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MultiCultural Project Teams: 
You-Me --Us-Them => We
Mindy Bohannon
How do we get from an Us vs Them attitude to an attitude of We?  How do we work toward one goal together?  A project is begun, people from diverse and multiple business and IT teams are brought together.  Diversity in those project teams is inevitable  - it’s a key ingredient of the people that make up those project teams.  Diversity is found in our thinking styles, areas of expertise, experience, organization, industry, and cultural backgrounds.  In these areas and more, people range from being extremely similar to being extremely dissimilar. 
"I see three main points to make the business case for diversity: 1. A talent shortage that requires us to seek out and use the full capabilities of all our employees.  2. The need to be like our customers, including the need to understand and communicate with them in terms that reflects their concerns.  3. Diverse teams produce better results”  said Lew Platt, former CEO of Hewlett Packard as stating in 1998.  He continued, “The diversity that matters is how team members see the world, their experiences, the skill sets they bring to the situation, and the way they think. Cross-functional teams with a blend of gender and racial variety may only be a start to the deliberate diversity that stimulates new thinking.”
But Why Not have diversity? Because its hard – it takes change.  We are naturally resistant to change. It takes adaptation and conscious effort. It takes WORK.
What are you doing in your organization to stimulate Deliberate Diversity?
Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism is having mutual understanding and respect for ethnic, religious, gender, class, language, sexual orientation, and age differences.  That everyone has achieved or has the opportunity for equal access to economic power. That we view people as having equal rights while still being different.  And in the workplace – we all recognize, value, and manage our actions towards people’s differences. 
As members of project teams we have to be conscious of our attitudes towards multiculturalism. The project manager meets with the customer, the vendors, the business team and the development team, and has realizes that each role requires a different skill-set and each person comes with their own attitudes and behaviors. 

I don’t understand you.

You don’t understand me.

What else do we have in common?
-- Ashleigh Brilliant

It’s about understanding each other – trying to understand each other.  Customers talk to Business Analyst, the BA talks with the vendor and the developers. We may use the same words however that doesn’t assure the meaning is understood.  Non-verbal cues, context, emphasis and accent cloud and change the meaning of our words.  Our differences are the starting point for discussion and understanding. 
Cultural Characteristics
We all have our own cultural characteristics that guides our actions and influences our decisions. For example, I am an American of Jewish/Polish/Floridian/Ohio heritage. And with me comes a unique set of cultural values.  It affects my goals, my concerns, my sense of what I value and respect, and my need for empowerment.  As the project manager knows, to understand your teammates is to know them, which is to trust them, which leads to working together better as a team. In the paragraphs to follow we will describe each of the cultural characteristics that project managers need to be cognizant of and deal with. 
Orientation Towards Time
Do you and your culture have a strict sense of time?  Monochromatic people are generally task-driven and deadline-oriented.  They live by the motto “time and tide wait for no man”.  North Americans, Germans, British, and Swiss are considered to have a linear sense of time.  Effective time mgmt is seen as important as quality, cost and customer relationships.  There’s a saying in Switzerland:  If you’re at a Swiss train station and the train is due at 12:00 - and it is 12:00 and there’s no train pulling in – then either the train or the clock are not Swiss. 

If you have a polychromatic sense of time the you easily handle multi-tasking.  Time is not linear, and relationships are always more important than the clock. Latin America, Middle Eastern and African cultures are context-focused and people-oriented.  It will be more important to continue your meeting and be late for the next meeting if the conversation is not completed to a sufficient stopping point.  
Team Dynamics
· Individualistic Countries

· A collection of individuals gathered to achieve the same goal. 

· Tend to break down into individual tasks and goals.

· Team wins when each individual reaches their own goals in a timely and effective manner. 

· Collective Countries

· Team mentality is “All for one, and one for all.”

· The team is responsible for all tasks.

