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INTRODUCTION


What are the qualities of a great team? You’ve probably been taught that team success requires building trust, fostering psychological safety, and cultivating a unified mindset. Seems logical. You might have learned that consensus is important and hierarchies are bad. Okay. You’ve undoubtedly been given that old chestnut, “There’s no I in team.” A classic. Team building 101. It’s conventional wisdom, and yet it completely misses the paradox of teams: While companies often focus on merging everyone into a single homogeneous entity, truly great teams embrace the distinct, diverse roles and talents of their team members.


On the best teams, “team players” aren’t cookie-cutter replicas, molded to fit arbitrary standards of agreeableness and conscientiousness. Greatness in groups comes from leveraging everyone’s unique talents so that each member adds something important and valuable.


Hard-nosed decision-makers, tireless doers, meticulous planners, diplomatic peacekeepers, and bold visionaries don’t always fit the cliché definition of “team player,” but make no mistake, their diverse talents and personalities are vital for team success.


Here’s the irony: You already know that exceptional groups succeed by harnessing distinct and diverse roles. Think about your favorite rock band. Do the band members play identical instruments or share carbon-copy personalities? Of course not. Each instrument and personality contributes something unique to the group.


Take the Beatles, for example. They had the visionary John Lennon, with a penchant for social commentary and challenging norms; the melodious Paul McCartney, who brought an unparalleled sense of melody and pop sensibility; the avant-garde George Harrison, who infused spirituality and diverse musical influences; and the affable and grounded Ringo Starr, whose unassuming demeanor formed a steady foundation.


Need more? Okay, how about your favorite sports team? If you’re a basketball fan, does every player on the court have the same skills or demeanor? Hardly. When the Denver Nuggets won the 2023 NBA title, their victory was driven by one of the all-time great duos in Finals history: Nikola Jokić and Jamal Murray. Metaphorically, Jokić is the Nuggets’ head; just before the Finals started, a teammate noted that Jokić knew the game better than anyone he’s played with or worked with in his basketball career. Murray, by contrast, is the team’s heart; he’s been described as “fire in human form,” and his fierce enthusiasm is palpable. Jokić and Murray are wildly different talents and personalities, and that’s an essential part of their magic. As ESPN’s Ramona Shelburne described this dynamic duo, “The personalities have to be different enough to fill all the types of needs a championship team has.”1


This truth about teams and team players has been staring us in the face all along, evident in every concert we’ve attended and every game we’ve watched. We all have favorite players and musicians, and it’s their distinctiveness, not their homogeneity, that appeals.


Yet somehow, when we step into the corporate world, we often forget these fundamental truths about what makes teams truly effective. We fall into the trap of trying to create uniformity where diversity is needed, of focusing on team building before we’ve even selected and assembled the right mix of talents.


THE FIVE CRITICAL ROLES


In the office, we don’t have guitarists and singers, or point guards and centers; instead, we have Directors, Achievers, Stabilizers, Harmonizers, and Trailblazers. The best teams contain members who fill these five vital roles, and the absence of even one role can lead to a team’s downfall.


Every high-performing group in an organization will have someone who takes the lead on making decisions (the Director), somebody who produces work and achieves results (the Achiever), another who keeps the group on track and on schedule (the Stabilizer), another who keeps the relationships healthy (the Harmonizer), and someone who challenges the group with ideas outside the norm (the Trailblazer).


No amount of team building, communication skills, trust, psychological safety, or shared vision can overcome having the wrong mix of people in the room. Similarly, if you select the right team members—people who can fulfill each of the five roles necessary to make a team function properly—most of the problems that plague teams today simply go away.


In these pages, we’ll explore how understanding and embracing these roles can transform the way we build and lead teams. Whether you’re a team leader, a team member, or someone who’s ever been frustrated by ineffective teamwork, this team-building method will change the way you think about collaboration and collective success.


EACH ROLE CONTRIBUTES SOMETHING UNIQUE


The capacity crowd at Harvard University’s Sanders Theatre was transfixed as Wynton Marsalis spoke. Yes, spoke. While the nine-time Grammy winner and the first jazz artist to win a Pulitzer Prize is deservedly known for his otherworldly range, tone, and improvisation on the trumpet, his words are every bit as captivating. In an event billed as “lecture and performance,” Marsalis, alongside his world-class band, illuminated American music for a rapt audience.


He had loftier goals than delivering a team-training workshop, yet as he enlightened the audience on the nuances of swing, he divulged a profound insight about the structure of teams: “The rhythm section’s job is to turn time into ‘the’ time, and that time is called swing. In a four-beat measure, the bass presides over one and three. James Chirillo on the guitar is gonna show us that, though he plays on all four beats, he presides over two and four. So we got our one, two, three, four going. Here comes the piano, free to cover all, none, or some of the beats at will. The drummer is in charge of the shuffle that is the foundation of swing. And the bass guitar is responsible for making sure that the drummer doesn’t rush or drag.… And when it’s balanced, it feels so good; you just have to join in.”2


What Marsalis so eloquently described is a beautiful metaphor for thinking about the different roles on a team. One member of his team keeps the first and third beats in check while a colleague takes the helm for the second and fourth. Yet another ensures a steady pace without rushing or dragging, paving the way for a teammate to add a dash of spice, weaving in and out of all four beats.


