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Abstract  

In todayÕs business, few teams operate without influences from cultural diversity. Theory 
suggests that multicultural teams should be beneficial in business as they are more creative 
and provide increased perspectives in problem solving. In practice, however, this is seldom 
the case and multiculturalism is often reported to be disadvantageous for team performance. 
To help mangers understand how to utilize creativity in multicultural teams, this study asked 
70 participants from a large American business school to solve a creative problem in various 
levels of multicultural teams. The results showed that multicultural teams were more creative, 
but only if they were acknowledged about their multiculturalism, i.e. if a manager told them 
that they all represent different cultures. It also showed that an acknowledged team performed 
better regardless of the level of national multiculturalism. It seems to be the case that 
multiculturalism in all forms of our social identity is beneficial as long the manager notices it 
and shares it with the team. Assuming that people are the same just because they come from 
the same national culture can therefore be a costly mistake for managers. According to the 
findings in this study, it is imperative that a manager explicitly acknowledges 
multiculturalism in order to make them successful. 
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1. Introduction  
 
ÒDiversity is not about how you look anymore, itÕs about what you have seenÓ Ð Steve 
Pemberton, WalgreenÕs.!

Newcomers to an organization have different views depending on where they are from (Adler 
& Gundersen, 2008). As leadership is becoming more complex, how do you balance different 
values within a team? How do you motivate employees from different cultures? How do you 
successfully handle constituentsÕ different expectations on management? 

To address these questions as a manager, a further understanding of culture and its effects 
must be developed to learn how to cope with the increased complexity of leadership. This 
raises an important question: what is culture and how does it differ across people? 

We often think of culture in terms of nationality and ethnicity. This definition might make us 
believe that people are more similar than they actually are, especially in a domestic context. 
Culture is just as much about other dimensions of our social identity, such as gender, religion, 
region of the country in which we live, political affiliation, age etc. (Shriberg, Shriberg & 
Lloyd, 2002). 

Looking at our own communities, we see that we depend on a diversity of talents - firefighters, 
doctors, engineers, scientists, musicians, agriculturists, mechanics, carpenters, to name a few. 
Human talent is very diverse, and in society we know that this diversity is a necessity to make 
it work (Sir Ken Robinson, 2010). 

In business, however, the benefits of diversity are accompanied with increased complexity 
when managing teams. To be successful, a company must adjust both social and task-related 
processes within a team to overcome the complexity and achieve high performance (Siebdra, 
Hoegl & Ernst, 2009). 

With companies hiring from an increasingly diverse talent pool, motivating employees and 
benefiting from their different values has become one of the most important challenges 
companies need to face in order to survive in todayÕs market place (Harris, 2004).  

This study will research how problem solving differs in multicultural and non-multicultural 
teams, and the advantages and disadvantages that exist. It will also describe successful 
methods in realizing the gains from multiculturalism. 

1.1 Prior Research  
 
Prior empirical studies have shown that multicultural teams have different expectations on 
managers, especially in situations when a conflict arises (Brett, Behfar & Kern, 2006). These 
expectations stem from peopleÕs different cultures, and a manager therefore needs to know 
how to cater to these different perspectives, while sustaining authority and keeping team 
members motivated. 

This emphasizes the importance of communication, which studies have found to be the most 
problematic aspect in multicultural teams. Poor communication often leads to reduced 
information sharing and interpersonal conflicts, which have shown to be more common in 
multicultural teams than non-multicultural teams (Chitul & Zagaiciuc, 2005) (Brett, Behfar & 
Kern, 2006).  



!
!

) !

In contrast to these findings, one study showed that the more culturally diverse the teams were, 
the fewer problems with communication were found (Chitul & Zagaiciuc, 2005). This seems 
contradictory when prior studies have found that communication is the top challenge for 
multicultural teams (Brett, Behfar & Kern, 2006). 

An explanation for this result has been the effect of projected similarity; assuming that people 
are more similar to you than they really are (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). Larger differences 
make us more likely to acknowledge them, and therefore adapting to the situation. One study 
looking at the effects of dispersed teams showed that teams located on different floors within 
the same building performed worse than teams spread across a continent (Siebdra, Hoegl & 
Ernst, 2009). The reason for this outcome was that the small degree of dispersion made team 
members less aware of the distance, and they therefore made fewer efforts to improve task-
related communication and coordination. 

In multicultural teams this dispersion is replicated in cultural distance, where dispersion 
between team members is increased as more cultures are introduced. Larger cultural 
dispersion could therefore increase the likelihood of acknowledging differences, as long as 
people are aware of these differences. 

Even though cultural diversity may complicate cooperation within a team, studies have found 
that it also increases the ability to solve problems, by diverse employees bringing different 
perspectives on a project (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009). This can be very beneficial since 
more alternative solutions are produced of how to solve a problem. 

Any team being diverse does not automatically reap this benefit, however, one large study 
showed that there were no correlation between diversity and high-performance teams (Ely, 
2004). Multiculturalism in teams does therefore not seem to be a sufficient condition for 
increased performance in problem solving.  

This shows the importance of management; challenges originating from multicultural teams 
are manageable if the manager chooses the right approach. A method that is gaining a lot of 
attention is fusing, where teams are producing better outcomes by using their different 
approaches to decision making (Brett, Behfar & Kern, 2006). 

This form of shared leadership does intuitively sound good. Nonetheless, a limitation to the 
benefits of fusion is that the tolerance of shared leadership varies across countries; some 
cultures have more respect for authority, and feel uncomfortable when working in flat teams 
with shared decision-making (Zander & Butler, 2010). 

By studying prior research both advantages and disadvantages have been found, which will be 
presented further below. 

1.2 Advantages and disadvantages with a multicultural team  
 
Multiculturalism makes decision-making within a team more challenging, which is confirmed 
by empirical research indicating that objectives in multicultural teams more often are not 
realized (Zander & Butler, 2010). This is a result of increased complexity in achieving 
cohesion and social integration, which is necessary for a team to be productive. 

However, cultural diversity gives a broader perspective with more vantage points on how to 
solve a problem (Adler & Gundersen, 2008) (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009). Therefore, 
multicultural teams are often also the most effective teams within an organization (Adler & 
Gundersen, 2008). The inconsistency in the fact that a multicultural team has better conditions 
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to solve problems, but yet end up solving fewer problems, suggests that there is a lack of 
knowledge in how to manage and motivate diverse teams. 

Another study pointed towards higher satisfaction within heterogeneous teams than 
homogeneous teams (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt & Jonsen, 2009). This leads to an important 
trade-off in managing multicultural teams: balancing divergence, more points of view, with 
convergence, unanimity in decision-making. Managing this trade-off is complicated and 
emphasizes the importance of leadership in teams (Adler & Gundersen, 2008) (Stahl, 
Maznevski, Voigt & Jonsen, 2009).  