· The team wins when they support and help each other.
Tolerance for Uncertainty

Your sense of certainty determines how much information is required for you to believe you made the right decision.  What is your tolerance for uncertainty and how long can you wait before making a decision?  Do you prefer unstructured, risky, and ambiguous situations?  Or do you prefer living with rules, regulations and controlled sense of society?  Great Britain, India and USA can live with ambiguity whereas Japan and France prefer the most certainty of those polled. 
We see things not as they are, 

but as we are.   

-- Jewish Proverb

By becoming aware of our differences, we can then begin to change our perceptions.
Language and Communication
Customers talk to the project managers and analysts.  The business analyst talks with the developers, the developers communicate to each other and back to the BA, PM and customer. Everyone wants more communication – not less. 
Verbally we deal with people’s accents, use of jargon, and pace.  When Europeans and Asians are asked if they understand what they just heard, they will often reply “yes” – which means they heard what was said.  If they agree with it or completely understand it is a possibly completely different.  Nonverbally we differ from people who are 500 miles from us as easily as we do from those across the ocean.  
Do we nod agreement up-and-down or side-to-side?  India and Bulgaria shake side-to-side in agreement while the US and Canada nod up-and-down.  In a handshake, Americans use a firm grip to show confidence whereas Middle Easterners and 
Asians think firm is unnecessarily aggressive and uncivilized.  When signaling the “OK” gesture, Americans mean OK, French mean zero or worthless, Japanese mean money, and in Germany it means calling someone a bad name (be careful).  And as a last example, with eye contact, Americans are taught to look directly at the person they are talking to as sign of respect.  Whereas, the Japanese are taught to avoid eye contact and direct eye is considered a sign of weakness. 
Miscommunications are frequently thought to be a reflection of a person’s competence (or incompetence).  However couldn’t it also be the result of differences in our cultural characteristics? Be cognizant of the person you are talking with, slow down your pace, repeat what you say, avoid jargon, and ask for confirmation of what was said to help be assured your message was received – not just heard. 

Cultural Protocols
Informal gatherings, such as the afternoon tea break and impromptu hallway conversations are great for building camaraderie, which allows people to get to know each other, and therefore build trust.  When using off-shore resources these unscheduled gatherings do not take place.  Therefore, trust must be built in the short time frames on the conference calls or using other tools such as instant messenger.  During these first calls is where introductions and how to address peers becomes important.  Questions arise as to: After an introduction, do I call someone by their first name or full name? Correct pronunciation of their names? Understanding and respecting their protocols shows respect for the team members and project participants. 

How do we differ in organizational hierarchy and authority?  Project teams are typically flat in hierarchical structure. However team members still report to their organizational manager.  In some cultures if there’s a problem the protocol is to tell those direct managers first (Asian).  In others its okay to go to the organizational direct manager (US).  If the line of communication is misunderstood it can cause major issues to skip reporting levels. Be sure to check the proper protocol in the culture you are working.  

Hierarchy is also known as the “Power Distance” is the psychological distance between people and their managers in a given country.  Being a good manager requires different skills in this area.  Having a low distance means the manager acts more like a sports team coach where the manager is giving suggestions and the team carries out the play (development).  Medium distance means the manager gets input from the team members and then makes the final decision.  High distance means the boss is the boss is the boss and the boss makes all the decisions.  From low to high: Germany - Great Britain – Canada – USA – Italy – Japan – India – Mexico.  Upon reflection, non-hierarchical people tend to see hierarchical people as lacking initiative and independence because they often go to senior managers for directions. 
Empowerment
People seek to have Control over their Lives.  It gives us a sense of security and predictability (remember change is hard for us).  Cultural values influence how people satisfy their need for empowerment. 
A team atmosphere calls on everyone -- not just the leader -- to generate ideas, initiate projects and produce top-notch work. Undoubtedly, empowerment promotes enthusiasm, initiative, involvement and innovation; project morale becomes strengthened, individual self-confidence is enhanced and members become more deeply involved in their project work. 

