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Introduction
Kathryn Petersen seemed an unlikely choice for
CEO of DecisionTech, replacing founder Jeff Shan-
ley. She was old by Silicon Valley standards, at 57.
She had no real high-tech experience, other than
serving on the board of Trinity Systems, a large
technology company in San Francisco. She was
an old-school, blue-collarish executive, coming
back from retirement to a place that didn’t seem
suited to her.

But the company’s chairman felt she was per-
fect for DecisionTech, since she had an amazing
gift for building teams. 

One of the first challenges came when Martin
Gilmore, the chief technologist, told her he would
have to miss the first day of the executive retreat
she had called because of an important sales
meeting with a company that was interested in a
purchase next quarter.

She told him he would have to push the sales
meeting back. “I don’t think you understand,” he
replied. “This is a potential sales opportunity. You
don’t just reschedule ...”

She interrupted him and responded matter-of-
factly, “No, I do understand. But I think they’ll still
be there next week.”

Next morning, Jeff approached her to have
lunch, and after she thanked him for agreeing to

chair the forthcoming retreat, he told her he
thought Martin was right and should be allowed —
with the head of sales — to miss the retreat’s
opening day.

She thanked him for being frank but then dis-
agreed with his advice. “From a team standpoint,
we’re completely broken. And one sales meeting
isn’t going to have a meaningful impact on our fu-
ture, at least not until we straighten out the leader-
ship issue around here.”

It didn’t end there. That night, the chairman
called her at home, concerned about the situation,
and suggested she build bridges with her team.
But Kathryn used another analogy: a fractured
team is like a broken arm or leg. “Fixing it is always
painful, and sometimes you have to re-break it to
make it heal correctly. And the re-break hurts a lot
more than the initial break, because you have to do
it on purpose.”

The Five Dysfunctions
The retreat was only part of that harsh medicine.
Before it was through, Kathryn would have to fire
the brand-building genius who was head of mar-
keting but was bitter and taking it out on her col-
leagues. But the others bonded together after
they came to understand how they epitomized
the five dysfunctions of a team and learned to

Buy the Full Book! 
www.amazon.com     www.bn.com     www.chapters.ca

www.execubooks.com © 2003 execubooks inc.

execubooks
wisdom. wherever.

Subscribe to execubooks.com: e-summaries of books for business people



overcome those problems.
The five dysfunctions can be mistakenly interpreted

as five distinct issues that can be addressed in isola-
tion from each other. But in reality they’re interrelated,
making susceptibility to even one of them potentially
lethal to the success of a team.

Dysfunction 1:
Absence of Trust
Trust lies at the heart of a functioning, cohesive team.
Without it, teamwork is all but impossible.

In the context of a team, trust is the confidence
among team members that their peers’ intentions are
good, and that there’s no reason to be protective or
careful around the group. In essence, teammates must
get comfortable being vulnerable with one another.

That description stands in contrast to a more stan-
dard definition of trust, which centers around the ability
to predict a person’s behavior based on past experi-
ence. For example, you can predict that someone will
produce high-quality work because he has always
done so in the past.

As desirable as that may be, it’s not enough to rep-
resent the kind of trust that’s characteristic of a great
team. That requires team members to make them-
selves vulnerable to one another and be confident that
their respective vulnerabilities — weaknesses, skill defi-
ciencies, interpersonal shortcomings, mistakes and re-
quests for help — won’t be used against them.

As soft as that may sound, it’s only when team
members are truly comfortable being exposed to one
another that they begin to act without concern for pro-
tecting themselves. As a result, they can focus their at-
tention on the job at hand, rather than on being strate-
gically disingenuous or political. 

Unfortunately, vulnerability-based trust cannot be
achieved overnight. It requires shared experiences
over time, multiple instances of follow-through and
credibility, and an in-depth understanding of the
unique attributes of team members. But it can be as-
sisted through:

• Personal Histories Exercise. Going around the
table and having team members answer a short list of
low-risk questions about themselves, such as number
of siblings, home town, unique challenges of child-
hood, favorite hobbies, first job and worst job. By de-
scribing these relatively innocuous attributes or expe-

riences, team members begin to relate to each other
on a more personal basis, and see each other as
human beings.

• Team Effectiveness Exercise. Team members
identify the single most important contribution that
each of their peers makes to the team, as well as the
one area that they must either improve upon or elimi-
nate for the good of the team. All members then report
their responses, focusing on one person at a time, usu-
ally beginning with the team leader. Although it may
seem somewhat intrusive and dangerous, the exercise
is actually very manageable and turns out to be posi-
tive and constructive.

• Personality and Behavioral Preference Profiles.
Members share their personality profiles, as revealed
by a test such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.
This helps break down barriers by allowing team
members to understand and empathize with each
other better.

Dysfunction 2:
Fear of Conflict
All great relationships require productive conflict in
order to grow. Unfortunately, conflict is considered
taboo in many situations, especially at work. And the
higher you go up the management chain, the more you
find people spending inordinate amounts of time and
energy trying to avoid the kinds of passionate debates
that are essential to any team.

