

[image: Book cover of ‘Team Players, The Five Critical Roles You Need to Build a Winning Team’ by Mark Murphy. The cover features a circular design with five arrows, surrounding the subtitle.]





[image: Title page of ‘Team Players, The Five Critical Roles You Need to Build a Winning Team’ by Mark Murphy, published by Basic Venture’, New York.]







Copyright © 2025 by Mark Murphy

Cover design by Pete Garceau

Cover images © Enjoynz via Getty Images; © Ulimi via Getty Images

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Venture

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basic-venture.com

First Edition: October 2025

Published by Basic Venture, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Venture name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Basic Venture books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Print book interior design by Sheryl Kober.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025932368

ISBNs: 9781541705975 (hardcover), 9781541706026 (ebook)

E3-20250817-JV-NF-ORI







To Andrea, Isabella, and Andrew








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Basic Venture logo]







Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	INTRODUCTION

	CHAPTER 1: THE FIVE TEAM ROLES

	CHAPTER 2: THE DIRECTOR

	CHAPTER 3: THE STABILIZER

	CHAPTER 4: THE TRAILBLAZER

	CHAPTER 5: THE HARMONIZER

	CHAPTER 6: THE ACHIEVER

	CHAPTER 7: CURATING YOUR TEAM

	CHAPTER 8: LEARNING TO THINK LIKE ALL FIVE ROLES

	CHAPTER 9: HIERARCHY IS NOT A BAD WORD

	CHAPTER 10: MAKING BETTER DECISIONS ON YOUR TEAM

	CHAPTER 11: THE SCIENCE OF GREAT MEETINGS

	CHAPTER 12: SELECTING NEW PEOPLE TO JOIN YOUR TEAM

	CHAPTER 13: CONCLUSION

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Notes

	Also by Mark Murphy






	iv

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	261

	II





Navigation


	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents




 




INTRODUCTION

What are the qualities of a great team? You’ve probably been taught that team success requires building trust, fostering psychological safety, and cultivating a unified mindset. Seems logical. You might have learned that consensus is important and hierarchies are bad. Okay. You’ve undoubtedly been given that old chestnut, “There’s no I in team.” A classic. Team building 101. It’s conventional wisdom, and yet it completely misses the paradox of teams: While companies often focus on merging everyone into a single homogeneous entity, truly great teams embrace the distinct, diverse roles and talents of their team members.

On the best teams, “team players” aren’t cookie-cutter replicas, molded to fit arbitrary standards of agreeableness and conscientiousness. Greatness in groups comes from leveraging everyone’s unique talents so that each member adds something important and valuable.

Hard-nosed decision-makers, tireless doers, meticulous planners, diplomatic peacekeepers, and bold visionaries don’t always fit the cliché definition of “team player,” but make no mistake, their diverse talents and personalities are vital for team success.

Here’s the irony: You already know that exceptional groups succeed by harnessing distinct and diverse roles. Think about your favorite rock band. Do the band members play identical instruments or share carbon-copy personalities? Of course not. Each instrument and personality contributes something unique to the group.

Take the Beatles, for example. They had the visionary John Lennon, with a penchant for social commentary and challenging norms; the melodious Paul McCartney, who brought an unparalleled sense of melody and pop sensibility; the avant-garde George Harrison, who infused spirituality and diverse musical influences; and the affable and grounded Ringo Starr, whose unassuming demeanor formed a steady foundation.

Need more? Okay, how about your favorite sports team? If you’re a basketball fan, does every player on the court have the same skills or demeanor? Hardly. When the Denver Nuggets won the 2023 NBA title, their victory was driven by one of the all-time great duos in Finals history: Nikola Jokić and Jamal Murray. Metaphorically, Jokić is the Nuggets’ head; just before the Finals started, a teammate noted that Jokić knew the game better than anyone he’s played with or worked with in his basketball career. Murray, by contrast, is the team’s heart; he’s been described as “fire in human form,” and his fierce enthusiasm is palpable. Jokić and Murray are wildly different talents and personalities, and that’s an essential part of their magic. As ESPN’s Ramona Shelburne described this dynamic duo, “The personalities have to be different enough to fill all the types of needs a championship team has.”1

This truth about teams and team players has been staring us in the face all along, evident in every concert we’ve attended and every game we’ve watched. We all have favorite players and musicians, and it’s their distinctiveness, not their homogeneity, that appeals.

