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From recognition of differences to 
synergy in multicultural teams 

While cultural differences can reduce the energy and motivation that team-members bring to international team-

work, they can also bring opportunities. In this document, Tim Hill and Nigel Ewington look at what is required to 

understand the impact of diversity and the competencies needed, before turning it into a source of integration, co-

hesion and heightened performance. This involves a) recognising the impact of diversity on the natural dynamics 

of teamwork, b) understanding the need for  a balance between push and pull, c) understanding how to manage 

the core activities that need to be undertaken at each stage of a team life-cycle, d) achieving the synergy effect 

when working with diverse cultural values. 

Managing MulticulturalManaging MulticulturalManaging Multicultural   

Teams 

Recognising the impact of diversity on the dynamics of 

teamwork 

One of Gavin’s challenges in running the Morel Team is that he 

not only lacks commitment and motivation in working with the 

diversity of his team, but he also seems to lack a basic sense of 

how teams work. According to almost all experts on team devel-

opment, every team – whether face-to-face or virtual, interna-

tional or domestic – advances through a series of predictable 

stages towards optimal performance. Bruce Tuckman described 

the four stages in team development as forming, storming, 

norming and performing (he later added a fifth stage, adjourn-

ing). The typical characteristics of each stage are easily recog-

nizable and are summarized in Table 1 on the next page. 

The obvious starting point for effective collaboration is a good 

degree of fluency in the lingua franca. Members need to be 

aware of communicating within a ‘corridor’ of international Eng-

lish, employing a low-risk style both in speaking and writing. 

Most obviously this means avoiding, or at the very least check-

ing, the impact of slang, jargon, acronyms, cultural references 

and humour. This increases the likelihood that messages will be 

clearly understood by all.  

 
DOWNLOAD MODULE TWO:  

MANAGING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 
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team stages and diversity 

Beyond language considerations, however, team 

members must also recognize other challenges of 

cultural diversity and consider adapting their beha-

viour accordingly. Individuals in diverse teams will 

often have different communication styles and, in 

parallel, differing expectations about how others 

should communicate with them. Sometimes these 

differences are at a deeper cultural and personal 

level of intra- and inter- personal needs. For exam-

ple, some may naturally see patterns and connec-

tions between things at a bigger picture level, and 

communicate information in a manner which re-

veals this preference, whereas others may prioritize 

a higher level of detail.  

 

Forming and diversity 

Working relationships during the forming stage are 

typically guarded, cautious, and non-committal, 

though these basic emotions may look different 

according to the diversity present in the room. Here 

members are getting to know each other and to 

understand their team’s tasks. In this initial stage, 

cultural expectations can quickly influence the ease 

with which members become acquainted and inte-

ract with one another. Indeed some cultural groups, 

e.g. Asians and Arabs, normally need to patiently 

build personal relationships over a longer period of 

time before conducting business. Notions about 

equality of members or power distance (hierarchy) 

can also pose challenges. For some cultural 

groups, such as Nordics and Dutch, team members 

are considered relatively equal. For others, organi-

zational or social structures play an important role, 

with subordinates hesitant to speak out if a superior 

is on the team. This can be the case in some 

French companies. Issues can also arise from cul-

tural differences around the appropriate use of hu-

mour, the use of silence, the way meetings and 

projects should be organized and run, and how 

feedback should be dealt with (or not).  

 

Table 1. Tuckman’s model 

T
A

S
K

 

FORMING STORMING NORMING PERFORMING 
  
apprehension, tension, 
anticipation, safe/polite 
behaviours 
 
 
 
  
need for orientation, defi-
nition of task, exploration 
of approaches, leader-
driven 

  
competition, fear of fail-
ure, conflict, factions, 
disunity 
  
 
 
 
organization, emergence 
of roles, desire for struc-
ture, conflict over how to 
approach task 

  
potential, cohesion, open-
ness, acceptance of 
membership, or: group-
think, resistance to 
change 
 
  
roles defined, decision-
making processes and 
ground rules in place,  
higher creativity,  deci-
sions made, relationships 
managed 
  

  
intuitive communication, 
acceptance of each oth-
er's strengths and weak-
nesses, satisfaction, 
close attachment to the 
team, real synergy 
  
high productivity, empha-
sis on achievement, 
steady problem-solving 
mode, roles and leader-
ship constantly change to 
adjust to team's needs 

R
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Members can begin 
the forming stage 
very cautiously 
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Performing and diversity 

