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Abstract
Organisations are becoming more and more diverse due to the increasing

globalisation of business operations. Multicultural project teams can potentially
assist in better decision making and bring in greater creativity and innovation.
Additionally, the possibility for an organisation to learn through multinational
project teams is perceived as the main attributor of the more international
viewpoint. However, multiple cultural backgrounds of project team members can
also create conflicts, communication breakdowns and increase stress levels. It is
therefore necessary to fully appreciate multicultural project teams, together with
their advantages and drawbacks and understand their management. This paper
explores the literature available on managing multicultural project teams. Three
main challenges facing multicultural project teams are presented: cultural
diversity, communication and trust. Furthermore, managerial approaches to deal
with those challenges are discussed. Four leadership styles are found and
investigated for leading such teams, namely: Ethnocentrism, Synergy,
Polycentrism and Switch Leadership. Lastly, methodological limitations are
pointed out and further research directions are suggested.
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Introduction

The overwhelming constant globalisation of today’s business operations has
directed firms’ management to an increased concentration on the successful
relations and collaboration of employees from various cultural backgrounds in
multi-cultural project teams (Davison, 1994).  Makilouko (2004) distinguishes
three types of multicultural project teams. The first one is a project team
consisting of members with different national cultures, but working together in
the same country. The second type is a project team in which the members are
partly or completely dispersed but meet in face-to-face interactions. The last type
is a project team, in which members communicate only via electronic channels
and encounter no face-to-face interaction. These are known as ‘virtual project
teams’ (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). As described by Adler (2002), a multinational
project team is made up of people coming from a minimum of three different
national cultures. Govindarajan and Gupta (2001) introduce the name of a ‘cross-
border team’ and characterise it as a ‘team of individuals of different nationalities,
working in different cultures, businesses and functions, who come together to
coordinate some aspects of the multinational operation on a global basis’.
Hofstede (1983) gives one definition of national culture as a part of ‘collective
mental programming’ that we share with other members of our country and that
differs from people from another country. Stewart (1972) adds that different
cultures are characterised by a set of values, opinions, ideologies and norms.
These values that vary from one another can influence variables such as the
approach towards organisational operations, motivational methods, approaches
to leadership (Erez, 1994; Erez & Earley, 1987; Hui, 1990) and most importantly,
can greatly affect the project team’s unity. The majority of the research that is
available on interactions between different cultures shows that they are, as such,
likely to be complex (Elron, 1997). An extensive research into organisational
psychology shows that multicultural project teams can be more innovative,
creative and therefore more efficient (Jackson, May & Whitney, 1995; Maznevski
& Di Stefano, 2000). The benefits of culturally diverse teams lie in their vast
mixture of different points of view, skills, values and talents (Maznevski, 1994;
McLeod, Lobel & Alisa, 1996). The great advantages of multicultural project teams
become even more evident when compared to homogenous teams, which have
the tendency towards a single perspective on the world and similar type of
behaviour. Most importantly, the members of homogenous project teams speak
the same language and words and expressions have the same meaning to them.
This is where the disadvantages of multicultural project teams begin to become
apparent. Language barriers can make the communication between members
problematic.  Team members who only know the basics of the language of the
dominant party always find it challenging to understand the common expressions
and idiomatic terms (Miller, Fields, Kumar & Ortiz, 2000).  Further problems
include negative effects on team unity due to cultural differences, high degree of
stress and uncertainty and numerous conflicts (Adler 2002).  Taking into
consideration all the advantages and disadvantages, multicultural project teams
can be attractive to an organisation as long as they are appropriately managed.

