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Abstract

Development in technology and information sectors created a need for highly
skilled workers that is, however, often not met by local workforces alone. The
answer is increasingly often to set up workplaces with people originating from
many different parts of the world. This evokes a number of challenges for both
leaders and employees: The former need to consider the cultural backgrounds
of their employees and the latter need to adjust to different views on what the
world looks like in their work with each other. This thesis investigated the
challenges and opportunities that come with working in competitive environ-
ments and teams of diverse cultures at a university-based computer science
department. An exploratory study was conducted to explore how leaders
and team members deal with the consequences of multiculturalism in order
to contribute to both practice and theory. In total, 14 people with experience
from teamwork in a multicultural and competitive environment were inter-
viewed. The study found many challenges including communication, hierar-
chical differences and trust. Some opportunities—mainly satisfaction—were
also identified. Other findings were differences in dealing with issues, often
depending on cultural background, as well as that time played an important
part in learning and adapting to differences.
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1 Introduction

In our industry, and I would argue in the world today, there are few things
that are more important than people and there are fewer strengths more im-
portant than having a diverse group of people who can work together.

— Brad Smith, president of Microsoft Corporation (Korstrom, 2016)

As the world has gone from focusing on the sole production of goods to more in the
direction of knowledge production, finding the right people has gotten increasingly im-
portant as expressed by the president of Microsoft. Companies nowadays often find
their most important source of competitive advantage in the knowledge of their workers
and the capacity to spread this knowledge among their employees and research teams
(Haas & Hansen, 2007). At the same time, many technology-intense industries today
are struggling with finding the right people for their job openings. One explanation for
the problem is that even larger countries with well-developed universities do not produce
enough highly qualified people in certain fields. For instance, in the United States, pre-
dictions of the future job market highlight that there will be considerably fewer college
graduates in Computer Science than there will be new job openings in the near future
(Nager & Atkinson, 2016).

The world has changed in other respects as well. In today’s world working together is
not only common, but also, as argued by the president of Microsoft, essential. This
development can be seen in other fields too. For example, in academic research the
number of authors on each publication is now about four times more compared to in the
1950s (Greene, 2007). Similarly, Wuchty, Jones and Uzzi (2007) found an increase over
the years in the number of inventors per registered patent, which indicates that there
is an increased importance of teamwork in research and development (R&D). These
findings were elaborated on by Hsu, Lee and Lin (2010), who concluded that teams are
superior to single patent seekers in terms of quality of the patents and ratio of accepted
patent applications.

Teams can come in different forms and shapes and can be formed for a longer timeframe
or for shorter projects. Increasingly more appearing are the so-called multicultural
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teams (MCTs), which can be defined as a group of individuals, who grew up in different
cultures and therefore have learned different languages and values, with a deliverable
for an organization or stakeholder (Stahl et al., 2010b). This type of team can be
used for many different purposes and can be more or less global, where some teams are
physically located at the same place and some are spread over different locations and
thereby are depending more on digital communication and exchange (Steers, Sanchez-
Runde & Nardon, 2010, p. 263).

The phenomenon of MCTs is getting increasingly relevant as the importance of knowl-
edge production increases. This can be observed in high-tech companies such as Mi-
crosoft that in 2016 opened its new research facility in Vancouver, Canada, instead of
the United States (Korstrom, 2016). The move to Vancouver was motivated by Mi-
crosoft’s need of highly-skilled workers that could not be hired in the United States and
the company therefore had to search for them in other parts of the world (Weise, 2014).
However, since the process of getting foreign workers eligible to work in the US was so
complicated, the company concluded that getting workers admitted to Canada instead
was an easier solution (Korstrom, 2016). The same patterns can be found in Amazon
and Facebook, companies that both are present in Vancouver for similar reasons as Mi-
crosoft (Weise, 2014). As this kind of research centers get more prevalent, the need of
understanding if and how cultural diversity affects the teamwork gets more important
to managers as well as team members.

Traditionally, diversity and thereby input from different types of people with diverse
backgrounds has been seen as something valuable to organizations, since it has been
shown to improve creativity (Stahl et al., 2010b). Stahl et al. (2010b) also found
support for that satisfaction of the team members increased in MCTs. The researchers
argue that this effect could be due to team members’ need for development, variety
and even adventure as individuals. Furthermore the researchers discuss the potentially
positive effect on learning in MCTs. This was previously examined by Fiol (1994) who
suggested that learning gets promoted when managers encourage subordinates to take
different standpoints of what they believe is true, which arguably can be achieved quite
easily in diverse groups. However, the researcher also found it to be important to find
a shared frame in order to unite and use the different standpoints, which indicates that
the managerial task of encouraging learning may not always be so easy.
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A number of researchers have also identified substantial issues connected to working in
culturally diverse settings. Stahl et al. (2010a) found support for the hypothesis that
cultural diversity leads to lower social integration, i.e. group cohesion. Moreover, Brett,
Behfar and Kern (2006) highlighted four other problems that can arise in MCTs; con-
flicting decision-making norms, differing attitudes toward hierarchy and authority, direct
vs. indirect communication and lastly trouble with accents and fluency in the commu-
nication. Cultural differences concerning decision-making norms go hand in hand with
findings by Hofstede (1984) who showed that people from different cultures vary not
only in level of power distance but also in the capacity to deal with uncertainty. Differ-
ent views on uncertainty and individualism can lead to conflicting views on whether to
choose the safest option and on who ultimately gets to make the final decision. Likewise,
hierarchies can impact the group’s performance and become a key challenge to success.
According to Brett et al. (2006), different views on hierarchy can lead to some members
not speaking out or clearly communicating what their views are out of respect to other
group members. Ultimately this risks leading to frustration among the team members
and to the group not taking advantage of the actual benefits of teamwork, namely cre-
ativity through the different perspectives and skills. Direct vs. indirect communication,
i.e. how information is given, and language issues in the form of fluency and accent
problems risk causing even more friction (Brett et al., 2006).

Furthermore, Yuan et al. (2013) examined informal interaction between native English
speakers and non-native English speakers and found that there are a lot of obstacles
to cross-cultural communication. These obstacles include social obligation to the own
group, the lack of common ground between different cultures and the desire to form
relationships with the people from the home culture.

To make matters more complicated, there are also other factors that can make MCTs
function poorly. Generally, a team can be defined as a group of individuals who work
together for a common goal (Steers et al., 2010, p. 261). For a team to be able to
work well together, Drago and Turnball (1991) argue that the environment needs to
encourage cooperation instead of competition. They conclude that organizations that
promote competition within the firm cannot expect the employees to help one another.
This also implies that teams in environments that are competitive for external reasons are
especially difficult to manage and be part of, since it is harder to control the environment
that causes the competition. Despite this, many companies, including tech-pioneers like
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Amazon, have been reported to work under very competitive environments (Kantor
& Streitfeld, 2015). Research and development in technology- and knowledge-based
companies and in academic research are naturally competitive environments. Here,
teams are faced with outside competition and employee careers depend on previous
individual success, performance, and results (Bartoli & Medvet, 2014). This creates
a setting of intra-team and inter-team competition that can create obstacles to team
performance.

To conclude, diversity in form of different cultural backgrounds is believed to impact
teams in different ways. The fact that many companies that are in the need of using
these types of teams are also acting in environments that are competitive makes it more
unclear what the effects of cultural diversity actually are.

1.1 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to further explore the topic of MCTs in highly competitive
environments and to create a better understanding for how leaders and team members
can address the challenges and possibilities that come with them. Since the vast majority
of previous research was done in companies with only a few nationalities to take into
account and with standard working conditions, this study will explore a different setting.
The study object is a department of a Swedish technical university (The KTH, Royal
Institute of Technology in Stockholm) where the employees come from a wide range of
countries and therefore could encounter other difficulties than previously studied cases.
The setting is therefore to be more representative for the earlier described phenomenon
of high-tech companies in need of managing people from many different cultures.

Another factor that makes this case especially interesting and complex is that the en-
vironment in which employees are working is highly competitive in its nature, which
is as earlier argued also the case in many tech-companies today. There are multiple
reasons for this: Often employment contracts are only short-term and depend on exter-
nal funding which makes it important to perform at all times and meet all deliverables
(Regeringskansliet, 2016). Furthermore, the nature of the work tasks gives rise to exter-
nal competition with other institutions as the employer’s prestige and standing depends
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on publications and citations (Rauhvargers, 2014). Researchers are expected to produce
knowledge at a rapid pace and their individual performance is often measured in cita-
tions, accepted publications and scientific impact (Bartoli & Medvet, 2014). As perfor-
mance is measured on individual level, there are some indications that the environment
is not optimal for teamwork. At the same time, the fact that technical researchers are
united by a shared professional language and knowledge base makes it easier to identify
the pure impacts of culture on their work. The research question therefore is:

What challenges and opportunities do MCTs in competitive envi-
ronments face and how do team members and managers deal with
them?

This thesis will begin by covering existing literature on MCTs in terms of challenges and
opportunities as well as leadership in this type of group. After that the method section
discusses the methodological choices and considerations, followed by a combined results
and analysis section that part by part covers the findings. Finally the thesis includes a
discussion section that is finished with a conclusion.

2 Theory

The theoretical section starts by explaining culture as a concept and continues with deeper
examining the work of Geert Hofstede that is the base of culture research. After that the
section describes challenges with cultural diversity and examines the effects of culture on
teamwork in MCTs. Lastly, research on leadership of MCTs is deeper examined .

