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UNDERSTANDING
THE 5
DYSFUNCTIONS OF
A TEAM: A
BLUEPRINT FOR
HIGH
PERFORMANCE

I n  t h e  m o d e r n
workplace, teamwork is
no longer a luxury; it is
a  necessity.  However,
b u i l d i n g  a  t r u l y
cohesive  and  high-
performing  team  is
often easier  said  than
done.  Despite  good
intentions, many teams
s t r u g g l e  w i t h
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
b r e a k d o w n s ,  l o w
morale,  and  missed

d e a d l i n e s .  T o
understand  why  this
happens,  one  must
look  beyond  surface-
level  conflicts.  The
most  effective
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
d iagnos ing  these
issues  comes  from
Patr ick  Lencioni 's
groundbreaking  book,
"The Five Dysfunctions
of a Team." This model
identifies  five
interconnected  pitfalls
that  can  derail  any
g r o u p  o f  p e o p l e
working  together.
Understanding  the  5
Dysfunction  Of  A
Team  is  the  first  step
toward  bu i ld ing  a
c u l t u r e  o f  t r u s t ,
accountability,  and
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collective success. This
article  will  explore
each  dysfunction  in
detail,  explain  how
they  are  linked,  and
provide  actionable
strategies to overcome
them.

THE PYRAMID OF
DYSFUNCTION:
HOW THE FIVE
LAYERS WORK

Lencioni  presents
these dysfunctions not
as a checklist, but as a
hierarchical  pyramid.
Each dysfunction builds
upon the one below it,
meaning  that  if  the
foundation is weak, the
entire  structure  is
compromised.  The  5
Dysfunction  Of  A
Team  model  begins
w i t h  t h e  m o s t
fundamental  issue:  an
absence of trust. From
there, it escalates to a
fear  of  conflict,  a  lack
of  commitment,  an
a v o i d a n c e  o f

accountability,  and
finally,  an  inattention
to  results.  To  fix  the
top  level,  you  must
first address the issues
at  the  base.  Let  us
break down each layer
of the pyramid.

Dysfuncti
on 1:
Absence
of Trust
The foundation of  any
g r e a t  t e a m  i s
vulnerabi l i ty -based
trust. This goes beyond
simply believing that a
coworker will  show up
on time. It means that
team  members  feel
safe  enough  to  admit
their mistakes, ask for
help,  and  show  their
weaknesses  without
fear of being punished
or  judged.  When  a
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team  suffers  from  an
absence  o f  t rus t ,
members  hide  their
errors, hesitate to offer
constructive  feedback,
and  waste  energy
t ry ing  to  manage
perceptions rather than
focusing on the work.
Signs of an absence
of trust include:

Reluctance to
ask for help or
admit when they
are wrong.
Defensiveness
when mistakes
are pointed out.
A culture of
"polite" silence
where nothing
real is discussed.
Resentment
caused by
unspoken issues.

How to  build  trust:
The most effective way
to build trust is through
shared  vulnerability.
Leaders  can  start  by
admitting  their  own

weaknesses  first.
Simple  exercises,  like
sha r ing  pe rsona l
histories  or  taking
p e r s o n a l i t y
assessments  (like  the
Myers-Briggs or  DiSC),
c a n  h e l p  t e a m
members  understand
each other’s behaviors
and  motivations.  The
goal  is  to  create  an
environment  where  it
is safe to be imperfect.
Without this trust,  the
team  cannot  progress
to the next stage of the
5  Dysfunction  Of  A
Team model.

Dysfuncti
on 2:
Fear of
Conflict
O n c e  t r u s t  i s
established,  the  team
is ready for the second
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layer:  healthy  conflict.
Many  teams  mistake
h a r m o n y  f o r
productivity.  They
b e l i e v e  t h a t  i f
everyone  is  getting
along,  the  team  is
healthy.  However,
Lencioni  argues  that
teams  tha t  avo id
conflict  are  actually
dysfunctional.  When
t h e r e  i s  a  f e a r  o f
conflict,  team
members  engage  in
artificial  harmony.
They nod in agreement
during  meetings,  but
then  complain  in  the
hallway afterward. This
prevents  the  team
from  debating  ideas
pass ionate ly  and
arriving  at  the  best
solution.
The consequence of
artificial  harmony:
Important decisions are
made without vigorous
debate.  Bad ideas are
not  challenged,  and
good  ideas  are  not