During the performing stage - which by 

no means all groups reach - the mem-

bers becomes a truly collaborative team, 

inspired to go the extra mile to reach the 

team’s objectives. In this phase, coordi-

nation of deliverables, processes and 

deadlines are essential to success. Un-

der pressure though, team members can 

revert to their own culturally - or persona-

lity - based ‘default’ behaviours and may 

ignore established group norms thus 

slipping back into an earlier stage, most 

likely storming. Indeed, the introduction 

of new team members will mean that the 

group, to some extent, will need to start 

at the beginning again, though a strong 

team will have processes in place to mo-

ve through these stages smoothly. Once 

more, from a cultural point of view, those 

who are accustomed to tight schedules 

could tend to see those with a more ela-

stic view of time as less efficient and 

uncommitted. Some cultural groups are 

more willing to work through their private 

time, while for others working time and 

leisure time are firmly separated and this 

is also seen as necessary for personal 

resilience and regeneration – as well as 

a sign of better personal organization. 

Last-minute completion of tasks is a ma-

jor stressor for people who prefer to work 

steadily, though  to be ‘pressure-

prompted’ (needing the proximity of 

deadlines to find the energy and motiva-

tion to rush to completion) is just as nor-

mal! 

 

team stages and diversity 

In general, conflicts are very often 
passive, latent or not fully dis-
closed. 

Storming and diversity 

In the storming stage of team deve-

lopment, conflict occurs in interpersonal 

relationships and may be heightened 

because of different views on a variety 

of issues such as prototypes of leader-

ship, meeting structure, and use of ti-

me. The typical leadership style in so-

me cultures (e.g. Southern European) is 

likely to be more relationship-focused 

(though perhaps still quite directive), 

while for others (northern European) it 

is more task-focused (perhaps also with 

less direction and immediate supervi-

sion). In the latter case, relationship-

building can feel like an add-on to busi-

ness for those from a more ‘diffuse’ 

culture where it is harder to separate 

work issues from the person. Taking 

this further, there may be tension 

between how pragmatic to be: “Let’s 

just get started on something and see 

how things look…” and how much pro-

cess, procedure and planning to com-

plete in advance of a full, coordinated 

start: “We need to…before we can even 

start to…”. In general, handling conflict 

is difficult in any form (it is very often 

passive, latent or not fully disclosed). 

Monochronic and polychronic styles 
can clash when delivery times comes 
close. 
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W hat should an appropriate response be to 

culturally diverse reactions at different sta-

ges of a team’s development? One key response is to ‘adapt’, 

combining a mix of an open mind and a willingness to do 

things a different way. However, if you follow the advice of too 

many cultural guides in ‘doing things the local way’ you can 

lose touch with who you are, what you value, and how your 

organisation requires you to get things done. So you also 

need to ‘frame’ to others what you require from them and how 

you prefer to do things. Taken too far, however, this approach 

to asserting yourself can lead to resistance for others, and a 

failure to take them with you. Getting this dilemma right - nee-

ding to be yourself and adapt to others - is central to leader-

ship in general, but is particularly important when working with 

different cultural values and beliefs about how to get things 

done. It involves a sensitive balance of what we call ‘push’ 

and ‘pull’ energies that were described in the slides of the 

second module.  

‘Push’ is ‘inside-out’ and refers to pushing forward personal/

organisational goals, values and messages in a confident, 

assertive way despite pressures to compromise. This brings a 

sense of purpose and direction, not only for the individual, but 

also for those around him/her. ‘Pull’, on the other hand, has 

an ‘outside-in’ focus and implies drawing others toward one-

self by showing a personal interest, winning trust by accepting 

some of their different behaviours and ideas, sensing and 

adapting to their unspoken thoughts and feelings, and explo-

ring their ideas and agenda. The materials identify 10 quali-

ties overall (5 Push and 5 Pull) that come from WorldWork’s 

International Competency Set. See Table 2 on the next page. 

Research indicates that while we tend as individuals to put 

different levels of focus on certain of these qualities at the 

expense of others, the two approaches need to work together 

in harmony. Gaining an appreciation of the diverse perspecti-

ves of others, for example, can enable you to communicate 

your own needs and intentions transparently and sensitively. 

Thus dealing with complex international challenges – as the 

kind that Gavin faces in the film - can be seen as a ‘dance’ 

between the two approaches that is crucial to successful in-

tercultural interactions. 