Like a great jazz band, you’ve got to empower and nurture the different voices and talents in your group, show off their distinct sounds, and highlight the uniqueness they bring. Erasing individuals’ distinctiveness to create cookie-cutter team members only weakens the group. It’s the distinctive and complementary sounds and functions of the different instruments that make beautiful music. You don’t want your trumpet to sound or function like the bass guitar; each instrument provides something special that the others can’t replicate.


DISCOVERING THE FIVE ROLES


Like many discoveries, the five team roles emerged unexpectedly from a completely different line of research. In one of my previous books, Hiring for Attitude, I explored why some new hires succeed while others fail. The research behind that book shocked quite a few people.


With my team at Leadership IQ, the training and research company I founded two decades ago, we tracked twenty thousand new hires and discovered that 46 percent failed within their first eighteen months. Even more stunning was that 89 percent of those failures were due to attitudinal issues rather than a lack of technical skills.


But hiring for attitude isn’t as simple as hiring people with great attitudes, because different companies need radically different attitudes to succeed. For every Southwest Airlines that wants fun-loving personalities, there’s a Four Seasons seeking quiet sophistication. Google and Apple are both successful companies but require very different attitudes to thrive.


That message resonated with a lot of leaders, and I saw thousands of companies figure out their unique cultures and improve their hiring. But I also discovered that some organizations were taking things a step too far.


I was coaching a cutting-edge technology company whose culture prized innovation above all else. Their hiring profile sought out creative, flexible thinkers who could ideate the next breakthrough product. And it worked—they were hiring some remarkably innovative people.


But while talking with one of their senior engineering leaders, he confided something that initially struck me as heretical to their culture. “I know this’ll sound strange,” he said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, “but my team actually needs some non-innovative people. We’ve got plenty of brilliant minds dreaming up the next big thing, but we’re drowning in ideas and falling behind on execution. I desperately need some rigid taskmasters who can drive our project schedules, and I need people who aren’t looking to revolutionize everything but who’ll put their heads down and just get work done.”


I couldn’t get that conversation out of my head. Here was a company that had masterfully defined their cultural attitude, yet one of their best leaders was telling me that too much of a good thing was actually hurting his team’s performance. As we dug deeper, we found similar sentiments across other departments. The innovation-obsessed culture was creating teams stacked with idea generators but lacking the people who could transform those ideas into reality.


This insight sparked a new direction in my research: I began studying not just the attitudes that made companies successful but also the different roles that made teams successful. My team and I analyzed thousands of high-performing teams and discovered something remarkable: The best teams weren’t homogeneous groups of people sharing the same attitudes—they were diverse groups where different people played distinctly different roles.


Some people were natural Directors, making the tough calls that kept projects from stalling. Others were Achievers, the doers who could be counted on to produce high-quality work. The Stabilizers kept everything organized and on track. The Harmonizers maintained relationships and resolved conflicts. And yes, the Trailblazers brought that innovative thinking—but their creativity was valuable because other roles could translate their ideas into reality.


I’ve been studying, coaching, and training leaders for more than two decades, and yet, this was a complete paradigm shift in how I thought about building great teams. The fatal flaw in some organizations’ hiring and team-building approaches was that they were trying to shoehorn everyone into a suffocatingly narrow archetype of success—like trying to build a championship basketball team with five centers or a world-class jazz band with only drummers. They were creating teams full of Trailblazers with no Stabilizers, or teams loaded with Directors but missing Harmonizers.


This discovery explained so many of the team dysfunctions I’d witnessed over the years. It explained why “dream teams” of top performers often failed—they were usually collections of people trying to play the same role. It explained why traditional team-building exercises focusing on trust and communication sometimes fell flat—they weren’t addressing the fundamental imbalance in team roles.


Perhaps most importantly, it revealed that every person has the potential to be a vital team player—they just need to find their proper role. Not everyone needs to be an innovator, an organizer, or a peacekeeper, but every team needs all of those roles to truly excel.


The five roles framework finally allowed us to see the full picture of team effectiveness. It wasn’t just about having the right culture or the right attitudes—it was about having the right mix of roles that complement and balance each other. That’s the paradox of teams: The best ones don’t try to make everyone the same; they succeed by embracing and leveraging their differences.


WHERE WE’RE GOING NEXT


In the chapters that follow, I’ll introduce the five roles you need to have on your team and show what happens when even one of them is missing. We’ll explore the nuances and real-life examples of Directors, Stabilizers, Trailblazers, Harmonizers, and Achievers.


After understanding these roles, we’ll look at curating your team, identifying role gaps, and building the right balance of strengths for a cohesive and effective group.


I’ll show you how to think like all five roles, broadening your perspective to improve collaboration and decision-making, and we’ll uncover the power of adaptive hierarchies, where the right person leads at the right time for the best outcomes.


You’ll learn strategies for making better decisions by encouraging diverse perspectives and reducing conformity bias, and we’ll explore the science of great meetings, turning them into productive, goal-driven events. Finally, I’ll guide you through selecting new team members, focusing on attitude and role fit to build a team that truly elevates its performance.


Together, these chapters will equip you with the tools to assemble, lead, and thrive with a team that leverages the unique strengths of its members. Let’s get started!
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CHAPTER 1


THE FIVE TEAM ROLES


We know that there are a bunch of different roles that need filling on a team. But what are they? Here’s a simple way to think about it. Picture the teams you’re a part of. What’s really happening in your team meetings? What sort of work gets done? What discussions are taking place?