2.1 Culture

Culture as a concept is often considered somewhat confusing and therefore benefits from
getting clarified. Hofstede (1984, p. 82) defined culture as “the collective programming
of the mind that distinguishes members of one group or category of people from others”.
Hofstede et al. (2011, p. 583) differentiate national culture from organizational culture
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where the latter is referring to the intellectual programming of the people in the same
organization, whereas the former is about the intellectual programming from the society
one grows up in. This thesis is focusing on investigating the people with different national
cultures and in the upcoming text; the term culture will therefore refer to national
culture. Culture is learned, and as figure 1 shows, specific to a group or category. In
addition to culture, each person is also characterized by inherited behavior as human
beings and by personality of which the latter, according to the authors, is both learned
and inherited and specific to each individual.

Figure 1: This figure shows the uniqueness on three different levels of human mental
programming. Figure reproduced from Hofstede et al., 2011, p. 23.

2.2 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions

To be able to understand why and what aspects people growing up in different cultures
vary on, the work of Hofstede needs to be examined. Originally Hofstede (1984) identified
four dimensions that differentiated people from different cultures from each other. He
based his research on the results of surveys from first 40 different countries and later 50.
These dimensions were individualism versus collectivism, power distance, uncertainty
avoidance and masculinity versus femininity. Later the dimensions were extended with
long- versus short-term orientation after extensive research by Michael Bond (Hofstede
et al., 2011, pp. 290-294) and finally also with a sixth dimension largely due to the work
of Michael Minkov that they named indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede et al., 2011,
pp. 353-355).
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The dimension individualism versus collectivism Hofstede (1984) describes as being
about the level to which the individual focuses on what is best for him and the im-
mediate family or the collective. Typically the Asian- and South American countries
are more collectivistic and the Western-European and North American countries con-
siderably more individualistic (Hofstede et al., 2011, pp. 122-124). Hofstede (1984)
identified many practical implications of this for managers, including the complexity of
using self-fulfillment as the optimal goal. In countries that are collectivistic, Hofstede
(1984) argues it might be that the employees are not motivated by self-fulfillment in
the same way as the Westerners are. This dimension also includes the practical issue
of critique and directness in communication. The author argues that the importance of
harmony in collectivistic countries cannot be overlooked and that openness may not be
the best way. Sometimes it is better to strain the truth to make sure that no one has to
lose face in front of the collective, which can be humiliating to people from collectivistic
countries.

Hofstede (1984) defines power distance as the extent to which inequality in terms of
power is accepted among the people in the society. The author argues that some cultures
are more tolerant to inequality than others, which naturally has important implications
for managers in other cultures than their own and for managers who are responsible
for people from different cultures. In practice, differences in power distance often are
apparent when sub-ordinates from low power distance countries want to be consulted
when it is time to make decisions, while the ones from high power distance countries
expect a more parental approach. Hofstede (1984) exemplifies this with the differences
in teaching approach, where teachers in low power distance cultures encourage indepen-
dence and receiving challenging views, while the ones in high power distance countries
expect obedience and not being criticized openly. Hofstede (1984) also argues that small
things such as clothes or artifacts can play important roles, where the cultures with
lower power distance expect the manager to not stand out, while the countries opposite
on the scale expect their managers to stand out and show their power with things such
as expensive clothes and other status symbols. In addition, there are also major differ-
ences in how to deal with grievances. In low power distance countries it is considered
important to have systems to avoid the abuse of power where the subordinate does not
have to risk something by speaking out. Similar systems and views are not found in
high power distance countries, which can be especially apparent to people working in
multicultural environments.
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Uncertainty avoidance is Hofstede’s (1984) third cultural dimension and is referring to
the degree to which people feel uncomfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty. More
concretely this dimension examines whether people try to control the future or accept
whatever comes with it. As argued by the atuhor, this can be complex for managers in
multiple ways, for instance people from cultures where uncertainty is undesirable usually
prefer rules to guide their behavior. These rules can be both formal and informal, but
what is important is that they make sure that situations where ambiguity otherwise could
occur are avoided. In contrast, cultures characterized by weak uncertainty avoidance
live comfortably even without rules and when rules exist they are also fine with bending
them. People from strong uncertainty avoidance cultures find deviant ideas undesirable,
while people on the other end of the scale get encouraged by new ideas and often prefer
freer environments.Time can according to the author also be impacted by the people’s
standpoint on uncertainty avoidance, where people from cultures with higher levels often
feel it is important to be in time than their lower level counterparts.

The dimension masculinity versus femininity represents different views in the society on
what values are important (Hofstede, 1984). According to Hofstede (1984) masculinity
stands for the preference of achievement and material success, while femininity is repre-
senting a preference for relationships and quality of life. The author argues that this has
an impact on how groups function and feel rewarded in the workplace. To exemplify this
he stresses that feminine cultures often find group work rewarding and enjoy working
together with others, while masculine cultures focus on making individual jobs more
rewarding and challenging. The concept of making a career is also varying from culture
to culture, where it is in masculine countries usually seen as more important than in
feminine ones.

Long- versus short-term orientation is focusing on different cultures’ views on time and
time horizon (Hofstede et al., 2011, p. 294). The dimension was added in 1991 by
Hofstede, but later improved and further elaborated on by Hofstede and Minkov (2010).
The authors found that the cultures that were long-term oriented focused on future
rewards, such as savings and persistence, while the opposite pole instead cherished the
presence; e.g. social obligation and respect for tradition.

The last of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede, 2011).
Hofstede (2011) describes this dimension as being about the basic desires related to
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enjoying life, where the indulgent societies are freer to enjoy life and to fulfill their needs
of happiness. The restraint cultures are instead controlling gratification of needs with
strong social norms. People from indulgent cultures usually feel happier and like they
are in control of their lives, while restraint cultures do not.

2.3 Critiques on Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions

Conducting research on culture is a very complex matter. Although the work of Hofstede
is highly recognized, some have also criticized it. Baskerville (2003) argues that the
equalization of culture and countries is wrong. The basic reasoning behind this is that
some nations contain multiple cultures, e.g. in 32 Western-European countries as many
as 81 different cultures can be identified (Baskerville, 2003). Li et al. (2013) found
support for this in their study on regional differences in the Chinese culture. They
studied leadership in two different Chinese cities (Shenzhen and Hong Kong) with many
similarities and geographic proximity, but still found that there were many differences
in the local cultures. The researchers concluded that culture needs to be seen from
a dynamic perspective and that culture can change over time and be influenced by
environmental factors.

Hofstede et al. (2011, pp. 40-41) acknowledge these difficulties, but argue that the
usage of nations when classifying different cultures is the best and often only available
option. Baskerville (2003) also raises critique on how Hofstede and colleagues use nu-
merical values to classify different countries because a number of previous researchers
have concluded that culture is too flexible to be put in such strict frames. Leung et
al. (2005) give further support to this and argue that culture displays itself in many
levels and thereby entails much more than the cultural dimensions show. Although the
work by Hofstede has gotten critique from many different scholars, the contributions of
his and his colleagues work are too big to be rejected. As argued by Yates and Cutler
(1996) the model by Hofstede is robust and has been proven successful in conducting
research on a wide range of topics. Arguable, this leads to that his dimensions add value
to studies on culture like this one and therefore can be used.
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2.4 Challenges with Cultural Diversity

Cultural diversity can as previously argued by Stahl et al. (2010b) have many advantages
for organizations and teams. However, research has also shown that there are many
challenges that individual leaders have to face when being responsible for this type of
teams (Zander, Mockaitis & Butler, 2012). Naturally, these challenges are not only
relevant for leaders, but also for the team members who are confronted with them in
their daily work. Brett et al. (2006) identified four issues strongly connected with
different cultural backgrounds in teams. The first one is connected to communication,
where some cultures prefer more direct communication than others, which can cause
conflict and difficulties to understand each other and thereby cause issues within the
teams. The authors explain that in many Western countries communication is direct
and therefore team members expect others to give clear answers to questions and to
inform managers when issues are detected. This is a difference from cultures that are
more indirect in their communication, where it is often seen as insulting when people
speak out and admit that problems are occurring. Furthermore, Behfar, Kern and Brett
(2006, pp. 234-235 ) stress the meaning of this for occurring conflicts, since the actual
dealing with conflict also varies between cultures. The scholars argue that cultures
that are more individualistic as defined by Hofstede (1984) prefer direct confrontation
of conflict, while people from cultures on the other end of the spectrum feel greatly
uncomfortable by this and prefer indirect problem solving.

The second issue brought up by Brett et al. (2006) is about language and in particular
accents and fluency, which for natural reasons can impact the work in MCTs. The
authors argue that although people often know a foreign language and have the skills to
communicate in it, there is still often an issue that non-native speakers cannot express
themselves as well as in their native languages. Essentially, this risks leading to that the
most competent member of the team in a certain area cannot participate and the group
thereby leverage on the skills. It can also result in conflicts due to the lack of mutual
understanding that comes when members simply cannot express themselves well enough
to get their points through. Von Glinow, Shapiro and Brett (2004) stress this further in
their analysis and conclude that many factors make communication more complicated
than many scholars admit, including that there sometimes simply are not words for
things in all languages and that expressing oneself during emotional situations is more
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difficult than relaxed situations. Ultimately, the authors argue that non-native team
members risk getting problems when expressing themselves even when they do not have
severe issues with language in terms of for instance pronunciation.

The third issue identified by Brett et al. (2006) deals with the view of hierarchy and
authority. The authors argue that individuals’ expectations on how to be treated vary,
which also was confirmed by Hofstede (1984) in his research on power distance. Ac-
cording to Brett et al. (2006) this is especially complicated since teams are flat in their
structure by definition, but still the members can expect to be respected or respect-
ing more depending on their status in their group. In the academic world, this can
be connected to position and academic performance, and in other settings for exam-
ple age or education (Hofstede, 1984). Lastly, Brett et al. (2006) highlight conflicting
norms for decision-making as an occurring issue. This is referring to many factors of
the process, e.g. how fast decisions are made and who gets to make them. The authors
argue that there are some greater variations between cultures in this area, where for
instance American decision-making tends to be considerably faster than in most other
countries.

