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Diversity and cross cultural Differences in Work Places 

 
* Dr.Shaikh Assma Parvez 

Introduction 
In today’s global village, companies increasingly hire employees who are located in different 

countries. And immigration has made it more common for employees to work side by side with 

people from other parts of the world. As a result, many workplaces are comprised of a multitude of 

cultures, which also means they are filled with different traditions, languages and mannerisms. In 

order for a multicultural workplace to succeed, it requires management that understands how to 

effectively guide and relate to people from around the globe. 

Cross-culture management happens when a manager oversees employees from a culture other than her 

own or when employees on a team are from different countries, as well. There are a number of ways a 

multicultural team might be set up. Organizations have offices in different countries which are 

managed by people in the head office. At other times, remote employees around the world are 

managed by someone in yet another country. Another scenario is when people have emigrated from 

different countries and work alongside others who have also traveled from elsewhere. 

For cross-culture management to be effective, the manager must identify and acknowledge the 

differences in cultures, practices and preferences of the team members. Managers also need to be able 

to modify or adapt certain business processes or systems, such as the way information is 

communicated or the how decisions are made, in order to improve the efficacy of the workforce. 

Importance of Cross-Culture Management 
Imagine working in an environment where your manager was oblivious to the issues you had with 

him or with your team members. Whether those issues were related directly to cross-cultural 

differences or to another issue, working under someone who is blind to them doesn’t create a 

welcoming or effective workplace. A strong leader isn’t only responsible for ensuring his team 

produces excellent work, he is also tasked with creating an environment where good work can 

actually take place. Cross-cultural managers must be aware of any issues their team is facing, or may 

face in the future, and then develop strategies to overcome them. Effective cross-culture management 

contributes directly to the overall success of the organization. 

When things are going smoothly, having people from different countries on a team broadens the scope 

of understanding. People from India may have more familiarity with the Southeast Asian market, for 

example, while someone from Brazil may know more about what consumers are looking for in South 

America. An employee from Germany obviously can speak German with their customers from that 

country, leading to better customer service and engagement. This all contributes directly to the bottom 

line. 

On the other hand, having a cross-cultural team can also cause disruptions to the workplace, such as 

slowing down day-to-day processes. Different styles of communication, a common issue in cross-

cultural business environments, can be frustrating to deal with and can hinder team members from 

getting their ideas across. Some cultures thrive on flat organizational structures, while others prefer a 

top-down hierarchy. This mismatch can lead to distress or confusion for some employees. Cross-

cultural teams require managers that are trained and experienced in dealing with cultural issues and 

who can develop strategies to mitigate them. 

Common Cross-Culture Barriers 
Communication is a major barrier between different cultures. This can come in the form of a language 

barrier, where some team members aren’t fluent in the language in which business is conducted. It 

may take them longer to communicate their ideas. They may also be unable to get their message 

across correctly, or team members may not take their ideas seriously because of their lower level of 

language skills. 

Communication barriers can be related to the styles of communication, too. For example, many 

Western cultures value direct, to-the-point speech, where Eastern cultures are used to more indirect 

speech patterns. This mismatch of communication styles can lead to confusion, where team members 

don't understand what is being said. If you're used to speaking directly, for example, and your 

coworker is from an Eastern culture and speaks indirectly, you may not recognize what he is trying to 

say, even if you both are speaking the same language. This could be detrimental, especially if he is 

trying to give you instructions on how to do something critical to your role in the organization. 
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Different styles of communication can also lead employees to take offense. If you speak in a more 

direct manner, someone who is not used to that kind of language might be upset or insulted by 

something you say, even if that is not what you intended. 

The way an organization is structured can also be a barrier for cross-culture teams. Organizational 

structures vary from company to company. They include horizontal organizations where there is no 

official hierarchy and companies with several levels of management, where the word of the superior is 

law and not following directives is seen as a sign of disrespect. When working with cultures that view 

authority differently, the way the organization is structured can cause problems. Some employees may 

not feel comfortable bringing up ideas that don't agree with the manager's, while others may do so, but 

make a grave cultural mistake. 

One’s culture can also affect decision-making style. Conflicts between the manager and an employee, 

or between two employees, can arise if one makes decisions analytically and the other instinctively. 

