
Pull Together a Winning Team

ber who excels at the same thing. Remember to address 

both task-related strengths and people skills when as-

sembling your team.

Consider this hypothetical example illustrating the 

value of diversity on a team. 

Imagine that your company has experienced a dra-

matic increase in products returned from customers. If 

you pull together a team of six engineers to analyze the 

problem, chances are they’ll quickly come to one conclu-

sion and make a recommendation consistent with their 

FIGURE 1-1

Making the most of diversity

Use this list of task- and people-related strengths to determine what mix of 
knowledge and skills your team requires. 

To complete the tasks at hand, 
you may need members who 
bring:

To get everyone working well 
together, enlist members who 
excel at:

• Relevant functional expertise 
(for example, in engineering, 
accounting, marketing, fi nance, 
or customer service)

• Relevant industry knowledge 
(for example, in manufacturing, 
technology, health care, 
or fi nancial services)

• Technological skill

• An appetite for research

• The ability to mine and 
analyze data 

• A knack for writing and 
presenting

• Facilitating meetings

• Building consensus

• Giving feedback 

• Communicating in groups 

• Resolving confl icts

• Negotiating 

• Motivating others

• Exercising emotional 
intelligence

• Infl uencing others

• Networking with people 
outside the team who can 
provide resources
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Pull Together a Winning Team

FIGURE 1-2

How are they wired?

When you’re selecting team members, think about how they’re naturally 
inclined to act. On each dimension below, most people will gravitate toward 
one end of the continuum or the other when they’re on “autopilot,” though 
they can adjust their behaviors with eff ort—when under deadline pressure, 
for instance. 

Is detail oriented

OUTLOOK

Focuses on the big 
picture

Focuses on the next 
project deadline

Looks one to three 
years down the road

Decides on the basis 
of data DECISION 

MAKING

Relies on intuition

Decides deliberately 
with analyses and 
contemplation

Decides spontaneously

Is a late adopter 
of trends; prefers 
certainty and clarity

CHANGE

Is an early adopter; 
is comfortable with 
uncertainty

Prefers incremental 
change; builds on 
what works

Prefers large, sweep-
ing change; likes a 
“clean slate”

Places task completion 
ahead of relationships

PRIORITIES

Places relationships 
and harmony ahead 
of tasks

Focuses on the tasks 
themselves

Focuses on how the 
work gets done (the 
process)

Prefers a slow 
and methodical 
environment WORK

Prefers a fast and fl uid 
environment

Works on one task at 
a time

Multitasks

Spends time analyzing 
and preparing for risk

RISK

Faces risk with 
minimal planning

Identifi es all possible 
outcomes and gener-
ates contingencies 
ahead of time

Prefers to make real-
time adjustments as 
needed
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more work for you because of the monitoring and coach-

ing they require, but they can help you develop new com-

petencies in your people. 

Defi ning Roles by Structure 
To clarify which behaviors people can expect from the 

leader and which they can expect from team members, 

try completing the form in table 4-1 as a group.

As you capture and discuss everyone’s input, you’ll ex-

pose differences in thinking. Work together to reconcile 

them. You might, for example, ask each team member to 

write down fi ve behaviors of a good team member, and 

TABLE 4-1

Clarifying behaviors

Leader Team members

Here’s what I propose to do as the 
leader:

Here’s what we propose to do as 
members:

Here’s what I need from you as 
members:

Here’s what we need from our 
leader:
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mal authority, teams are often tempted to decide, “We 

don’t need a leader. We can all share that role.” Although 

that can work, most leaderless teams fi nd that tasks take 

longer, the quality of the work is lower, and more con-

fl icts arise among members. 

Instead, consider rotating leadership throughout the 

project. For example, during data collection, the team’s 

analytics expert might act as the leader. When it’s time to 

create the fi nal report for stakeholders, the person with 

the best writing skills might assume the role.

However, it’s usually a good idea to designate an over-

all leader, as well. You’ll want someone to maintain a 

TABLE 4-2

Defi ning expectations

Regarding: Team members are expected to:

Task work • meet deadlines

• keep everyone informed on progress

• meet targets

Relationships • manage their own emotional responses

• maintain good working relationships

• resolve confl icts

Collaboration • pull their weight

• accept and support team decisions

Meetings • attend all required meetings

• come prepared 

• actively participate

Time management • give advance notice before pushing back a 
due date 

• return all team-related e-mails, texts, and calls by 
close of business each day
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 specialists step in to manage different aspects of the proj-

ect, and then come back as project manager at the end to 

tie everything together and capture lessons learned.