At some point, hopefully, someone pushes the group to make some decisions. And though it might not be a daily occurrence, there are likely times when a bit of peacekeeping is necessary, as a bit of tension or even conflict in meetings is nearly inevitable.


Of course, keeping everyone accountable to deadlines and agendas is a must, so there’s likely a person who keeps the group focused on deadlines and timelines. And every group needs someone willing to stop talking and start doing—the person who rolls up their sleeves and writes the big report. There may even be someone urging the team to think more creatively.


Over the past few decades, my team and I have studied thousands of teams, from executive teams and boards to task forces and project teams. And in any high-functioning group, five roles nearly always emerge:




	The Director assumes a leadership role within the team, guiding its direction and making important, difficult, and even unpopular decisions.


	
The Achiever immerses themselves in the details of accomplishing tasks and getting things done, with a keen eye for delivering error-free work.


	The Stabilizer keeps the team on track with meticulous planning, processes and procedures, clear timelines, and organization.


	The Harmonizer brings collaboration and camaraderie, builds relationships, and resolves conflict.


	The Trailblazer brings innovation, creativity, and out-of-the-box thinking, along with the courage to challenge conventional wisdom.





Another way to picture the five roles on a team is as vital parts of a body. Think of the Director as the brain. It’s the control center of the body, responsible for making decisions, processing information, and guiding actions. Just as the brain oversees the body’s functions, the Director guides the team’s direction, making important and sometimes difficult decisions.


The Achiever is like the hands, instrumental in performing tasks, skilled in detail work, and capable of manipulating tools and materials to achieve desired outcomes. The Achiever immerses themselves in the details of work, focusing on executing tasks effectively and efficiently.


The Stabilizer is akin to the spine, providing structure and support, keeping the body upright and stable. The spine is essential for maintaining balance and bearing the weight of the body. In a similar way, the Stabilizer provides the team with structure and support through planning, organization, and maintaining clear timelines, ensuring the team remains focused and on track.


The Harmonizer is the heart, central to sustaining life and pumping blood to nourish and maintain the body’s functions. The heart is also a common metaphor for emotions, relationships, and empathy. The Harmonizer, like the heart, nurtures team relationships, fosters collaboration, and resolves conflicts, ensuring the emotional and social well-being of the team.


Think of the Trailblazer as the eyes. Eyes provide vision and perspective, allowing us to see beyond our immediate surroundings and, in a figurative sense, imagine possibilities. Likewise, the Trailblazer provides innovation, creativity, and a vision for the future, challenging conventional wisdom and exploring uncharted territories.


THE FIVE TEAM ROLES RESEARCH


The five roles aren’t formal jobs, like vice president or engineer, and the role that you play on one team might be radically different than the role you fill on another. Have you ever found yourself on a disorganized team where chaos reigned supreme? Even if you’re not a natural organizer, you might have felt frustrated enough to jump into the Stabilizer role. Have you ever been trapped in a meeting room where the air was thick with acrimony and discord seemed to be the only constant? You may not consider yourself a master of emotional intelligence, but for that hour, you may have been compelled to don the mantle of Harmonizer.


In one form or another, teams need all of the five roles fulfilled. In fact, my research team found that people describe their most effective teams as containing a blend of all the roles. We asked 1,200 professionals to analyze the most effective team they’ve ever been on. Among their tasks, they sorted every member of their team into one of the five roles. And we discovered that a whopping 97 percent of those great teams filled every role.


If you’re concerned about locating the right person for a specific role or face limitations in modifying your team composition, don’t worry. As we’ll explore in later chapters, people can often quite easily switch roles. You just have to curate the right balance.


If balance is the characteristic that defines the best teams, imbalance defines the worst. The first line of Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina holds true: “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” That’s precisely what we found when we asked those 1,200 professionals to analyze the worst teams they’ve ever been on. Sometimes those terrible teams were overloaded with Directors, while others had none. There were groups loaded with Stabilizers and no Trailblazers, but we also saw the reverse.


The configurations of ineffective teams were seemingly endless, but one commonality did emerge: Regardless of the exact mix, the worst teams had serious imbalances among the five roles (or were missing roles entirely). In fact, in contrast to the best teams, only 21 percent of the worst teams managed to fill every role. Moreover, even when all roles were filled, their allocation was markedly disproportionate.


We saw teams stacked with Directors, where each member believes they know the best path forward. Under this configuration, meetings quickly turn into power struggles, with everyone talking over each other and trying to assert their vision. Without Harmonizers, conflicts escalate, creating tension and hostility. And the absence of Stabilizers means there’s not a structured process for decision-making or execution.


There were teams filled with Achievers, highly focused on getting tasks done and delivering perfect results. However, because everyone is buried in their own work, there’s minimal collaboration or discussion. Meetings are purely status updates, lacking strategic thinking or innovative problem-solving. The team churns out a high volume of work, but it’s often duplicative or misaligned because no one is challenging objectives or thinking ahead.