This does not suggest that homogeneous teams are less in need of effective management, 
nevertheless. Non-multicultural teams have shown to be more exposed for ÒgroupthinkÓ, 
where group members try to minimize conflict to reach a consensus decision. Lack of 
diversity can lead teams to not consider alternative solutions realistically, and thus creating 
poorer decisions (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 

Multicultural teams should have an advantage in avoiding groupthink over non-multicultural 
teams, at least as long as the multiculturalism is apparent. 

1.2.1 Increased potential in multicultural teams  
 
The benefits of cultural diversity increase a teamÕs potential, but realizing this potential to its 
full extent is complicated by the added difficulty in gaining team cohesion. Multicultural 
teams therefore tend to perform considerably better or considerably worse then single-culture 
teams (Adler & Gundersen, 2008).

Team Effectiveness (Based on model by Adler & Gundersen, 2008) 

Since many teams are not able to utilize this potential, the complexity seems to overweigh the 
benefits if teams are not managed in the right way. This further stresses the point that 
multiculturalism is not a sufficient condition for superior performance. 

To understand how to manage the right way, it is important to be aware of both static aspects 
such as the actual cultural differences that exist, and team processes such as how the 
leadership is carried out. According to Stahl, Maznevksi, Voigt & Jonsen (2009), further 
research should be conducted on cultural diversityÕs effect on team processes, rather than a 
teamÕs static aspects. 
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1.2.2 Creativity in multicultural teams  

Multiculturalism in teams tends to foster creativity, where more innovative ideas are 
generated (Fitzsimmons, Miska & Stahl, 2011) (Leung, Maddux, Galinsky & Chiu, 2008). 

According to Encyclop¾dia Britannica Online (2011), creativity is Òthe ability to make or 
otherwise bring into existence something new, whether a new solution to a problem, a new 
method or device, or a new artistic or form.Ó 

If a multicultural team is able to utilize their increased creativity, it is beneficial for them in 
solving highly complex tasks (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 

1.3 Knowledge gaps  
 
There is plenty of research on managing multicultural teams; however, most of it is focused 
on project teams within large organizations (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009) (Brett, Behfar & 
Kern, 2006). There is little research on how diversity affects business growth in a small 
business environment.  

The studies are also focused on leadership in teams as a single source; not taking into account 
the diverse sources of leadership within a team that may exist (Morgeson, DeRue & Karam, 
2009). To increase the understanding of effective leadership in teams, it is important to 
consider leader-team dynamics as well (Zander & Butler, 2010). 

Moreover, research is often focused on how to handle the complexity with multicultural teams, 
but not how to use its greater potential to achieve better performance. Researchers seem to 
agree on that multicultural teams do have a greater potential of performance, but still most of 
these teams are performing worse than single-culture teams (Zander & Butler, 2010). The fact 
this inconsistency exist, encourages further research to be done. 

Another area in need of more knowledge is how to manage diversity when teams are virtual. 
The use of global communication tools instead of meeting face to face increases the risk of 
miscommunication within teams (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). A higher degree of dispersion, 
i.e. distance between team members, can be beneficial, but it adds to the complexity of 
leadership (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009).  

1.4 Aims  
 
This study will explore how problem solving differs in multicultural and non-multicultural 
teams, and whether multicultural teams are better suited for creative problem solving. 
Moreover, to seek further knowledge of how a manager realizes the gains of multiculturalism. 

Research questions: 

- How does problem solving differ in culturally diverse teams? 
- Is there an increased potential in multicultural teams?  
- If so, how do you realize those benefits as manager? 

The study will be focused on domestic multiculturalism; i.e. multiculturalism existing in 
domestic companies, rather than multinational companies operating all over the world, which 
prior research to a large extent has been focused on. This will further acknowledge the 
increased level of diversity that is affecting business in their home-domain, not just when they 
are operating abroad (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 
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1.5 Global context and societal benefits  
 
Teams are the building stones of a corporation Ð they provide the organization with the 
necessary means to realize corporate goals (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009). A manager is 
dependent on them in order to be successful, and it is therefore important to increase our 
understanding of how to make them thrive (Harvard Business Review, 2011).  

An important factor determining teamsÕ success, and thus companiesÕ, is how well cultural 
diversity is managed. Very few teams operate in an environment free from global influences, 
and managing cultural diversity is therefore becoming an important issue for managers all 
over the world (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 

By expanding the knowledge on how diversity increases teamsÕ, and thus organizationsÕ, 
performance, companies will have more incentives to emphasize their efforts on diversity and 
inclusiveness. This creates a virtuous cycle, since companies that value diversity are also 
more likely to gain the benefits from it (Fitzsimmons, Miska & Stahl, 2011). 

An inclusive society is important to increase the understanding of other cultures and people 
with different backgrounds to fight back prejudice that unfairly categorizes people, and 
impedes economy growth. 

By studying how to realize the increased potential from cultural diversity, this research will 
give insight of how working with diversity will  not only give societal benefits, but also 
support business strategy and increase a businessÕs performance.  

Furthermore, it will also pursue to provide further evidence that a multicultural work force 
enriches rather than limits a business, and provides a competitive advantage for the future. 

2. Study Method  

2.1 Philosophical Basis  
 
Due to the extensive research that has been done on multicultural teams, I will use a deductive 
approach in this study. This will be based on actual knowledge from both theory and 
empirical studies, from which I will draw inferences to come up with a hypothesis (Saunders, 
Lewis & Thornhill, 2007). 

A downside of using this approach is that I cannot observe all possible variables that affect 
the phenomenon of my study. This means that the study will pursue to find correlations 
between variables and significant differences between groups, rather than to understand why 
these correlations and differences exist. 

The orientation of the research will be positivistic, which means that I will objectively assess 
all data that I collect without imposing my own interpretation on it. The goal is to explain and 
predict what conditions that are causing the phenomenon of my study, and to generalize these 
findings into a larger public. However, objectively assessing all data that is collected could be 
seen as an impossible task, since I am the one deciding what information to look for and 
which variables that are relevant (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007).  

Still, nevertheless, I will conduct this study based on the assumption that I can be objective, 
and that I only draw conclusions from actual facts and not from my impressions. 
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2.2 Primary and Secondary Data  
!
Primary data is new information that is collected for purposes of current research. Secondary 
data is pre-existing information gathered for other purposes (Garson, 2002). 

Given the deductive approach, this study has gathered secondary data prior to primary data, to 
find out what is already known on the subject of managing multiculturalism in teams. Based 
on the findings in the secondary data, a hypothesis has been created, which is tested in 
experiments. The results are measured quantitatively and are the source of the primary data. 

2.3 Evaluation of Sources  
!
To convince readers that the presented data is reliable, deciding where to look for information 
and what to accept is an important task in writing research papers (Purdue OWL, 2010). 
When choosing sources for this study, an initial appraisal of the source as well as an analysis 
of the content has been made. 

2.3.1 Initial appraisal 

The majority of the sources used in this study are scientific articles published in well-known 
journals of business or psychology. These scientific articles have been gathered through 
Boston UniversityÕs Library database, which supports the authenticity of these articles. 