Similarly, some employees may make decisions quickly, while others take their time. This can cause 

friction between team members. If the barriers between cultures are not dealt with effectively by 

management, they can slow down daily tasks, affect team relationships and derail larger business 

initiatives. 

Strategies for Cross-Culture Management 

In order to successfully perform as a cross-culture manager, a number of strategies to dealing with 

issues that arise as a result of cultural differences should be employed. One of the most important 

strategies is adaptation. Ignoring cultural differences or not understanding their importance can be 

harmful. Instead, it’s imperative to acknowledge cultural gaps that may exist on the team and figure 

out ways to work around them. A manager needs to be able to think of creative solutions to cultural 

barriers. For example, if an employee is facing a language barrier, instead of requiring the employee 

to take formal language lessons, which can be costly and time-consuming, the manager may spend 

some time one-on-one with the employee to get him up to speed on specific business terms used every 

day in the office. 

Another strategy some managers use is structural intervention. This enables them to reassign tasks or 

move employees around on the team in order to improve efficiency, increase learning opportunities 

and reduce confusion. To do this effectively, the manager must be in tune to each team member’s 

skills and experience, and understand their strengths and weaknesses. When trying to navigate a 

language barrier, it may seem like an obvious choice to pair employees together who speak the same 

language. While this may work in some cases, it may not be effective in the long run because it 

doesn’t tackle the core issue of language fluency. Instead, the manager might pair the employee with 

the language barrier with another employee who excels in teaching and communication and has 

endless amounts of patience. 

Some cross-culture leaders choose to use managerial intervention as a strategy to deal with culture-

related barriers. This involves setting specific ground rules for the team and stepping in when an 

authoritative role is required. In the case of the language barrier, for example, the manager may ask 

that employee to see how much he can learn and communicate on his own. If that plan doesn’t work, 

the manager may assign someone on the team to review his work to ensure it meets company 

standards. Or, she may step in herself and review the employee’s work, going over specific 

communication-related issues in detail with him. 

Depending on the severity of the cultural barrier, a manager may choose to completely remove an 

employee from the team. This is a costly strategy, as the company invests a lot of money and time in 

hiring and training an employee. However, if the cultural differences are too drastic to overcome, 

removing the employee from the team may be the only solution. This is likely not the first strategy a 

manager will try. Instead, an effective cross-culture manager will first spend time figuring out other 

ways to solve the cultural issue without resorting to termination. In the case of the language barrier, if 

the employee either doesn’t want to put in the effort to improve his skills in the language of the 

business or simply doesn’t have the skills to learn the language, then removal from the team may be 

the only option to salvage the rest of the group. By removing the employee in question, the manager 

can then focus efforts and energy on the other team members and help them continue to meet 

organizational objectives, instead of spending a large amount of time trying to resolve a situation that 

may not have any quick fixes. 
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How to Train for Cross-Culture Management 
Many universities offer courses on cross-culture management as part of a business degree or MBA. 

The focus is generally on applying established business principles to help solve cross-culture issues in 

the workplace. These courses establish what culture is and how it affects how employees in the 

workplace make business decisions and deal with authority figures. Some courses also provide 

strategies for dealing with common cross-culture problems a manager may face, in addition to 

negotiation skills that managers can use in the workplace. These courses help managers deal with 

cross-culture teams they work with, as well as clients and prospects of other cultures. 

In addition to getting a formal education in cross-culture management, some leaders may choose to 

learn on the job by delving in to the day-to-day aspects. Others may try a course from an organization 

that specifically deals with cross-cultural education for professionals, such as Global Integration, 

which provides practical tips and tools leaders can apply in the workplace to better deal with cultural 

differences within the company. 

Cross-Culture Management Examples 
With the help of global communication tools, such as the internet and mobile phones, it’s easy for 

companies big and small to operate on an international level. Multinational giants such as Google or 

Apple operate in several countries all over the world, and it’s a given that their leadership team deals 

with people from a variety of cultures. However, you don’t have to be Google or Apple to be part of a 

cross-culture team. Small- and medium-sized businesses also employ people in other countries or 

people who have recently moved from other countries. With the proliferation of video conferencing 

systems and teamwork organizational apps, it’s fairly easy for many organizations to collaborate with 

their counterparts all over the world. Similarly, virtual assistant services are a growing industry, and 

many organizations outsource these tasks to people that live in other countries, like India or the 

Philippines. 

