
Researching the question “What constitutes a good team relationship?” uncovers many studies, op-eds and 
think-pieces that focus on repairing damaged unions. Much like the standard American approach to 
healthcare1, an overwhelming degree of attention is paid to diagnosing and treating toxic team 
relationships versus establishing healthy behaviors that prevent them. But through conducting cross-
disciplined explorations of teams, partners, collaborators and unions, we’ve identified some useful trends 
in preventative measures supporting healthy team relationships.  

• In Reinventing Organizations, Frederic Laloux declares that workplace relationships change “subtly 
but profoundly” when people see each other not only as colleagues, but also as people capable of 
profound love.  

• The American Psychological Association advises that open communication and staying connected are 
the two key steps to keeping a romantic partnership in working order2.  

• The authors of “An Everyone Culture” have determined that “organizations will best prosper when 
they are deeply aligned with people’s strongest motive, which is to grow.”   

• In his ‘The Book of Basketball,’ Bill Simmons details the depth to which trust3 and authentic 
connections4 between players drive (or undermine) team success in the NBA.  

• In his work to identify “the elusive group dynamics that characterize high-performing teams5” Sandy 
Pentland and the MIT Media Lab’s Human Dynamics Laboratory found “patterns of communication 
to be the most important predictors of a team’s success … as significant as all the other factors - 
individual intelligence, personality, skill, and the substance of the discussions - combined.6” 

If you’re committed to leading a team that produces strong, collaborative relationships among a diverse 
collection of members, you need to prioritize establishing a culture of understanding, trust and support. 
Engaging in supportive behaviors - the third essential component of maintaining healthy team 
relationships - will be influenced by your ability to develop understanding and maintain trust. But central 
to effective leadership support within an organization are ritualized practices that are concerned with the 
relentless betterment of the team around you: constructive criticism and growth encouragement. 

The French philosopher Michel de Montaigne summarized the benefits of criticism within a relationship 
by writing that “those who venture to criticize us perform a remarkable act of friendship.” In Reinventing 
Organizations, Frederic Laloux writes that “it’s easy in our relationships with colleagues to fall prey to 
our desire to please or to impress, to be liked, or to dominate. We easily intrude on others or let them 
intrude on us. Our soul knows the right boundaries, and sometimes it tells us we need conflict to set 
them in the right place. Without conflict, we can be over-accommodating or over-protective, and in both 
cases, we stop being true to ourselves when interacting with colleagues.7”
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It’s easy to recognize the long-term benefits of receiving insightful, supportive advice that helps us 
strengthen our performance as leaders and teammates. But delivering effective feedback can be tricky and 
receiving honest advice can be uncomfortable. In his 2009 critique of modern relationships (“Faux 
Friends”) William Deresiewicz wrote that many of us now avoid or undervalue the benefits of criticism 
in our friendships: 

We have ceased to believe that a friend's highest purpose is to summon us to the good by offering moral advice and 
correction. We practice, instead, the nonjudgmental friendship of unconditional acceptance and support
—"therapeutic" friendship, in Robert N. Bellah's scornful term. We seem to be terribly fragile now. A friend fulfills 
her duty, we suppose, by taking our side—validating our feelings, supporting our decisions, helping us to feel good 
about ourselves. We tell white lies, make excuses when a friend does something wrong, do what we can to keep the 
boat steady. We're busy people; we want our friendships fun and friction-free.8 

Being on the receiving end of constant praise, even in times of bad behavior and poor performance, might 
feel good, but it’s not supportive. If on your team you’re surrounded by a collection of colleagues who are 
afraid9 or unwilling to criticize you or their peers, it’s highly unlikely that you’re receiving the support 
that you need to achieve greatness. And if you’re not delivering honest, thoughtful advice to your team, 
you’re doing them a disservice.    
  
In the same respect, if you’re not providing your team with opportunities and outlets for their personal 
and professional growth, you are failing your supportive leadership responsibilities. Your support of each 
team member’s development must be baked into your cultural fabric, not treated as an afterthought as 
many organizations do. This commitment to people-support requires effort. As described by Robert 
Kegan, Lisa Lahey and their co-authors on the The Deliberately Developmental Organization whitepaper:   

It means something more than consigning “people development” to punctuated moments outside the flow of day-to-
day work, such as stand apart trainings, high-potential leadership development programs, executive coaching, 
corporate universities, or once-a-year retreats. Deep alignment with people’s motive to grow means fashioning an 
organizational culture in which support to people’s ongoing development is woven into the daily fabric of working 
life, visible in the company’s regular operations, day-to-day routines, and conversations.10  

Delivering the support that your people need to grow into the best versions of theirselves will greatly 
impact your ability to attract, retain and motivate the very best talent. You will earn loyalty, respect and 
admiration among your teammates and peers. You will lead your people towards great heights. 
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1. “The United States ranks poorly compared to other industrialized countries on most important health indicators. Chronic diseases in 
particular are affecting the nation’s health. Chronic illnesses, such as diabetes, cancer and heart disease, and their underlying causes such 
as obesity and tobacco use, affect more than 130 million Americans – nearly half the population – and account for 75 percent of U.S. 
health care spending, or $1.5 trillion annually. 
 
In order to improve our nation’s health – and spend our nation’s resources most effectively – we must put greater emphasis on efforts to 
keep people healthy as opposed to only treating them once they become ill. Prevention is one of the best ways to help Americans live 
longer, healthier lives and increase our nation’s productivity.” 
“The Value of Prevention” (Partnership for Prevention)  

2. “Happy Couples: How To Keep Your Relationships Healthy” (American Psychological Association) 
3. “…your teammates are people you should automatically trust because its in each player’s selfish interest to screw his teammates out of 

shots or rebounds”  
“The Book of Basketball” Bill Simmons (Page 45) 

4. ““Anyone can connect with their teammates for one season. Find that connection, cultivate it, win the title, maintain that connection, 
survive the inevitable land mines, fight off hungrier foes and keep coming back for more success … that’s being a champion.”  
“The Book of Basketball” Bill Simmons (Page 50) 

5. “The Science of Building Great Teams” 2012 (Harvard Business Review) 
6. “The Science of Building Great Teams” 2012 (Harvard Business Review) 
7. “Reinventing Organizations” 2014 Frederic Laloux 
8. “Faux Friendships” 2009 (The Chronicle of Higher Education) 
9. “We argue that when dictators have a say in the selection of their elite advisory group, this lessens the caliber of intelligence and increases 

the likelihood that dictators will make foreign policy errors.”  
““Yes Men” and the Likelihood of Foreign Policy Mistakes Across Dictatorships” 2009 (American Political Science Association)  

10. “The Deliberately Developmental Organization” 2014 (Way to Grow INC, LLC)
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