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CULTURAL DIFFERENCESIN PROJECT MANAGEMENT
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ABSTRACT: In tough economic times and under globalpetition, management by projects is

now regarded as a competitive way for managing oizgtions. This paper wants to outline the

importance of cultural differences aspects in pcoanagement. The main objectives followed by
the paper are to see the impact of cultural diffexes of project management, to find the

advantages of a multicultural team and how can s them to face the challenges of operating in
a dynamic business environmehtracterized by high levels of uncertainty.
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Introduction
Projects today have dramatically increased in cewipl, requiring a culturally and functionally
diverse mix of individuals who must be integratetbian effective unit — a project team. Effective
teamwork is the key to project success during hHises of the project life cycle. Tough global
competition has created an acute need for fastere fiexible, and highly competitive operations.
These needs can be met only by developing higlepenig teams. Effective team building is one
of the prime responsibilities of the project mangg@utson, Joan, 2001).

With the advent of the global economy comes anem®ed interaction between people of
different countries and an increase in the neett#ad with cultural differences.
Every organization has a culture unique to itsalid this is true of divisions within large
corporations. The important thing to understandualsalture is that in most cases there in nothing
absolutely right or wrong about cultures — they prg. It is only in a relative sense that you sayn
something is wrong in another culture (Lewis, Pndg2008).
Differences in national culture influence not otitye surface behavior but there are also essential
conditions for understanding the values adoptedisiness people. Each person comes to the
negotiation table with skills and habits that arffeo not aware and that there are only
subconsciously. For example there are two extreypest of behavior between Latin and Anglo
Saxon, the first are followers of speech, and atlaee likely to listen, Latinos tend to generalize,
while Anglo Saxons are very analytical, Latinos énavgreat spontaneity while Anglo Saxons show
a remarkable self-control. But this does not me@&ncan not find an analytical Latin or Anglo
Saxon with spontaneity. But cultures, values, lielend social usages cause a special style of
communication for an individual or group of indivals (Zait, N., 2002).

The advantages of a multicultural team
Global project managers can use originality to aevirom general norms and obtain competitive
advantage, improving the likelihood of project 8x An interesting concept from recent research
is crossvergence, which is “all about fusing together managemerdacpces of two or more
cultures, so that a practice relevant to a hetereges culture can be assembled”. Global teams can
provide all elements for an effective fusion offeliént project management practices: people from
various country and company cultures, enrichedifigrdnt experiences and management theories,
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implemented by a team in different countries, veittvealthy mix of skills and beliefs (Binder, Jean
Carlo, 2007, p. 40-42).

Hybridization is another concept on multicultural managementichvban be defined as the
use of a common body of knowledge, enhanced wldtiee parts of successful practices from the
countries where the project is being implementedram the team membeérsriginal culture.

You will also find different behaviors when workingth a team of people from the same
country, as the values and norms from the cultdmadensions are not only dependent on the
nationality of team members. In our life, we cangaet of different cultural groups, cumulating
experiences that help make us unique. Some exaroplelsaracteristics that define our cultural
groups can be:

- the region (inside the country); - the age oregation;

- the ethnic origin; - the education level;

- the religion; - the industry you work in;
- the language; - the company;

- the gender - the job function.

When starting a global project in a new countrywben new project team members have a
cultural origin that you never experienced befahe, cultural dimensions can be a first source of
reference to understand their general mindset tladultural patterns likely to be found in their
culture. A second step is to read different soundfe@sformation on the country, not only to show
the team members that you care for their cultuuetd really understand how they live, think, and
what the main sources of cultural and economiocnesls are. The third step and the most important
is to pay attention to the behavior of the team ivens, to understand their values during informal
conversations and to show respect for these vahtate letting them know your own opinion, the
project communication standards and the importanimse that must be followed for them to be
accepted by the other team members.