“By challenging people to fuel their own sense of fulfillment under minimal coercive authority, cross-cultural project communications become purposeful and vibrant.  In the final analysis, it is critical not to allow people to feel powerless, whatever their cultural background may be.  Empowered people build a powerful organization - whether temporary or permanent!” (Sohmen-Levin) 

Organizations that are able to align the visions of their employees with the objectives of the project and missions of their organizations are smarter, more effective, more efficient and, most importantly, more creative.  For example, people from India and Britain are heavy into hierarchies and where they fall in the hierarchy of the organization.  Their title and reporting structure give them a sense of order….which defines how they’re empowered and influence how they satisfy their need for empowerment. 
Trust

Teamwork is dependent upon knowledge sharing.  Sharing knowledge depends on trust.  Collaborations are key to a team’s success.  Teams become shared groups that create social bonds and fosters trust.  Its easier to trust someone who is thought to be “like me” rather than “different from me.”  There is an team dynamic evolution that shapes people’s mentality that goes from Us vs. Them – to You vs. I and finally to We. 

Us vs. Them – brings about Inter-groups and Conflict of one group vs. the other

to You/I – which breeds Cooperation among the individuals

to We– team thinking as a Collective and with Collaboration

Trust is a crucial variable in achieving globally distributed collaborative work.  Trust and interaction; trust and collaboration are mutually reinforcing to the benefit of the project and the organization. 

Meeting the Challenges

How do we overcome the challenges of cultural communication and barriers? 

When dealing with language problems send an agenda before and meeting minutes promptly after meetings.  Allow time for members to review and respond during the meeting.  During a project create a common terminology. 
When dealing with different cultural backgrounds consider the factors of time, deadlines, certainty, risk, and trust. 
When the project team members live and work in multiple countries, set and communicate goals, develop project plans jointly with the team members, build relationships, rotate meeting times so everyone is inconvenienced at some point, use teleconference and web conferences (even video), SCRUM-type daily meetings to stay focused and maintain commitments and build relationships.  When dealing with project team members from different companies try to identify the mutual interests and needs to encourage collaboration; have teams work together and interact, focusing on real work to build social capital (relationships). 
Tips for the Project Manager

From the beginning of team formation, set expectations on time.  Let everyone know if being late is acceptable or if they should contact you if they will be late.  Use simple expressions and avoid jargon – even our use of team metaphors can get confusing when one is used to cricket and not football or baseball.  Ask for pronunciation assistance.  Realize that everyone has a first time with dealing with a new culture – suggest cultural awareness training at all levels (given time and budget).  Perform a conscious analysis of interpersonal communication and interactive styles.  Show active support to share issues and mentor all employees.  Train team members to work cooperatively – to improve their skills in listening, interpersonal communication, conflict resolution, and negotiation and alter their assumptions.   
Know your own cultural values first.  Knowing yourself and having self-awareness will make you aware of your own similarities and differences of others. 
Give people time to get to know each other, understand and to learn to trust each other.  Take the first 5-10 minutes of the initial meetings to digress into the weather and holidays and weekend activities if they are willing to share. 
Create opportunities for team building with doing things simply.  Simply sharing pictures of each other after the first conference call.  Take the time for hallway meetings if in the same building, periodic meetings in person or conference calls with time for digressing and humor if not in the same city.  Holding short productive reoccurring meetings remind people that they are part of a team and a larger project.  I suggest taking smoke or tea breaks – even if you don’t smoke or aren’t thirsty. These are great team-building and camaraderie moments. 

Be polite and genuinely respectful of their cultures and traditions.  This is the professional career you have chosen – understand that this is a basic necessity at work and in life.   Nothing fancy is needed – simply ask about their holidays – what do they do at their New Years? (almost every country has this kind of holiday)

Allow for managers to mentor each other so they don’t have to learn by trial and fire. (oh – was that another slang phrase!) 

And as any project manager or team member should do periodically - supply food.  Feeding people fulfills Maslow’s basic need for nourishment that we all require.  Share foods from your own cultural background or baked goods or sweets from any culture are always enjoyed. 

Conclusion

Can’t we all just get along? Yes – with education, effort, patience and a sense of humor.  Remember these cultural characteristics and use the suggestions as to how to deal with them directly and honestly.  And evolve you and your team and your organization’s understanding of multiculturalism in your professional and personal lives. 
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