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Introduction
During the past several decades, the trend toward collaborative teamwork has grown tremendously. Teams can be 

found everywhere in the public and private sectors, and they come in many forms—executive teams, management teams, 
teams created around functional areas, special-purpose teams, cross-functional teams, industry teams, etc., depending 
on the work to be done. But, though most leaders and managers understand the necessity of these kinds of relationships, 
and view them as a valuable tool for managing today’s complex and rapidly changing environment, teamwork has not, 
for the most part lived up to its potential—despite this theoretical understanding.

When Teams Work Best, a report of the results of 15 years of research, seeks to close that gap. Speaking to executives, 
managers, team leaders, and team members, LaFasto and Larson offer an analysis of the conditions that approximately 
6,000 team members themselves say contribute both to the success and failure of teams. (These 6,000 team members 
comprise 600 teams from such industries as airline, automotive, banking/finance, chemical, computer, consulting, 
distribution/logistics, education, food, healthcare, industrial equipment, insurance, law enforcement, legal, pharmaceutical, 
publishing, retail science/engineering, sports, telecommunications, and utilities.) And, they present specific tools, and 
outline a wealth of strategies and techniques, for ensuring teamwork effectiveness, including: demonstrating the abilities 

Frank LaFasto and Carl Larson

©2001 by Sage Publications, Inc.

Adapted by permission of Sage Publications, Inc.

ISBN: 0-7619-2366-7

When Teams
Work Best
6,000 Team Members and Leaders
Tell What It Takes to Succeed

Volume 19, Number 9 • Copyright ©2002 Business Book Review, LLC • All Rights Reserved

http://www.BusinessBookReview.com


Frank LaFasto and Carl LarsonWhen Teams Work Best

Page 2Business Book Review™ Vol. 19, No. 9 • Copyright © 2002 Business Book Review, LLC • All Rights Reserved

and behaviors of competent team members, building and 
sustaining collaborative relationships, applying a practical 
and powerful process for problem solving, improving 
leadership effectiveness, and creating an organization 
environment that encourages collaboration.

Chapter One: What Makes a Good Team 
Member—the Abilities and Behaviors That 
Matter

Teams have two distinguishing characteristics: (1) 
They have an objective or goal, and (2) Reaching this 
goal necessitates collaboration. From 15,000 
assessments that team-members made of fellow 
teammates, LaFasto and Larson found that the 
attributes of individuals provide some of the best 
predictors of whether a team will accomplish its objectives. 
Specifically, experience and problem-solving ability, 
which are “working-knowledge” attributes, and openness, 
supportiveness, action orientation, and a positive personal 

style—teamwork factors—were shown to be the qualities 
that tend to differentiate good team members from bad.

One of the first qualities team members look for 
in others is experience, particularly in the team leader, 
who often comes under special scrutiny. However, as the 
team begins to coalesce, it becomes obvious that some 
individuals are especially good at solving problems; thus, 
they are valued because they help keep the team working 
towards its goal. Nonetheless, when teams go astray, the 
difficulties rarely have anything to do with these “working-
knowledge” attributes, but are more often related to the 

“team work” factors of openness, supportiveness, action 
orientation, and personal style—attributes needed for 
successful collaboration.

People who are willing to promote an environment 
in which ideas are exchanged freely are invaluable. Their 
readiness to raise important issues, and to be receptive to 
input from others, sets an example and keeps the team 
working to the best of its abilities. But, when there is a 
lack of openness, a lack of trust ensues, ideas are not able 
to flow freely, and critical issues concerning results, policies 
and bureaucracy, planning, role clarity, and performance 
do not get discussed. Instead of proactively confronting the 
root cause of this dysfunction, teams often engage in passive 
avoidance, which tends to divert the team’s energy away 
from its objective. And, although openness counteracts 
this tendency, it must be applied in combination with 
supportiveness so that it does not become an excuse for 
harsh interactions among team members. Supportiveness, 
or the “desire and willingness to help others succeed,” 
involves putting the team’s welfare above any individual 
agenda and cultivating team spirit and a good working 
atmosphere.

Action orientation is an important teamwork attribute 
because action-oriented team members are willing to take 
on leadership roles and get things done. Without this type 
of individual, teams can become “helpless” or “entrenched.” 
Helplessness leads to inertia, and entrenched teams allow 
their success to make them too exclusionary, thereby, 
forfeiting their effectiveness in dealing with company 
issues. Thus, the value of action-oriented team members 
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derives from the fact that they do something: “Action is 
more likely to succeed than inaction.”