To describe theory surrounding the subject of this study, recent related literature was used. 
The literature does not provide the same level of scientific explanation as publications in 
scientific journals, but they are helpful when understanding the topic of managing cultural 
diversity. 

To a smaller extent, online sources have been used as well. These have been subjected to 
thorough scrutiny to assure they provide reliable information. Only online sources that are 
backed by larger respected institutions have been used. 

Moreover, this study used a large number of sources to cross-reference findings between 
scientific articles, literature, and online information. This minimizes the risk of drawing 
conclusions based on authorsÕ personal opinions and beliefs (Cornell University Library, 
2011). 

2.3.2 Content analysis 

After having determined that the source is reliable, the content was further analyzed while 
being read. The analysis was focusing on the following aspects: 

Intended Audience 

The needs of this study was compared to the audience the author was addressing, based on 
level of information, assumptions that were made about readers, and the tone and style of 
writing (Purdue OWL, 2010). 

Level of Objectivity 

Sources were read critically to distinguish between facts and opinions of the author. This is 
not an easy task, however, as skilled writers can conceive their interpretations as facts 
(Cornell University Library, 2011). If an authorÕs findings vastly differed from other 
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researchers in the field, then that source was more carefully scrutinized, to counter the risk of 
misinterpretation of facts and opinions. 

Coverage 

This study used a variety of sources indicating both pros and cons with multiculturalism. It 
has also used a mixture of primary and secondary sources. When a source has referred to 
another source, this study has tried to find the original. 

3. What is C ulture?  
 
To understand how culture affects teams and leadership in teams, it is important to define 
what culture really is. Culture has been defined in numerous ways, and is often thought of in 
terms of nationality and ethnicity. However, culture is just as much about other dimensions of 
our social identity such as gender, religion, region of the country in which we live, political 
affiliation and age (Shriberg, Shriberg & Lloyd, 2002). 

This aspect has been further stressed in multicultural psychology, which studies all aspects of 
human behavior that happens when people from more than one cultural background encounter 
each other. In a study on the relationship between multiculturalism and creativity, culture was 
defined as Òa set of loosely organized ideas and practices produced and reproduced by a 
network of interconnected individualsÓ (Leung, Maddux, Galinsky & Chiu, 2008). 

Ethnicity is many times the most salient feature of our culture, which might explain why we 
often relate only this to culture. But, the ethnicity in itself is not what is affecting peopleÕs 
behavior; it is the underlying values and beliefs that shape our perception of the world (Adler 
& Gundersen, 2008).  

Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) has given an elaborated definition that further explains what 
culture is, which has become one of the most common and generally accepted definitions of 
culture (Adler & Gundersen, 2008): 

ÒCulture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and 
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement of human groups, including 
their embodiment in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. 
historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached values; culture systems 
may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on the other, as conditioning 
elements of future action.Ó 

Culture therefore does not only explain what affects our behavior now, but also how we will 
continue to behave in the future. This is important because it shows that culture is deeply 
rooted and not likely to change. 

3.1 Definition of Culture  
 
The definition that will be used throughout this study is: ÒThe lens, shaped by the social 
context in which we grew up, that determines how we perceive and react to objects and 
occurrences in life.Ó 

This definition accounts for all differences that constitute our social identity and therefore 
supports the view this study will have. However, as the definition of culture is broadened, all 
teams will eventually become multicultural. To be able to account for a broader definition of 
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culture while still comparing performance between different levels of multicultural teams, the 
empirical study will primarily determine culture as national culture. Other aspects of culture 
will be recorded in the study and used in the statistical analysis. 

3.2 How do  cultures vary?  
 
Prior research indicates that different cultures have different ways of leading, motivating, 
communicating, decision-making and organizing (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 

A well-adopted framework in business for understanding differences in culture is Geert 
HofstedeÕs cultural dimensions, which identifies systematic differences in national cultures 
(Hofstede, 2001). This is one of the most cited and popular frameworks in international 
management and human resource development (Ardichvili & Kuchinke, 2002). 

Even though this framework is made for solely determining differences between national 
cultures, it also explains how a perspective towards a problem can differ between individuals, 
which make it relevant for this study. The framework identifies five primary dimensions to 
differentiate cultures: Power Distance, Individualism, Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance 
and Long Term Orientation. 

Power Distance 

Power distance is the extent to which a society tolerates imbalanced distribution of power. In 
cultures with high power distance, the respect for authority and hierarchy is high. In business 
this is seen through centralized and vertical leadership, where few subordinates consider it as 
appropriate to challenge their managersÕ orders (Hofstede, 2001). 

In low power distance cultures, people tend to see each other as equals and collaboration is 
therefore more likely to happen. In this context, distributed leadership is often more effective 
than focused. 

Individualism 

Individualism is how likely people are to look after themselves and their immediate family, 
rather than the needs of society. In individualistic cultures, achievement and initiative are 
highly valued and these culture tend to have more democracy and freer political systems 
(Hofstede, 2001) 

The opposite of individualism is collectivism, and in these cultures there is an emotional 
dependence on organizations and strong belief in group decisions. This expresses itself in e.g. 
companies enforcing values and beliefs from the top down. 

Masculinity 

Masculinity determines how a culture appreciates traditionally masculine values such as 
assertiveness and materialism. In a culture that puts masculinity in a low regard, relationships 
and quality of life is emphasized. This is seen in more women in high-level jobs and less 
work-family conflict (Hofstede, 2001). 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

Uncertainty avoidance is how threatening ambiguity is perceived to be. When it is high, 
managers tend to make low-risk decisions and closely follow laws and procedures. In low 
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uncertainty avoidance cultures, activities within a company are less formal and risk-taking is 
rewarded (Hofstede, 2001). 

Long-Term Orientation 

Long-term orientation is the extent to which people accepts material, social, and emotional 
needs to be delayed. Cultures that are oriented towards the long term are more inclined to 
sacrifice short-term profits for investment in the future (Hofstede, 2011). 

Not generalizable to individuals 

This framework is robust, but it cannot be generalized to all individuals; depending on how 
individuals were brought up, they may vary within a culture as well. This stresses my point 
that culture must not be seen as only national, but all aspects that shapes our vision of the 
world. It does, however, show how perception can differ, and explains why people who are 
exposed to the same situation may interpret it very differently. 

3.3 Cultural Synergy  
 
As a manager it is not enough to manage these variations, however, a manager must also 
foster cultural synergy. Cultural synergy occurs when team members share their diverging 
knowledge and perceptions, to increase the teamÕs performance.  

The fundamental assumption underlying synergy is that the total effect of a team is greater 
than the sum of effects when team members are acting independently. Consequently, a 
manager must use peopleÕs differences to achieve growth that supersedes single contributions 
from each team member (Harris, 2004). 

Using peopleÕs different perspectives to achieve better outcomes is also called fusion, and has 
been mentioned as an important factor in achieving success in multicultural teams (Brett, 
Behfar & Kern, 2006). 

