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The third section is devoted to the 

specific INTERtool management ap-

proach using the Virtual Intercultural 

Team Tool, which was  developed in the 

framework of the project. Virtual 

communication is one of the conditions 

under which European project teams 

have to work and this poses actually other 

demands on the project managers and

necessarily have the time to engage in 

extensive learning or training activities. A 

number of project coordinators provided 

case studies from their experiences, 

making the guide very practical.

3. The Structure of the 

Guidance Publication

The publication follows a 3 sectoral 

approach. In the first section the 

theoretical  background  and approach 

which the INTERtool team has used to 

develop the practical Virtual Intercultural 

Team Tool (VITT) is laid out.  As there are 

many different ways to approach the 

diversity management and intercultural 

learning issue, the authors think it is 

important to explain their approach, which 

is in itself already an intercultural one.

In the different chapters of the second 

section the intercultural competencies 

and skills needed to implement 

European projects with all their 

diversity in a successful way are 

explained. The elements of the chapter, 

namely personal competencies, team 

competencies, meeting competencies, 

leadership competencies and com-

munication competencies  are described 

and cases and examples given to learn 

from. These competencies were named 

by interviewees in the research phase of 

the project to be of crucial importance for 

a successful implementation.

team members concerning com-

munication competencies than face to 

face meetings do. Some problems can 

turn up in a virtual environment that are 

not relevant in a face to face situation 

such as for example: being alone, not 

seeing the group, information overkill, no 

visual  feed-back, avoiding  confrontation, 

constant reachability and others.

4. How can the Guidance 
Publication be used

The Guidance Publication can be used as 

a reference document for using the VITT 

tool on the Internet, or also as  a stand 

alone text with basic information on 

intercultural issues. Its aim is to inform on 

a more practical than theoretical or 

academic level, without losing the bridge 

between these two quite different possible 

approaches.

4 5

Introduction

understanding and awareness  of  the

Definitions and understandings of culture 

in the adult education field and how 

intercultural communication works are 

central elements to European team work. 

An

differences of working and communication 

styles, differences of institutional cultures, 

including the dimension of time and 

dealing with different levels of com-

mitment  can therefore help a lot in coping  

with the challenge of diversity.

1. Aims of the Guidance 

Publication

The guidance publication serves for 

information and reference purposes on 

intercultural issues relevant to European 

project work. It is based on practical 

experience of organisations and indi-

viduals involved in European projects. It 

seeks to support project teams in 

identifying the intercultural challenges of 

European project work and using efficient 

and effective tools to bring out the best in 

multicultural teams. 

This Guidance Publication was elabo-

rated in the framework of the project 

INTERtool and its content is based on the 

results of a basic needs survey amongst 

project coordinators and partners (results 

of the survey accessible on the website: 

www.intertool.eu) in the field of SO-

CRATES, COMENIUS and LEONADO 

projects.

In the framework of the Lifelong Learning  

and especially the GRUNDTVIG pro-

gramme a very diverse spectrum of  

organisations and institutions has been 

supported with the aim to promote 

European cooperation in the field of adult 

education, training and lifelong learning 

and to develop the  European dimension 

of adult education issues. 

This cooperation has always been and is 

subjected to very specific conditions such 

as:

the need to understand differences in 

adult education provision in different 

partner countries

the complexity of intercultural team 

building

the need to work in an intercultural 

team mainly through ICT

a limited time frame

high financial risk to the partnership in 

case of failure

When asked about some of the 

intercultural experiences in project work at 

a European level, many project 

coordinators state the diversity of the 

partnership as one of the greatest 

challenges. Amongst others are 

mentioned:

differences in the sense of punctuality 

and time

differences in managing contents and 

relationships by email

differences in discussion styles (both 

on a content and a relationship level)

differences in meeting styles

differences in what it means to reach 

a ‘result’ in a meeting

2. Who is the Guidance 

Publication for

The guidance publication is targeted 

mainly at coordinators and partners of 

European projects in adult education and 

other educational sectors, who do not 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

INTERtool project team:

back row (l to r): 

Paola (IT),Oana (RO), Beate (DE),Vesa (FI), Pertti (FI)

front row (l to r):

Sylvia (IT),Veronika (AT),Khawar (UK), Calin (RO)
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Theoretical Background 

1. Intercultural versus Diversity 

Management Approaches

Whilst  Interculturel learning and diversity 

management approaches seem to come 

from different worlds and certainly 

different academic fields, it is quite clear 

that for European Projects both 

theoretical approaches have relevance. 

Whereas the diversity approach has a

wider focus on gender, age, religion and 

other factors, and the solution sought is 

based on an anti-discrimination  policy, the 

intercultural approach does focus more on 

the individual cultural and ethnic 

dimensions and sees the development of 

intercultural competencies and skills as 

one of the major assets.

Some research suggests that identity 

diverse groups perform better than 

homogeneous groups. And those 

situations in which they do perform better 

are far from random. Identity diverse 

groups perform better when the task is 

primarily problem solving, when their 

identities translate into relevant tolls, 

when they have little or no preference 

diversity, and when their members get 

along with one another. These features 

translate into high benefits of diversity 

and low costs. 

For the INTERtool approach it seemed 

most appropriate to make use of the 

theme centred interaction (TCI) as a 

theoretical foundation as in this model we 

can find the GLOBE as a basic inherent 

idea. It is a comprehensive but yet simple 

to understand model for coping with the 

complexity of European projects. We will 

therefore describe this model here. Some 

project managers will find that they are 

practicing this approach, maybe without 

being aware of the model behind it.

2.  Theme Centred Interaction

TCI is an interaction model for groups and 

teams and was developed in the early 

1960s by the Psychotherapist Ruth C. 

Cohn. Today TCI is represented by the 

RCI (Ruth Cohn Institute International) 

located in Switzerland with local 

organizations in other European 

Countries. TCI is characterized through a 

holistic approach based on the unity of 

Body, Mind and Soul. It is being used in 

different professional fields as education, 

personal and organizational development, 

coaching, consulting management and 

others.

The “Four factors”, I-WE-THEME-GLOBE 

are the overarching factors of the TCI 

system. 

Each factor has an interactive relationship 

with the other. The group or team leader 

has to consider the 4-factors throughout 

the planning and working process, 

especially during meetings. He/she might 

also take care of a “Dynamic Balancing”

between the 4 factors. For the team it 

means to agree to ground rules as for 

example the need for a reciprocal 

acceptance and estimation of everybody 

who is involved in the process, or 

“disturbances take precedence” or “be 

your on Chairperson”. 

The aim of TCI is to achieve individually 

and collectively efforts and cooperation 

within the team. 

7

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
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How to practice TCI in intercultural 

project management

The reflection on a specific situation or 

phase of the project under the 

perspective of the 4-factor model of TCI 

helps to take into consideration 

professional, personal, organizational and 

dynamic factors within team-interaction. It

helps to realize goals through an 

integrative participation of all team 

members by taking into consideration all 

their possible resources. It helps the 

leader and the team members to be 

sensitive about changes or irritations with 

regard to one of these factors. It helps 

also to conduct the project through a 

dynamic balance between individuals, 

team, tasks and the surrounding 

circumstances. 

A constant reflection on the Theme, I, 

We and Globe helps especially project 

leaders to keep an eye on intercultural 

factors during the whole project cycle 

and in every phase of the project to 

integrate and use the potential of 

everybody and all possible resources.

Setting up a common “theme”

Every group shares a common theme. It 

is the reason why individuals come 

together as a group or team. In TCI the 

theme means the concern,  which has to 

be formulated and it is the focus on which  

the group puts its. The theme should be 

formulated in a process oriented way as 

for example: 

• What is our aim? 

• What do we need to achieve our aim? 

• Where are we now, what has to be 

done and how do we bring this to a 

topic, which is oriented along the 

process? 

• What is the common task?

• What are the diverse work packages 

and tasks within the team? 

• How does it relate to personal and 

organizational   goals  or   circum-

stances? 

• What are the diverse approaches to 

the common theme? 

• Does it take into consideration socio-

cultural (diversity) backgrounds? 

• What do I have to  to consider 

regarding the factor I, We or Globe? 

Four  steps to develop a suitable 

“theme”

A team leader has to consider 4 steps in 

creating the process around the “theme”:

1. To find a goal (oriented on the 

task) and process (oriented on the group 

resources) oriented theme 

2. To draft a theme by asking  

questions on important points relating to 

the 4 factors

3. To formulate the theme by taking 

into consideration the connotation of 

words. Words could be understood 

differently from one culture to another. It 

has to be checked if the theme is 

comprehensible to all and if necessary to 

make changes. There should be no

negative terminology within the wording. It 

should not be too complicated and it 

should be constructive, motivational and 

activating. 

4. To introduce the theme through 

certain activities, exercises, input, 

reflection loops or presentations. The 

method of introduction has to be oriented 

towards the needs and resources of the 

other factors. This means as well, that the 

intercultural aspect has to be taken into 

consideration regarding the Diversity of 

the globe. The leader might ask the 

participants, how they understand the 

theme and if there are any questions or 

propositions regarding the theme?

THEME 

I WE

Diverse GLOBE(s)

Dynamic Balance

Intercultural Aspects of TCI

The 4-factor Model of TCI

Theme refers to aspecific goal or task a 

group or team share together

I refers to each individual in the 

team or group

We refers  to the group or team as a 

whole, it changes with the 

change of participants, including 

time and space 

Globe means the surrounding 

circumstances of the individual 

and the group as a whole

For more information on TCI see 

Ruth Cohn International Institute: 

http://www.ruth-cohn-institute.org

The circle is the common “Globe” 

or environment which a group 

shares at a certain time in a 

certain space with each other.

The different colours symbolize 

the diverse “Globe(s)” - in the 

graphic above, shown as 3-

dimensional circles. It relates to 

the diverse socio-cultural 

backgrounds and environments a 

group or team shares at a certain 

time and in a certain space with 

each other.

The triangle is a social frame in 

which the group or team is acting 

at a certain time and in a certain 

space with regard to a specific 

theme or task. The team leader 

should always pay attention if 

there is a “Dynamic balance” 

between the 4 factors I-We-

Theme and Globe(s).

THEME / TASK

GLOBE

I WE

Dynamic Balance

adapted from Ruth C. Cohn
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Because the social interaction in TCI is 

centred on a specific “theme”, the ”theme” 

is the centre of the triangle where all other 

factors are concentrated on. The selection 

of the “theme” should be oriented towards 

the needs and interests of the group or 

team, towards the resources of the 

individuals and towards the circum-

stances of the common and individual 

globe. 

If the group leader is not taking into 

consideration the other factors it could 

happen that the group will not accept the 

theme or participants would intervene 

through protest or reactions during the 

process as described as follows:

“If the group climate were basically 

negative, especially in the beginning, 

participants would have a hard time 

working on any other theme than their 

hurt feelings, rage, taking sides etc. It is 

preferable that a group leader react to 

every statement, including hostility toward 

him/herself in a receptive way.

(Kathleen Scaccia in: 

www.motivationalinterview.org,Volume 8, 

Issue 2, May 1, 2001, p.7)

If the group climate is basically negative 

and the leader would not take it seriously 

“disturbances would take precedence” 

because the group members were not 

given enough time to get to know each 

other, to have enough information about 

the theme, to break the ice and to form a 

positive working climate. In all group 

interaction especially in the beginning, 

participants need time and space to 

accommodate, to speak about their 

expectations, feelings, provisions and 

fears.

Selective authenticity and the factor “I”

Self-reflection - “I” in relation with the 

“Theme”

How do I relate to the theme? Are there 

possible cultural differences?

Self-reflection - “I” in relation with the 

“We” 

How do I relate to the team and to the 

common Globe? Do I experience 

differences/ similarities between my “own 

Globe” and the “Globe of other team 

members”? Do/ did I feel or experience 

differences?  What is my motivation  for  

the common task? What are my 

objectives? What is my role in the 

project/task? How is my relation with the 

other team members?

Intercultural and Diversity awareness –

Reflection on the factor “Globe” 

Different approaches and cultures occur 

in every project. In EU-Project Teams 

specifically participants usually have 

different language backgrounds different 

cultural, organizational and personal 

experiences. It would be part of the 

reflection process to ask whether all 

cultural and diverse circumstances are 

taken into consideration? 

Teambuilding – the development of a 

“we”

“We live together in one reality, however 

our experiences and perspectives differ. I 

must acknowledge the heterogeneity of 

my fellow men and not want to press 

them into norms. However, I have to 

represent my own values. We can help 

ourselves mutually in expanding our 

perspectives….” (Ruth Cohn part of a 

citation in: Kuebel, Mary Anne: Living 

Learning. Dehli 2002)

The process from “I” to a related “We”

needs time and space and forms the 

basic of reciprocal trust and productive 

working climate. 

The Diversity of the ‘GLOBE’

“Critical questions” facilitate a reflection 

on the “Globe”, which means to consider 

the diverse determining circumstances of 

each project partner within the project. 

Those determining circumstances could 

arise from national, regional, local, 

organizational and personal level and 

they might even include historical, 

political, economic and social 

components. Some European countries 

might have a stronger common history 

with each other than others do. Some 

countries might have more or less tight 

relationships. On the other hand some of 

the project partners might have a strong 

and some a weak national identity. 

Nevertheless the Diversity in each 

European Country might be bigger than it 

is supposed to be in comparison with 

each other. European society seems to 

be more diverse than national 

representatives might present them.

Because of highly diverse European 

societies occasionally there might be a 

stronger focus on the individual culture 

than on the national culture. In teams with 

high diversity components such as in 

European Projects  a number of different 

“Globes” exist. Globe factors might not be 

clear right from the beginning of a project. 

To get as much information as possible 

about them would help to avoid 

misunderstandings during the project. 

To accept the Diversity of the Globe, how 

to deal with Diversity and to use the 

Diversity for a common purpose might be 

the biggest challenge within transnational 

projects. 

Everybody’s Globe has an influence on 

the way on how the project is going. I 

might be lead to look on unclear spots 

amongst my own values, attitudes and 

behaviours deriving from culture and 

individual experiences. Because of the 

numerous different Globe factors within 

the project team there is a need to 

develop a new system everybody can 

share within the team. This new system, 

which needs time to be developed, 

forms the common Globe of the 

project team.

Self reflection and the chairperson 

principle of TCI

To realize and analyse the cultural 

aspects of Globe factors of the others 

would help me, as a member of the team, 

to get more conscious about my own 

Globe factors. I might reflect for example 

on what is my own  cultural  background

professionally, organizationally, socially 

and individually? How are my values and 

attitudes and what might provoke others? 

It might also be helpful to get more trust 

on personal feelings about a situation. 

Besides considering about, what do I 
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3. Action Research

What the TCI approach offers in terms of 

a model to understand the diversity and 

dynamics of European project ma-

nagement also holds true for action 

research or action theory. Therefore the 

development of the VITT tool itself in the 

project followed this approach, described 

in more detail in the following pages.

Action Research as assessment and 

evaluation methodology is most ap-

propriate to analyse and explain social 

phenomena such as communication and 

collaboration in multicultural groups.

In the following  a general introduction to 

Action Research will be presented and 

the historic development of this rather 

exceptional research method highlighted.

What is Action Research?

Against the background of diverging 

definitions and attitudes towards action 

research as research method we favour a 

fairly broad definition which is widely used  

in the social and welfare sectors:

Action Research is “based on the 

systematic collection of information that is 

designed to bring about social change” 

(Bogdan and Biklen, 1992).

In many respects it is linked into traditions 

of citizens’ action and community 

organizing. The practitioner is actively 

involved in the cause for which the 

research is conducted. 

With regard to the research strategy the 

researcher is actively participating in a 

social (relation) system, cooperating with 

the research objects. On the basis of the 

first analysis researchers introduce 

processes of change which are described, 

controlled and validated in relation to their 

efficiency.

In contrast to traditional research 

approaches and settings the researcher 

becomes part of the evidencing process 

and consciously influences the research 

objects for the sake of improvement of 

practice.

Thus, Action Research is heading for an 

impact which shows concrete effects, 

changes and meaningful improvements in 

the practical field.

Action Research is based on the central 

principle of social change which, for the 

researcher, means to “dive” in the social 

reality with the goal to modify it  for  the

sake of the people.

It functions according to the following 

claims:

1. Researchers leave behind their 

passive role (which meant a fundamental 

paradigm change in social science these 

days. 

2. The researchers are not independent 

witnesses anymore but may even take 

over an influencing role.

3. The selection of research topics and 

themes will rather be determined by social 

demands than by pure epistemological 

(theoretical) research objectives.

4. The collected data will not be 

interpreted in an isolated way but as parts 

of a real process.

5. Thus the  problem/research  situation 

will not be regarded as an isolated 

variable but as a research “field”.

Finally    the    role    of    the  “reseacherd

persons” will change from “objects” to 

“subjects” in the research process

All these principles fit in European 

transnational teams as “research spaces” 

and the transnational partners as 

research subjects.

12 13

think at a certain moment or situation, I 

might also request myself, what do I feel? 

Through this, I give attention to any 

(disturbing) feelings and keep on listening 

to the “inner team” (a term, which was 

introduced by communication scientist 

Schulz von Thun, who had a lot of 

exchanges with Ruth Cohn). The “inner 

team” also reminds of what was 

expressed by Ruth Cohn in a sentence as 

“Look inside and outside and decide 

then”.

Dynamic Balancing

“A crucial goal for the trainer and team is 

to create a harmony and balance 

between the individual, the group, the 

topics explored and the environment in 

which all of this takes place, while 

recognising that this balance is dynamic. 

There is a continuous flow and counter 

flow from the individual needs to the 

group needs to  the topic to the individual, 

and onwards.”

(Salto-Youth: Theme-Centered Interaction 

in: Tkit on Training Essentials, p.76-78, France 2002)

Keeping the Balance between the 4 

factors is a dynamic process. Sometimes 

the concentration will be more on the 

team (e.g. getting to know each other, 

how is our cooperation working…), 

another time on the theme (e.g. 

intercultural aspects in EU-Project 

management) or on one or two 

participants (e.g. intercultural conflict) or 

on the Globe (e.g. the chairs of the 

meeting room aren’t very comfortable, 

there are not enough electrical outlets in 

the room or where do we place the 

screen?…). Other factors to be balanced 

are emotional, physical and mental 

signals of individuals within the group 

process. Dynamic Balancing means  to be 

attentive to recognize what’s going on 

and to be aware of a correct timing 

between all factors. 

Participative leadership

The leader in TCI is part of the group or 

team with his/her own socio-cultural 

background and personality. Therefore 

she/he cannot be neutral but authentic in 

her/his decision making while keeping an 

eye on the “Dynamic Balance ” of the 

interaction process within the team. The 

Leader tries to keep a balance between 

her/his guiding authority and the self-

organisation of the group or team. 

A participative leader participates in the 

team process as much as the situation 

allows him/her to participate, regarding 

his/her tasks of leadership, where he/she 

has to keep the balance between the 4 

factors and to conduct the team towards 

the goal of the meeting, project or working 

package.
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Figure 1: Action research spiral

Action Research Procedure:

A typical Action Research procedure 

shows a spiral sequence.

It is based on development circles or 

feed-back loops that are typical for a large 

part of current management systems like 

Quality Management1 (ISO, EFQM, KTQ) 

or Environmental Management Systems 

(EMAS2).

The first step is to set goals based on a 

profound  examination of the idea in 

the light of the available means. 

Frequently it is required to find more facts 

concerning the situation and to collect 

more data in order to secure and back up 

the initial thesis.

If this first period of planning is 

successful, two items emerge: namely, 

“an overall plan” of how to reach the 

objective and, secondly, a decision with 

regard to the first step of action. Usually 

this planning somewhat also modifies the 

original idea.

The next step is composed of a spiral of 

planning, executing, and  fact finding for 

the purpose of evaluating the results of 

the second step, and preparing the 

rational basis  for planning the third step, 

and if need be, to modify the overall plan 

again.