What if you had a team full of creative Trailblazers and enthusiastic Achievers? They’d generate a constant flow of new ideas and launch multiple initiatives simultaneously. However, without anyone to keep track of deadlines, prioritize projects, or ensure follow-through, projects would be half-baked or abandoned midway. The team would constantly start new things without ever finishing or implementing them properly.


On more than a few occasions, teams with an abundance of Harmonizers and little else appeared. In this scenario, meetings are pleasant and filled with empathy, but the team rarely tackles difficult decisions or confronts poor performance. The group avoids conflict to the point where underperformers are never addressed and tough decisions are postponed endlessly.


We saw a team full of Stabilizers who were exceptionally skilled at planning, organizing, and following processes. However, without Directors to set a clear direction or Trailblazers to bring fresh ideas, the team became overly bureaucratic and rigid, sticking to outdated procedures and failing to adapt to new challenges.


YOU CAN’T JUST THROW A BUNCH OF I’S INTO A ROOM


In 2011, Vince Young was no ordinary backup quarterback. With otherworldly athleticism and high-wattage charisma, he commanded everyone’s attention. He entered the NFL in 2006 after a college career for the ages, winning the National Championship and finishing second in Heisman Trophy voting. Once in the NFL, with the Tennessee Titans, he won Offensive Rookie of the Year, became the first rookie quarterback to rush for more than five hundred yards, and shortly thereafter was selected to be the Madden NFL 08 cover athlete.


Although his passing inaccuracy and number of thrown interceptions would cost him his starting job with the Titans, his college and early NFL success, combined with his magnetism and marketability, meant he was still a star. He landed as the Philadelphia Eagles’ backup quarterback in 2011, his introductory press conference had the buzz and media attention of a big-time signing. And Young was just the latest in a bevy of star players signing with the Eagles, joining the likes of Nnamdi Asomugha, Dominique Rodgers-Cromartie, and Jason Babin.


When Young was asked about those recent big-name acquisitions, he said, “Aww, Dream Team, heh, heh, heh, heh. From Nnamdi to Cromartie, to Jason to myself, you know they are going to do some more things. It’s just beautiful to see where we’re trying to go.”1


Those two words, “dream team,” would hang over the Eagles like the sword of Damocles all season. The Eagles had signed a cadre of stars, it’s true, but their on-field performance was anything but dreamy. After losing three of their first four games that season, starting quarterback Michael Vick tried to bury the dream team moniker, telling reporters, “I think the ‘Dream Team’—that word is dead now. Can’t talk ‘Dream Team’ anymore. Maybe it put pressure on some players, maybe it didn’t, but I think just the fact that it was lingering around and people were talking about it creates a sense of pressure.”2


Sports history is littered with examples of putative dream teams that fell miles short of their on-paper potential. From the 2004 US men’s Olympic basketball team to the 2004 New York Yankees, from the 1998 Brazil World Cup squad to the 2010–2011 Miami Heat, there are too many examples to list them all. But why do dream teams often fall so far short of their potential? A study of star Wall Street analysts offers us a clue.


A group of Harvard researchers analyzed what happens when you have a bunch of star equity analysts at Wall Street investment banks.3 If you’ve ever sat in an airport bar, you’ve probably watched at least a few minutes of CNBC. When analysts come on to discuss a hot new stock or the one you need to sell immediately, those folks are typically sell-side equity analysts. They scrutinize the financials and operations of companies and industries to make informed predictions and investment recommendations. Their performance is ranked by groups like Institutional Investor, and the stars are lavishly rewarded with millions of dollars, influence, and media coverage.


You’d imagine that every Wall Street investment bank would want offices filled with those star analysts. But the researchers discovered a phenomenon eerily similar to the one faced by the Philadelphia Eagles. The study discovered that performance peaked if around 65 percent of the group were star analysts; any more stars than that and performance actually waned.


The performance drop-off was even worse if those analysts had similar areas of expertise. In cases where the analysts covered similar areas, performance fell off if more than 45 percent of the analysts were stars. It seems that you can only have so many stars on a team before they cancel each other out and performance erodes. And when those stars all play the same role or cover the same territory, you’ll run into trouble even faster.


TRUST IS GOOD, BUT IT’S NOT ENOUGH


Nineteenth-century doctors treated patients based on the leading medical belief that “bad air” caused disease. Patients were encouraged to avoid foul-smelling areas, which indeed had some positive effects. Less stench meant fewer immediate discomforts and, to some extent, fewer diseases. However, germ theory would eventually prove that this approach to disease prevention was merely superficial.


When Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch discovered that microorganisms—bacteria and viruses—were the real culprits behind diseases, it transformed medicine. Suddenly, it wasn’t just about avoiding bad smells; it was about targeting the actual causes of illness. This shift led to groundbreaking practices: sterilizing surgical instruments, developing vaccines, and using antibiotics. Medicine became proactive, not just reactive.


Before Robert Koch’s discovery of Mycobacterium tuberculosis in 1882, the most widely accepted treatment for tuberculosis (TB) was a lengthy stay in a sanatorium—a specialized medical facility where patients were isolated in mountain or seaside locations thought to offer healing climates. In sanatoria they rested, followed strict hygiene protocols, and received fresh air and light exercise, believing this could counteract the effects of “bad air.”4


Now, most of us could benefit from a lot more rest, fresh air, and exercise; those sound like delightful recommendations. However, even with those remedies, tuberculosis remained a major killer.


