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Great Teams: 
16 Things High-Performing Organizations Do Differently
Book Summary

Introduction
In "Great Teams: 16 Things High Performing Organizations Do Differently," Don Yaeger explores the essential elements that distinguish high-performing teams from the rest. Drawing from examples across various domains such as sports, business, and the military, Yaeger identifies key principles that contribute to building and sustaining great teams. This comprehensive summary delves into each of the 16 lessons, providing insights into the dynamics and practices that foster exceptional teamwork and performance.
Lesson 1: Great Teams Understand "The Why"
Great teams have a clear and compelling purpose that drives their actions and decisions. They understand why they exist and what they aim to achieve, which aligns their efforts and motivates their members.
1. Purpose and Vision: A shared sense of purpose helps team members stay focused and committed. Understanding "the why" behind their work creates a strong foundation for decision-making and goal-setting. This purpose acts as a guiding star, ensuring that every action taken by the team is aligned with their core objectives. When team members internalize the mission, it fuels their passion and dedication, leading to higher levels of engagement and productivity. This deep sense of purpose helps navigate challenges, as it provides a clear reason to persevere and push through difficult times.
2. Alignment of Goals: Ensuring that individual and team goals are aligned with the overall mission is crucial for maintaining coherence and direction. This alignment helps in synchronizing efforts and ensures that all team members are working towards a common objective, minimizing conflicts and maximizing efficiency. Regularly revisiting and realigning goals helps in adapting to changing circumstances while staying true to the mission. This process of realignment involves continuous communication and feedback to ensure everyone is on the same page and moving towards the shared vision.
Lesson 2: Great Teams Allow Culture to Shape Recruiting
High-performing teams prioritize cultural fit when recruiting new members. They seek individuals who not only have the necessary skills but also embody the team's values and ethos.
1. Cultural Fit: Hiring for cultural fit ensures that new members align with the team's values and work ethic, contributing to a cohesive and harmonious environment. This focus on cultural compatibility helps in maintaining the integrity of the team's culture, which is essential for sustained success. Candidates who resonate with the team's values are more likely to integrate seamlessly and contribute positively to the team's dynamics. This approach reduces friction and enhances collaboration, as team members share a common understanding and appreciation of the team's core principles.
2. Long-Term Success: By focusing on cultural compatibility, teams build a strong foundation for long-term success and stability. Employees who fit well with the culture are more likely to stay with the organization, reducing turnover and enhancing team stability. This approach also fosters a sense of belonging and loyalty among team members, which is critical for building a resilient and committed team. In the long run, a strong cultural fit leads to higher job satisfaction, improved performance, and a more positive work environment.
Lesson 3: Great Teams Use Adversity as a Platform for Growth
Adversity is seen as an opportunity for growth and development. Great teams leverage challenges to strengthen their resilience and improve their performance.
1. Resilience and Adaptability: Facing and overcoming adversity builds resilience and adaptability, which are essential traits for high-performing teams. When teams encounter challenges, they develop the ability to navigate uncertainties and bounce back from setbacks. This resilience is a key driver of long-term success, as it equips teams to handle future obstacles with confidence and composure. By learning to adapt to changing conditions, teams can remain effective and maintain high performance even in turbulent environments.
2. Learning from Challenges: Great teams view setbacks as learning opportunities, using them to refine their strategies and enhance their capabilities. Adversity provides valuable insights into areas of improvement and fosters a culture of continuous learning and innovation. By embracing challenges and extracting lessons from them, teams can transform setbacks into stepping stones for success. This proactive approach to adversity not only builds strength but also fosters a growth mindset that encourages experimentation and risk-taking.
Lesson 4: Great Teams Embrace Change
High-performing teams are not only open to change but actively embrace it as a catalyst for innovation and improvement.
1. Flexibility: Being flexible and open to new ideas allows teams to stay ahead of the curve and adapt to changing circumstances. This flexibility is crucial in a dynamic and competitive environment, where the ability to pivot and innovate can make the difference between success and failure. Teams that embrace change are more likely to seize new opportunities and navigate disruptions effectively. Flexibility also involves a willingness to experiment and try new approaches, which can lead to breakthroughs and advancements.
2. Continuous Improvement: Embracing change fosters a culture of continuous improvement, where teams are always looking for ways to enhance their performance and processes. This commitment to ongoing development ensures that teams remain competitive and relevant in their respective fields. By continuously seeking out and implementing improvements, teams can sustain high levels of performance and innovation. This approach encourages a proactive mindset, where team members are always on the lookout for better ways to achieve their goals and fulfill their mission.