Résumé
Les organisations sont de plus en plus diversifiées en raison de la mondialisation
croissante des activités commerciales. Les équipes multiculturelles de projet  peu-
vent potentiellement contribuer à une meilleure prise de décision et apporter plus
de créativité et une plus grande innovation. De plus, la possibilité pour une or-
ganisation d'apprendre au travers des équipes multinationales de projet est
perçue comme le principal apport permettant d’adopter un point de vue plus in-
ternational. Cependant, les multiples origines culturelles des membres de l'équipe
peuvent également créer des conflits, des ruptures de communication et accroître
le stress. Il est donc nécessaire d’apprécier pleinement les équipes de projet mul-
ticulturelles, avec leurs avantages et leurs inconvénients et de comprendre leur
gestion. Ce document explore la littérature disponible sur la gestion des équipes
projet multiculturelles. Les trois principaux défis auxquels ces équipes sont con-
frontées sont: la diversité culturelle, la communication et la confiance. Les ap-
proches de gestion pour faire face à ces défis sont également examinées. Quatre
styles de leadership sont trouvés au travers d’une enquête  menée près de telles
équipes, à savoir: l'ethnocentrisme, la synergie, le polycentrisme et le Switch
leadership. Enfin, les limitations méthodologiques sont exposées et l'orientation
de recherches supplémentaires sont proposées.

Mots-clés:
Projet; la culture; leadership; équipes.
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The purpose of this paper is to improve the understanding of issues concerning
multicultural project teams and examine what has so far been known about
managing such teams. The paper is divided into three sections. The first part
carefully explores the most influential literature on the challenges facing
multicultural project teams and presents the main findings. In this section the
challenges of cultural diversity, communication and trust are investigated. The
second section focuses on different leadership styles and approaches that are
proposed by academics, which could be adopted when managing multicultural
project teams. This section examines in greater depth four types of leadership:
Ethnocentric, Synergy, Polycentric (Makilouko, 2004) and Switch Leadership
(Prabhakar, 2005). Finally, the third part will analyse and discuss the limitations
of the present findings and propose further research directions into the
management of multicultural project teams.

1 Challenges facing the Management of
Multicultural Project Teams

Brett, Behfar & Kern (2006) research shows that one of the major challenges
facing project managers of multicultural teams is the problem with direct vs.
indirect communication. Matveev & Nelson (2004) look at how the communication
competence challenges the performance of multicultural project teams.  Hofstede
(1983) further adds that the main issue concerning the management of
multinational project teams is that the parties involved in the project come from
different organisations and therefore share different organisational cultures. In
such a setting, the manager is unable to change the ‘mental programming’ of all
the team members. Hofstede further argues that project managers are challenged
by the understanding and appreciation of cultural sensitivity. Matveev and Milter
(2004) explain that challenges faced by multicultural teams lie in the diverse
cultural backgrounds of their team members. Jarvenpaa & Leidner (1996) discuss
the challenge of trust and whether it is possible to build and maintain trust in
multicultural project teams due to their temporary nature and geographical
dispersion.
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1.1 Cultural Diversity

Many researchers argue that management practices find their roots in national
cultures and that the exploration of one universal successful way to manage
multicultural project teams is pointless (Hofstede, 1980; Trompenaars, 1997).

Individuals coming from a particular cultural background have the tendency to
communicate certain points of view (Alfreder & Smith, 1982) with regards to
cooperation, conflict resolution, hierarchy and authority and communication styles
(d’Iribarne, Henry, Segal, Chevrier & Globokar, 1998; Triandis, 1994).

Research on cross-cultural issues concerning multicultural project teams
reveals that national culture justifies between 25% and 50 % of differences in
opinions (Gannon, 1994). It is arguable whether the wide variety of different
points of view is a positive or negative feature of multicultural project teams. The
empirical researches are varied and no clear conclusion has been reached
(Raghuram & Garud, 1996). Some experts support multicultural project teams
and their diversity and state that many different worldviews can augment the
variety of different solutions that members of such teams can produce when
coping with difficult problems. As a result, multicultural project teams are
probably more resourceful when it comes to solving problems than homogenous
project teams (Watson, Kumar & Michaelsen, 1993). Then again, diversity has
been proved to increase ambiguity, difficulties and misunderstanding in project
team processes which can possibly damage the effectiveness of the project team’s
outputs. Ultimately, no real connection can be found between cultural diversity
and the success of a project but relative and transitional variables should be
examined to justify these dissimilar findings (Chevrier, 2003). Some scholars are
of the opinion that certain variables such as the proportional representation of
different cultural groups can allow the project team and the project manager to
take the full advantage of cultural diversity (Cox, 1993).  

