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Leading A Team


One of the most important strategies a manger needs to employ to successfully organize a multicultural team, especially one that is globally distanced, is implementation of a clear, organized system of communication. This system would not only clearly define the team’s mission, create rules, guidelines, and responsibilities, but it will also ensure there is an open process for feedback to help the manager develop an understanding of his or her team members’ communication styles. A constant flow of communication under a system that fosters respect for each member will help alleviate cultural problems before they become a burden on the team.  While the dynamics of the system are critical, my approach as a manager – my communication style, my personality, and my own work to help bring the group together – is also something that needs to be handled strategically in order to achieve success.


The system will be organized so that there is a monitoring system in place so that goals can be achieved and adjustments can be made as the team moves forward . This all begins with a clear mission statement and written policies and guidelines, which will be essential reference materials and a source of consistency for the team to use.  


Immediately after my appointment to the globally distanced marketing team consisting of a slate of multicultural members, the first thing I would do is gather and review each member’s career history, resume, and other information about their background, most importantly their cultural roots. This requires even more research into how that member’s cultural or ethnic group typically communicates – whether he or she comes from a high-context or low-context culture, how direct or indirect communication is used, whether he or she is fluent in English, and a slew of other details. “The very act of expressing genuine interest in an individual and his background improves morale and understanding. This improvement translates into more effective project performance” (Miller, Fields, Kumar, & Ortiz, 2000). 


There is nothing more important for a manager than understanding your employees and reaching out to learn more so that you can find the communication method that is most effective. If your employees are not clearly receiving your messages, you cannot expect them to perform. “A project manager should have a good understanding of the project and its goals and be able to communicate this understanding clearly. If the goal of the project is not clearly understood by all members, the commonality of purpose will be absent, and decision-making will become agonizingly slow and inefficient” (Miller et al., 2000).  


Once this initial background research is conducted, I would draw up a set of communication guidelines to bring with me to the first meeting. In addition, I will take into consideration the various languages that members will use, and ensure that the policies and guidelines are interpreted into all languages spoken by the group and printed up for everyone. In organizing a flow of discussion for the meeting, I will create an agenda and include some key overall goals for the project, as well as a basic list of roles, time lines, and expectations. However, one key strategy for me will be to have all of the group members contribute to the specifics behind those roles and responsibilities. They will also help develop the system for ensuring those goals are met. This way, the system will be reflective of ideas they designed themselves – which means they will believe in it and want to follow it. This will also enable everyone to be on the same page and work effectively toward the main goal. Further, “The process of developing shared goals increases members’ commitment to the goal. The development of shared goals has a cognitive influence on team members” (Shapiro, Von Glinow,  & Lap-Chiu Cheng, 2005).  


How successful the team is at achieving its goals will depend upon the success of setting up an organizational structure in the first meeting. When the meeting first opens, I will conduct an introduction session, provide general guidelines and expectations, and specifically address the group’s diversity and differences as a way to build cohesion. Icebreakers in the American sense may not be appropriate for this team, but a series of introductory team-building exercises will be effective, I think. It will ease any tension that can occur, and it will enable team members to learn about each other and make them feel comfortable. My approach to these activities will be critical to success and making the connection that will generate buy-in. “The manager should look for things that individuals from different cultures have in common. Families, friends, education, and pride are all things that should be emphasized and related to everyone. These common elements can help understanding” (Miller et al., 2000). I do think that everything done, though, should re-enforce our mission, and activities should carry a central theme that relates back to the mission statement and goals. 


Obviously, some challenges will include language barriers and trouble understanding accents and fluency levels (“Managing Multicultural,” 2006).  This will have to be addressed, and I think a good strategy will be to talk about it, rather than ignore it and hope that no miscommunication will occur. “The manager sets some norms of what’s appropriate and what’s not” (“Managing Multicultural, 2006). One strategy I will employ is approaching the topic early in the meeting to tell the team that ”no one had been picked for English skills; they were picked because each was technically the best person for the job, so get over the accents” (“Managing Multicultural,” 2006). This will generate the expectation that people are to be respectful, but it will also reinforce my place at the head of the team and show that I can be trusted to ensure the team is successful.  In discussing these differences, we should avoid use of idioms because they may not be understood by all team members. We should also have a short discussion about communication techniques, which can help create a cohesive way of moving forward. In those sessions, we should address stereotyping. “Understanding and avoiding stereotypes can prevent self-fulfilling prophecies” (Miller et al., 2000). 


From there, we will work as a team in developing the guidelines, system infrastructure, communication policies, and the system for monitoring progress. 

