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Having a world-class team is every leader’s goal, yet 
it’s tough to achieve. Stu Schlackman explains 
why building a successful team also means 
understanding each team member.
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IT’S AMAzING HOW in the world of professional 

football a new coach can come in and turn a losing 

team into a winning one in just a year. Have you ever 

wondered how these coaches do it? What do they say to 

players that makes such a difference? What potential 

changes are they able to see, which others cannot, that 

will turn the team around?

Building a high-functioning team isn’t about hiring a 

bunch of superstars (in fact, that tactic rarely works). 

And while it’s important to have a congenial, positive 

work environment, creating a team is not about 

bringing together a group of people who like one 

another (that’s what friends are for). Instead, to amp up 

your team’s performance, learn how to build team 

harmony — and see who your team members really are.
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NNinety percent of top performers have high 
scores in emotional intelligence.

The Causes of Team Dysfunction
When it comes to building a world-class team, you 
should actually start by learning the characteristics 
that define a poorly performing team. Following are 
the five main elements, identified by Patrick Lencioni 
in The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, that can hurt a 
team’s performance.1

 ■ Absence of trust. Trust is the foundation of any 
relationship, and without it you cannot engage in 
team building. When trust is absent, members of a 
team second-guess decisions and ascribe false 
motives to others. Lack of trust leads to lack of 
openness, which in turn creates fear and fosters 
low morale. A team that operates under these 
conditions will rarely excel.

 ■ Fear of conflict. To improve a team’s performance, 
you must develop ways to resolve conflicts among 
team members. Conflict is a natural part of a 
healthy relationship, and dealing with it produc-
tively is critical. When team members learn to 
acknowledge conflict and work to move beyond it, 
the team as whole benefits and grows. Low- 
performing teams often avoid dealing with 
conflict, falling back instead on a false appearance 
of harmony. But a high-performing team will 
encourage its members to discuss the issue, 
avoiding personal attacks, and to look for the best 
solution for the team.

 ■ Lack of commitment. When team members lack 
trust and don’t know how to handle conflict, you 
will have a tough time gaining their buy-in to the 
team’s success. A team with the highest caliber of 
players (like the Dallas Cowboys had last season) 

will do poorly if the players are more committed 
to their individual outcomes than to the team’s 
success.

 ■ Avoidance of accountability. Accountability means 
looking out for — and then quashing — behaviors 
that are harmful to the team and its goals. Strong 
leaders not only hold their team members account-
able, but also create an environment where team 
members hold one another accountable.

 ■ inattention to results. What is the end goal? What 
are the desired outcomes? The whole idea is to get 
results, not merely survive. There is rarely success 
without a powerful focus by the team on the 
endgame — and responsibility for maintaining this 
focus rests squarely with the leader.

The most important of these five elements is trust; 
the other four layers are built on it. If you don’t have 
trust, then you can’t resolve conflict. If you can’t 
resolve conflict, your team members will be reluctant 
to commit to the team goal or to embrace the notion 
that they are accountable to one another. With 
commitment or accountability, team members will 
give priority to their individual success instead of 
team goals.

Trust is the combination of character and 
capability that leads to consistent and superior 
performance every time. Or, as Stephen Covey 
artfully puts it in his book The SPEED of Trust,  
trust = speed ÷ cost.2

If you have just one team member with low trust, 
it can be contagious. People typically can sense 
another’s distrust and will often reflect the same 

Key Strategies Many Individuals, One Team

»building a high-trust environment 
is key to building a high-performance 
team. 
»recognize that conflict, when 
appropriately managed, is healthy 
and will lead to stronger team results.

»those with high emotional 
intelligence, with their ability to assess 
and influence the emotions of others, 
play an essential role in a team’s 
performance.

»respect your team members’ 
diverse temperaments: this diversity is 
one reason why teams can 
outperform individuals.

2Stephen Covey, The SPEED of Trust: The One Thing That Changes 
Everything (New York: Free Press, 2006).

1 Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2002).
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The Four Colors of Personality
MOST PEOPLE KNOW the left-brain versus right-
brain theory of personality: some are more task 
oriented (or left-brain dominant); others are more 
relationship oriented (right-brain dominant). There 
are also numerous personality tools, such as Meyers-
Briggs, DISC, and the Social Styles, that accurately 
address individual temperament and behavior models. 
Understanding these different temperaments — and 
which team members are which — is a key step in 
building a high-performing team.