Alderfer (1987) suggests that there is a distribution of power amongst team
members which has an impact on their behaviour and consequently on the cross-
cultural forces. Ely and Thomas (2001) name three angles on employees’
diversity, each with a different proposition for a project team to fulfil the potential
derived from the team’s cultural diversity. Most of all, the influence of cultural
diversity and national cultures on the whole is highly dependant on the
management practices. As stated by Adler (1986), “only if well managed can
culturally diverse groups hope to achieve their potential productivity”. Chevrier
(2003) conducted a comparative study of three international projects to establish
common managerial approaches of cultural diversity. The study reveals three
types of management practices, namely: ‘drawing upon individual tolerance and
self-control’, ‘trial-and-error processes coupled with personal relationships’ and
‘setting up transnational cultures’. The ‘drawing upon individual tolerance and
self-control’ approach to managing diversity in multicultural project teams 
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requires simply not taking any notice of cultural distinctions, with project
managers often ignoring them and considering not talking about them as
acceptable. ‘Trial and error processes coupled with personal relationships’ means
that project managers encourage team members to get to know each other well
in order to set up working procedures more easily. Regular communication
between project team members enables the establishment of acceptable
behaviours through the trial-and-error process. Lastly, ‘setting up transnational
cultures’ is the turning to professional or corporate cultures to manage
multicultural project teams, due to the inability to draw upon native cultures.

1.2 Communication

The growing dependence on multicultural teams in today’s workplace necessitates
for the development of the understanding of communication methods essential to
maintain high performance multicultural project teams (Wheelan, Buzalo &
Tsumura, 1998). Matveev and Nelson (2004) confirmed that little has been
written on cross cultural communication competence and consequently conducted
a research on the subject of cross cultural communication and its effects on
multicultural project team performance and on the influence of national culture
on cross cultural communication competence. Matveev and Nelson (2004) also
critique the literature on multicultural communication on the basis that it provides
untried designs (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991; Kirchmeyer and Cohen, 1992),
which are simulated and have not much practical relevance. On the contrary, the
study presented by them is based on real circumstances with real managers
working in multinational project teams. They analyse American and Russian
managers’ opinions on their personal behaviour in cross cultural settings and their
findings show that national culture has a considerable impact on establishing
whether communication is seen as competent. Their research also reveals that
multicultural project teams’ performance is a subject to how effectively the team
members cooperate together and whether they can build up a synergy in their
working relationships. An effective communication within the project team can
assist in conquering the number of challenges that multicultural project teams
often face. 

With the increasing diversity of employees, managers must be able to develop
and maintain effective cross cultural communication with the aim of realizing high
team performance. The research introduces factors that can help in achieving
this. Figure 1 presents the scope of Cross Cultural Communication Competence
(Matveev & Nelson, 2004, p. 257). 
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Figure 1

The cross cultural communication competence model

Source: Matveev &  Nelson (2004)

Brett et al. (2006) introduce the ‘direct versus indirect communication’ challenge
faced by multinational project teams. The paper compares the manners of
communication of Western and non-Western cultures. Their findings show that
Americans are direct and open when it comes to expressing their messages which
are on the surface, with listeners finding it easy to interpret. On the contrary,
other cultures, such as Japanese or Korean, search for meanings hidden in the
way that messages are presented. Furthermore, their research indicates that
communication can cause damage to effective team work by limiting information
flow and creating conflicts (Brett, et al. 2006). 
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1.3 Trust

The members of multicultural project teams are often geographically distributed,
especially in the case of virtual project teams. Jarvenpaa & Leidner (1999)
describe a global virtual project team as a ‘temporary, culturally diverse,
geographically dispersed, electronically communicating work group’. They argue
that trust is more difficult to develop in such teams in comparison with teams
whose members are involved in frequent face-to-face interactions. In their paper
they attempt to establish whether trust can actually exist within global virtual
project teams.  As defined by Cummings and Bromiley (1996), a team member
trusts the other members when he or she thinks that the group:

(a) makes a good-faith effort to behave in accordance with any commitments
both explicit and implicit, 

(b) is honest in whatever negotiations preceded such commitments, and 

(c) does not take excessive advantage of another even when the opportunity
is available’. Numerous aspects, namely common social norms, recurring
communication between project team members and similar experiences have
been proposed to ease the development of trust among project team members
(Bradach & Eccles 1988; Lewis & Weigert 1985; Mayer, Davies & Schoorman,
1995). In addition, face-to-face interactions are regarded as necessary for
developing trust or restoring broken trust (Nohria & Eccles 1992; O’Hara-
Devereaux & Johansen, 1994). 