I will also use the strategies and methods for  organization of MNT teams as described by Shapiro, Von Glinow, and Lap-Chiu Cheng. They suggest that the best operating multicultural and multinational team is one that turns into a hybrid – on that leads to an “emergent and simplified set of rules and actions, work capability expectations, and member perception that individuals within a team develop, share, and enact after mutual interactions” (Shapiro et al., 2005). To best deal with a team like this, Shapiro, Von Glinow, and Lap-Chiu Cheng argue that the central focus, clear goals, roles, rules for social interaction, and task-related monitoring and reporting (including communication and decision-making) will need to be designed and implemented. It is my goal, as stated, to include the team in developing these materials. 


When it comes to creating those roles, a critical element will be ensuring that team members are very familiar and able to comprehend them. “It is critical that team members are aware of role expectations and duties to avoid unexpected interpersonal conflict. If team members are aware of their own role and that of other members, it is much less likely that they will come into conflict with one another. If such conflict arises, awareness of one another’s roles provides a constructive means for resolving the conflict” (Shapiro et al., 2005). 


Some of the policies that will need to be constructed will outline team responses to conflict, incentives for collaboration, and a built-in mechanism for ensuring team members have resources to deal with any conflict. “What are the rules for how people should interact with one another in a team? How are disputes to be resolved, how might rewards and other resources be divided among team members?” (Shapiro et al., 2005). This initial meeting will be lengthy, but all of this groundwork will need to be formed so that the process moving forward is as effective as possible. 


Another challenge that this process can help to alleviate is other cultural beliefs the individual members of the team may have about the actual process for conducting business. An article in ComputerWorld in 2006 notes there will also be problems with differing attitude toward hierarchy and authority as well as conflicting norms for decision-making. In some cultures, it is inappropriate to question a senior person’s actions or decisions. In this case, team members may be required to do so, and this should be clearly articulated the policies.


Setting up rules for behavior and interaction, as well as for the work that is being performed will also allow my employees to develop “a social context with profound impact on team functioning and performance. The rules for how team members relate to one another, [how they] distribute finite resources, and interact socially are important factors in creating a healthy social environment within a team. If these rules are inconsistently applies or ambiguous, members will be likely to mistrust one another, and they may experience interpersonal conflict and reduced effectiveness” (Shapiro et al., 2005). 



After the initial meeting is held, an organizational structure is in place, and the project begins, we will hold further meetings and move forward with our monitoring system and work to resolve problems. I will approach solving cultural differences by adhering to our “respect” policy and using it as a guideline in my decision-making. This could include helping team members to see that different approaches and methods for handling responsibility are as a result of different ways of life – and not a reflection of individual members’ work ethic, and members will have a chance to explain how their cultures approach various scenarios so that all team members can be educated about each other.  


I will hold brief, periodic group sessions where members can feel comfortable bringing problems or issues to be resolved, and we can talk about it as a group – all under that umbrella of respect. “Helping team members see that problems are due to cultural differences and not personality helps a lot” (“Managing Multicultural,” 2006).  These periodic meetings will ensure that any problems – with the work or cultural differences – are addressed immediately, and all members can be kept up-to-date about what needs to be done and where their role stands within the project. Having everyone on the same page and having a constant flow of information will help team members successfully carry out their tasks. “Informal sessions with small groups should be scheduled to discuss the differences inn cultural expectations. Ignoring the differences in people gets in the way of understanding. Valuing the differences and learning as much as you can will go a long way toward building a spirit of cooperation and enthusiasm. All team members should be informed of the attitudinal differences of other team members” (Miller et al., 2000). 


This process should also include a system of review for each employee, where constant feedback will allow employees to understand which parts of their performance are successful and which can be improved. 


These periodic meetings can also help address other challenges that will be unavoidable – differences in time and geography, which require extra coordination and special care. This is why a task-related monitoring and reporting system will need to be created at the beginning. Also, spending time during these meetings to get to know the employees will help tremendously. A manager should “understand the capabilities and limitations of each member of the project team. And he should be interested in these members, not only as project employees but also as people with individual histories of triumph and tragedy in their careers. The only way to develop this understanding is to spend time with staff members” (Miller et al., 2000).


In addition to the initial meeting and scheduled follow-up meetings, I will conduct individual phone follow-ups so that employees who may feel uncomfortable discussing some problems that may arise with their co-workers will have a way to discuss it privately with me. In addition, I will implement an “open door policy” in which team members can trust that I will listen – and respond – to their concerns. I will also set up an E-mail account dedicated to suggestions for improvement. I will send weekly updates via E-mail to all team members so employees do not feel they are being left in the dark. 


No team, especially one that is remotely based, will be perfect. I do believe, however, a constant flow of communication organized by a system that sets guidelines, rules, and responsibilities and encourages respect and constant feedback will help move the team toward success. 
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