refined.  The  team
becomes  stagnant
because they never air
their  differing opinions.
The problem with  this
dysfunction  is  that  it
w a s t e s  t i m e  a n d
creates resentment.
How  to  embrace
productive  conflict:
Leaders  must  model
"mining  for  conflict."
This means that when
a  t o p i c  s e e m s
sensitive,  the  leader
should  explicitly  invite
disagreement.  Instead
o f  s a y i n g ,  " D o e s
everyone  agree?"  a
leader  should  ask,
"What are the potential
downs ides  to  th is
approach?"  or  "What
am  I  missing  here?"
Teams should learn to
separate  personal
a t t a c k s  f r o m
intellectual debate. The
goal is not to eliminate
conflict,  but  to  make it
constructive.  A  team
that  can  argue  about
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i d e a s  w i t h o u t
damaging relationships
is a team that is ready
to commit.

Dysfuncti
on 3:
Lack of
Commitm
ent
The third layer of the 5
Dysfunction  Of  A
Team  model is a lack
of  commitment.  It  is
impossible  to  get  a
team  to  commit  to  a
decision if they did not
have the opportunity to
voice  their  opinions.
When  peop le  fee l
unheard ,  o r  when
meetings end without a
clear  resolution,  they
simply do not buy in. A
lack  of  commitment
leads  to  ambiguity.

Team  members  are
unclear  about  the
direction of the project,
w h i c h  c a u s e s
hesitation and delays.
Indicators  of  a  lack
of commitment:

Revisiting the
same decisions
multiple times.
Confusion about
priorities and
deadlines.
Passive
agreement in
meetings,
followed by
inaction.
Finger-pointing
when things go
wrong.

H o w  t o  a c h i e v e
commitment: The key
to  commitment  i s
clarity  and  closure.
Leaders  must  ensure
that  every  meeting
ends  with  a  "Closure"
statement. This means
explicitly  stating  what
was  decided  and  who
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is responsible for what.
Even if the decision is
not perfect, it is better
to  commit  to  a  "good
enough"  decision  now
than  to  wa i t  f o r  a
"perfect"  decision that
never  comes.  Team
members  must  also
agree to "disagree and
commit."  This  means
that once a decision is
m a d e ,  e v e r y o n e
supports  it,  even  if
they  voted  against  it
during the debate. This
requires  trust  and  a
willingness  to  put  the
team above their  own
ego, which ties back to
the first dysfunction.

Dysfuncti
on 4:
Avoidanc

e of
Accounta
bility
Once  the  team  has
committed  to  a  plan,
they  must  hold  each
other accountable. The
fourth dysfunction of a
team is the avoidance
of  accountability.  This
occurs  when  team
members  hesitate  to
call out their peers on
performance  issues  or
b e h a v i o r  t h a t  i s
detr imental  to  the
t e a m .  T h e  m o s t
common  reason  for
this  is  the  desire  to
avoid  interpersonal
discomfort.  People  do
not want to be "mean"
or  "bossy."  However,
allowing  a  teammate
to  miss  deadlines  or
deliver  substandard
work  i s  actua l ly  a
disservice to the whole
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team.
The high cost of low
accountability:  When
standards  are  not
enforced ,  the  top
performers  become
resentful. They feel like
they  are  carrying  the
weight  for  others,
which  lowers  morale
and  productivity.  The
team’s  performance
standards  gradually
decline until mediocrity
becomes the norm.
H o w  t o  b u i l d  a
c u l t u r e  o f
accountability:  The
shift  often  starts  with
the  leader.  However,
the ultimate goal is for
accountability to come
from peers, not just the
b o s s .  T e a m s  c a n
implement  "team-
based  scoreboards"
where  performance  is
visible  to  everyone.
Public  commitment  to
specific  goals  makes  it
easier  to  hold  each
other  responsible.

Leaders  must  also  be
willing to serve as the
"ultimate  enforcer"  of
standards  only  when
necessary.  The  most
effective  teams  are
those  where  a  team
member  can  look  at
another and say, "You
said  you  would  finish
that report by Friday; it
is Friday afternoon and
it is not done. What is
t h e  p l a n ? "  T h i s
d i rectness  is  on ly
possible  if  there  is  a
foundation of trust.

Dysfuncti
on 5:
Inattentio
n to
Results
A t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e
pyramid  is  the  most
damaging  dysfunction:
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inattention  to  results.
This  is  the  ultimate
consequence  of  the
four  foundat iona l
dysfunctions.  When  a
team is not focused on
collective results,  they
prioritize  individual
ego,  departmental
status,  or  personal
career  advancement
over the team's shared
goals.  The  "results"
referred  to  here  are
the  specific  outcomes
the  team is  supposed
to  achieve—revenue,
project  completion,
customer  satisfaction,
etc.
Signs of  inattention
to results:

Team members
put their own
department's
interests above
the company's
goals.
Status and titles
are more
important than

output.
Team members
compete with
each other rather
than with the
competition.
There is a lack of
clear,
measurable
goals.