The roles your team needs may evolve. When one 

team’s leader announced his retirement, the group cre-

ated a new role: succession planner. That person became 

responsible for working with the retiring leader to cap-

ture his institutional knowledge before the team lost it. 

TABLE 4-3

Defi ning roles

Task roles Process roles

Meeting facilitator: puts the 
agenda together, leads the discus-
sion, and makes sure the meeting 
starts and ends on time

Project manager: sets up the proj-
ect sequence and timeline; holds 
members accountable to that plan

Task specialist: organizes and 
leads a portion of the larger 
project, such as conducting the 
research or doing the analysis

Note taker: records all key deci-
sions; documents the progress of 
the team

Liaison: informs stakeholders (cli-
ents, boss, customers) about team 
activities; brings their ideas and 
concerns back to the group

Gatekeeper: pays attention to who 
is and isn’t talking; invites quiet 
members into the conversation

Mediator: names confl icts (often 
the “elephant in the room”) and 
then guides confl ict resolution

Devil’s advocate: challenges the 
team’s thinking to increase rigor in 
decision making

Morale manager: keeps mem-
bers energized by remembering 
birthdays, organizing social events, 
and so on

Consensus taker: monitors the 
commitment level during team 
discussions to see if people really 
agree with decisions 

Goal/rule keeper: monitors 
adherence to team goals and rules; 
facilitates ongoing “continuous 
improvement” discussions 
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PROCESS RATINGS EXERCISE

Ask members to score the team on the following elements of teamwork, 
and then meet to discuss. Have them share their ratings, explain their 
reasoning, and suggest changes that would improve the ratings.

ability, workload, and trust. However, you can adjust it to 

meet your needs: Rate only a few elements, for instance. 

Modify the descriptions at the ends of the scales to in-

clude specifi c behaviors. Or add new scales. If the team 

consists of people from different parts of the business, 

you might assess collaboration across functional lines. 

Don’t buckle under time pressure and skip these con-

versations because you have 100 tasks that need to be 

1. Team infrastructure (goals, roles, and rules) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

2. Accountability
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

3. Workload 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

Never clearly 
established; 
members don’t 
know what’s 
expected of them.

Members don’t 
comply with team 
goals and rules; 
they aren’t held 
accountable.

Clearly established; 
members know 

what’s expected of 
them.

Members comply 
with goals and 

rules; they’re held 
accountable.

Team has “free 
riders” who don’t 
contribute or 
volunteer; their 
work gets ignored 
or is done by a 
dominant few.

Team has no “free 
riders”; work is fairly 

distributed.

90

Manage Your Team

HBR Guide to Leading Teams.indd   90HBR Guide to Leading Teams.indd   90 3/25/15   11:01 AM3/25/15   11:01 AM



4. Problem solving and decision making 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

5. Managing confl ict 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

6. Task/project progression 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

7. Communication 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

8. Trust 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

A few members 
make all the 
decisions, with little 
or no rigor; the team 
doesn’t appreciate 
opposing ideas.

Members avoid 
confl ict or pretend 
it doesn’t exist; 
people complain 
about others behind 
their backs.

Members do poor-
quality work and 
miss deadlines.

Members don’t 
communicate; they fail 
to disclose decisions, 
rationales, goals, and 
other information 
critical to performance.

Members don’t trust 
one another, which 
stifl es innovation, risk 
taking, and rigorous 
decision making; they 
expect their input to 
be misinterpreted 
or leaked to people 
outside the team.

Team discusses 
decisions rigorously, 
seeks diverse ideas, 
invites dissent, and 

includes aff ected 
stakeholders.

Members explicitly 
discuss confl icts 

with all those 
involved.

Members produce 
high-quality work 

on time.

Members communicate 
frequently and fl uidly; 

they fully disclose 
decisions, rationales, 

goals, and other 
information critical to 

performance.

Members have a high 
degree of trust, which 

fosters innovation, risk 
taking, and rigorous 

decision making; they 
expect their input to 

be received openly and 
kept confi dential.
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FINAL RATINGS EXERCISE

Before meeting to discuss individuals’ performance, ask people to 
score each team member on these dimensions (or others the team 
deems relevant). As individuals share their ratings, they should explain 
their thinking and off er suggestions for ways their colleagues can 
improve.

1. Adhered to team rules 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

2. Fully contributed to our process goals and team culture 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

3. Completed tasks on time and with care 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

4. Engaged in and supported team decisions 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

5. Gave and received feedback appropriately 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

6. Resolved confl icts and promoted harmony 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10

OVERALL SCORE 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10
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