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Topic 12  International and Culturally Diverse Aspects of
Leadership

Introduction

This topic introduces you to the leadership challenges stemming from working in
international and culturally diverse environments. Workforces are becoming more diverse
and cultures of inclusion are becoming more common. In addition to the workforce
becoming more diverse, business has become increasingly global. Clearly, future success
will come to the organisations, whether large or small, who can work to global standards
and use global networks. As the workforce becomes increasingly more diverse
worldwide, organisations that manage diversity well are well placed to have a
competitive advantage. Globalization is compelling businesses to send more workers to
other countries. Leaders are traveling and working abroad in greater numbers and
workers with international experience and skills are increasingly more sought-after in the
workplace.

Thus a new type of leader is required to lead globally, as well as manage culturally
diverse workforces. The modern leader must be multicultural because corporate success,
profit and growth depend increasingly on the management of a diverse workforce. The
leader must respond to the needs of diverse groups of people and exhibit sensitivity to
and an appreciation of cultural diversity to improve working relationships.

Learning Objectives
• Explain the potential ethical and competitive advantage from leading and managing

diversity.
• Describe how cultural factors, including values, influence leadership practice.
• Explain the contribution of cultural sensitivity and cultural intelligence to leadership

effectiveness.
• Explain how global leadership skills contribute to leadership effectiveness.
• Pinpoint leadership initiatives to enhance the acceptance of cultural diversity.

The advantages of managing diversity
Diversity, as it is understood in the workplace today, implies differences in people. It is a
process of acknowledging differences through action, involving welcoming heterogeneity
by developing a variety of initiatives at the management and organisational levels as well
as at the interpersonal levels.

Diversity at work acknowledges the human characteristics that make people different
from one another. Valuing diversity means being responsive to a wide range of people
unlike oneself  and includes differences such as race, gender, class, native language,
national origin, physical ability, age, sexual orientation, religion, professional experience,
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personal preferences and work styles. Leaders should be the champions for valuing the
inclusion of these differences.

Understanding the “Differences” begins with understanding the sources of our individual
variations although complex, are generally grouped into two categories:
Those over which we have little or no control
Biologically determined – race, sex, age, certain physical attributes, the family and
society we are born into.
Those over which we have some control
Through our conscious choices and deliberate efforts - work, background, income,
marital status, military experience, political beliefs, geographic location and education.

Managing for diversity brings a competitive advantage to the firm in the following ways:

1. Reduction of turnover and absenteeism costs: In a diverse workforce there are many
minority groups. Turnover and absenteeism may decrease when minority groups perceive
themselves as receiving fair treatment.
2. Managing diversity offers a marketing advantage: Multi-cultural groups may be at an
advantage in reaching a multi-cultural market.
3. Companies with a favourable record in managing diversity are at a distinct advantage
in recruiting and retaining talented people: Companies who are seen as promoting
diversity attract the strongest candidates amongst women and racial, ethnic and other
minorities.
4. Managing diversity well unlocks the potential for excellence: The full potential of a
diverse workforce is released when all are provided with the necessary tools, resources
and opportunities.
5. Workforce heterogeneity may improve creativity, problem solving and decision
making: Creative solutions to problems are more likely to be obtained when a diverse
group work together. Culturally diverse workforces may reduce the incidence of
groupthink.

Cultural Factors Influencing Leadership
An understanding of the key dimensions of differences in cultural values can broaden
leadership perspectives and offer valuable insight into how best to influence others. A
multicultural leader is one who, through understanding and leveraging of key
dimensions of cultural differences, develops the ability (skills and attitudes) to influence,
motivate and optimise people’s performance across race, ethnicity and social attitudes.
The multicultural leader must be aware of overt and subtle cultural differences. Such
culturally based differences are generalisations and stereotypes that are starting points in
attempting to lead a person from a particular culture. The values embedded in a culture
influence the behaviour of leaders and managers as well as the behaviour of other
workers. One way to understand how national cultures differ is to examine their values or
cultural dimensions
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Dimensions of Cultural Values

Source: DuBrin A J (2013) Leadership (7th Ed) South-Western Cenage Learning, Ohio,
p445

1. Performance orientation is the degree to which a society encourages (or should
encourage) and rewards group members for performance improvement and excellence.
2. Assertiveness is the degree to which individuals are (and should be) assertive,
confrontational and aggressive in their relationships with one another.
3. Future orientation is the extent to which individuals engage (and should engage)
in future-oriented behaviors such as delaying gratification, planning and making
investments for the future.
4. Time orientation is the importance nations and individuals attach to time. People
with an urgent time orientation, perceive time as a scarce resource and tend to be
impatient.
5. Humane orientation is the degree to which a society encourages and rewards,
and should encourage and reward, individuals for being fair, altruistic and caring to
others.
6. In-group collectivism is the degree to which individuals express, and should
express, pride, loyalty and cohesiveness in their organizations and families.
7. Gender egalitarianism is the degree to which a culture minimizes and should
minimize, gender inequality.
8. Power distance is the degree to which members of a society expect, and should
expect, power to be distributed unequally.
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9. Uncertainty avoidance is the extent to which members of a society rely, and
should rely, on social norms, rules and procedures to lessen the unpredictability of future
events.
10. Work orientation is the number of hours per week and weeks per year people
expect to invest in work versus leisure or other nonwork activities.

To use the above information, a leader should recognise that a person’s national values
might influence his or her behaviour. For example, a person with a low power-distance
orientation would not immediately comply with a superior’s suggestions. The leader
might therefore have to sell the person on the request.

Cultural Sensitivity and Cultural Intelligence
Cultural sensitivity and cultural intelligence and certain specific global leadership skills
are essential for inspiring people from cultures other than one’s own. Leadership
attributes in general are also important.