Yet somehow, when we step into the corporate world, we often forget these fundamental truths about what makes teams truly effective. We fall into the trap of trying to create uniformity where diversity is needed, of focusing on team building before we’ve even selected and assembled the right mix of talents.

THE FIVE CRITICAL ROLES

In the office, we don’t have guitarists and singers, or point guards and centers; instead, we have Directors, Achievers, Stabilizers, Harmonizers, and Trailblazers. The best teams contain members who fill these five vital roles, and the absence of even one role can lead to a team’s downfall.

Every high-performing group in an organization will have someone who takes the lead on making decisions (the Director), somebody who produces work and achieves results (the Achiever), another who keeps the group on track and on schedule (the Stabilizer), another who keeps the relationships healthy (the Harmonizer), and someone who challenges the group with ideas outside the norm (the Trailblazer).

No amount of team building, communication skills, trust, psychological safety, or shared vision can overcome having the wrong mix of people in the room. Similarly, if you select the right team members—people who can fulfill each of the five roles necessary to make a team function properly—most of the problems that plague teams today simply go away.

In these pages, we’ll explore how understanding and embracing these roles can transform the way we build and lead teams. Whether you’re a team leader, a team member, or someone who’s ever been frustrated by ineffective teamwork, this team-building method will change the way you think about collaboration and collective success.

EACH ROLE CONTRIBUTES SOMETHING UNIQUE

The capacity crowd at Harvard University’s Sanders Theatre was transfixed as Wynton Marsalis spoke. Yes, spoke. While the nine-time Grammy winner and the first jazz artist to win a Pulitzer Prize is deservedly known for his otherworldly range, tone, and improvisation on the trumpet, his words are every bit as captivating. In an event billed as “lecture and performance,” Marsalis, alongside his world-class band, illuminated American music for a rapt audience.

He had loftier goals than delivering a team-training workshop, yet as he enlightened the audience on the nuances of swing, he divulged a profound insight about the structure of teams: “The rhythm section’s job is to turn time into ‘the’ time, and that time is called swing. In a four-beat measure, the bass presides over one and three. James Chirillo on the guitar is gonna show us that, though he plays on all four beats, he presides over two and four. So we got our one, two, three, four going. Here comes the piano, free to cover all, none, or some of the beats at will. The drummer is in charge of the shuffle that is the foundation of swing. And the bass guitar is responsible for making sure that the drummer doesn’t rush or drag.… And when it’s balanced, it feels so good; you just have to join in.”2

What Marsalis so eloquently described is a beautiful metaphor for thinking about the different roles on a team. One member of his team keeps the first and third beats in check while a colleague takes the helm for the second and fourth. Yet another ensures a steady pace without rushing or dragging, paving the way for a teammate to add a dash of spice, weaving in and out of all four beats.

Like a great jazz band, you’ve got to empower and nurture the different voices and talents in your group, show off their distinct sounds, and highlight the uniqueness they bring. Erasing individuals’ distinctiveness to create cookie-cutter team members only weakens the group. It’s the distinctive and complementary sounds and functions of the different instruments that make beautiful music. You don’t want your trumpet to sound or function like the bass guitar; each instrument provides something special that the others can’t replicate.

DISCOVERING THE FIVE ROLES

Like many discoveries, the five team roles emerged unexpectedly from a completely different line of research. In one of my previous books, Hiring for Attitude, I explored why some new hires succeed while others fail. The research behind that book shocked quite a few people.

With my team at Leadership IQ, the training and research company I founded two decades ago, we tracked twenty thousand new hires and discovered that 46 percent failed within their first eighteen months. Even more stunning was that 89 percent of those failures were due to attitudinal issues rather than a lack of technical skills.

But hiring for attitude isn’t as simple as hiring people with great attitudes, because different companies need radically different attitudes to succeed. For every Southwest Airlines that wants fun-loving personalities, there’s a Four Seasons seeking quiet sophistication. Google and Apple are both successful companies but require very different attitudes to thrive.