2.5 Outcomes of MCTs

Some scholars have also tested the outcomes of diversity. Horwitz and Horwitz (2007)
acknowledge the need for diverse teams as globalization and competition increases. How-
ever, when reviewing the outcomes of different diverse teams, they only found support
for that task-related diversity had a positive impact on the results of the team. Other
types of diversity, e.g. bio-demographic, were not found to have a positive impact on
the results. This implies that although diversity might be inedible for labor shortages
and other reasons, it may not be optimal when it comes to producing results.

Stahl et al. (2010a) continued the work of Horwitz and Horwitz (2007) and argue that
it is important to separate different types of diversity from each other and especially
culture. The authors state that the fact that culture is subconscious makes it more likely
that the effects are not recognized. In their meta-study they tested and confirmed that
increased cultural diversity is in fact associated with more creativity, which naturally
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brings value to the leaders in charge and the organizations they represent since the
output is improved. However, they also identified a negative effect in terms of social
integration. They found that higher cultural diversity was associated with lower social
integration. In the article, social integration refers to team members’ feelings of trust
for one another and group cohesion. Their results indicate that team members in MCTs
experience less trust and cohesion than more homogenous teams do. Meanwhile, Jehn
and Mannix (2001) suggest that trust is one of the most important factors determining
team performance.

Other scholars have also given trust considerable attention, e.g. Jarvenpaa and Leidner
(1998) who studied global virtual teams and concluded that that cultural diversity can
lead to decreased trust although it does not have to. The authors reason that the lack
of shared background makes it difficult to create a shared base to build trust upon.
Similarly, they argue that a shared past and future facilitate trust, something that is
often non-existent in competitive environments where people change work-place and
team-constellation on a regular basis. Ochieng and Price (2010) studied multicultural
project teams and concluded that trust and mutual respect play a crucial part for success
and that leaders need to encourage collectivism rather than individualism in order for
teams to be successful.

Somewhat surprising, Stahl et al. (2010a) found indications that more culturally di-
verse teams were more satisfied than less diverse ones, which speaks for that diversity
brings advantages for the individual team members. These results go in the other di-
rection of previous research and suggest that smoothness within the team may not be
the ultimate measurement of satisfaction. Stahl et al. (2010a) also investigated task
complexity and found that as task complexity increased, so did conflict. This suggests
that teams working in a research setting might have more conflict than teams working in
less complex settings. Furthermore, the researchers examined the impact of team size on
MCTs and found that larger teams were more associated with decreased communication
effectiveness and satisfaction. Stahl et al. (2010b) continued the work of Stahl et al.
(2010a) and suggest that cultural diversity can have a positive impact on communica-
tion once the members get past the surface-level (age, nation etc) differences and focus
on differences that are on a deeper level, i.e. different values, attitudes and knowledge.
The authors argue that if the team members focus on the deep-level differences, they
are more inclined to see the benefits that arise from having different perspectives and
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thereby can work better together. In practice, the authors argue, this can mean that
members explain and listen better than homogeneous team members, which makes the
communication richer than it otherwise would have been. Overall all of these findings
suggest that culture itself may not be the only factor impacting the performance and
team satisfaction of MCTs. In figure 2 the summarized outcomes can be seen.

Figure 2: This figure shows different outcomes of cultural diversity in MCTs.

2.6 Leadership

The degree of importance of leadership for MCTs’ performance is debated, but manage-
ment is still considered to matter (Zander & Butler, 2010). Zander et al. (2012) suggest
that leaders can act as bridge makers and blenders to help the team function better.
They argue that effective bridge makers improve intra-team communication by bridging
cultural as well as linguistic boundaries between team members. Practically this also
includes conflict-solving within the MCTs as they occur. The blending role on the other
hand is especially useful when splits occur and sub-groups are formed. In these cases
the leader can unite the members and thereby turn them into a better functioning unit.
Miller et al. (2010) argue that leaders benefit greatly from learning as much as possible
about the different cultures they manage, since it leads to an increased understanding
and better morale. Ultimately, the performance also increases with this.
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Brett et al. (2006) also stress the role of leadership in their article about MCTs and
suggest four useful strategies for managers to have in mind. The first one includes
acknowledging cultural gaps and differences and working around them, which the authors
refer to as adaptation. Structural intervention is another strategy that is promoted by
the authors, which stands for changing the shape of the team for instance when there are
obvious subgroups in it. Thirdly, the authors suggest managerial intervention, which is
referring to making decisions without team involvement, often to set a certain standard
for the team to follow. Lastly the authors suggest exit as a possible strategy when
nothing else works. Ultimately that means to fire or relocate a team member who does
not function well in this type of environment. This can be considered when all of the
other options have failed.

Chevrier (2003) studied MCTs in a research and development (R&D) setting. Unlike
the previous authors she downplays the role of the actual leader and instead suggests
using a mediator to meddle between different parties of the teams. According to her,
the leader’s role as a bridge-maker (Zander et al., 2012) is not as critical. Instead, she
proposes the usage of a mediator to give the team members possibilities to learn about
the different cultures and find compromises to their problems, something that in the end
could make work and communication function smoother (Chevrier, 2003). Von Glinow
et al. (2004) go in a different direction and challenge the need to communicate smoothly
at all. They argue that most scholars are focusing too much on oral communication
and the need for team members to discuss their issues. Instead the researchers suggest
aesthetic work (e.g. painting or sculpturing) to get the mind off the issues and forget
the negative feelings they may have towards each other. Means, MacKenzie Davey and
Dewe (2015) continue in this direction and suggest that multicultural teams benefit
from making cultural differences salient and visible. They argue that food and drinks,
e.g. sharing meals together, can have a positive impact on team work by creating an
understanding of the different cultures and clearly showing just how different they are.

2.7 Summary

In the theoretical background the concept of culture was explained and the dimensions
of Hofstede further examined. It was concluded that different cultures have been shown
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to vary in certain aspects and that these variations can have an impact on how people
work together in teams. The section also included challenges for MCTs in particular,
where many were strongly connected to the culture dimensions by Hofstede. After that
the section discussed advances in measuring outcomes of MCTs, where it was concluded
that diversity had a positive impact on creativity and team member satisfaction and
that it can have positive impacts on communication as well. Finally, the section con-
tains previous research on leadership of MCTs, where some practical implementations
are considered. All in all this can be summed in a model of different challenges and
opportunities for MCTs around which this thesis is circling; these can be seen in figure
3. This model is base of the analysis later in the thesis.

MCT	

Leader	 Team Member	

Direct vs. Indirect 
Communication 	

Trust	

Language	

Hierarchies & 
Authority	

Decision-making	

Creativity	

Deep-level 
Communication	
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Figure 3: This figure shows the theoretical conclusion that is the base of the following
analysis.

15



3 Method

In the methods section the method behind the study is presented. The goal of the section
is to show how the study was conducted and why the choices made were done.

3.1 Research Design

The purpose of this study is to explore what challenges and opportunities MCTs face
and how different actors surrounding the team deal with them. Overall, this topic is,
as earlier argued, under-researched and therefore in need of new discoveries. Saunders,
Lewis and Thornhill (2012, p. 171) argue that when the goal of a study is to discover
what is happening and to gain new insights of a phenomenon, an exploratory study can
be especially useful. This approach comes with flexibility and adaptability, which both
are needed when investigating an unknown phenomenon (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 171)
like MCTs in competitive environments. The presented study is descriptive and was
conducted as a case study. Although there is not a lot of theory on the topic, there is
some theoretical background that can form a base for the exploration of the problem
area. This background is further discussed in section 2 and leads to the theoretical
conclusion found in figure 3. This figure contains the base from which questions were
formulated.

3.2 About the Case

In order to conduct an exploratory study concerning the challenges and opportunities
with MCTs in competitive environments, data and insights from a population with the
following properties need to be collected:

1. They have worked together with others in team constellations.

2. The team or teams in which they work have consisted of members with different
nationalities, i.e. not solely with people with the same cultural background.
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3. They have to work in a competitive environment.

4. They are accessible for data collection in March, April and May of 2017.

This makes sure that the conditions we are interested in are present and that data can
be collected in a timely fashion.

The department of Robotics, Perception, and Learning (RPL) at the Royal Institute of
Technology (the KTH) performs research in robotics, machine learning and computer
vision (KTH, 2017a). The lab presently consists of 47 researchers; among them most
are doctoral students (KTH, 2017b). As can be seen in figure 4, there are also other
categories with different kinds of academic ranking employed at the department. Em-
ployees at this department fulfill the criteria listed above because they 1) work in teams
where they produce research papers, 2) the different team members do have different
nationalities, 3) they work in a competitive environment with pressure on producing
results in terms of research papers and doctoral theses and finally 4) they were available
for interviews in March, April or May 2017. In 2016 the KTH made an employee survey
measuring work environment related factors. The department scored above average,
which indicates that the department is overall well functioning and without major work-
related issues. This brings value to the study; since it assures that the case does not
consist of a problematic department in which it would be difficult to distinguish cultural
issues from environmental ones.

Figure 4: This figure shows the different organizational levels of the department.

17



Each doctoral student has a main supervisor usually in the form of a professor and at
least one co-supervisor (Pilot Interviewee). Together they make the base of a team.
Since research is motivated by interest, the work is not always done solely in the base
teams. Sometimes a number of doctoral students work together with different degrees of
supervision from professors or other supervisors (PhD student 7). At other times, more
senior researchers are conducting research together without including students (Pilot
Interviewee). Often people work together on a certain project or research paper based
on their expertise rather than formal appointment by the department (PhD student
2). Overall this flexible work-structure leads to that each employee has experience from
working with many people with different cultural backgrounds. People employed at the
lab often continue working with research and development after their employment ends;
this can be done at places like Spotify, ABB and Google – all of which are technology-
intense companies (Post-doc 1).