Koch’s identification of the tubercle bacillus as the true cause of tuberculosis led to major changes. Medical understanding shifted from vague environmental or hereditary theories to a targeted approach: isolating infected individuals to control transmission, advancing hygiene practices, and, eventually, developing the BCG vaccine and antibiotics like streptomycin. These treatments allowed for direct targeting of the bacteria, making it possible to cure TB and saving millions of lives worldwide. Unlike the passive measures of sanatoria, the discovery enabled proactive, scientifically grounded interventions that transformed TB from a rampant epidemic to a treatable disease.


Traditional team-building practices like trust, psychological safety, and cohesion are akin to avoiding bad smells or getting more rest, fresh air, and exercise. They certainly aren’t harmful and can absolutely be beneficial. However, they don’t address the deeper truth: The thing that can really make or break a team is the role that each person plays and how well those roles complement each other.


TEAMS FAIL WHEN THEY’RE MISSING ROLES


Team success requires a specific mix of roles; it’s a balanced ecosystem that brings together differing talents and perspectives. When critical roles are absent, however, the results can be disastrous: innovation is stifled, conflicts simmer unaddressed, and priorities can swing wildly without a steadying hand. Teams lacking this balance often fail, not because of individual incompetence, but because key perspectives are missing or drowned out.


When You’re Missing a Trailblazer


In the early 1980s, the semiconductor industry was abuzz with the quest for blue LEDs. While red and green LEDs had been available since the 1960s, blue remained elusive. Some readers might not think this an earth-shattering scientific pursuit, but there’s a good chance that the room you’re sitting in right now is lit by LED lights. Light-emitting diodes (LEDs) currently account for around half of all light sources, and that’s expected to grow to around 90 percent by 2030.5 And the real kicker is that you can’t get white LED light without blue LED light.


Scientists in the 1980s considered two materials as possible candidates for creating blue LEDs: zinc selenide and gallium nitride. Most scientific teams focused on zinc selenide for blue LEDs due to its lower dislocation density, dismissing gallium nitride as impractical.


Across the globe, major semiconductor companies posed this question to their research teams: “We’re here to ensure we’re on the right path to blue LEDs. Zinc selenide or gallium nitride?”


In team after team, the responses were eerily similar:


“Zinc selenide is the obvious choice. It’s well-studied, and the scientific community clearly favors it.”


“The dislocation density in zinc selenide is much lower than in gallium nitride. Everyone knows good LEDs need low dislocation density.”


“Switching to gallium nitride would be too risky. We could miss deadlines, and the whole project could fail.”


Even when a lone voice would suggest potential in gallium nitride, they quickly backtracked, unwilling to go against the consensus. This scene played out repeatedly across the industry. Teams were so focused on the safe path that they overlooked the potential of gallium nitride.


At that time, it was more challenging to produce defect-free crystals with gallium nitride. Zinc selenide was more familiar, and scientists had techniques to grow it with fewer defects. However, it couldn’t withstand the high power needed for bright, stable blue light. Gallium nitride’s stability and ability to emit intense blue light made it the right choice long-term, but without a Trailblazer to pursue and refine the technology, most teams didn’t realize that its challenges could be overcome with the right innovations.


Meanwhile, at a small two-hundred-person chemical company in Japan, there was a Trailblazer hard at work. A scientist named Dr. Shuji Nakamura eschewed the safe path in favor of gallium nitride. The people above and around him tried to force him back in line; “When people learned I worked with gallium nitride,” he shared with me, “they told me I was crazy and a foolish scientist.”6


You can probably guess what happened next. Dr. Nakamura won the Nobel Prize in 2014 for discovering blue LEDs using gallium nitride.


How did the fleet of well-funded teams at major semiconductor companies fail to recognize this crucial breakthrough? It’s not like they didn’t know about gallium nitride’s existence. Dr. Nakamura talked with the big semiconductor companies’ teams, and what he heard was, “We have meetings where we talk about which material to use, and out of ten scientists, nine scientists say we have to use zinc selenide, while only the one foolish guy says we should try gallium nitride.” Some teams embrace and recruit Trailblazers, whereas others call them “foolish” (or eschew them entirely).


When You’re Missing a Director or an Achiever


In 1991, a series of well-intentioned but financially imprudent decisions led to a catastrophic financial collapse of California’s Richmond Unified School District. For only the second time in the state’s history, a school district filed for bankruptcy protection.


The school board’s members were educated, community-oriented individuals who convened regularly, and their discussions were filled with aspirations to revolutionize education in their district. Ambitious and charismatic Superintendent Walter L. Marks spearheaded numerous initiatives to enrich the curriculum and establish magnet schools. His vision was grand—to transform the educational landscape through innovative programs and enhanced resources.


The board sat in rapt attention as Marks passionately outlined his vision. They were captivated by the promise of educational reform, their eyes reflecting a shared dream of uplifting their schools. Like most school board members, they wanted everything for their district. They envisioned a community in harmony; parents, teachers, and students aligned in achieving a world-class educational experience.


So it wasn’t too surprising that, as Marks detailed his plans for staff expansion and the purchase of new equipment, no one smacked the table and loudly exclaimed, “Absolutely not. I don’t care if everyone gets mad at me; we can’t afford this.” There wasn’t a single voice that said, “As someone who loves nitty-gritty detail, I’ve read every line of this budget. Even though district revenues grew by 49 percent in the past few years, our expenditures grew 76 percent. And our annual deficit is now $18.1 million.”