That message resonated with a lot of leaders, and I saw thousands of companies figure out their unique cultures and improve their hiring. But I also discovered that some organizations were taking things a step too far.

I was coaching a cutting-edge technology company whose culture prized innovation above all else. Their hiring profile sought out creative, flexible thinkers who could ideate the next breakthrough product. And it worked—they were hiring some remarkably innovative people.

But while talking with one of their senior engineering leaders, he confided something that initially struck me as heretical to their culture. “I know this’ll sound strange,” he said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, “but my team actually needs some non-innovative people. We’ve got plenty of brilliant minds dreaming up the next big thing, but we’re drowning in ideas and falling behind on execution. I desperately need some rigid taskmasters who can drive our project schedules, and I need people who aren’t looking to revolutionize everything but who’ll put their heads down and just get work done.”

I couldn’t get that conversation out of my head. Here was a company that had masterfully defined their cultural attitude, yet one of their best leaders was telling me that too much of a good thing was actually hurting his team’s performance. As we dug deeper, we found similar sentiments across other departments. The innovation-obsessed culture was creating teams stacked with idea generators but lacking the people who could transform those ideas into reality.

This insight sparked a new direction in my research: I began studying not just the attitudes that made companies successful but also the different roles that made teams successful. My team and I analyzed thousands of high-performing teams and discovered something remarkable: The best teams weren’t homogeneous groups of people sharing the same attitudes—they were diverse groups where different people played distinctly different roles.

Some people were natural Directors, making the tough calls that kept projects from stalling. Others were Achievers, the doers who could be counted on to produce high-quality work. The Stabilizers kept everything organized and on track. The Harmonizers maintained relationships and resolved conflicts. And yes, the Trailblazers brought that innovative thinking—but their creativity was valuable because other roles could translate their ideas into reality.

I’ve been studying, coaching, and training leaders for more than two decades, and yet, this was a complete paradigm shift in how I thought about building great teams. The fatal flaw in some organizations’ hiring and team-building approaches was that they were trying to shoehorn everyone into a suffocatingly narrow archetype of success—like trying to build a championship basketball team with five centers or a world-class jazz band with only drummers. They were creating teams full of Trailblazers with no Stabilizers, or teams loaded with Directors but missing Harmonizers.

This discovery explained so many of the team dysfunctions I’d witnessed over the years. It explained why “dream teams” of top performers often failed—they were usually collections of people trying to play the same role. It explained why traditional team-building exercises focusing on trust and communication sometimes fell flat—they weren’t addressing the fundamental imbalance in team roles.

Perhaps most importantly, it revealed that every person has the potential to be a vital team player—they just need to find their proper role. Not everyone needs to be an innovator, an organizer, or a peacekeeper, but every team needs all of those roles to truly excel.

The five roles framework finally allowed us to see the full picture of team effectiveness. It wasn’t just about having the right culture or the right attitudes—it was about having the right mix of roles that complement and balance each other. That’s the paradox of teams: The best ones don’t try to make everyone the same; they succeed by embracing and leveraging their differences.

WHERE WE’RE GOING NEXT

In the chapters that follow, I’ll introduce the five roles you need to have on your team and show what happens when even one of them is missing. We’ll explore the nuances and real-life examples of Directors, Stabilizers, Trailblazers, Harmonizers, and Achievers.

After understanding these roles, we’ll look at curating your team, identifying role gaps, and building the right balance of strengths for a cohesive and effective group.

I’ll show you how to think like all five roles, broadening your perspective to improve collaboration and decision-making, and we’ll uncover the power of adaptive hierarchies, where the right person leads at the right time for the best outcomes.

You’ll learn strategies for making better decisions by encouraging diverse perspectives and reducing conformity bias, and we’ll explore the science of great meetings, turning them into productive, goal-driven events. Finally, I’ll guide you through selecting new team members, focusing on attitude and role fit to build a team that truly elevates its performance.

Together, these chapters will equip you with the tools to assemble, lead, and thrive with a team that leverages the unique strengths of its members. Let’s get started!
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