4. Problem Description  Ð Realizing multicultural benefits  
 
ÒCulture is more often a source of conflict than of synergy. Cultural differences are a 
nuisance at best and often a disaster.Ó Ð Dr. Geert Hofstede 

There is plenty of research suggesting that multicultural teams inherit an advantage towards 
single-culture teams in the form of increased creativity, more perspectives useful in problem 
solving, less likely to be subjected to groupthink, and members within the team being more 
satisfied with their work (Adler & Gundersen, 2008) (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009) 
(Fitzsimmons, Miska & Stahl, 2011) (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt & Jonsen, 2009). 

Nevertheless, multicultural teams tend to perform poorer than single-culture teams, despite 
these advantages (Earley & Gibson, 2002) (Ely, 2004) (Zander & Butler, 2010).  

In the following paragraphs, potential factors affecting the discrepancy between increased 
potential and decreased performance will be described based on current empirical research 
and literature. I will then describe how these findings are shaping the theoretical framework 
for this study, and finally how this study will be positioned within this framework. 
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4.1 The impact of social context  
 
In homogenous teams, membersÕ behavior is more predictable thanks to a shared identity, 
which makes it is easier to create trust within a team. In heterogeneous teams, on the other 
hand, the lack of a shared identity can cause discomfort and difficulties in communicating, 
which has been an explanation to why these teams often perceive their interactions as more 
inefficient (Phillips, Liljenquist & Neale, 2009). 

Despite team members reporting a more negative perception of overall performance, these 
teams have shown to perform better (Phillips, Liljenquist & Neale, 2009). Therefore, it seems 
to be more uncomfortable with multiculturalism for team members, but yet better for the 
overall performance. 

4.2 Similarity and difference  
 
Strong leadership has long been related to a high level of cohesiveness within a team. Several 
studies have shown that the more similar two groups are, the more likely they are to elude 
conflict when put together and therefore develop group cohesiveness (Pittinsky & Simon, 
2007). 

This suggests that emphasizing similarity within a team increases performance; however, a 
lack of difference might just as well exacerbate intra-group relationships. Focusing on 
similarity confines diverse opinions and activities, and therefore decreases creativity and 
effectiveness (Pittinsky & Simon, 2007). 

The perceived importance of similarity to create positive relationships between groups might 
entice managers to project similarity; assuming that people are similar even though 
fundamental differences exist. Similarity, nevertheless, is only one pathway among many to 
achieving group cohesiveness (Pittinsky & Simon, 2007). 

4.3 Acknowledging cultural differences  
 
Another factor causing managers to refrain from acknowledging cultural differences is to 
avoid the risk of being labeled as prejudiced, racist, sexist, ethnocentric or unprofessional. 
Managers want to treat all as equals to prevent discrimination, and therefore choose to not see 
how people differ (Adler & Gundersen, 2008).  

This cultural blindness limits our ability to gain from having a multicultural team, and may be 
an explanation to why multicultural teams often perform poorer than single-culture teams.  

4.4 Team composition  
 
Prior research has established empirically that team performance is related to team 
composition. This has led to further research on the process of putting teams together and how 
to choose leadership style (Morgeson, DeRue & Karam, 2009).  

Zander & Butler (2010) proposed four leadership styles to address different kind of 
multicultural team compositions: single, paired, rotated, and shared. However, when dealing 
with complexities, shared leadership, i.e. collective leadership shaped by multiple sources 
within a team, has shown to increase team effectiveness and problem-solving capacity (Day, 
Gronn & Salas, 2006). 
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Therefore, shared (distributed) leadership might better foster collaboration and 
communication within multicultural teams. 

However, since team-leaders often find themselves in situations where the team composition 
is already given, choosing the right style of leadership is more relevant to seek further 
knowledge of than handling team composition. 

4.5 Approaching Cultural Synergy  
 
These findings stress the complexity of managing multicultural teams. Nevertheless, it also 
provides potential solutions of how to realize the benefits of having a multicultural team.  

A recurring explanation for unrealized gains seems to be whether cultural differences are 
acknowledged or not, and if they are, whether the impacts that comes along with it are 
adjusted for. The goal is not to minimize the downsides of diversity; it is rather to recognize 
the differences that exist and use them to achieve cultural synergy. It is thus not diversity 
itself that determines success, but the managerÕs approach to it (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 
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Illustration of multicultural advantage 

4.6 Gaining a Multicultural Advantage !
!
In the following empirical study, I will  pursue to find variables that unlock a possible 
advantage inherited in multicultural teams. Furthermore, I will also identify differences 
between multicultural and non-multicultural teams, and compare it to prior empirical studies 
and literature. 

5. Terminology  
!
This study contains terms that have a specific meaning within the context of team 
management as well as within the scope of my research. To provide a more accurate 
understanding of this subject, I will in the following subchapters explain key terms further. 
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5.1 What  is a manager?  
 
One of the definitions given in a dictionary of a manager is Òone who is in charge of the 
training and performance of an athlete or a teamÓ (TheFreeDictionary, 2000). This is the 
definition that closest represent the view I will have in this thesis; however, I will take into 
account that a team may very well undertake a collective form of leadership through 
empowerment and involved decision making (Zander & Butler, 2010). 

Therefore, my definition will be Òthe function, single or multiple, that is in charge of the 
training and performance of a teamÓ. It is my belief that this will provide a more accurate 
view of how leadership is affecting multicultural teamsÕ performance.  

5.2 What is a team?  
 
A team is a collection of people who are put together to work cooperatively in accomplishing 
a purpose and goal. Teams can be organized both for long and short-term interaction, and they 
can be effective as well as ineffective. They may also differ in number, e.g. they can consist 
of three or five people, and have different access to resources and skills (Adler & Gundersen, 
2008). 

In this study, however, all these variables will be held constant between different teams. 

5.3 What is a multicultural team?    
 
Multiculturalism refers to the consistent interaction between people from different cultures. A 
multicultural team is a team that consists of people from more than one culture (Adler & 
Gundersen, 2008).  

Multicultural teams can be divided into three different types: 

- Single culture team (all team members share a similar background) 
- Dual culture team (two distinct cultures exist among team members) 
- Multicultural team (three or more cultures are represented by team members) 

In this study, culture is not only referring to national culture, but all aspects that shape our 
perception of the world, such as gender, education and age. 

5.4 What is increased potential and performance?  
 
Potential is in this study indicating an increased level of maximum performance, i.e. a 
capability to achieve greater results. Performance, furthermore, denotes to an improvement in 
problem solving. This is measured in the ability to solve creative problems, and the time 
needed in doing so.  

6. Hypothesis Formulation  

6.1 Background  
 
Prior research on multicultural teams has generated various results, indicating both 
advantages as well as disadvantages. The advantages that comes along with multiculturalism 
has gained a lot of support in theory, with several studies giving detailed explanation and well 
developed arguments for why these advantages increases performance (Adler & Gundersen, 
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2008) (Fitzsimmons, Miska & Stahl, 2011) (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009) (Zander & Butler, 
2010). 