Lesson 5: Great Teams Manage Dysfunction, Friction, and Strong Personalities
Managing interpersonal dynamics effectively is crucial for maintaining a productive and harmonious team environment.
1. Conflict Resolution: Great teams are skilled at resolving conflicts and managing friction in a way that strengthens relationships and promotes collaboration. Effective conflict resolution involves addressing issues promptly and constructively, ensuring that disagreements do not escalate into major disruptions. By fostering open communication and mutual respect, teams can turn conflicts into opportunities for growth and innovation. This approach helps in maintaining a positive team atmosphere, where differences are valued and leveraged for collective success.
2. Leveraging Strengths: They understand how to harness the strengths of strong personalities, ensuring that diverse perspectives contribute positively to the team's success. Diverse teams, when managed well, bring a wealth of ideas and approaches that can enhance creativity and problem-solving. By valuing and integrating different viewpoints, teams can achieve more comprehensive and innovative solutions. This inclusivity not only improves decision-making but also fosters a sense of belonging and engagement among team members.
Lesson 6: Great Teams Create and Maintain Depth
Depth refers to the team's ability to sustain high performance despite changes in personnel or external conditions.
1. Cross-Training: Cross-training team members ensures that the team can continue to function effectively even if key individuals are unavailable. This practice enhances the versatility and resilience of the team, as members can step into different roles as needed. Cross-training also fosters a deeper understanding of various functions within the team, promoting collaboration and mutual support. By developing a broad skill set among team members, teams can maintain operational continuity and adapt to changing demands.
2. Succession Planning: Planning for succession and developing future leaders within the team helps maintain continuity and stability. By identifying and nurturing potential leaders, teams can ensure a smooth transition and sustained performance even during periods of change. Succession planning also demonstrates a commitment to professional development, which can enhance team morale and loyalty. This forward-thinking approach ensures that the team remains strong and capable, regardless of personnel changes or external challenges.
Lesson 7: Great Teams Know How to Win in Critical Situations
High-performing teams excel under pressure and know how to deliver results when it matters most.
1. Preparation: Extensive preparation and practice enable teams to perform at their best in high-stakes situations. By simulating critical scenarios and rehearsing responses, teams can build the skills and confidence needed to handle pressure effectively. Preparation also involves anticipating potential challenges and developing contingency plans to address them. This thorough approach ensures that teams are ready to face any situation with confidence and competence.
2. Focus and Composure: Maintaining focus and composure under pressure is essential for executing well in critical moments. Teams that remain calm and focused can make better decisions and execute their plans more effectively. Developing mental toughness and stress management skills is crucial for maintaining performance in high-pressure situations. By cultivating a mindset of calmness and control, teams can navigate challenges with poise and achieve their objectives even in the most demanding circumstances.
Lesson 8: Great Teams Embrace a Team-First Attitude
Putting the team's success ahead of individual accolades is a hallmark of high-performing teams.
1. Selflessness: Team members prioritize the collective goals over personal achievements, fostering a supportive and collaborative environment. A team-first attitude involves recognizing that individual success is intertwined with the team's success and that collaboration and mutual support are essential for achieving shared goals. This selflessness creates a strong sense of unity and purpose, where everyone is committed to the collective good.
2. Shared Accountability: Holding each other accountable for the team's success reinforces a team-first mentality. When team members take collective responsibility for outcomes, they are more likely to support each other and work together towards common objectives. This shared accountability fosters a sense of unity and commitment that drives high performance. By holding each other to high standards and working together to achieve shared goals, teams can achieve greater success and satisfaction.
Lesson 9: Great Teams Commit to a Vision
A compelling vision unites and drives the team towards common goals.
1. Inspiring Vision: An inspiring and clearly articulated vision motivates team members and aligns their efforts towards achieving shared objectives. A compelling vision provides a sense of purpose and direction, helping team members stay focused and motivated even during challenging times. This vision acts as a guiding star, ensuring that every action taken by the team is aligned with their core objectives.
2. Consistent Communication: Regularly communicating the vision ensures that it remains at the forefront of the team's focus and efforts. Consistent communication helps reinforce the vision and keeps team members aligned with the overall mission. By regularly revisiting and discussing the vision, teams can maintain clarity and coherence in their actions. This continuous reinforcement helps ensure that the vision remains a driving force for the team's efforts.
Lesson 10: Great Teams Are Built with Inclusion in Mind
Inclusive teams leverage diversity to enhance creativity, problem-solving, and overall performance.