From the epistemological point of view 

one can state that all relevant 

stakeholders should be included in the 

process of refelection. This of course has 

a strong link to the paradigm of Lifelong 

Learning and also conveys the concept of 

the active learning citizen.

According to McTaggart (1996) “Action 

research is not a ‘method’ for research 

but a series of commitments to observe 

and problematize through practice a 

series of principles for conducting social 

enquiry3”.

There is some criticism of Action research 

not being ‘scientific’ which seems less 

profound against the background that 

Action Research was developed as a 

means t o create more proximity between 

social sciences and social reality.

1
QM-Systems: International Standard Organisation, 
European Foundation for Quality management, KTQ 
= German Hospital Quality Management System.

2
EMAS = Environmental Management Auditing 
System.

3
 Concerning the procedure he states: “The notion of a 
spiral may be a useful teaching (or counselling) 
device – but it is all too easily to slip into using it as 
the template for practice” (McTaggart, 1996).

Setting goals Data collection
and discourse

Planning in
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to action

LOOK
evaluation

ACT

THINK
Adaptation 

of Plan

Individual

Society Research

4
“Research that produces only books is not sufficient” 
(Lewin, 1946).

It was  and is an antipode to a research 

without social impact4 and as such is an 

answer to “laboratory research carried out 

in classical behaviourism and 

structuralism” (Lewin 1946).

For a research-practice project the 

principles of Action Research will be 

forming the basic traits of research and 

transfer into societal reality as it is 

situated in the triangle of research, 

societal practice and individual properties 

and demands: 

Figure 2: Action research context triangle

The following arguments formed the 

background to apply Action Research 

(AR) in connection with the research 

design in relation to the research, the 

individual and the societal dimension:

Research Dimension

• AR delivers new impulses for 

research actions in social sciences

• AR interconnects of research and 

practice

• AR integrates dynamic (process-

oriented) elements

• AR invents dialogic elements

Individual (Human) Dimension

• AR recognises the human being 

• AR considers emotions

• AR reduces doubts and fears

• AR brings in the emancipatory 

dimension

• AR considers cognitive, activity-

related and affective states of mind

Societal Dimension

• AR works in societal contexts

• AR is democratic

• AR contributes to conflict solving

• AR is changing

• AR reduces the concentration of 

power.

The Action Research approach is oriented 

towards problem-solving in social and 

organisational settings and therefore has 

a form that parallels Dewey’s conception 

of learning from experience (Smith, 2007).

The research object should influence the 

research process himself/herself thus 

being located on the same (societal) level 

as the researcher. So, in a more ethical 

interpretation we can state that the 

researched subject should become a 

research partner rather than a research 

object.

Following another central objective of 

action research, consolidated findings 

shall lead to a direct influence in practice. 

This goal is identical with the INTERtool

objectives: the project is supposed to lead 

to an improvement of the intercultural 

management in European projects.



14 15

Figure 1: Action research spiral

Action Research Procedure:

A typical Action Research procedure 

shows a spiral sequence.

It is based on development circles or 

feed-back loops that are typical for a large 

part of current management systems like 

Quality Management1 (ISO, EFQM, KTQ) 

or Environmental Management Systems 

(EMAS2).

The first step is to set goals based on a 

profound  examination of the idea in 

the light of the available means. 

Frequently it is required to find more facts 

concerning the situation and to collect 

more data in order to secure and back up 

the initial thesis.

If this first period of planning is 

successful, two items emerge: namely, 

“an overall plan” of how to reach the 

objective and, secondly, a decision with 

regard to the first step of action. Usually 

this planning somewhat also modifies the 

original idea.

The next step is composed of a spiral of 

planning, executing, and  fact finding for 

the purpose of evaluating the results of 

the second step, and preparing the 

rational basis  for planning the third step, 

and if need be, to modify the overall plan 

again.

From the epistemological point of view 

one can state that all relevant 

stakeholders should be included in the 

process of refelection. This of course has 

a strong link to the paradigm of Lifelong 

Learning and also conveys the concept of 

the active learning citizen.

According to McTaggart (1996) “Action 

research is not a ‘method’ for research 

but a series of commitments to observe 

and problematize through practice a 

series of principles for conducting social 

enquiry3”.

There is some criticism of Action research 

not being ‘scientific’ which seems less 

profound against the background that 

Action Research was developed as a 

means t o create more proximity between 

social sciences and social reality.

1
QM-Systems: International Standard Organisation, 
European Foundation for Quality management, KTQ 
= German Hospital Quality Management System.

2
EMAS = Environmental Management Auditing 
System.

3
 Concerning the procedure he states: “The notion of a 
spiral may be a useful teaching (or counselling) 
device – but it is all too easily to slip into using it as 
the template for practice” (McTaggart, 1996).

Setting goals Data collection
and discourse

Planning in
accordance

to action

LOOK
evaluation

ACT

THINK
Adaptation 

of Plan

Individual

Society Research

4
“Research that produces only books is not sufficient” 
(Lewin, 1946).

It was  and is an antipode to a research 

without social impact4 and as such is an 

answer to “laboratory research carried out 

in classical behaviourism and 

structuralism” (Lewin 1946).

For a research-practice project the 

principles of Action Research will be 

forming the basic traits of research and 

transfer into societal reality as it is 

situated in the triangle of research, 

societal practice and individual properties 

and demands: 

Figure 2: Action research context triangle

The following arguments formed the 

background to apply Action Research 

(AR) in connection with the research 

design in relation to the research, the 

individual and the societal dimension:

Research Dimension

• AR delivers new impulses for 

research actions in social sciences

• AR interconnects of research and 

practice

• AR integrates dynamic (process-

oriented) elements

• AR invents dialogic elements

Individual (Human) Dimension

• AR recognises the human being 

• AR considers emotions

• AR reduces doubts and fears

• AR brings in the emancipatory 

dimension

• AR considers cognitive, activity-

related and affective states of mind

Societal Dimension

• AR works in societal contexts

• AR is democratic

• AR contributes to conflict solving

• AR is changing

• AR reduces the concentration of 

power.

The Action Research approach is oriented 

towards problem-solving in social and 

organisational settings and therefore has 

a form that parallels Dewey’s conception 

of learning from experience (Smith, 2007).

The research object should influence the 

research process himself/herself thus 

being located on the same (societal) level 

as the researcher. So, in a more ethical 

interpretation we can state that the 

researched subject should become a 

research partner rather than a research 

object.

Following another central objective of 

action research, consolidated findings 

shall lead to a direct influence in practice. 

This goal is identical with the INTERtool

objectives: the project is supposed to lead 

to an improvement of the intercultural 

management in European projects.



1. Personal Awareness

2. Team Development

3. Leadership, coordination and

management

4. Communication

5. IT based communication

6. Disturbances and Conflict

Intercultural Teams in Practice

For European projects to succeed there is 

no doubt a need for intercultural 

competencies on different levels such as 

the individual, the organizational, the 

team and face to face and virtual 

communication. The available literature 

often falls into either the field of project 

management with a more economic 

thinking approach and vocabulary or 

social and educational or culture sciences 

with their respective focus on various 

target groups, meaning that  somehow the 

issue is treated from different theoretical 

perspectives. It is therefore difficult to find 

practice oriented literature geared 

towards the very specific needs of 

European projects in the field of Life Long 

Learning. 

The team of the INTERtool project has 

therefore decided to develop its specific 

approach based on experiences amongst 

European project coordinators and 

partners. The Tool developed is 

supposed to be pragmatic and helpful to 

deal with the diversity issues.

From the results of the basic survey 

conducted in the framework of the 

INTERtool project it has become visible 

that it cannot be taken for granted that 

either coordinators or partners are 

interculturally competent when they get 

involved in European project work. The 

following chapters therefore highlight 

some basic findings from science and 

practice of intercultural learning, 

addressing the following areas:

1. Personal awareness

      Perception, cultural filters

Based on our cultural experiences and 

knowledge we make our observations 

about the ‘other’, the different, and all that 

is new to us. Perception is the basic 

process underlying the experience and 

sorting out and valuing of all that happens 

and how it is interpreted. Therefore it is of 

utmost importance to train ones’ own 

perception because this is an important 

stepping stone towards intercultural 

competence. 

Perception is an active process, 

meaning that what is seen and observed, 

is filtered. When two individuals look at a 

picture or experience a situation, each 

one will see, hear or feel different things 

according to what he or she understands, 

finds important, strange or likes or 

dislikes. This can be especially well 

demonstrated by certain pictures or 

geometric figures that can be perceived in 

different ways, of which each one is quite 

plausible.

Perception is also selective, impressions 

are compared with categories already 

known and available, so actually only 

what fits with the already established 

schemes can be identified.

To be aware of this becomes important 

when we meet and communicate with a 

person who has other values, norms, 

communication rules or habits. We will 

first expect this person to react in a way 

known to us and if he or she doesn’t, we 

sometimes feel at loss, frustrated, angry, 
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Although some stereotypes are for-

mulated in a more neutral way (blond and 

blue eyed Swedes, punctual German, 

musical Gypsy), most stereotypes seem 

to be more of a negative nature and can 

hurt feelings quite deeply. As a con-

sequence there is a differentiation bet-

ween a stereotype and a prejudice, the 

latter expressing a tendency towards the 

negative and emotional.

amused or even shocked. It is important 

to know also that we tend to see our own 

behaviour as a positive example and that 

of the other as negative or strange. We 

are not at all neutral or objective in our 

judgement about the behaviour of others.

Stereotyping
What is a stereotype?

A stereotype is a generalised and quite 

sustainable perception of groups and 

nationalities, countries and their  individual 

members. Usually they are not based on 

direct experiences and are not the result 

of real life impressions, but more 

established sayings and images that have 

been or are transferred through jokes, the 

media, literature and language. 

Stereotypes are very strong and can 

concern any selected group (blondes, 

women, men, students, teachers, youth 

etc…).

Summing up the stereotypes

“A group of people meet at the National 

Geographic Society in London and decide 

that, for the next meeting, everybody has 

to present a treatise on the elephant. 

They all return the following year and 

present their volumes. The German has a 

700-page dissertation: Beschreibung des 

männlichen Elephantes in Ost-Afrika. 1. 

Teil (description of the male elephant of 

East Africa, Part I). The Englishman has a 

small, sober, black leather-bound book 

entitled “Elephants I have shot”. The 

American has an 8-page booklet in 

colour, “How to make bigger and better 

elephants”, while the Frenchman has a 

small tastefully presented book on 

L'amour des éléphants (‘The love life of 

elephants’). The Pole presents a book 

called ‘The elephant and its relation to the 

Polish Problem’, while the Swede has a 

greyish book called Elefanter och hur man 

titulerar dem (‘Elephants and how to 

address them’). The Dane presents a 

book of recipes: Elefant på 100 måder 

(‘100 ways to cook an elephant’), while 

the Norwegian has a book entitled Norge 

og vi nordmænd (‘Norway and we 

Norwegians’).”

Source: dialogin Intercultural academy 

Author: Richard Hill

Stereotypes are virulent in every society -

in fact they are part of culture and they 
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are passed on from one generation to the 

next.

Because stereotypes fulfill different needs 

and important cognitive, social and 

psychological function, it is very difficult 

to put them aside, even if we are aware of 

them.

No, the Swiss aren't boring

Personality tests show that national 

stereotypes are constructed from hearsay 

and prejudice 

The Guardian

'Themselves they consider in every 

way superior to everyone else in the 

world, and allow other nations a share 

of good qualities decreasing according 

to distance, the furthest off being in 

their view the worst.'

Who are "themselves" here? Americans, 

Germans or maybe the British? In fact it 

was the Persians, described by Greek 

historian Herodotus in the 5th century BC. 

But it could have been written about 

anyone. Nations tend to consider their 

own people to be more or less perfect, 

and everyone else to be pretty odd.

Alongside nationalistic egoism lie national 

stereotypes. Germans are supposed to be 

serious; the Scots dour, the Swedes 

boring, the French a bit haughty and the 

British fond of their bulldog spirit. But do 

these stereotypes have any basis in 

reality? Some stereotypes appear to have 

some validity, a kernel of truth. Women 

are generally considered to be warm and 

men assertive. Although the differences 

are small compared to perceptions, 

women tend to score more highly on 

personality test measures of warmth, 

whereas men score highly on 

assertiveness.

Psychologists have shown that much of 

the variation between people can be 

measured as scores along five 

dimensions of personality: Openness, 

Conscientiousness, Extraversion, 

Agreeableness and Neuroticism. Jüri Allik 

of the University of Tartu and Robert 

McCrae of the National Institute on Aging 

in the USA performed personality tests on 

people from 36 different cultures to obtain 

a kind-of average personality for each 

culture group. The differences between 

average national personalities were small 

compared to the difference between 

individuals within a culture, but they did 

appear to be real. Not surprisingly, people 

who lived close to each other tended to 

have similar personalities: Americans 

were similar to Canadians, South Koreans 

were similar to Chinese, Black South 

Africans were similar to Zimbabweans.

But what causes these differences? Ellen 

Churchill Semple wrote at the beginning 

of the last century that "Man is a product 

of the earth's surface". Scots were dour 

because they had to put up with all that 

rain and Swedes were boring because, 

well ... Sweden was boring. This 

"environmental determinism" showed its 

darker side when twinned with that other 

bastard progeny of 20th century science, 

genetic determinism, to become the 

"blood and soil" of Nazism. When both fell 

from grace in the post-war world, they 

were replaced with cultural determinism. 

Culture, not genes or environment, was 

supposed to be what makes people 

different.

But Allik and McCrae's data hint at some 

subtle geographical influences: people 

from hotter countries tend to score more 

highly on measures of extroversion and 

openness. Yet cultural fault-lines are also 

apparent. White South Africans were 

similar to Europeans rather than Black 
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stereotypes in the team visible and talk 

about them.

Helpful techniques for coping with 
intercultural challenges

Control of emotional involvement

Working with a multicultural team in a 

European or international project is in 

many ways different from working in a 

national or local team. It is important to 

acknowledge that this is not only 

challenging in terms of ‘technical’ 

requirements, meaning knowledge of 

project management and project 

monitoring techniques, which can be 

found in many handbooks and are 

addressed specifically in the Survival Kit 

(www.european-project-management.eu)

on the website of the European 

Commission. 

But additionally multicultural teams also 

pose high demands on the emotional 

competencies of project managers and 

partners, because ‘rules’ and ways of 

working, decision taking and 

communicating that are ‘normal’ in the 

own organisation might be completely 

different in the multicultural project team.

Quotes from basic survey INTERtool

There was a different perception of time 

and pace in the partnership owed to 

cultural tradition. 

The meeting did not go well as ‘they’ have 

different ways of thinking, different ways 

of discussing things. It was difficult to find 

common solutions. The main problem 

was that ‘they’ have a strict hierarchical 

way of thinking and behaviour which 

causes problems.

They don’t speak another language, they 

don’t know how to interact with partners. 

They have different ways of working, of 

organising meetings. They can’t under-

stand why others work in the way they do. 

Partners leaving the room when they 

want. No contribution to the 

meeting/group. They feel they are better 

than others. The Cultural background is 

that they are used to working on their 

own. 

Bad planning of a meeting left me and a 

colleague stranded at midnight without 

accommodation and no one present to 

help.

Too much travel for social activities. The 

host doesn’t see it as a problem as they 

are used to travelling by bus. On this 

occasion 10 hours in a mini bus in one 

day on rough roads, which aggravated 

the health condition.

A colleague from England asked a 

Bulgarian who was a kind of self 

restrictive person with no facial 

expression something and she said just 

no. That might be offensive for the 

English person, because somebody from 

England answers with “No, thank you” or 

“yes, please!”

20 21

South Africans; and the profiles of people 

in England and Northern Ireland were 

very different.

The human genome project has now put 

genetic determinism back on the agenda. 

The frequency of genetic markers is 

known to differ between Anglo-Saxons, 

Jews, Celts, Africans or Indians. Do these 

genetic differences make a difference to 

personality?

In Robert McCrae's most recent study he 

asked people to assess not their own 

personality, but a "typical" member of 

their community. The stereotypes were 

certainly there: Germans rated 

themselves as highly conscientiousness; 

Australians considered themselves to be 

extrovert, and Canadians thought 

themselves to be more agreeable than 

most. But these projections of stereotype 

had more or less no relationship with the 

actual personality profile of average 

citizens of each country.

Germans rate themselves as highly 

conscientiousness but they score just 

about the same on this trait as Turks, who 

consider themselves to be rather 

unreliable and lazy. Puerto Ricans 

consider themselves highly extrovert but 

they are apparently no more so than the 

French Swiss who consider themselves 

introverted. These results indicate that 

such perceptions are social constructs, 

based on hearsay and prejudice.

National stereotypes may seem relatively 

harmless, but when they are negative 

they can lead to prejudice, discrimination 

and even genocide. The finding that they 

are false should encourage us to hasten 

their demise.

Johnjoe McFadden is professor of molecular 

genetics at the University of Surrey and author of 

Quantum Evolution. Contact: 

j.mcfadden@surrey.ac.uk

Stereotypes in Multicultural Teams

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Our country has not a very good image in 

Europe because of the Gipsies but not 

only because of them. Sometimes at the 

beginning of a project we have to 

convince that we are a reliable partner 

and sometimes it is a challenging job for 

us. If the partners are experienced in EU-

projects then we don’t have problems. But 

sometimes project leaders are not so 

experienced and then we encounter 

problems of understanding and mostly 

problems of stereotyping arise especially 

during the meetings.

When a European project team gathers 

for the first time for the ‘kick-off’ meeting, 

the stereotyped image of the ‘other’ is 

bound to be a companion. It will work 

both ways  – in the expectations  towards

‘the other’ as well as in the ‘self-

perception’. Will the Italian be punctual? I 

am sure they expect me as a German to 

be well organized and structured. 

Sometimes even existing stereotypes will 

be reinforced: 

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

The Italian partner said: that’s no 

problem, let’s do it, without any idea. The 

Finnish partner answers: How do you 

want to do this? At the end the Italian 

partner was not able to do the job. So 

finally a German partner took over the 

task. The Italian got another task to do: to 

build the network community, this worked 

really well. 

Because stereotyping is so strongly 

embedded in each individual it can be 

helpful to use an exercise at the 

beginning of the project to make existing 
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Mindfulness also means to be open for 

new information and to incorporate rules 

and values which are important to ‘others’ 

into the project arrangement.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

I remember my first project where I 

attended  as a partner. There was a 

Bulgarian partner, it was in April and we 

had a meeting in Portugal. We had a 

meal but we completely forgot that the 

Easter time of Bulgaria is after our Easter 

time (Portugal) and some of them don’t 

eat meat during this period. We didn’t 

realize that and we didn’t ask. And they 

didn’t tell it also. So they just refused to 

eat meat. They explained it to us  after

having the meal. They didn’t tell us before 

the meeting and we also didn’t ask. What 

did I learn? Now I am aware of these kind 

of differences and I ask in advance. If 

somebody is vegetarian, if there are some 

special wishes or needs to consider. From 

that moment I was being aware of 

differences between cultures.

It is important to keep in mind that 

different perspectives and understandings 

are actually the rule and not the 

exception. In the multicultural team 

situation this is the greatest potential, but 

it is also the greatest challenge.

What we could also gather from our basic 

survey was that there is obviously a 

special conflict potential in terms of the 

relationship between western/southern 

and eastern European countries. For 

eastern partners the whole European 

project set up is seen as ‘western’. 

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

All the EU Projects have a (Western) 

European style and (Western) European 

structure. Me as a partner I am adapted 

with this. 

European style means to me: Western 

people from the developed countries 

know the practice, they have the 

experience, they are good managers, 

they are disciplined, they are responsible, 

they are effective, they know the 

objectives, they have a restrictive 

thinking, working within this European 

project framework.

When they come to Bulgaria they see a 

different mentality, different working styles 

and they see it mostly as a problem. They 

are the ones who have to find a way how 

to work with their colleagues from 

Bulgaria, because we don’t have a 

problem with them. 

