams have to elim-

inate ambiguity and
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Certainly, many large and public companies don’t have the

same kind of luxury, because they’re accountable for quarterly

numbers and a stock price. But even those companies, and cer-

tainly the smaller ones, get to decide how they want to go about

running their businesses. And even within large, public compa-

nies, the departmental teams that make up the company have a

say in what they do. And that means they construct their own

scoreboards, which I’ll describe further on page 79.

But should they measure their team’s success in terms of mar-

ket share? Client satisfaction? Pure revenue? Profit? Growth over

last year? Growth versus competitors? Versus the industry aver-

age? Key milestones? There are only two consistently wrong

answers: none of the above and all of them. Pick one. Or maybe two.

But by all means, pick something so that team members have

something they can collectively focus upon and around which

they can rally. (See page 136 for a more detailed description of

thematic goals.)

Far too many teams assess their success using subjective and

unreliable means like politics (“Is the CEO happy with us this

month?”), feelings (“I feel like we’re doing pretty well right now”), or

outside opinion (“Did you see what that analyst wrote about us in

his industry report?”)—but none of this really matters.

Results-oriented teams establish their own measurements for

success. They don’t allow themselves the wiggle room of subjectivity.

But this is not easy, because subjectivity is attractive.
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I know how easy it is to fall into this trap, because I do it

myself. I don’t like to be limited in how I measure my success to a

few numbers that might not tell the whole story. But I know that

this is just an excuse, or better yet, a manifestation of my desire to

change my mind and reinterpret my success based on what’s going

on at a given point in time. Ultimately, ambiguity and loose inter-

pretation catch up to you, usually in the form of the bottom line.

So how does a team avoid this pitfall? By committing, early and

publicly, to what it will achieve, and by constantly reviewing its

progress against those expected achievements (a.k.a. the score-

board). If it’s a regular meeting where the key metrics are reviewed

and discussed, great. If it’s an online scoreboard where every major

goal is tracked, terrific. If that’s a piece of butcher paper on the wall

with the updated numbers, good enough.

But remember, this isn’t about measuring everything. That cre-

ates just as much confusion by overwhelming people. This is about

giving people a simple way to gauge their success and to stay

focused on the right priorities so that they aren’t distracted by

something else.

Distractions

What might that something else be? How about their individual

career advancement? Or their compensation? Or their ego? Their

standing within the department? When players on a team stop car-

ing about the scoreboard, they inevitably start caring about some-

thing else. And that something else is usually not the team.
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Years ago, when basketball superstar Michael Jordan retired (for the

first time) from the Chicago Bulls, a great player, Scottie Pippen,

became the leader of the team. Even without Jordan, the Bulls were

considered one of the best teams in the league, and had just as much

chance to win the championship as anyone else.

During the playoffs that year, the Bulls were tied with their rival,

the New York Knicks, with just a few seconds to go in the game.

The coach of the Bulls called time out and drew up a set play for

his team to take the final shot of the game. His play called for that

shot to be taken by a player other than Pippen.

Disappointed that he wouldn’t be playing the key role in deciding

the game, Pippen refused to go out on the court for the last few

seconds. Fans and announcers, not to mention the players them-

selves, were dumbfounded. In essence, Pippen was announcing to

the world—and certainly to his teammates—that the collective

results of the team were not as important as his own stardom.

The Bulls made their shot and won the game. And to his credit,

Pippen went into the locker room after the game and took his

lumps from his teammates, later admitting that what he had

done was wrong.

And just in case we’re tempted to believe that this would never

happen in a corporate environment, consider the following examples.

Focusing on Results
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The Second Individual Over the Team Story

A client’s products were growing obsolete, and the CEO announced

to his team that they would need to focus on innovation in order to

prevent an imminent revenue problem. The chief scientist of the

company, whose job it was to run research and development,

seemed less than enthusiastic about the charge. When pressed, he

finally admitted, “I don’t get paid enough to innovate. I want to

get paid royalties for what I invent.”

Yet Another Individual Over the Team Story

Another client, this one a start-up, had just hired its final executive

team member, a highly sought-after chief technology officer. When

the CEO indicated that everyone in the company should be willing

to do whatever was necessary to make the company fly, “including

sweep the floors,” the CTO replied, “I don’t have near enough stock

to sweep floors.”

In both of these situations, the difficult executives quickly left their teams.

The point of these stories is that human beings are naturally

self-interested. Only by ensuring that the people on your team are

committed to collective results ahead of their own needs, and by

keeping them focused on those results, can you avoid the kind of

individualization that breaks teams apart.

Because these self-oriented distractions are such powerful destroyers

of teams, it is worthwhile to look at and understand them all.
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Distraction #1: Ego

Ego is the ultimate killer on a team, and it is an insidious one.

That’s because it lurks deep in the heart of every team member. As

much as we want our teams to win, at a basic level we want to win

as individuals first.

As a kid, I remember playing on some bad Little League teams,

but making the all-star team. If you had asked me then if I would

have traded my all-star status for a few extra wins, I’d probably

have said “no way.”

As an adult, I’ve been fortunate to learn to enjoy the collective

benefits of team accomplishments more than individual ones, but

there is always that little voice in your head saying, “What about

me?” Sometimes that little voice drowns out the cry of the team,

and the collective results of the group get left behind.

I’ve worked with many executive teams that were failing as a

group, but somehow, the majority of the people on the team

seemed to be in good spirits. Looking under the covers, I discov-

ered that only the individuals who were failing were unhappy. It

was as though the others were saying, “Well, at least my area is

doing well.”

This is probably one of the top two or three things that separate

good teams from bad ones. On strong teams, no one is happy until

everyone is succeeding, because that’s the only way to achieve the

collective results of the group. Of course, this implies that individual

egos are less important than team achievements.
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Distractions #2 and #3: Career Development and Money

Even the most altruistic team members will at times have to

focus on their own career advancement and financial needs.

After all, they have families, mortgages, and tuition payments to

think about.

A great team will understand those needs, and the validity of

them, but not let them distract the team from achieving the col-

lective goals. The key to doing that is being open about what

people need, and not making them feel guilty or selfish for

acknowledging those needs. That might sound unrealistic, but

remember, if team members trust one another, then they’re willing

to be vulnerable. And admitting that you’re uncomfortable with

your career advancement or salary or anything else that is per-

sonal is nothing if not a statement of vulnerability. If there is trust

among team members, no one will take the comment as selfish or

anti-team. In fact, they should be glad that the person put the

issue on the table for everyone to help with, because if they don’t,

then it will eventually fester and create problems that impact the

team’s performance.

And after all, the performance of the team is what matters.

Anything that stands in the way of performance must be addressed

openly and directly, even if it is something that is sensitive to one

or more members of the team.

Distraction #4: My Department

This is perhaps the most subtle and dangerous distraction of all

because well-intentioned team members often succumb to it, and

 LENCIONI MASTER  1/26/05  12:11 PM  Page 76



77

Focusing on Results

because they actually wear it as a badge of honor. The departmental

distraction is the tendency of team members to place a higher pri-

ority on the team they lead than they place on the team they are a

member of. I call this the “Team #1 Dilemma.”

The Team #1 Dilemma

Give a group of team members some truth serum and ask them

which is their first priority—the team they manage or the team

they’re a member of—and many of them will admit that it is the

team they lead. And when you think about it, this makes sense.

After all, they probably hired (a.k.a. picked) the people on

their team. They might very well spend more time with them. As

a result, they will probably like their own team more. They prob-

ably feel a sense of responsibility for their team, and convince

themselves that their people would feel betrayed or abandoned if

their leader felt a slightly stronger allegiance to the team above

than to the one below.

In reality, employees want their leaders to be strong team mem-

bers on the teams above. They know that they ultimately pay the

price when their manager doesn’t get along with or cooperate with

managers of other departments, leaving the staff to navigate the

treacherous and bloody waters of organizational politics.

In truth, many leaders who choose the teams they lead over the

ones they belong to are doing so because they like being leaders

more than they like being followers.

As understandable as this is, it is a recipe for team disaster.

When members of a team fail to make that team more important
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than their own teams, they create something I like to call the

“United Nations Syndrome.” Or you can call it the “Congressional

Syndrome.” Rather than coming together to make the best possi-

ble decision for the entire organization, they become lobbyers for

their own constituents. In essence, whenever push comes to

shove, they compete with their teammates rather than collaborate

with them.