In his milestone study, Hofstede (1980) classifies culture using four dimensions
which structure organisations and societies. These dimensions comprise of power
distance, uncertainty avoidance; individualism vs. collectivism and masculinity
vs. femininity. He interviewed and questioned 16000 employees coming from 40
different countries and his findings have been extremely dominant in later
literature on culture and management (e.g., Erez & Earley, 1993; Kedia & Bhagat,
1988; Shore & Venkatachalam, 1995). The most influential dimension proposed
by Hofstede (1980), which affects trust within the multicultural project team, is
individualism vs. collectivism. Team members with an individualistic cultural
background tend to focus more on their individual needs, values and objectives,
rather than those of the project team as a whole. On the contrary, collectivist
nationals share the needs, values and objectives with the other members of the
project team. His research also implies that individualistic nationals are not
majorly affected by team membership, find it easy to join and leave the team
and tend to be involved in open and direct communication, in comparison to
individuals with a collectivist national background (Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1980,
1991).  Additionally, trusting behaviour (Pearce, 1974) reflected in the
responsiveness to unclear messages, occurs more amongst individualistic cultures 
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in comparison with collectivist ones (Gudykunst, Matsumoto, Ting-Toomey,
Nishida, Linda, & Heyman, 1996). Jarvenpaa & Leidner (1999) put forward an
assumption that project team members coming from individualistic cultures are
more willing to trust others.

2 Leadership Styles for Multicultural Project
Teams

In the light of the growing globalisation of business operations, the necessity for
a greater awareness of leadership of multicultural project teams arises. Given
that an effective leadership is essential to the success of any international project,
the internationalisation of business operations creates various operational and
leadership challenges (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004).
Cleland (1995) defines project leadership as ‘a presence and a process carried out
within an organizational role that assumes responsibility for the needs and rights
of those people who choose to follow the leader in accomplishing project results’
(Cleland, 1995).  Slevin & Pinto (1991) suggest that rapid changes in the
structure of multicultural project teams put project leadership to the test and
project leaders need to adopt both task and relationship centred leadership styles.
Many studies of European firms propose a number of universal characteristics for
the leaders of multicultural project teams. Bloom, Calori & de Woot (1994)
suggest that multicultural project leaders make the effort to manage cultural
diversity, social responsibility of team members and team negotiations. They also
concentrate on people rather than tasks and try to handle extreme situations to
achieve harmony in multicultural settings. Wills & Barham (1994) put forward the
statement that a successful multicultural leader must display ‘cognitive
complexity, emotional energy and psychological maturity’. Cognitive complexity
refers to the leader’s ability to interact, learn and empathize with other team
members and their cultures. Emotional energy is necessary for the multicultural
leader to deal with stress associated with uncertainty of multicultural settings.
Psychological maturity implies the skill of an open rather than distrustful approach
to other cultures. In a study conducted by Makilouko (2004), the author focuses
on multicultural project teams with members from different cultural backgrounds
working in the same country, namely Finland with the leaders being Finnish. The
team members studied consisted of Finnish-Chinese, Finnish-European and
Finnish-American cultural backgrounds. In this research, three types of leadership
were discovered: Ethnocentrism, Synergy and Polycentrism. In a contribution to
leadership of multicultural project teams Prabhakar (2005) introduces the ‘switch’
leadership approach which, once employed, can greatly improve a team’s as well
as a project’s performance.
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the leader is to recognise the differences in working styles and combine them so
that the team as a whole is unconscious of them being an issue. This leadership
style is believed to be the next stage from the previous leadership approach,
synergy. It is also considered as the most efficient way of achieving project goals. 

2.4 Switch Leadership 

Prabhakar (2005) investigates various project leadership styles and tries to
connect those approaches to the success of a project regardless of business type,
funds, culture or geographic dispersion. In his research, he attempts to tackle
issues such as the types of leadership which produce high project performance
and the motion of switching between different leadership styles and its effect on
the success of the project. The research was based on 153 projects across 28
countries. The study corresponded to multicultural and multidisciplinary settings.