Whereas some partners might see that 

this is acceptable, because of the 

historical development of the European 

Union, there can also be self-conscious 

feelings, if in the implementation of the 

project, conflicts arise. This issue is 

aggravated through the budget policy of 

the European Commission creating an 

inherent  imbalance in the project 

situation,  which is sometimes difficult to 

handle and needs to be addressed in a 

mindful way:

For unexperienced partners and 

especially coordinators working for the

first time in European projects this can 

mean experiencing something similar to a 

‘culture’ shock. 

Therefore one of the first important 

techniques is to accept that diversity, 

difference, stereotyping is a normal part of 

European project work. To be prepared  to 

face some difficulties and intercultural 

challenges is part of the learning process. 

This competency is known as ambiguity 

tolerance and it is one of the basic 

competencies needed in intercultural 

work. In practical terms it means to 

observe first instead of acting . There 

should not be a frustrated overreaction, 

but patience needs to be exercised. In 

very critical cases a variety of solutions 

need to be developed and the support of 

coaches or supervisors sought. Also it is a 

good way to work with stereotypes with 

humour.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

In some projects project leaders handle 

cultural differences with funny intro-

ductions at the kick-off meeting, e.g. 

present something funny about your 

culture. 

Precise observation

A precise observation is another 

important technique for working 

successfully in a multicultural team. 

Taking into regard that we all tend to 

judge very quickly based on our own 

cultural filters, experiences and 

knowledge it is important for us to 

concentrate on what we can really 

observe and separate analytically the 

pure observation from interpretation and 

judgement. To do this we can ask 

ourselves the following questions:

Observation: What can I really see, what 

is the behaviour, action?

Interpretation: How do I explain the 

behaviour, which reason do I find for it. 

Why does this happen?

Judgement: How do I judge this 

behaviour, do I find it negative or positive, 

what do I feel about it?

Be aware of your tendency to judge other 

peoples behaviour without really knowing 

the ‘real’ reason and try to sharpen your 

competencies of communicating what you 

observe and not what you interpret.

Mindfulness

Being aware that categorization and 

stereotyping are for ourselves normal 

steps to understand the world, it becomes 

extremely important to be mindful in the 

way in which we communicate. This 

competency means that we should try to 

broaden and enlarge our system of 

categorization. The more intercultural 

experiences we have, the easier this will 

be for us. When interacting with a partner 

try to see him or her as in many 

categories as possible: age, social 

relationships, studies or trainings, sex, 

work experiences, hobbies, skills, etc and 

not just as a representative of a country or 

the current position in his or her 

organization. 

22 23



Mindfulness also means to be open for 
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Quote from basic survey INTERtool

It would help in understanding working

habits, financial legislation, importance of 

certain holidays, time to react,..

 You have to know that these differences 

exist, to plan things well in advance 

(which permits being flexible)

One difficulty is that some countries 

emphasize documentation and reporting 

much while we here in Denmark 

emphasize the process and the work 

more. It means that some countries think 

a lot on the documentation and the 

presentation to the authorities and not so 

much on the content of the project 

Moreover, once the differences and 

difficulties in  interculturel encounters and 

communication have been named and 

categorised, it is possible to refer to them 

overtly and consciously, which makes it 

much easier to take them into account, to 

accept them and to elaborate strategies 

for reaching more easily the final objective

Multiculturalism signifies that the diversity 

in the team needs to be effectively 

managed, so that the partnership can 

develop its full intercultural potential. It is 

actually important to overcome a 

multicultural approach and develop an 

intercultural working style.

Quote from basic survey INTERTool:

Some partners are too autocratic and just 

enforce their own way of doing things. 

They appear to respect you and give you 

the time to talk but then do their own thing 

regardless of what you said. There should 

always be a time in the meetings where 

people could have their say and the 

issues raised be listed as items to be  

resolved  or addressed.

It is important to consider each team 

members background because diverse 

team members will bring different 

understandings and experiences in 

implementing project processes. The 

contrast in knowledge and experience 

can lead to disparities, which have the 

potential to severely compromise overall 

team performance

Clearly team leadership plays a crucial 

role in creating an inclusive working 

environment, but also the individual 

intercultural competencies (such as 

described under personal awareness) of 

each team member have an influence on 

the development of the team and its 

productivity and intercultural synergy.

Tools that have been proposed (Nancy 

Adler, 2002) are amongst others:

Focus on task-related selections when 

assigning team member roles. Try to 

avoid selecting roles based on gender 

or culture; rather, select roles based 

on a team member’s abilities. 

Do not minimize differences in culture 

or background. Rather, encourage 

understanding and respect the 

diversity within the team. Strive

towards creating mutual respect 

between team members. 

Acknowledge each member’s 

contributions and accomplishments. 

Ensure the team remains aware of the 

project’s deliverable.

Establish a vision for the project that 

transcends team member differences. 

Work towards equalizing each team 

member’s influence within the group 

process by minimizing dominance by 

any one member or group. 

Positive feedback and encouragement 

should be given; do not dwell on 

failures and celebrate success.

•

•

•

•

•

Empathy is the skill to ‘ put yourself  into 

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

In another situation the partner from the 

UK just showed up at the meeting 

because the budget was low. They have 

got € 10.000,-  for the project which is not 

much for them so they did not contribute 

to the work of the project just take part in 

discussions of the meetings. We on the 

other side have got  € 6.000,-  and should 

take over 90% of the work of the project. 

Then the German partner asked me to 

take over the leader ship because I was 

the most experienced. But the relation of 

workload and paying was not fair. Just 

because the rates are lower than in other 

European countries. This causes conflicts 

and people are getting discouraged. But 

the conflict are caused by the European 

Commission (e.g. if most the people in a 

project are from western EU countries the 

budget is cut with 10% if most of the 

people in the project are from Eastern EU 

countries the budget is cut with 50%. And 

then the problem arises and then some 

people quit. Because the differences are 

too big, Maybe differences in the payment 

should exist but not that big. 

Empathy and perspective taking

the shoes’ of the ‘other’ and understand 

his or her perspective. It is very important 

to train this competency, which in fact is 

less a technical issue than an attitude 

based on respect for the ‘others’ views 

and values. The following skills are 

relevant for empathic communication:

• active listening

• perceive non-verbal signs

• mirroring

To become interculturally competent you 

also need to train your ability to change 

per-spectives. Learning to recognize ones 

own perspective and that of the 

communication partner is important to 

avoid misunderstandings and also 

solutions acceptable to both sides can be 

found more easily. The following elements 

belong to this competency:

• awareness about your own 

perspective

• awareness of the perspective of the 

‘other’

• relativity of perspectives

All these individual intercultural skills can 

help to cooperate successfully in 

European projects, but they cannot be 

learned in one-off training courses. It is 

more the attitude of openness towards 

diversity that is needed than a pure 

technical skill.

2. Team Development

Although European projects teams are 

typically multicultural teams until now the 

training of specific intercultural compe-

tencies that are needed by coordinators 

and partners of European projects have 

been widely neglected. It seems to be 

taken for granted that project coordinators 

will in some way or other know how to 

deal with the challenge when ‘winning’ a 

grant. Only the many examples and 

explanations prompted by the basic 

survey conducted in the framework of the 

INTERtool project demonstrate the high 

demand for information and training on 

this issue.
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The Different Phases of Team 

Development

With regard to the team development 

process in general 4 main phases have 

been identified from group research: 

forming, norming, storming, 

performing, mourning, which each 

group passes through and which are 

interlinked with each other. None of these 

phases can be left out and for a 

multicultural team the passage from one 

phase to the next has to be monitored 

carefully, otherwise it could easily happen 

that it does not reach the performing 

stage.

An analysis of some probably quite typical 

European project process that has not 

been able to reach its highest performing 

stage is explained in the following 

scheme identified by  the Finland partners 

of the INTERtool project:

THEORY in PRACTICE –

A Normal Case

During the case interviews we (Vesa 

Purokuro & Pertti Siekinnen from Finland) 

found 4 specific phases of intercultural 

project team development. They are 

adaptation from the widely used model: 

forming - norming - storming - performing:

Phase 1 “Diplomacy”

We represent our country. Nice and 

exiting to get to know you. Red carpet 

and great visits. We have polite 

discussions and surface understanding 

but not really understanding. It is a new 

team and you want to be polite. You are 

unsure about different cultures and you 

feel like a diplomat. You say “yes” and 

don’t react if you disagree. You feel the 

misunderstanding but you don’t dare to 

ask. You don’t want to hesitate others and 

look stupid.  “Such a  nice dinner and 

such nice people, in the end we are the 

same - do we need a common map?”

Phase 2 “Endless talks”

What are we really looking for? What do 

we mean by these words? Sometimes the 

conflict is hard to solve. There is no 

courage to open the conflict again and 

again. You have to return to the starting 

point even though you have delivered the 

first results. They were not what you 

expected from each other. Sometimes 

there are so many hidden objectives. The 

co-ordinator is expecting something else, 

the European Commission is expecting 

something which is not necessarily  the 

same as each partner. Additionally each 

person, team member has her or his 

personal goals as well. Quite often we do 

not ask or tell what are our personal 

motivation is to work in that peculiar 

project. “What did you mean by your 

definition - a map is not the same as 

territory”

• Finally, defining a culture the group 

can call its own is often a good way to 

encourage teamwork. Establishing 

team goals and using team-building 

exercises are two examples of 

encouraging relationships to develop 

within the team. This can allow 

members to grow together and 

function more cohesively.

Lessons from Research

Research into company strategies 

working with multicultural teams (Evalde 

MUTABAZI, C. Brooklyn DERR, 2003: 

The Management of Multicultural Teams: 

The Experience of Afro-Occidental 

Teams)  can be seen to be relevant to 

European project work also. The 

researchers write:

The first lesson is that there are 

significant differences between 

cultures and business models which 

pose a problem of multiculturalism 

between partners.

A second lesson is that a real 

acknowledgement of different 

managing methods is one of the main 

conditions for team work.

The third lesson is that some time is 

needed so that a group, composed of 

people from different cultures 

(professional and national) can develop a 

real team spirit. That is, the diverse team 

needs more time than a group composed 

of people reared in a single national 

culture, who are trained the same schools 

or who share the experience of a single 

managerial system. If this team spirit is 

not formed, the time used for information 

exchanges, decision-making and 

implementation is greater.

Conditions favorable to teamwork will 

conciliate or harmonize different or even 

contradictory visions of the company. 

Without these conditions, imposed 

decisions or weak consensus accepted by 

the manager leads to his loss of credibility 

and the ability to mobilize all the team 

members. Unhealthy rivalry along with 

over-sensitiveness can arise and tensions 

or latent conflicts can divert the team’s 

energy, much to the detriment of the 

collective project. Faced with the stress 

which is felt more and more keenly by the 

members of cross-cultural international 

teams,

The fourth lesson is that team members 

must be given time to express their 

perceptions of the project so that they 

may more fully understand the purpose 

and overall vision- reconstructing the 

modalities and deadlines individually in 

their own reference system. This time is 

necessary in order for each member to 

apply or question their experience and 

work habits if they are not adapted to the 

context of the new team. However, the 

manager must not compromise on 

operational deadlines nor the quality 

norms decided upon with the 

multicultural team members.

The last lesson is that the results of 

collective work are proportional to the 

degree to which the members are 

integrated. In reality, optimum integration 

implies that the real confrontation of their 

differences and specific skills allows each 

person to see through the group illusion 

to calmly confront his colleagues on the 

political and cultural dimensions of their 

coexistence at work.
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Team development 
phase

Potential intercultural 
key processes

Positive result of the 
process

level

Phase 1

Building of team and 

beginning

• clarification of 

language situation

• culture shock

• high insecurity 

concerning action

• tendency to 

stereotyping

• unclear tension 

between task and 

person orientation

• getting to know the 

other

• find out about own 

feeling in the group

• the individual 

person

Phase 2

Definition of task and 

work procedures

• First evaluation of 

what is said and 

done

• Tension between 

short term and long 

term orientation -

between analysing 

and acting

• Clarification of 

decision taking 

modus in the team

• Clarification of 

leadership style

• Identifying the task 

and how it is to be 

solved from one’s 

personal 

perspective

• The individual 

person

Phase 3

Bonding of individuals

• Building trust

• Forming coalitions 

and working teams

• Establishing rules 

and social order

• Clarification of 

leadership roles

• Building of sub-

groups

• Pairs or small 

groups

Phase 4

Establishment of 

balanced participation 

of all team members 

• Enlargement of trust

• Developing 

intercultural synergy

• Balanced interplay

of strengh and

weaknesses 

• Adaptation and 

detailed 

coordination as 

whole team

• Common successful 

task coping

• The whole team
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Table – Phases of intercultural team development and intercultural key processesPhase 3 “Cheap consensus”

Phase 4 “Rushing towards Deliveries”

Expectations are too high. When writing 

the proposal we promised many things, 

always too much. We have so little 

resources. We want to keep our word and 

try to please financial authorities and 

sometimes our real clients too. Then, 

what happens in this phase is that we 

lower the aim and our expectations. We 

do only what we can. We have “wasted” 

already 1/3 of the time and resources. 

Everyone wants to have a role and a 

clear task. Time requires results. “Now I 

know what to do - this is my plan and it 

fits to our map”

Finally there is a big need to get the 

project done in a short time - with poor or 

rich results, it does not matter. It helps 

conflict to be solved or to be kept under 

the table. Sometimes the results are false 

or artificial. There are so many 

publications and cd’s that nobody is 

interested in. Often these are kind of easy 

outcomes and then you don’t have to face 

the conflict. There might be no clear 

agreement on what is really the result and 

how do we value different kind of results. 

The project co-ordinator is worried about 

concrete deliveries while the others are 

probably satisfied to consider good 

discussions, pleasing contacts, 

networking and their impact on  their 

personal and organizational life as a 

project result. “Which is more important: 

the end product or the path we walked? -

to where did our map lead us?”

Acording to SMITH/NOAKES in the 

different phases of team formation, 

certain levels of team development are 

central, where intercultural key processes 

can be identified. From these key 

processes positive or negative outcomes 

can result, promoting or hindering to 

reach the next level:
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Intercultural synergy can only be achieved 

if cultural differences  can be exploited as 

enrichment.

Moving from one phase to the next are 

often critical moments, because the team 

has to move from quite a comfortable 

phase of stability through a phase of 

unstability to reach the next level.

Because diversity is the norm in a 

multicultural team and can concern all 

kinds of issues be they the process, the 

environment, the food, social norms, the 

way to set an agenda or lead discussions, 

mapping out some of the diversity in the 

group at the beginning of a project can be 

helpul. It should not be forgotten that 

even issues around time can have a 

conflict and stereotyping potential. In 

some settings, meetings will begin on 

time and strictly adhere to the agenda. In 

other settings, meetings may not begin for 

15 or 20 minutes after the planned time –

everybody taking ones own chronometric 

standard for granted.

Effects of Cultural Dimensions on 

Multicultural Teams

Using the cultural dimensions as an 

analytical tool can also help to be aware 

of some of the forces working on the team  

beneath the surface of the visible iceberg 

tip.

In multicultural project teams the following 

culturally influenced effects could play a 

certain role (Source: Hochschulverband 

Distance  Learning, International Project 

Management, 2003)

1. Focus on group belonging versus 

focus on individuality

International project teams need to find a 

balance between the interests of the 

group and the interests of the individuals. 

Team members used to cultura l 

standards with a strong focus on 

individuality will clearly state their opinion 

and demand their individual space which 

they see as a prerequisite for a good 

performance of the whole group. Team 

members from cultures with a group focus 

will tend to hold back individual opinions if 

they think they are not appropriate for 

achieving success as a team.

Also questions of loyality towards one 

own’s organization as opposed to seeking 

the best solution to achieve the goals of 

the project can create tensions.

The case:

The partner left because it was difficult to 

do what they proposed. There were too 

many differences between the partner 

organisations – some were big some 

small, some formal some informal. One 

manager could make decisions on the 

wing, another couldn’t and was 

answerable to his boss for any changes 

to the approach. It had to be very much 

part of the larger organisational plan.

2. Meaning of formal rules versus 

meaning of context related strategies

On one hand international projects need 

reliable rules and commitments.  On the 

other hand projects with many and 

diverse partners need to be flexible 

enough to adapt to changing situations 

and working conditions. According to 

cultural standards some team members 

might value rather firm rules and 

assignments whereas others tend to see 

this as blocking and preventing the 

process.

Also there can be different perceptions of 

what ‘a good team member’ should be 

like. This could be reliability and 

responsibility but also creativity and being 

more spontaneous.

The project manager needs to take a 

decision how clearly tasks and 

responsibilities need to be allocated or 

whether the focus should be more on the 

continuing coordination of working 

processes. Also he/she needs to decide 

how far to cater to the individual needs of 

project partners  and how much flexibility 

will be allowed with regard to the goals 

and project activities.

The case:

A partner in a network had been allocated 

the task of organizing a European 

Conference as an important mile stone of 

the project. Because the partner was a 

media organization he organized the 

conference in form of a studio debate 

showing on national television. The 

project manager judged this to be the 

most appropriate way for the partner to 

implement the conference, although the 

change was heavily criticized by the 

European Commission.

3. Hierarchy and authority versus 

participation and autonomy

This cultural standard has an effect in 

situations where decisions have to be 

taken and there is a controversy between 

the perspective of the project manager 

and project partners. Team members 

used to being involved in decision making 

processes will not have too many 

problems with criticising the project 

coordinators decisions.

A specific difficulty lies in the fact that the 

project manager does not have any 

formal power. Some project partners 

might also favour a senior person or 

someone in a higher hierarchical position. 

For others the competencies  in  the  field

and social skills in leading the project 

might be more important.

Depending on their own value system, 

some team members will prefer a different 

level of structuring and rule giving by the 

coordinator.

The case:

In one LLL project the coordinator set the 

agenda  for the kick-off meeting without

any consultation with partners and without 

giving opportunity for adaptation at the 

'kick-off' meeting. This caused high 

irritation amongst some of the partners 

used to a more participative approach 

and influenced the atmosphere of the 

meeting in a negative way.

4. Competition and assertiveness 

versus responsibility and care taking

When representatives of these contra-

dictory cultural standards work together in 

a project team, tensions can arise around 

questions of  how long discussions should 

be, who has the final say, how modest 

should the issues under discussion be 

treated. For one person being an 

assertive and charismatic leader is seen 

as positive, and for another being a good 

moderator is the preferred leadership 

style. 

Also it needs clarification of  how to deal 

with project partners who do not fulfil their 
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The case:

where a lot of research has been 

conducted demonstrating and highlighting 

different cultural standards, especially 

with regard to voicing negative aspects or 

conflictual issues.

The project manager will have to 

moderate between these differing 

attitudes. He could either identify some 

communication standards, which could be 

used as rules by the group, or he/she will 

have to ‘translate’ between the different 

standards to secure a good working 

atmosphere.

In one project the partner never reacted 

to e-mails. The coordinator had to call the 

partner on the phone in regular intervals 

to receive a reaction.

8. Conflict versus harmony orientation

In all projects there are conflictual issues 

and decision to be taken. Cultural 

standards differ around how this can be 

done. In harmony oriented cultures it is 

very important that nobody should ‘lose 

his face’. So conflicts will not be treated 

openly and direct critique is also not 

supported.

Other team members will perceive the 

direct an open treatment of conflicts as 

important for an efficient team work and a 

motor for team development. They judge 

uncleared conflicts to endanger 

cooperation in general. They also see 

feed-back and criticism as a source for 

learning

The case:

A project partnerresponsible for 

organising a meeting in his country had 

not sent the information about the hotel 

accommodation and transportation from 

the airport to the coordinating partner, 

although it was only 1 week before the 

meeting. The answer given was always, 

'don't worry', everything is well arranged. 

The coordinator decided to raise the issue 

with the organizing partner. The partner 

felt reprimanded and the relationship was 

disrupted.

tasks. Should they be punished or 

supported?

