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Abstract

In this paper, I develop and empirically test a contingency model for the impact of two structural contingency relationships on multicultural group performance. The first structural contingency relationship refers to a fit between the cultural diversity within a work group and task complexity; the second structural contingency relationship focuses on a fit between the degree of cultural diversity and the degree of coupling in the work group. Moreover, the model links the degree of cultural diversity in a work group with context characteristics, group processes, and group performance. The assumed relationships are investigated in a field study based on questionnaire data. By December 2003 results can be presented. 
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1. Introduction

The dramatic increase in the internationalisation of companies has risen the complexity of multinational companies’ tasks. Multinational companies have established multicultural work groups (multicultural teams) in order to deal with that complexity. These multicultural work groups focus on complex analyses and decisions containing high risk and having a wide spectrum of consequences. Scholars (e.g. Elron, 1997; Hambrick, Davison, Snell & Snow, 1998; Distefano & Maznevski, 2000) and practitioners have dwelled on the ‘Value-in-Diversity-Hypothesis’ which argues that the work groups’ diversity leads to competitive advantages. Yet, there are little systematic and empirical studies, which would confirm this intuitively appealing assumption. 

In this paper, it is argued that the inconsistent findings are mainly due to an inadequate conceptualisation of work groups’ cultural diversity in these studies. Therefore, an alternative conceptualisation based on a contingency perspective is developed, in which most relevant context factors, design features and success outcomes of multicultural group work are considered. Furthermore, the theoretical concept of loosely coupled systems (Weick, 1976; Orton & Weick, 1990) is applied to account for the inconsistent findings in the past, whereby especially the notion of ‘requisite variety’ (Ashby, 1956) holds fruitful insights into the dynamics of multicultural group work. 

By applying survey research methods it is attempted to discern the contradicting results. In particular, the multicultural dynamics operating within such groups are examined. The primary purposes of the study are then to identify those dimensions of multicultural group work, that significantly contribute to group success, and to pinpoint group management strategies that foster and optimise that success. The paper attempts to answer the following questions:

· What constitutes the potential of multicultural group work? 

· What kind of tasks, what composition, and what kinds of leadership, organization, and planning strategies are best suited to realize the potential of multicultural work groups?

2. Multicultural Workgroups: Definitional Issues 

In this study, the central units of analysis are multicultural work groups in multinational companies.

According to the literature, groups are generally defined 1) as containing two or more members, 2) as being intact social systems with clear boundaries, so that group members perceive themselves as a group and are recognized as such by others, 3) as executing one or more measurable tasks and 4) as operating within an organization (Hackman, 1987; Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). To complete the definition, McGrath (1991: 151) stated that organizational workgroups can be defined as “… complex, intact social systems that engage in multiple, interdependent functions, on multiple, concurrent projects, while partially nested within, and loosely coupled to, surrounding systems.” Groups are multifunctional; they make contributions at three levels. They contribute to the systems in which they are embedded (e.g. an organization), to their component parts, that is, their members, and last but not least to the group itself, as an intact and continuing social structure (McGrath, 1991). Partial nesting means that a given individual is ordinarily not a member of one and only one group, but rather a member of multiple groups (McGrath, 1991). Most work groups can be understood as loosely coupled systems at at least two levels. Individual group members are loosely coupled to one another, and the behavior of the group as a unit is as well loosely coupled to the larger social units within which that group is embedded. Coupling here refers to the strength, directness, and complexity of causal relations among parts of a system (e.g. Weick, 1976, 1985; Orton & Weick, 1990).

Multicultural work groups are such, that fit the just given definition, and whose members have different cultural origins. Here culture is defined as a pattern of deep level values and assumptions concerning societal functioning, which is shared by an interacting group of people (e.g. Adler, 1997; Maznevski, Distefano, Gomez, Noorderhaven & Wu, 2002). Since a deep level, personal value, as defined by Hofstede (1980: 19), is ‘a broad tendency to prefer certain states of affairs over others’, values based on different cultural origins of group members affect not only the perception, processing, and interpretation of information, but also shape the individual group member’s behaviours in response to task and work characteristics as well (Hambrick et al., 1998).

This additional feature of multiculturalism means a peculiarity, because first, typical group work phenomena intensify, and second, additional diversity based group dynamics possibly influence the organizational success of such a group (Thomas, 1999; Earley & Mosakowski, 2000).

