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Certain pitfalls are common when building a team. 
Knowing what mistakes to look out for can be half 
the battle. Following are the top five biggest teamwork 
ills and some prescriptions to help you avoid them.

1. Overemphasizing Abstract Goals
People like to talk about transcendent goals for a reason. 
Such goals are uplifting and can make work feel more 
meaningful. But when teams overestimate the importance of 
vision when setting goals for their team, they risk not paying 
enough attention to aligning personal priorities with those 
bigger goals. If team members don’t have a clear answer to 
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the question, “What’s in it for me?,” it can be hard for them 
to commit to working toward team goals.
Teamwork Rx: Align big, collective goals with small, 
personal commitments that drive performance.

2. Underemphasizing Roles
Many people think that getting the right talent in play is all 
it takes for a team to be successful. Research has shown, 
though, that you need clear structure and well-defined 
roles to best leverage the strengths of those on your team. 
Successful teams have:
•  a good mix of interdependent roles
•  the right fit between individual team members and 

their roles
•  a coherent plan for how roles fit together to form the 

team’s structure.
Teamwork Rx: Take time to find the roles and 
structure that make sense for your team. Well-structured 

http://www.nonprofitworld.org


april / may / june  2022  nonprofitworld.org  |  15

teams generally outperform those with more raw talent—
strength, skill, or IQ.

3. Making Too Many Rules
Human beings are rule-making machines: It’s what 
defines us as a species and allows us to interact as social 
beings. Often the tendency in teams is to try to plan for 
every possible situation and create rules for all potential 
contingencies. This is both time consuming and ineffective. 
Starbucks CEO and founder, Howard Schultz, understood 
the importance of focusing on the right rules when he 
decided to bring back in-store bean grinding to help restore 
the brand’s reputation and performance.
Teamwork Rx: Focus on the few rules that are likely 
to have the biggest impact on your team’s culture and 
performance: information-sharing, decision-making, and 
conflict resolution.

4. Ignoring Reflection
One of the major cognitive biases recognized by research 
is outcome bias: If you’re successful, you don’t really reflect 
on what went well or could have gone better. However, in a 
world characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity (VUCA), successes are fleeting, and reflection 
is as imperative when things are going well as when they’re 
not. Too often, organizations and teams reserve formal 
reflection for annual retreats or quarterly reviews, when 
in reality reflection needs to be taking place with much 
more frequency.
Teamwork Rx: Remember that check-ins need not 
always be huge affairs reserved for day-long retreats: They 
can be as simple as a weekly stand-up meeting.

5. Failing to Sell the Change
You can be right yet unsuccessful. Such was the case for 
Lloyd Braun, the ABC executive who was the champion 
and driving force behind the smash hit Lost. Braun was so 
convinced that his idea would be a hit, he greenlighted the 
most expensive television pilot budget to date, $12 million. 
He didn’t take time to get others on board with his vision, 
and even though his intuition was correct, he was fired 
before the show even premiered.
Teamwork Rx: Work hard to get buy-in so that people 
want to come along with you. Strength of will and charisma 
aren’t enough to push through change.
In the end, good teaming is about being mindful about how 
you’re working together. Be sure to check in frequently to 
close the gaps between what you say you want to do and 
what you’re actually doing. 

“Never forget the power of 
structured conversation.”
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A Few Essential Rules
Successful teams create guidelines to govern team behavior 
without going overboard with too many rules. The key 
is to focus on rules that matter, and these fall into three 
categories:
1. Conflict. Know how each team member handles 
contentious issues. Prepare for how to respond when such 
issues arise. Create rules that encourage constructive 
conflict.
2. Communication. Understand how each team member 
prefers to receive information. For instance, some are drawn 
to facts; others value emotional relationships; and still others 
are most interested in values. Establish rules that honor 
each person’s communication style while providing plenty 
of opportunities for face-to-face conversations.
3. Decision-Making. Be sure to set rules about how 
decisions will be made. For example, give every team 
member an equal chance to provide input into the decision. 
Be sure you have enough diversity of thought. If diversity 
is lacking, you may want to bring in outsiders to introduce 
divergent views into the decision-making process. If your 
team is conflict-averse, assign one person the “devil’s 
advocate” role when making decisions to make certain that 
all viewpoints are considered. A common rule for teams 
is that no one will interrupt when someone is offering 
their perspective. Again, such a rule assures equitable 
contributions from everyone on the team.
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