The case:

At one project meeting where results of a 

working group were discussed, one 

member of the group refused to accept 

one of the results which another group 

member had suggested. The coordinator 

therefore decided to open a discussion on 

whether the decision taking of the group 

should be decided by majority vote or by 

respecting a veto of a single group 

member. After a long debate the group 

decided to adhere to respecting the 

minority opinion instead of following the 

normal democratic decision taking 

approach. Although most team members 

felt that this had been an important  

discussion, some criticised that too much 

time had been lost.

5. Pragmatic versus conceptual

Differences in these two cultural 

standards will manifest themselves 

especially in the development of products. 

Team members who preferably adhere to 

the conceptual approach will be in favour 

of a well grounded theoretical approach, 

because they understand this as a 

prerequisite for high standards in 

developing the product.

Supporters of a more pragmatic approach 

will be more interested in concrete 

experiences of the users of the product. 

They search for tailor made solutions for 

concrete problems and find it important to 

know the potential market for a product.

The case:

In one project two team members got into 

an argument as to whether the content of 

a publication should be based on the 

results of a questionnaire, sent to users 

beforehand or on scientific research 

results.

6. Monochrone versus polychrone 

time orientation

A range of diverse opinions can exist in a 

multicultural project team concerning the 

structure and time management of a 

project. This concerns the adherence to 

work plans, time agendas and deadlines, 

but also concerning the organisations of 

meetings. Whereas some team members 

perceive strict time management and 

clear work plans for a prerequisite of 

successful project management, for 

others being spontaneous and flexible 

has priority.

The  project manager is confronted in a 

very concrete form with this constant 

dilemma. He/she has to decide whether 

priority will be given to the strict 

adherence to organisation and time 

planning or whether he/she will preferably 

adapt to the working conditions of the 

project partners.

The case:

In one team of a transnational network, all 

team members had agreed on a definite 

deadline for submitting texts for the end 

product. Most of the team members 

submitted their texts by the deadline, but 

some members failed to do it for different 

reasons.But because the product could 

only be finalized with all contributions, 

one team member wrote a very 

aggressive e-mail, resulting in a 

temporary withdrawal of another team 

member from the group.

7. Implicit versus explicit 

communication

Tensions can arise concerning the ‘right 

amount’ and ‘style’ of communication. 

Some people prefer a very direct 

communication style where it is important 

to get to the point in an efficient and 

effective manner. This is one of the field 
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9. Task orientation versus relationship 

orientation

There are also clear cultural standards 

concerning a focus on task orientation as 

opposed to focussing on relationships. 

This is known from research and ex-

perience that for some people it is 

important first of all to build a good 

relationship before starting the ‘business’ 

talk, whereas for others concentrating on 

the task has the foremost priority. In their 

perspective for example project meetings 

should have the goal of coordination and 

decision making, so they should be held 

as short and efficient as possible.

The case:

At a 5 day training sessions the trainer 

with a very strict task orientation and the 

host with a very strong relationship 

orientation had a hard time constructing 

the programme for the session. Whereas 

the trainer wanted to make use of as 

much time a possible for conducting 

exercises, the host was much more 

focussed on the priority of making the 

participants feel well and organising 

sightseeing excursions. The trainer finally 

gave up and was left with a feeling of 

frustration and of participants not having 

achieved the goals of the course.

We would like to conclude the section 

with  a  word of  caution.  It  is important to

keep in mind that not all diversity and 

imbalances   in  European   projects   stem

from a cultural root.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Be  aware of the risk of perceiving and 

interpreting differences as mainly 

“cultural” or even “ethnic”. Interests,

individual and/or institutional, power 

struggles, institutional and institution-

nalised restraints, lack of clear goals, 

mismatch in the partnership etc. are in my 

experience a more frequent source of 

difficulties than different cultural standards 

(whatever they may be).  An example of  

institutionalised  risks of conflicts lies in 

my opinion in some aspects of “diversity” 

in the partnership. The EU Commission 

encourages “diverse” partnerships. 

Partners with different professional 

standards (due to different learning 

traditions, type of institution, etc.) may get 

involved in conflicts, if there are not 

enough resources to find ways of sharing 

expertise. I often had the impression that 

the Commission gives the responsibility to 

sort out such problems to the individual 

partnership, without being aware of the 

“costs” involved, for example the 

necessity to devote time and money to 

develop common understandings, 

common instruments through  workshops, 

hospitations/ visits, shadowing.  This has 

been for me the major problem I have 

encountered.

“the ability of  an individual to 

3. Leadership and Coordination

In the GLOBE study (published in 2002) 

leadership is defined as:

influence, motivate, and enable others 

to contribute towards the effectiveness 

and success of the organisation of 

which they are members”. 

In the European project environment 

there is a mix of terminology which needs 

to be clarified. Usually the person 

responsible for project implementation is 

called a coordinator. The coordination of 

a project encompasses different roles, on 

one hand a more ‘technical’ one 

concerning the overall management of 

the project through setting goals, 

planning, budgeting, organisation, 

steering and monitoring and on the other 

hand leadership concerning the 

development of visions, putting together 

teams, motivating team members, 

clarifying task distribution, developing 

feed-back mechanisms. In this chapter we 

will focus on leadership for intercultural

teams. For the management issue, you 

will also find more information in the 

already mentioned survival kit.

(www.european-project-management.eu)

Demands on coordinators

The coordinator  must understand the 

difficulties  inherent in working  with a 

diverse team and be able to convey this 

when the team does not function the 

same way as a more homogenous team. 

He/she  must also be able to anticipate 

conflicts within the team and   when

conflicts do  occur, the coordinator  must 

be prepared to address them. 

In the face to face transnational meetings 

the demands on the coordinator will be 

different from those when communication 

takes place more virtually in between the 

meetings. In the face to face meetings the 

moderation and facilitation skills will for 

example also be important if the 

coordinator wants to direct a successful 

session him-  or herself. He/she needs to 

be trained in different group working and 

decision taking methods and apart from 

being  technically  competent he or she 

needs a certain amount of emotional 

intelligence to guide the group process in 

an appropriate way. 

The following social and methodological

competencies can actually be seen as 

minimal requirements for a European 

project coordinator:

• to master complexity, meaning to 

structure the work well, to set realistic 

goals and pose clear tasks

• to be able to take transparent and 

quick decisions

• to have good intercultural 

communication skills and inform the 

team about decisions 

• to be able to convince, to be assertive 

and to motivate the team members

• to have the  necessary knowledge on 

the issue at hand and social 

competence

• to be  flexible enough to adapt to 

changes in a constructive way

• to be able to cope with frustrations

• to be able to solve conflicts

• good knowledge and handling of 

moderation techniques

• good knowledge and handling  of 

presentation techniques

• to be able to apply time management 

techniques

• to be able to apply project planning 

techniques

So we can see that the demands and 

challenges that such a person faces are 

very high. A project manager or 

coordinator has the task to plan the 
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in the partnership. The EU Commission 

encourages “diverse” partnerships. 

Partners with different professional 

standards (due to different learning 
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3. Leadership and Coordination

In the GLOBE study (published in 2002) 

leadership is defined as:

influence, motivate, and enable others 
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and success of the organisation of 

which they are members”. 
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concerning the overall management of 
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will focus on leadership for intercultural
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Demands on coordinators
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when the team does not function the 
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He/she  must also be able to anticipate 

conflicts within the team and   when

conflicts do  occur, the coordinator  must 

be prepared to address them. 

In the face to face transnational meetings 

the demands on the coordinator will be 

different from those when communication 

takes place more virtually in between the 

meetings. In the face to face meetings the 
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being  technically  competent he or she 
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intelligence to guide the group process in 

an appropriate way. 

The following social and methodological

competencies can actually be seen as 

minimal requirements for a European 

project coordinator:

• to master complexity, meaning to 

structure the work well, to set realistic 

goals and pose clear tasks

• to be able to take transparent and 

quick decisions

• to have good intercultural 

communication skills and inform the 

team about decisions 

• to be able to convince, to be assertive 

and to motivate the team members

• to have the  necessary knowledge on 

the issue at hand and social 

competence

• to be  flexible enough to adapt to 

changes in a constructive way

• to be able to cope with frustrations

• to be able to solve conflicts

• good knowledge and handling of 

moderation techniques

• good knowledge and handling  of 

presentation techniques

• to be able to apply time management 

techniques

• to be able to apply project planning 

techniques

So we can see that the demands and 

challenges that such a person faces are 

very high. A project manager or 

coordinator has the task to plan the 
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related delivery.  To create an atmosphere 

products, but the leader carries a special 

responsibility in guiding the multicultural 

team through the different team phases 

and  even share leadership according to 

tasks and needs. 

According to Canney Davison (Canney 

Davison, Sue, 1996) coordinators need to 

have a concept to create an effective 

intercultural team. 

The Virtual Intercultural Team Tool 

developed in this project supports the 

team in creating such an understanding 

about their diversity and contributes to 

developing such a concept through the 

use of ground rules.

From recent research on the performance 

of multicultural teams the most critical 

components of building a good team 

seem to be the development of trust and 

communication skills.

As far as trust is concerned there is also a 

‘cultural’ component involved, as there 

are cultural differences in the way in 

which trust is built. In some countries for 

example trust is very much work related –

if you keep your promises, deliver on time 

and with a good standard you have 

demonstrated that you are trustworthy, in 

other cultures the building of trust only 

can happen based on building the 

relationship first and also through 

organising social activities such as meals 

and showing the countries cultural sights. 

Only when there is a feeling of being 

comfortable with the coordinator or 

partner, is the time to dwell on work 

of collaboration, respect and mutual 

respect is therefore also one of the crucial 

points.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Informal times of the meetings are an 

important element of the project for 

interaction and understanding each other 

and provides the intercultural approach 

necessary for  European projects. These  

informal times are quite important. 

The social program is important.  If it was 

work only then it wouldn’t work.  Helps oil 

the wheels of friendship.  

Leadership issues related to the 

intercultural dimensions

Let us take a look at the cultural 

dimensions described in the chapter 

about team development and what they 

could mean for the leader.

1. Focus on group belonging versus 

focus on individuality

The leader needs to take into 

consideration that partners and team 

members from cultures with a stronger 

focus on group belonging will need more 

time for delivering some products, 

because they are not in a position to take 

individual decisions, but need the 

involvement and feed-back from either 

their institution or other decision making 

structures.

There should also be a special sensitivity 

in situations of feed-back and criticism, 

when there is danger of ‘loosing ones 

face’.
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project and steer it, to organise its 

implementation, to lead the project team 

and to coordinate the communication 

processes internally and externally.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

The project works well if all the partners 

enter into the idea of the project from the 

kick-off meeting.  After that it is a matter 

of keeping up with the tasks and 

communicating regularly using the ICT 

tools.  The coordinator has to stress this 

from the beginning, after that the project 

is nice and simple.  It depends on good 

co-ordination. 

Although this sounds easy, still European 

project management is quite demanding 

and it cannot been taken for granted that 

these competencies are readily available. 

In fact some or maybe even most 

coordinators follow the ‘learning by doing’ 

method.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

In one project I have had a co-ordinator 

who doesn’t know how to coordinate.  He 

does not have a grip on where we are at, 

and what needs to be done, he comes 

along to the meetings for the social 

element only.  The rest of the team has to 

pull together to make things work.

I am learning through my practice 

because the intercultural issue was not 

popular in Bulgaria before. But I find it 

definitely important to train on it. 

Cultural influences on leadership

Although leadership styles vary 

throughout Europe, some evidence for 

the assumption that preferred leadership 

varies by culture can be drawn from the 

GLOBE study. These results are also 

relevant for European project 

management:

“In particular, clusters of European 

countries that share similar cultural values 

according to prior cross-cultural research 

were shown to also share similar 

leadership prototypes  on  the  basis   of

multidimensional scaling, Brodbeck et al. 

made clear that leadership perceptions in 

Europe are empirically clustered along the 

North/West versus South/East division 

line….. It must be noted,h owever, that in 

the Latin or Southern European countries 

(Portugal, Hungary, Spain, Italy) and in 

Greece, participative leadership is 

perceived to be more important in 

facilitating excellent leadership than in the 

East European countries (Russia, 

Georgia) and in Poland (Brodbeck et al., 

1998)”

Although these differences stemming 

from different historical developments 

might still have an influence today, it is 

important to hold in mind that in European 

project teams there will be different 

expectations towards a certain leadership 

style. Therefore it is important to 

exchange these different demands at the 

beginning of a project. 

How to create an intercultural team

There are different leadership styles and 

a project coordinator should be able to 

alternate between them according to the 

specific demands. Even if the cooperative 

style is the one which is preferred, 

sometimes there is a need for the leader 

to be assertive or even authoritarian at 

some points, to move the project forward.

Good leadership will not only be based on 

creating  a balance between motivation

of the team, organisation of the process  

and innovation with regard to the 
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2. Meaning of formal rules versus 

meaning of context related strategies

The  leader needs to take a decision  how 

clearly tasks and responsibilities have to 

be allocated or whether the focus should 

be more on the continuing coordination of 

working processes. 

Also he/she has to decide how far to cater 

to the individual needs of project partners  

and how much flexibility will be allowed 

with regard to the goals and project 

activities.

3. Hierarchy and authority versus 

participation and autonomy

The leader needs to clarify the decision 

making process in the team. The team 

needs to develop a rule on  how  decision

should be taken.

4. Competition and assertiveness 

versus responsibility and care taking

Taking into regard different needs and 

approaches, the leader could suggest to  

develop a standard concerning discus-

sions and chairing sessions, frequency of 

communication, coordination of sub-

groups. Also there should be clarification 

at the beginning of how to deal with non-

fulfilment of tasks.

5. Pragmatic versus  conceptual

If team members are very diverse 

concerning these two different orient-

tations it can be helpful to clarify the 

relationship of theory and practice in 

general for the project implementation.

6. Monochrone versus polychrone 

time orientation

The leader should be clear about whether 

priority will be given to the strict 

adherence to organisation and time 

planning or whether he/she will preferably 

adapt to the working conditions of the 

project partners.

7. Implicit versus explicit 

communication

The leader will have to moderate between 

differing communication attitudes. He/She 

could either identify some  communication 

standards, which could be used as rules 

by the group, or will have to ‘translate’ 

between the different standards to secure 

a good working atmosphere.

8. Conflict versus harmony orientation

As there are different ways to react to 

conflict the issue should also be raised to 

be clear how to deal with cases of conflict. 

If possible two people can be identified in 

the beginning, who would mediate in case 

of serious conflicts.

9. Task orientation versus relationship 

orientation

Sometimes it is very difficult for the leader 

to find a good balance between the two, 

but awareness of the differences can be a 

first step to addressing feelings of 

shortcomings.

Feedback

Feedback can be seen to be an important 

instrument and intervention tool not only

of leadership, but also of team 

development and communication, but it 

needs to be used in a very sensitive way. 

Especially in cultures where the collective 

dimension is strong, a critical feed back 

can make the person feel quite 

embarrassed. There are also variations in 

the different European countries. It is 

important for project managers to be 

aware of their own cultural imprint with 

regard to feedback. In Germany for 

example mostly negative and critical feed 

back is given and positive outcomes are 

not  specially mentioned but more or less 

taken for granted. 

In group sessions feedback is helpful so 

that the leader and the team members 
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can check whether the process is 

evolving successfully both on the level of 

understanding as on the level of 

behaviour.

For feedback to be a valuable instrument 

it should be initiated at the right time and 

conducted with the right methods. A 

feedback session must be set apart from 

the ongoing working process with a 

clearly defined start and finish. Feedback 

concentrates on a process that was 

completed or determined in the past and 

it provides opportunities to reflect on 

group results and make any necessary 

adjustment in the agenda or procedures.

How and when feedback is used should 

be part of the team development process 

and rules governing feedback should be 

documented in a group agreement 

specifying the function of a feedback 

session, the rules that apply to feedback, 

the time limits for feedback sessions and

that any member of the group can request 

an opportunity to give or elicit feedback. 

There are oral, written and non-verbal 

methods for obtaining feedback and the 

choice of methods should not only be 

according to what should be determined, 

but also should be compatible with the 

particular style of the leader and must 

also take into account the participants 

perceptions, interpretations and feelings 

about the subject of their feedback.

Decision making

The process of taking and making 

decisions depends  basically on the range 

given in the framework of the activities 

and products. Core questions will be: 

what needs to be decided, who should 

decide what and when and who will take 

responsibility for right and wrong 

decisions.

In the beginning of the team deveol pment 

process it should also be part of diversity 

mapping to identify the different 

organizational decision making cultures, 

because it will also help to understand 

each others behaviour better in specific 

situations. Questions which can be helpful 

in mapping out cultural diversity could be:

• which processes to come to a decision 

are generally used in your culture or 

institution?

• Does the decision follow more the 

consensus principle, the majority 

principle or the power principle?

• How formal is the process?

• How much time is allowed for decision 

making/taking processes

• Who takes the decisions?

• Who participates actively in which 

phases of the decision making/taking 

process?

• Who must be informed before decision 

taking?

• Who must be informed after decision 

taking?

• Which criteria must be respected in the 

decision taking process?

• How important are these criteria in 

your culture?
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It’s not what you say but the way that 

you say it

“The French when speaking can be 

experienced by the British and Americans 

as extremely pedantic and overly 

opinionated and poor listeners to boot! 

The French experience the British as 

unbearably slow and indirect speakers 

with long pauses between thoughts, all 

delivered without passion and therefore 

without any personal, let alone 

professional, commitment. This style 

drives the French insane. They are 

begging the poor Brit to just “Say what 

you want to say! Get on with it!”

(Source: Richard Cook 

www.global-excellence.com)

This example illustrates clearly why 

intercultural communication is the most 

important competency in European 

project work. 

In an intercultural project management 

study, 40 Managers of international 

projects were interviewed about 

successful intercultural project manage-

ment (IPM). One of the results was, that 

they spent 75% of their time talking and 

socializing with their team on the phone, 

by video conference, or  in face-to-face 

meetings. Would you agree with them that 

a “constant stream of communication is 

especially important due to the different 

needs across cultures”? (source: Lamson

Consulting Diversity & Intercultural 

Management)  

The problem is, communication is to a 

large part invisible, though taking up most 

of the time of a project coordinator and 

working group leaders, but what counts in 

the end is mainly only the product. So 

with this chapter we want to support 

4. Communication European project participants to train their 

intercultural communication skills and

make them aware of the challenges that 

need to be mastered by an intercultural 

project team.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Understanding each other is a process 

and not a single event, diversity cannot 

be understood in one meeting. It is a 

continuous process and needs time and 

continuous contact.

Many problems are caused due to lack of 

understanding and due to the fact that 

people are geographically dispersed. 

Even with electronic communication tools 

to hand, the reality is that the person you 

are working with is not in the office next 

door but many miles away, Generally 

work slows down between meetings 

unless a conscious effort is made to keep 

in touch and keep on top of things.  

Without good communication nothing 

happens. Good communication is the 

catalyst to making things happen. 

Because if you don’t have a proper 

communication within a partnership the 

whole project the whole work on the 

project can be put in danger, because 

people who work together should 

understand each other very well. 

Sometimes there are some misunder-

standings just because people lack 

cultural awareness. The language is a 

very big issue. A native speaker should 

be aware all the time that English is not 

the native language of everybody. 

Communication is a dynamic process 

influenced by culture. The thoughts, ideas 

and emotions of one person are sent 

through signals (words, tones of voice, 
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• In which form are decisions 

communicated

where is the consensual principle 

necessary and where are other 

decision taking principles such as 

majority decision or decision by the 

project manager or lead institution 

appropriate?

are all team members legitimized to 

take decisions  on behalf of their 

organizations?

which competence does the team 

member have?

do decisions have to be confirmed in a 

written form (contracts)?

•

•

•

•

• who will decide about sanctions when 

individuals do not adhere to their 

decisions?

After mapping out their decision making 

culture in the organization, the team 

should be able to develop a decision 

making plan for the specific European 

project.