3. Short Review of the Diversity Research Literature

In the context of social groups, the term ‘diversity’ simply means variety or difference between individuals with respect to certain characteristics, traits or attributes (Milliken & Martins, 1996). With respect to the influence of diversity on the success of work groups, in the literature, three different lines of research emerged.

The first line of research is concerned with organizational demography (e.g. O’Reilly, Caldwell & Barnett, 1989; Ancona & Caldwell, 1992b; Tsui, Egan & O’Reilly, 1992). This research interprets externally observable traits as surrogates for internal mediating psychological states (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000). Such studies have examined differences in observable characteristics such as age or functional background, showing that group similarity is positively associated with group effectiveness and interpersonal attraction (Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Tsui et al., 1992).

The second line of research is specialized on cultural diversity in organizations (e.g. Cox, Lobel & McLeod, 1991; Watson, Kumar & Michaelson, 1993; Thomas, 1999.) It highlights demographic variables presupposed to relate directly to cultural attributes, values, and perceptions. The benefits of cultural diversity are often attributed to the variety of perspectives, values, skills, and attributes that diverse group members contribute (Maznevski, 1994).

Finally, the third line of research studies the outcome of different patterns of group composition. However, this line of research suggests that the relationship of diversity and performance is mixed and subject to a number of constraints imposed by work settings (Guzzo & Dickson, 1996; Campion, Medsker & Higgs, 1993).

Comprising it can be said, that the results of research on diversity in groups suggested that it offers both a great opportunity for companies as well as an enormous challenge (Adler, 1997; Podsiadlowski, 2002). Since most studies deal with the effects of different types of diversity on a number of process and performance related measures in work groups, it can be stated, that the positive effects of diversity result from an increment in the cognitive variety of a group. These effects are related almost exclusively to an objective or factual level, concerning the completion of tasks (Maznevski, 1994; Jackson, 1992). Moreover, it has been shown that diversity minimizes the danger of groupthink – the danger of decision failures due to behaviour conformity and group pressure (Janis, 1972). On the other hand, the negative effects of diversity relate almost exclusively to the interpersonal and affective level of group work. Communication between group members becomes more difficult, turnover and absenteeism rates increase, group cohesion decreases, job and group work satisfaction wane, stress rises, the willingness to cooperate with fellow group members diminishes, and misunderstandings, mistrust and conflicts increase (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992b; Thomas, 1999; O’Reilly et al., 1989). Diversity causes process loss (Adler, 1997).

Taking all these results into account, it can be stated, that they do not permit definite and unequivocal conclusions regarding diversity in work groups.

In the present paper, it is attempted to integrate relevant results stemming from the above mentioned research lines into an explanation model of multicultural work group functioning, which could account for the heterogeneous and often inconsistent findings regarding the effects of diversity on multicultural group work. It is assumed that the success of multicultural work groups is determined by context factors such as task complexity, group processes, structural composition of the group, and by certain forms of group management.

4. Multicultural Workgroups as Loosely Coupled Systems

In the search for theoretical perspectives that could provide the missing link necessary in an integration of the inconsistent findings regarding diversity effects in work groups, the concept of loosely coupled systems (Weick, 1976; 1985; Orton & Weick, 1990) seems to prove useful in establishing the conceptual link.

In the following, the main characteristics of loosely coupled systems are described first, before the reasoning, of how this concept could be applied to solve the inconsistencies in the findings regarding diversity effects on multicultural work group functioning, is presented.

4.1 Main Characteristics of Loosely Coupled Systems

The main characteristics of loosely coupled systems can be stated as follows: 

· In loosely coupled systems the elements are unique, meaning distinctive of each other, but at the same time the system is responsive as a whole (Orton & Weick, 1990). 

The elements of a multicultural work group, namely its members, possess a high degree of uniqueness due to their different cultural backgrounds. Multicultural work groups are established to reach goals that could not be reached by any single individual, so the group is supposed to be responsive as a whole.

· A system is loosely coupled to the extent, that its elements either have few variables in common or share only weak variables (Weick, 1976; Orton & Weick, 1990).

This characteristic meets the situation in a multicultural work group as well, since members with different cultural backgrounds share only a small part of their socialization and experience. Therefore, members with different cultural backgrounds differ more in values, beliefs, or behaviors than members with the same cultural background. 