Now this is usually okay for the United Nations or Congress,

groups that are explicitly not teams. The founding fathers of the

United States, for instance, recognized what they called “self-

interest rightly understood” and created a government that

respected it and provided a sense of balance. (Okay, that’s the

end of today’s civics lesson.)

A team, however, is a different kind of institution. The key to

success for a team is that its members go beyond barter and com-

promise to embrace a collective pursuit of the best interests of the

whole. Like a family, they make sacrifices for one another with the

only expectation of repayment being greater team success.

They offer up their own headcount, budget, accolades, and

prestige without hesitation or complaint. Why? Because their sense

of self-esteem and achievement is not individual but rather collective.

If you stop and think about that for a moment, it is pretty pow-

erful. How does a group of people who are more interested in

their own individual needs compete against such a team? They

usually lose.

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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TOOLS AND EXERCISES

Scoreboard

There is one simple method for ensuring that a team doesn’t lose

sight of results: the scoreboard. Some teams may call this a dash-

board, a radar screen, or even just a list of metrics. In any case,

every team should have a single, easy-to-read visual tool for

assessing its success at any given point in time.

The components of that scoreboard will vary depending on the

size and scope of a team, not to mention the industry. However, a

good scoreboard will be limited to a relatively small number of crit-

ical factors. And while it will be largely quantitative (revenue,

expenses, schedules, and so on), it should incorporate an element

of qualitative assessment on the part of the team.

The best way to create a scoreboard is to draw upon two pri-

mary sources: the ongoing metrics of the team (again, revenue,

expenses, schedules, customer service numbers, and the like) and

the supporting objectives, which form the team’s thematic goal.

Aside from the creation and publication of a team scoreboard,

there is no real activity or tool for ensuring results. The best tools

and exercises for doing this are the ones that ensure trust, conflict,

commitment, and accountability, because these will ultimately pave

the way for team success.
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K E Y  P O I N T S — F O C U S I N G  O N  R E S U LT S

� The true measure of a great team is that it accomplishes the
results it sets out to achieve.

� To avoid distractions, team members must prioritize the results
of the team over their individual or departmental needs.

� To stay focused, teams must publicly clarify their desired results
and keep them visible.
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Answering
Questions and
Anticipating

Problems
My colleagues and I receive plenty of good questions 

all the time from clients, consultants, executives,

and managers. And we’ve had to address various 

objections and obstacles with our clients before and 

during team-building sessions. So I thought,

“Hey, let’s put all that stuff in the book too.”

S E C T I O N  T H R E E

�
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COMMON QUESTIONS

How long does it take to build a team?

Our research indicates that in North America, it takes thirty-nine

days. In Europe and Asia, thirty-eight.

I’m kidding. It’s impossible to answer this question for a variety

of reasons, not the least of which is “Does a team ever really com-

plete the process?” It’s more of an ongoing process, like a marriage.

Another reason why it’s tough to answer is that so many factors

influence a team’s progress. I’ll list them here in the form of ques-

tions, like Jeopardy:

• How much time has been set aside for team building?

• How committed are the members to becoming a team?

• How many members are there?

• Are they all located in the same city or office?

• How much history does the group already have?

• Is that history positive or negative?

• How strong and credible is the leader?

Okay, now that I’ve sufficiently qualified my answer, let me say

that if I were forced to provide a concrete time frame, on average I

would say that a new team can make substantial progress in two or

three months. That assumes that the team members have one or two
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off-site meetings during that span, and that they regularly spend time

together during meetings and various working sessions.

Having said all that, a team can actually make dramatic progress

in far less time. Even a few days.

How many people should be on a team?

This is the $64,000 question, for sure. And while there is no way to

answer it definitively for every organization, I believe the range is

from three to twelve.

Most organizations I work with err on the side of including too

many people on a team, in many cases because they don’t want to

exclude anyone. It’s as though they’re mistakenly viewing team

membership as a reward or a benefit rather than as a strategic deci-

sion about how to best run the organization. And while I salute the

desire to be inclusive, there are some big problems with having too

many people on a team:

• On a purely practical and tactical note, it’s tough to coordi-

nate meetings and other team activities when there are fif-

teen schedules to consider.

• More important, it’s difficult for team members to get to

know one another, develop bonds of trust with one another,

when there are too many people in the room. Generally

speaking, a kid who grows up in a family of ten children is

probably not going to have as deep and meaningful relation-

ship with most siblings as a kid born to a family of four.

Generally speaking, that is.
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• But perhaps most important of all, having too many people

on a team makes team dynamics during meetings and other

decision-making events almost impossible. That’s because a

good team has to engage in two types of communication in

order to optimize decision making, but only one of these is

practical in a large group.

According to Harvard’s Chris Argyris, those two types of

communication are advocacy and inquiry. Basically, advocacy

is the statement of ideas and opinions; inquiry is the asking

of questions for clarity and understanding. When a group gets

too large, people realize they are not going to get the floor

back any time soon, so they resort almost exclusively to advo-

cacy. It becomes like Congress (which is not designed to be a

team) or the United Nations (ditto).

One member says, “I think we should pursue proposal A,”

provoking another member to say, “Well, I think we should

pursue proposal B.” Someone else lobbies for C, yet another

person wants A with a slight modification, and before you

know it, everyone is trying to get their opinion heard.

Inquiry, on the other hand, would entail one of the mem-

bers saying, “Wait a minute. I’d like to hear you explain why

you support proposal A, because I want to understand your

rationale. After all, if it makes sense, I could go along with

it.” Okay, that might be just a little too idealistic, but you get

the point. 
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How likely is it that you’ll have to lose (remove) a member
of the team in order to make progress?

This is a tough question, but an important one. First, let me be

clear: getting rid of someone on the team is not a standard part of

our team-building process. Ironically, however, being willing to

lose a team member will greatly decrease the likelihood that you’ll

have to do so. How can that be?

Because if everyone on the team knows that the leader is willing

to remove someone if doing so is in the best collective interest of

the group, then they will be far more likely to consider behavioral

change. This, in turn, increases the likelihood that no one will actu-

ally need to be removed.

On the other hand, if everyone knows that the leader is unwilling

to even consider swapping out a difficult team member, they’ll be

more likely to dig in their heels and resist change. It actually makes

sense, doesn’t it?

Now, I’d be naive if I didn’t admit that there are times when one

member of a team, or more, needs to be replaced in order for the

team to gel. It shows up in sports, business, classrooms, and every

other team dynamic.

However, I would say that most of the teams we work with

don’t find it necessary to replace a member during the six months

after embarking on a team-improvement process. I’d also say that

many of them do after a period of six months to a year as the team

evolves and grows, sometimes beyond the interest or capability of

a given member.
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How much can be accomplished during a two-day 
off-site session?

Short answer: a lot. I’ve seen new teams establish nontrivial bonds

that last for years in just one session. And I’ve seen dysfunctional

teams address painful issues that have plagued them for years over

the course of a day and a half.

But here’s the thing: that kind of progress is often a little painful.

And exhausting. It requires good old-fashioned hard work.

Remember, good team-building off-sites are not boondoggles—

excuses for golfing and massages. And they’re not about catching

each other falling off a chair or climbing a tree. They’re intense,

focused, and grounded in operational issues, not touchy-feely

ones. If a team goes away for a two-day off-site and spends six

hours riding bicycles and playing bocce ball, its members aren’t

going to get two full days of benefit out of the experience.

If I’m a manager of the team, should I use an outside 
consultant or facilitator?

The key to this question is whether you can find a really good con-

sultant or facilitator. If not, then go it alone. If you know of some-

one who is practical, trustworthy, and skillful, then it might be a

good idea to bring them in.

The benefit of having an outsider help you is that you can take

part in the process as a member of the team—which you are—

rather than having to also play the role of facilitator. Now, some

managers and executives are quite good at this; others are not. So,

like so many other things in life, it really depends.
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For those who are reluctant to spend money on an outsider, it’s

important to consider the hidden but staggering costs associated

with being a dysfunctional team. The cost of losing and having to

replace one good team member will more than cover any initial

expense for a good consultant. And that’s before factoring in the

value of higher productivity and reduced stress.
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OBJECTIONS FROM PARTICIPANTS

“We can’t take two whole days out of the office!”

The most precious commodity for any team, executive or other-

wise, is time. Not money. And so the most common, and frankly,

most effective objection that we hear from leaders and team mem-

bers is “There is no way we can afford to spend two full days out

of the office!”

Of course, this is either a miscalculation of the cost-benefit rela-

tionship associated with teamwork or, just as likely, a body-blow

attempt to prevent a team-building initiative from getting started at all.