In any case, whether you’re working with an international corporation or for a mom and pop setup 

with a virtual assistant oversees, it’s common to run into scenarios where you’re dealing with people 

from other cultures on a professional level. In a management position, it’s especially important to be 

aware of the differences so you can mitigate any cultural barriers and lead your organization to 

success. 

 Cross Cultural Functions Include: 

• Recruiting candidates that can be effective in cross-cultural environments 

• Handling differing regulatory environments for business 

• Training employees to handle intercultural communication issues 

• Facilitating cross-cultural teams 

• Aligning HR policies and procedures across corporate entities in different nations 

Cross-Cultural Management is challenging. Everyone who has tried to manage a group of people 

from diverse cultures can confirm that.  That can be people from different departments, different 

profession groups, different age groups, different nationalities etc. Since we started Gugin in 

2001 we have been working with all sorts of cross-cultural management challenges, so in this 

short article I will try to summarise some of the major, generic challenges we have faced 

Unpredictable behavior in Cross-Cultural Management 

We all have different values, different priorities in life and different understanding of what each 

word means. Quality, for example, is by some people associated with delivering on time, while 

others associate it with being perfect, beautiful or robust. We always say we want the highest 

quality delivered on time, but we all know that the reality often is very different. We have to 

compromise. We have to either deliver an 80% solution on time or give up delivering on time. 

The cross-cultural management challenge is that we have different preferences for what is 

important. 

Compromising values 

• Our behaviour is closely linked to our underlying values and norms. As we have 

different norms and values because of differences in cultures leads to different behaviours. 

According to ourselves we always behave properly because our behaviour always reflects our 

own values – even when we do something cruel. Cultural clashes happen when other people’s 

behaviour compromises our own values. It happens all the time. You may have a value about 

giving up your seat on the bus to an elderly man, while others do not share that value. When an 
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elderly person comes into the bus and no one gives him a seat you will feel offended – because 

your values are compromised. 

• In business dealing with compromising values is an important issue to reconcile. As I 

wrote before – norms and values are closely tied to a culture. The norms and values you have in 

your organization support your corporate culture, so when you employ new people, outsource to 

external companies or hire in-house subcontractors you have to make sure that they share your 

norms and values. 

Managing Cultural Diversity in the Workplace 

Developing cultural competence results in an ability to understand, communicate with, and 

effectively interact with people across cultures, and work with varying cultural beliefs and 

schedules. While there are myriad cultural variations, here are some essential to the workplace: 

1. Communication: Providing information accurately and promptly is critical to effective work 

and team performance. This is particularly important when a project is troubled and needs 

immediate corrective actions. However, people from different cultures vary in how, for example, 

they relate to bad news. People from some Asian cultures are reluctant to give supervisors bad 

news – while those from other cultures may exaggerate it. 

2. Team-Building: Some cultures – like the United States – are individualistic, and people want 

to go it alone. Other cultures value cooperation within or among other teams. Team-building 

issues can become more problematic as teams are comprised of people from a mix of these 

cultural types. Effective cross-cultural team-building is essential to benefiting from the potential 

advantages of cultural diversity in the workplace 

3. Time: Cultures differ in how they view time. For example, they differ in the balance between 

work and family life, and the workplace mix between work and social behavior. Other 

differences include the perception of overtime, or even the exact meaning of a deadline. 

Different perceptions of time can cause a great misunderstanding and mishap in the workplace, 

especially with scheduling and deadlines. Perceptions of time underscore the importance of 

cultural diversity in the workplace, and how it can impact everyday work. 

4. Schedules:  Work can be impact by cultural and religious events affecting the workplace. The 

business world generally runs on the western secular year, beginning with January 1 and ending 

with December 31. But some cultures use wildly different calendars to determine New Years or 

specific holy days. For example, Eastern Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas on a different 

day from western Christians. For Muslims, Friday is a day for prayer. Jews observe holidays 

ranging from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur. These variations affect the workplace as people 

require time off to observe their holidays. 

So how does one develop cultural competence? Be sure to enjoy part 2 of this article Managing 

Cultural Diversity in the Workplace. This exclusive article explores 4 more components of 

cultural diversity in the workplace, and strategies, skills and techniques for helping people 

develop cultural competence. 