Goodall & Roberts (2003) drew on a large corpus of data 

about the experiences of senior expatriate managers in a 

major energy company in aligning local teams back with head 

office. This research indicated that local staff seemed to ap-

preciate Peter, a highly successful expatriate manager in Co-

lombia, as much for his push skills as his pull ones. For exam-

ple, he shows cultural sensitivity in his approach to 

‘Welcoming Strangers’: 

‘Colombians say ‘hello’ every time they meet in the corri-

dor. Jones (a senior expatriate) doesn’t and people 

don’t like it, he’s antipático . . . Colombians are macho 

but are polite—hello how are you—a Colombian boss 

would say hello to everyone . . . It’s important to be 

‘simpático’ to humble people like the coffee lady, and 

Peter does this’.  

But he is equally praised for his high focus on ‘Exposing In-

tentions’: 

‘I feel with Peter that we’re always getting all the infor-

mation that cascades down. I’m sure he has to keep 

things back but it doesn’t feel like it.’  

as well as his strong sense of ‘Inner Purpose’. 

In the same research, another manager in China struggles to 

combine push and pull skills so confidently and is criticised for 

it. While he is praised for his knowledge of China and the lo-

cal language and culture, his sensitivity to local staff could 

also be frustrating. They wanted more direct, simple messa-

ges: 

‘John is very kind, doesn’t want to upset people in front 

of others so he doesn’t say things straight. There are 

moments when he should be more direct.’ 

The author’s own research on the case of a successful Ger-

man leader in India suggests that he is successful in handling 

issues of corruption, cross-functional in-fighting and disaf-

fected Indian partners, not because he is willing to adapt his 

principles in an unfamiliar cultural context, but because he 

sticks to what he believes in (high ‘Inner Purpose’ and 

‘Resilience’) while drawing on relationships and cultural sensi-

tivity to make sense of this to his Indian reports. He seems to 

‘be himself’ but ‘with skills’ which come from a sensitive com-

bination of push and pull. 

responding to cultural diversity 
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International Competency Set
TM

 

responding to cultural diversity push & pull competencies  

PUSH COMPETENCIES PULL COMPETENCIES 

Inner Purpose 
 
hold strong personal values and beliefs that provide 
consistency or balance when dealing with unfamiliar 
circumstances, or when facing pressures which que-
stion judgement or challenge sense of worth. Such 
values also give importance and credibility to the tasks 
that they have to perform. 

Flexible Behaviour 
 
adapt easily to a range of different social and cultural 
situations. Have either learned or are willing to learn a 
wider range of behaviour patterns. Ready to experi-
ment with different ways of behaving to find those 
which are most acceptable and most successful. 

Spirit of Adventure 
 
ready to seek out variety, change and stimulation in 
life and avoid safe and predictable environments.  
Push themselves into uncomfortable and ambiguous 
situations, often unsure whether they have the skills 
required to be successful. 

Welcoming Strangers 
 
keen to initiate contact, and build relationships, with 
new people, including those who have different expe-
riences, perceptions, and values to themselves. Often 
take a particular interest in strangers from different and 
unfamiliar cultural backgrounds. 

Resilience 
 
usually tough enough to risk making mistakes as a 
way of learning. Able to overcome any embarrass-
ment, criticism or negative feedback they may encoun-
ter. Have an optimistic approach to life and tend to 
‘bounce back’ when things go wrong. 

Acceptance 
 
not only tolerate but positively accept behaviour that is 
very different from their own. In an international con-
text they rarely feel threatened by, or intolerant of, 
working practices that conflict with their own sense of 
best practice. 

Focus on Goals 
 
set specific goals and tasks in international projects, 
combined with a high degree of persistence in achie-
ving them regardless of pressures to compromise, and 
distractions on the way. 

New Thinking 
 
receptive to new ideas and typically seek to extend  
understanding into new and unfamiliar fields. Like to 
work internationally as they are exposed to ideas and 
approaches with which they are unfamiliar. 

Exposing Intentions 
 
able to build and maintain trust in an international con-
text by signalling positive intentions, and putting needs 
into a clear and explicit context. 

Attuned 
 
highly focused on picking up meaning from indirect  
signals such as intonation, eye contact and body lan-
guage. Adept at observing these signals of meaning 
and reading them correctly in different contexts - al-
most like learning a new language. 
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project team life-cycle model 

Managing differences at the team level through  

a Project Team Life-Cycle model 

 

H ow can we actively manage the team dyna-

mics – with the added complexity of culture 

and distance - outlined above? In the materials of Module 

2 we explored a model created by Read and Ewington 

that provides guidance on the whole life cycle of an inter-

cultural project, from the preparatory (planning stage) 

through to completion and dissemination activities. This 

draws on researched experience of a major international 

project plus an extensive review of literature in intercultu-

ral communication and related fields. 