Although there are different options for 

decision taking by the whole partnership, 

it will always be the final responsibility of 

the coordinating institution vis a vis the 

European Commission, that will also play 

an influence on the final mechanism.

In general it is helpful to map out at the 

beginning of the project implementation 

the following issues

The role of the leader is to monitor 

carefully the decision making and taking 

process, so that the aims of the project 

can be reached in the given time frame. In 

intercultural teams the process of 

reaching decisions can be more 

complicated because the perspectives 

about what needs to be decided, the 

process of decision and the 

implementation of decisions can be very 

diverse. Therefore it is important to 

establish rules of decision making and 

take  into  consideration  these   different

perspectives.

Conclusion

From the above it becomes clear that no 

one leadership style is right or wrong, but 

actually a good leader needs the skills to 

change between the different styles 

according to the actual team composition, 

the type of task and the phase of 

development that the team is in. 

According to Baguley (Baguley, Phil, 

2003. Teach Yourself Teams and Team -

Working. New York: McGraw-Hill) key

responsibilities of leaders/managers 

span the following main areas:

• Managing internal and external 

boundaries: the manager has to 

ensure that the team does not 

become too insular and continuously 

interacts with the colleagues outside 

the team

• Providing direction, focus and closure 

on the task: the manager needs to 

see the tasks clearly, communicate 

them and keep the team focused on 

timely closure

• Facilitating the interaction of the team

Looking at all the demands mentioned in 

this chapter it seems obvious that 

complex competencies are needed to 

manage European projects. Nevertheless 

a plain technical approach falls short of 

what is needed as good intercultural team 

work has, first of all, to be  based on a 

positive attitude towards diversity in 

teams and the intercultural learning 

opportunity that this setting provides and, 

secondly, can only be achieved through 

continuous and long term skills training 

opportunities.
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need to be mastered by an intercultural 

project team.

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Understanding each other is a process 

and not a single event, diversity cannot 

be understood in one meeting. It is a 

continuous process and needs time and 

continuous contact.

Many problems are caused due to lack of 

understanding and due to the fact that 

people are geographically dispersed. 

Even with electronic communication tools 

to hand, the reality is that the person you 

are working with is not in the office next 

door but many miles away, Generally 

work slows down between meetings 

unless a conscious effort is made to keep 

in touch and keep on top of things.  

Without good communication nothing 

happens. Good communication is the 

catalyst to making things happen. 

Because if you don’t have a proper 

communication within a partnership the 

whole project the whole work on the 

project can be put in danger, because 

people who work together should 

understand each other very well. 
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•
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body and facial expressions) to another 

person, who reacts to them on different 

levels. 

Messages can only be understood in a 

correct way, if sender and receiver have 

the possibility to decode them in a 

common social context. A shared 

background knowledge is a precondition 

for well functioning communication.

Communication is a permanent process 

of receiving a message, interpreting it and 

reacting to it. Communication can be 

misunderstood due to cultural and 

personal diversity.

All this often happens on an unconscious 

level and if one is not aware of the 

cultural interpretations. In an intercultural 

setting this unconsciousness has an 

important meaning, because the 

background knowledge of the persons 

involved and the rules on which 

communication is based can vary from 

culture to culture.

To avoid misunderstandings, intercultural 

communication should be a permanent 

process of multi-perspective reflections on 

a message (either received or sent) due 

to cultural and diverse backgrounds of 

receiver and sender as well. That might 

help to learn and react consciously on 

communication, which is being influenced 

through culture and diversity

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

Meeting protocol: People speaking 

amongst each other when the chair is 

speaking. This may be acceptable in 

some countries but not in the UK.

Eye contact: Bulgarians don’t look you in 

the eyes if you are the boss. This causes 

difficulties. Managers from other countries 

coming to Bulgaria think that people who 

don’t look into their eyes are hiding 

something. 

For an intercultural team to succeed the 

basic question arises around how 

information can be exchanged so that

- every team member and stake holder 

receives the information that enables him 

or her to implement the specific  tasks and 

take over the necessary roles

- everybody who receives this information 

passes it on to those for who it is also 

important, so that they can also achieve 

their aims

- everybody understands the given 

information and sees it as relevant for his 

or her activities and has a positive feeling 

about the exchange

Why use communication models?

To use some kind of a communication 

model can be helpful to analyse and 

understand some of the potential 

misunderstandings that are a normal part 

of intercultural communication. One of the 

more popular ones was developed by 

Friedemann Schulz von Thun, a German 

professsor for psychology of com-

munication.

According to his 4 ear model 

(communication model) a process of 

exchanging information always implies 

that 4 message levels are part of every 

interaction… 
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1. the content  - what I am informing 

2. a self disclosure - what do I reveal 

3.  the relationship - how do I think about 

4.  an appeal - what do I want to achieve/ 

about?

about myself, what should I do, feel, think 

based on the message?

you?

to get from you?

The quality of communication would 

depend on how these 4 levels of a 

message relate to each other within a 

certain balance.

Source: Dagmar Kumbier, Friedemann Schulz von Thun: Interkulturelle Kommunikation: Methoden, Modelle,

Beispiele, Rowohlt 2006

The difficulties that can arise in intercultural communication can be demonstrated in the 

following most simple example:

An example is given of a German student going to a supermarket in New Zealand, where 

the cashier says: How are you?

Information Self disclosure Relationship Appeal

New Zealand

Messenger

(based on New 

Zealand cultural 

understanding)

How are you? I want to be nice to 

you

I respect you, so I 

am polite towards 

you

I am polite towards 

you, so please also 
be polite towards 

me

Germany

Receiver

(based on German 

cultural 

understanding)

How are you? I am interested in 

you and your well-

being in detail

You are important 

to me

Be honest and tell 

me what you really 

feel

Self disclosure:
What kind of

person is he/she?

Relationship:
How does he/she 

talk to me? 
Who does he/she 

think I am? 

Appeal:
What does he want
me to think or do,
how does he/she
want me to feel?

Content:
What are the facts?
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country itself. Nevertheless most research 

found still focuses on a country or culture 

approach, which though should never be 

generalized.

Speeches - keep them short and 

simple, right?

Unlike in Britain and America where 

simple brevity in speeches and 

presentations is preferred the French 

believe that eloquence and style are 

much more important than getting to the 

point as quickly as possible. As a result, 

business presentations can take as much 

as three times longer to deliver to a 

French audience than to an Anglo-Saxon 

audience. While the British or American 

speaker may say, “I know you are all busy 

people so I’ll come straight to the point…” 

the French speaker sets off on an 

eloquent journey describing in delicious 

detail the delights of his region of France 

and how important it is for people to enjoy 

the life they make for themselves. Along 

the way key pieces of the history of the 

organisation linked to historical moments 

in its development are woven into the 

fabric of this discourse as well as 

comments on the quality of the product 

and the staff producing it. This all ends 

with an emotional plea to unite behind the 

issues at hand and to move forward to the 

glorious future that lies ahead (whatever 

that may be). This will be followed by a 

standing ovation as opposed to the polite 

applause that followed the preceding 

speech by the Anglo-Saxon. 

Source: Richard Cook 

www.global-excellence.com

Mostly when we read about these 

differences we find them quite funny and 

we all have examples at hand of these 

cultural misunderstandings, but when 

conflicts escalate because of them or 

feelings are hurt, individuals or partners 

withdraw or the projects aims are not met, 

intercultural miscommunication can be-

come quite threatening. Therefore 

sensitive communication is a very 

important  intercultural competency, which 

should be trained continuously.

Language transmits symbols through 

images and metaphors but also by 

intonation of words. Different languages 

represent different ways of thinking:

English

for example makes use of quite a linear 

way of thinking, either following an 

inductive or deductive line of 

argumentation. The German language is 

organized in a similar way.

Roman languages

These languages use the same basic 

sentence structure as English. They allow 

for more excursions and introduction of 

trivial themes into the discussion. There is 

a tendency to focus on expectations in 

behaviour and judgement.

Semitic Languages

Are highly flexible and use an intuitive

and affective thinking processes, which is 

based on a row of parallel positive and 

negative constructions.

Russian

The Russian language uses a deductive 

thinking process, that is related to a row 

of parallel constructions and contains a 

couple of for the main structure irrelevant 

and subordinated elements. This is a 

challenge to the patience and 

perseverance of the listener.
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As we can see in this very simple 

example the different cultural greeting 

codes do not really fit with each other. 

This will probably cause some irritations 

in the interaction between the German 

student and the cashier. The chance 

though that they will meta communicate 

about their irritations is quite low as 

mostly senders do not communicate so 

openly the self revelation and relationship 

message, so that the receiver needs to 

listen carefully to get these messages 

right. There is an especially high potential

and danger that when feelings are hurt, 

this will not be brought to the open. This is 

why communication skills such as active 

listening are important tools for good 

intercultural communication.

From Schultz von Thun’s model we can 

be more aware that  messages never only 

disclose information and that every 

message needs to be seen in its cultural 

context. The limits to the model are that it 

is quite restricted and needs to be 

enlarged to include the following aspects 

which also play an important role in the 

communication process:

Communication is normally quite a 

complex process where many 

disturbances on different levels can 

happen. This is also true for an 

intercultural setting, although the 

communication process can be satisfying 

and rewarding, because commonalities 

across cultures, common values and 

principles between individuals can be 

identified. Sometimes even individuals 

with different cultural backgrounds can 

feel closer to each other than to persons 

form the same country. There is nothing 

more exciting than to discover the high 

potential of intercultural teams and that a 

mutual understanding around common 

aims can be created inspite of so much 

diversity. 

Quote from basic survey INTERtool

There are still very precious contacts and 

the projects created among the partners a 

deeper understanding of “the other”. The 

project meetings/conferences lead to an 

intensive exchange of ideas and opinions. 

Sometimes we were able to find a 

“common project spirit”.

You have to spend more time for “getting 

to know” each other, but this time is 

absolutely necessary and helps to avoid 

later misunderstandings etc.

Culture specific differences in the 

language

Verbalization through language is one of 

the most important communication signals 

and it is culturally loaded. Although a lot 

of evidence has been collected especially 

from the globalised business worlds, 

demonstrating differences between 

European cultures or countries and Asian 

or African ones, some research focussing 

on very specific aspects of com-

munication have demonstrated also many 

cultural differences across Europe. 

Although as Europeans we have some 

commonalities, there are still many 

differences and diversity in behaviour and 

values. These difference can even 

manifest themselves on a regional or local 

level and sometimes also along a 

east/west or north/south divide in the 

• the body

the senses

the voice and speaking/rhetoric skills

language skills

the brain with its way of thinking 

and models at hand

values, ethic principals and norms 

the expectations in the specific 

situation

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Oriental Languages (f. ex. Japanese 

and Chinese)

Are based on an indirect approach and a 

circular movement of the ideas, which are

developed. At the same time the ideas 

are presented as what they are not

instead of what they are.

This means that in European projects 

even if a common working language is 

selected, which in most cases will be 

English (now humorously called 

EUROSPEAK) a different logic originating 

from thinking in the mother tongue and 

then translated on the level of English 

speaking skill practised by the individual 

can be another cause for misunder-

standings. The way of logic thinking also 

plays an important role on preferences 

and ways of taking decisions.

Not only do speech and reporting 

behaviours differ according to cultural 

‘rules’ but also different understandings 

can exist about how an agenda is set or a 

meeting is chaired and conducted or even 

about project relevant terminology. 

The cultural rules are usually learnt by 

copying what one sees and experiences 

in ones environment. Over the years it 

becomes part of everyday behaviour and 

is not realized consciously. In different life 

phases, different cultural layers can be 

adopted depending on the social 

environment in which a person operates. 

The family, education, the country, the 

region, the ethnic group, the religion, the 

language, the social class all these 

factors play a role in developing ones’ 

cultural rules. 

The second layer stems from the 

professional environment. Every 

profession has its own professional 

culture. Sometimes adult educators from 

different countries can understand each 

other better than when they are from the 

same country.

The third layer is adopted from the 

working or organisational environment. 

Each organisation also has a culture of its 

own, the way in which communication, 

decision taking, leadership, development 

or social time is organised is all part of a 

‘company’ culture.

Thinking about the different cultural 

dimensions relevant also for team 

development and leadership it can be 

said that the dimension context, power 

relationship and collectivism / indivi-

dualism play an important role in the 

communication process.
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Countries with low context =
Explicit Communication

Countries with high context =
Implicit Communication

Information has to be given (for example in 

Germany)

Information is gathered through continuous 

exchange – nobody is responsible for giving or 

seeking information

Most issues are addressed in a direct way Issues are raised by talking first also about other 

things. Direct communication is felt as being very 

impolite

Communication is seen as a way of exchanging 

information, ideas and views with a focus on the 

content

Situations, circumstances and people are more 

important than facts. Telling ‘stories’ is very 

popular

People like to work according to their own plans People like to have clear and detailed instructions

Source: Internationales Projektmanagement – Interkulturelle Zusammenarbeit in der Praxis 2004

Quote from basic survey INTERTool:

From this table we can see that even 

around the choice of information and the 

way it is prepared and circulated, there 

can be diverse understandings.

Non verbal communication 

A colleague from Sweden coming to a 

meeting to Bulgaria asked the taxi driver 

are you going to take me to the hotel and 

the taxi driver answered in the Bulgarian 

style (shaking the head). Then the 

Swedish colleague did not move because 

he thought the taxi driver is busy and 

won’t bring him to the hotel.

The largest part of exchanging 

information, at least in a face to face 

situation, is transmitted on the non-verbal 

level. Some researchers have judged the 

percentage to be as high as 85%. Body 

language  is  generally  more  honest than 

verbal language because it is mostly 

unconscious  and  harder  to control.  Non 

verbal gestures also follow a cultural 

code. The most well known situation is 

the greeting ritual and everybody will 

have experienced already some awkward 

situations in maybe not knowing how 

many kisses on the cheeks are the rule in 

France or in Spain and whether it is 

appropriate with men and women alike.

Using owns own cultural gestures 

recklessly in other cultures can become a

problem, because some gestures might 

have an opposite meaning in another 

culture eliciting some unforeseen 

behaviour. 

Other non verbal communication gestures 

are:

• positioning of the body

•

•

•

•

mimic and eye contact

distance to the communication partner

touching and non-touching

dress and time planning
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Countries with low context =
Explicit Communication

Countries with high context =
Implicit Communication
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5. IT based communication

Communication in culturally diverse 

virtual environments

There appear to be no generally accepted 

definitions of concepts such as virtual 

team or group. The most appropriate for 

our purposes is the one given by Lipnack 

and Stamps (1997):

A virtual team, like any other team, is a 

group of people who interact through 

interdependent tasks guided by common 

purpose. Virtual team members, however, 

work across space, time and 

organizational boundaries, with links 

strengthened by ICT.

These characteristics – unity of purpose, 

(temporary) identity as a social structure 

and shared responsibility for outcomes –

are typical of European projects.

Non-verbal behaviour (such as gestures) 

is largely culture-specific. In Southern 

Europe and around the Mediterranean, 

and also in many other parts of the world, 

the beckoning gesture (‘come here’) is 

done palm down. In Northern Europe as 

in the U.S., it is done palm up. To 

compound the difficulty, the opposite 

gesture (palms down in Northern Europe 

and the U.S., palms up in several other 

parts of the world) closely resembles the 

‘farewell’ or ‘go away’ gesture. 

The Case

I travelled with a friend throughout Europe 

for twenty days before classes started. In 

Italy, we were lost in a town and could not 

find our hostel. A nun offered to help 

though she spoke very little English. She 

had a motion that was foreign to us and 

we interpreted it to mean go away. In 

reality, it now seems that the nun was 

begging us to follow.

1. Issues relevant in virtual 

communication

Project context

A virtual team and more specifically a 

multicultural virtual group, is embedded in 

a broader social system, e.g. the culture 

of a society in terms of work norms and 

values, technology adoption behaviours, 

and communication and socialisation 

norms. These factors are likely to 

influence the dynamics of dispersed 

intercultural groups. At the organisational 

level, past experiences with other forms of 

virtual arrangements (e.g. telecommuting) 

as well as organisational inertia, internal 

politics and the corporate culture in 

general can all have considerable impact 

on a team’s efforts to work effectively in a 

virtual environment (e.g. Haywood 1998). 

The corporate culture of an adult 

education institute, for example, will be 

very different from that of an IT start-up. 

Team characteristics such as size, 

geographic dispersion and members’ 

shared work experience are key variables 

found to have a major influence on both 

group dynamics and processes and 

project management strategies. Task 

characteristics such as complexity, 

uncertainty, ambiguity and difficulty are 

also likely to influence group processes 

and thus need to be considered.

Project management strategies

The complex, quite often uncertain, and 

highly interdependent nature of project 

tasks together with the geographical, 

structural and cultural gaps typical of 

distributed intercultural teams, make the 

management of virtual projects a 

challenging undertaking. Several stra-

tegies are proposed in the literature to 

increase the chances of fielding a 

successful virtual team. For example, it is 

often suggested that time and money be 
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spent to bring the team together at the 

formation stage for a face-to-face  start-up 

session. This helps team members get to 

know one another, build trust and agree 

upon work norms by learning common 

methodologies and a shared language for 

use in their work together. 

In European projects there is obviously an 

advantage through the opportunity of 

regular face to face meetings, so that the 

need for virtual group collaboration can 

be minimized. Nevertheless it can be 

shown that making use of technology to 

drive forward the work ‘in between’ t he f-f 

meetings secures the sense of the team 

as being active and productive.

Coordination and control are two other 

key issues. In a virtual context, project 

leaders can no longer control the work 

process by traditional means and 

therefore need to adop t  a different set of 

coordination and control mechanisms. 

Strategies suggested include developing 

practical performance metrics, increasing 

visibility with frequent deliverables, 

prototyping and early integration and 

defining project reporting mechanisms.

Team dynamics and processes

Team dynamics are strongly influenced 

by the characteristics of the context in 

which the project takes place, e.g. the 

way web based tools are used as well as 

the appropriateness of the selected 

project management strategies.

Distributed work groups are likely to raise 

specific issues, including communication 

and information sharing patterns (e.g. 

informal and chatty versus. formal, regular 

versus. irregular etc.). 

Trust is an issue that has attracted 

particular attention and is closely related 

to members’ relationships, participation 

and cooperation (e.g. Lipnack and 

Stamps, 2000 - www.netage.com). 

Practitioners, in particular, point to 

relationship building, cohesion and trust 

as fundamental processes that foster 

team effectiveness. Early work on trust in 

the virtual environment has found that 

short-lived teams are able to develop high 

levels of trust quickly by assuming that 

others are trustworthy. They begin 

working as if trust were already in place 

while seeking confirming or disconfirming 

evidence throughout the duration of the 

project (see Jarvenpaa and Leidner 1999 

for more details on the “swift trust 

paradigm”). 

Virtual teams face unique difficulties in 

meeting the socio-emotional needs of 

team members. This is why face-to-face 

communication early in the project has 

been found to foster the ability to form 

closer interpersonal relationships between 

members.  Other issues of importance are 

the precise roles of each team member 

and the effects of technological support 

on the degree of structure – how 

standardised and stable – and the type of 

structure – how formal – of group 

dynamics and processes.

2. Key success factors 

The following factors have been identified 

as contributing most to the successful 

performance of a virtual team:

Early-on and consistent training

Well-defined strategy and goals

Developing a shared language

Team-building and team cohesiveness

Effective communication

Coordination and commitment of the 

team

Appropriate task-technology fit

Competitive and collaborative conflict 

behaviours (as opposed to avoidance 

and compromise conflict behaviours)

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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In an online project environment, 

significant cultural ‘gaps’ can result 

out of role differences, e.g. between 

junior and senior people, experience, 

perceptions of academic ability, 

gender, perceptions of time, profes-

sional status, tolerance for criticism 

and debate. Many communications 

technologies lack elements inherent in 

face-to-face communication, e.g. context 

perception, dynamic real-time repair 

mechanisms, a parallel visual channel, 

eye contact, gesture information and the 

flexibility we normally expect  to obtain or 

emerge between conversational partners.

