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Abstract 

Diverse teams have become common practice in today’s world. The current trend of globalization is making 
managers to work in a diverse multicultural team set up whereby the diversified team members will come up 
with a new set of skills, ideas, approaches, etc. to the team. It has however, its own challenges in harmonizing 
the contribution of the culturally diverse team members. Cross-cultural differences in a development work 
context also entail a range of issues varying from individuals cultural background, characteristics on work places, 
to their own values and ways of doing things which will have a its own influence on their working style, 
interactions and relationships at work places. Communication styles, language, a person's cultural background, 
and perceptions on conflict, styles and methods of doing the work as well as the style of decision making will 
have an impact how individuals will act and behave in work places. Therefore, the question will be how a 
manager can successfully lead and work in a culturally diverse team. This study was conducted in Sierra Leone 
which was aimed at identifying the major bottlenecks of multicultural team management and come up with 
workable tips for working within a multicultural setting development work.  
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1. Introduction 

The present day work environments have moved away from the monochromic office set-ups to the one that is 
decorated by members of a team gathered from different parts of the globe. The current trend of globalization is 
making managers to work in a diverse multicultural team set up whereby the diversified team members will 
come up with a new set of skills, ideas, approaches, etc. to the team. It has however, its own challenges in 
harmonizing the contribution of the culturally diverse teams whereby members of a team are impacted by 
diverse cultural issues: ethnic, organizational as well as nationality (Chad, 2006). 

The widely used characterization of cultural diversity include racial, sexual, organizational, professional, and 
national heterogeneity. Cultural diversity is here defined as heterogeneity of national cultures of team members; 
whereby an individual’s national culture is considered to be that of his or her country of residence. Culture has 
been defined as “the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or 
category of people from another”. Two important frameworks of cultural dimensions are those of Hall and 
Hofstede. These define culture according to a small number of dimensions, in which each culture varies, but 
neither of the frameworks seems sufficient to capture the complexity of culture  

(Hall, 1983; Hofstede, 1991; Pnina, 2008). According to Guirdham (1999), diversity also denotes to people from 
various groups such as gender, religious groups, younger and older groups of people, ethnicity and nationality 
etc. 

Pauline (2010) mentioned that, while reconnoitering the definition of working under a culturally diversified team 
from the lenses of efficiency of a team, pros and cons; different literatures recommends as multicultural team 
set-up is reasonably a multifaceted matter to evaluate. Overall, in terms of productivity and efficiency 
heterogeneous teams do have a grander capacity than teams which are homogenous, nevertheless heterogeneous 
teams are not free from manifold challenges. This contradicting testimonial is clear as Adler (2008) states that 
“multicultural teams thus have the potential to achieve higher productivity than homogenous teams, but they also 
risk experiencing greater losses due to faulty process”. It is also a vivid fact that the efficiency of a diversified 
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team can be affected negatively as a result of the faulty processes (Pauline, 2010). 

Culturally diversified teams are different. Apart from culture, members of the team to need to contemplate issues 
like; the drive of the team existence, the impact of variations on personal behaviors, cultural background, 
variations on professional values, prominence for emotional intelligence, and the important part of the support 
giving systems and functions. Thus, people on leadership role needs to have an up to date core global level 
competency which they may not have cultured in professional institutes (Jack, 2013). 

Managing a culturally diversified team can at times create exasperating management quandaries. More 
specifically, differences in the cultural set up can cause a significant challenge to a productive teamwork as it 
may not be easy to diagnose its effect unless the damage is significantly noticed. The greatest test of leading 
multicultural teams is how to spot out the fundamental cultural grounds of the conflict, and to mediate and 
manage complexities so that the team can get back to normal without having a disastrous effect on the 
productivity as well as creating the enabling environment for the team to deal with such challenges by 
themselves in the future. It is however, a general truth that managing cultural obstacles could be an easily 
achievable if managers and team members are willing to address the cultural barriers without imposing a 
culturally biased approach on one another (Jeanne et al., 2006). If multicultural issues are not addressed properly, 
the cultural diversity in work places can be a cause to dismantle and weaken the productivity of organizations by 
weakening the performance of team members (Ahu et al., 2006). As Adler (1986) puts it, ‘Only if well managed 
can culturally diverse groups hope to achieve their potential productivity (cited in Ahu et al., 2006).’ 