1. Diverse Perspectives: Embracing diversity brings a variety of perspectives and ideas, which can lead to more innovative solutions. Inclusive teams benefit from the unique experiences and insights of their members, fostering a richer and more comprehensive approach to problem-solving. By valuing and integrating different viewpoints, teams can achieve more comprehensive and innovative solutions. This inclusivity not only improves decision-making but also fosters a sense of belonging and engagement among team members.
2. Inclusive Practices: Implementing inclusive practices ensures that all team members feel valued and are encouraged to contribute fully. Inclusive practices involve creating an environment where everyone feels respected and supported, regardless of their background or identity. This inclusivity enhances team cohesion and performance. By fostering a culture of respect and appreciation for diversity, teams can unlock the full potential of their members and achieve greater success.
Lesson 11: Great Teams Avoid the Pitfalls of Complacency
High-performing teams continually strive for excellence and avoid resting on their laurels.
1. Continuous Challenge: Setting ambitious goals and seeking new challenges helps prevent complacency and keeps the team motivated. By constantly pushing the boundaries of their capabilities, teams can sustain high levels of performance and innovation. This continuous pursuit of excellence ensures that teams remain competitive and relevant in their respective fields.
2. Regular Reflection: Regularly reflecting on performance and seeking areas for improvement fosters a culture of ongoing growth. Reflection allows teams to learn from their experiences, identify strengths and weaknesses, and develop strategies for continuous improvement. This commitment to reflection and growth helps teams maintain a high standard of performance and adapt to changing circumstances.
Lesson 12: Great Teams Value Results
Focusing on results ensures that the team remains outcome-oriented and driven to achieve its goals.
1. Performance Metrics: Establishing clear performance metrics helps track progress and maintain accountability. Metrics provide a tangible way to measure success and identify areas for improvement, ensuring that the team remains focused on achieving its objectives. By regularly reviewing and assessing performance metrics, teams can stay on track and make necessary adjustments to achieve their goals.
2. Celebrating Success: Recognizing and celebrating achievements reinforces the importance of results and motivates the team to continue striving for excellence. Celebrations provide an opportunity to acknowledge hard work and dedication, boosting morale and fostering a positive team culture. By celebrating successes, teams can build momentum and maintain high levels of motivation and engagement.
Lesson 13: Great Teams Have Strong Leadership
Effective leadership is crucial for guiding the team and maintaining its focus on the mission.
1. Visionary Leaders: Leaders who can articulate a clear vision and inspire their team are essential for sustained high performance. Visionary leaders provide direction and motivation, helping team members understand their roles and stay committed to the mission. By communicating a compelling vision and setting an example through their actions, leaders can inspire and guide their teams towards success.
2. Empowerment: Empowering team members to take ownership of their roles and decisions fosters a sense of responsibility and commitment. Empowered teams are more likely to be proactive, innovative, and dedicated to achieving their goals. By providing support and resources, leaders can create an environment where team members feel valued and empowered to contribute their best efforts.
Lesson 14: Great Teams Cultivate a Positive Culture
A positive team culture enhances morale, engagement, and overall performance.
1. Supportive Environment: Creating a supportive and positive environment helps team members thrive and perform at their best. A positive culture fosters collaboration, respect, and mutual support, which are essential for high performance. By promoting a culture of appreciation and recognition, teams can enhance morale and create a more enjoyable and productive work environment.
2. Cultural Norms: Establishing and maintaining positive cultural norms reinforces the team's values and behaviors. Cultural norms provide a framework for expected conduct and help maintain a cohesive and productive team environment. By clearly defining and upholding these norms, teams can ensure that everyone is aligned with the desired culture and working towards common goals.
Lesson 15: Great Teams Are Mission-Conscious
Being mission-conscious ensures that the team's actions and decisions are aligned with its core purpose.
1. Mission Alignment: Ensuring that all activities and strategies are aligned with the team's mission helps maintain focus and coherence. Mission alignment ensures that every effort contributes to the overarching goals, enhancing the team's effectiveness and impact. By regularly reviewing and adjusting strategies to stay true to the mission, teams can maintain clarity and direction in their efforts.
2. Purpose-Driven: A purpose-driven approach motivates team members and enhances their commitment to the team's success. Understanding the larger purpose behind their work helps team members find meaning and satisfaction in their roles. By emphasizing the importance of the mission, teams can foster a sense of pride and dedication among their members.