The online environment also limits the 

ways in which participants can utilise 

face-saving strategies. Attitudes towards 

person-to-person communication using 

information and  communication technolo-

gies can vary greatly between cultures, 

organisations, lines of business, acade-

mic disciplines or professions. Individual 

discomfort or ease with the ‘anonymity’ of

online discourse also depends strongly on 

factors such as gender or age.

Significant cultural differences have been 

observed in the ways participants write 

about their own identity and the degree of 

‘self-revelation’ they display (see e.g. 

Chase et al. 2002). These can range from 

very formal exchange focusing on the 

participants’  professional roles to 'chatty' 

conversation and discussions of family 

matters.

Technical and formatting issues influence 

effective communications. The more 

adept a person is at using a computer, 

the less likely it is that he/she will become 

frustrated with such issues. Familiarity 

with computer usage can therefore have 

a significant impact on people's  attitudes 

to virtual communication and their 

perceptions of online materials. It might 

therefore be advantageous to include an 

IT training session at the kick-off meeting 

to instruct the team in the use of the ICT 

tools to be employed in the project. 

Alternatively, one could develop a Web-

based toolkit that contains descriptions of 

the various ICT tools, their pros and cons, 

possible use scenarios, level of expertise 

required etc. Because  the world of group 

software is so dynamic the toolkit would 

have to be constantly updated.

4. Competencies for coping with 

intercultural challenges in virtual 

teamwork

In business and other schools project 

management skills are  usually developed 

by experiential activities such as simu-

lation games and role play as well as 

practical assignments. In the framework 

of European projects they tend to be 

developed  “on-the-job”.  This publication 

wants to support this learning process 

and make it less haphazard and 

dependent on the goodwill and/or 

experience of the project coordinators. 
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can be said to be relevant to any team, 

the technology point is one that deserves 

special attention. There is a requirement 

for at least some of the team members to 

have the necessary skills, for example, of 

how to use WIKI tools or moodles or 

internet working group platforms, so that 

they can assist others in achieving these 

skills.

Most studies seem to agree that in a 

virtual environment the role of the project 

leader requires the most change. Though 

all team members have to make important 

adjustments, it is the virtual team leader 

who  faces the most challenges. This is 

why in the following part we have tried to 

summarise the key challenges along with 

the coping strategies that can be adopted 

by virtual team leaders.

3. Cultural dimensions particularly 

relevant to virtual teamwork

The intercultural dimensions of teams 

working in  a European context has been 

largely covered in section 2 of this 

Guidance Publication. Nevertheless the 

authors think it is worth wile to highlight 

some cultural dimensions that can have a 

stronger effect in a virtual environment, 

because of the lack of possibilities for 

having an immediate exchange as might 

be possible in face to face meetings 

where there would be more opportunities 

to clarify and communicate observed 

behaviour on the meta-level.

Also traditional models of cultural analysis 

have some shortcomings when it comes 

to identifying helpful models for the 

complex reality of virtual communication. 

These tend to focus on face-to-face 

interactions in organisational contexts and 

are usually oriented to national identity. In 

virtual communication we are more 

interested how national as well as other 

cultural identities (professional back-

ground, ethnicity youth culture, gender 

etc.) interact with intercultural 

communication online. 

Based on my own research (e.g. 

Denman-Maier 2004) using ethnographic 

methods and informal discourse analysis 

certain topics have been identified that 

may lead to intercultural communication 

problems. These are largely confirmed by 

other studies especially in the field of 

networked learning (e.g. Chase 2002).

The following list of themes with 

intercultural implications is far from final or 

exhaustive, but nonetheless can provide 

orientation for project participants and 

coordinators. Rather than associate a 

particular behaviour or trait with any 

particular country or ethnic group, people 

should be aware that these dimensions 

can influence someone’s behaviour or 

expectations.

Attitudes towards authority

Style of communication

Attitudes towards time

Task versus relationship focus

Cyberculture 

The final theme is related to the medium, 

which has its own cultural implications in 

the sense that it is associated with mental 

models, expectations and practices. 

Cyberculture is not neutral or value-free, 

but reflects the values of its (original) 

developers and is thus a carrier of the 

culture that prevails in that particular 

community. It is overtly maintained by 

guideline creation, covertly by facilitators 

and participants. Features include rules of 

formality/ informality, flexibility, interaction 

style (including greetings/farewells, use of 

apology) expectations of response speed 

and work ethics. 

•

•

•

•
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1. Effective communication

2. Trust and team building

3. The role of leadership

project managers and participants many 

mentioned incidents when misunder-

standings occurred or communication 

broke down. By analysing these incidents 

we can learn a lot and become aware of 

the pitfalls of intercultural interaction 

whether it takes place in the real or virtual 

environment.

The competences for coping with 

intercultural challenges – control of 

emotional involvement, precise obser-

vation, (includes table for documenting 

critical incidents), empathy, change of 

perspective – are also relevant to the 

virtual environment. Similarly, many of the 

techniques that have been proposed for 

team-building can also be fruitfully applied 

in virtual environments.

In the previous section, trust and team-

building and communication skills have 

emerged as fundamental issues for virtual 

communication. Besides, the role of 

leadership appears to require the highest 

degree of adjustment in virtual 

environments. We therefore have divided 

this section into the following topics

 Effective communication 

The virtual environment presents 

consider-able challenges to effective 

communication including time delays in 

sending feedback, lack of a common 

frame of reference for all members, 

differences in the  interpretation of written 

text and assurance of participation from 

remote team members. Technology also 

restricts the communication process 

because electronic media are intrinsically 

leaner than face-to-face communication 

and convey a limited set of cues. The lack 

of mutual knowledge at the onset of the 

project and the lack of a shared language 

among team members tend to hamper 

communication. 

Early results suggest that the frequency 

and predictability of communication and 

the extent to which feedback is provided 

on a regular basis, improves com-

munication effectiveness leading to higher 

trust and improving team performance. In 

mutually reinforcing fashion, more 

effective communication has also been 

found to improve cultural understanding.

High levels of communication at the 

outset of a project tend to foster mutual 

trust among team members and team 

cohesiveness. This is why particular 

attention should be given to the launch 

stage of a project which should, if at all 

possible, include a face-to-face meeting.

Throughout the project, it is important to 

achieve a good mixture of face-to-face 

and ICT-supported communication. Face-

to-face meetings or phone calls may be 

best suited for brainstorming, ambiguous 

tasks, managing conflicts, and for setting 

strategic direction. Electronic commu-

nication may be best used for more 

structured tasks such as routine analysis, 

monitoring project status or editing joint 

documents or deliverables.

Effective virtual teams appear to be able 

to adapt the technology and match it to 

the communication requirements of the 

task at hand. Members of teams that rely 

on a variety of different technologies to 

accomplish tasks are also more satisfied 

and perform better.

Trust and team building

As mentioned before, cohesion and trust 

are considered as fundamental processes 

that foster team effectiveness. This is why 

the face-to-face meeting  at the outset of 

the project so that team members is 

important so that group members can get 

to know each other and build up 

relationships. 

The idiosyncracies of the virtual en-

vironment may also call for the develop-

ment of new measures to achieve team

cohesion or viability. Because of the 

dynamic membership and the limited life 

span of many European projects it is 

crucial that dispersed team members 

develop the unique knowledge, skills and 

ability to immediately and efficiently 

contribute to a team’s success. But not 

everyone feels at ease or can quickly 

adapt to the demands of a free-floating 

hyperflexible world. Thus European 

projects often become the training 

grounds for the acquisition of new skills 

and knowledge areas, i.e. skills 

acquisition takes place “in action” and the 

team is used as a tool for members’ own 

development.

Project coordinators should be aware 

of these facts and actually regard their 

own as well as the team members’ 

development as an important output of 

the virtual team experience. Besides, 

the extent to which a project tangibly 

contributes to the ongoing on-the-job 

training and adaptation process of the 

members can be considered an important 

measure of effectiveness.

 Virtual team leadership

As said before virtual team leadership has 

emerged as a crucial issue. Evidence 

suggests that an effective leader in a 

virtual team has to lead in ways that differ 

from established practices designed for 

the traditional environment. An effective 

leader of a virtual team needs to be more 

flexible and willing to let others take the 

lead when necessary. Moreover, the 

ability of the leader to be a very effective 

communicator using electronic media is 

essential because he or she must be able 

to facilitate communication among team 

members, create clear structures, clarify 

roles and improve social-emotional 

relationships with limited access to face-

to-face meetings. The findings also 

suggest that effective virtual team leaders 

demonstrate the capability to deal with 

paradox and contradiction by performing 

multiple leadership roles.  It is this 

requirement, in particular, which often 

proves the most difficult to fulfil.

Rather than translate our knowledge of 

leadership in traditional environments to 

virtual environments we should try and 

understand the idiosyncrasies of the 

virtual environment. Interesting insights 

can be gained from the management of 

network organisations (e.g. Snow et al. 

1992). This work suggests that once a 

network of firms has been established, 

responsibility for its support and 

maintenance should shift to ad hoc 

managers. These so-called “caretakers”

are responsible for sharing scheduling 

information (i.e. coordination) and 

information about the network’s inner 

workings (i.e. norms). The caretaker role 

in network organisations could be easily 

extended to project management in virtual 

environments. 

In most Lifelong Learning  projects the 

coordinator is therefore expected to fulfil 

multiple leadership roles:

• the role of caretaker, i.e. provide 

regular, detailed and prompt 

communication and articulating role 
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responsibilities;

• The role of mentor characterised by 

concern and understanding for the 

team members, and

• The role of assertive and charismatic 

leader.

Few individuals are able to fulfil all these 

multiple leadership roles. Sometimes 

another team member may spon-

taneously take on the caretaking role, but 

usually the project coordinator struggles 

on his or her own without much support 

from team members. Given the growing 

evidence that virtual teams and therefore 

most European projects would benefit 

greatly from the presence of caretakers, it 

might be useful at the stage of application 

to provide for such a role unless the future 

coordinator feels happy to fulfil the tasks 

associated with it. Alternatively, one could 

create a pool of  experts who can take on 

the caretaking tasks. 

Many might argue that in terms of control 

and coordination, the problems facing 

virtual teams differ little from the problems 

facing traditional teams. However, the 

solutions available are limited by the 

virtual environment: The virtual leader is 

unable to meet one-on-one with 

problem members, or to communicate 

messages that he or she might not 

wish recorded. According to Kayworth 

and Leidner (2002), because of the 

smaller solution set, the virtual 

environment might actually be simpler 

rather than more complex than the 

traditional project management 

environment. They feel that it is sufficient 

if the virtual leader is skilled at the single 

role of mentor with written communication 

skills, which in the framework of most 

European projects  means a good 

command of English. This will enable him 

or her to maintain a structure to a flow of 

messages, and exhibit an assertive yet 

caring person.  

They certainly do have a point. In 

culturally diverse  teams, in particular, the 

absence of nonverbal communication 

cues may render an environment less 

complex and less prone to 

misunderstandings since these often 

result from misinterpreting gestures or 

other nonverbal behaviour.

If we adopt a pragmatic approach and 

treat the virtual environment as simpler 

than the traditional environment for 

multicultural project teams, we then have 

to investigate questions of how to usefully 

employ ICTs so that differences in the 

affinity and agility of members with 

technology are non-disruptive. Besides, 

we have to ask ourselves about how best 

to train project leaders to structure 

information flow among members and 

how to manage member and leader 

expectations.
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tions for virtual team leaders

Given the fact that coordinators of 

European projects do not have any formal 

power and no efficient sanctions at their 

disposal if team members do not comply, 

management by objective/theme seems 

to be best suited. Unless all partners are 

committed to the project objectives, the 

project cannot succeed. Also, given the 

instrumental role of ICT, training and IT 

support is essential. A mix of technologies 

depending on task and situation appears 

to be best suited for culturally diverse 

teams.

Building a cohesive virtual team

• Undertake trust-building measures, 

e.g. organise a face-to-face start-up 

session with plenty of opportunity for 

socialising.

• Define formal rules and procedures, 

e.g. draft a consortium agreement or 

code of conduct.

• Define roles and responsibilities and 

create a sense of equitable 

participation in a joint enterprise.

• Create shared vocabularies, 

understandings and stories or 

legends.

• Monitoring the work of team members 

and keeping the synergy flowing

• Adopt a caretaking and mentoring role 

and make sure to project these 

qualities. 

• Create and adhere to project plans.

• Implement standardised methods 

supported by easy-to-use ICT tools.

Communicating effectively

• Provide regular, detailed and prompt 

communication with team members.

• Use plain English and avoid the use of 

slang, recondite words and 

complicated sentences.

• Compose meeting minutes after every 

skype or teleconference to confirm 

agreements and avoid potential 

misunderstandings.

6. Disturbances and Conflicts

In intercultural teams disturbances and 

conflicts occur quite naturally due to 

diversity in value and the different needs 

of the individual. When the TCI approach 

is used, disturbances should take 

precedence.

From research and literature it is obvious 

that the way we react to conflicts is not 

only individually but also culturally formed. 

In many cultures of the Asian continent for 

example it is important to adhere the rules 

that allows the conflict parties to ‘save 

their face’. In European projects it is 

important to see the value of a conflict in 

first of all being an expression of trust to 

‘raise and issue’ and be confident that the 

whole project team will take care of it in a 

positive way.

Definition and causes of conflict

When members are asked to contribute to 

a team project, their individual skills are 

likely to be necessary for a team to 

succeed. Yet their individual skills and 

perspectives are not expected to be 

identical to the skills and perspectives of 

other team members – if the work could 

be done effectively by one set of skills, 

then a team would not be needed. The 

placement of individuals with different 

views, skills, and experience into group 

projects naturally generates some degree 

of conflict. For purposes of this chapter, 

conflict is defined using the language 

offered by Van Slyke (1999):

“A conflict is the competition between 

interdependent parties who perceive that 

Key   challenges   and   proposed   solu-
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Compromising

When individuals seek to both assert their 

own views and cooperate with other team 

members so that each side gains some 

but not all of what it originally wanted, 

they are compromising – willing to go with 

an  acceptable  outcome  over  an  optimal

outcome.

Accommodate

When individuals seek cooperation with 

others over any assertion of their own 

views, they acquiesce or become 

accommodating – they are  willing to  sa-

crifice their preferences entirely to 

enhance the cooperation of the group. 

Recognizing and managing conflict 

usually requires at least one individual to 

express concerns to the team about an 

issue of conflict. If everyone in the team is 

averse to confrontation, the ability to 

openly name conflict, identify its causes, 

and agree on solutions becomes a 

significant challenge. Failure to openly 

express conflict issues can intensify 

conflict and lead to teams bogged in an 

artificial politeness mode. 

Therefore the VITT gives opportunity to 

make use of the ‘raise an issue’ element 

to enable team members to voice their 

concerns at an earliest possible stage.
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they have incompatible needs, goals, 

desires, or ideas”

The key causes of conflict are:

Competition – The desire to win or to 

have one’s own views, performance, or 

input valued above the work of others 

generates conflict and identifies a 

significant barrier to conflict resolution.

Interdependence – When we are 

required to work with others to accomplish 

part of our goals, we may both recognize 

the necessity of our dependence and 

simultaneously resent the dependence 

because we are not in total control of the 

situation.

Perceived Incompatibility – Our own 

biases and perceptual filters can establish 

obstacles that make common ground and 

agreement difficult to establish; the 

perspective that we are not likely to agree 

prevents either party from being the first 

to cooperate.

(Van Slyke, 1999, p. 5) Table 5.1

Research on group processes can help 

us to develop a positive attitude towards 

conflict. Results show that too much 

agreement can lead to groupthink (Janis, 

1982), a situation which leads to 

ineffective decisions due to a desire to 

maintain harmony and  cohesiveness over 

task effectiveness. If too much agreement 

and routine thinking are occurring in a 

team, occasional controversy may 

revitalize the team. 

Learning how to judge whether conflict is 

constructive or dysfunctional can help 

team members respond more effectively 

to conflict.

The following table  offers advice on how 

to think about conflict in ways which can 

help the team’s productivity.

Using Conflict as an opportunity

Responses to Conflict

When team members cooperate  five 

typical types of responses may arise. 

Avoidance

When individuals are either assertive nor 

cooperative, their behaviour becomes 

avoidance – they disengage from or 

ignore the conflict. In some cases they 

may choose to leave the team.

Competition

When individuals rigidly assert their views 

and do not seek to cooperate with other 

team members, their response is 

competitive or controlling – they seek to 

win the argument or have the resolution 

go entirely in their own direction. 

Cooperation

When team members seek to satisfy 

everyone’s concerns at the highest 

possible level, they use problem solving 

methods which require both high 

assertiveness and high levels of 

cooperation; this response to conflict is 

called cooperation – achieving an even 

better solution based on clearly 

understanding and integrating the needs 

of all team members.

Conflict is natural and can be 

valuable.

Conflict can be a source of energy.

Conflict is a result of real differences.

Different perspectives are often 

necessary for breakthrough thinking.

One’s views and habits in handling 

conflict are important determinants of 

the outcomes of a conflict.

Mastering skills in managing conflict 

takes a lot of practice.

(from Scholtes, et al., 1996, p. 7-2) Table

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Figure 4: INTERTool Cyclic Management approach based on Action Research

The INTERtool 
Management Approach 

Basic Principles and overall goal

The INTERTool management approach 

refers to the specifications of intercultural 

project teams; takes up the main 

principles described in the previous 

chapters and transfers them into a 

procedure. Thus it enables project 

coordinators to manage  intercultural  and

diversity  issues and the project teams to 

improve their intercultural competencies 

and performance.

Scientific Background:

Among others the INTERTool 

management approach utilises elements 

of TCI (Ruth Cohn), Action Theory (Kurt 

Lewin) and partly refers to other works on 

learning styles by Gordon Pask and David 

Kolb.

Based on this theoretical background the 

INTERTool-management could be 

characterised as “additional” mana-

gement system that supports the 

management by objectives that is laid 

down in the operative project plan in 

the project application.

INTERTool proposes a cyclic 

management procedure following an

action theory approach with consciously 

induced   THINK – ACT – LOOK  phases, 

introduced by a comprehensive collection 

of necessary data about the intercultural 

situation in the team. Utilising this 

approach each transnational project 

becomes a research-practice project in 

itself - analysing, developing and 

constantly improving the internal 

intercultural processes.
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1. Languages;

2. Technical issues;

3. Learning styles;

4. Personal characteristics and opinions;

5. Organisational culture;

6. Expectations. 

The Kick-off Tool

The members of a team starting to work 

in a European project should be aware of 

various elements of their diversity, in 

order to make the best use of the 

strengths they have within the team and 

to prevent frustrations and mis-

understandings by agreeing on a number 

of ground rules for their communication 

and cooperation during the project 

implementation, and for the management 

of the project in general.

As mentioned above, in order to reach 

these goals, team members are asked to 

fill in individually on the website of the 

VITT the Kick-off  Questionnaire. This is a 

questionnaire with six sections:

Languages

Knowing the languages spoken, written 

and understood by the members of the 

team can be useful for several reasons. It 

will help identifying the best qualified 

members  of  the  team  for  specific  tasks 

(such as writing documents, summarising 

documents in various languages, 

moderating a discussion), avoiding to 

assign tasks that are inappropriate to 

some team members,  dividing res-

ponsibilities for research or dissemination

among team members, etc. Mapping 

language competencies can also facilitate 

organising  sub-groups for specific work 

packages and identifying the needs for 

additional support, from within or from 

outside the team (interpreters, 

proofreading, etc).

Technical issues

Team members might have different 

knowledge, skills and attitudes regarding 

the use of ICT, they could be used to 

some specific tools and they could have 

different frequencies for answering emails 

or messages received on other com-

munication tools. The discussion on these 

issues can also reveal the needs for more 

information or instructions that some team 

members have, and who can provide 

such support in the team, and it can also 

lead to an appropriate choice of ICT tools 

to be used for communication and to rules 

about of the way these tools will be used.