Personal style is also very critical. Not only is personal 
behavior contagious (i.e., optimism and confidence beget 
optimism and confidence, and complaints and cynicism 
beget more complaints and cynicism), the overall team 
climate greatly affects openness, supportiveness, and 
action orientation.

Although the research clearly indicates that individual 
attitudes, styles, and ways of interacting have a direct 
impact on their teams’ performance outcomes, people are 
incredibly diverse and tend to fall along a continuum of 
collaborative attitudes and competencies. Some people 
can work collaboratively, some cannot do so, and some 
simply refuse to even try to embrace collaboration at all. 
This, say LaFasto and Larson, is why the complex issue of 
making team-based relationships more collaborative and 
productive must be considered.

Chapter Two: Team Relationships—Simple and 
Easy Versus Complicated and Hard

The authors have observed that a complicated set 
of relationships resides at the center of every team, and 
when teams fail to meet their goals, it is most often due 
to bad relationships, which can lead to counterproductive 
dysfunctional team behavior. LaFasto and Larson have 
also observed that good relationships are constructive 
for all parties concerned, productive, characterized by 
mutual understanding, and are self-corrective. Thus, 
teams are able to work through hard times and remain 
effective. These observations form the foundation of 
their Connect Model, a proven step-by-step process for 
doing two things simultaneously: (1) recognizing that a 
relationship is a process done with someone rather than 
to someone and, (2) using the requirements for building 
a relationship as a proactive, rather than a retrospective 
guide. These requirements involve agreeing to have a 
constructive conversation, ensuring that the conversation 
is productive enough to make a difference, understanding 
and appreciating each person’s perspective, and committing 
to making improvements. 

The benefits of the Connect Model is that it incorporates 
preparation and structure, brings team relationship 

issues to the surface, and “focuses on the collaborative 
responsibility of each team member, each relationship 
within the team, and group dynamics.” It also addresses 
the two team-relationship problems that surfaced again 
and again in the authors’ research: giving feedback and 
receiving feedback. “In other words … the most common 
relationship shortcoming … is the inability to be self-
corrective in a constructive way.” The model takes this 

tendency into account, for LaFasto and Larson 
found that establishing mechanisms for giving 
and receiving feedback is more effective (and 

less threatening) than simply allowing feedback to be open 
and unstructured.

Moreover, having implemented and observed the 
model in many different types of collaborative situations, 
the authors offer four important and practical conclusions 
about team relationships: A structured method for 
discussing difficult issues is always more effective than a 
random approach. The method works best when both parties 
understand it. Both parties must want to work through an 
issue constructively so as to preserve the relationship. And, 
practicing a structured approach makes teams and their 
members stronger and prepares them to manage greater 
challenges more collaboratively.

Chapter Three: Team Problem Solving—Raising 
and Resolving the Real Issues

Team members must solve problems together if their 
teams are to achieve their goals, which is what teams are 
created to do. But, because teams are comprised of diverse 
individuals with diverse viewpoints, some disagreement 
will naturally occur. However, according to LaFasto and 
Larson, this diversity is also the strength of the team 
approach. Thus, teams must learn how to channel their 
divergent inputs and energies so that they can effectively 
problem solve and advance toward the common goal.

The authors’ research suggests that focus, climate, and 
communication are the primary factors that distinguish 
good problem-solving teams. Successful teams are clear 
about what they are doing; they establish an inspiring and 
unifying goal and work together towards it. They are not 
plagued with overriding personal agendas, organizational 
politics, ineffective leadership, and/or the dysfunctional 
behavior of individuals, but operate in a relaxed and 
comfortable climate in which everyone’s input is welcomed 

“Team problem solving is not harmony; it is the constructive 
interaction of diverse perspectives.”
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and valued. And, they encourage open communication that 
allows members to air their differences in constructive ways 
and to talk openly about any obstacles that are interfering 
with the team’s performance.

LaFasto and Larson believe that a simple model that 
focuses on the team’s goal and energies captures this 
problem-solving dynamic. Teamwork often produces 
results that could not have been produced 
by a lone individual; however, for this 
to occur, all team members must be 
willing to contribute. A unifying goal 
that inspires everyone will help develop team spirit and 
bring about heightened results. The authors developed the 
Single Question Format for this purpose.

This five-step model is called the Single Question 
Format because the first step, identifying a single problem, 
focuses everyone’s attention on the one question that, when 
answered, will provide the entire team with the information 
needed to accomplish its purpose. Moreover, the sharp 
focus also acts to delay any consideration of solutions 
until a thorough analysis of the problem has been made. 
This approach is critical because a primary weakness in 
team problem solving is the tendency to make decisions 
prematurely. 