· Loosely coupled systems are capable of fulfilling the requirements of “requisite variety” (Ashby, 1956). The ‘law of requisite variety’ states that the internal complexity of a system should adequately match the complexity of the relevant environment. A system’s capability to survive is on stake if its internal complexity does not produce enough variety for solving upcoming environmental problems, that means, if the environmental problems turn out being more complex than available problem solving systems. To achieve that match a system should keep many elements that independently of each other perceive and attend to their environment (= loose coupling) and that are highly knowledgeable concerning their respective environment. Each element is supposed to be able to adapt to the requirements of its local contingencies (Weick, 1985; Weick & Roberts, 1993).

Empirical studies (Snow et al., 1996) have shown that multicultural work groups mainly focus on highly complex tasks. By virtue of the cultural diversity, multicultural work groups are highly internally complex (different beliefs, values, behavior etc.). To perform its tasks successfully the internal complexity of a multicultural work group has to be maintained by loose coupling and it has to be matched with the task complexity according to its respective requirements.

4.2 Central Propositions

Now, based on the characteristics of loosely coupled systems and the fact that with respect to the cultural composition of work groups there are always costs and benefits (e.g. Watson, Kumar & Michaelsen, 1993; Maznevski, 1994; Earley & Mosakowski, 2000), two central propositions (P1 & P2) regarding multicultural work group functioning can be made.

The first proposition concerns Ashby’s (1956) “law of requisite variety” and the correspondence of external and internal complexities regarding the success of systems. Related to the business world the “law of requisite variety” points out that the degree of an company’s relevant environmental complexity should be matched by a corresponding degree of internal complexity to survive in the competitive market (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Transferred to the issue of work groups this means, that the complexity of the group’s tasks should be matched by a similar level of internal group complexity. Conveying the ‘law of requisite variety’ onto multicultural work group functioning will capture the specific situation of managing different kinds of complexities, with which these groups are inherently confronted and which poses the greatest challenges for them.

It can be said, that on the one hand, the tasks of multicultural work groups are highly complex  since they refer to three different goals (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Snow, Davison; Snell & Hambrick, 1996). First, multicultural work groups are established to support their company in reaching and maintaining global effectiveness. They have to strive for worldwide cost advantages and standardization (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Snow et al., 1996). Second, multicultural work groups are supposed to support and enhance the respective local responsiveness of the multinational company’s subunits. They have to monitor local demands and preference structures (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Snow et al., 1996). The third function of multicultural work groups is the support and the advancement of learning throughout the whole company, whereby it is expected of the groups to bring all the knowledge regarding different fields of operations together, to transfer technologies and to distribute innovations throughout the organization (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Snow et al., 1996). Therefore, multicultural work groups need to foresee and address worldwide market, political, and social dynamics in a timely, flexible and differentiated manner. Resources need to be redistributed in response to shifting scale, scope, and cost advantages while potential problems arising from coordination, communication and motivation must be continually monitored and addressed (Ruigrok & Wagner, 2001).

On the other hand then, it can be seen, that the second major type of complexity a multicultural work group has to manage, stems from the group’s inherent cultural diversity. Just imagine a genuine multicultural group consisting of people with different cultural origins. In literally every part of everyday work and social life differences can occur. Whether a group can utilize the differences or not will indeed be dependent on their ability to deal with complexity. Now recurring to the ‘law of requisite variety’ it can be stated then, that the findings of the general diversity research suggest, that the multicultural composition of work groups provides the degree of cultural diversity and cognitive capacity necessary to successfully execute the group’s tasks (Elron, 1997; Hambrick et al., 1998). In a matched setting of task and group complexity, the positive effects of cultural diversity can be realized.

Fig 1: First central proposition, based on the „law of requisite variety“




In this paper, it is argued, that macro variables such as the environment’s dynamics and heterogeneity or the company’s strategies effect multicultural work groups only indirectly via the complexity of their tasks. Therefore these variables are not explicitly included in the model.

P1: Multicultural workgroups, within which a higher degree of congruence between task and group complexity prevails, are especially successful.

The second central proposition of this paper, based on the concept of loose coupling concerns the relationship between the degree of cultural diversity within a work group and the degree of coupling between its members. A loosely coupled system is a sensitively perceiving mechanism, since it consists of many independently perceiving elements. For this reason, a loosely coupled system is able to know its environment better, which in turn allows the system to adapt better to its environment. Every single element of a loosely coupled system is able to adapt individually to and modify its local and unique sub-environment without simultaneously changing the structure of the whole system (Weick, 1976; Weick & Roberts, 1993). 