Whether you’re a leader or a consultant, be prepared for this

objection, and if at all possible, eliminate it by beating the propo-

nent to the punch.

Explain up front—before the initiative begins—how much time

is already being wasted because of politics, confusion, internal

competition, and revisiting issues over and over again. Sell the pro-

gram like you would any other product or service, by illustrating

the problems that exist and proposing a practical solution. Take the

“we don’t have time” issue off the table before anyone can raise it.

“But we have real work to do!”

This is a continuation of the first objection, but with a different spin.

Again, you want to respond to this one with confidence: building
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a team is real work because it is all about getting more work done

in less time. If people want to measure productivity in terms of

forty-eight-hour increments, then I suppose that leaving the office

for two days might set a team back a few hours in terms of time

away from e-mail and voice mail and whatever individual contrib-

utor jobs people have.

But when measured in a more reasonable time frame—a year,

six months, three months, heck, even two weeks—the productivity

achieved by focusing on working as a team easily outweighs a day

or two away from the office.

Adrenaline Addiction

All of this highlights one of the most challenging obstacles that pre-

vents teams from taking the time to work on how they work

together: adrenaline addiction. Many if not most of the executives

and managers I know have become so hooked on the rush of

urgent demands and out-of-control schedules that the prospect of

slowing down to review, think, talk, and develop themselves is too

anxiety-inducing to consider. Of course, this is exactly what they

need, which is what addiction is all about—doing things that are

bad for you even when confronted with evidence that they are,

well, bad for you.

One suggestion: call it what it is. Confront people with the idea

that they may be victims of an adrenaline addiction. There is some-

thing about describing it that way that makes people sit back and

listen. At least for a few minutes—until the need for a rush hits
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them again. But maybe those few minutes are what you need to

get them to commit to building the team.

“These touchy-feely sessions are nonsense!”

The best way to deal with this objection is to agree. Because I cer-

tainly do. Touchy-feely sessions are nonsense. But that is not what

this book, and the programs we’re describing, are all about.

They’re about getting more done in less time. They’re about

making better decisions, faster. They’re about keeping your best

performers, and possibly helping the poorer ones to improve—or

find another place to work. And they’re about achieving results.

There is nothing touchy-feely about this. Just because some

consultants and authors have taken a touchy-feely, new-age

approach to team building doesn’t mean that what you’re pro-

posing isn’t practical. Because it has to be practical.

As the leader or facilitator, it is your responsibility to ensure

that you are grounding the team-building process within the prac-

tical and tactical realities of the business of the team. And it is your

responsibility to handle, even welcome, these kinds of objections

as an opportunity to establish the practical tone of your team-

building effort.

So the best way to deal with this concern is to address it head

on. “I hate touchy-feely sessions too, and that’s why this isn’t going

to be one of those. We aren’t going to be catching one another

falling off of a chair. And we’re not going to be getting naked,

holding hands, or singing songs . . .”
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“This is just another flavor of the month. Next quarter
we’ll be on to something new.”

The key to answering this objection is to prove it false. The leader

of a team, more than the facilitator, must make it clear to the team

that this is not going to go away, that there is nowhere to run,

nowhere to hide. Of course, then the leader must not allow any-

one to run away and hide.

Even if the fear of losing momentum coming out of the off-site

isn’t enough to scare a leader, the prospect of losing credibility

should be.

So, as I asked at the beginning of this book, before embarking

on this process, leaders must ask themselves if they’re willing and

able to follow through.
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The leader isn’t truly committed to building a team.

This is another tough one. The fact is, leadership matters. If the

leader of a team doesn’t understand the power of teamwork and

isn’t prepared to lead the effort in terms of setting an example and

dedicating time to it, then the chances of success are basically zero.

However, many leaders who might seem uninterested in team-

work are often just skeptical about the possibility of achieving it, or

are afraid that acknowledging the need for it might reflect poorly on

them. In these cases, success is possible, as long as they’re willing to

start the process with good intentions.

We’ve worked with many skeptical—not cynical, but skepti-

cal—leaders who have changed their attitude about building their

team after just a few hours. When they realize that building a team

is not a touchy-feely group grope but rather an attempt to improve

the business, they begin to warm up to the idea. And when they

discover that their staff members really do want to work hard, and

that they’re actually rooting for the leader to succeed, the sky’s the

limit. (Well, that might be a bit of an overstatement, but I got caught

up in the moment.)

One way to help leaders overcome their initial doubts and

understand the real nature of team building is to let them read The

Five Dysfunctions book. I realize that this might sound self-serving—
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and I suppose it is—but the power of the story is that it allows

readers to detach from the lessons by getting caught up in the char-

acters. Before they know what’s hit them, they’re thinking about

themselves and how they can accomplish what Kathryn, the main

character in the book, has accomplished.

If this doesn’t work, you might want to consider anonymously

sending a copy of the book to your leader every day for a year. Just

a thought.

Team members are holding back.

Sometimes people decide not to oppose a team-building effort

actively but rather to sit back and derail the effort passively. And to

be fair, sometimes people do this without malice, just because

they’re uncomfortable. In any case, know that this is not only an

easily addressed issue, it is a hidden opportunity for a radical con-

version. But the only way that I’ve found to win converts among

the skeptics is to face them head on.

That’s right. As initially awkward as it is to confront someone

(“Fred, it seems like you’re not engaging here. Are you uncomfort-

able with what we’re doing, or is there another issue you want to

help us understand?”), it is often the most effective way to defuse

tension in the room and move the team forward.

And think about it this way. When a difficult team member

decides to hold back and passively resist the team-building effort,

the goal is to make others in the room uncomfortable enough to

back off. That is victory for the resistant member—when the leader
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blinks. It’s like a game of chicken, and your opponent wants you

to bail out first.

So I guess the lesson here is this: team leaders or consultants

can only overcome resistance among team members by overcom-

ing their own resistance or fear of discomfort first.

Someone is dominating the session.

Instead of holding back, sometimes team members can do the

opposite—they dominate the conversation. Dealing with this is a

little trickier than it might seem, but nonetheless, it is doable.

First, understanding the motivation for dominating is key. Is the

person just a naturally talkative, conversation-dominating kind of

person? If so, then the team is probably used to it, which calls on the

team leader or consultant to take an appropriately gentle approach.

And this is another area where the Myers-Briggs or some other

profiling tool can come in handy. (“Okay, Fred. As an extrovert,

you’re comfortable speaking up quickly and thinking out loud.

Which is fine. But we need you to help draw out the others on the

team who might not be as open with their ideas . . .”) Whatever.

In most of these situations, well-intentioned team members will

quickly and gladly edit their behavior. Of course, fifteen minutes

later they’ll need to be gently reminded again, but they’ll be okay

with that.

But if the dominating person has another agenda, perhaps one

driven by insecurity or the need to manipulate the session, a more

direct approach may be necessary. Now, I’m not talking about a
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serial killer here, or even a psychologically unbalanced team mem-

ber. I’m thinking more along the lines of a person who really doesn’t

want to be vulnerable, and who tries to control the dynamics in the

room to avoid it.

Thankfully, the exercises outlined in this book often provide

exactly the right kind of opportunity to help that person get com-

fortable. But from time to time, a facilitator will have to confront

people to help them admit what their concerns are. This might need

to happen during a break, one on one, if the situation seems par-

ticularly difficult.

And ultimately, if the exercises and gentle prodding of the facil-

itator don’t bring about the desired improvement, it might be time

to start thinking about whether that person is capable of being a

productive member of the team. But that’s only for when the other

methods have truly been exhausted.

Team members are geographically dispersed and don’t
spend much time together.

There should be no doubt about the fact that having all members

of a team in one location is a distinct advantage. People must spend

time together to develop trust, learn to engage in conflict, and do all

of the other things that are signs of real teamwork. Physical sepa-

ration makes that difficult.

But not impossible. Many teams must rely on phones, video-

conferencing, and other forms of technology to interact, and some

of these methods are remarkably effective.
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However, for some activities, there is simply no substitute for

face-to-face interaction. What kind of activities am I referring to?

Team-building activity, for one. And major discussions of strategy.

No matter how advanced videoconferencing becomes (and it

has a long way to go), it is just not realistic to expect people to be

emotionally vulnerable, provide constructive feedback, and hold

one another accountable for their behaviors over a T1 line. There

is something uniquely powerful about being in a room together,

and being able to read the body language, facial expressions, and

other subtle behavioral cues.