When you learn about the personality types of your 
team members, you’ll understand why some people 
make decisions quickly and others more slowly; why 
some prefer small talk when starting a conversation 
while others prefer to get right down to business; why 
some approach work methodically while others are less 
organized; why some are detail oriented while others 
are more interested in the big picture. 

Some conflicts may be resolved just by knowing and 
respecting these differences: when Bob breezes by you 
in the hall, don’t take it personally — he just doesn’t 
enjoy small talk. Understanding the preferences and 
priorities of those around you helps to build trust. And 
when people tension goes down, productivity goes up.

The four personality style colors are blue, gold, 
green, and orange. The motivators, communication 
models, and characteristics of each style varies, and 
these differences can create conflict. But once you 
understand the style of each of your team members, 
you can better understand how to leverage individuals’ 
strengths to maximize the team’s performance.

■  Blues. Blue team members seek to build relationships 
and encourage friendly dialogue and open 
discussion. Blues are good at reading the emotions 
of other team members and will listen to their 
concerns. They are the peacemakers and arbitrators.

 Characteristics: Loyal, friendly, conflict adverse, 
creative, compromising. 

 Motivated by: Recognition and appreciation for their 
contributions. 

 Communication style: Small talk; prefer to focus on 
the other person. 

 Decision-making style: Make decisions based on 
consensus and others’ feelings.

■  Golds. Gold team members are task oriented and 
measure worth by accomplishment. They like to lead, 
focus on the overall mission, and will urge other 
team members to work hard. To function well, golds 
need to have schedules, plans, and procedures. 

 Characteristics: Well organized, process oriented, 
methodical. 

 Motivated by: Recognition and appreciation for their 
dependability and organization. 

 Communication style: Formal, balanced, and 
controlled conversation; agenda driven. 

 Decision-making style: Need a reason to make a 
decision.

■  Greens. Green team members don’t like routine 
and prefer to work on specific jobs utilizing their 
expertise. They typically avoid socializing and tend 
to work alone. They will ask questions, scrutinize 
facts, and explore theories. Despite their initial 
views on any subject, greens will listen to well-
reasoned, rational, and coherent arguments.

 Characteristics: Analytical, detail oriented, 
visionary. 

 Motivated by: Praise for their insight, intelligence, 
expertise, and potential to come up with new ideas.

 Communication style: Succinct, with little small talk; 
inquisitive. 

 Decision-making style: Want as much information 
as possible before making a decision.

■  Oranges. Orange team members add spark to 
the team. They embrace risk, are quick to make 
decisions, and are good at troubleshooting and 
solving crises. Viewing rules and guidelines as 
restrictions to getting things done, oranges focus on 
the big picture, not the details. They will maneuver 
people to their advantage and focus on results. 

 Characteristics: Bold, direct, straightforward, easily 
bored. 

 Motivated by: Praise for performance and 
achievement. 

 Communication style: Action oriented; like to be the 
center of attention.

 Decision-making style: Often make quick decisions 
using gut instinct.

When all four personality styles are aware of their — 
and their team members’ — characteristics, the team’s 
ability to interact and function will improve. Blues are 
uniters; let them set up and manage events. Golds 
are organized and are good at directing processes. 
Greens are detailed oriented. Oranges energize the 
team and drive projects toward completion. 

Once your team is aligned, Oranges will realize that 
Greens are slower to make decisions. Blues and Golds 
will avoid risks while Greens and Oranges will take 
risks. Golds will create rules and processes. Blues will 
follow those rules and processes, Greens will question 
them, and Oranges will work around them. But each 
personality will understand the others’ behaviors and 
thus be able to function better as a team and to resolve 
conflict more efficiently.



When the Team Wins,  
We All Win

BUILDING THE LEADERS WHO BUILD THE INSURANCE,
INVESTMENT & FINANCIAL SERVICES INDUSTRY

Maximize the 
productivity of  your 
producers by learning 
how to launch, develop, 
support, and lead 
successful sales teams.

Align systems, processes, 
and communications with 
the leadership team to 
serve a single purpose: 
driving results and 
achieving your vision.

Full of  proven, practical ideas, 
each book in the Great Idea series 
includes dozens of  firsthand lessons 
from field leaders across the 
industry.