Work groups are multiculturally composed to enlarge the pool of available cognitive resources and thereby to increase the potential of a wider range of perspectives, experiences, and ideas, which in turn might lead to higher creativity, more innovative problem solutions and higher decision quality (e.g. Watson et al., 1993; Elron, 1997; Jehn, Northcraft & Neale, 1999). All of these are necessary conditions for a successful completion of complex tasks. But for a work group to be successful, its members should not only differ from each other, but their diverseness has to be maintained, so the full potential inherent in the diversity can be adequately tapped (Weick, 1985; Weick & Roberts, 1993). If the members of a work group become more and more similar to each other over time, their collective observations and evaluations of the environment start to be less distinguishable from the individual observations and evaluations. This in turn means, that the members of a work group collectively know only slightly more in regard to a problem or a task than they already know individually (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Thus, the potential of cultural diversity vanishes.

To prevent this problem, the members of a multicultural work group should be only weakly associated to one another. Structurally speaking, the members of a multicultural work group have to have and preserve some degree of independence of each other to not downsize the pool of diversity based resources available to them. Comprising it can be stated then, that the greater the degree of cultural diversity is in a work group, the looser should its members be coupled to one another, for the group to realize its potential and to successfully execute its tasks.

Fig 2: The second central proposition, based on the concept of loosely coupled systems




P2: Multicultural work groups with a high congruence between the degree of cultural diversity and the degree of coupling between its members (loose coupling with high cultural diversity)  are especially successful. 

5. Basic Model of the Study

In the present paper it is argued, that the balance between the positive and negative effects of multicultural group work (= group success) is influenced not only by the relationship between (1) context variables (e. g. task complexity) and (2) the work group’s degree of diversity, but also by (3) the characteristics of group management and (4) the group’s processes.

The basic model of the study substantially corresponds to the classical structuring of research plans following contingency approaches. These plans differentiate between context, design and success variables. Furthermore, this model conceptually follows the classical Input-Process-Output-model of group work (e.g. Gladstein, 1984; Hackman, 1987). On the input side of the model there are the context variables relevant for this study, the degree of diversity and group management characteristics, which are all mediated by group processes. On the output side of the model the success of multicultural group work is considered.

Fig 3: Basic model of multicultural group work 










The conceptualisation typical of the majority of existing studies has been modified. In the present model, diversity is not any more conceptualised as a solely independent variable but as a moderator of the relationship between context variables and group success. This decision is based on the above mentioned inconsistent findings related to diversity and the central proposition regarding the interaction of task and group complexity. By doing so, diversity is conceptualised as a designable variable, since the level and types of diversity existing in work groups can be influenced. In line with this consideration, Hambrick et al. (1998) have pointed out, that examining diversity as a moderator between organizational context and work group success might lead to new insights and a more comprehensive knowledge of multicultural work group functioning in today’s multinational companies.

The model’s second enhancement refers to group management characteristics which have not been explicitly included in the majority of existing studies, but which are thought of highly influencing both the group processes and group success. 

6. Detailed Model of the Study

The detailed model is a specification of the basic model. Each element of the basic model has been specified along several dimensions, whereby this specification has been conducted according to important studies of work-related research. As context variables, task uncertainty, job design characteristics, and different forms of interdependencies are taken into account. These variables are considered as beforehand given basic conditions influencing group functioning. While task uncertainty, assessing the complexity of the tasks, is a structural feature inherent in group work, and job design characteristics are structural features external to group work, the interdependencies a work group is subjected to relate internally to task structure and externally to the organization of group work. 

Fig. 4: Detailed model of the study



















Basically it is assumed that the context variables directly relate to the economic and social success of a work group, whereby this relation is moderated by the degree of diversity in the group. The term ‘other diversity’ in the detailed model assesses the degree of demographic and functional diversity, which both in the literature have been shown to be important facets of diversity as well. It is further assumed, that characteristics which are relevant to leading, organizing and planning multicultural group work, classified as design variables, exert an influence on the relationship between context variables and group success, and further moderate the relationship between the degree of diversity in a work group and its group processes as there are task-related group processes, cooperation, communication and conflict. Besides that it is assumed that the group management characteristics directly influence the group processes as well.