How  to  focus  on
results:  The  simplest
way  to  fix  this  is  to
make the results clear
and  publ ic .  Teams
should  define  what
"winning" looks like in
specific,  quantifiable
terms.  Leaders  must
ensure  that  rewards
and  recognition  are
t i e d  d i r e c t l y  t o
collective success,  not
j u s t  i n d i v i d u a l
performance. The team
must shift from asking
"What is best for me?"
to "What is best for the
team?" This requires a
level  of  selflessness
that  is  only  possible
when  the  other  four



5 Dysfunction Of A Team 9

9

dysfunctions  have
been  addressed.  In  a
t e a m  f o c u s e d  o n
results,  personal  glory
is  sacrificed  for  the
greater  good.

PUTTING IT ALL
TOGETHER: A
ROADMAP FOR
LEADERS

The 5 Dysfunction Of
A  Team  model  is  a
powerful  diagnostic
tool,  but  it  requires
consistent  effort  to
implement.  A  leader
cannot simply read this
l ist  and  expect  the
t e a m  t o  c h a n g e
o v e r n i g h t .  I t  i s  a
continuous  process  of
a s s e s s m e n t  a n d
adjustment.  Here  is  a
practical  roadmap  for
leaders  who  want  to
address these issues:

Diagnose: Start1.
by assessing
your team.
Which of the five

dysfunctions is
most prevalent?
Use anonymous
surveys or
facilitated
discussions to
get honest
feedback. Often,
the root cause is
an absence of
trust.
Address the2.
foundation:
Spend significant
time on building
trust. Do not skip
this step.
Without it, none
of the other
interventions will
work.
Teach the3.
model: Share
the framework
with your entire
team. When
everyone
understands the
"5 Dysfunction Of
A Team"
vocabulary, it
becomes easier
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to call out
behaviors
without personal
attacks. For
example,
someone can
say, "I think we
are falling into
the 'fear of
conflict' trap
right now."
Model4.
vulnerability:
As a leader, you
must go first.
Admit your
mistakes, ask for
help, and
welcome
disagreement.
Your behavior
sets the tone for
the entire team.
Measure5.
results: Be
relentless about
defining and
measuring
collective results.
Celebrate team
wins and address
team failures

collectively.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE MODEL

When working with the
5  Dysfunction  Of  A
Team framework, it is
important  to  avoid  a
f e w  c o m m o n
misunderstandings.
First,  the  model  does
not  suggest  that  all
conflict  is  good.  It
specifically  refers  to
"productive  conflict"
a b o u t  i d e a s ,  n o t
"destructive  conflict"
about  personalities.
Second,  the  model
does not  suggest  that
individual  contribution
is  un important .  I t
simply  argues  that
individual  contribution
must be subservient to
the  team's  collective
goal.  Finally,  many
people  think  that  a
"dysfunctional" team is
a  fa i l i ng  team.  In
reality,  most  teams
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have  some  degree  of
dysfunction.  The  goal
is  not  perfection,  but
c o n t i n u o u s
improvement.

CONCLUSION: THE
VALUE OF
VULNERABILITY
AND DISCIPLINE

Understanding  the  5
Dysfunction  Of  A
Team  is  the  first  step
toward  transforming  a
group  of  individuals
into  a  cohesive  unit.
The model reveals that
team  problems  are
rarely about a lack of
i n t e l l i g e n c e  o r
technical skill. They are
almost  always  about
h u m a n
behavior—specifically,
t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  b e
vulnerable, the fear of
rocking  the  boat,  and
t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o
p r i o r i t i z e  s e l f -
preservat ion  over

collective  success.  By
working  methodically
from the bottom of the
p y r a m i d  t o  t h e
top—building  trust,
embracing  conflict,
securing  commitment,
e n f o r c i n g
accountability,  and
f o c u s i n g  o n
results—any team can
dramatically  improve
its  performance.  It  is
not an easy journey. It
requires  discipline,
courage, and a genuine
commitment  to  the
team.  However,  for
those willing to do the
work,  the reward is  a
team  that  is  greater
than  the  sum  of  its
parts—a  team  that
achieves  results  that
no  individual  could
accomplish  alone.  The
health of a team is not
a  fixed  state;  it  is  a
dynamic  practice  that
r e q u i r e s  d a i l y
attention.