The model’s subsequent steps, like the first, help the 
team avoid ambiguity, premature decision making, and 
overemphasis on minor issues. These steps entail: agreeing 
on the principles for discussion and revealing any influential 
assumptions and biases; identifying and analyzing any 
“subquestions,” in order to understand the complexities of 
the single question; identifying two or three possible and 
most reasonable solutions; and choosing the most desirable 
solution from among the possibilities.

The authors note that not only does the Single 
Question format provide the aforementioned benefits, 
it also addresses the challenges of maintaining open 
communication and developing team spirit that naturally 
exist due to the extreme diversity of cross-functional teams. 
And, it is just as effective with process problems as it is 
with the substantive issues.

Chapter Four: The Team Leader—What Works/
What Gets in the Way

When LaFasto and Larson asked 6,000 team members 
to describe the strengths and weaknesses of their team 
leaders, the authors found that focusing on goals, ensuring 

a collaborative climate, building confidence, demonstrating 
sufficient technical know-how, setting priorities, and 
managing performance are the key attributes that 
characterize an effective leader.

The first priority of the team leader is keeping the team 
focused on the goal (i.e., mission, vision, strategy, primary 
objective, or prime directive). To this end, effective leaders 

clearly define the goal and articulate it in a way that inspires 
commitment. They avoid any compromising political 
issues. They help team members see their relevance to the 
goal, and help them align their roles and responsibilities 
with it. They continually take care to find fresh, energizing 
ways to reinforce the team’s objective. And, if it becomes 
necessary to adjust this objective, they ensure that the team 
understands the reason.

After the goal has been established, the next critical 
task is to ensure a collaborative climate that enables 
team members to address, openly and freely, any issues 
standing in the way of achievement. Thus, effective leaders 
make communication safe for all team members, demand 
and reward collaborative behavior, and guide the team’s 
problem-solving efforts (the Single Question Format is an 
effective tool for this task)—not allowing any interference 
from organization structure, systems, processes, or their 
own personal control needs and egos.

Because the success of the team members is the success 
of the team leader, building the members’ self-confidence 
activates them to set higher goals for themselves. This is 
one of the most important things a team leader can do, and 
it begins with achieving results. Effective leaders also strive 
to make members as knowledgeable about key issues and 
facts as possible, for they understand that clarity boosts 
confidence.

Effective team leaders demonstrate technical 
know-how—“a framework of understanding through 
which to identify and analyze key issues related to the 
team’s objective.” This would include specific skills and 
experience, knowledge of the business and industry, and 
an understanding of the company’s business and strategy. 
Although successful leaders make an effort to ensure that 
their knowledge of the issues is sufficient, they also know 

“There is a clear movement away from understanding leadership 
as positional authority and toward understanding leadership in 
terms of the relationship between leader and constituent.”
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when to solicit the help of others whose knowledge is more 
specialized than their own. 

Another very important leadership dimension is 
the ability to set priorities—“[to] reconcile competing 
demands for finite resources of time, money, and energy.” 
However, over time, priorities change, and capable leaders 
acknowledge this; thus, they are willing to make difficult 
choices and not allow priorities to increase exponentially. 
Moreover, when it is necessary to change priorities, they 
share the reasons for the change with team members and 
also ask each individual how the shift will affect his or her 
roles and responsibilities.

The sixth and final dimension of team leadership, 
performance management, begins with being absolutely 
clear about expectations and focusing on results. LaFasto 
and Larson suggest that objectives, collaborative style, 
management skills, and personal development are the 
“four categories of performance [that] create a fairly 
comprehensive, results-oriented package.” 

Having established expectations, effective leaders 
regularly evaluate progress and offer constructive feedback. 
Most importantly, they are ever ready to take responsibility 
for dealing with issues of poor performance (according to 
the research this is one of the distinguishing features of 
successful teams) and also to reward good results. 

LaFasto and Larson point out that those wanting to put 
the six dimensions of leadership into practice can begin 
by doing an evaluation of their styles and capabilities that 
includes both a self-assessment and feedback from team 
members. To that end, the authors have developed a two-
version Collaborative Team Leader questionnaire (one 
version for the team leader and the other for team members) 
that can be used as a comprehensive leadership rating tool. 
However, the authors warn that, though the questionnaire 
can guide an individual’s efforts to become more effective, 
leadership is a complex process that cannot be reduced to 
a “finite to-do list.” And, they emphasize that, “the final 
ingredient in the alchemy of leadership … is not only a 
matter of what you do but also a matter of who you are.”