The detailed model is depicted in Figure 4. All hypothesized relationships are numbered in Figure 4 and show the according sets of hypotheses. In the following, two of theses sets are chosen as examples to describe and explain assumed relationships in the model in more detail.

6.1 The Success of Multicultural Group Work

When assessing multicultural work group functioning, it has to be made clear first, what exactly can be understood as the success of group work in general.

In business administration literature, success is divided into two dimensions (Grabatin, 1981; Trucksaess, 1985): an economical and a social dimension. Within the economical dimension,  scholars distinguish between efficiency and effectiveness (e.g. Grabatin, 1981). Whilst efficiency covers the ratio between resources used and goals reached (Gzuk, 1975), effectiveness is understood as the degree of goal achievement (Trucksaess, 1985). The social dimension of success contains factors like satisfaction and well-being of individuals that result from contributing to the economical success (Grabatin, 1981).

Success of group work can be structured along these two dimensions as well. According to Hackman (1987), successful work groups can be defined by at least two criteria. First, the outcomes of group efforts must reach the standards for quality and quantity the organization has set (= economical dimension of success). Regarding the success of multicultural work groups, the efficiency of the group’s work is approximated by assessing its strategy efficiency, defined as the perceived adequacy of proceeding (Saavedra, Earley & Van Dyne, 1993), and its communication efficiency, defined as the perceived adequacy of work related communication (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000). As criteria of group work effectiveness for instance quality of work, technical innovations, adherence to budgets and schedules (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992b) are measured, as well as an overall evaluation of the group’s performance is assessed (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000).

Hackman’s (1987) second definitional criteria of successful work groups firstly relates to the degree to which group work satisfies the personal needs of group members and secondly refers to maintaining and improving the social processes that allow the group to function, meaning the capability of group members to work with each other (= social dimension of success). Regarding the social success of multicultural work groups group satisfaction (Van der Vegt, Emans & Van de Vliert, 2000), group identity, defined as each group members sense of sharing an identity with the other group members (Earley & Mosakowksi, 2000), group potency, defined as the group’s belief that it can be a great performer (Campion, Medsker & Higgs, 1993), and group commitment (Van der Vegt et al., 2000) are included in the model as indicators for the social functioning of multicultural work groups.

6.2 Relationships between Task Uncertainty, Job Design, and Inter-dependencies and the Success of Multicultural Group Work

It is assumed that the above mentioned context variables differently effect the two dimensions of success (see Fig. 5: hypotheses set 1).

Fig. 5: First Set of Hypotheses: 1















The first context variable, task uncertainty, which in this paper is taken as a proxy for a task’s complexity, is defined as the presence of task difficulty and/or task variability. Task difficulty relates to the analyzability of the work itself and the extent, to which there is a well known work procedure, specifying the sequence of steps to follow to complete ones tasks (Van de Ven & Delbecq, 1974; Van de Ven & Ferry, 1980; Gresov, 1989). Perrow (1967) who developed this concept, hereby uses the term “task complexity”. Task variety on the other hand regards the extent to which task completion is dependent on ever differing methods and tools, which are not normally used (Gresov, 1989). Both these aspects lead to a measure of task uncertainty, which refers to the degree to which it is known that upon completion of a task ‘X’ a given outcome results (Gibson, 1999).

With respect to the economical dimension of group success, it can be assumed then, that an uncertain task leaves group members with only a small or incomplete knowledge about the goals of the task, and about the methods and procedures necessary for completing the task. This in turn might lead to an unequivocal interpretation of intermediate results, not providing group members with feedback regarding their effectiveness and efficiency in proceeding with task completion. Furthermore, such task uncertainty does not provide group members with a clear work orientation. Therefore, they probably don’t have explicit reference points for correcting the steps necessary for proceeding with the task. There is no benchmark which can be used as a basis for judgment. Taking all this into account it can be assumed, that the adequacy of proceeding and the adequacy of work related communication, which both are identified in the framework as facets of work group efficiency, will be perceived as low by group members. Furthermore the group work effectiveness ratings of work quality or ratings concerning adherence to budgets and schedules might severely suffer from task uncertainty. All this can limit the group’s economical success.