All of this means that people must commit to getting together

on a regular basis—monthly, maybe quarterly—and using that time

effectively, if they are going to become a team. Unfortunately, too

many teams use their scarce time together primarily for social activ-

ities. And while there is certainly a place and a need for social inter-

action among team members, it should not occur at the expense of

substantive team building and problem solving.

A top performer isn’t interested in or committed to the
team-building process.

This is a classic challenge for teams and their leaders, and a dif-

ficult one. But the answer is clear. Great teams are made up of

great team members. And as painful as it is in the short term—

and it is certainly painful—a team is better off removing a tal-

ented but disruptive team member for the long-term good of the

team. Professional sports are littered with examples of teams that
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lose their star player only to improve their team performance the

next year and beyond.

Of course, this is easier said than done, especially when you’re

staring at a monthly report and your disruptive team member is at

the top of the list and bringing in 45 percent of your revenue.

The key to developing the courage to take action comes from

understanding the hidden impact on the other members of a team

that results from allowing the disruptive employee to continue

without consequences. By not taking action, a leader is actually

condoning the action of that employee, and confusing others in the

department. Oftentimes, when a leader finally removes that mem-

ber, the performance of the others increases almost immediately.

Having said all this, I want to be clear about one thing: before

you take aim at your top performers, make sure that they are not

capable of being turned around. Some people have never been

held accountable for being a strong team member, and simply need

a leader to show them the way. Moving too fast before doing due

diligence is not wise. Shooting yourself in the foot to make a point

is never a good idea.

A team member reports to two different teams.

In many matrixed organizations, this poses a difficult problem. The

answer lies in the removal of ambiguity and in addressing the situ-

ation head on.

For instance, when a team member has responsibility to two

teams, the question that must be asked is: Which team takes prece-
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dence? Because one of them has to be more important than the

other. That is not to say that the person can’t serve both, but when

push comes to shove—and it will at some point—it will be best if

everyone knows where that person’s primary allegiance falls.

There is nothing politically incorrect about this. It is simply a mat-

ter of being clear.

Now, the people who must ultimately decide which of the two

teams wins out in the event of a conflict are the leaders of those

teams. Only they, or someone higher in the organization, can make

that call. Certainly, it should not be the torn team member,

although too often that is the unfortunate case.
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Building 
the Team

This section provides a host of exercises,

schedules, definitions, and references so that 

you can create a team-building process 

that best suits your organization.

S E C T I O N  F O U R

�
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TEAM-BUILDING ROAD MAP

This segment provides a framework for a comprehensive team-

building process over a six-month period. Some teams may want

to use a more aggressive time line, while others may take a slower

approach. In any case, the following is a general outline of the

steps any team should be prepared to take.

Warning: There is one big point I want to make here, and it

is critical:

DON’T DO EVERYTHING EXACTLY THE WAY IT IS DESCRIBED HERE!

The purpose of this field guide, and this section in particular, is

to give you as much framework and structure as you need to make

your team better, not to prescribe or dictate a detailed agenda.

I’ve provided detail not to limit your freedom of judgment but

to give you as much information as you might need to fully under-

stand how these ideas can be implemented. However, as in all

important undertakings, judgment and flexibility are key.

TIME LINE

Week 1: Preliminary Work for the Initial Off-Site

Before the initial off-site takes place, team members will have to

spend approximately one hour completing two assessments:

• Five Dysfunctions Team Assessment (available on page 116)

or a more comprehensive online version available at
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www.tablegroup.com. (There is a charge for the online version;

however, it provides much richer analysis of team strengths

and weaknesses.)

• Behavioral Profile Assessment (such as Myers-Briggs). We

strongly recommend that teams do these assessments ahead

of time to ensure that the time spent during the off-site is as

focused and productive as possible. And because the advance

work is extremely quick—even enjoyable—there is usually

little if any resistance.

Week 2: Initial Off-Site

This is the one-and-a-half to two-day session that is the anchor of

your team-building effort and the formal kickoff of your new

approach to teamwork. It will include a review of your team’s

assessment, as well as various exercises around trust, conflict, com-

mitment, accountability, and results. A comprehensive description

of the initial off-site is provided in the next segment.

Off-Site Follow-Up

Immediately after the off-site ends, it is critical to distribute impor-

tant notes to team members as a confirmation of the commitments

they made, and for their ongoing reference and use during the

months to follow.

Week 3: First Review Session

To maintain the momentum coming out of the initial off-site and

avoid the lull that can sometimes occur, it is critical that teams meet
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and review the commitments they made the prior week. They

should take a few minutes to review their behavioral and team pro-

files and tie up any loose ends that were left.

Weeks 4–12: Ongoing Reference and Discussion

During the weeks that follow the off-site and review session, team

members should be referencing and discussing all relevant aspects

of their team development process as they arise in the course of

normal business activity. These will probably involve—but are not

limited to—the team assessment, behavioral profiling, conflict pro-

files and norms, goal commitments, and team effectiveness devel-

opment areas, as well as the team scoreboard.

Keep in mind that a real team should be spending considerable

time together in meetings and working sessions. In fact, it is not

uncommon that as much as 20 percent of each team member’s time

is spent working through issues and solving problems with the

team as a whole.

Week 13: Quarterly Off-Site Review

This is a one- or two-day session during which team members

review many of the assessments and profiles from the initial off-site,

and more important, assess progress made by individuals and the

team as a whole. Common activities would include a discussion of

the level of productive conflict on the team, as well as a second pass

at the Team Effectiveness Exercise. The first quarterly off-site review

is a good opportunity to review progress made against the team’s

goals as well, as these are the best indication of real progress.
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Weeks 14–25: Ongoing Reference and Discussion

During the next twelve weeks, team members should again be ref-

erencing and discussing relevant aspects of their team development

process as they arise in the course of normal business activity.

However, team members should now be more comfortable than

before in holding one another accountable for any deviations from

team norms and personal commitments.

Week 26: Final Off-Site Review

This is the last off-site within the context of the initial team-building

effort, but certainly should not be the last such meeting for the

team. During this session, team members should step back and

assess progress made over the course of the past six months. This

should include the reevaluation of the team using the same team

assessment that was completed during Week 1. New areas for improve-

ment should be identified and action plans for the future should be

put in place.

Week 27 and Beyond

Like a marriage, a team is never completely finished developing

itself. And so the team should be constantly addressing areas of

deficiency, and it should be periodically stepping back to assess

progress. And again, members of real teams spend considerable

time working together.
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THE INITIAL OFF-SITE

Another warning: The agenda that follows is not meant to pre-

scribe or dictate how you build your team. It is simply a structure

my colleagues and I have found to be useful with many of our

clients. But keep in mind that every situation is a little different, and

requires a measure of judgment, even art, on the part of the facili-

tator and leader.

So don’t be afraid to deviate from this agenda—or from any-

thing else in this guide, for that matter—to best serve the needs of

your team and your unique situation.

Overview and Assessment (one or two hours)

Overview of the Five Dysfunctions (around half an hour)

Begin the off-site by providing the team with a clear and complete

overview of the model; it is critical that everyone understands and

embraces it. You can do this by presenting the model yourself and

providing your own stories, or by showing The Table Group’s

video on The Five Dysfunctions of a Team. In either case, it is cer-

tainly helpful if team members have read The Five Dysfunctions of

a Team ahead of time.

Review of Team Assessment Report Results (about one hour)

If the team completed the team assessment before the session, walk

them through the results. If they have not, you can have them
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complete the short-form paper-based assessment shown on page

116 of this guide.

Once the team has reviewed—but certainly not resolved—the

issues highlighted by the team report, you are ready to move on to

the first part of team building: building trust.

Building Trust (two to four hours)

Personal Histories Exercise (around fifteen minutes)

The first step in building trust is helping people get comfortable

being vulnerable with one another. (See page 118.)

Behavioral Profile Exercise (around two to four hours)

The next step in ensuring vulnerability-based trust is giving team

members a tool for understanding themselves, and one another, in

a deeper way. Behavioral profiling tools such as the Myers-Briggs

make it easier for people to reveal their own strengths and weak-

nesses. (See page 119.)

Consider revisiting the findings from the Team Assessment

Report that you reviewed at the beginning of the off-site. Often,

a team’s collective profile provides insights into why a team may

or may not struggle with a particular dysfunction.