Chapter Five: The Organization Environment—
Promoting Clarity, Confidence, and Commitment

LaFasto and Larson broadly define organization 
environment as the “psychological atmosphere that 
emerges from the way an organization conducts itself.” It 
shapes attitudes, ideas and behavior, and is an indication of 
whether a company is a good or undesirable place to work. 
It can make effort meaningful, or it can waste it. And, it 
is the simultaneous cause and effect of the organization’s 
tone. Thus, an organization environment has an enormous 
impact on teamwork. A good environment can encourage 
collaboration by accentuating and cultivating what the 

author’s call “a very simple but powerful 
linear relationship: Clarity drives confidence; 
confidence drives commitment.” In the absence 
of clarity, team members are unsure of their 

roles, which results in the inability to commit fully to 
projects, which, in turn, prevents productive decision 
making and the ability to act on the organization’s behalf. 

The clarity-drives-confidence-confidence-drives-
commitment relationship can be clearly seen in the three 
dimensions of organization environment that have emerged 
from LaFasto and Larson’s research and that characterize 
environments that support effective teamwork. These 
dimensions are: (1) management practices that set direction, 
align effort, and deliver results; (2) structure and processes 
that ensure that the best decisions are made as quickly as 
possible, and by the right people; and (3) systems that 
provide useful information and drive behavior toward 
desired results.

Management practices have the greatest influence on 
shaping a collaborative environment. When clarity exists 
about the overall goals and direction of the organization, 
about strategic priorities and resources for achieving those 
goals, and about operating principles, confidence in the 
leadership and direction of the organization ensues. This 
confidence leads, in turn, to a commitment to deliver 
results.

Structure, “the formal pattern of relationships among 
the various roles and responsibilities of an organization,” 
and processes, “the dynamic means by which goals are 
established, tasks are accomplished, and problems are 
resolved toward an end objective,” are also influential. 
Clarity about roles and responsibilities, about how to 
participate in decision-making processes, and the key 

“No matter how remarkable our individual talents, only our 
ability to collaborate will allow us to address and solve the 
most meaningful issues.”
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issues concerning the organization’s performance lead 
teams to be confident that they are thinking and acting 
in the best interests of the company. As a result, they can 
commit to identifying and resolving all issues that may 
affect the organization’s success.

Finally, systems “provide information, set standards, 
and drive behavior toward desired results.” Thus, systems 
should always be in sync with goals and should promote 
and reward teamwork and collaboration. And, standards 
should be established to promote fairness, consistency, 
and predictability. Clarity must exist about what kinds of 
critical information are needed to make decisions, monitor 
and reward results, and set policy. This clarity builds the 
team’s confidence in its knowledge and know-how and 
allows it to commit to running an organization that makes 
fact-based decisions, aligns systems and standards with 
desired outcomes, and is in sync with the marketplace.

Appendix: Reliability of the Collaborative Team 
Leader Instrument

* * *

Bibliographic notes by chapter, a name index,

and a subject index are provided.

Remarks
Over the past several decades, there has been a steadily 

increasing trend toward “collaborative decision-making 
groups” undertaking “collaborative problem-solving 
processes,” across all industries, in both the public and 
private sectors. Having recognized the strength of this trend, 
say LaFasto and Larson, the U.S. Department of Labor 
has identified teamwork as an important workplace skill 
that should be an integral part of public school curricula. 
The Department’s report suggests that individuals need 
teamwork skills in order to compete effectively in the 
workplace, and U.S. business needs these skills in order to 
compete effectively in the global arena. 

Based on their many years of experience, the authors 
believe that this transformation from individual work 
to teamwork and collaboration is driven by a growing 

complexity of the world and its problems that increasingly 
require the diverse perspectives and coordinated efforts of 
many—the lone genius is no longer capable of carrying the 
day. LaFasto and Larson also believe, based on biological 
and anthropological research, this kind of teamwork is 
made possible by the fact that the human being’s capacity 
for collaboration is steadily evolving. Thus, teamwork 
has become the conventional wisdom because it is both 
necessary and possible. 