The atmosphere of the meetings was optimistic and collegial, but behind the scenes, the district’s expenses spiraled out of control. Staff numbers grew by 25 percent, salaries increased without sustainable funding, and equipment purchases were made recklessly. The district’s revenues, though increasing, could not keep pace with its skyrocketing expenditures.


The grand jury investigating the district’s collapse attributed the blame to “a large dose of wishful thinking” and an inability to withstand pressure from school employees’ unions and community groups. “The primary motive of members in seeking election,” it added, “was to influence educational, not financial, policies and practices.” They noted that the board didn’t challenge the superintendent on his plans for curriculum enrichment and magnet schools, nor did they question his erroneous claim that everything could be funded with federal and state grants.7


In short, the school board was missing a Director—someone who, unbothered by criticism, could make unpopular decisions. They also clearly lacked an Achiever—someone whose love of detail would have propelled them to scour every line of the budget reports.


When You’re Missing a Stabilizer or a Harmonizer


In the late 1950s, the city of Sydney, Australia, embarked on what was to become one of the most iconic architectural undertakings of the twentieth century—the Sydney Opera House. The design, created by the Danish architect Jørn Utzon, was a beacon of innovation, destined to challenge conventional architectural norms. Utzon, a Trailblazer in every sense, introduced bold forms inspired by natural shapes and sails, a radical departure from the prevalent architectural styles of the time. My work has brought me around the world, and I can’t recall ever being as mesmerized by the artistry of a building as I was on Bennelong Point in front of the opera house.


However, beneath the surface of this architectural marvel lay a turbulent saga of mismanagement and oversight failures that almost derailed the entire project. The project commenced in 1959 with a four-year timeline and a budget of AUD$7 million. Ultimately it took fourteen years to complete and cost AUD$102 million. For those doing the math, that’s a cost overrun of about 1,400 percent.8


At the heart of the myriad problems was the lack of a strong Stabilizer, someone who loves maintaining timelines, project scopes, and budgets. While a Stabilizer was technically part of the team in the form of the project engineer, his voice and influence were significantly minimized.


The innovative roof structure, for example, which resembled sails and was Utzon’s signature element, presented unforeseen engineering challenges. The roofs were initially designed as parabolic shells but had to be reconfigured into the complex geometry of spherical sections to be feasible, a solution that came after significant trial and error, delays, and cost overruns.


At one point, the team realized that the design would require heavier supports than the ones already built. The solution was dynamiting the existing supports during rush hour traffic to hide the noise (and avoid scrutiny of the project’s bungles). Unfortunately, a chunk of concrete was blown so far into the harbor that it landed on a ferry passing by.


Utzon’s role as a Trailblazer, while visionary, contributed to tensions with contractors and the engineering team. His insistence on aesthetic perfection and last-minute changes without thorough consultation exacerbated the project’s logistical and financial woes. While the problems began amid the absence of a strong Stabilizer, the lack of a Harmonizer worsened the situation, especially when a new Minister for Public Works took office. The new official, ostensibly in an effort to control ballooning costs, withheld payments and angrily demanded more project oversight. Utzon received some warnings to respond diplomatically and tread lightly, but they were too little and too late. Following a heated meeting with the new minister, and without a Harmonizer to mediate or smooth ruffled feathers, Utzon resigned from the project. His departure marked a significant turning point, leading to further complications and changes in design direction under subsequent architects.


Eventually the Sydney Opera House was completed (in 1973), but the project’s mismanagement is a testament to the dangers of teams missing key roles. Beyond the years and money wasted, however, there was also a personal cost. Utzon never got to visit the iconic architectural masterpiece he designed. Near the end of Utzon’s life, he was visited by British architect John Pardey. When Pardey suspected the older man’s pain at never having seen the opera house, Pardey offered to help Utzon make the trip. But Utzon’s wife took Pardey aside to let him know it wasn’t possible. “It would kill him,” she said.9


TEAMS NEED ALL FIVE ROLES


Why did those teams fail? The semiconductor teams failed because they were missing a Trailblazer like Shuji Nakamura, someone who, unfazed by risk, had both the insight and courage to challenge conventional wisdom. The school board failed because they lacked a Director, someone who could make difficult and even unpopular decisions. They also lacked an Achiever, the person who immerses themselves in the details with a keen eye for error. The Sydney Opera House’s failure was initially the result of a marginalized Stabilizer, someone who keeps the team on track with meticulous planning, clear timelines, and organization. The lack of a Harmonizer also contributed significantly to the project’s woes and resulted in heavy personal costs.


Teams need to fill the five roles. They also need to appreciate the importance of each role. Roger Waters and David Gilmour, the two most famous members of Pink Floyd, have been feuding for years. Gilmour joined the band in 1968, and notwithstanding their millions of record sales and legendary tours, conflict eventually led to Waters quitting the band in 1985. I’ll spare you the gory details of the various lawsuits, the attempt to dissolve the band, and all the other madness that’s taken place. Much to everyone’s surprise, the group did reunite for a benefit concert in 2005. But as a testament to the lingering problems between Waters and Gilmour, they turned down a $150 million offer for the reunited group to perform a US tour.