Prabhakar defines switch leadership as the skill of changing leadership styles
from one to another in order to increase project performance. The author proves
that by the project manager switching his or her leadership style from autocratic
and task oriented to more consultative and people centred, projects achieve
higher performance levels. However, leaders prefer to adopt autocratic leadership
style. Furthermore, there appears to be a link between Transformational
Leadership and the success of the project, where the leader is a constructive and
encouraging member of the project team and respectful towards individuals.
Transformational leaders develop relationships with the project team members
by the use of interactive contacts and creating cultural connection to achieve set
goals. As summarised by Prabhakar (2005): “Good leaders do inspire confidence
in themselves, but a truly great leader inspires confidence within the people they
lead to exceed their normal performance level”. 

3 Discussion and further research directions 

Regarding culture’s role in project management process, limited literature is
available (Kruglianskas & Thamhain, 2000) in comparison to studies carried out
on culture in management. Yet, the former represents an important issue to the
managers of engineering projects (Kern, 2002). The lack of in depth knowledge
on how cultural aspects affect behaviour raises many issues such as the relevance
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2.1 Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentric leaders showed ‘cultural blindness’ (Makilouko, 2004) and the ten-
dency to look at the project teams from the perspective of Finnish culture. They
also demonstrated high task orientation. This particular leadership approach fo-
cuses on official negotiations amongst the project team members, which often has
negative effects on the team’s integration. Consequently, this means that, in the
research, Finnish team members worked together and the other culture formed
another team. In this situation, Finnish leaders perceived the other team as sub-
standard and their own as the superior performer. However, there were cases
where Finnish leaders would approve team members from other cultures as long
as they exhibited some Finnish behaviour. While executing ethnocentric leader-
ship style, managers mostly do not see themselves as leaders and are purely task
oriented.

2.2 Synergy Leadership 

The second type of leadership distinguished by Makilouko (2004) is the synergy
leadership which features ‘cultural synergy’. Cultural is illustrated in the effort of
building individual connections with project team members. Synergy leaders
exhibit cultural awareness and are willing to appreciate team members’ culturally
driven behaviours.  The multicultural project team under synergy leadership is
subject to casual and open interactions. Additionally, managers see themselves
as leaders and do not display the characteristics of cultural blindness and
ethnocentrism. They appreciate that, by building relationships, they can
cooperate with culturally diverse project team members and therefore benefit
from their competences. 

2.3 Polycentrism

The last leadership approach was the least practiced based on the research.
Polycentric leader operates as a link between project team members in line with
cultural group. In this situation, project team members are accepted to maintain
the approaches to work that they have learnt in their own countries. The task for 
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Conclusion 

This paper provides an insight into the management of multicultural project teams
by looking at the challenges that those teams are often faced with. Cultural
diversity, communication and building trust appear to be main obstacles affecting
the performance of multicultural project team.  With regards to diversity, it is
proven to have both positive and negative effects on project team performance.
It can provide the project team with a variety of different perspectives when it
comes to problem solving. It can also fuel conflicts and communication
breakdowns as well as lead to mistrust. This paper proposes three managerial
practices for coping with cultural diversity in multicultural project teams which
are used by project managers. In many cases project managers do not take
cultural differences into consideration and treat not dealing with them as
acceptable. Others attempt to build personal relationships with culturally diverse
project team members by introducing regular communication and setting up
acceptable behavioural patterns through trial-and-error processes. Lastly, project
managers refer to professional or corporate cultures in situations when they are
unable to draw upon national cultures.  

Regarding communication within diverse project teams, it is proven that
effective communicative behaviour is necessary for achieving high team
performance. In this paper, a perspective on cross cultural communication is
introduced and presented in The Cross Cultural Communication Competence
Model. 

When looking at the issue of trust within multicultural project teams, it
becomes apparent that it is more easily developed in teams which encounter
frequent face-to-face interactions as opposed to virtual project teams which
communicate via electronic channels. Yet, a geographically distributed team can
be perceived as an advantage as it can speed up project processes by deriving
benefits from the time zone differences.  It has also been proven that individuals
from certain cultures find it easier to trust team members. 