Figure 1 shows the key stages of the model, and how 

intercultural competencies linked to ‘push’ and ‘pull’, as 

well as other concepts, are core to the unfolding of the 

project. The movement from the ‘Preparation’ stage to the 

‘Transfer’ Stage is represented here as a spiral in which 

growing competence in intercultural interaction, supported 

by reflective learning, facilitates effective progress in the 

intercultural collaboration. The stages identified reflect the 

particular concerns of an intercultural project. For exam-

ple, the focus on identifying a ‘Preparation’ stage reflects 

the fact that international projects require more up-front 

attention about the possible cultural obstacles to working 

together and about the attitudes, skills and resources that 

might help in overcoming these obstacles. At the 

‘Experimentation’ stage, differences in cultural assump-

tions emerge as to how to get things done, and there is a 

need to experiment and review how the team-members 

collaborate to achieve optimum solutions. The authors 

chose to use the title ‘Transfer’ for the fifth stage in order 

to avoid the sense that the completion of a single project 

is necessarily the end of a relationship or a broader colla-

boration: not only are the outputs from the project 

‘transferred’ (ie shared, disseminated, fed into new work) 

but the network of new relationships can also be transfer-

red into new collaborations. 

Figure 1. 
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In the online learning of Module 2 we see a reflection on how 

Gavin could have handled the ‘Preparation’ and ‘Initiation’ stages 

and, in Module 3 we will look at the ‘Experimentation’ stage. See 

Table 3 for the description of each stage, including 

‘Consolidation’ & ‘Transfer’, and some core activities that might 

be undertaken at each stage of the project to enhance intercultu-

ral effectiveness. This includes a selection of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ 

competencies that research identifies as particularly relevant.  

organizational alignment & influencing 

STAGE DEFINITION SOME KEY ACTIVITIES COMPETENCIES 

PREPARA-

TION 

The need for thoughtful 
preparation when the  
project has been agreed 

but not yet begun. The 

key team-members have 
not yet ‘met’ 

 Research the cultural insti-

tutional and professional 
context. Do not overesti-

mate what you have in 

common 

 Break the ice – make con-

tact and initiate relationship
-building 

 Review channels of commu-

nication – including the 
choice of language 

Pull – Welcoming strangers & New Thin-
king 
Push – Focus on Goals 

 

A dilemma:  
How to break the ice with, and open mind 
to, international partners without losing a 
grip on your own objectives and what is 
non-negotiable 

INITIATION The kick-off when the 
team-members first 
meet around a table 
(real or virtual) and have 

begun to work on the 
goals they have been set 

 Explore objectives and 

establish common ground 

 Agree ground rules for col-

laboration 

 Build personal relationships

- develop a people as well 

as task orientation 

Pull –Flexible Behaviour & Attuned & Wel-
coming Strangers 
Push – Inner Purpose, Exposing Intentions 
  

A dilemma:  
How to flex to your international partners 

without losing your sense of direction 

EXPERIMEN-

TATION 

As the team moves for-
ward, a great deal of 
experimentation will be 
taking place both in the 

pursuit of practical pro-
blems and in the deve-
lopment of personal rela-
tionships 

 Test out initial agreements 

and procedures – return to 
review goals, roles & 
ground rules 

 Actively encourage reflec-

tion 

 Maintain effective ongoing 

communication – don’t rely 
on email 

Pull – Acceptance & New Thinking 
Push – Resilience & Inner Purpose 
  
A dilemma:  

When dealing with the unexpected, how to 
be resilient in dealing with problems while 
accepting the different perspectives that 
can emerge 

CONSOLIDA-

TION 

Partners are working 
together effectively but 
the trust built means 

that further feedback 

can be delivered, and 
deeper levels of align-
ment reached 

 Feed creativity through ex-

ploring differences 

 Communicate achievement 

& celebrate success 

 Sustain context-rich com-

munication – based on dee-
pening personal relation-
ships 

Pull – Acceptance and Attuned 
Push – Exposing Intentions & Spirit of Ad-
venture 

  

A dilemma: 
How to enjoy the comfort of trust and  
common identity without losing creativity 
and aspiration 

TRANSFER Ending the project wi-
thout losing the outputs 
and networks of relation-
ships that have achieved 

them 

 Reflect on the cultural lear-

ning and acknowledge the 
social capital created 

 Sustain momentum and 

productivity in the final sta-

ges of the project despite 
organisational and cultural 
divides 

 Identify diverse modes of 

transferring learning into 
the wider organisation 

Pull – Acceptance and New Thinking 
Push – Exposing Intentions & Spirit of Ad-
venture 
  

A dilemma: 
How to terminate the project while keeping 
alive the relationships 

Table 3. 
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synergy 

S ynergy comes from Greek mea-

ning ‘working together’. Although 

in daily management language it has come to 

mean eliminating duplication and saving 

costs at an operational level, synergy really 

refers to combining disparate ideas and ac-

tions for better results. This begins with indi-

viduals and extends to teams, organizations, 

companies and societies. Everyone is fami-

liar with the notion that a group should be 

smarter than any single individual, or that the 

whole can be more than the sum of the parts. 