It’s important to distinguish productive ideological
conflict from destructive fighting and interpersonal poli-
tics. Ideological conflict is limited to concepts and
ideas, and avoids personality-focused, mean-spirited
attacks. However, it can have many of the same exter-
nal qualities of interpersonal conflict — passion, emo-
tion and frustration — so it can be mistaken for unpro-
ductive discord.

Ironically, teams that avoid ideological conflict
often do so to avoid hurting team members’ feelings
but actually end up encouraging dangerous tension.
When team members don’t openly debate and dis-
agree about important ideas, they can turn to back-
channel personal attacks, which are far nastier and
more harmful than heated arguments over issues.

The first step in overcoming this dysfunction is
acknowledging that conflict is productive and that
many teams have a tendency to avoid it. The team

The Five Dysfunctions of a Team  By Patrick Lencioni

www.execubooks.com 2



might be able to have someone act as “miner of con-
flict” — extracting buried disagreements within the
team and shedding light on them. When conflict aris-
es and some people are tensing up, it’s also impor-
tant to remind everyone that what they’re doing is
necessary. 

Also helpful is the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode
Instrument, commonly known as the TKI, a psychologi-
cal evaluation that allows team members to understand
natural inclinations around conflict so they can make
more strategic choices about which approaches are
most appropriate in different situations.

Dysfunction 3:
Lack of Commitment
In the context of a team, commitment is a function of
two things: clarity and buy-in. Great teams make
clear and timely decisions and move forward with
complete buy-in from every member of the team,
even those who voted against the decision. They
leave meetings confident that no one on the team is
quietly harboring doubts about whether to support
the actions agreed upon.

The two greatest causes of lack of commitment
are the desire for full consensus and the need for
certainty. Great teams understand the danger of
seeking full consensus and find ways to achieve buy-
in even when complete agreement is impossible.
They understand that reasonable human beings don’t
need to get their way in order to support a decision,
but only need to know that their opinions have been
heard and considered.

Dysfunctional teams try to hedge their bets and
delay important decisions until they have enough data
to feel certain that they’re making the right decision.
Great teams pride themselves on being able to unite
behind decisions and commit to clear courses of action
even when there’s little assurance that the decision is
correct. That’s because they understand the old mili-
tary axiom that a decision is better than no decision.
They realize it’s better to make a decision boldly and
go wrong — and then change direction with equal
boldness — than to waffle.

At the end of a staff meeting, it’s useful to review
explicitly the key decisions made and agree on what
needs to be communicated to other employees or con-
stituencies. That often reveals when members aren’t on

the same page about what has been agreed upon. 
Another useful tool for ensuring commitment is to

agree on clear deadlines for when decisions will be
made, and to honor those deadlines. Finally, the team
can undertake contingency and worst-case scenario
analysis, which allows members generally to reduce
their fears by realizing that the costs of an incorrect de-
cision are survivable.

Dysfunction 4:
Avoidance of Accountability
In the context of teamwork, accountability involves
being willing to call peers on performance or behav-
iors that might hurt the team. Too many teams, how-
ever, are unwilling to do this because of the general
unwillingness to take on difficult conversations and
thereby jeopardize personal relationships. Ironically,
this only causes the relationship to deteriorate as
team members begin to resent each other for not liv-
ing up to expectations and for allowing the standards
of the group to erode. 

Members of great teams improve their relationships
by holding one another accountable, thus demonstrat-
ing that they respect each other and have high expec-
tations for one another’s performance.

The key to overcoming this dysfunction is to clarify
goals and standards for what the team needs to
achieve, who needs to deliver what, and how everyone
must behave in order to succeed. Team members need
to offer regular feedback on how everyone is doing.
And shifting rewards from individuals to the team will
also help to encourage a culture of accountability.

Dysfunction 5:
Inattention to Results
The ultimate dysfunction of a team is the tendency of
members to care about something other than the col-
lective goals of the team. They might get more con-
cerned with their individual unit than with the manage-
ment team, or with the nobility of their mission rather
than the team’s specific objectives, or with their own
individual status.

To overcome this dysfunction, the team must make
results clear and reward only those behaviors and ac-
tions that contribute to those results. Teams that say
“we’ll do our best” are subtly, if not purposefully,
preparing for failure.
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Perhaps more than with any of the other dysfunc-
tions, the leader must set the tone for a focus on re-
sults. If team members sense that the leader values
anything other than results, they will take this as per-
mission to do the same for themselves. Team members
must be selfless and objective, and reserve rewards
and recognition for those who make real contributions
to the achievement of group goals.

Conclusion
Over the course of the next year, DecisionTech grew its
sales dramatically and met its revenue goals during
three of its four quarters. The company moved into a
virtual tie for the number one position in the industry.

That’s a fable, of course. But the ideas can work in
your organization. Teamwork ultimately comes down to
practicing a set of principles over a long time. Success
comes from embracing common sense with uncom-
mon levels of discipline and persistence.

Ironically, teams succeed because they’re ex-
ceedingly human. By acknowledging the imperfec-
tions of their humanity, members of functional teams

overcome the natural tendencies that make trust,
conflict, commitment, accountability and a focus on
results so elusive. e
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