Lesson 16: Great Teams Develop a Winning Attitude
A winning attitude is characterized by confidence, resilience, and an unwavering commitment to success.
1. Confidence and Belief: Believing in the team's ability to succeed fosters confidence and resilience, even in the face of challenges. A winning attitude involves a strong belief in the team's capabilities and a determination to overcome obstacles and achieve goals. This confidence drives team members to push their limits and strive for excellence.
2. Relentless Pursuit of Excellence: A relentless pursuit of excellence drives the team to continuously improve and achieve its goals. This commitment to excellence ensures that the team remains focused, motivated, and dedicated to achieving the highest standards of performance. By fostering a culture of continuous improvement and high expectations, teams can achieve outstanding results and sustained success.
Recommended Actions
1. Define and Communicate Purpose: Clearly define and consistently communicate the team's purpose and vision to align efforts and motivate members. Ensure that every team member understands and internalizes the mission.
2. Recruit for Cultural Fit: Prioritize cultural fit in recruitment to ensure long-term harmony and effectiveness. Seek individuals who resonate with the team's values and ethos.
3. Leverage Adversity: Use challenges as opportunities for growth and development to build resilience and adaptability. Encourage team members to learn from setbacks and view them as stepping stones to success.
4. Embrace Change: Foster a culture that embraces change and continuous improvement. Encourage innovation and adaptability to stay competitive and relevant.
5. Manage Conflict Effectively: Develop skills in conflict resolution and leverage strong personalities for positive contributions. Promote open communication and mutual respect to turn conflicts into opportunities for growth.
6. Build Team Depth: Implement cross-training and succession planning to ensure continuity and stability. Develop versatile team members and future leaders to maintain high performance.
7. Prepare for Critical Situations: Focus on preparation and maintaining composure to perform well under pressure. Simulate high-stakes scenarios and develop contingency plans to handle potential challenges.
8. Foster a Team-First Attitude: Encourage selflessness and shared accountability to prioritize the team's success. Promote a culture of collaboration and mutual support to achieve common goals.
9. Commit to a Vision: Develop and communicate an inspiring vision to align and motivate the team. Regularly revisit and discuss the vision to maintain clarity and coherence in actions.
10. Promote Inclusion and Diversity: Implement inclusive practices to leverage diverse perspectives and enhance problem-solving. Create an environment where all team members feel valued and respected.
11. Challenge Complacency: Continuously set ambitious goals and reflect on performance to drive ongoing growth. Encourage team members to push their boundaries and seek new challenges.
12. Focus on Results: Establish clear performance metrics and celebrate successes to maintain a results-oriented focus. Recognize and reward achievements to boost morale and motivation.
13. Empower Leaders: Develop visionary and empowering leaders to guide the team and maintain mission focus. Provide leadership training and support to foster effective leadership.
14. Cultivate Positive Culture: Create a supportive environment and establish positive cultural norms. Promote respect, collaboration, and mutual support to enhance team morale and performance.
15. Align with the Mission: Ensure all activities and strategies align with the team's mission. Regularly review and adjust strategies to stay true to the mission and achieve goals.
16. Develop a Winning Attitude: Foster confidence, resilience, and a relentless pursuit of excellence within the team. Encourage a strong belief in the team's capabilities and a determination to succeed.
Top Quotes
1. “Great teams understand ‘the why’ behind their work.”
2. “Culture should shape recruiting.”
3. “Adversity is a platform for growth.”
4. “Embrace change as a catalyst for improvement.”
5. “Manage dysfunction and leverage strong personalities.”
6. “Create and maintain depth within the team.”
7. “Know how to win in critical situations.”
8. “Embrace a team-first attitude.”
9. “Commit to a compelling vision.”
10. “Inclusion enhances creativity and problem-solving.”
11. “Avoid the pitfalls of complacency.”
12. “Value results and celebrate achievements.”
13. “Strong leadership guides and inspires the team.”
14. “Cultivate a positive and supportive culture.”
15. “Be mission-conscious and purpose-driven.”
16. “Develop and maintain a winning attitude.”
Final Thoughts
"Great Teams: 16 Things High Performing Organizations Do Differently" by Don Yaeger provides a comprehensive guide to building and sustaining high-performing teams. By understanding and applying these 16 lessons, organizations can foster a culture of excellence, resilience, and continuous improvement. These insights remind us that great teams are not just about individual talent but about collective effort, shared vision, and a commitment to the greater good. Through thoughtful reflection and application of these principles, teams can achieve exceptional performance and sustained success.
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