Now, here’s the reason why I’m mentioning this story. In a 2018 interview, Pink Floyd’s drummer, Nick Mason, offered his take on the source of the trouble between Roger Waters and David Gilmour: “I think the problem is Roger doesn’t really respect David. He feels that writing is everything and that guitar playing and the singing are something that, I won’t say anyone can do, but that everything should be judged on the writing rather than the playing. I think it rankles with Roger that he made a sort of error in a way that he left the band assuming that without him, it would fold.”10


Whether it’s writing or singing, scientific discoveries or engineering, Directors, Achievers, Stabilizers, Harmonizers, or Trailblazers—every single role on the team is vital. And people who don’t recognize that are doomed to a miserable team experience.


TEAM BUILDING DOESN’T FIX THOSE PROBLEMS


Some people love team building. But—and this is hard for some people to hear—many people do not love team building (at least as it’s typically conducted).


Ask a group about their experiences with corporate team-building activities, and you’re likely to hear a chorus of groans. From trust falls to ropes courses and personality tests to scavenger hunts, team-building exercises are often met with eye rolls and quiet dread. A quick online search reveals countless articles, social media posts, and memes mocking the futility and awkwardness of forced team bonding. Even as companies continue to invest time and money in these activities, many employees view them as a waste of time at best and a source of genuine discomfort at worst.


Team-building activities frequently fall short because they fail to recognize and leverage the diverse roles and talents of individual team members. Instead of allowing people to contribute in ways that align with their natural strengths and preferences, generic team-building exercises often force everyone into the same mold.


Think about what it takes to be a successful participant in a team-building exercise offsite. Being extroverted certainly helps, as does a high level of sociability. A sense of humor is practically a requirement, and it doesn’t hurt to be comfortable with looking a bit awkward. The people who love classic team-building exercises are energized by group interactions, enjoy engaging with others, and are comfortable voicing their opinions.


Now, here’s the problem. Some of your most valuable team members won’t meet any of those criteria. A one-size-fits-all approach ignores the fact that effective teams need a variety of complementary skills and personalities. When people aren’t positioned to play roles that suit them, they’re inevitably going to feel inauthentic and disengaged.


There’s another issue that bugs a fair number of professionals. Traditional team building often emphasizes superficial bonding activities over meaningful collaboration aligned with work goals. Forced socialization and artificial challenges rarely translate to improved teamwork in real job contexts. Instead, they can create discomfort and resentment, especially for those whose strengths don’t align with the chosen activities. Effective teams allow each member to find their niche and make unique contributions. By failing to account for individual differences and forcing people into roles that don’t fit them, most team-building exercises miss the opportunity to harness the full potential of diverse talents and perspectives.


Team building has a place; I’ve conducted more team-building exercises than I can count. The key to successful team building, however, is first, to make it relevant to the real world. Second, team building needs to enable, empower, and embrace the diversity of roles, talents, and personalities that exist on your team.


Here’s an irony of embracing the diversity of roles on your team: Empowering differences gives you a way to make every single person engaged and productive. There’s a lid for every pot. Whether someone is introverted, extroverted, solitary, social, innovative, impatient, task-focused, unstructured, the adult in the room, the free spirit, or whatever else, the five roles offer every unique individual a way to make an important and meaningful contribution to the team.


Before my freshman year of high school, I tried out for the summer basketball league. I was younger, but honestly, I was also shorter, fatter, slower, and weaker than the other guys on my team. Our captain was a junior in high school who could’ve passed for a thirty-year-old adult. He had more body hair at seventeen than I do at fifty-three. My recollection is a bit fuzzy, but I’m pretty sure he already had a receding hairline. He was a man among boys.


I heard a few grumbles from some of the other guys when I showed up for the first practice. It might be worse in my head than it was in reality, but I remember hearing, “How is this doughy little freshman going to help the team?” As we walked onto the court for a scrimmage, the captain sidled up to me and asked, “Can you do anything decent?” “Shoot threes,” was all I could muster.


A few minutes into the first scrimmage, I was wide open (nobody guards the guy they think is useless). The captain saw, passed me the ball, and, by some miracle, I sank a three-pointer. The scenario repeated a minute later, and, again, I hit my shot. “Murph just toasted you!” the captain shouted to the guy who was supposed to guard me.


I wasn’t the team’s MVP. I wasn’t the coolest guy. I was trying to sprout a single chest hair while my teammates were dating cheerleaders. But the captain found a way I could be useful. I felt wanted and valuable. I wasn’t a worthless freshman; I had a role.


If I had been forced into a trust fall or made to build a tower out of toothpicks and newspapers, I would never have found my place on that team. I didn’t have the “cool kid” status, physical confidence, or interpersonal dominance to be anything more than a bystander in a social bonding ritual. (If our team building had involved an academic challenge, I would’ve been fine, but that’s a pretty unusual team-building exercise.) Absent the artificial exercises, however, the captain found a useful place for me in situ, out on the basketball court.


IT’S ABOUT COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE


Building a great team requires finding everyone’s comparative advantage. Now, I need to explain that concept because 99 percent of people misunderstand it. When most people hear the phrase “comparative advantage,” they think it means competitive advantage. But it’s a totally different idea.