Still, experience shows that neither obligation, nor 
opportunity, is sufficient to overcome the many “problems 
and deficiencies in the principles and practices associated 
with teamwork and collaboration.” When Teams Work 
Best seeks to address these problems and deficiencies as 
they are understood and experienced in real collaborative 
situations. Speaking to executives and managers, team 
leaders, and team members, LaFasto and Larson offer an 
analysis of the conditions that approximately 6,000 team 
members themselves say contribute both to the success and 
failure of teams. The authors explain that their efforts began 
in 1981, with a long-term research project that focused 
on teams and teamwork, using a sample that included a 
wide variety of teams, in a wide variety of situations and 
industries. Their findings, which were reported in their 
seminal work, TeamWork: What Must Go Right/What Can 

Go Wrong (1989) included a comprehensive analysis of the 
characteristics that appeared to define successful teams: 
a clear and elevating goal, results-driven structure, com-
petent team members, unified commitment, collaborative 
climate, standards of excellence, external support and 
recognition, and principled leadership.

Simultaneously, the authors developed a set of 
measurements for assessing how teams were performing 
within the context of these characteristics and also 
for evaluating how much team members and leaders 
contributed to their teams’ successes and failures. In the 
ensuing years, LaFasto and Larson collected quantitative 
and qualitative data from approximately 600 teams 
and 6,000 team members and organized the insights of 
these team members around personal qualities, team 
relationships, team problem solving, team leadership, and 
organization environment—what the authors call “the five 
dynamics of teamwork and collaboration. Five seminal 
questions guided and framed their efforts: (1) What are 
the attributes or behaviors of individual team members, 
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as seen by their fellow team members, that help the team 
succeed, or interfere with the team’s success? (2) What 
are the dimensions, strengths, and weaknesses of working 

relationships in teams? (3) What are the behaviors of teams, 
as seen by their leaders and members, that make some teams 
more successful than others at problem solving? (4) What 
are the behaviors of team leaders, as seen by members of 
the team, that help lead the team to success or failure? (5) 
What are the organizational processes and practices that 
increase or decrease the likelihood of teams succeeding?

When Teams Work Best reports the answers and 
comments to these questions, in the respondents’ own 
words. And, it is these insights, culled from those actively 
involved in the successes and failures of teamwork, that 
form the basis for the book’s theoretical perspective and its 
practical advice. Thus, the work is not based on “informed” 
guesses or assumptions, but on reliable data that readers 
can actually see in a concrete, easily identified, and readily 
assimilated form. On this basis alone, the work stands as a 
valuable addition to the theory and practice of teamwork.

Another important contribution of this book is the 
elevation and refinement of the concept of collaboration. 
Readers can see clearly how it drives and frames, not 
only the idea of teamwork, but also the effective work of 
teams, from the individual team member to the processes 
and practices of the organization. LaFasto and Larson 
demonstrate that the concept must become more than a 
mere concept, and more than just about working jointly 
as a means to an end—it must be a “conscious [and 
structured] choice” to be as well as do. The lesson is that 
collaboration is no longer just a synonym for teamwork, 
but that collaboration must define teamwork, if that work 
is to have any hope of success. The authors firmly believe 
that the increasing complexity of today’s problems calls for 
this kind of expanded perspective—one that encompasses 
and informs all human endeavor. 

Finally, When Teams Work Best provides the 
additional benefit that it can be used as well as read. 
Throughout the work, LaFasto and Larson provide the 
opportunity to perform “spot checks” so that readers can 
evaluate their current understanding, capabilities, and 
behavior. Each chapter ends with a “Putting It to Work” 
section of detailed, easily tailored assessment exercises 
and learning tools that allow readers to practice the 
lessons learned. Thus, this work expands the framework 

for team performance that the authors built in TeamWork 

and delivers specific, practical tools (ones that really 
work) for navigating through the inherent complexities of 
collaborative relationships.

Reading Suggestions

Reading time: 7-9 hours, 243 Pages in Book 
LaFasto and Larson have structured When Teams 

Work Best around five dynamics that build on each other; 
thus, the best approach is to read the work from beginning 
to end, in the order presented. Because ideas are presented 
clearly, and the information is very well organized and 
accessible to the widest audience, this strategy can be 
easily undertaken. The preface does, however, offer “How 
to Use This Book” guidelines (p. xiii) that suggest various 
approaches for people at different levels: executives and 
managers who are responsible for the overall functioning 
of teams; team leaders who need practical guidance for 
improving their leadership skills and behavior; and team 
members, looking to improve their own participation and 
that of their teammates. Although these guidelines highlight 
specific sections on which to focus, we still recommend 
reading the work in its entirety and doing the exercises as 
you progress. The authors also occasionally suggest making 
notes and taking time to reflect. Of course, this approach 
will add considerably to our estimated reading time.
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