The issue here comes on how leaders can work efficiently within a multicultural team by exhibiting attentiveness 
to cultural diversity and values whilst creating the enabling system and framework for the success of the team. 
Amongst others effective communication skills will play in creating efficient multicultural team (Chad, 2006). 
Sound management system also helps leaders to develop a committed team spirit in the organization, identifying 
the gaps and working on capacity development of the staff will also help to improve the productivity of the team 
by recognizing the values of multiculturalism (ICSC, 2001). 

2. Objectives of the Study 

The study investigated the main challenges that affect a multicultural team in a development work context and 
have carried extensive literature review on the required skills to work in a multicultural set up. 

3. Research Methodology 

The research was carried out by making use of qualitative data collection techniques as it is a source of 
well-informed, ironic clarification and descriptions of practices happening in a specific localized settings. By 
making use of qualitative explorations one can assess different cases and come up with a successful explanations. 
Qualitative techniques comfort researchers to go beyond primary presumptions as well as structures. As a final 
point, the results of qualitative studies have an eminence of “undeniability,” as Smith (1978) described it (Miles 
and Huberman, 1984).  

Questionnaires were attended by different humanitarian development workers (NGOs), government officials and 
other development workers in Sierra Leone so as to identify the major challenges of working in a multicultural 
set-up and to identify the coping strategies being used by the staff. Some were also interviewed. A literature 
review was also carried out on the subject matter. A total of 47 employees participated in the data collection. The 
collected data was analysed by making use of data reduction and data display methods.  

Data reduction is the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the ‘raw’ data that 
appear in written-up field notes. Data reduction occurs continuously throughout the life of any qualitatively 
oriented project. This is part of data analysis. The second major flow of analysis activity is data display. A 
‘display’ is an organized assembly of information that permits conclusion drawing and action taking. The most 
frequent form of display for qualitative data has been narrative text (Miles and Huberman, 1984). 

4. Results and Discussion 

The present day drifts the modern business world are greatly connected with the incessant modernization and 
globalization of the economy. Such moves are compounded with a greater quantity of cross border companies, 
solid competitions of the economy at a global level, and an ever growing divergence within the workforce. These 
factors are forcing for the creation of a highly competitive business environment and transaction which in turn 
demands managers to be challenged as they have to work under a multicultural system and set up.  

Culturally diversified teams will come up with a new set of skills, ideas, approaches, etc. to the team. It has 
however, its own challenges in harmonizing the contribution of the culturally diverse teams whereby members of 
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strong working atmosphere and relationships (Chad, 2006). We need to think about what we are going to say, 
how are our words going to be perceived? Will the message go through as per the intention? Contemplate on 
former communications which you have had with others you are about to communicate with. Has there been any 
special issues on their desired way of communication? For instance, do they prefer communicating pleasantries 
or will they hammer the head of the nail right away? There is no need of modifying your way of communication 
to please others, but some level of space to accommodate others way and style of communication will help to 
develop commendable relationships while working in a culturally diversified team (Michele, 2004; Pnina, 2008). 

2) Awareness of Diversity 

We all are different in many ways and thereof awareness of diversity in a multicultural setting is a vital way of 
having a good work environment. It is also essential to recognize that differences among team members may not 
necessarily emanate from cultural background, race, age, gender, educational status, etc. it is however, important 
for leaders to observe and acknowledge the cultural diversity in their group as that will offer an influential means 
in managing different diversity related complexities (Chad, 2006b).  