The social dimension of work group success can also be assumed to be negatively influenced by the level of a task’s uncertainty. The task completion processes, which cause frequent problems, require additional working time for problem solving. This in turn might produce a high level of psychological distress and work related concerns among the group members. Moreover, the interruption of the work flow can additionally distract group member’s concentration and might give them a sense of noncontrollability of events. Combined, these influences might lead to a higher failure or mistake rate in day-to-day work and to a forgetting of details, which in turn can lead to a great degree of frustration and even resignation within group members. So a high level of task uncertainty might not only limit the economical success of a work group, it can also severely impair individual well-being and therefore group climate. Group members might not be satisfied with working in this particular work group, they might not develop the belief that they can perform well as a group, and above all, group members might not develop a sense of commitment to this group, which is but a very important facet of social group functioning. Following this argumentation the first hypothesis states:

H1a: Task uncertainty is negatively associated with economic and social group success, i.e. the more uncertain a task is, the less successful the group will be.
Characteristics of job design, as the second context variable, contain structural features which define the external work conditions of multicultural work groups. Self-Management, defined as the group level autonomy (Campion et al., 1993), participation, defined as the degree to which all group members are allowed to participate in decision making (Campion et al., 1993), and task identity, which refers to the extent to which the group completes a unique and separate piece of work (Campion et al., 1993), are considered in the model as the central structural features of multicultural group work that define these external work conditions.

Self-Management and participation are assumed to enhance group success by increasing members’ sense of responsibility and ownership of the work. They also may enhance decision quality by heightening the amount of relevant information and by putting decisions as near as possible to the point of operable problems and uncertainties (Campion et.al., 1993). A high level of task identity may increase the work group’s sense of responsibility for a meaningful piece of work and it may facilitate cooperation among group members. Comprising all these arguments, it can be said, that a higher degree of group level autonomy, the possibility to participate in decision-making and a separate task allow a work group to better coordinate their activities, to better reach agreements and to faster solve upcoming problems. Besides that, a higher degree of autonomy, greater participation possibilities and a higher sense of task identity leads to a stronger sense of group identity and to a greater commitment to the group, so that social frictions are easier smoothed out. Following these considerations the second hypothesis can be stated: 
H1b: Self-Management, participation and task identity are positively associated with the economic and the social success of a work group, i.e. the greater the extent of Self-Management, participation, and task identity in a group is, the more successful the work group will be. 

The third context variable in the model, degree of interdependencies a workgroup is subjected to, captures internal and external conditions of group work. In this conceptualization it is differentiated between four kinds of interdependencies, which aggregated give an assessment of the degree of coupling between group members as well as between the group as a whole and other units of the organization. The four kinds of interdependencies are task-, goal-, outcome- and external interdependence. Task interdependence refers to the degree to which the completion of the different subtasks is contingent upon the completion of other subtasks (Campion et al., 1993), i.e. the extent to which group members have to exchange information and resources to successfully complete their tasks (Van der Vegt et al., 2000). Goal interdependence refers to the interrelations among group members that are implied by their goals. Goals are known to guide behavior and can be divided into individual goals and group-based goals (Saavedra et al., 1993). In the present framework, both group-based and individual goals are relevant, the latter should be linked to group goals, though, to be maximally effective. Outcome interdependence refers to the extent to which individual feedback and rewards are linked to the group’s performance (Campion et al., 1993). External interdependence is conceptualized as the extent to which the group’s work processes depend on external resources or information (Van de Ven & Ferry, 1980). These resources and information can stem from other hierarchically equal units of the company (horizontal dependence) or from its higher levels  (vertical dependence) (Gresov, 1989).

If a work group is subjected to a high extent of interdependencies along these four sub-dimensions, group members are in a greater need for collaboration and mutual adjustment. They need to coordinate their single subtasks more thoroughly, which even more requires a precise and detailed communication. Besides that, high degrees of interdependencies can provide individual group members with high levels of power which they can exploit in such manners that frustrate the efforts of other group members. The possibility to develop an own working rhythm could be impaired and work results cannot easily be attributed to one’s own work. In association with this argument, it can be assumed that, since monitoring the individual contribution to the final group work result may become increasingly difficult, the possibility of diffused responsibility surfaces. But then, by putting less effort into completing one’s own subtasks, the effectiveness of other group members might as well be inhibited. Furthermore, with a high degree of interdependencies, the group performance will heavily rely on the quality of the performance of the ‘weakest’ group member, which in turn again lessens the efficiency and the effectiveness of the whole group work. 