3.3 Data Collection

The data consists of both secondary and primary data. The usage of multiple sorts
of data contributes to a higher confidence in the results of the study (Bryman & Bell,
2015, p. 402), which is considered important in a study that covers a topic that can
be seen as highly subjective. The secondary data consists of employee survey reports.
The advantage of using those is that they contribute with valuable insights that are
useful when preparing for the interviews as well as creating an understanding of the
bigger picture. The usage of secondary data also gives an advantage in terms of cost-
efficiency, since it allows more time for analysis when the data does not need to be
collected by the researcher self (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 327). The primary data
consists of interviews with employees and managers working in the earlier described
department. The interviewees were initially chosen by convenience and initial contacts
led to the sample growing over time. In practice, this meant that the first interviewee
recommended other people to talk to and introduced me to some potential research
objects. These objects were later contacted via e-mail or in person and then they
were also informed more in detail about the purpose of the study in order for them
to determine whether they wished and were suitable to take part. Before initiating

18



contact the objects’ websites and publication lists were studied to assure that they had
experience from working with other people from different cultures.

It was assured that they came from many different countries in order to widen the overall
picture. In total 14 interviews were conducted with people from 12 different countries.
No set amount of interviewees was originally decided for, instead the interviewing process
continued until a saturation of the data was noticed. All but one interview that was
done via video link, were conducted in person at their workplace. The interviews lasted
between 40 and 90 minutes and the interviewees came from a wide range of regions
and countries; Sweden, Germany, Portugal, Italy, Romania, Croatia, Turkey, Ukraine,
Iran, India, China and Venezuela. These countries all scored differently on the Hofstede
dimensions, and the results on Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance are portrayed
in figure 5 due to their relevance for this case. Of the 14 interviews eight consisted of
PhD students, three Post-doctoral researchers and three were full time Professors. By
the time the interviews were scheduled, one of the interviewees no longer worked at the
department. He was still selected to take part, since his cultural background contributed
with a width to the study that otherwise would have been lost.
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Figure 5: This figure describes the differences between countries in terms of Hofstede’s
Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance (data taken from itim Interna-
tional, 2017).

The interviews were conducted in English or Swedish, depending on the preference of
the interviewee. The interviews circled around the earlier identified themes and were
semi-structured, which meant that not all interviewees were asked all the same questions.
This was due to that themes often were covered without the researcher asking explicitly
about something. The interviews were electronically recorded after the interviewees
gave their consent to this. This was to make sure that no important information was
forgotten, which is especially important during single interviews, since there is no one
else there who can remember important information if the single interviewer forgets.
Sometimes valuable information was given after the recordings stopped. In those cases
notes were taken to assure that no important data were lost.
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3.4 Operationalization

The study consisted of three phases. As previously mentioned, the first one included
carefully studying themes in existing literature in order to get an understanding of what
earlier studies have found. This phase also included studying what kind of questions
had been used in previous exploratory studies in order to get a clear idea of how other
researchers had addressed the topic. The phase later continued with spending effort on
understanding the workplace of the study. This included documents from regular staff
meetings, the employee survey report from 2016 as well as the internal expectations
survey from the department. These documents all contributed to an understanding of
issues that are occurring at this workplace, which in practice gave the researcher an idea
of practical examples to use in the phrasing of questions.

The second phase consisted of conducting a pilot interview with a post-doctoral re-
searcher at the department. The researcher is not a part of the actual study, but used
his experience as a previous PhD student and a present post-doctoral researcher at the
department to determine what questions were irrelevant and difficult to understand. Af-
ter this interview some of the questions were rephrased and others were removed. Some
other questions were added. Based on this interview it was also decided to introduce
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to the interviewees, since it was discovered that it was
difficult to discuss the topic without any reference points to relate to. However, it cannot
be determined to which extent this sensitization of the interviewees to cultural dimen-
sions influenced the answers of the interviewees and limited them to think outside the
dimensions. Considering that this was just the starting point of the interview, this risk
was not considered highly relevant.

To be able to get a deeper understanding of each theme an open question was formulated
around them. Some of the topics were more sensitive than others and therefore in need
of careful formulation, that foremost concerns trust. To be able to grasp the concept of
trust without bluntly asking whether the interviewees trust one another, themes that
can be relevant to their work environment were used. This resulted in open questions
on sharing credit for their academic work, respecting deadlines and holding times that
were then used to get an idea of how the interviewees felt about their colleagues. On a
similar note, open questions were formulated around language issues, decision-making,
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communication, satisfaction and creativity. For practical reasons the positive aspects of
communication were discussed at the same time as the challenging ones. When decision-
making was brought up the interviewees were first asked to talk about their latest paper
submission and were later asked about whether there were any issues connected to
deciding when or what to submit to a conference deadline. On a similar note, when
hierarchies were discussed, the interviewees were asked to think of their latest projects
and how they viewed their roles in the process.

Before asking questions about the topic it was important for the interviewees to be com-
fortable in discussing the topic. In order to get the interviewee relaxed and comfortable
all interviews started with general questions about them and their work. The intervie-
wees were asked about their home country and why they decided to move to Sweden
and work at the KTH. They also got the chance to talk a bit about with whom they are
working presently and previously. After that most of the interviewees got the chance to
look at the cultural characteristics of their home country and some comparison country
or countries, i.e. the dimensions of Hofstede. In this phase it was also important to make
the interviewees sensitive to and aware of what kind of issues the study was exploring,
which was in large done with the help of Hofstede’s cultural dimension scores. When
the interviewees got to see those graphs, they started reflecting on the differences and
told stories from their work lives. In some cases this was not done, due to that the
interviewee started talking about the relevant topic automatically without the need for
further introduction.

The third phase occurred during the actual interviewing. Regardless of how prepared a
researcher becomes from the first two phases, as earlier mentioned the nature of an ex-
ploratory study makes it important to also be flexible during the course of interviewing.
During this study, this led to that the researcher put some additional weight on some
themes during the leadership interviews foremost. This foremost concerned trust, com-
munication and hierarchies that early in the study were identified as especially important
to the interviewees.
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3.5 Data Analysis

The data were analyzed based on the themes. The documents were read and relevant
key points were taken out for further analysis. During the transcription process, relevant
information was highlighted and marked based on the topic or theme it covered. This was
in order to make sure that the analyzing process could more efficiently be conducted at a
later state. The transcriptions of the interviews were after all interviews were completed,
carefully reviewed with the themes as base. Here it was important to compare the
transcriptions with the findings of previous studies to identify differences as well as
similarities. To protect the anonymity of the interviewees their names were not written
out and in the text they all were described as men despite several women taking part in
the study. The reason for choosing to depict them as men and not as women was that
a majority of the interviewees were male.

3.6 Limitations

When conducting a qualitative research there is always a risk that the findings are
depending on the researchers own views on what is significant rather than objective
(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 413). Additionally, the research can be affected by the personal
relationships that are often formed with the interviewees (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 413).
In this case this could be especially relevant due to the personal nature of many of the
interviewees stories, which made it possible that they impacted the researcher. Bryman
and Bell (2015, p. 414) argue that it always is problematic to generalize qualitative
studies, difficult to replicate and that there is a lack of transparency. These limiting
factors are all impacting this study to some extent, since the study is consisting of a
single case with its unique circumstances and with anonymous interviewees.

Apart from that the study was also limited by consisting of only 14 interviewees, meaning
26% of the employees at the department. This issue was addressed by assuring that
people from different parts of the world were taking part and by not only interviewing
people from one category of employment. Since the sampling to a large extent was done
by convenience and snowballing, there is a substantial risk that the interviewees that
were taking part had a close relationship to each other and therefore similar experiences.
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To address this issue, it was assured that people from different research groups and with
different colleagues were included. However, this approach came with another downside,
which was that not all team members of each team were interviewed. Overall this leads
to that not all sides of an issue or conflict were covered like they would have been if each
member were heard. Although all interviewees were good at speaking English or Swedish,
only three of them got to speak their native language during the interviews. This
could have impacted the study, even though there were few noted misunderstandings or
situations were the interviewee and I had difficulties understanding each other. Finally,
the fact that the topic is very sensitive makes the chosen method weaker. Considering
that most of the interviewees are depending on their leaders approval for their present
work and future career options could have an impact on how openly they dared to
talk about the matter. As earlier stated this was addressed by making the study as
anonymous as possible. However, there is no way to be sure that this act led to the
interviewees feeling completely comfortable in speaking about the topic.

4 Empirical Findings and Analysis

This section starts with going through the two surveys that were used. After that, the
interviews are presented in the order of the theoretical conclusion and an ongoing analysis
follows.

4.1 Employee Surveys

In the employee survey report from 2016, the KTH intended to measure factors such as
climate, leadership, goals and vision and organization in order to get a clearer idea of
what strengths and improvement areas the university, schools and departments have as
goes for their employees. This survey contained a number of questions and in the end
concluded that the department of this study had better results than the KTH average.
The measured factors were summarized to an average, that for RPL was 71 out of 100
and for the KTH in total 67 (KTH, 2016a). The survey concluded that RPL has a lot
of strengths, among them that employees feel proud to work there, are willing to make
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an extra effort and are committed to their work. However, the survey also indicated
some weaknesses. The biggest one was a lack of confidence in the school’s management,
where the results indicate that there are improvement opportunities. Other weaker areas
were work-private life balance and constructive feedback, where many experienced issues
(KTH, 2016a).