Trust Review

During a two-day off-site, the team should begin Day 2 by taking

time to review team members’ individual insights around their

profiles and potential areas for improvement. (See Step 7 within

Behavioral Profiling on page 120).
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Mastering Conflict (one or two hours)

Conflict Profiling (around thirty to sixty minutes)

The next step in building your team is learning to engage in pro-

ductive conflict around issues. To make this possible, it is impor-

tant for the team to understand its collective and individual prefer-

ences for dealing with conflict. (See page 122.)

Your team may want to use other models, such as the Thomas-

Kilmann Instrument and the Depth-Frequency Model to better

assess its conflict profile. (See pages 129–131.)

Conflict Norming (around thirty minutes)

Once the team has determined its profile, it can then establish a set

of norms around how the members will engage one another in

conflict. (See page 123.)

Conflict Resolution Obstacles (around thirty to sixty minutes)

Even teams with clear norms around conflict can often struggle to

resolve issues that they are debating because they encounter dis-

tractions unrelated to the issue being discussed. The Conflict

Resolution Model can help them understand these distractions and

eliminate them during conflict. (See page 124.)

Achieving Commitment (two to six hours)

Clarification of Team and Organizational Principles

This is the part of the off-site where the team begins diving into

business-related topics.
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Using the conflict norms and trust-related insights from the previ-

ous exercises, it is now time to clarify and commit to a variety of oper-

ational and behavioral principles, which may include core purpose,

values, strategy, goals, roles, and team expectations around behavior.

Topics will vary depending on the nature of the team and its

role in the organization (for example, executive leadership team,

line management team, employee task force). All teams will want

to clarify their thematic goals and supporting categorical objectives.

(See page 134.)

Embracing Accountability (one or two hours)

Team Effectiveness Exercise

To create a culture of accountability, team members must learn to

provide one another with direct feedback, both positive and con-

structive, around their behavior and performance. (See page 139.)

Focusing on Results (one hour)

Establishment of a Team Scoreboard

The team should create a means for quickly and effectively gaug-

ing its ongoing success against its goals. (See page 141.)
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Off-Site Wrap-Up and Follow-Up

Commitment Clarification

To ensure alignment and clarity coming out of the off-site, the team

must review what it has agreed upon and resulting actions that

must be taken. (See page 132.)

Cascading Communication

To ensure consistent messaging, the team must be clear about

when members are to communicate results of the off-site to their

teams or others within the organization. (See page 133.)

Initial Off-Site Follow-Up

To ensure that momentum coming out of the off-site is not lost, it

is important for team members to take specific steps to review,

communicate, and follow up on the actions discussed and the com-

mitments made. (See page 142.)
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�

TOOLS AND 

EXERCISES IN DETAIL

This is the segment where we provide 

step-by-step instructions for using the 

tools and exercises mentioned in 

the earlier parts of the book.
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PRELIMINARY WORK

Review of the Online Team Assessment

Purpose of exercise: To help the team identify its current strengths

and weaknesses, and prepare them for the rest of the off-site.

Time required: One or two hours.

Instructions: This example assumes the team took the online ver-

sion of the assessment and received their final team report, and

thus has all the analysis that is included in it. Here is how to take

them through that report:

1. Review the overall team profile and scores.

2. Ask the team to individually review the next three sections—

Strengths, Areas for Improvement, and Areas of Key

Difference—and look for particularly interesting highlights.

3. Have different team members read aloud the list of team

strengths, areas for improvement, and areas of key differences.

4. Ask the group for their insight as to why the team scored the way

it did, on all three areas. (You may also want to break the team

up into smaller subgroups of three or four people and have them

discuss why certain questions scored particularly high or low.)

5. Record their responses on flip charts for reference during the

remainder of this session.

6. Clarify any misunderstandings or confusion that may arise

around any particular question that has been highlighted.
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PRELIMINARY WORK

Review of the Short-Form Team Assessment

Purpose of exercise: To help the team identify its predisposition

to certain dysfunctions, and prepare them for the rest of the off-site.

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes.

Instructions: This example assumes the team will fill out the

assessment on the spot.

1. Hand out copies of the Team Assessment included on the fol-

lowing page, and give the team members time to complete it.

2. Ask team members to share their individual responses.

3. Average the team members’ responses to determine the overall

score for each dysfunction.

4. Ask the group for their insight as to why the team scored the

way it did. (You may also want to break the team up into smaller

subgroups of three or four people and have them discuss why

certain questions scored particularly high or low.)

5. Record their responses on flip charts for reference during the

remainder of this session.

6. Clarify any misunderstandings or confusion that may arise

around any particular question that has been highlighted.
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TEAM ASSESSMENT

Instructions: Use the scale below to indicate how each statement applies
to your team. Be sure to evaluate the statements honestly and without over-
thinking your answers.

3 = Usually                     2 = Sometimes                   1 = Rarely

____ 1. Team members are passionate and unguarded in their discussion of issues.

____ 2. Team members call out one another’s deficiencies or unproductive 
behaviors.

____ 3. Team members know what their peers are working on and how they 
contribute to the collective good of the team.

____ 4. Team members quickly and genuinely apologize to one another when 
they say or do something inappropriate or possibly damaging to the team.

____ 5. Team members willingly make sacrifices (such as budget, turf, head count)
in their departments or areas of expertise for the good of the team.

____ 6. Team members openly admit their weaknesses and mistakes.

____ 7. Team meetings are compelling and not boring.

____ 8. Team members leave meetings confident that their peers are completely 
committed to the decisions agreed upon during the meeting, even if there
was initial disagreement.

____ 9. Morale is significantly affected by the failure to achieve team goals.

____10. During team meetings, the most important and most difficult issues are 
put on the table to be resolved.

____11. Team members are deeply concerned about the prospect of letting 
down their peers.

____12. Team members know about one another’s personal lives and are 
comfortable discussing them.

____13. Team members end discussions with clear and specific resolutions and 
calls to action.

____14. Team members challenge one another about their plans and approaches.

____15. Team members are slow to seek credit for their own contributions but 
quick to point out those of others.
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INDIVIDUAL SCORING
Combine your scores for the fifteen statements as indicated below.

A score of 8 or 9 indicates that the dysfunction is probably not a problem for your team.

A score of 6 or 7 indicates that the dysfunction could be a problem.

A score of 3 to 5 indicates that the dysfunction needs to be addressed.

Dysfunction1:
Absence of Trust

Statement 4 ____

Statement 6 ____

Statement 12 ____

Total:

Dysfunction 2:
Fear of Conflict

Statement 1 ____

Statement 7 ____

Statement 10 ____ 

Total:

Dysfunction 3:
Lack of

Commitment

Statement 3 ____

Statement 8 ____

Statement 13 ____

Total:

Dysfunction 4:
Avoidance of
Accountability

Statement 2 ____

Statement 11 ____

Statement 14 ____

Total:

Dysfunction 5:
Inattention to

Results 

Statement 5 ____

Statement 9 ____

Statement 15 ____

Total:
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BUILDING TRUST

Personal Histories Exercise

Purpose of exercise: To improve trust by giving team members an

opportunity to demonstrate vulnerability in a low-risk way, and to help

team members understand one another at a fundamental level so that

they can avoid making false attributions about behaviors and intentions.

Time required: Fifteen to twenty-five minutes, depending on the

size of the team.

Instructions:

1. Go around the table and have everyone answer three questions

about themselves, so they tell the group:

• Where they grew up

• How many siblings they have and where they fall in the 

sibling order (oldest, youngest, or whatever)

• What was the most difficult or important challenge of their 

childhood

(Note: Other questions could be used here, as long as they elicit

responses calling for moderate vulnerability. For instance, “What

is your favorite food?” would be bad because—in addition to

being ridiculous—it would involve virtually no vulnerability.

Conversely, “How do you feel about your mother?” would be

bad because it would be unnecessarily personal and invasive.)

2. Ask team members what they learned about one another that

they didn’t know. This reinforces the purpose of the exercise

and allows for a natural ending to the conversation.
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BUILDING TRUST

Behavioral Profiling

Purpose of exercise: To improve trust by giving team members

an opportunity to demonstrate vulnerability in an objective, in-

depth way, and to help team members understand one another’s

strengths and weaknesses so that they can avoid making false attri-

butions about behaviors and intentions.

Time required: Two to four hours, depending on the size of the

team, the skills of the certified facilitator, and the team members’

level of knowledge of the profiling tool.

Instructions: The following instructions are written with the

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) in mind. However, the basic

flow can be adapted for other tools.

1. Have all team members complete an MBTI diagnostic question-

naire at least a few days before the session begins, leaving

enough time for the scores to be tabulated.