Such a release of team energies is more than 

a mere compromise, but a deeper integration 

where, ideally, nothing is lost. The challenge 

is how to ensure that a diverse team (and 

especially a diverse, virtual team) can be 

brought to demonstrate this.  

 

Here we will consider some aspects of 

‘cultural synergy’, which means focusing on 

how to ‘reconcile’ some deeper cultural 

needs that typically occur within a team. Let 

us look at a number of examples of how this 

has been achieved in practice. 

 

Firstly considering the example of mono- and 

polychronic differences in running meetings, 

the question is how to reconcile an approach 

which is linear and sequential AND one 

which is more comfortable with the parallel 

processing of information and ideas. Again, 

the approach must not force a single choice 

or clearly favour one as being better. By way 

of example, one option is to establish the use 

of agendas with numbered items, distributed 

in advance (monochronic style), yet also add 

AOB (‘any other business’) at the end of each 

item.  This would then better include those 

who would feel constrained by a sequential 

list of items (polychronic style), and also al-

low all members to make connections and 

linkages spontaneously, perhaps well beyond 

the immediate topic. This is nothing more 

than careful managing of ‘convergent’ and 

‘divergent’ thinking, and of course it is vital 

that the team ensure that they end the mee-

ting on convergence. Nevertheless, this rela-

tively simple approach can not only boost 

inclusion and commitment, but makes it ap-

parent how new ideas and solutions, which 

might otherwise have been missed, can ap-

pear on the team’s radar. 
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O f course such examples can naturally emerge 

during regular team interactions if members are 

open enough. However, to actively manage diverse teams and 

reconcile multiple approaches requires great understanding, 

effort and skill. One of the most effective ways of managing 

this is at the stage between storming and forming, when it is 

probably best to produce some ‘team norms’ or ‘charter’. This 

will only work well if all are encouraged to give their input and a 

synergistic solution emerges as a negotiated result. Imposing 

team norms in the name of global standards or codes of beha-

viour and best practice from headquarters is to be avoided. 

For example, with different levels of Power Distance in a team, 

there are likely to be different senses of how to handle escala-

tion and manage stakeholders. Team-members from low-

power distance cultures tend to expect and receive a high de-

gree of delegated authority from their direct boss when working 

in project teams, and are expected to show initiative. They are 

slower to escalate issues. All of this can be simultaneously 

managed by going through a facilitated process, gathering 

input and distilling ideas down to real behaviours (what people 

actually do or say). This need not - indeed should not - be mo-

re than a few items and can of course be adjusted by mutual 

consent as time goes on. The key deciding factor in creating 

such norms is whether a new member joining the team would 

have a clear idea of what behaviours are displayed in the team 

and what is expected of him or her. 

 

The second download in this module is an example of a tool 

that helps a multicultural team to take a short cut on reaching a 

team consensus on issues of escalation and managing stake-

holders. It does this through getting each team-member to prio-

ritise one or two of the behaviours through each end of the 

cultural spectrum.  

Those from higher power distance cultures are expected to 

consult their direct boss more regularly, and are more sensitive 

to the needs to manage stakeholders. Having stakeholders 

informed and ‘on side’ clearly aids delegation, thus a combina-

tion of the two can be critical for handling issues in a multi-

cultural team.  

 Whether facing a challenge like Gavin, in charge of a team of 

culturally different others, or being just a team member, eve-

ryone needs to balance his or her own ‘push’ style with a ‘pull’. 

According to what the situation demands, we need to aim for a 

dynamic or ‘dance’ between the two. Ultimately, in the 21st 

century, everyone has to take a responsibility for making lea-

dership happen in complex and perhaps volatile environments. 

This requires the skill to be able to zoom out of operational 

matters to the behavioural level and identify what is effective 

and what is not. This is not always easy. However, the good 

news is that identifying a small number of the ‘right’ behaviours 

- and being able to apply them at appropriate moments - can 

produce a multiplier effect in the world of human and group 

dynamics, and that can and will boost team productivity enor-

mously. How to do this at distance is yet another layer of chal-

lenge we will consider next. 

aligning around negotiated norms 

Download the Multicultural 
Team Charter Tool 


