Overcoming Five Dysfunctions of a Team

Patrick Lencioni

#1 – Lack of Trust – Trust really means vulnerability.  Team members who trust one another learn to be comfortable being open, even exposed, to one another around their failures, weaknesses, even fears.


Exercise – Personal Histories Exercise -  Ask everyone 3 questions:  Where they grew up; how many kinds were in their family; and what was the most difficult or important challenge of their childhood.  Builds understanding

Fundamental attribution error:  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 attribution).  Similarly we often attribute other people’s success to their environment and our own success to our own character.


Behavioral Profiling. Taking the Myers-Briggs test.  Also increases understanding of self and others.

# 2- Fear of Conflict – Productive, ideological conflict; passionate, unfiltered debate around issues of importance to the team.  Need vulnerability-based trust first.  Listening to others point of view and reconsidering our point of view.  Conflict is always at least a little uncomfortable.  It’s inevitable that we feel under some degree of personal attack, but that is no reason to avoid conflict.





Continuum of conflict.

Artificial harmony------------Ideal Conflict Point ------------Mean spirited personal attacks

To the left of the “Ideal Conflict Point” is constructive.  To the right is destructive.  Best place is close to the middle.  Can tip into destructive, and that is ok and even good if can recover and work through it together.


Conflict Profiling.  Determined by temperament or personality, cultural background and family norms.  Can test for this in Myers-Briggs.  Conflict type.
Conflict norming.  Rules of engagement for your group.

Mining for Conflict.  The leader lights the fuse of good conflict and gently fans the flames for a while too.  A leader must seek out opportunities for unearthing buried conflict and forcing team members to address those issues.  Give them permission to have disagreement, normalize it.  Conflict is important at meetings to keep them interesting and lively.


Conflict Resolution Obstacles.  Informational obstacles related to the issue being discussed (Teams must exchange information, facts, opinions and perspectives); environmental obstacles (the physical environment where the conflict is taking place); relationship obstacles (an unresolved legacy event between the team members involved); individual obstacles (an emotional or social deficiency on the part of one particular team member, like experience, intellectual intelligence, knowledge, self-esteem or emotional intelligence).  The leader must try to identify the distraction before getting to 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.
#3 – Inability to Commit   Conflict is important because it enables a team to overcome this dysfunction:  lack of commitment.  Teams that commit to decisions do so because they can embrace two separate by 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.  Commitment is not consensus.  It’s the opposite.  It’s buying in to a decision when they don’t naturally agree.  It’s the ability to defy a lack of consensus.  Requires conflict and leadership.  The leader breaks the tie, only after extracting every possible idea, opinion and perspective from the team.  The leader must have the courage and wisdom to step up and make a decision.  Everyone must leave the room actively committed to implementing the solution.  Disagree and commit.  Must have clarity and alignment around the decision.

Commitment Clarification – Write it on the board.  Everyone on the same page.  Then cascading communication to staff immediately.


Commiting to key principles.  Behavioral norms.  Rules of engagement.  Purpose, values, mission, strategy and goals.

#4 - Lack of Accountability.  The willingness of team members to remind one another when they are not living up to the performance standards of the group.  Peer to peer.  The key is willingness to “enter the danger.”  Hard to call people on behavioral issues, but important.  Takes courage.  Understandable hesitance of human beings to give one another critical feedback.  Most helpful to think that if you don’t give your teammates critical feedback, you’re letting them down personally.

Team Effectiveness Survey.  Ask each person to write down another’s most positive behavioral characteristic and the most destructive.  Share.  

Accountability must be addressed clearly in meetings.  Everyone needs to know what others are working on and track their progress.  A scoreboard.

#5 – Not Focusing on Results.  What makes it so hard to stay focused on results?  Self- interest and self-preservation.  To overcome this, keep results in the foreground.  Take it for the team.  Keep a scoreboard – market share, client satisfaction, revenue, profit, growth over last year, growth over competitors, etc.  Results-oriented teams establish their own measurements for success.  They don’t allow themselves the wiggle room of subjectivity.  Ambiguity hurts the bottom line.

Distractions:  Ego, career development, money, my department.

My notes:  Relevance of this to conducting mediation and collaborative practice negotiations.

1. Expose your vulnerability.  Be real.  Let go of the outcome.

2. Understand the importance and the beauty of conflict.  Get to the issue by identifying the obstacles.  Mine for conflict, forcing all issues to the surface for discussion and attention.  Keep the conflict constructive and if gets to be mean spirited personal attacks, recover and work through it together.  Understand conflict styles in the room and make rules of engagement to accommodate them.

3. After brainstorming, make best decision possible and commit to it.  Buy-in with honest emotional support.  Communicate the decision to others with clarity.

4. Be willing to hold others accountable.  Be courageous to help others.  Develop ways to give constructive feedback on behavioral issues.

5. Keep focus on results.  Be objective.  Recognize personal fear of failure.  Let go of the self-interest of ego.  Figure out goals and focus on results.
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