Use these GAMA resources to build, motivate, and lead your team … to win!

Learn more at The Marketplace at gamaweb.com
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»Stu Schlackman, is founder and president 
of competitive excellence, which helps businesses 
achieve superior sales results through training 
and coaching. The sales intelligence system helps 
companies build high-performance teams and 
increase sales through an understanding of the 
four different personality styles. Before starting 
competitive excellence, stu spent 25 years in 
corporate sales, where he was instrumental in increasing revenues and 
growing client bases at large corporations. in addition to closing large 
contracts and leading sales teams, stu spearheaded sales training 
initiatives. These initiatives powered his sales teams to exceed sales 
projections by an average of more than 30 percent annually. stu is also 
the author of Don’t Just Stand There, Sell Something and Four People You 
Should Know. stu teaches and mentors at dallas christian college and  is 
active in the richardson chamber of commerce, the national speakers 
Association/north Texas, and other civic and community organizations. 
stu can be reached at stu@competitive-excellence.com. 

LOG ON to Visit These Learning TracksLEARN 
MORE

negative, distrusting attitude right back. The result: 
low trust all around.

A Team of Individuals
To build a world-class team, you need excellence in 
decision making, communication, motivation, and risk 
taking. But a strong team is actually made up of 
individuals who have different decision-making and 
communication skills, different motivations, and 
different capacities for risk. Those differences are part 
of what gives a high-functioning team its synergistic 
power to exceed what team members can accomplish 
alone.

The first step in building harmony in your team is 
to understand your team members as individuals 
with different personalities and work styles. When 
you understand these differences, you better 
understand why people say and do the things they 
do, which will add a deeper dimension to your 
interactions. (To learn more about personality  
types, see sidebar “The Four Colors of Personality” 
on page 35.)

As a self-test, the next time you’re in a team 
meeting, be aware of your natural reaction to 
statements that you disagree with. Did you react to 
the particular statement, to the person who made it, 
or to both? Can you separate the merits of an idea 
from how you feel about the person who proposed it? 
Logically, you should be able to. In the real world, 
this is more difficult.

What’s Your Emotional Intelligence?
Despite the analytical tools, processes, and training 
at our disposal, the interactions of team members 
aren’t based on logic but on emotions. This is why, 
according to Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves in 
their book Emotional Intelligence 2.0, high 
emotional intelligence — the ability to assess and 
influence the emotions of others — is a vital 
characteristic of a great team.3

Emotional intelligence encompasses how we 
communicate, how we comport ourselves, how we 
exhibit our emotions, and our overall ability to build 
relationships with other people. Put simply, our 
emotional intelligence is a chief determinant of how 
we interact with others.

There are four elements of emotional intelligence:
 ■ self-awareness. An understanding of who you are 

and what your strengths and shortcomings are, 
especially when working with other people. Being 
self-aware means knowing more than what you 
like and dislike; it means knowing what your 
personality is and how it comes across to others.

 ■ self-management. The ability to maintain self-
control and manage your emotions around others.

 ■ social awareness. Your ability to focus on what’s 
happening around you. In addition to understand-
ing of the setting and who else is present, social 
awareness includes your capacity to accurately 
sense and appropriately respond to other people’s 
actions and emotions.

 ■ relationship management. Your ability to influ-
ence those around you and the reactions and 
emotions they express. Strong relationship-  
management skills help you gain agreement from 
others and are critical in building a high- 
performance team. 

Ninety percent of top performers in their careers, 
whether in sales or management, have high scores in 
emotional intelligence. That’s no surprise when you 
think about how others would regard someone with 
high emotional intelligence: they easily establish and 
maintain positive social relationships, manage conflict 
well, fit easily into social situations easily, and are 
often seen as natural leaders.

A solid understanding of the different personality 
styles that are at work within your team will help you 
work through every team — or client — situation. 

Being cognizant of the fact that people see things 
differently and do things differently will help you 
communicate more effectively. Instead of taking 
opposition to others’ perspectives, you are now open 
to new views on the issue or situation. 

So rather than rushing to judgment or becoming 
easily frustrated, you’ll gain a new respect for the skills 
each personality style brings to your team. You can, in 
turn, use those different styles to build a world-class 
team that consistently produces outstanding results.

3Travis Bradberry and Jean Greaves, Emotional Intelligence 2.0 (San 
Diego: Talent Smart, 2009).