2. At the beginning of the session, present an overview of the

Myers-Briggs model and the related Temperament model, giving

team members an opportunity to ask questions as well as to do

some qualitative assessments of their types. 

3. Present team members with their MBTI scores, and help them

to identify their own true type by reviewing multiple sources of

data (such as indicator results, qualitative assessments, and

other reading material).
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4. Once all types have been identified, have team members each

read a short description of their own type out loud to the rest of

the team. In those instances where more than one person has

the same type, have each member with that type reread the

description, giving other team members an opportunity to hear

the description in the context of that particular person. It is often

best to stagger the reading of similar types, rather than have

them read in succession, to avoid confusion and repetition.

5. List all types on a white board, and discuss with the team how

the collective type of the team manifests itself. Discuss any areas

where there is great consistency among the team. When there is

consistency across multiple areas, identify the team type, read the

one-page description of that type, and discuss its ramifications.

6. Identify potential team weaknesses or blind spots that the group

must avoid as a result of its particular inclinations. Acknowledge

strengths, too.

7. After the exercise has been completed, have team members

read a more comprehensive description of their own type, high-

lighting sections that they find particularly insightful and descrip-

tive of their tendencies. Also, have them choose one or two areas

that they would like to improve about themselves, based on their

Myers-Briggs type. Have all team members report these findings

to the group, preferably on day two of an initial off-site.

8. Within a week of completing this exercise, have team members go

back to the teams they lead and discuss their MBTI profiles. This
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provides an opportunity for them to demonstrate vulnerability with

their staff members, and to give them a better understanding of

their probable strengths and weaknesses as a manager.
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MASTERING CONFLICT

Conflict Profiling

Purpose of exercise: To identify individual and collective conflict

tendencies.

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes.

Instructions:

1. Have team members review their behavioral profile from the

trust exercise, highlighting implications specific to conflict.

2. Have the team members each share those implications, along

with other conflict influences in their lives, including family and

life experiences as well as cultural background.

3. Discuss the similarities and differences of the team in terms of the

collective outlook on conflict, as well as the potential implications.
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MASTERING CONFLICT

Conflict Norming

Purpose of exercise: To provide clarity to team members about

how they expect one another to engage in discussion and debate.

Time required: Thirty minutes.

Instructions:

1. Have all team members write down their individual preferences

relating to acceptable and unacceptable behaviors around dis-

cussion and debate. Areas might include use of language, tone of

voice, emotional content, expectations of involvement and par-

ticipation, avoidance of distractions, or timeliness of response.

2. Have the members each review their preferences with the rest

of the team, while someone captures key areas of similarity

and difference.

3. Discuss collective preferences, paying special attention to areas

of difference. Arrive at a common understanding of acceptable

and unacceptable behavior that all members of the team can

commit to. The leader may have to play a key role in breaking

a tie.

4. Formally record and distribute behavioral expectations around

conflict.
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Conflict Resolution Model

Purpose of model: To help teams identify and remove extraneous

obstacles that prevent them from focusing on the real issue that

needs to be resolved.

Overview: The model depicted here demonstrates the different

layers of obstacles that prevent teams from discussing and resolving

issues. Essentially, the goal is to get to the middle of the chart,

where the issue itself becomes the focus of the conversation. To get

there, teams often have to acknowledge and address other topics,

many of which are unrelated to the issue at hand but still create

distractions and barriers.

Four different kinds of obstacles can prevent issues from being

resolved:

• Informational: These obstacles are the easiest and most com-

fortable to discuss because they are actually related to the issue

being discussed. To engage in the kind of conflict that achieves res-

olution, teams must exchange information, facts, opinions, and

perspectives. This is what most teams believe they are doing, even

when one of the other types of obstacles get in the way.

• Environmental: These are obstacles that have nothing to do

with the issue being discussed, but instead involve the atmosphere

in which the discussion is taking place. These might include the

physical space. For instance, an important conversation might be

Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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Issue
Definition

Self-Esteem Knowledge

Organization
  Style

Acceptance

Facts Opinions

Perspectives

Env
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nmental Obstacles

Relationship Obstacles

Individual Obstacles

O
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In
formational

Values

Skills

Style

EQ

IQ

Experience
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Reputation   Legacy
Event

Physical Company
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MoodPolitics

CONFLICT RESOLUTION MODEL
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taking place in a hallway, in an airport, or in a conference room

that is too small for the number of people attending. Or the envi-

ronmental obstacle may involve a shortage of time. A team might

be trying to make a key decision under a tight deadline, and with-

out enough time to fully explore options. If someone on the team

is in a bad mood, that alone can constitute an environmental

obstacle because it introduces potentially distracting and misinter-

preted behavior into the conversation. And certainly, office politics

and overriding cultural realities within an organization can consti-

tute environmental obstacles. A pending layoff or a war between

two divisions within a company will have a profound impact on a

discussion, even if the people engaged in the discussion are not

directly affected by it.

• Relationship: These obstacles have to do with problems or

issues between the very people involved in the discussion or con-

flict. For instance, there may have been an unresolved legacy event

between them in the past, or such a stark difference in their styles

that two or more people find it impossible to focus on the issue at

hand. Or one of the people involved may have a reputation, war-

ranted or otherwise, that negatively impacts the attitude and

approach of other team members. Finally, a person’s position in an

organization or home department can color the attitudes of team

members. For instance, people may be reluctant or hesitant to dive

headlong into an issue with an executive two rungs above them on

the organizational ladder, or team members may approach one
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another with bias and suspicion simply because they represent

departments that have traditionally been at odds (for example, par-

ticipating in the common Sales versus Marketing feud).

• Individual: These are obstacles that exist because one particu-

lar person involved in the discussion has a deficiency or quality that

inhibits a “clean” conversation. Individual obstacles can involve insuf-

ficient experience, IQ, knowledge, self-esteem, or emotional intelli-

gence (EQ). Or they could involve a set of values or motives that

differ substantially from those of the rest of the group.

The key to using this model is to be aware of the possible exis-

tence of obstacles during discussions, and to refer to it whenever a

conversation gets bogged down. Once a given obstacle is identified,

a team can then either address it or, more likely, acknowledge its

existence and agree not to let it color the nature of the conversation.

Obstacles on the outside of the circle are more difficult to address

than those toward the middle because they involve personalities and

related issues that are not changed as easily as the privacy level in a

conference room or the time allotted to making a decision. Of

course, the key to addressing these more challenging obstacles is

trust, because the effort involves some level of personal risk.
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MASTERING CONFLICT

Conflict Resolution Exercise

Purpose of exercise: To teach team members how to apply the

conflict resolution model.

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes.

Instructions:

1. As a team, choose an issue that the team has wrestled with

recently—one that was (or continues to be) particularly difficult to

resolve. The more difficult and complicated the issue, the better.

2. Have each member review prior discussions of the issue and

analyze them according to the Conflict Resolution Model,

looking for as many as possible of the different obstacles that

were present during discussions.

3. Compare each team member’s answers, discussing the impact

that various obstacles had on the decision-making process.

4. Discuss how to address these obstacles in the future (or imme-

diately if the example issue remains unresolved) to improve the

way the team engages in conflict and makes decisions.
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MASTERING CONFLICT

Depth-Frequency Conflict Model

Purpose of exercise: To help teams assess their conflict tenden-

cies and identify areas for improvement.

Time required: Thirty minutes.

Instructions:

1. Review model with team.

2. Have the members each recreate the model on a blank sheet of

paper, writing their name at the top.

DEPTH-FREQUENCY CONFLICT MODEL

Depth

Frequency

High

Low

Low High

Rare but
Substantive

Conflict

Frequent and
Substantive

Conflict

Rare and
Shallow
Conflict

Frequent but
Shallow
Conflict
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3. Have them pass their sheet to the person on their left, who then

places an X on the chart in the location that best indicates their

perception of how the person listed at the top engages in con-

flict and passes the sheet along to the next member, and so on

around the room.

4. When all sheets have been returned to their original owners,

have team members review their own charts and indicate to

the team their style according to the aggregate input of their

team members.

5. Plot all team members’ results on a model drawn large enough

to fill a flip chart.

6. Have team members discuss the collective implications of their

results, with special attention to areas of clear similarity and

difference.
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MASTERING CONFLICT

Thomas-Kilmann Model

Purpose of model: To help teams identify and understand their

conflict tendencies and profile.