Kick-off questionnaire

Discuss results

Ground rules

 Monitoring questionnaire

Discuss results

Management decisions

Kick-off Tool Monitoring Tool Evaluation Tool

Evaluation questionnaire

Discuss results

Lessons learned

In the  project starting phase  the personal

preferences of participants are analysed 

(Kick-off Tool). The te am related 

intercultural  management principles are 

planned accordingly, transferred in 

ground rules and regularly checked and 

adapted according to the requirements in 

the project (Monitoring-Tool).

In the final project phase the experiences 

over the whole project lifespan will be 

comprised in order to deliver them to 

other projects (Evaluation Tool) and to 

broaden the INTERTool knowledge base

The most important support to the 

management approach is given by the 

Virtual Intercultural Team Tool, the VITT:

Virtual Intercultural Team Tool 

(VITT)

About the VITT

The VITT (access at www.intertool.eu) 

has been designed with the aim to assist 

European project teams to improve 

intercultural communication and build on 

their cultural diversity for an effective 

implementation of their projects. It is a 

process-focused tool providing support to 

European project teams in three key 

processes of project implementation:

the kick-off of the project, starting the 

work as a team, task distribution and 

detailed planning;

the monitoring of the project 

implementation;

the evaluation of the project, at the 

end of the implementation period.

The starting point was the need, revealed

by the inquiry of participants in European 

projects, to raise awareness of the team 

members on the challenges and 

opportunities brought by the diversity of 

team members, as well as the need to 

help teams to structure a process through 

which diversity is made explicit and 

managed in a constructive way.

Therefore, the VITT has three main tools, 

each engaging the team in a three steps 

process: Kick-off Tool, Monitoring Tool 

and Evaluation Tool. Additionally, there is 

also a simple tool, called “Raise an issue”, 

allowing team members to communicate, 

in an anonymous way, issues which they 

think should be addressed, discussed and 

clarified within the team.

The process of using each tool starts with 

the team filling in an online questionnaire, 

continues with an analysis and discussion 

of the results, and is finalised with an 

agreement on a concrete output. In the 

case of the Kick-off  Tool, the main output 

is a list of ground rules, in the case of the 

Monitoring Tool it consists in a set of jo int 

management decisions, while in the case 

of the Evaluation Tool the output is a 

summary of the main lessons learned, 

which participants can take into account 

when implementing future projects.

The following diagram illustrates this step 

by step process:

•

•

•
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for additional clarifications, thus leading to 

Personal characteristics and opinions

This part of the questionnaire is realised 

based on cultural dimensions, a concept 

explained in other chapters of this 

publication. The position of an individual 

on a specific dimension may be in-

fluenced by the cultural or organisational 

environment, but also by personal 

background and options. The distribution 

of the positions of the team members on 

various dimensions may indicate the need 

the need for specific ground rules within 

the team.

The nine dimensions taken into account 

are:

areas or issues where additional 

overstep them. Activity is controlled more 

by rules and regulations than by personal 

directive from the top. 

The task culture: The dominant concept 

in the task culture is project work 

associated with a matrix structure. 

Decision making is devolved to the project 

groups and the main focus is to complete 

work efficiently and effectively. This 

culture is referred to as a net. 

The person culture: Within a person 

culture the focus of the organisation is on 

the individual. It does not have an 

overarching objective, as in more 

conventionally structured organisations, 

and it serves the needs of the 

participating members. This culture is 

referred to as a cluster. 

Expectations regarding the project

When working in a project, people have 

different expectations both at personal 

and at professional level, regarding their 

contribution to the project, the relationship 

between the team members, the results of 

the project and the process through which 

these results will be met etc. These 

expectations influence the attitudes and 

the behaviour as well as the perception of 

different situations and relations. Having a 

global view of the expectations of the 

team members can be useful in order to 

take them into account in the action plan 

of the project.

Once the kick-off  questionnaire is filled-in

by members, results are discussed and 

the team will identify both a set of 

decisions regarding, for instance, the way 

tasks will be distributed, and a set of 

clarification is needed. This takes the 

shape of “ground rules”. Depending on 

the composition of the team, of what 

members identify from the results of the 

Kick-off questionnaire, but also from the 

opinions expressed during the discussion, 

these rules will be different from one team 

to another. They may concern issues 

regarding communication, virtual and 

during face-to-face meetings, decision-

making process, the way to address 

sensitive issues, meaning and importance 

of punctuality, or the way to structure 

meetings agendas.  

A key issue to clarify with all team 

members is to avoid overestimating the 

results of the questionnaire. The ques-

tionnaire does not provide an absolute 

diagnosis or a profile of the team but 

rather a starting point for discussion and it 

is in the discussion tha tthe team can get 

to identify key issues where diversity 

should be used as an asset and where it 

should cautiously be managed to 

overcome challenges.

It is important that rules are agreed and 

understood by all team members and that 

is why the process is st ructured in the 

Kick-off tool in the following way:

based on the discussions, all 

participants are requested to formulate 

proposals for ground rules;

•
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1. Focus on group belonging / Focus on 

individuality

2. Formal rules / Context related 

strategies 

3. Hierarchy and authority / Participation 

and autonomy  

4. Competition and assertiveness / 

Responsibility and care taking 

5. Pragmatic / Conceptual

6. Monochrone time orientation / 

Polychrone time orientation

7. Implicit communication / Explicit 

communication

8. Conflict orientation / Harmony 

orientation

9. Task orientation / Relationship 

orientation

Learning styles

The knowledge of the preferred learning 

and working styles of team members can 

facilitate the distribution of tasks in a way 

that best fits these preferences. With a set 

of eight questions, this section of the 

questionnaire will provide both an 

individual profile (each member will only 

view his/her own profile) and a group 

profile, indicated how preferred learning 

styles (activist, reflector, theorist and 

pragmatist) are distributed within the team 

members. These are adapted in our tool 

from Honey and Mumford, based on the 

style diagnosis of David A. Kolb.

Organisational culture

Organisational culture reflects the way 

people within the organisation generally 

relate to one another, share ideas and 

work together on a daily basis to get 

things done. It includes the shared view of 

direction      and   values,  priorities, 

commitments and feelings of loyalty and 

personal worth within an organisation. 

Organisational culture is comprised of the 

assumptions, values, norms and tangible 

signs (artefacts) of organization  members 

and their behaviours. Organisational 

culture plays an important role both in the 

way in which it influences the context of 

reference of the individual and in the way 

the individual can influence the 

organisation. In a European project there 

is a partnership between organisations 

and the representatives of these 

organisations bring their organisational 

culture into their project and the project in 

their organisation. Therefore, an image of 

the organisational culture diversity can 

facilitate the working process and the 

distribution of the tasks.

Four types of organisational cultures are 

identified, based on the theory developed 

by Handy (1993), and Harisson (1972):

The power culture: Within a power 

culture, control is the key element. 

Decision making is centralised around 

one key individual. This culture can be 

referred to as a web, with the leader in the 

middle. 

The role culture: Within a role culture 

emphasis is on defined roles and people 

are expected to fulfil their roles but not to 



for additional clarifications, thus leading to 

Personal characteristics and opinions

This part of the questionnaire is realised 

based on cultural dimensions, a concept 

explained in other chapters of this 

publication. The position of an individual 

on a specific dimension may be in-

fluenced by the cultural or organisational 

environment, but also by personal 

background and options. The distribution 

of the positions of the team members on 

various dimensions may indicate the need 

the need for specific ground rules within 

the team.

The nine dimensions taken into account 

are:

areas or issues where additional 

overstep them. Activity is controlled more 

by rules and regulations than by personal 

directive from the top. 

The task culture: The dominant concept 

in the task culture is project work 

associated with a matrix structure. 

Decision making is devolved to the project 

groups and the main focus is to complete 

work efficiently and effectively. This 

culture is referred to as a net. 

The person culture: Within a person 

culture the focus of the organisation is on 

the individual. It does not have an 

overarching objective, as in more 

conventionally structured organisations, 

and it serves the needs of the 

participating members. This culture is 

referred to as a cluster. 

Expectations regarding the project

When working in a project, people have 

different expectations both at personal 

and at professional level, regarding their 

contribution to the project, the relationship 

between the team members, the results of 

the project and the process through which 

these results will be met etc. These 

expectations influence the attitudes and 

the behaviour as well as the perception of 

different situations and relations. Having a 

global view of the expectations of the 

team members can be useful in order to 

take them into account in the action plan 

of the project.

Once the kick-off  questionnaire is filled-in

by members, results are discussed and 

the team will identify both a set of 

decisions regarding, for instance, the way 

tasks will be distributed, and a set of 

clarification is needed. This takes the 

shape of “ground rules”. Depending on 

the composition of the team, of what 

members identify from the results of the 

Kick-off questionnaire, but also from the 

opinions expressed during the discussion, 

these rules will be different from one team 

to another. They may concern issues 

regarding communication, virtual and 

during face-to-face meetings, decision-

making process, the way to address 

sensitive issues, meaning and importance 

of punctuality, or the way to structure 

meetings agendas.  

A key issue to clarify with all team 

members is to avoid overestimating the 

results of the questionnaire. The ques-

tionnaire does not provide an absolute 

diagnosis or a profile of the team but 

rather a starting point for discussion and it 

is in the discussion tha tthe team can get 

to identify key issues where diversity 

should be used as an asset and where it 

should cautiously be managed to 

overcome challenges.

It is important that rules are agreed and 

understood by all team members and that 

is why the process is st ructured in the 

Kick-off tool in the following way:

based on the discussions, all 

participants are requested to formulate 

proposals for ground rules;

•

62 63

1. Focus on group belonging / Focus on 

individuality

2. Formal rules / Context related 

strategies 

3. Hierarchy and authority / Participation 

and autonomy  

4. Competition and assertiveness / 

Responsibility and care taking 

5. Pragmatic / Conceptual

6. Monochrone time orientation / 

Polychrone time orientation

7. Implicit communication / Explicit 

communication

8. Conflict orientation / Harmony 

orientation

9. Task orientation / Relationship 

orientation

Learning styles

The knowledge of the preferred learning 

and working styles of team members can 

facilitate the distribution of tasks in a way 

that best fits these preferences. With a set 

of eight questions, this section of the 

questionnaire will provide both an 

individual profile (each member will only 

view his/her own profile) and a group 

profile, indicated how preferred learning 

styles (activist, reflector, theorist and 

pragmatist) are distributed within the team 

members. These are adapted in our tool 

from Honey and Mumford, based on the 

style diagnosis of David A. Kolb.

Organisational culture

Organisational culture reflects the way 

people within the organisation generally 

relate to one another, share ideas and 

work together on a daily basis to get 

things done. It includes the shared view of 

direction      and   values,  priorities, 

commitments and feelings of loyalty and 

personal worth within an organisation. 

Organisational culture is comprised of the 

assumptions, values, norms and tangible 

signs (artefacts) of organization  members 

and their behaviours. Organisational 

culture plays an important role both in the 

way in which it influences the context of 

reference of the individual and in the way 

the individual can influence the 

organisation. In a European project there 

is a partnership between organisations 

and the representatives of these 

organisations bring their organisational 

culture into their project and the project in 

their organisation. Therefore, an image of 

the organisational culture diversity can 

facilitate the working process and the 

distribution of the tasks.

Four types of organisational cultures are 

identified, based on the theory developed 

by Handy (1993), and Harisson (1972):

The power culture: Within a power 

culture, control is the key element. 

Decision making is centralised around 

one key individual. This culture can be 

referred to as a web, with the leader in the 

middle. 

The role culture: Within a role culture 

emphasis is on defined roles and people 

are expected to fulfil their roles but not to 



The Evaluation Tool

At the end of the project, each team is 

required to submit a final report. The final 

report form includes a section in which 

you are asked to “describe the tools and 

methods put in place to manage the 

consortium, to ensure cooperation among 

partners and to implement quality 

assurance. This includes the internal 

monitoring system and tools used to 

assess the project’s progress. […] Report 

on any particular difficulty the project 

encountered related to the management 

of the partnership”. The Virtual 

Intertcultural Team Tool is obviously one 

of the tools which can be used for this 

purpose.

The Evaluation Tool of the VITT is to be 

used at the end of the project and has two 

main aims:

• to support the team in reflecting on 

the way diversity issues were 

managed during the implementation 

of the project and draw out useful 

lessons from this experience, that 

each participant will benefit from in 

future projects;

• to provide input for the Final Report of 

the project.

As in the case of the Kick-off Tool and of 

the Monitoring Tool, all t eam members 

are invited to fill in the Evaluation 

Questionnaire. 

The Evaluation Questionnaire has two 

parts. The first one asks participants to 

rate six key elements of the project:

• project outcomes;

• team performance;

• communication;

• leadership and management;

• how team members related to the 

ground rules;

• management of disturbances and 

conflicts.

The second part of the questionnaire has 

five open questions, the first four referring 

to positive and challenging aspects of the 

project and to how team diversity played a 

role in both. The last questions asks 

participants to identify lessons learned 

which could be useful for further work, for 

themselves and for the other team 

members. 

The results obtained will be discussed by 

the whole team and conclusions will be 

agreed together and formulated by the 

project coordinator. 

Brief guidelines for using the VITT

The project coordinator has a key role in 

the use of the VITT. The first step, 

besides understanding the goal, the logic 

and the key processes of the VITT, is to 

create a project account. The creation of 

an account will generate automatically a

restricted area, accessible only to team 

members, where access will be possible 

only by invitation and based on a 

password.  

The coordinator will have additional 

functions in the use of the VITT, being 

able to add and delete team members, to 

insert changes into ground rules, propose 

conclusions for the Monitoring and the 

Evaluation tools, but also supervise the 

activity of team members, schedule 

monitoring sessions, and open access to 

tools. 

The role of the coordinator is to make 

sure that the team will successfully go 

through the following steps:
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1. team work

2. deliveries

3. communication

4. leadership and project management

5. tensions/disturbances/conflicts

6. self-reflection

7. review of ground rules

• the project coordinator will summarise 

and structure the proposals into draft 

ground rules;

• draft ground rules are being analysed

and commented if appropriate by team 

members;

• revised ground rules are then being 

formulated by the coordinator, taking 

into account the comments and 

suggestions received on the draft;

• each member is asked to validate 

every ground rule and, once rules have 

been validated by all team members, 

they become effective for the team.

Teams can opt for using the  Kick-off Tool

completely online, or they can have the 

discussion and the agreement on the 

ground rules during their Kick-off meeting, 

face-to-face. In any case, it is important 

that the coordinator enters the ground 

rules agreed upon into the VITT and that 

each member validates them, so that they 

can serve as a reference for the further 

stages of the project and for the future 

monitoring sessions.

The Monitoring Tool

The Monitoring tool is supporting the team 

to review how members perceive the work 

and the relationships in the project, in 

order to facilitate improvement. The 

process is similar to the one described for 

the Kick-off Tool and  starts with  filling in

the Monitoring Questionnaire.

The Monitoring Questionnaire has seven 

sections:

The results obtained for the team from the 

Monitoring Questionnaire will serve as a 

basis for a group discussion. They will 

highlight issues that team members see 

as strengths, issues that they are satisfied 

with, and also issues that are problematic, 

where improvements or changes are 

needed.

The review of the ground rules is of 

particular importance. Team members 

may conclude that ground rules are 

pertinent and effective, they might

consider some rules useless, others 

needing changes, or they may come to 

the conclusion that additional rules are 

necessary.

The coordinator will then summarise the 

conclusions of this discussion and 

propose a number of decisions to improve 

the work of the team from the perspective 

of the management of diversity and will 

also amend, if appropriate, the list of 

ground rules.

The team members will have the 

possibility to comment on both the 

updated rules and on the list of decisions 

and, when agreement is reached, these 

should be validated by each member.

Depending of the complexity of the 

project and on the composition of the 

team, during the project lifetime there can 

be one or several monitoring sessions, 

with enough time in-between  them for the 

reflection to be meaningful. 

The “Raise and issue” Tool also allows 

participants to request ad-hoc monitoring 

sessions, which can imply going through 

all the questionnaire and the monitoring 

process, or just specific elements of it. 



The Evaluation Tool

At the end of the project, each team is 

required to submit a final report. The final 

report form includes a section in which 

you are asked to “describe the tools and 

methods put in place to manage the 

consortium, to ensure cooperation among 

partners and to implement quality 

assurance. This includes the internal 

monitoring system and tools used to 

assess the project’s progress. […] Report 

on any particular difficulty the project 

encountered related to the management 

of the partnership”. The Virtual 

Intertcultural Team Tool is obviously one 

of the tools which can be used for this 

purpose.

The Evaluation Tool of the VITT is to be 

used at the end of the project and has two 

main aims:

• to support the team in reflecting on 

the way diversity issues were 

managed during the implementation 

of the project and draw out useful 

lessons from this experience, that 

each participant will benefit from in 

future projects;

• to provide input for the Final Report of 

the project.

As in the case of the Kick-off Tool and of 

the Monitoring Tool, all t eam members 

are invited to fill in the Evaluation 

Questionnaire. 

The Evaluation Questionnaire has two 

parts. The first one asks participants to 

rate six key elements of the project:

• project outcomes;

• team performance;

• communication;

• leadership and management;

• how team members related to the 

ground rules;

• management of disturbances and 

conflicts.

The second part of the questionnaire has 

five open questions, the first four referring 

to positive and challenging aspects of the 

project and to how team diversity played a 

role in both. The last questions asks 

participants to identify lessons learned 

which could be useful for further work, for 

themselves and for the other team 

members. 

The results obtained will be discussed by 

the whole team and conclusions will be 

agreed together and formulated by the 

project coordinator. 

Brief guidelines for using the VITT

The project coordinator has a key role in 

the use of the VITT. The first step, 

besides understanding the goal, the logic 

and the key processes of the VITT, is to 

create a project account. The creation of 

an account will generate automatically a

restricted area, accessible only to team 

members, where access will be possible 

only by invitation and based on a 

password.  

The coordinator will have additional 

functions in the use of the VITT, being 

able to add and delete team members, to 

insert changes into ground rules, propose 

conclusions for the Monitoring and the 

Evaluation tools, but also supervise the 

activity of team members, schedule 

monitoring sessions, and open access to 

tools. 

The role of the coordinator is to make 

sure that the team will successfully go 

through the following steps:

64 65

1. team work

2. deliveries

3. communication

4. leadership and project management

5. tensions/disturbances/conflicts

6. self-reflection

7. review of ground rules

• the project coordinator will summarise 

and structure the proposals into draft 

ground rules;

• draft ground rules are being analysed

and commented if appropriate by team 

members;

• revised ground rules are then being 

formulated by the coordinator, taking 

into account the comments and 

suggestions received on the draft;

• each member is asked to validate 

every ground rule and, once rules have 

been validated by all team members, 

they become effective for the team.

Teams can opt for using the  Kick-off Tool

completely online, or they can have the 

discussion and the agreement on the 

ground rules during their Kick-off meeting, 

face-to-face. In any case, it is important 

that the coordinator enters the ground 

rules agreed upon into the VITT and that 

each member validates them, so that they 

can serve as a reference for the further 

stages of the project and for the future 

monitoring sessions.

The Monitoring Tool

The Monitoring tool is supporting the team 

to review how members perceive the work 

and the relationships in the project, in 

order to facilitate improvement. The 

process is similar to the one described for 

the Kick-off Tool and  starts with  filling in

the Monitoring Questionnaire.

The Monitoring Questionnaire has seven 

sections:

The results obtained for the team from the 

Monitoring Questionnaire will serve as a 

basis for a group discussion. They will 

highlight issues that team members see 

as strengths, issues that they are satisfied 

with, and also issues that are problematic, 

where improvements or changes are 

needed.

The review of the ground rules is of 

particular importance. Team members 

may conclude that ground rules are 

pertinent and effective, they might

consider some rules useless, others 

needing changes, or they may come to 

the conclusion that additional rules are 

necessary.