In practice, however, disadvantages are far more often reported when dealing with 
multiculturalism than advantages. These disadvantages stems from lack of cohesiveness, 
communication problems, and tension caused by varying beliefs in how team leadership is 
supposed to be conducted (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt & Jonsen, 2009). 

Due to the commonly reported challenges in multicultural teams, there is plenty of research 
explaining how to lessen the effect of disadvantages. But, the solution of how to use the 
theoretical gains from multiculturalism and realizing them in practice remains somewhat of a 
mystery.  

Studies that have been trying to solve this discrepancy indicate that multiculturalism is an 
uncomfortable subject that managers prefer not to deal with. This is shown in pure ignorance, 
or in projected similarity, where the manager actually believes that differences do not exist 
(Adler & Gundersen, 2008). It has also pointed out that prior empirical research is mainly 
focused on teams with leadership as a single source, and that this approach might be one 
factor causing poorer performance, suggesting that this type of leadership is worse suited for 
multicultural teams (Morgeson, DeRue & Karam, 2009).  

These findings lead me to assume that the acknowledgment of cultural differences plays a role 
in whether gains are realized or not. The acknowledgment counteracts projected similarity 
and at the same time enlightens team members on how multiculturalism can support them in 
reaching their goals, particularly when solving problems. This presupposes that team 
members are willing to share their differences, however, and to facilitate this process a shared 
leadership might be better suited.  

6.2 Hypothesis Formulation  
 
Constructed on what is stated above, the main hypotheses are articulated as follows: 
 
Hypothesis 1a 

Multicultural teams are better at creative problem solving than non-multicultural teams 

Hypothesis 1b 

Acknowledging multiculturalism within a team increases performance in creative problem 
solving 

6.3 Objective of Empirical Study  
 
The goal with this empirical study is to find differences in problem solving between 
multicultural and non-multicultural teams, as well as to identify successful practices in 
realizing multicultural gains. 

My objectives can therefore be summarized to: 

- Comparing the performance on creative problem solving between multicultural and 
non-multicultural teams 

- Assessing how performance is affected by acknowledgement of cultural differences 
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7. Empirical Method  

7.1 Choice of Method  
 
This study aims to confirm that multicultural teams are better at creative problem solving, and 
to provide further knowledge on how to realize this benefit. My hypothesis is that by 
acknowledging a teamÕs multiculturalism, a team is more likely to draw the benefits from it. 

In order to achieve these goals I will conduct experiments on multicultural and non-
multicultural teams, where they are asked to solve a problem that requires creativity. This 
experiment will be accompanied by a questionnaire that determines their nationality, gender, 
knowledge of other team members, how effective they perceived the group discussion to be 
and other variables that are relevant for this study. 

7.2 Creativity Task Ð Duncker Õs Candle Problem  
 
The creative task used in this study will be DunckerÕs Candle Problem. In this task, the team 
will be presented with a box of thumbtacks, a pack of matches, and a candle lying on a table 
next to a cardboard wall. The team will be instructed to attach the candle to the wall, without 
it dripping wax on the table or the floor. Only items on the table are allowed to be used. 

The solution is to use the thumbtacks to attach the thumbtack box to the wall, and then use the 
box as a platform for the candle to stand on. Reaching this solution is a measure of creativity 
since it forces a participant to overcome the mental block of using an object in an unfamiliar 
way (Duncker, 1945). This phenomenon is called functional fixedness, and research has 
shown that this phenomenon is universal; i.e. it occurs regardless of culture (German & Barret, 
2005). 

 
The Candle Problem (Wikipedia, 2011) 
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7.3 Prior usage of DunckerÕs Candle Problem  
 
DunckerÕs Candle Problem has been used in several studies to measure creativity (Maddux & 
Galinsky, 2009) (Leung, Maddux & Galinksy, 2008) (Isen, Daubman & Nowicki, 1987). A 
recent study used this task to show causality between multicultural experiences and creativity 
at the individual level (Maddux & Galinsky, 2009). In this study, full-time MBA students at a 
large American business school were asked to solve the candle problem online prior to a 
lecture on culture and communication. Participants were showed a picture of the task, 
individually, and then asked to type in their answer in a text box. 

Of the total amount of participants, 54% correctly solved the problem. A binary logistic 
regression was made on their analysis, adjusted for age, gender and nationality, which 
indicated that studying abroad as a positive predictor of creative solutions (Maddux & 
Galinsky, 2009). 

In another study, DunckerÕs Candle Problem was used to show a correlation between positive 
affect, i.e. being in a positive mental state, and performance in solving creative problems (Isen, 
Daubman & Nowicki, 1987).  This study was conducted on college students in exchange for 
extra credit on an introductory psychology class. 

7.4 Selection of participants  
 
Participants will be undergraduate students from a large American business school, which 
ensures a fairly equal educational and intellectual level. To neutralize unmeasured factors, 
participants will randomly be assigned into groups. The process of randomization gives 
control over all factors that may cause the dependent variable (Garson, 2002).  

Testing for selection bias 

Data on knowledge of other team members and whether a participant has studied abroad will 
be gathered. This is to be able to test whether other factors than what is mentioned in the 
hypothesis are causing the dependent variable (Statnotes, 2011).  

7.5 Procedure  
 
Overview 

Participants will receive instructions jointly in a classroom. Instructions are given verbally as 
well as on a paper, together with the objects lying on a table. The instructions will specifically 
indicate that only the objects on the table can be used (Instructions that were used can be seen 
in Exhibit #1). The participants are then randomized into teams of four, and divided equally 
into an experimental group and a control group. This will be done in three different classes, 
which gives three control groups and three experimental groups. 

After the instruction, the experimental group and the control group will break out into 
different classrooms. The experimental group will be acknowledged about their 
multiculturalism through the observer telling them that they all represent different cultures, 
whether it is national, gender, region in the U.S. where they grew up, which gives them more 
perspectives on how to solve the problem, and that this is beneficial in this task. They were 
also presented with a picture of their multicultural advantage (see Exhibit #2). 
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Each team will be given 5 minutes to solve the task while being observed. If the task remains 
unsolved after 5 minutes, the solution will be coded as incorrect. If the task is solved within 
the time limit, it will be coded as correct as well as noting the time taken to reach the answer.  

Participants will next answer questions assessing age, gender, nationality, knowledge of other 
team members, whether they have studied abroad, and how effective they perceived the 
discussion to be (see Exhibit #3 for the full questionnaire). 

Group setup 

7.6 Reliability  and Validity  
 
The purpose of demonstrating reliability is to assure that the study measures what it is 
supposed to be measuring. Without reliability, the research is not replicable. Replicability is a 
fundamental requirement in scientific method since it determines whether the study will 
generate the same results, independent on when the study is conducted, where the same 
conditions are present (Statnotes, 2011). Reliability is a necessary, but not sufficient condition 
for validity. 

The fact that the task used in this study has shown to be a measure of creativity regardless of 
culture, that the materials used are artifacts that participants will be familiar of despite the 
level technological advancement in their national culture, as well as decisive outcome (either 
you solved it, or did not solve the task), helps increase reliability.  