Description: The Thomas-Kilmann Model describes five different

approaches to conflict according to how people think about the

importance of a task versus the importance of their relationship

with people they are working with. The main point of the model

is to encourage people to be purposeful in how they confront and

collaborate with others, rather than relying on their natural—and

often inappropriate—tendencies.

For more information about this model, go to www.cpp.com.
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ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Commitment Clarification

Purpose of exercise: To ensure that teams leave meetings with no

ambiguity about what they’ve agreed upon.

Time required: Five minutes.

Instructions:

1. Toward the end of a meeting, the leader or facilitator should go

to the white board and ask the team: “What have we agreed

upon today?”

2. Team members then provide their individual responses.

3. If there is no consensus, the leader then provokes further dis-

cussion to eliminate any discrepancies and clarify commitments

and agreements.

4. The leader then records all commitments on the board, and has

all team members record them as well.
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ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Cascading Communication

Purpose of exercise: To ensure that team members fully commit

to agreements made during meetings, and to achieve alignment in

the greater organization.

Time required: Five minutes.

Instructions:

1. After the Commitment Clarification Exercise has been complet-

ed, the team then decides which of the commitments and agree-

ments should be communicated to the rest of the organization.

2. Then team members go back to the teams they lead within a

given time frame (twenty-four to forty-eight hours, usually) and

communicate those commitments and agreements.

Note that it is critical for cascading communication to occur

either in person or live on the phone (that is, not via e-mail or voice

mail) so that employees can ask questions for clarification, and so

that they get a clear sense of their manager’s level of commitment.
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ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Clarification of Team Principles

Purpose of exercise: To create clarity within the team around

how members will deal with one another on an ongoing basis.

Time required: One or two hours.

Instructions: Have the team discuss and come to resolution around

the following issues—and any others that the team deems important:

• The structure and schedule for meetings

• Acceptable behavior during meetings (for example, laptop use)

• The preferred methods for communication (for example,

e-mail, voice mail, and so on) and the norms around how to

use them

• The timeliness of responding to one another using those

methods

• The use of common resources, human and otherwise

• The availability of team members during nonwork hours

• The level of freedom in which team members can engage

one another’s staffs

• The extent to which being on time is a priority
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ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Clarification of Organizational Principles

Purpose of exercise: To create clarity within the team, and the

rest of the organization, around a variety of fundamental issues.

Time required: Two to five hours.

Instructions: Have the team discuss and come to resolution

around some or all of the following, depending on the nature of

the team and its place in the organization.

• Core purpose

• Core values

• Business definition

• Strategy

• Goals

• Roles and responsibilities

(See the book The Four Obsessions of an Extraordinary Executive

for more details.)
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ACHIEVING COMMITMENT

Establishment of Thematic Goal

Purpose of exercise: To provide the team with a common sense

of purpose so that it can achieve greater alignment and avoid the

emergence of silos.

Time required: Thirty to sixty minutes.

Instructions: Discuss and agree upon the thematic goal by

answering the following question: What is the single most impor-

tant goal that we must achieve during this period if we are to con-

sider ourselves successful during that time?

The goal should not be quantitative, but rather a general achieve-

ment. Examples of common thematic goals include the following:

• Improve customer satisfaction

• Get expenses under control

• Increase market awareness

• Launch a new product

• Strengthen the team

• Rebuild the infrastructure

• Grow market share

The Challenge of Deprioritization

One of the challenges teams often face when choosing a thematic

goal is best described in the questions they ask: “But don’t we
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always want to be growing market share? And don’t we always

want to keep expenses under control?” Essentially, they’re won-

dering if, by choosing one particular thematic goal, they’re being

allowed to completely ignore other areas.

Of course, the answer is no. Even when the team is focused on

growing market share, it will have to keep an eye on expenses.

And even when the goal is to launch a new product or establish its

brand, it will have to make its numbers in terms of revenue.

However, the point of having a thematic goal is to ensure that

the entire team places extra emphasis on a single area of priority,

so that when push comes to shove, everyone understands what

matters most. This helps team members avoid pulling in different

directions, which leads to paralysis, frustration, and a collective

silo-mentality.

The Specialist’s Dilemma

Another challenge for teams trying to choose and rally around a

thematic goal is this type of objection: “Hey, I’m the chief legal

counsel. What do I have to do with growing market share?” Or

even, “As the head of Sales, I cannot afford to take my eye off of

revenue. I don’t think I should be involved in getting expenses

under control.”

The key to overcoming this is getting everyone to understand

that they must wear two different hats when they are together as a

team. One of those hats, and the most important one, is that of

“generic team member.”
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For executives, it is their “generic executive” hat. This means

that they are not a functional executive, the head of a particular

department. And they are not a specialist, someone who is valued

because of their technical skills. They are team members who are

expected to contribute to the team in any way they can. That

means the head lawyer should be contributing to conversations

about marketing, and that the head of Engineering should be

actively involved in decisions about sales.

Now there are times when team members must put their func-

tional hats back on so they can focus on what they must go back

and accomplish within their departments. The divisions of labor that

exist in any organization exist for a reason, and must be honored.

However, when team members are together, most of their focus

and mind-set should be centered around collective team issues, not

their own department or functional area.

Determining the Length of the Period

The time frame of the period for a thematic goal will depend on

the nature of the business and industry, as well as the particular sit-

uation of the organization and team. For instance, the executive

team of a start-up company will probably want to have relatively

short time frames (say, two or three months), while a university

might have longer cycles (for example, a year).
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EMBRACING ACCOUNTABILITY

Team Effectiveness Exercise

Purpose of exercise: To give team members a forum for provid-

ing one another with focused, direct, and actionable feedback

about how their individual behavior can improve the performance

of the team.

Time required: One or two hours, depending on the size of the

team and the skill of the facilitator.

Instructions:

1. Have all team members answer the following questions about

each member of the team other than themselves:

• What is that person’s single most important behavioral

quality that contributes to the strength of the team? (That is,

their strength.)

• What is that person’s single most important behavioral qual-

ity that detracts from the strength of the team? (That is, their

weakness or problematic behavior.)

(Note: Team members should write down their answers so that

they can commit to and remember their responses, and are not

tempted to change them based on what others have said.)

2. Beginning with comments about the leader of the team, have all

team members read their positive responses, one by one, until

everyone has finished.
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3. Ask the leader to respond to what people have said. (For exam-

ple, “Any surprises? Any questions for clarification?”)

4. Continuing to focus on the leader, have all team members read

their negative responses, one by one, until everyone has finished.

5. Continue with this sequence for every member of the team.

6. When all team members have received input from their peers,

have them each summarize aloud for the team the one or two

key take-aways that they will work on individually. Have

them e-mail those take-aways to the leader.

7. At the next team off-site, have the members each report on the

progress they’ve made in regard to each of their areas for

improvement. Solicit input from team members about their

observations.
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Tools and Exercises in Detail

FOCUSING ON RESULTS

Establishment of Team Scoreboard

Purpose of tool: To provide the team with a clear and useful

means of quickly assessing its success so that it can organize meet-

ings and discussions around relevant topics.

Time required: One or two hours

Instructions: After identifying the thematic goal, have the team

discuss and agree upon the handful of supporting objectives that

must be accomplished if the thematic goal is to be achieved.

For instance, if the thematic goal is to focus on aggressively

increasing revenue in a given period, the supporting objectives

might include the following: increase marketing support, reestab-

lish pricing and discounts, increase executive involvement in sales,

expand sales efforts into new territories, hire more salespeople.

Or if the thematic goal is to increase market awareness, the sup-

porting objectives might be to increase advertising, clarify the

brand and value proposition, increase trade-show activities, and

improve public relations.

All of this will depend on the unique situation of each team, as well

as what is going on in the organization and the industry as a whole.

In addition to these supporting objectives, a team’s scoreboard

shoud include a few standard operational objectives such as rev-

enue, expenses, employee turnover, or whatever essential metric is

key to the business on an ongoing basis.
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FOLLOW-UP

Initial Off-Site Follow-Up

Purpose of exercise: To ensure that progress and decisions made

during the off-site are clarified, committed to, and communicated to

others outside the team.

Time required: One or two hours over the course of a week.

Instructions: Immediately following the off-site, it is important for

team members to follow up on particular actions to ensure the

process continues to move forward. The following should happen

after the meeting:

1. Team facilitator or team leader should consolidate the notes

from the meeting and distribute them to the team. (This should

include things like the team’s personality profiles, comments

from the assessment discussion, a team conflict profile, any

goals and decisions that were made, and so on.)

2. Individual team members should summarize their personality

profiles into three bullet points or less—things that it would be

helpful for the team to keep in mind.

