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INTRODUCTION:
WHY TEAMS FAIL
AND HOW TO FIX
THEM

Every leader knows the
frustration of a team
that should be high-
performing but simply
isn't. Meetings feel
tense or, worse,
lifeless. People hold
back their opinions,
blame creeps in, and
results stagnate. The
problem isn't usually a
lack of talent or
resources. More often,
it is a breakdown in

how the team operates
as a human system. No
one has diagnosed this
challenge more clearly
than Patrick Lencioni in
his groundbreaking
business fable, The
Five Dysfunctions of
a Team. His model,
now simply referred to
as the Patrick
Lencioni 5
Dysfunctions Of A
Team, provides a
pyramid-shaped

framework that
explains why teams
struggle and, more
importantly, how to
build a cohesive, trust-
filled unit. This article
will take you deep into


https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/

each of the five
dysfunctions, explore
their real-world
symptoms, and offer
actionable strategies to
overcome them.
Whether you are a
CEO, a middle
manager, or a project
lead, understanding
this model will
transform how you
view teamwork.

THE PYRAMID: A
MODEL OF
CASCADING
FAILURE

Lencioni presents the
five dysfunctions as a
pyramid, with each
level building upon the
one below it. The most
foundational

dysfunction is at the
bottom, and the most
visible dysfunction is at
the top. The key insight
of the Patrick
Lencioni 5
Dysfunctions Of A
Team model is that

these issues are
interconnected. You
cannot solve a problem
at the top of the
pyramid until you have
addressed the issues
beneath it. Let us
break down each layer,
starting from the base.

Dysfuncti
on 1:
Absence
of Trust

This is the foundation
of the entire model. An
absence of trust occurs
when team members
are unwilling to be
vulnerable with one
another. They hide
their weaknesses,
mistakes, and fears. In
a team lacking trust,
people are afraid to
ask for help or admit
they are wrong
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because they do not
want to appear weak in
front of their
colleagues. This might
sound like a soft issue,
but its consequences
are brutal. When trust
is missing, meetings
become superficial.
People say what they
think others want to
hear rather than what
is true. Innovation dies
because no one wants
to propose a half-
baked idea for fear of
ridicule.

The root cause: The
fear of vulnerability.
Most people equate
vulnerability with
weakness, but in a
high-functioning team,
vulnerability is the
ultimate strength.

How to recognize it:

e Team members
are reluctant to
admit mistakes.

e People hesitate
to ask for help or

feedback.

e Meetings feel
guarded and
politically safe.

e There is a lot of
gossiping and
back-channeling.

How to overcome it:
Building trust requires
intentional time and
psychological safety.
Leaders must go first.
Share a personal story
of a failure. Admit you
don't have all the
answers. Use exercises
like personal histories,
where team members
share something about
their background that
is not work-related.
Another powerful tool
is the Myers-Briggs or
DiSC  profile, which
helps people
understand their own
and others' natural
tendencies. When
people understand that
a colleague is not
being difficult but is
simply wired



differently, trust begins
to grow.

Dysfuncti
on 2:
Fear of
Conflict

If a team has an
absence of trust, the
next dysfunction
naturally follows: fear
of conflict. This does
not mean the team
never argues. In fact,
the opposite is true.
Teams that fear
conflict avoid all
passionate debate.
They settle for artificial
harmony. Meetings
become polite, boring,
and ultimately
unproductive. The
team makes decisions
based on the loudest
voice or the path of
least resistance, not on

the best thinking
available.

The root cause: The

confusion between
ideological conflict and
personal conflict.
Ideological conflict is
passionate debate
about ideas. It is
healthy. Personal
conflict is attacking

someone's character. It
is toxic. Teams that
fear conflict lump them
together and choose
silence.

How to recognize it:

e Meetings are
boring and
predictable.

e Important topics
are avoided or
tabled
repeatedly.

e Team members
nod in
agreement but
complain later in
the hallway.

e Decisions are
made too quickly
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without real
debate.