A study is valid when its conclusions are free from logical errors as well as based on the 
measures it is declaring to be measuring (Statnotes, 2011). Without validity, a study contains 
biases that weaken the meaningfulness of it.  

Below, relevant biases for this study will be explained, as well as how they are controlled for: 

Selection bias 

The selection process affects the validity of a research. If every participant has an equal 
chance to be put into any of the groups tested, the validity increases. This is satisfied through 
random assignment (Garson, 2002). 

Evaluation apprehension 
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A study is more valid if participants have a natural apprehension of beliefs and activities. If 
participants receive sponsorship for engaging in the study, that act might bias their 
performance. Therefore, no such sponsorship will be given (Garson, 2002). 

Control awareness 

If the control group is aware of that it is not receiving the same treatment as the experimental 
group, they might cultivate attitudes that taint the result. Therefore, all participants will be 
unaware of what the study is measuring, and how it is measuring it (Garson, 2002). 

Face validity 

This determines whether the outcome that is measured really has to do with the phenomenon 
that is being studied. In the context of this study, whether the assignment participantsÕ are 
subjected to is a valid measure for creativity (Garson, 2002).  

To improve face validity, DunckerÕs Candle Problem has be chosen, which has been used in 
several studies before as a measure for creativity (Maddux & Galinsky, 2009) (Leung, 
Maddux & Galinksy, 2008) (Isen, Daubman & Nowicki, 1987).  

7.7 Research Ethics  
!
Informed consent will be obtained from all participants in this research. This entails 
explaining the purpose of the research (without impacting the research design) and how the 
results will be used. 

All participants will be anonymous and answers will be kept confidential. To improve 
confidentiality, reports are only made at the group level. Moreover, the school, as well which 
classes participants were selected from, will not be mentioned in the study (Garson, 2002). 

7.8 Preliminary testing  
 
A pilot test of the experiment was conducted on a single individual (with multicultural 
experiences) as well as on a multicultural team. The experiment did work as intended, and the 
solutions participants proposed aligned with what other researchers have experienced when 
using DunckerÕs Candle Problem. Both subjects were able to solve the task within the allotted 
10 minutes. In the main experiment for this study, only 5 minutes will be given to participants 
as they are operating in teams with more team members. 

8. Results  
 
The data has been analyzed using comparison of means, independent t-test, one-way ANOVA 
and two-way ANOVA in SPSS Statistics Version 19 for MAC. 

Prior to the analysis, all data was checked for inconsistencies to exclude invalid data or 
outliers. No such data was found. 

Statistical significance is accepted at the p<.05 level.  

8.1 Demographics  of Participants  
!
70 students participated in the study, out of which 68 answered the survey. These were 
randomly assigned into 18 teams, 16 with four team members and two with three team 
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members. Of all participants who answered the survey, 53% (36) were male and 47% (32) 
were female. 

Table 1. Gender of participants 

 
 

Gender 
Percentage 
 

 

Male 
 

53% 
Female 47% 

 

 
96% percent of the students were between 21-25 years old. Only 1 percent was older than 26. 
 
Table 2. Age of participants 

 
 

Age 
Percentage 
 

 

16-20 
 

3% 
21-25 
26-30 

96% 
1% 
 

 
Out of the total 18 teams, 34% were dual cultural, i.e. two national cultures were present. 66% 
of the teams had more than three national cultures present in their team. No teams were purely 
single cultural. 

Table 3. Number of national cultures in teams 

 
 

National cultures 
Percentage 
 

 

Dual Culture 
Multicultural (3) 
Multicultural (4) 

 

34% 
31% 
35% 
 

 
Slightly less than half of the students had studied abroad prior to doing this exercise. 

Table 4. Number of participants who had studied abroad 

 
 

Gender 
Percentage 
 

 

No 
 

57% 
Yes 43% 

 

8.2 Analysis and Statistics  
 
An independent t-test was made on the variable solved task compared to all other variables. 
The same test was also made on the variable time to solve task and the type of group (whether 
the group was acknowledged or not).  
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Significant differences between groups will be presented below, as well as correlations that 
are relevant to the hypotheses of this study.!

Table 5. Independent t-test on the variable type of group 

*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 

8.3.1 Independent t-test with the solved task variable 

The more complicated a participant perceived the task to be, the less likely the participant was 
to solve it (p=.000). A participant also perceived him/herself to work better with other team 
members if the team solved the task than if they did not (p=.035). Both these outcomes were 
expected. 
 
Randomization put more participants who studied abroad and created more multicultural 
teams in the acknowledged group.  

Table 6. Distribution of multiculturalism and studied abroad participants in groups 

 
 

Studied Abroad Level of Multiculturalism in 
Team 

N 
 

M SD  N M SD 
s 
Not Acknowledged 

s 
33 

s 
0.27 

s 
0.45  

s 
33 

s 
1.42 

s 
0.71 

Acknowledged 35 0.57 0.50  35 2.34 0.84 
        
Total 68 0.43 0.50  68 1.90 0.90 

 

 
8.3.2 Effect of multiculturalism  
!
In this study, as the level of national cultures present in a group increased, the team tended to 
perform better at this task.  
 
 

 
 

Acknowledged  
 

Not acknowledged  

N 
 

M SD N M SD  Sig. 
 

Solved Task 
 

35 
 

0.77 
 

0.43 
 

33 
 

0.70 
 

0.47 
 

.494 
Gender 35 0.46 0.51 33 0.48 0.51 .822 
RespondentÕs Age 35 0.94 0.24 33 1.03 0.17 .088 
Level of Multiculturalism in Team 35 2.34 0.84 33 1.42 0.71 .000** 
Perception of Multiculturalism 35 5.20 1.51 33 5.46 1.48 .486 
Studied Abroad 35 0.57 0.50 33 0.27 0.45 .012* 
Knowledge of Team Members 35 1.00 0.80 33 1.30 1.16 .213 
Done Exercise Before 35 0.03 0.17 33 0.00 0.00 .335 
Difficult to Solve Task 35 2.91 1.62 33 3.24 1.86 .439 
Worked Effective Together 35 6.17 1.07 33 6.30 1.10 .619 
I Made a Contribution 35 5.40 1.26 33 5.06 1.48 .312 
Time to Solve Task 27 89.7 46.5 23 95.46 19.91 .001**  
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Table 7. Success based on level of multiculturalism in team 

 
 

Solved task   

N 
 

M SD 
 

Dual Culture 
 

31 
 

0.65 
 

0.49 
Multicultural (3) 13 0.77 0.44 
Multicultural (4) 24 0.83 0.38 
    
Total 68 0.74 0.44 

 

!
However, this is only a weak trend at best and not statistically equivalent (p=.117). 

Males, on the other hand, were significantly more likely to solve the task in a multicultural 
group than in a dual cultural group (p=.048).  

This correlation was not seen in females, who were indifferent to the level of multiculturalism 
in their team. 