The coordinator will then summarise the 

conclusions of this discussion and 

propose a number of decisions to improve 

the work of the team from the perspective 

of the management of diversity and will 

also amend, if appropriate, the list of 

ground rules.

The team members will have the 

possibility to comment on both the 

updated rules and on the list of decisions 

and, when agreement is reached, these 

should be validated by each member.

Depending of the complexity of the 

project and on the composition of the 

team, during the project lifetime there can 

be one or several monitoring sessions, 

with enough time in-between  them for the 

reflection to be meaningful. 

The “Raise and issue” Tool also allows 

participants to request ad-hoc monitoring 

sessions, which can imply going through 

all the questionnaire and the monitoring 

process, or just specific elements of it. 
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Although at first sight using the VITT can 

be seen as an additional burden for the 

project coordinator and for the team 

members, the time spent with the VITT 

should rather be seen as an investment, 

contributing to increased effectiveness, 

efficiency, and satisfaction of team 

members.  

An advantage is that team members can 

fill in the questionnaires and participate in 

online discussions at their own 

convenience. A reasonable amount of 

time is needed to discuss these issues 

during face-to-face or virtual meetings but 

this will actually save time during the 

project implementation.

Steps for using the VITT

9. Evaluation discussion:
The team members discuss the results of the 
evaluation questionnaire and draw-up lessons 
learned in terms of working as a multicultural 
team.

8. Evaluation questionnaire:
At the end of the project, the questionnaire helps the 
team to reflect on its performance from the 
perspective of intercultural communication.

7. Monitoring discussion:
Participants discuss results of the monitoring questionnaire 
and agree on what to change to improve team performance 
and what needs to be maintained. Amendments to Ground 
Rules are possible. The monitoring cycle can be repeated 
several times, as it is considered appropriate by the team.

6. Monitoring questionnaire:
Team members fill-in a questionnaire about various aspects of 
team work and review the effectiveness of the ground rules.

5. Scheduling monitoring:
Monitoring sessions can be planned in advance on a regular basis or 
requested by any team member when a problem in encountered.

4. Defining ground rules:
The Project Coordinator summarises discussions and drafts ground rules. 
Members comment and validate the ground rules.

3. Kick-off discussion:
The team members discuss the results of the questionnaire and formulate proposals 
for ground rules.

2. Kick-off questionnaire:
All team members fill-in a questionnaire aimed at revealing various elements of team 
diversity. The questionnaire takes about 20 minutes to complete.

1. The team registers on the VITT:
The coordinator invites team members to join.
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Annexe I

Training Concept

The training programme produced as part 

of the INTERtool project plays a crucial 

role in bringing together all three key 

outcomes of the project, which are:

• Guidance publication

• Face to face training

• Culture Communication Toolkit

The toolkit is a practical tool that can be 

used by multi-cultural teams throughout 

the life of the project.  The Guidance 

Publication on the other hand provides 

background reading, the theory and 

underlying principles that are being 

addressed by the toolkit.  The face to face 

training allows multicultural team  

members who attend the training to 

explore the principles discussed in the 

guidance publication with like-minded 

people, giving  participants the oppor-

tunity to understand diversity through 

practical exercises.  The training also pro-

vides an introduction to the toolkit and 

how to use it.  The first few days of the 

training and background reading con-

tained in the Guidance Publication helps 

the workshop participants to understand 

the concepts used in the toolkit, which 

they learn to use in the latter part of the 

course.  By the time the participants trial 

the toolkit they have a better under-

standing of what the toolkit is monitoring 

and evaluating and how it can help them.

The inter-relationship between the three elements is shown in this diagram:

 

VITT Virtual Toolkit

(Tool for developing your own 

teams, individual contributions 

followed by team discussions)

Guidance Publication

(written document:

background reading

and for reference)

Face to Face Training

(exploration, group work,

discussions)
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Delegates who attend the face to face 

training have a better understanding of 

the contents of the toolkit, why it is 

important for multicultural teams and how 

it can help team members increase 

performance in European projects, than 

people who try to use the toolkit without 

attending the course.

The course is delivered as a five day 

residential face to face course with a 

relatively small group, in one of the 

European countries, at scheduled times 

during the year.  Details of these courses 

are available from the website 

www.intertool.eu.  The training covers the 

following:

• Cultural dimensions and diversity

• Team development

• Leadership

• Stereotyping

• Intercultural communication

• Intercultural competencies

• Introduction to the VITT (Virtual 

Intercultural Team Tool)

The topics are covered in a practical way 

allowing participants to experience the 

principles and construct knowledge of the 

concepts rather than receive information, 

which can be easily achieved by reading 

the Guidance Publication and other 

reference material.  It provides a forum for 

the delegates to discuss the concepts in 

detail and therefore adds an extra 

dimension to understanding these 

concepts and how they transpire in 

multicultural teams, as well as building on 

these to  improve performance in 

European projects.  There is real value in 

people talking about their experiences 

and supporting each other in finding joint 

solutions, which is achieved through the 

face to face training.
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Delegates who attend the face to face 

training have a better understanding of 

the contents of the toolkit, why it is 

important for multicultural teams and how 

it can help team members increase 

performance in European projects, than 

people who try to use the toolkit without 

attending the course.

The course is delivered as a five day 

residential face to face course with a 

relatively small group, in one of the 

European countries, at scheduled times 

during the year.  Details of these courses 

are available from the website 

www.intertool.eu.  The training covers the 

following:

• Cultural dimensions and diversity

• Team development

• Leadership

• Stereotyping

• Intercultural communication

• Intercultural competencies

• Introduction to the VITT (Virtual 

Intercultural Team Tool)

The topics are covered in a practical way 

allowing participants to experience the 

principles and construct knowledge of the 

concepts rather than receive information, 

which can be easily achieved by reading 

the Guidance Publication and other 

reference material.  It provides a forum for 

the delegates to discuss the concepts in 

detail and therefore adds an extra 

dimension to understanding these 

concepts and how they transpire in 

multicultural teams, as well as building on 

these to  improve performance in 

European projects.  There is real value in 

people talking about their experiences 

and supporting each other in finding joint 

solutions, which is achieved through the 

face to face training.
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Annexe II

Recommendations from the basic 

survey for successful cooperation in 

European project  management

Leadership 

The basics are related to communication, 

the qualitiy of the partnership: getting and 

maintaining the commitment of the 

partners during the whole lifecycle of the 

project, Also the quality of the leadership, 

which means the ability of project leaders 

to maintain the commitment of the 

partners, the project leader is maybe the 

critical one in a project, even if a project is 

not so good designed or planned when it 

has a good project leader the project will 

proceed well. The leader should be part 

of the whole and should have the courage 

to show and use his/her cultural and 

individual competencies (and not give up 

own identity for  consensus). There 

should be agreements on how to keep 

deadlines and appointments. Monitoring 

of progress of the tasks between 

meetings to use evaluation also for the 

working process and in a moderating  

function is important. The leader should 

include a feed back  on requirements of 

the project, what has been achieved and 

what needs to be done against the project 

plan at the face to face meetings.

The Diverse Team

I think the proper people and the proper 

partner if there is a clear and mutually 

shred objective, a common motivation if 

this is there, everything can succeed. If all 

partners of the project are compromising 

with the project. They all bring in their 

competencies into  the project. The team 

should identify the competencies of 

individuals and partners in the beginning.

An open mind, an open eye as 

coordinator   and   also   as   a   partner  is 

needed. When you enter European 

projects you will meet different people, 

different organizations, they all have their 

specifics, their conceptions and limitations 

and opportunities. You have to adjust to 

that and realize that they are not the 

same as you are. Don’t put too much 

workload in one meeting. Make time for 

socializing. Respect and fairness should 

be part of the working process. A clear 

task division is needed, brought about by 

a democratic process. Mechanisms to 

solve conflicts should be in place. To 

have a supervisor or coach from time to 

time can help. 

Intercultural Communication

The intercultural issue is important, these 

competencies should be on the check list, 

to built in all the interactions, to be aware 

of the intercultural elements and to do 

something  specific to strengthen inter-

cultural interactions in European projects. 

It is important to clarify the  meaning of 

terms and definitions, so that everyone 

has a common understanding of what the 

project is about. Language skills can help 

(English as the common working 

language).  When English is not your 

mother tongue terms can mean different 

things to different people.   Also you need 

to be able to understand each other in 

terms of common behaviour. 

An understanding of differences in 

working   practis, and  a  willingness  to 

listen to other peoples ideas is important. 

Continuous communication breaks down 

all barriers.  Support for the technology 

being used is necessary, otherwise if 

there is a problem that remains 

unresolved partners stop using the 

technology. For the face-to face meetings, 

time should be reserved for cultural visits 

and team building activities.
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Examples from the basic survey

General examples

• To establish from the very beginning 

an explicit 'code of behaviour' how to 

proceed in case of conflict. The ne-

cessity to establish such a code has 

been recognized through the conflicts.

• The management/ coordinator of the 

project did share the ICT tools for 

communication, list of achievements, 

obstacles, deadlines and record keep-

ing of the expenditures. The ICT tool 

was transparent to all partners for 

comments and suggestions on acti-

vities also carried out by others.

• …Learning some words in partners’ 

language

Specific tools

• Open Source Software - Moodle and 

Drupal, Mambo, Klearn, Marratech

• Dedicated "Content Management 

system - Knotes " 

• Not free software – Basecamp

• CMS for communication and mana-

ging all related  activities and docu -

ments for the project

• LMS for managing produced course 

materials and communication

• Specific web space for sharing of ex-

perience, blog addresses

• Barnga role-play

• Creative play, audio-visual expression 

(in Face Value)

• Mini-company (in Edycate)

• Just informal means, such as estab-

lishing a communication matrix that 

uses diverse media and means, nego-

tiation and agreeing in order to trans-

form partners' specific inputs into 

project outputs

• A PHP communication platform where 

the partners could upload documents, 

see the progress of each work pack-

age, discuss on the forum, etc.

• Model platform for the communication 

between partners and target group.

• www.modal-eu.net, 

Interactive Website

Encountering Stereotypes

There was a long list of examples on 

stereotyping as listed below. The majority 

of them are a kind of national stereotyping 

mentioning negative or challenging   as-

pects due to nationality. Some examples 

show that stereotypes are dealing with 

general classifications, which cause unfair 

preconceptions and solutions.

Some responses:

• Italian national agency gave a delayed 

decision, this was perceived as 

'typical' Italian Inefficiency and time 

management (which was not the case 

- delay was due to freezing by the 

Commission)

• Self-stereotyping in the case of Italian 

and Estonian colleagues that inter-

active and more affective oriented 

methods are not part of their learning 

culture (due to partial perception)

• Romanian partners for economic 

reasons

• Turkish partners for different religion.

• Turkish partners in one meeting have 

appeared to be autocratic and other 

partners have tended to stereotype all 

Turkish people in the same way.

• Prejudices to personal attitudes of dif-

ferent nationalities.

• We had the Image, that the Germans 

are cold. We corrected this bias.

• Time management: Germans are 

always on time, Mediterranean part-
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Annexe II

Recommendations from the basic 

survey for successful cooperation in 

European project  management

Leadership 
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the qualitiy of the partnership: getting and 
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of progress of the tasks between 

meetings to use evaluation also for the 
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the project, what has been achieved and 
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The Diverse Team
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competencies should be on the check list, 
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Examples from the basic survey
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• Turkish partners in one meeting have 
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partners have tended to stereotype all 
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• We had the Image, that the Germans 

are cold. We corrected this bias.

• Time management: Germans are 

always on time, Mediterranean part-
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ners have often a different under-

standing of exactingness

• Discussions: partners from eastern 

countries are more reserved

• Italians are talkative

• People living in Scandinavia are self-

contained, cold

• Spanish people are passionate

• Part of this is already mentioned 

above. Additionally, Polish and 

Turkish colleagues are also difficult to 

work with, because they very often do 

not comply with agreed deadlines and 

commitments. My experience shows 

that Turkish people do not know what 

a deadline means actually, they de-

monstrate bad quality of work and bad 

reporting. Turkish do not trust the 

other nations, it is almost impossible 

to find a partner from Turkey via 

Internet if no connections exist before 

that. They never respond to un inquiry 

or request, extremely non-European 

behaviour and attitude. Polish behave 

also somehow strange as project part-

ners. They pretend to be important 

and knowledgeable but many 

colleagues complain of their bad 

experience with Polish who perform 

badly in their project work, meaning 

quality of products, reporting, respon-

sibilities, attitude to partners, etc.

• E.g the Mediterranean partners are 

afraid of new elements of

• methodology having developed by the 

western part: Implementing

• workshops in conferences – it seams 

to be better to have all the

• lecturer speaking one after the other. 

And no contribution from the speaking 

one after the other.

It was interesting: Nobody gave positive 

Stereotypes e.g Italians are good cooks, 

or Finns are good teachers, German are 

good Technicians etc., which might not be 

true for everyone. Men are good drivers. 

It sounds positive but it is a stereotype 

too.

• After several big EU  projects with 15+ 

members, I'd say there's no question 

that (with danger of generalising …) 

partners from below 'the wine belt' (a 

phrase from one of our Bulgarian 

colleagues ;-) … tend to have a 

different attitude to: 

- time (more flexible); 

- reporting (later, but more relaxed 

about it; 

- coffee (more necessary & must be 

stronger); 

- discussion (overlapping discourse 

more common and acceptable);

- finances (more relaxed - rounding 

up or down to nearest Euro - not 

reporting 'cents'; 

- food (more important & 

discussions over it also important 

part of the proceedings)

- protocol (with e.g. senior members 

of their institutions) often more 

formal and necessary

- smoking

Intercultural Competencies needed

There are hard skill competences, as 

knowledge of language, history of EU 

countries, religions, IT-skills,... but most of 

the competences seen as a need in Euro-

pean Projects are soft skill competences 

(open minded, interested, aware on 

personal attitudes, adaptability, respect 

and acceptance of the other,…) 

• In my opinion, you have to be tolerant, 

curious and open. You have to be 

ready to “prove” yourself, to accept 

others/other cultures. It is sometimes 

useful when you can laugh about 

yourself or your own country

• Negotiating skills

• Awareness of the ethnocentricity of 

own knowledge, Interpretation, defini-

tion etc. (Amartja Sen)

• On a personal level - Adaptability, 

Plurality, Tolerance

• Otherwise - communication skills, IT 

skills and the ability to understand 

accented speech.

• Speaking English

• Interest in other countries (traditions, 

way of living so.)

• Foreign languages skills

• History knowledge

• Knowledge of other Religions

• Respect to the others, openness to 

other cultures and mentality, pre-

paredness to judge upon personal 

skills rather than on national belong-

ing, equal treatment of all EU nations 

by the European Commission also.

• the ability to listen (take in infor-

mation) in a non-judgemental way 

(non-ethnocentric)

• the ability to see your own culture as 

something particular (not a standard)

• Confidence in your own values, which 

makes it easier to accept other 

people's values

• The project manager should not take 

anything for granted; every detail and 

term has to be discussed as there can 

be different kinds of national interpret-

tations for the terms used. Under-

standing cultural differences related to 

e.g. e-mail messages. What is a 

normal approach in Finland, seems to 

be quite rude in British way of 

thinking.

Additional comments

Intercultural project are very exciting and 

an incredible / unforgettable experience. I 

did not use any “tools” – and I lost very 

much time for organizational matters 

which would be easier if you use helpful 

“tools”/instruments. The commission 

should support seriously ideas/pro-

jects/preparations for the development of 

“tools” which make “daily project work” 

much easier. 

In general the working conditions have 

become worse - I.e. time pressure on 

individual partners, less resources, multi-

tasking, larger competition for financial 

resources, number of required partners in 

officially larger than official number 

requested, lack of time because of tight 

budget, exploitation

I would appreciate in my management 

work to have a kind of time alarming tool 

to make some project partners be more 

committed to agreed deadlines.

Just to clarify, the tools checked above, 

are implemented by me as popular and 

logical management tools, which are well-

known amongst European project 

managers – work plan, distribution of 

task, WGroups creation, project leader-

ship, evaluation indicators, internal report 

sheets, etc. We have not developed 

something special. 

Most of the tools we implement are inclu-

ded in the Socrates Survival kit and other 

manuals alike. The main aim of this sort 

of tool must be: To make people aware of 

the fact that our brains tend to categorise 

things  in an  over-simplifying manner.  We  

tend to share categories with our im-

mediate surroundings. There is absolutely 

nothing wrong in this but it can create 

misunderstanding. We should also be 
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made aware that the intercultural chal-

lenge might as big within a country as 

between countries.

The more technical aspects touched upon 

in the questionnaire can help many pro-

ject coordinators avoid statements like: 

But surely you have a tax registration 

number. Everybody has." "Your account 

number has 11 digits only. I tshould have 

14."

Training, vision of totality, all the above 

are essential, looking forward for the 

project results :-)
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Recommendations from the final conference: 

in Switzerland 23rd – 24th October 2009

Think – Look – Act (How to swim? – Not to sink)

Communication

• Do not value and judge

• What did you understand?

• Empathy

• Repeat

• Adapt to the others

• Be open minded

• Not to be offended

• Be open for non-verbal communication

• Say yes

• Be aware that everybody is different

• Avoid misunderstandings

• Show respect for other styles and communication abilities

• Authenticity

• Define a way to communicate

• Summarize before conclusions and decisions

• Adapt translation
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Leadership

Team 1

• Self reflection

• Feedback

• Face problems

• Communicate!

• Acceptance of diversity (no wrong or 

right)

• Awareness of own leadership style

• Create positive and harmonic frame 

condition

• Awareness of perspectives

• “respect of goals” and general for 

people

• At the end the leader decides!

• Clear hierarchy

• Make use of competencies

• Empowerment

• Bottom up process

• Balance between the extremes

• Individual-and situation based 

flexibility regarding the needs

• No prejudices or stereotypes

Team 2

• Empathy

• Good manager

• Motivate

• Feedback

• Respect decisions

• Communicate fair

• Do everything, that people can work

• Support of majority

• Adjust the leading style to the cultural 

background

• Awareness of the expected leadership 

style

• Know the own capacity and own limits

• Self esteem

• Be sure of your capacities and the 

capacity of the others

• Visionary

• Be creative and innovative

• Formal rules for structure

• Common responsibility

• Delegate

More thinking: What unites us (not: 

Teamwork

Team 1

• Team

• Individual 

• Define roles

• Team building activities

• Problem oriented work

• Consensus oriented

• Resources

• Respect

• Conflict Management skills

• Clear goal setting controlling

• Leadership

• Goal oriented

• Respect

• Clear, transparent

• Motivation

• Listening clear

• Clear rules

• Clear processes

• Ref. good communication

• Awareness

• Culture

• Processes

• Acceptance of differences

• Goup dynamics

• Flexibility

• Be open minded

• Outbalancing (finding a mechanism)

• Resources

• Finding the best person for a goal

• Identification of a team to match the 

goal

• Recognition

Team 2

• maintain the pleasure as swimming 

ring

• Be aware about the others

• Be present

• Focusing on the goal (not on the 

difficulties / emotions) 

• Facts

• Objective argumentation  fact 

oriented

• Define / divide roles: abilities, 

interests, etc.

• Individual motivation

• Mediator / Moderator

• Focus on ideas, potentials – not on 

problems

• Ask for feedback

• Not judge, be open

• Be tolerant to different individuality 

and different capacity

• Keep positive teamwork alive

• Problems are our friends

• Confidence

• Assertive behaviour

• Define: how we will resolve problems

• Think outside of the box 

• Agree on mechanism of dealing with 

stress situations

• Problems are inspiring

• Keep the fire burning and stay in 

permanent contact

• Common goals

• Empathy

• Nothing is carved in stone

• Creativity is nourished

• Transparency

• Dialogue

• Clear aims and structures, deadlines 

and task based management

•

what makes us different)

• Define and stick to general standards

• Fun factor and informal gatherings 

and social events

Z
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Annexe III
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