How to overcome it:
Normalize conflict by
making it part of your
team's culture.
Establish ground rules
for healthy debate,
such as "disagree and
commit." During
meetings, mine for
conflict. If the room
seems too quiet, ask a
pointed question: "I
know we all agree
here, but what are we
missing? Who sees this
differently?" The leader
must also teach the

difference between
productive and
destructive conflict.

When team members
feel safe to challenge
each other's ideas
without fear of
retaliation, the best
decisions emerge.

Dysfuncti
on 3:
Lack of
Commitm
ent

When a team cannot
engage in healthy
conflict, they cannot
truly commit. Lack of
commitment means
that even if a decision
is made, team
members do not buy
into it. They walk out of
the meeting with
different

understandings or,
worse, with private
reservations. This leads
to hesitation, second-
guessing, and a lack of
follow-through. The
team becomes
paralyzed because
they are waiting for



clarity or permission
that never comes.

The root cause: A
desire for consensus or
certainty. Many teams
wait until everyone
agrees 100% before
moving forward, but
that is a recipe for
stagnation.
Commitment in a high-
performing team
means alignment, not
unanimity.

How to recognize it:

¢ Decisions are
revisited over
and over.

e Team members
are unclear
about the team's
priorities.

¢ Deadlines are
missed because
no one feels
ownership.

e People say, "I'll
try" instead of "l
will."

How to overcome it:

The solution to a lack
of commitment is
clarity and the
discipline of "disagree
and commit." At the
end of every meeting,
the leader should
explicitly restate the
decisions made and
the deadlines agreed
upon. Use a simple tool
like a "commitment
recap": list each
decision, the person
responsible, and the
due date. If the team
cannot achieve total
agreement, the leader
must make the final
call. The goal is not
perfect agreement but
a shared
understanding that
once a decision is
made, everyone will
support it fully.

Dysfuncti
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on 4:

Avoidanc

e of

Accounta

bility

When a team lacks
commitment, they also
lack accountability.
Avoidance of
accountability means
that team members do
not call each other out
on performance issues
or behaviors that hurt
the team. This is often
the most
uncomfortable
dysfunction to address
because it requires
confronting a peer.
Instead of holding each
other accountable,
team members rely on
the leader to be the
only enforcer. This

creates a culture of
mediocrity where low
standards become the
norm.

The root cause: The
discomfort of
confronting a friend or
colleague. Many people
would rather tolerate
poor performance than
risk damaging a
relationship.

How to recognize it:

e Poor
performance is
tolerated without
comment.

e Deadlines are
consistently
missed with no
consequence.

e The leader is the
only person who
provides
feedback.

e Team members
resent their
peers but never
say it directly.

How to overcome it:



The most powerful way
to build accountability
is to make team goals
more important than
individual

relationships. When
everyone understands
that holding a peer
accountable is an act
of care, not criticism,
the dynamic shifts.
Create a team
scoreboard that tracks
progress against
shared goals. Publicly
review performance
regularly. The leader
must also model
accountability by
inviting feedback on
their own performance.
When team members
see that accountability
is a two-way street,
they are far more likely

on 5:
Inattentio
n to
Results

At the top of the
pyramid is the final
dysfunction:

inattention to results.
This is the most visible
symptom of a
dysfunctional team.
When all four lower
dysfunctions are
present, the team
inevitably shifts its
focus away from
collective results and
toward individual ego,
status, or departmental

to practice it with each success. Team
other. members prioritize
. their own career
DySfunCt| advancement, their
department's budget,

or their personal

comfort over the
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team's overall goals.

The root cause: A
lack of shared purpose
and a focus on self-

preservation. When
trust, conflict,
commitment, and

accountability are
missing, people
naturally retreat into
protecting their own
interests.

How to recognize it:

e Team members
prioritize their
own departments
over the team.

e There is a lack of
clarity around
what winning
looks like.

e Meetings are
filled with status
updates instead
of problem-
solving.

e Team members
focus on looking
good rather than
achieving
outcomes.