Following this report came another survey, specific to RPL. The goal of the survey was
to map the employees’ expectations in order to identify differences between different
groups that could impact their work (Professor 1, 2017). The survey (KTH, 2016b)
divided the employees in three groups consisting of junior PhD students, senior PhD
students and Faculty members. All questions were answered with a number from 1 to
5, where 1 indicated that supervisor was completely responsible and 5 that the student
alone had the responsibility. Surprisingly to Professor 1 who was the maker of the
survey, the survey showed differences not only between the groups, but also within each
group. One of the biggest differences between the groups can be found in the selection
of the overarching research topic, where all faculty members answered 1 or 2 which
indicates that they as supervisors are responsible for the selection (KTH 2016b). The
PhD students however often answered that they had a say on the matter and a majority
of both junior and senior PhD students answered 3 or 4 to the question (KTH, 2016b).
One aspect that also was examined was the follow up on work. The respondents got to
answer to whether they thought the supervisor should do regular checkups to make sure
the student is working consistently and on task (1) or if the student should be allowed
to work independently and not be forced to account for how and where time was spent
(5). The results show that the answers between the PhD students vary greatly. Junior
PhD students answered between 2 and 5 and the senior between 1 and 5. The faculty
members were more similar in their answers and all selected 3 or 4, indicating that the
supervisor’s control should not be too extensive.

The employees were also asked about whose responsibility it was to create a research plan
and time table for carrying out the work (KTH, 2016b). The answers to this question
were varying for both categories of PhD students between 2 and 5 and between 3 and
5 for the faculty members (KTH, 2016b). Overall this indicates that there is no real
consensus even within the groups. The final point with the most varied results within
groups was meetings. This point went from the supervisor insisting on regular meetings
(1) to the student deciding when to meet (5). The junior PhD students gave answers
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from 2 to 5 and the senior students from 1–5 with a peak in the middle. The faculty
members also answered between 1 and 5, with 4 as the most common answer.

4.2 Communication

Professors 1, 2 and 3 all have long experience from communicating with people from
different countries and are of the belief that this is a crucial point for the department to
function properly. Despite this knowledge, many of the employees expressed that this
was not always working so well. Post-doc 1 explained that he had had issues in his
communication with Swedish colleagues in administration because no one seems willing
to give negative answers to him. This was elaborated on by PhD student 5 who stated
that Swedish supervisors sometimes preferred avoiding people rather than to deal with
ongoing conflicts.

PhD student 1 on the other hand admitted that communication with a Swedish colleague
did not always work flawless. He recalled an occasion when the colleague said: ‘Wouldn’t
it be nice if this got done?’ and his reaction was to think that it would be nice, but
missed that the colleague meant that he should do something. This problem was familiar
to Professor 1 who explained that when a Swedish person is angry or serious about
something a non-Swedish person can interpret it as if they are very nice and friendly,
just because of the differences in how you express yourself. He also remembered a time
when he told a previous Indian student that it would be very good if something got
done before a sharp deadline and got puzzled when he realized that the person had not
even started on the task at the time when he was really depending on the task being
done. The student then explained that for him to see a task as important the professor
should communicate its importance by locking the student up in a room, which is a big
difference from how things are done in Sweden. He explained that he did not see it as
possible to be much clearer than he had been in this situation, but still people keep
on misunderstanding him. PhD student 4 who has worked a lot with Professor 1 and
shares his Swedish cultural background has never had any issues in understanding him
and stated that he feels like he is almost too clear in his communication.
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Post-doc 3 who comes from a culture that values keeping face expressed that he had no
problem with how his supervisors communicate with him. He felt like he could adjust
to both direct and indirect communication, but had experienced problems with getting
critique from people on the same level as he. He in particular recalled a time during his
PhD when a fellow PhD student he was working with read his paper and made comments
that indicated the work was very bad. He said this was a real shock to him, that someone
who did not have a leading role above him in the hierarchy had the right to criticize
him so bluntly. Professor 3 acknowledged this issue and explained that he sometimes
had difficulties with his Asian colleagues and team members, since keeping face is so
important to them. In general he found their politeness intriguing, but explained that
it is all the more important to make sure everyone understands each other. He recalled
some occasions when he was talking to PhD students and they were always saying yes
and agreeing to everything. Due to that Professor 3 had experience from traveling in
Asia and considered himself interested in learning about other cultures, he realized that
this did not necessary mean that they actually were onboard. He therefore addressed
the situation by trying to make them repeat what the plan was rather than to expect it
was understood the first time.

PhD student 3 who comes from a country with both large power distance and strong
uncertainty avoidance claimed to be happy to not have a Swedish main supervisor but
instead one that comes from a similar cultural background. He argued that it was
much easier understanding the main supervisor’s clear opinions and instructions than
the co-supervisor who originated from a country more similar to the Swedish way of
doing things. PhD student 6 also felt that the Swedish way of communicating could be
frustrating and slow compared to how you share information and spread messages in his
home country. He expressed that he sometimes felt annoyed that people did not just
speak out loud and clear to get the message out there. Professors 1 and 3 discussed
this topic and concluded that many expect clear answers from them, but forget that the
goal is to become independent in their work. Consequently, they do not want to be too
clear in their communication because they think this contributes to the greater goal of
reaching independence.

Professor 3 explained that in his experience, communication also often benefits from
people having different cultural and language backgrounds. His reasoning was that
people tend to be more explicit and less ambiguous when they are forced to speak
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another language than their own native one. This was a reasoning that was not shared
by many of the other interviewees, although Post-doc 1 admitted that it could be true
without him reflecting on it before.

Analysis

Brett et al. (2006) found that communication in MCTs risk leading to issues since there
is a difference in how people get their points across. This phenomenon was identified
also in this study, but with some differences. In the article by Brett et al. (2006) the
researchers argue that the communication in Western countries usually is direct, while
messages in Asia often need to be interpreted in a different way. This study surprisingly
enough found that many interviewees experienced that the Swedish way of communicat-
ing was too unclear and that it often was hard for people to follow what was an order
or a request and when someone had negative feelings towards oneself. These tendencies
were also found in the KTH yearly survey (KTH, 2016a), where constructive feedback
was considered a weak point for the department. There are many possible explanations
for this, including that the study does not contain enough people from cultures with in-
direct communication styles and that the interviewees in this study come from countries
with even stronger tendencies of direct communication. By Hofstede’s (1984) measures
Sweden is an individualistic country and still many interviewees expressed that Swedes
seemed scared to address conflicts, which goes in another direction than Behfar et al.
(2006, pp. 234-235) who suggest that people from individualistic countries prefer to deal
with conflicts more directly. There are many possible explanations for this, including
that Sweden’s score of 71 on individualism (Hofstede et al., 2011, p. 122) is not as high
as other countries. For instance, the United States where a lot of the research on the
topic is conducted scored 91 (Hofstede et al., 2011, p. 122), which is considerably higher.
More clearly in line with the findings of Brett et al. (2006) were the experiences of the
one interviewee who had difficulties to get used to that people who were not hierarchi-
cally above him could criticize him. Given his cultural background with stronger high
power distance (Hofstede, 1984) these feelings were not unexpected.

As argued by Miller et al. (2010) leaders benefit from taking interest in learning as
much as possible about the different cultures they are managing, which based on the
experiences from one of the professors seem to be true. This is due to the fact that the
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professor had used what he had learned to find strategies to improve the communication,
which brought him value. Stahl et al. (2010b) argued for communication gains from
diversity, which only partially was found in this study.

4.3 Language

The interviewees’ experiences concerning language were mostly similar and few of them
had perceived language as hindering to their present work. Post-doc 1 explained that
the main reason for this is that they speak the same technical language and that despite
being different in terms of skills in English, the shared technical base makes it easy to
work together. This experience was shared by PhD student 4 who said that although he
is not perfect in English, it would be really strange for him to try to translate all of the
technical terms to his own language since he learned them in English in the first place.
PhD student 1 agreed to this and stated that English is the lingua franca in technical
research as well as literature and therefore is established well among researchers.

This was also agreed on by PhD student 5 who has previous experience from working
abroad. In his view the language problems are non-existent compared to the country
where he worked before. There he got used to that people swopped between English
as they were supposed to talk and another language just because people did not feel
comfortable with speaking English. He also stated that his first experience from abroad
taught him a lot about language differences and he therefore got used to different accents
before he even came to Sweden. PhD student 1 also admitted to time being an important
factor to him feeling comfortable to speak English all day long. In the beginning he was
translating everything people said to his native language and experienced some tiredness
as a result. PhD student 6 explained that one of the main factors, apart from the time
aspect is that he barely ever speaks his native language. He suspects this has a major
impact on his proficiency and also that it leads to him not getting confused by his native
language. Instead, he argued his native language skills were declining and that it felt
hard to go home again because he cannot speak English there.

Similar to his colleagues, PhD student 7 did not see language as a big problem for his
work, but stated instead that it impacted his personality. He explained that most of
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his colleagues see him as a quiet person, but that this is far from his personality when
he gets to speak his native language. This was partially an experience that was shared
by PhD student 6 who stated that it in the beginning was a bit difficult to adjust to
not using body language as extensively as at home. PhD student 8 and Post-doc 3
did not experience any major language issues orally, but instead felt that the English
skills in writing vary greatly. Post-doc 3 had strong memories of his first time in the
lab where his colleagues gave him a lot of critique on his attempts to write papers
in English. He was somewhat surprised about this and it made the work process slow
down. However, he also stated that the problem disappeared with time, as he got better.
Professor 3 stated that he overall agreed to this and said that it usually was no problem
to speak to people, but very often the writing was not as good. He explained that oral
communication is more flexible and that it is easier to adjust after the person you are
talking to, while writing demands that you are more precise from start. According to
Professor 3, this issue usually is bigger to people from Asia and more distant countries
than in Western Europe, but that this is something that is easy to work on even though
it is time-consuming for the colleagues that have to work together in the production of
papers.