The development of these skills is not a simpl&,tasd can only be achieved after some
years of experience in multicultural teams. To cedthe time to master these skills, and improve
the likelihood of success in a first global projeaiu can attend “soft-skills” training sessionsl an
request coaching from more experienced global preyj@nagers. Fisher and Fisher suggest that a
good training plan will also include language less{for people in frequent contact with a foreign
language), technical training (when there are obfie levels of understanding on technical
disciplines that can create conflicts or riskshe tollaboration) and cross-cultural training (when
team members and key stakeholders come from ditfendtural backgrounds and there are many
differences in the cultural dimensions).

There are four steps framework for effective crogural project management:

* Learn the definition and different types of culturethe cultural differences exist across
countries but are also influenced by a diversityagé, gender, regions, religions and many
other types of social groups.

» Understanding the cultural differences — use th#u@l dimensions to know what
differences to expect between people from differemtures. Employ a team building
exercise to identify how your team and colleaguew/these differences.

* Respect the cultural differences — keep the diffees in mind when confronted with
opposite views of the world. You must accept thamd ahow respect for the different
standpoints.

* Enjoy the richness of a multi-cultural team. Rementhat you can build on the differences
to identify and mitigate risks, to find alternativapproaches and achieve the project
objectives in better ways, and to increase thel leveanovation and quality of your project
deliverables.
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Theimpact of cultural differencesin project management

It is helpful if the project team members can memth other face to face even one time.
While this can be very expensive, it may be muds lexpensive than not performing well on the
project. Sometimes, the core project team is asteehtd write and approve the project charter. The
core team members would then know each other anddwme inclined to give each other the
benefit of doubt if there is a misunderstandingo#er method that is frequently used is to confirm
meetings and calls with quick meeting minutes anasl follow-ups. By documenting decisions, it
is easier to remember what happened and to unéesswns learned when the project is complete
(Kloppenborg, J. Timothy, 2009,

p. 118).

While abundant differences occur between people frarious countries, the method and
timing of project communications are of interestehe~or example, Mueller and Turner studied
how cultural differences impact preferred modespadject management communication. They
examined how collectivism versus individualism, rejowith the extent individuals in various
cultures accept unequal power and ambiguity, imgoject communication preferences. The
result show that country preferences can be shavaur categories with common preferences on
frequency and type of communications for each gemiphown in next figure.

Country Group Preferences
1. Japan, Taiwan and Brazil 1. Face-to-face, aicaly@it milestones
2. Hungary and India 2. Written status reportedixntervals
3. The Netherlands and Germany 3. Detailed progegssts, fixed intervals
4. Australia, United States, Canada, Netv Continuous phone updates with written
Zealand, United Kingdom and Sweden | backup

Fig.no. 1 - Countries and Project Communication Preferences
Source: Ralf Mueller and Rodney Turner, “CulturaffBrences in Project Owner-Project Manager
Communications”, Innovations Project Managementddesh 2004

Dean Matrtin identified the following seven majoemlents of culture, which significantly
influence the project management strategy and teamlopment process:
Material culture (refers to physical objects or tasults of technology).
Language (helps develop better understanding arteamy members).
Aesthetics (encourages informal and open commuaigat
Education (indicates how different team members/tlee problems).
Religion, beliefs and attitudes (affect generatwates toward work ethics).
Social organization (helps in networking and sgttnformal meetings).
Political life (relates to approvals of permitsbda laws, import/export and financial
transactions).
Historically, project management was a face to faoc@ironment where tea meetings
involved all players convening together in one rodrhe team itself may even be co-located.
Today, because of the size and complexity of ptsjdtis impossible to find all team members
located under one roof. So, we are talking alvautial project team.
The importance of culture cannot be understathdré are four important points to

remember concerninigpe impact of culture on virtual teams identified by Duarte and Snyder.
The four points are (Kerzner, Harold, 2009, p. 354)

1. There are national cultures, organizational cu#furiinctional cultures, and team

cultures. They can be sources of competitive adgas for virtual teams that know how
to use cultural differences to create synergy. Tesmmders and members who understand

Nook~wNpE
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and are sensitive to cultural differences can erembre robust outcomes than can
members of homogeneous teams with members who thmk act alike. Cultural
differences can create distinctive advantagesefams if they are understood and used
in positive ways.