Advantages of Diversity in the Workplace 

1. Increased creativity 

Didn’t they say two heads are better than one? In a diverse workplace, this saying becomes two 

different people are better than one. When people in different cultures, backgrounds and beliefs 

come together to work for a common goal, increased creativity can be achieved. What is already 

artistic can become even better. What already works can evolve into something else. 

2. Increased adaptability 

In order to address problems of workplace diversity, an organization has to develop a variety of 

solutions, forcing them to adapt to a diverse workforce. It will be a long process, but totally 

worth it. Moreover, people from diverse backgrounds can provide ideas for adapting to ever-

changing customer demands and fluctuating markets. 

This also means that an organization has to develop a new process for people with different 

ideas to collaborate and work together. They must also learn to think cross-culturally and to 

quickly adapt to new situations. 

3. Melting Pot of ideas 

No two people think exactly alike, and a company that knows how to exploit varying viewpoints 

of each individual can create a large pool of ideas and experiences. They can then draw from the 

pool strategies to effectively deal with business concerns and customer needs. 
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4. Increased productivity 

Globalization and internalization are two of the gifts that workforce diversity brings to the table, 

which is why foreign executives are very successful in the corporate world in America, while 

citizens from Europe find their place in high-level jobs. Put them together in one place and what 

you get is increased productivity. 

5. Increased range of services 

A diverse collection of people with different experiences, skills, cultural understanding, 

languages and other differences enables a company to provide customers services on a global 

basis. A hotel, for example, that employs people of different races will have the confidence to 

accommodate guests from different races as well. This is because language and cultural gaps are 

avoided. If management gets an in-depth understanding of the culture of a particular race, they 

can also provide services that would appeal specifically to them. 

 Disadvantages of Diversity in the Workplace 
1. Communication Issues 

Effective communication is a driving factor for success. Unfortunately, diversity can be in the 

way, and can directly impact productivity because of a lack of cohesiveness. This explains why 

some companies catering to international customers hire multilingual or bilingual customer 

service reps. It is easier for Spanish-speaking customers, for example, to communicate with 

someone who understands their culture and knows their native language. So unless effective 

communication is achieved, workplace diversity can be a problem. 

2. Lack of freedom of speech 

In a diverse workplace, an employee must be sensitive to others’ race, cultural background, 

beliefs, etc. So you don’t just crack jokes about the Chinese or Indians, because it won’t be as 

acceptable as when a stand-up comedian would do it. People can’t freely state their opinions or 

tell stories whenever they want for fear of being judged as discriminating. So it’s not only 

effective communication that is a disadvantage in a diverse workplace, but also freedom of 

speech. Imagine working in an environment where you need to always tread carefully. Not 

exactly a fun and attractive workplace. 

3. Increased cost of training 

Apart from the usual training, an organization must invest in seminars, programs and lectures 

designed to promote diversity in the workplace. If unity is to be achieved, such training is 

essential as they will teach employees how to accept thoughts, ideas and personalities of others 

in the workplace. It will also provide information on how to deal with prejudice and conflict in a 

civilized and professional manner. As it is possible that you are likely to continue hiring 

employees, you will continue to spend on training. 

4. Integration issues 

Even in a non-diverse workplace exclusive social groups or cliques naturally happens, more so 

in a diverse workforce. When such groups form, informal divisions can occur, which will 

impede social integration. It will also lead to a situation where culturally diverse employees will 

avoid each other. This can hinder the effective sharing of knowledge, experience, skills, 

resulting in decreased productivity, team efficacy, and business growth. 

5. Increased competition 

Competition in the workplace is good as it can drive success and higher productivity. But when 

employees do not accept other culture, they are likely to compete against each other, rather than 

become collaborative members of a team. This results in divisions where people prefer to work 

separately, prolonging the process of task or project completion. This can have a negative impact 

on business because progress will be slow moving. There is strength in numbers, after all. 

6. Breeds disrespect 

The same people who don’t accept other cultures are likely to openly show disrespect and 

indifference. This can lead to unnecessary tension and can inhibit communication in the 

workplace. The problem with a highly tense or hostile workplace is that everyone is affected, 

including those that accept and respect diversity in the workplace. 