Analysis

Based on the findings in this case a lot speaks for that language issues are not so exten-
sive in this environment where everyone is highly educated and has a shared technical
vocabulary that many of them only know in English. This goes against the findings of
Brett et al. (2006) who found that language difficulties often are a source of conflict
in MCTs, but can be explained by the earlier mentioned factors. One other factor that
played an important part was time. Many experienced that they got better with time,
something that is not covered by Brett et al. (2006). However, as expressed by one
interviewee there is a difference between talking about work and really being able to
express oneself, which gives some support to the conclusions of Brett et al. (2006). This
reasoning also goes in line with the findings of Von Glinow et al. (2004) who concluded
that communication could also suffer due to people experiencing difficulties in expressing
themselves in emotional situations. As the role of written communication is so prominent
in the academic world, it is worth noting that this is another aspect of language to take
into account. To researchers that communicate with each other through written reports
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and papers, problems with writing in a foreign language risks causing more problems
than differing accents may. This study found indications of that the different language
backgrounds did in fact have an impact on the written communication and that this
sometimes led to frustration in the teams, which is in line with the findings by Brett et
al. (2006).

4.4 Hierarchies and Authorities

One of the most salient differences between most employees and the Swedish culture is
hierarchy. As shown in the figure 5, Sweden scores low on the Hofstede dimension Power
distance, while most other cultures score higher. Most of the interviewees reported
this to be a bit of a shock to them and found it hard to get used to. PhD student 6
explained that regardless how long he stays in Sweden he will never get used to seeing
professors talk casually with master students about what they did during the weekend.
PhD student 3 and Post-doc 2 shared this experience, but they both thought that
they were lucky to come from countries with stronger hierarchies to weaker ones rather
than the other way around. Professor 1 who has a leading position as a professor and
university teacher had some experience from this affecting his work. He explained that
he previously always tried to make sure everyone else would enter a room before him
when he was to hold a meeting, but after many experiences of people hesitating to enter
the room before him out of respect he realized he needed to change. He then adapted to
what most people expected from him, but remembers how he once collided in the door
with a person from a non-hierarchical country.

Although time makes it easier to adjust to the lack of hierarchies, Post-doc 2 expressed
that he during difficult situations missed the more hierarchical setting he was used to:
“Maybe this place is not really hierarchical, but I think in some situations there needs
to be some kind of authority.” He was referring to when conflicts occur and difficult
situations need to be resolved. Post-doc 3 agreed to this and expressed he often wished
that his Swedish colleagues would dare to treat their PhD students more like one would
do in their home countries. He felt concerned that adapting a Swedish flat approach on
leading people that are used to hierarchies and strong leaders would end in very little
work getting done. Professor 3 acknowledged the issue and said that this is something he
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is trying to consider when working together with others from more hierarchical countries
than him. To him, it is important to both encourage independence and to acknowledge
the background of the co-worker. In practice, this has led to him spending a lot of time
with new PhD students so that they get the time to get used to how things are done
in Sweden. He especially recalled a Chinese student who managed to go from being
very dependent on his superiors’ opinions to become a successful researcher at a famous
corporation. Professor 2 who comes from a more hierarchical country than his fellow
professors expressed a different view. According to him, the responsibility is on the new
employees to adapt to how things are done in Sweden since this is where they presently
work. He recalled how he sometimes was puzzled by his Chinese students always agreeing
to what he had to say. Although he appreciates respect, he felt it was a bit too much
when they could not say no to him.

Analysis

Hierarchies turned out to be an important phenomenon identified in both interviews and
employee surveys. In the expectation survey this was shown in the question covering
responsibility of research plan where the answers varied greatly in all groups, despite
this being a matter that the maker of the interview did not expect. In parts this
can be explained by the different expectations on the role of the manager, which was
also expressed during the interviews. Hofstede (1984) explained that low power distance
countries are characterized by an extensive need for consultation rather than paternalistic
management; which in practice means ordering what to do. The interviewees who came
from high power distance countries and were managed by and worked with people from
low power distance countries experienced a clash. They did in no way feel mistreated, but
they often had difficulties to adjust to the new environment and thereby also make their
supervisor or manager pleased. This can be put in direct comparison to the manager
in the study who came from a country with high power distance just like most of the
people who worked with him. These employees did not have any problems with the
manager speaking out and simply saying no, in fact as mentioned earlier it was seen
as an advantage by one of the interviewees. Considering these different perspectives on
leadership within the same department, it is in no way surprising that the survey showed
clear differences in the expectations of whose task it was to make a research plan. In
the article by Brett et al. (2006) hierarchies are also concluded important, which this
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study experienced. Hofstede (1984) also highlighted the complications of having different
backgrounds when it comes to power distance, something that was evident in this study
where a big part of the clash came from leaders often coming from low power distance
countries and other team members from high power distance countries. Overall, this
study confirmed the issues raised by previous researchers and pointed to this challenge
being especially important to handle in order to avoid unnecessary tension.

4.5 Decision-Making

Most interviewees reported that the decision-making process worked smoothly after an
initial adjustment period, but there were also other views expressed. Post-doc 2 who
had not previously lived abroad explained that he already during the recruiting process
understood that it worked differently at RPL than in his home country, where superiors
generally are more involved in the decision-making process. However, when he started
working he still did not feel comfortable with e.g. booking trips without his professor’s
involvement and explicit approval. He then came to a point where the professor told
him to adapt to how things are done in Sweden and that most things actually are up to
him. Now, he generally is very positive to that he has the autonomy to make decisions,
especially in how to proceed in research. He expressed it like this: “Then you feel your
opinion is more valuable. You feel like you have power while doing something.” He also
stressed the advantage of feeling trusted, something that differed from his home country
where he previously was working. PhD student 6 expressed that he felt a bit torn when
it comes to decision-making. Initially he felt that people above him in the hierarchy
should make the calls, which was typical in his home country. However, at some point
this led to the wrong decision being made. He recalls submitting a paper that he did
not feel was ready because he got told to do so and after it got rejected he realized that
following other people’s orders may not always be the best way to go.

PhD student 2 generally has a positive view on the Swedish standards of involved
decision-making and consensus, although it is very different from his home country.
However, he considers it problematic when bigger problems occur and sees that the role
of the supervisor then should be more visible. He especially recalls a time when his
research was not moving forward and he felt a need for the supervisor to decide in what
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direction to go. Meanwhile, according to him, the supervisor felt it was important for
the student to solve his own problems and as a result the student’s research stood still
for quite some time. This issue was acknowledged by Professor 1 who said it is a tough
situation when students need more guidance than he has time for. Furthermore, he
explained that to him, decision-making is one of the most important parts to become
an independent researcher, which is the goal for PhD students. He therefore thinks that
it has some advantages for students to get to make bad decisions. Professor 3 who also
comes from a low power distance country agreed to this and repeatedly stressed the goal
of independence for all researchers. Professor 2 who comes from a high power distance
country agrees to this to some extent and thinks that many processes of the department
should make the decision-making easier and the need for superior involvement less, but
at the same time he has difficulties to not be involved everywhere. He referred to himself
as a ‘control freak’ and said that this often makes it impossible to stay out. Post-doc 3
reflected a bit on the difference in speed in the decision-making. Despite his Asian ori-
gin, he often experienced that the process of making decisions were too slow in Sweden
and also with some German colleagues. He connected this to that there was a greater
focus on production in his home country than in Sweden and recalled times when he felt
frustrated about this.

Analysis

In the expectations survey (KTH, 2016b) there were major differences in terms of who
should decide when to meet with the supervisor. Just like in the research plan question,
the differences were also significant within each group. Over all this indicates that the
view on supervision as well as decision-making varies between individuals. Based on
the interviews, there seem to be indications of that these differences are connected to
differences in power distance (Hofstede, 1984) where people from high power distance
countries have greater difficulties to make decisions for themselves than the people from
low power distance countries. Especially noteworthy was the difference between the
professors on this topic, where the professor from a high power distance country had
difficulties not to be involved everywhere, while the low power distance professors felt
differently and had no issues with the wrong decisions being made. Unexpectedly, an
Asian interviewee had had difficulties with slow decision-making in Sweden, which goes
against the work of Brett et al. (2006). There are many potential explanations for this,
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again the work of Brett et al. (2006) is largely focused on how things are in the US and
there could be differences between the US and the Western-European countries that the
interviewee used as base in his reasoning. Additionally, he also compared the academic
worlds of both countries and not industry where the decision-making process may look
different.