2. The most important aspect of understanding and iwgnkith cultural differences is to
create a team culture in which problems can beased and differences can be
discussed in a productive, respectful manner.

3. It is essential to distinguish between problemg thault from cultural differences and
problems that are performance based.

4, Business practices and business ethics vary iardift parts of the world. Virtual teams
need to clearly articulate approaches to theseethety member understands and abides
by.

The cultural gap tool

The culture framework helps us to understand ciljudiverse project stakeholders better.
Yet, they are not tailored to the context of proje@anagement. Kathrin Koster have selected the
most relevant culture dimensions with regard tggmomanagement and summarized them in the
so-called cultural gap tool. Those are dimensiargs/dd from business practice. Being bi-polar, the
culture gap tool also simplifies cultures and i$ suted to describe and analyses the behavior of a
single stakeholder. Used properly, it instead hggité the biggest cultural differences between
major stakeholders such as the project manageGusi®mer and the project team. It also relates
cultural differences to the main areas of projeeinagement, sensitizing the project manager to
potential differences in the behavior of stakehde a project management context. Knowing
about those potential differences, the project mganaan plan for them.

The purpose of the cultural gap tool is to raisar@ness of the project manager regarding
the manifestation of cultural differences in hishar project. It also can be used by the project
management team and project members to help thddemifying differences and dealing with
them.

The next figure indicates where in internationaject management the cultural differences
manifest themselves. The list of bi-polar cultuthinensions with their relevance to project
management areas is the so-called culture gapsasalyculture gap tool.

Managing risk and uncertainty

Defining & planning the project
Equality Organizing the project
{ Leading and managing the tea

Communicating, Co-operating

Defining the project
Managing risk and uncertainty
Planning the project
Organizing the project
Implementing & Controlling

Avoiding
risk

Embra-
cing risk

Managing risk

Organizing projects
Implementing & Controlling }
Motivating and leading the team
Learninc

Indi-
vidual
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Matching strategy with projects
Universal Defining the project
{ Planning the project
Implementing & Controlling
Learning

Circumsta
ntial

Managing stakeholders
T Planning the project
{ Implementing & controlling
Leading and managing the tea
Learning

Relation-
ship

Planning the project

Achieve- Organizing the project
ment { Implementing & controlling

Motivating and leading the team

Defining the project
Planning the project
Implementing & controlling

Conflict Defining the scope .
onfli ( Leading and managing the tean) onsensus
Communicating, Co-operating

Planning the project

Theor eti- Executing & controlling the Pragmatic
project }
Learning

Fig.no. 2 - Culturegap tool
Source: Koster, Kathrin, 2010, p. 89-90

Sequential

~ N

Of course, measuring culture exactly is not possifilhe gap analysis always contains
subjective elements rather than quantifiable, mélytmeasurable evaluations.

Therefore, the tool serves as a proxy to becomsitsssd towards cultural differences. How
big is the culture gap between myself as the ptoj@nager, for instance, and my customer? This
is also called “cultural distance”.

The gap analysis provides the management teameahtlrnational project with valuable
input for the stakeholder management processglilights any areas of potential issues between
participating stakeholders, based on the assumtitatrbig differences or large “cultural distance”,
if not managed well, will lead to misunderstandinganflict, and ultimately to project failure.
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Conclusions

With globalization comes an increased interactietwieen people of different countries and
an increase in the need to deal with cultural déffiees. A project manager needs to understand his
or her own culture and the cultures of the progtakeholders.

The key to success in international business isithgere desire to integrate into a new and
different culture.

Being part of a multicultural team has a lot of adtages like accumulating a lot of skills,
beliefs and experiences that help make us unique.

The culture gap tool highlights the biggest cultutifferences between major stakeholders
such as the project manager, the customer and dfecpteam. The purpose of the cultural gap tool
is to raise awareness of the project manager regatbde manifestation of cultural differences in
his or her project.
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