Beyond the negative impact of high interdependencies in a work group on the economic success, these same interdependencies might additionally cause severe process loss, when the actions of one group member somehow interfere with the outcome attainment of other group members. Frictions and tensions among group members may arise, dependence on others can stimulate not only frustration, but anger and a sense of helplessness. Conflicts will inevitably occur. Satisfaction with being a member of this particular work group can severely decrease and commitment to the group might not develop at all. So the social success of work groups with high interdependencies might suffer from interpersonal frictions and conflicts. These considerations lead to the next hypothesis:

H1c: Task-, goal-, outcome- and external interdependencies are negatively associated with the economic and social success of a work group, i.e. the higher the extent of interdependencies in a work group is, the less successful the work group will be.

6.3 Moderation of the Task Uncertainty-Group Success Relationship by the Degree of Cultural Diversity 

As already mentioned, in this model cultural, demographic, and functional diversity are conceptualised as moderators of the context-success relationships. The moderation of the above assumed relationship between task uncertainty and group success by the degree of cultural diversity will now be elaborated as to demonstrate in more detail how cultural diversity could be understood and used as a special asset for group work. This is the second example for the detailed model’s sets of hypotheses (see Fig. 6: hypotheses set: 2a).

In this project, the assessment of cultural diversity is based on the cultural orientations framework by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961). The authors believed that the traditional emphasis in anthropology on whole cultures provided just a static and simplified picture, which could be overcome by also studying variance within cultures to really understand cultural change and complexity (Maznevski, Distefano, Gomez, Noorderhaven & Wu, 2002). Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) proposed the existence of a limited set of questions they called “cultural orientations”, which every culture must be able to answer to operate effectively and cooperatively. They also proposed a limited set of possible answers for each question, which they named “variations”. The cultural orientations are about the most basic questions that people from all cultures ask themselves: How do I think about people? How do I see the world? How do I relate to other people? How do I use time? (Adler, 1997; Maznevski et al., 2002). Following this conception, culture is defined as a pattern of deep-level values and assumptions associated with societal effectiveness, shared by an interacting group of people (Maznevski et al., 2002). Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) identified a set of five basic cultural orientations with two or three possible variations each. These orientations answer the following specific questions: 1) What is the nature of human beings: are they good or evil, changeable or not changeable? 2) What is our relationship to other human beings: is it hierarchical (ordered position within groups), lateral (primacy given to goals and welfare of groups), or individualistic (primacy given to the individual)? 3) What is our relationship to our natural environment: are we subjugated to nature, in harmony with nature, or do we have mastery over nature? 4) What is our primary mode of activity: is the basic orientation one of being-in-becoming, doing or reflecting? 5) How do we view time: do we focus on the past, present or future? (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961; Maznevski et al., 2002).

Fig. 6: Set of Hypotheses: 2a
















With these orientations, a person’s profile of cultural values can be developed and the similarity or dissimilarity of individual cultures can be assessed. The extent of similarity or dissimilarity of the respective cultural profiles within a work group determines its prevailing degree of cultural diversity. It is assumed that a high degree of cultural diversity within a work group attenuates the negative relationship between task uncertainty and group success. 

Again relying on Ashby’s “law of requisite variety” it can be said, that a complex and multifaceted task demands complex and multifaceted solutions for its successful completion. Such kinds of solutions will probably rather be found by a work group with a high degree of cultural diversity than by a group with a low degree of cultural diversity.

A high degree of cultural diversity in a work group includes diversity among several dimensions. Presumably there is a high degree of cognitive diversity in the group being reflected by many differing ideas, perspectives and experiences which the members all bring into the group. Furthermore within a culturally diverse work group a high degree of action mode diversity can exist, which then provides the group with plenty of procedure options of how to complete its tasks. For instance it has been shown, that in the Taiwanese culture people prefer to approach interactions and problems with great deliberation and rational thought, spending a great deal of attention to details. The Taiwanese usually don’t act, until they are certain the best way of dealing with a problem is found. In the contrary, Canadian People handle interactions and problems by immediately setting agendas with specific goals, constantly striving to achieve those goals and being continually engaged in productive work (e.g. Distefano & Maznevski, 2000). A combination of these two activity modes might lead to a more thorough dealing with problems and tasks, and eventually a solution of higher quality might be reached.