4.6 Trust

Trust is a complex matter and most of the interviewees had difficulties talking about
this question. The results were very scattered, where some PhD students trusted their
immediate colleagues to a large extent, while others mostly trusted themselves because
it was easier that way. Clear was that everyone could relate to trust issues in form
of sharing credit even if they did not have bad experiences themselves. Three of the
interviewees declared that stealing of credit and a supervisor’s self-promoting caused
them to have strong feelings of either quitting or leaving the competitive academia. One
of them, who comes from a country with high power distance, remembered a time when
he did extensive work for his co-supervisor that he later found out that the supervisor
published under his own name without as much as acknowledging his contribution in
the paper. With his cultural background, he did not dare to bring this up with his main
supervisor who was the boss of both of them at the time. Instead he carefully approached
the person who did it, but without getting an apology or acknowledgement. The negative
feelings he had after this incident led to an attempt to fix the own situation by changing
co-supervisor, but when this could not be arranged he swallowed his strong negative
feelings and took support from talking to other people who experienced similar issues
with the same person. A fourth had a bad experience in a similar situation, but decided
to fight for his right. He concluded that he learned a valuable lesson when someone
above him in the hierarchy tried to steal his work and that was to talk about the issue
before it occurs. Now he always brings up the question of authorship immediately when
he starts working together with someone on a new project to avoid future conflicts. A
fifth employee also came to similar conclusions after working on a project where he felt
he made a major contribution, but was suggested as third author. He then confronted
his co-authors and they came to a compromise, with which they all were satisfied.
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Professor 1 was aware of this problem at the department, but does not think that it is
big in his research group. He argued that his smaller research group solves this generally
by rather trying to be too generous than too cheap, which practically means that his
employees often include each other even when their contributions have not been that
significant. Professor 2, who according to Professor 1 had bigger issues with this, spent
a lot of time thinking about this issue, but has not found a good solution. Although
he suspected the problem a few more times than were confirmed, he feels he cannot
do much about it until people tell him about their experiences directly. In his view,
the conflicts have not been that big except for in one case where a PhD student from a
country with low power distance refused to let the doubtful behavior of his co-supervisor
go. The student also came from a country with high uncertainty avoidance and felt like
it was important that rules were followed and saw this as the solution to the trust issues.
Professor 2 reacted to this by stating that academia is too competitive to be fair and
that it therefore is impossible to stick to strive for fairness and to make sure everybody
follows the rules. Professor 2 explained that he instead wished he could separate the
two and make sure they did not have anything to do with each other, as they were both
excellent at their jobs but that this was not a real option in a research department since
the work is highly integrated. Professor 3 who is responsible for the staff does not agree
with Professor 2 and sees his role as a leader as very important in terms of keeping
things fair to make sure the subordinates do not experience a bad work environment.
His strategy is to communicate openly about the question so that no one feels tricked in
the end. This does not only include solving conflicts when they occur, but also to make
sure that everyone involved understands why a certain authorship order is appropriate.
This approach differs from the one from Professor 2 who did not feel it was necessary to
include subordinates as much to create an understanding of why. He raised a concern
that they would not understand it anyhow.

Analysis

Trust turned out to be a difficult topic to explore, especially in an environment where
people to a large extent are depending on each other. Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1998)
argued that trust is harder to reach when team members do not share background or
future, something that was apparent in this study. At the same time, most interviewees
who experienced trust issues felt that it mainly was due to the competitiveness, since
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it encourages behavior that many see as unethical. Ochieng and Price (2010) argued
that the best way to create trust is to promote collectivism. Although that surely gives
value in most cases, the pure nature of a competitive environment makes it difficult to
achieve; especially when the evaluation criteria of researchers are not decided by the
department itself but rather a universal standard. During the course of this study it was
argued that strong policies and rules are the way to go in order to avoid the problem,
which was against what two of the professors thought were right. Considering the loose
environment, the best way to create trust may not be to have rules for everything, but
rather as a leader to be open to the different needs of the employees. This can be
achieved by the leader acting as both a blender and a bridge-maker as suggested by
Zander et al. (2012). As argued by Zander et al. (2012) a bridge-maker can contribute
to solving intra-team conflicts, which many interviewees experienced, was not happening
in this department. Arguably, the leaders could benefit from trying to take on the role as
bridge-makers, since conflict-resolution in credit-sharing was deeply wished for by many
of the interviewees with bad experiences from this.

In order for the leader to be able to play those parts in the teams, an understanding of
what characterizes different cultures could be useful. As stated by Hofstede (1984) the
differences between people from high and low power distance countries are major, and
with that in mind it could be a good strategy to be responsive so that power abuse can be
identified and dealt with even when people are uncomfortable to speak out due to their
cultural background. In a similar manner, to create trust it could be good to consider
the students’ need for certainty. Even if it for the supervisor would be the easiest if
the employees adjusted after the high tolerance to uncertainty that exist in Sweden, it
could be a more successful strategy to consider different people’s needs and adjust the
team’s work after that instead. As suggested by Brett et al. (2006) the manager both
can intervene structurally by dividing the group into smaller units that function better
or by being more involved in the team’s work.

4.7 Creativity

Professor 1 clarified that the different cultural backgrounds are not taken into account
when the teams are made, however this did not stop some of the interviewees from
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experiencing positive impact on their work tasks. Post-doc 1 explained that working
with people with different cultural backgrounds leads to many advantages, stemming
from both the width of their different educational backgrounds from all over the world
and the different ways of looking at things. PhD student 2 elaborated on his experience
from working with people with different cultural backgrounds on solving problems and
said: “It’s like flipping a pancake. You can start anywhere. People start from different
places. And that is a very useful thing because then you cover many different holes and
aspects”.

Post-doc 3 saw some practical advantages of the differences in cultural background that
were not just about how the research problem was approached. In his experience, work-
ing with people from Western countries taught him to be more long-term in his work.
Since he comes from a country with a strong focus on commercializing research, he gained
new insights from working with people from Europe where research is seen different. In
a similar matter he also thought that his Asian background contributed with something
to his colleagues. He especially recalled a deadline situation where he was working late
together with a German colleague and the colleague in the end did not feel their results
were good enough for submission. In the end he felt that he could not ignore his feelings
of how things were done in his country, and therefore forced the German colleague to
submit. Ultimately that paper was acknowledged for its contribution by a large scientific
community.

Analysis

The findings on how the different cultural backgrounds impacted creativity were ambigu-
ous. Clear was that some of the interviewees were of the belief that their work had been
positively impacted by being multicultural. Stahl et al. (2010b) identified creativity as
an important gain from diversity and some of the interviewees supported that directly
by giving clear examples of how diversity helped, while others indirectly supported it by
explaining that they enjoyed the intellectual challenges that came with working in this
environment. Many also did not feel like diversity contributed to more creative papers,
which is in the opposite direction of Stahl et al. (2010b) findings. Remarkably, the
possibility of other work gains were brought up by an interviewee who focused on the
advantages on the production process of bringing different cultural styles.
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4.8 Satisfaction

The clearest pattern identified among all PhD students and Post-doctoral researchers
was the pleasure they got out of working in a diverse environment. PhD student 3 stated
that even though the cultural differences create some misunderstandings and difficult
situations, they also create an environment that is fun to be in. Apart from finding it
interesting to hear about other people’s home countries, he also expressed that it was
fun being challenged. This reasoning was shared by Post-doc 3 who realized that being
around people from Western cultures gave the benefit of getting his ’truths’ checked by
people who were from countries with less medial control than he. He explained that he
sometimes realized that things he his entire life had thought were in a certain way, were
not at all like that and that this led to some new insights. PhD student 6 also reflected
on this and recalled a discussion about human rights, where he was surprised to hear
that the Chinese colleagues had a different view than most Europeans. He explained
that they were focusing a lot on what was best for the society as a whole, while the others
thought that each individual should have strong rights. He also explained that incidents
like these taught him that Europeans are more similar than he previously expected.

Post-doc 1 also felt like it was rewarding to work with people from all over the world and
explained that the different backgrounds lead to people being more open to establishing
new relationships than they would have if they would have all been from Sweden origi-
nally. PhD student 2 especially enjoys the socializing with his colleagues and explained
it relieves some pressure to have aimless scientific discussions without the demand to
deliver. Post-doc 2 agreed to this and explained that the socializing allowed him to get
support from fellow peers and his joy back. On a more cultural note, PhD student 2
also stated that the socializing contributes to learning about different cultures, which
he then has had use of at later times in new social situations and at work. Post-doc
3 explained that he had learned a lot about other cultures just by allowing himself to
socialize with them and to share a beer from the colleagues’ home countries. On a
similar note, Post-doc 2 emphasized the joy he got out of learning about different types
of foods and cooking styles. PhD student 1 mentioned that it is special to be abroad
together with other people in the same situation, and stated that he felt privileged to
get the opportunity to see the differences between people from different countries. He
explained that the diversity contributes to stimulation in other ways than just your im-
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mediate work tasks, which he found very valuable on a personal level. PhD student 3
summarized the advantages of working with people from different cultural backgrounds
with stating that it makes it more fun to go to work the next day than it otherwise
would.

Analysis

Similar to the findings of Stahl et al. (2010a) the employees of this multicultural envi-
ronment took great pleasure from the differences between them. Stahl et al. (2010a)
noted this phenomenon despite it being less smooth. However, one of the more notable
findings of this study was that some people enjoyed this way of working not despite but
because of the lack of smoothness. The fact that some also particularly enjoyed getting
an impact on their world views was also particularly notable and an aspect previously
not studied. Von Glinow et al. (2004) argued that other activities than talking about
conflicts could be more suitable to release tensions between team members. To some ex-
tent, this study gives support for this, since many members talked about how important
it was to them to socialize in order to feel better about work and that it in a casual way
allowed for the different team members to discuss science in a relaxed way and explore
each other’s different backgrounds. All in all it is not clear if this itself is assuring that
the work process functions better, but as argued also by Von Glinow et al. (2004) casual
activities can lead to better feeling employees.

Means et al. (2015) argued that sharing food and drinks from different cultures could
have a positive impact on teamwork since it contributes to making differences salient.
Although it was not explicitly mentioned as a quiet conflict solver, some interviewees
still brought it up as an important way to learn about the home cultures of the colleagues
and that this contributed to understanding each other better. Due to that, it gets clear
that the team members themselves are actively working on getting the tools they need
to feel satisfied at work, regardless if that is stress relief or intellectual challenges.
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5 Discussion

5.1 The Importance of Hierarchies

The purpose of this study was to explore opportunities and challenges with MCTs in
competitive environments. During the course of the study, hierarchies stood out as espe-
cially important to many of the team members. Although this was in line with previous
studies, what got especially evident was that the vast majority’s cultural backgrounds
in terms of power distance and hierarchies had an impact on the other challenges as
well. Consequently, the decision-making process was impacted by uncertainty in who
ultimately should make the decisions due to that some members trusted the better edu-
cated team members more and had difficulties with the flat structure of the department.
Somewhat surprising was that the Swedish way of communicating was brought up re-
peatedly as confusing. After some deeper discussions on the matter, it got clear that this
in large also was connected to the different expectations of the team members. Many of
the PhD students from countries with high power distance, expected that people above
them in the hierarchy in terms of experience and titles should be clear in expressing
their expectations on them. This worked poorly for the Swedish leaders who are used
to a flat structure where the management approach is less hands-on. Instead, they felt
that it was a question of understanding the goal of their PhDs, namely independence in
their research.