How to overcome it:
The cure for inattention
to results is to define
clear, measurable, and
collectively owned
goals. The team must
agree on what
"winning" looks like
and then commit to
pursuing it together.
Use a simple tool like a
"team charter" that
explicitly states the
team's primary
objective. Publicly
celebrate collective
wins, not individual
heroics. The leader
must also be ruthless
about removing people
who consistently put
their own interests
above the team's, even
if they are high
performers.

PUTTING THE
PYRAMID TO
WORK IN YOUR
ORGANIZATION

Understanding the
Patrick Lencioni 5



Dysfunctions Of A
Team is one thing.
Applying it is another.
The model is not a one-
time diagnosis; it is a
continuous practice.
Teams change as
people come and go,
and dysfunctions can
resurface at any time.
The most effective
leaders | have seen use
this model as a
permanent part of their
team's rhythm. They
reference the pyramid
in meetings. They
conduct quarterly
check-ins where they
honestly assess which
dysfunction is currently
the biggest risk. They
do not pretend to be
perfect. They simply
commit to getting
better.

How to
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Conduct
a Team
Health
Assessme
Nt

One of the most
practical tools Lencioni
offers is the Team
Health Assessment.
This is a short survey
where each team
member rates the
team on a scale of 1 to

5 across the five
dysfunctions. The
results reveal the

team's overall health
and highlight the
weakest areas. You can
find this assessment in
Lencioni's book or
online. The key is to
take the results
seriously and then
facilitate an open
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conversation about conditions for a
them. Do not defend healthy, high-
the scores. Listen. performing team.
Learn. Then take Lencioni's model
action. places a heavy burden

The Role
of the
Leader

The leader's behavior
is the single biggest
factor in determining
whether a team suffers
from these
dysfunctions. If the
leader is closed off,
avoids conflict, or fails
to hold people
accountable, the team
will follow suit.
Conversely, a leader
who models
vulnerability, invites
passionate debate,
commits clearly, and
keeps the team
focused on collective
results creates the
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on leadership, and that
is exactly as it should
be. The leader sets the
tone.

REAL-WORLD
APPLICATIONS
AND CASE STUDIES

The beauty of the
Patrick Lencioni 5
Dysfunctions Of A
Team is its
universality. | have
seen it applied in
startups, Fortune 500
firms, non-profits, and
even families. One
example that stands
out is a technology
company | worked with
that was struggling
with product delivery.
The team was talented
but constantly missing
deadlines. Using
Lencioni's model, they
quickly identified that




they had a lack of
commitment. They
were debating features
endlessly but never

making a final call.
Once they
implemented the

"disagree and commit"
rule and started ending
every meeting with a
clear recap of
decisions, their
delivery time improved
by over 30 percent.
Another example is a
hospital leadership
team that was
paralyzed by fear of
conflict. The CEO, a
normally reserved
leader, began the next
executive meeting by
admitting a personal
mistake he had made
with a patient. That
single act of
vulnerability opened
the door for the rest of
the team to share their
challenges honestly.
The pyramid works
because it is rooted in

12

human nature, not
corporate theory.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE MODEL

It is worth addressing a
few common
misunderstandings
about the Patrick
Lencioni 5
Dysfunctions Of A
Team. First, some
people think the model
suggests that all
conflict is good. It does
not. The goal is
productive ideological
conflict, not personal
attacks. Second, some
believe that a team
must eliminate all
discomfort. This is also
wrong. High-
performing teams are
actually more
uncomfortable than
mediocre teams
because they are
constantly challenging
each other. Discomfort
is a sign of health, not
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dysfunction. Third, the
model is often
mistaken for a simple
checklist. It is not. It is
a systemic framework.
You cannot fix
inattention to results
without first addressing
trust, conflict,
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commitment, and
accountability. Finally,
some leaders assume
this is a "soft skills"
issue that does not
matter in a results-
driven environment. In
reality