Competitive advantage is when a person (or company) can outperform their rivals. If you can run faster than everyone in your home country, you’ve got a competitive advantage (and you’re probably going to the Olympics). If you can make project plans better than anyone else in your company, you’ve got a competitive advantage.


By contrast, a comparative advantage is the idea that someone should focus on what they are relatively best at, even if they aren’t the best at it overall. It’s not about being the best; it’s about being better at one thing compared to other things you can do.


My comparative advantage in basketball was shooting threes. I did that better than any of the other things I tried to do in basketball. However, I did not have a competitive advantage because the captain of the team was better than me at every single aspect of the game. He shot threes better, rebounded better, and drove to the basket better. But, of all the things that could be done on a basketball court, I shot threes better than I did anything else. That was my comparative advantage.


Now that you understand the concept, here’s a big aha: Every single person on your team has a comparative advantage. You might not have a team where everyone has a competitive advantage, but literally every person on your team has something they do better than all the other things they could possibly do. And creating a great team is about finding everyone’s comparative advantage.


Imagine a Director of a project team who is exceptionally skilled not only at leading and making strategic decisions but also better than anyone else at the tasks typically handled by other team roles. Maybe this Director is more efficient than the Achiever at completing tasks, more organized than the Stabilizer, more empathetic and skilled in conflict resolution than the Harmonizer, and more innovative than the Trailblazer.


Despite the Director’s capability to excel in multiple areas (their competitive advantage), their comparative advantage is making strategic decisions; that’s the thing they’re best at. And that’s where their time and effort should be focused.


“But wait,” some will say, “they’re better at everything, so they should just fill all the roles!” Okay, let’s think this through. It might seem logical for a highly skilled Director, who excels in all areas, to take on all the roles within a team, but the opportunity cost makes this counterproductive. Even if the Director is better than everyone else at various tasks, their comparative advantage lies in strategic decision-making and leadership—where their unique skills and insights have the greatest impact. The opportunity cost of the Director handling roles that others could manage is the lost value of their time and effort that could have been spent on high-level decisions and guiding the team’s overall strategy.


And, let’s be realistic: Attempting to fill all the roles risks spreading the Director too thin, leading to burnout and a decline in effectiveness. This approach also underutilizes other team members, who may become disengaged and demotivated if they don’t have a way to contribute meaningfully. Relying on one person for everything stifles diverse perspectives and creates a bottleneck, resulting in role fatigue and delays.


Finally, I’m going to be brutally honest here: Your investors and stakeholders will lose their minds if they learn that one person is doing everything and unable to delegate or offload responsibilities. Whether your stakeholders are Wall Street or your boss, venture capitalists or the executive team, it’s career suicide to essentially say, “I don’t know how to pick good people for my team and harness their abilities.”


Building great teams isn’t about having one superstar who can do it all; it’s about leveraging the unique comparative advantages of each team member. When every person is given the opportunity to focus on what they do relatively best—whether that’s being a Director, Trailblazer, Harmonizer, Stabilizer, or Achiever—the entire team becomes stronger.


This approach not only maximizes the team’s productivity but also fosters a sense of ownership, engagement, and collaboration. Your job isn’t to dominate all the roles but to identify, cultivate, and strategically position the right people in the right roles.


NAKED MOLE RATS GET IT


Books on teams rarely recognize and embrace different roles, but the animal kingdom is no stranger to the idea. Naked mole rats aren’t generally considered the sexiest of mammals, but in the subterranean catacombs of East Africa, every naked mole rat has a well-defined role.11


There’s the indomitable queen, the only female in the colony that can reproduce. While her primary role is reproduction, she also plays a part in guiding the colony and maintaining order. The breeding male is a highly selective role, filled by one to three male mole rats. As the relationships between the queen and breeding males may last for years, other females are temporarily sterile, and the nonbreeding males take on other roles.


Physical size has a hand in determining those other roles. Smaller workers expand the empire and forage for food, excavating new spaces and bringing sustenance to the colony. The larger workers are tasked with protection roles and stand ready to defend against attacks. There’s even a disperser role: These male mole rats are morphologically, physiologically, and behaviorally distinct from the other colony members. Equipped with generous fat reserves for long journeys, they look to leave the burrow when they see a chance for escape. Their primary job is to mate with individuals from foreign colonies.


Naked mole rats aren’t the most glamorous creatures, yet somehow they’ve figured out that in order to survive, the colony needs to embrace and leverage distinct roles.




CHAPTER REFLECTION GUIDE




	Think about the most effective team you’ve ever been a part of. Which of the five roles (Director, Achiever, Stabilizer, Harmonizer, Trailblazer) were present? Was any role missing? How did the presence or absence of certain roles impact the team’s success?


	Think about a team you are currently a part of. Which of the five roles (Director, Achiever, Stabilizer, Harmonizer, Trailblazer) do you see most clearly represented? Are there any roles missing? How does this balance—or imbalance—affect the team’s dynamics and outcomes?


	The chapter discusses comparative advantage versus competitive advantage. What is your comparative advantage on your current team? What role allows you to contribute most effectively, even if you’re not the “best” at everything?


	Reflect on how well your team values and leverages the unique strengths of its members. Are there opportunities to better appreciate or support teammates who play different roles from your own?





Visit www.leadershipiq.com/teamplayers to find more resources, such as exercises, assessments, and additional tools.
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