On a similar note, issues related to trust also were connected to hierarchies and power
distance. Foremost this was apparent when differences occurred and some did not feel
powerful enough to bring it up with people above them in the hierarchies, while others
did and that caused conflicts between different actors. Here it was evident that the
cultural background of leaders and subordinates had a major impact on how one dealt
with trust-related issues. Especially noteworthy was that a Swedish professor felt that
trust issues and potential power abuse situations are important to resolve, while another
leader from a country with higher levels of power distance felt it was not as obvious
what was the right way to deal with ongoing issues. Although there were also other
issues, this highlights the complexity of running a department with people from all over
the world on different levels.
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5.2 The Role of the Setting

Another fascinating aspect of the study was that although the goal was to look at MCTs,
some of the interviewees did not really see it as if they were working together with other
people. This was despite that they all were making research papers and taking part in
different projects together on a regular basis, which falls under the definition of team
work. One of the explanations for this could be that the environment is so competitive
that it is hard to feel like different people assigned to work together have the same goal
since they essentially are competing with each other for the same jobs and academic
acknowledgement. Others felt the opposite, that they were to a large extent a part of
a greater team. Arguably, there are some differences in the perceptions of what a team
is and how important the different members are for the end product. Ultimately this
makes the management even more complex.

In terms of management, one factor that had a great influence on this case study was that
it took place in Sweden with a Swedish organizational structure and norms. In large,
this was seen in the overall goal of researchers to become independent in their work,
something that turned out to be a bit difficult for many at first. As was shown in figure
5, Sweden is deviant from most countries in terms of power distance and uncertainty
avoidance, which makes it far from ideal for many other people to adjust to in terms
of organizational structure. Although some professors expressed wishes for people to
adjust to how things are done in Sweden, this is very far away from the cultures of most
people who work there. In fact, it could be argued that it would be more efficient for
the people of north European origin (i.e. with low power distance) to adjust after the
majority instead. Although it may seem controversial, the case has raised questions on
who should adjust to whom in MCTs where there is no clear majority of any particular
culture.

5.3 Time

An important part of this study was to explore whether time had an impact on how
people experienced working in MCTs. Based on the experiences from most of the inter-
viewees it was concluded that time served as an important factor for avoiding greater
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issues that come with the challenges. However, based on the experiences from the in-
terviewees, previous experience also seemed to matter greatly. This was not an original
part of the study, but was a phenomenon that was noted during the course of the study.
The interviewees who expressed the biggest issues often had less previous experience
from being abroad than the ones who had fewer difficulties. One possible explanation
for this was given by one of the interviewees who had not lived in his home country for
many years and also did not plan on going back. He explained that he did not even
remember how people from his home country are anymore and when he got to see his
country’s score on the Hofstede dimensions, he had difficulties to relate to them. At the
same time he experienced very few clashes in Sweden and talked about how he got used
to differences in the first countries he lived in after leaving his home country many years
ago. Based on his story, it is easy to assume that adaptation is easier with experience
and when the connection to the home culture weakens. The experiences from one of
the professors partially confirmed this when he argued that his time in Asia made him
accustomed to Asian politeness, which overall supports the notion that previous expe-
rience is worth taking into account in recruitment as well as for leaders when dealing
with team conflicts.

After one of the interviews was finished, one interviewee thanked me for making him
think about these questions. He explained that he had not previously reflected on the
matter, but realized that he had a lot to gain from considering the differences between
him and his fellow team members. His story points to the importance of reflection,
although there are other aspects that can be taken into account than just how different
others are. An especially important part of this awareness can be to consider the role
of the own cultural background. This was something that was not commonly heard
of in this study, where the focus on the differences foremost concerned the behavior of
others. However, to fully function in a group with others with different backgrounds
or to successfully lead diverse groups, self-reflection probably also can contribute to a
greater understanding of how one’s background impacts the own behavior and of how
others perceive oneself.
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5.4 Limitations and Future Research

One of the more complex parts about this study was that the nature of the study could be
seen as sensitive, since the interviewees were asked to talk about their relationships with
their colleagues. This was as argued in the method’s section dealt with by attempting
anonymity for the interviewees. However, during the study it got clear that many
interviewees self-censured themselves due to loyalty to their peers and superiors. This
got especially evident when it came to trust issues, but also occurred when other areas
were discussed. Overall this led to that many intentionally spoke in general terms and
were reluctant to exemplify with real-life experiences, since it could lead to people finding
out what they thought about them. This problem was most likely especially big, since
the employees at the department were from so many different countries and therefore
more easily could be identified than if there would have been more people from the same
country.

The results of this study opened up for many possible future studies to learn more
about MCTs. One possibility would be to look more at the time aspect by conducting
a longitudinal study over the course of a few years. The advantage of a study like
that is that the change that comes with time can be studied first hand by following
the team members development with time. This is beneficial for many reasons, but
especially because the data does not risk getting contaminated by the interviewees’
wishes to rationalize their thinking or acting. During this study it took quite a lot of
perseverance before some of the interviewees could acknowledge that they probably did
not always feel in the rational way they do now concerning certain topics, and that some
issues were bigger earlier in their employment. This issue could have been avoided, if
the study instead would have been longitudinal and the development could have been
noted by me instead of told by the interviewee. Another possible study would be to
do a multiple case study where a multicultural team is compared to a mono-cultural
one. If both act in competitive environments, the factors that are connected to the
competitiveness can be singled out and thereby new insights can be made. Lastly, an
experimental study could be beneficial. A study with intervention in form of for instance
cultural awareness training could contribute with an increased understanding of what
possibilities organizations have to improve teamwork and make sure that conflicts are

44



minimized and the gains of diversity taken care of. A study of this kind could contribute
with a lot of practical value to the increasingly relevant field of MCTs.

To finalize, this study never intended to investigate how the performance of the teams
was impacted by their different cultural backgrounds, but based on the findings in this
study it is still concluded to be valuable to deal with the upcoming challenges and
opportunities. Considering that a significant part of the interviewees had considered
quitting due to trust issues, the negative sides of the issues are too large to ignore. In
the introduction of this thesis, it was argued that the phenomenon of MCTs is here to
stay and will increase due to difficulties to recruit native highly educated employees.
Given that this is correct, the losses from these employees quitting due to trust issues or
problems with finding their place in the new culture and organization are not something
corporations or academia can afford. To go back to the quote of the Microsoft president
in the beginning of this thesis, in today’s world nothing is more important than people,
and when that is the case leaders need to face challenges as well as opportunities in
order to both avoid major issues and prosper from the differences.

6 Conclusion

This thesis aimed at identifying challenges and opportunities with MCTs in competitive
environments and exploring how team members and leaders deal with them. The thesis
found support for that language was a minor challenge that foremost concerned written
communication and not oral. However, more support was found for that communication,
hierarchies and authority, decision-making and trust were major challenges to the MCTs.
Of these, the first three were mainly connected to cultural differences, while the last one
was linked to the competitiveness. To deal with these issues many of the interviewees
had found their own strategies to make their work lives function, including socializing,
adapting to the dominant culture and making sure misunderstandings do not occur.
The degree to which the leaders were involved in making this process smoother was
differing between leaders. However, it was noticed that cultural differences were often
not taken into account when dealing with occurring problems. The study also identified
satisfaction and creativity as important opportunities with MCTs. These were not taken
into account by the managers when they organized the work, but still some positive
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effects were seen among the team members. Time turned out be an important factor to
both adapting to the environment and to be able to profit from the own experiences from
the past. This is largely due to that team members in new environments need to find
their place before being able to both adjust and bring their competences to the table. In
general, leaders and team members in this environment have a lot to gain from taking
the differences into account and thereby dealing with the challenges and opportunities
in the best possible way as they occur. This is especially important in sectors where the
skills of the employees are crucial for the organization to flourish and where competition
for workers is fierce.
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Appendix

Questions

Direct vs. Indirect Communication

• Do feel comfortable speaking out directly about your ideas?

• Do you have experience from thinking that people express themselves in a way
that makes it hard for you to understand them?

Accents and Fluency

• Do you have experience from language difficulties impacting how well you can
express yourself?

• Do you recall an occasion when you felt you had difficulties understanding other
people you work with?

Differing Attitudes Towards Hierarchy

• When working together in a project, are the views of everyone equally important?

Conflicting Norms for Decision-Making

• Who makes the decision about when to submit a paper?

• Who decides the direction of the research topic?

• Do you actively try to impact the decision-making process?
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• How fast do you feel decisions should be made?

Trust

• Do you feel like credit is shared fairly between different team members?

• Do you have experiences from there being differences in how to deal with deadlines?

• Do you recall some time when you had different ideas about how important it was
to show up on a set time?

Creativity

• Do the different backgrounds contribute to improving your projects?

Satisfaction

• Is it rewarding to work with people with different cultural backgrounds from you?

Deep-Level Communication

• Do you express yourself differently in English than you do in your native language?
Have you ever reflected on it being beneficial to not be working with native speak-
ers?

Leadership

• How do you work with creating trust between the different team members?

• When are different cultural backgrounds advantageous and disadvantageous?
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• Do you make the teams for them to benefit from their different backgrounds?

• Are you actively trying to promote creativity and collaboration?
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