Table 9. Success of males and females based on level of multiculturalism in team 

 
 

Males 
s 
Females 

N 
 

M SD  N M SD 
s 
Dual Culture 

s 
18 

s 
0.56 

s 
0.51  

s 
13 

s 
0.77 

s 
0.44 

Multicultural (4) 11 0.91 0.30  13 0.77 0.44 
 

!
Another significant difference was found in gender and the level of contribution to the team a 
participant reported making (p=.040). Men reported giving 14% more contribution to their 
team on average (M=5.56, SD=1.52, N=36) than females (M=4.88, SD=1.10, N=32). This 
was despite the fact that females tended to solve the task more often (M=0.78, SD=0.42, 
N=32) than males (M=0.69, SD=0.47, N=36). 

8.3.3 Effect of multicultural acknowledgement !
!
Whether a team was acknowledged or not, did not have any effect on the likelihood to solve 
this task (p=.494). In this particular sample, 7% more of the acknowledged teams solved the 
task (N=35, M=0.77, SD=0.43) than the teams who were not acknowledged (N=33, M=0.70, 
SD=0.47).  

The acknowledgement did, however, affect the time it took teams to solve this task (p=.001). 
Teams, who were acknowledged, solved it on average 52.5% faster (N=27, M=89.7, 
SD=46.6) than teams who were not acknowledged (N=23, M=165.4, SD=95.5). 

A two-way between group analysis of variance was conducted to explore the impact of type 
of group and the level of multiculturalism on levels of time to solve task. The interaction 
effect between the type of group and the level of multiculturalism was statistically significant 
(p<.01). There was also a statistically main effect for both type of group and level of 
multiculturalism on the variable time to solve task (p<.01). It seems to be the case that a 
participant who is acknowledged, but also operating in a multicultural team, solves this task 
faster.  
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Post-hoc comparison using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the difference in mean score for 
dual cultural and multicultural (3) was significant, where multicultural (3) was the fastest 
group (p<.01). Furthermore, there was also a statistically significant difference between 
multicultural (3) and multicultural (4), where multicultural (3) again was the fastest group 
(p<.01). 

The same analysis was made with solved task as the dependent variable. This did not show 
significant differences in main effects; it did, however, come very close to a significant 
difference in an interaction effect between acknowledgement and multiculturalism on the 
variable solved task (p=.051).  

8.3.4 Effects of studying abroad 
 
As stated before, there were more students who studied abroad in the acknowledged group 
than in the group who was not acknowledged. To see if studying abroad was causing the 
difference seen in the variable time to solve task and the variable type of group, a two-way 
ANOVA was made. 

This showed that there were no interaction effects between studying abroad and 
acknowledgment. Moreover, participants who studied abroad in the acknowledged group 
tended to solve the task slower than participants who had not studied abroad.  

This was the opposite for the non-acknowledged teams, where studying abroad tended to 
cause the task being solved faster. 

Table 10. Effect of studying abroad and acknowledgement on time to solve task 

 
 

Time to Solve Task   

N 
 

M SD 
 

Acknowledged, Study Abroad 
 

13 
 

99.8 
 

42.7 
Acknowledged, Not Study Abroad 14 80.4 49.5 
Not Acknowledged, Study Abroad 6 139.5 92.2 
Not Acknowledged, Not Study Abroad 17 174.5 97.6 
    
Total 50 124.5 81.8 

 

 
Overall, having studied abroad did not give any benefits in this study. The tendency was in 
fact the opposite, showing that participants who studied abroad 13% less likely to solve this 
task (N=29, M=0.66, SD=0.48) than participants who did not study abroad (N=39, M=0.79, 
SD=0.41). This difference was not significant however (p=0.202). 

9. Discussion  
!
Prior research has shown both advantages and disadvantages of multicultural teams, where 
advantages are more often reported in theory and disadvantages more often are reported in 
practice (Brett, Behfar & Kern, 2006) (Govindaran & Gupta, 2001) (Zander & Butler, 2010). 

This thesis set out to investigate if multicultural teams are better than non-multicultural teams 
in problem solving and how to realize these possible benefits as a manager. This was done 
through an experiment on different level of multicultural teams, where they were asked to 
solve a creative problem.  
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Half of the participants received an acknowledgement, where they were explicitly told about 
their multiculturalism. The hypothesis of this study suggests that this is beneficial in realizing 
multicultural gains. 

Due to the design of the study, all teams were set up with a collaborative leadership source, 
where team members worked together with equal authority. According to prior research, this 
should be beneficial in solving this task. 

Success for a team was determined in two ways: 

1. If a team solved the task 
2. If so, how fast a team solved the task 

9.1 Are multicultural teams better a t creative problem solving?  
 
A benefit frequently mentioned in prior research is that multicultural teams bring more 
perspectives to understand a given situation, and therefore should be better at solving creative 
problems (Siebdra, Hoegl & Ernst, 2009) (Fitzsimmons, Miska & Stahl, 2011). 

Brett, Behfar & Kern (2006) suggested that multicultural teams could produce better 
outcomes by using their different perspectives on problem solving through fusing; i.e. 
combining their views to perform better than they would have done independently.  

The results showed that there is a small increase in success at solving this task, yet not 
statistically equivalent, as the level of multiculturalism increases. Participants in teams with 
four different cultures were 18% more likely to solve the task than participants in dual 
cultural teams (p=0.113). 

Due to randomization into groups and participants being selected from a very international 
business school, no solely single cultural teams were created. The likelihood of single cultural 
teams was further decreased by how different national cultures were determined in this study. 

Instead of asking for citizenship, this study asked for the primary national culture or cultures a 
participant identified him/herself with. The purpose of this was to take into account 
participants who grew up in another country than the U.S., but who had moved there and now 
were citizens. 

The outcome of the team distribution also raises an important point - few teams are purely 
single cultural even in a domestic context (Johnston, Poulsen & Forrest, 2007). Therefore, a 
manager would be more likely to choose the right approach by assuming dissimilarity rather 
than similarity of members within a team. 
!
9.2.1 Effect of multiculturalism on performance of males and females 
 
Even though multiculturalism did not significantly increase performance for participants 
overall, it did significantly increase performance for males. Males were 35% more likely to 
solve this task in a multicultural group than in a dual cultural group (p=0.048). For females 
there were no difference. 

This suggests that men are more likely to be subjected to groupthink, i.e. not considering 
alternative solutions realistically, in non-multicultural teams than what females are. This 
could be an important finding for managers who are managing male dominated teams with 
few national cultures. However, this gender aspect was not an intended aim of this study, and 
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further research should be conducted before any conclusions about males in multicultural 
teams can be made. 

9.2 Does acknowledgme nt of multiculturalism increase  performance?  
!
Overall, there was no difference in the likelihood to solve this task whether a team was 
acknowledged or not. It did, nevertheless, significantly decrease the time needed to solve this 
task, especially if the team was multicultural. 