Especially the cognitive and action mode diversity can lead to a limitation of the negative economic effects of task uncertainty described above. Due to the availability of plenty of different ideas, perspectives, and experiences, which provide many procedure options, the work group can make the group’s uncertain tasks clearer. Methods and procedures for completing the group’s task successfully can be filtered, tried and singled out. By smoothing the negative effects of an uncertain task on the economic success of the group, it is more probable, that the negative effects on the social success of the group will be diminished, too. Having a strategy for fulfilling the group’s task leaves group members more confident about their efficiency and effectiveness, thereby creating a greater sense of commitment and satisfaction with the group. A group spirit can evolve, which will soften tensions, lessen process loss and eventually all these effects can lead to a higher social success of the group as well. By a high degree of cultural diversity, all negative effects an uncertain task might bring about can be attenuated. These considerations lead to the following hypothesis:

H2a: The negative relationship between task uncertainty and success of a multicultural work group is moderated by the degree of cultural diversity in that group, i.e. a high congruence between task uncertainty and degree of cultural diversity is positively related to the economic and social success of the work group.

7. Methods

7.1 Procedure

To examine the proposed research questions and hypotheses a field study of multicultural work groups in multinational companies is currently conducted. Multicultural work groups in multinational companies are surveyed with standardized questionnaires. Two nearly identical questionnaires have been developed, one for group leaders and one for group members. All questionnaires contain scales assessing the relevant characteristics of group work and questions about the demographical backgrounds. They differ only in respect to the wording of questions, since relevant data are assessed from different perspectives (group leader vs. group member) and they differ in the (non-)existence of specific sections in the questionnaire that are only relevant for the respective target group (group leader vs. group member). For instance, group leaders are asked for the structural embeddedness of group work in the company, but they are not asked for group satisfaction. Overall there are only minor differences. 

Both questionnaires are available in three languages: German, English, and French. Content equivalence has been ensured by first having translated the original scales which then have been translated back into the original language by a native speaker. The two versions of the same language questionnaire then have been compared and rated by two persons independently. Only after inter-rater agreement was high, the final items have been formulated.

Each questionnaire package contains the respective questionnaire (for group leader or group member) in three languages, so that participants can choose the language they feel most comfortable with. Furthermore the package contains a letter, describing content and goal of the study and kindly requesting participation. A due date four weeks later is noted as well. Completion of the questionnaire takes approximately 45 minutes.

7.2 Sample

To attain participating multicultural work groups the 500 largest German multinational companies are contacted in written form and/or by phone. Usually the Human Resources Department of the multinational company is contacted first. The scientific concern and the practical value of the study is explained and operative questions regarding the implementation are discussed. Each company is asked to select groups that consist of at least two and maximally twenty members, with at least one member being of a different nationality than the other members. The groups can come from different departments i.e. Marketing, Sales, Human Resources, or Research & Development as they can be of different categories i.e. problem-solving groups, innovation teams, task forces, or decision-making groups. It is requested though that all groups exist already for at least two months, so that in the meantime a team culture has been established which can be observed. Each group is supposed to have a formal leader.

So far, 39 multicultural work groups (n=140) of 19 multinational companies have participated in the study. Altogether at least 50 multicultural work groups shall be surveyed.

7.3 Measures

To test the hypotheses a set of empirically already tested questionnaire scales are used, which assure good operationalizations of constructs. The assessment of the independent variables relies on scales covering task uncertainty, job design characteristics, cultural diversity, and leadership styles. The scales assessing the organization and planning of multicultural group work have been newly developed. The assessment of the dependent variables is done with scales covering self-management, cooperation, conflict, and communication in work groups, as well as with scales assessing the economic and social success of such groups. 

8. Implications of the Study

The examination of the proposed hypotheses hopefully leads to a number of implications for the management and design of successful multicultural work groups. It is hoped to answer the questions of when and to what extent it is useful for companies to establish multicultural work groups, how to design such groups for them to be maximally successful and what kinds of leadership styles and organizational strategies are best suited to make the multicultural work group fully realize its potential.

Overall the answers to the proposed research questions shall contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the multiple effects and dynamics that substantially influence the success of multicultural work groups by integrating several lines of research and testing important hypotheses. Hopefully an improved insight into the multicultural dynamics of today’s international business situation can be gained and better ways of dealing with multiculturalism in organizational groups can be found. 
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