With regards to multicultural project team leadership, this paper looks at four
approaches: Ethnocentrism, Synergy, Polycentrism and Switch Leadership. The
latter one proves to be very successful as it enables the manager to be flexible
in his or her leadership approach, adapting to different situations and therefore
achieving higher project team performance. 

Many companies nowadays are using multinational project teams through joint
ventures, global project development teams, etc. The firms should therefore be
aware of the ways of remodelling and improving multicultural project team
management (Snow, Snell, Davison, & Hambrick, 1996). If the project managers
are to realise the possible benefits from culturally diverse project teams, all team
members must be taught how to fully appreciate the cultural differences and be 

of culture to project management; culture affecting project performance and
outcomes; how the understanding of the cultural influences benefits the project
manager etc. (Shore & Cross, 2005). In addition, not much research has been
conducted on managing multicultural project teams in the light of their
temporality. With regards to managing multicultural project teams, the research
has to move away from purely concentrating on cultural diversity studies. There
of culture to project management; culture affecting project performance and
outcomes; how the understanding of the cultural influences benefits the project
manager etc. (Shore & Cross, 2005). In addition, not much research has been
conducted on managing multicultural project teams in the light of their
temporality. With regards to managing multicultural project teams, the research
has to move away from purely concentrating on cultural diversity studies. There
is a need for more comprehensive and more in depth explanation of multicultural
project team processes.  The increasing value that multicultural project teams
can bring to an organisation produces the necessity as well as the opening for an
extensive stream of research to be able to produce more comprehensive
theoretical and practical knowledge of multicultural project teams. At the
organisational level, more in depth studies are required regarding the influence
of multicultural project teams on the performance of the entire organisation not
just  a single project (Hambrick, Davison, Snell, & Snow, 1998)

This literature review also found that, although Hofstede’s research on cultural
dimensions have often been criticised in later literature (Erez & Earley, 1993), his
findings still appear in numerous studies as the basis for distinguishing major
cultural differences amongst project team members.  Regarding the leadership
styles of multicultural project teams, the literature is very limited and, if found,
it appears to be partial and incomplete. Several writers attempted to put forward
different ideas about leading multicultural project teams, but not many explored
them in any great depth. 

With regards to methodology limitations, most of the research on managing
multicultural project teams was based on qualitative data consisting of semi-
structured or non-structured interviews and questionnaires addressed to project
managers/team members. Scientific researchers often criticise qualitative
research for not being rigorous enough and for being constructed from individual’s
feelings and therefore being subject to researcher bias (Mays & Pope, 1995).  In
many cases academics suggested that the answers obtained could be influenced
by social desirability effects, i.e. interviewees provided culturally suitable answers
rather than being fully objective on the issue (Nancarrow & Brace, 2000). In some
studies, only the views of managers were taken into consideration with the team
members being dismissed.  The former, on many occasions, did not give objective
answers regarding the performance of the project team and as a consequence a
possible bias could have been presented (Prabhakar, 2005). 
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able to communicate in an effective manner while overcoming cultural barriers.
Hofstede (1983) tries to link his cultural dimensions with project management
and suggests that the main factor contributing to the success of a multicultural
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through the understanding of the differences in the ‘mental programming’ that
are present within the multicultural project team. However, there is a need for
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Résumé
Dans les suites de la loi n°91-748 du 31 juillet 1991, qui instaurait une

démarche prospective dans l’organisation des soins, un groupe d’experts a été
mis en place au sein du Commissariat Général au Plan pour proposer une vision
prospective du système de santé à l’horizon 2010. Le modèle reposait sur « une
solidarité nationale renforcée […] faisant une place accrue à des mécanismes
locaux et diversifiés de régulation ». La clé de voûte du rapport « Santé 2010 »
rédigé par ce groupe était la proposition d’un niveau régional d’organisation et de
gestion concrétisé par la création d’une « Agence régionale  des  services  de
santé », qui devait entraîner une réorganisation plus large du système de santé.
Àl’approche de l’échéance de 2010, cette contribution fait un point, à l’aune de
ce rapport, sur les réussites et les échecs de ces vingt dernières années de
réformes sanitaires, sur ce qui demeure des ambitions initiales, sur les
orientations inabouties et sur leurs perspectives.
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Prospective, réforme, santé, agence.
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