The analysis showed that there is an interaction effect between multiculturalism and 
acknowledgement, suggesting that the acknowledgement is more beneficial if the team also is 
multicultural. This makes sense as the possible creativity that could be realized should 
increase as more cultures, and thus more perspectives, are introduced. 

However, on the variable time to solve task, the level of multiculturalism in itself does not 
have a significant effect. Therefore, solely being more multicultural does not help to perform 
better at this task. This confirms prior research, which have found that multicultural teams 
does not automatically perform better just because they are multicultural, they need to be 
managed in the right way (Ely, 2004). 
 
Acknowledgement, on the other hand, does have a significant effect even by itself, regardless 
of the level of multiculturalism. By explicitly telling a team that they are multicultural (even if 
they are not in terms of national cultures) did in fact help them solve this task faster.  

This can be related to the broader definition of diversity or multiculturalism - it is not only 
about national culture, it is just as much about gender, religion, region in the country where 
we grew up, and other factors that affects how we perceive events and occurrences in life. 
With a broader definition pretty much all teams are multicultural in some sense, and therefore 
they all have the ability to gain from their different perspectives in creative problem solving. 

Another explanation of this outcome could be that the team sees the acknowledgement as an 
encouraging message, resembling of having a manager who believes in their ability to solve 
the task. Knowing that you have a manager who believes in you could also be a factor causing 
them to solve the task faster. !

9.3 Limitations  
!
The sample used in this study is rather small and the level of generalizability is therefore low. 
There was one team of four participants who all were acknowledged, and from four different 
national cultures, who still were not able to solve this task. Due to the small sample size, they 
did have a considerable impact on the level of significance on some of the main variables. If 
this team would have been seen as an outlier, more significant differences between groups 
could be found, which further supports the hypothesis of this study. Due to the scope and time 
frame of this study, it was not possible to pursue a larger sample. 

However, this study confirms prior research suggesting that multiculturalism in teams can be 
beneficial in problem solving, but that this benefit is contingent on how the multiculturalism 
is managed. In this study significant differences between multicultural and dual cultural teams 
were only found if they also had been acknowledged about their multiculturalism, which 
verifies multicultural benefitsÕ contingency on management. 
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This study also only looked at teams with two, three, or four different national cultures; it did 
not compare teams where all four team members originated from the same national culture. 
This could have been possible by increasing the sample size so that the likelihood of single 
cultural teams increases, or by conducting a quasi-experiment where participants are not 
randomized into groups, but selected by the researcher. 

Nevertheless, as the workforce is becoming more global and as multiculturalism is 
increasingly accepted at a more broad definition than national culture, no single cultural teams 
are likely to exist. It is therefore more valuable for managers to understand how to realize the 
gains from their employeesÕ different perspectives, which the results from this study are 
suggesting answers to, rather than how they differ from single cultural teams. 

9.4 Further Research  
!
More and more managers will be facing multicultural teams in the future even if they work 
domestically. Therefore, understanding how a company can benefit from multicultural teams, 
rather than how they differ from teams that are not multicultural, are becoming of increased 
importance. Moreover, the multiculturalism is often given and not selected by a manager, 
which makes it relevant and interesting to increase our knowledge on how a manager 
effectively manages the differences that exist in these teams.  

Future research should thus be focused on how a manager realizes the gains from having 
multicultural teams. It should also consider multiculturalism in a broader sense, to see if best 
practices differ when other parts of our social identity vary than national culture. 

I also believe that more experiments should be done in a setting that resembles that of a work 
place, to see if it is possible to establish causality between variables that prior research are 
suggesting should be beneficial for multicultural teams.  

Most of the research on realizing multicultural gains is based on interviews with managers 
and their team members.  By trying out the theories research has suggested in experiments, it 
would increase the possibility to generalize findings, and therefore give more accurate and 
relevant guidance to managers in general when they are working with multicultural teams. 

10. Conclusion  
 
The aim of this study was to understand the advantages and disadvantages of multicultural 
teams, if multicultural teams are better at solving creative problems, and if they are, how a 
manager utilizes this benefit in the teams they manage. 

The results of this study show that multicultural teams are in fact better at creative problem 
solving than teams with less cultural diversity. However, this finding was contingent on team 
members being acknowledged about their cultural differences.  

If a team was not acknowledged, significant differences in the level of multiculturalism and 
the likelihood to solve a creative problem was not found. An explanation for this might be 
that cultural synergy does not automatically take place in multicultural teams - it needs to be 
facilitated by a manager who raises awareness of the cultural differences that exist. 

In todayÕs business, managers often refrain from acknowledging multiculturalism to not come 
off as prejudiced, racist, sexist, ethnocentric, or unprofessional (Adler & Gundersen, 2008). 
Not doing this, however, makes team members less aware of cultural diversity. The findings 
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in this study suggest that lack of awareness of diversity causes multicultural teams to perform 
poorer than homogenous teams. 

Another interesting finding is that males benefit from multicultural teams regardless of 
whether they are acknowledged or not. A male who was present in a team of four different 
national cultures were 35% more likely to solve a creative task than a male who was present 
in a team of only two different national cultures. Females, on the other hand, were indifferent 
to the level of multiculturalism. This indicates that men become more creative as more 
national cultures are present in their team. It is thus imperative that a manager raises the 
perception of multiculturalism in male dominated teams. 

Finally, this study has emphasized the importance of seeing multiculturalism as all factors that 
that constitutes our social identity, rather than just national culture. However, as the definition 
of multiculturalism is broadened, it becomes more and more likely that team members differ 
somehow in their identity, and all teams eventually then become multicultural. 

According the findings in this study, nevertheless, this does not necessarily suggest that the 
definition should be narrowed to focus future research on teams that fulfill more limited 
criteria. On the contrary, this study suggests that acknowledging multiculturalism is beneficial 
despite very few national cultures being present. It even suggests that national culture might 
be irrelevant; it is more important to acknowledge that all team members bring different 
perspectives to the table and that a manager can increase team performance by learning how 
to manage these differences effectively. 

In conclusion, it is therefore better for a manager, in terms of achieving higher performance of 
a team, to assume differences between team members, rather than projecting similarity.  
!
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Appendix  

Exhibit #1 Ð Instruction  
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Exhibit #2  Ð Multicultural Acknowledgement  
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Exhibit #3 Ð Questionnaire  
 
1. I am a: 

Male  Female 
 

2. My age is: 

16-20  21-25  26-30 
 

3. I primarily identify myself with the following national culture/cultures:  
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 

4. I perceived my team as multicultural: 

Disagree   1    2    3    4    5    6    7     Agree 
 

5. I have studied abroad: 

No Yes 
 

6. How many team members did you know prior to this exercise? 

0 1  2  3 
 

7. I have done this exercise before: 

No Yes 
 

8. It was difficult to solve this task 

Disagree   1    2    3    4    5    6    7     Agree 
 

9. As a group, we worked effectively together 

Disagree   1    2    3    4    5    6    7     Agree 
 

10. I felt like I made an important contribution to the group:  

Disagree   1    2    3    4    5    6    7     Agree 

 

 