Trust is a crucial characteristic for any high-functioning, effective team. If you have ever worked 

on a team, you know you have to trust others to ensure the job is done. You also have to have 

team members who are dedicated and committed to the welfare of the entire group. Trust in any 
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situation is difficult to create and even harder to sustain. However, if you have a multicultural 

team, it is particularly challenging for several reasons. 

A key reason for this is because communication styles vary from one culture to another. While a 

universal employee messaging system may help, this is not the end-all solution in most cases. 

There are other factors that the cross cultural management team has to keep in mind. Because of 

these different beliefs and styles of communication, many multicultural teams are prone to 

friction. The good news is, there are ways to minimize this friction and ensure any team is 

successful. 

Get to Know Each Team Member 

It is essential that the management of a company, or even the team leader, takes the time to get 

to know team members. Learn about their story and journey. Encourage them to use the skills 

and knowledge they have to help the group. Many multicultural teams have individuals with 

unique skills that are beneficial to everyone when uncovered. Don’t ignore these specialized 

skills. Doing so may lead to team members feeling unappreciated. 

 Take Steps to Retain a Culturally Diverse Staff 

Some global cosmopolitans feel poorly managed and misunderstood. As a result, they may not 

remain loyal to a certain organization. However, if the management provides opportunities for 

the individual to receive recognition for their multicultural skills, or even recognize them, they 

can avoid this outcome. Take some time to give the individual that lets them feel appreciated 

and intellectually stimulated. 

 The Cross Cultural Management Team Needs to Create a Structure for Success 

The absolute best way to ensure a successful team is to create conditions that set the members up 

for this. For multicultural teams, this means ensuring they have a compelling and clear direction. 

Members of the team need access to resources and information to complete the tasks given 

efficiently. If a structure isn’t established right away, chaos may ensue. Don’t let this happen. 

When everyone understands the structure, productivity and success are going to follow. 

 Get to Know the Team’s Cultural Differences 

As mentioned before, getting to know the team members is important. However, it is also 

essential to take some time to get to know any other differences present. This includes different 

languages, as well as “fault lines.” Also, get to know how possible miscommunication and 

misconception is. A great way to counteract miscommunication is by implementing employee 

self-service software. With this, your team members can easily know what is going on with each 

person. The software can manage several aspects of the team, including scheduled time off, 

questions with the work being done, and more. 

 Create Clear Norms and Maintain Them 

When you have a multicultural team, you also have several different work styles in play. As a 

result, it is up to the team leader to establish norms. Once created, everyone needs to stick with 

these established standards, regardless of what their personal default is. It is not a good idea to 

impose a style, but take into consideration what works best for the entire team. Implementing 

practices from other cultures is often useful. 

Work to Build Personal Bonds 

A great way to ease potential disagreements or conflict is to establish personal connections. 

While deep personal friendships may be impossible, there are methods to use that can foster 

individual connections and rapport. Take some time to encourage these personal relationships, 

which is going to help the entire team in the long run. 

Address Conflict Immediately 

Regardless of the team or members, conflict is inevitable. This is even truer with a multicultural 

team. If tension does come up, make sure to address it right away. This can help ensure a small, 

manageable conflict doesn’t turn into something that’s impossible to manage. Any leader needs 

to understand various cultural perspectives. When they do this, they can serve as a cultural 

bridge to minimize the effects of conflict. 

Creating Successful Cross-Cultural Teams 

There are countless benefits offered by cross-cultural teams in the workplace. While making 

these teams “work” may seem like an insurmountable challenge, this isn’t necessarily the case. 

There are countless ways to predict and prevent serious issues. One of the biggest, 

miscommunication, is simple to manage by using employee self-service software. This 
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technology can help prevent issues between team members and ensure the team works together 

for the betterment of the company. In the long run, everyone is happier and more work is done. 

By starting to develop Cross-Cultural leadership skills now, you will position your organization 

ahead of the curve.   You will be positioned to successfully integrate skilled workers and serve 

diverse clients from different countries and cultures.  Our course Cross Cultural Leadership: 

Foundation is designed to help team leaders, managers and executive to build cultural awareness 

and communication skills.  Hosted on our online strategic management training system, learning 

can be done from any location, and at your own pace and schedule.   But you still have the 

support of a facilitator to ensure your success.  We can also develop corporate training programs 

for your work teams.  
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