It is also advisable to share your own cultural backgrounds and values with others while working in a 
multicultural team as that will help for other team members to get familiar about your background. For instance, 
it is good for other people to know certain customs, important holidays as well as religious days by being open to 
queries which may arise from colleagues (Michele, 2004; Joan, 2004; Paulina, 2010). 

3) Strong Leadership 

Strong professional leaders can be effective in establishing a fruitful multicultural teams as they will always lead 
by being example. It is also an important element for the success of any project. 

Leaders must have core capability and competencies to analyze the dynamics and challenges of a culturally 
diverse team. Leaders must be able to foresee conflicts among team members and whenever it occurs, the leader 
must be able to manage professionally (Chad, 2006b).  

Empowering the team members in decision making exercises of the organization and encouraging members to 
improve and work on their management skills will also help leaders to share work burdens among the group 
which will help to leverage the productivity of the organization. Leaders should also build trust in the team by 
going beyond limitations and work related protocols. Good listening habit and treating others with honor and 
respect can let the leader to be more efficient in developing a smooth work relationships (ICSC, 2001; Paulina, 
2010). 

4) Avoid Making Assumptions  

It is always easy to make assumptions which can at times be misleading in building a good work relationships. 
Therefore, it is advisable to get to know actual facts and truths by finding out the right information.  

We all embrace presumptions and we all hold stereotypes; the imperative mechanism is to not permit them 
impact our behavior. We have to be aware of our preconceptions and is always good to consider them as 
hypotheses, not as facts at all. Your instinct may have been right on the previous nine instances, however that 
shouldn’t confirm to be correct this time around. Even though, you may be able to know as you have enough 
evidence with an individual it is impossible to conclude as we all share the interest and opinion of others 
(Michele, 2004). 

5) Equal Treatment and Build on People’s Strengths 

Leaders should treat team members with honor and respect. It is also not advisable to treat all members in one or 
same standard. A leader should target to treat each member as an individual who has his/her own values and 
backgrounds. Strengths and growth areas are all common in everyone. The benefit of a diversified team is that 
people will come up with diverse strengths and experience which can easily be tapped for the productivity of the 
organization.  

Recognizing and paying attention to the strengths of team and make the most out of their career by strengthening 
a shared scheme culture as well by offering them openings to capitalize on their experience, will help leaders in 
achieving the intended mission and objectives of an agency (Michele, 2004; ICSC, 2001). 

6) Building Strong Relationships 

Whenever one embarks in to a new culturally diversified international team, it is always advisable to find 
opportunities to talk to the different people as that will give the opportunity of getting to know each other and 
build friendships and relationships. Initially, it may appear as a waste of time, however it could serve a lot as it is 
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helpful to develop better understandings at latter stages. 

Among other the discussion points could include:  

- The preference in the ways of communication (e-mail, phone) and their preferred time of communications 

- Knowing the names which individuals prefer to be called 

- Working styles (some do enjoy working independently on a specific project? Do members consult others in 
decision making process?)  

- Experience sharing while working in that specific organization  

- Getting the name of people right needs also to be considered. Take time to get the pronunciation and spelling of 
names in the right way (Christine, 2002; Jeanne et al, 2006; Michele, 2004). 

6. Conclusion 

The working environment impacts the effectiveness, morale, productivity and engagement of a team. 
Multicultural teams are often considered as a positive force leading to effective functioning of an organization 
whereby the diversified team members will come up with a new set of skills, ideas, approaches, etc. to the team. 
The challenge, however, is that they will also bring different understandings and expectations regarding group 
dynamics and communication.  

Effective communication skills, awareness of diversity and treating members equally by building relationships 
among the team are some of the skills which can help to minimize the challenges of working in a multicultural 
team while making use of the added values that a culturally diversified team can offer. Organizations have to 
also prepare their staff to work within a multicultural team setting by providing training and team development 
opportunities.  
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