3. Team members need to summarize the feedback from the Team

Effectiveness Exercise.

4. Team members should send their summaries to the facilitator for

consolidation and distribution to the team.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Adrenaline addiction The unwillingness or inability of busy

people to slow down and review, reflect, assess, and discuss their

business and their team. An adrenaline addiction is marked by

anxiety among people who always have a need to keep moving,

keep spinning, even in the midst of obvious confusion and

declining productivity.

Advocacy and Inquiry The two types of communication that

must exist among a team. Advocacy is the statement of a belief or

position. Inquiry is the active and open-minded questioning of

underlying rationale or intent. These concepts were originally

developed by Chris Argyris and further developed by Peter Senge.

Buy-in The achievement of honest and unwavering emotional

support.

Cascading communication The activity following a meeting in

which team members go to their respective departments and report

on the agreed-upon decisions and outcomes. Cascading communi-

cation should take place in a timely manner following a meeting

(one or two days), and occur face-to-face or live on the phone to

facilitate the questions and answers.

Clarity The elimination of assumptions and ambiguity from a

situation.
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Collective results The idea of having goals that are shared by a

team, and that transcend departments and functional areas.

Commitment The achievement of clarity and buy-in by a team

around a decision, without hidden reservation or hesitation. Even

when teams initially disagree about a decision, by engaging in pro-

ductive conflict, they can eventually agree to a single course of action,

confident that no one on the team is quietly harboring doubts.

Commitment clarification The process that takes place at the

end of a meeting during which the team explicitly describes and

settles on the agreements and decisions that have been made so

that there is no room for ambiguity in what they subsequently do

and say.

Conflict continuum The spectrum depicting the full range of

conflict in an organization, from artificial harmony (zero conflict)

to aggressive and destructive politics (extreme conflict). At the

middle of the continuum is the point where conflict changes from

constructive and ideological to destructive and personal.

Conflict norm The rules of engagement for dealing with conflict

within the team. Having clear standards of behavior allows a team

to focus on the discussion of issues without having to slow down

to think about what is and is not appropriate.

Depth-Frequency Conflict Model A two-by-two matrix that

depicts a team’s conflict behavior based on the intensity and regu-

larity with which they engage one another.

Glossary of Terms
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Disagree and commit The ability of team members to hold dif-

ferent opinions about an issue or decision and still actively sup-

port whatever final decision is made by the leader or the team as

a whole.

Enter the danger The act of stepping squarely into the middle

of a difficult issue. Leaders who overcome their need to avoid

uncomfortable situations and enter the danger often defuse a

potentially harmful issue and achieve quick resolution.

Fundamental attribution error The tendency to falsely attrib-

ute the negative behaviors of others to their character (an internal

attribution), while attributing one’s own negative behaviors to envi-

ronmental factors (an external attribution). The fundamental attri-

bution error often creates misunderstanding and distrust among

team members. By getting to know one another better and under-

standing personal histories and personality tendencies, team mem-

bers can often avoid this problem.

Hook A term from screenwriting, “the hook” refers to the concept

of injecting drama into the first ten minutes of a meeting in order

to get the attention of participants.

Initial off-site The one- or two-day kickoff of the team-building

process.

Lightning round The activity at the beginning of a meeting

during which team members take thirty seconds to report on their

key priorities for the week.
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Mining for conflict A facilitation skill that requires an individual

to extract buried disagreements within a team and bring them to

the surface.

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) A widely used personali-

ty inventory. The MBTI instrument provides a picture of people’s

personality type according to how they get energy, collect data,

make decisions, and organize themselves.

Peer-to-peer accountability The act of team members’ calling

one another on behavioral or performance-related shortcomings.

Productive ideological conflict Passionate, unfiltered debate

around issues that are of importance to a team. It is limited to con-

cepts and ideas, and avoids personal attack.

Real-time permission The concept whereby a leader or facilita-

tor interrupts a team member in the midst of healthy debate to rein-

force the behavior. Real-time permission is best used when team

members are not yet comfortable with conflict and need to be

reminded of its importance so that they can avoid unnecessary feel-

ings of inappropriateness.

Scoreboard A tool for displaying a team’s areas of focus and

evaluation of momentary success.

Self-oriented distractions Obstacles that prevent an individual

from adhering to team goals because of concerns that are not nec-

essarily relevant to the larger team. Self-oriented distractions
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include ego, money and career advancement, and budget and

departmental needs.

Supporting objectives The components of a thematic goal,

which are collectively owned by the team and often make up part

of its scoreboard.

Team Effectiveness Exercise A process by which a team gives

face-to-face feedback to one another, focusing on a single area of

strength and a single area of weakness.

Team #1 The concept embodied by the notion that team mem-

bers must prioritize the team that they are a member of over the team

that they lead or manage.

Teamwork The state achieved by a group of people working

together who trust one another, engage in healthy conflict, com-

mit to decisions, hold one another accountable, and focus on col-

lective results.

Temperament theory Temperament theory describes four per-

sonality patterns and is based in descriptions of behavior that go

back over twenty-five centuries.

Thematic goal The overarching priority of a team during a given

period of time. It serves as a rallying cry for the team and often

helps align other parts of the organization.

Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Model A model depicting the vari-

ous ways that people choose to engage in interpersonal conflict.
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Vulnerability-based trust The state achieved by a team whose

members are comfortable being open with one another, leaving no

room for suspicion or fear of retaliation. Team members who

achieve vulnerability-based trust are comfortable being exposed to

one another around their failures, weaknesses, even fears.
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The following information is for the many of you interested in

learning more about the other models and products I’ve referred to

in this book.

MBTI®

For more information regarding the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator®,

please go to www.cpp.com. CPP Inc. is the leading publisher and

provider of innovative products and services for professionals focused

on meeting individual and organizational development needs.

CPP Inc. and Davies-Black Publishing

3803 East Bayshore Road

P.O. Box 10096

Palo Alto, CA 94303

Phone: (650) 969-8901

Toll free: (800) 624-1765

Fax: (650) 969-8608

www.cpp.com

Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument

For more information regarding the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict

Mode Instrument, please go to www.cpp.com. CPP Inc. is the lead-

ing publisher and provider of innovative products and services for
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professionals focused on meeting individual and organizational

development needs.

CPP Inc. and Davies-Black Publishing

3803 East Bayshore Road

P.O. Box 10096

Palo Alto, CA 94303

Phone: (650) 969-8901

Toll free: (800) 624-1765

Fax: (650) 969-8608

www.cpp.com

Social Style Model™

For more information regarding the Social Style Model™, please go

to www.tracomcorp.com. TRACOM was the original creator of the

Social Style Model™, universally recognized for building interper-

sonal skills.

The TRACOM Group

8878 South Barrons Blvd.

Highlands Ranch, CO 80129

Phone: (303) 470-4900

Toll free: (800) 221-2321

Fax: (303) 470-4901

www.tracomcorp.com
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DiSC®

For more information regarding the DiSC®, please go to www.

inscapepublishing.com. Inscape pioneered the original DiSC®

learning instrument over three decades ago.

Inscape Publishing

6465 Wayzata Blvd., Suite 800

Minneapolis, MN 55426

Phone: (763) 765-2222

Fax: (763) 765-2277

www.inscapepublishing.com

Insights

For more information regarding Insights, please go to www.

insights.com. Insights Discovery Personal Profile is solidly based on

the pioneering personality profiling work of Carl Jung.

Insights Learning & Development North America

7700 Chevy Chase Drive, Suite 1.230

Austin, TX 78752

Phone: (512) 371-9200

www.insights.com

RightPath Profiles®

For information on RightPath Resources® Profiles, please go to www.

rightpath.com. RightPath Resources, Inc. provides validated online

assessments to Fortune 500 companies and small businesses for use
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in team building, leadership development, executive coaching, hiring,

and career development.

RightPath Resources, Inc.

2760 Peachtree Ind. Blvd., Suite B

Duluth, GA 30097-2201

Phone: (770) 295-1111

Toll Free: (877) THE-PATH

www.rightpath.com

TRI—Temperament Research Institute

For information on Temperament theory, please go to www.tri-net-

work.com. TRI is a training and consulting company dedicated to

serving individuals and organizations seeking to improve their over-

all functioning through more accurate self-knowledge, knowledge of

others, effective communication, and team work.

TRI—Temperament Research Institute

P.O. Box 4457

Huntington Beach, CA 92605-4457

Toll Free: (800) 700-4874

www.tri-network.com
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