Cultural Sensitivity is an awareness of and a willingness to investigate the reasons
why people of another culture act as they do.

Cultural sensitivity is essential for inspiring people from cultures other than one’s own.
To influence others, leaders must be sensitive to cultural differences. A cross-cultural
leader must also be patient, adaptable, flexible and willing to listen and learn. These
characteristics are part of cultural sensitivity.

Cultural sensitivity is also important because it helps a person become a multicultural
worker—one who is convinced that all cultures are equally good and who enjoys
learning about other cultures. Sensitivity is the most important characteristic for leading
people from other cultures because cultural stereotypes rarely provide reliable guides.
Another aspect of cultural sensitivity for cross-cultural leaders is to pay close attention to
foreign business practices.

Problems of cultural misunderstanding, that leaders should be aware of, cluster in five
areas: (1) language differences; (2) religious differences; (3) different work habits, such
as being willing to invest personal time in work; (4) differences in women’s roles across
cultures; and (5) differences in personal appearance and behavior.

Generational differences are another manifestation of cultural differences, quite often
within a leader’s national culture. For example, young people typically want more
frequent recognition and rewards as well as flexible scheduling.

Cultural sensitivity is enhanced by diversity training as well as by simply listening
carefully and observing. A key principle is to be flexible when dealing with people from
other cultures.

Cultural Intelligence is an outsider’s ability to interpret someone’s unfamiliar and
ambiguous gestures the way that person’s compatriots would. A refinement and
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expansion of cultural sensitivity is cultural intelligence. Cultural intelligence has three
facets or components: (a) Cognitive (Head), (b) Physical (Body), and (c)
Emotional/motivational (Heart). To attain the highest level of cultural intelligence, the
head, body and head would have to work together smoothly.

Global Leadership Skills
Global leadership skills refer to the ability to exercise effective leadership in a variety of
countries. The essence of global leadership is the ability to influence people who are
dissimilar to the leader and stem from different cultural backgrounds. Global leadership
skills improve a company’s reputation and contribute to a sustainable competitive
advantage.

Excellent global leaders have a leadership style that generates superior corporate
performance in terms of four criteria: (1) profitability and productivity, (2) continuity and
efficiency, (3) commitment and morale, and (4) adaptability and innovation.
Attaining all four criteria of organisational performance is called behavioural complexity.

Another perspective on global leadership skills is that the leader must tap into a deep,
universal layer of human motivation in order to build loyalty, trust and teamwork in
different cultures. Universal needs include wanting to be part of a group and wanting to
perform meaningful work.

Success Factors in International Management Positions
Effective global leaders also exhibit leadership skills necessary for dealing with day-to-
day interactions. Two success factors are: sensitivity to cultural differences and being
culturally adventurous. Being a contextual chameleon or adapting to different roles and
environments is also quite important.

Tolerance for ambiguity is especially important for developing global leadership skills
because every country represents a new way of doing things. Providing leadership to
cross-cultural teams also requires tolerance for ambiguity, such as team members having
different attitudes toward power and authority.

A confusing skill issue for many international managers is the importance of having a
good command of a second language. English is the standard language of business and
science but when trying to influence a person from another culture, speaking his or her
language well gives you an advantage.

Motivating and Inspiring Workers in Other Cultures
Expectancy theory provides the best general clue to motivating people in other
cultures—figure out which rewards have high valence for them. Also, workers will be
motivated and inspired to the extent that need satisfaction is forthcoming.
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Leadership Initiatives for Achieving Cultural Diversity
For organisations to value diversity, top management must also be committed to
embedding diversity in company strategy, as well as in the life and culture of the
organization. Diversity initiatives should be deep rather than superficial.

Hold Managers Accountable for Achieving Diversity
If managers are held accountable for behavior and business changes in the diversity
arena, an organisational culture supportive of diversity will develop. Achieving diversity
objectives can be included in performance appraisals and linked to compensation.

Establish Minority Recruitment, Retention, and Mentoring Programs
An essential initiative for building a diverse work force is to recruit and retain members
of the targeted minority group. Because recruiting talented members of minority groups
and women is competitive, careful human resources planning is required. Efforts at
recruiting a culturally diverse work force must be supported by a leadership and
management approach that leads to high retention, such as cultural training programs.
Mentoring is a key initiative for retaining minority group members, as well as facilitating
their advancement. Successful minorities with supportive managers and coworkers have
faster compensation growth and progress more rapidly in their firms. One component of
attaining culturally diverse leaders is to work with executive placement firms who have
developed strong networks with successful managers from various demographic groups.

Conduct Diversity Training
Diversity training has become a widely used, though controversial, method for enhancing
diversity within organizations. The purpose of diversity training is to bring about
workplace harmony by teaching people how to get along better with diverse work
associates. Training sessions in valuing differences focus on the ways in which men and
women and people of different races reflect different values, attitudes and cultural
backgrounds. Sometimes these programs are confrontational, sometimes not. An essential
part of relating more effectively to diverse groups is to empathize with their point of
view. Diversity training needs to be incorporated into a culture that supports inclusion for
the training to have much of an impact on the organization.

Conduct Cross-Cultural Training
The method frequently chosen for overseas assignments is cross-cultural training, a set
of learning experiences designed to help employees understand the customs, traditions
and beliefs of another culture.

Encourage the Development of Employee Networks
An employee network group is composed of employees throughout the company who
affiliate on the basis of a group characteristic such as race, ethnicity, sex, sexual
orientation or physical ability status. Group members typically have similar interests and
look to the group as a way of sharing information about succeeding in the organization.
Employee network groups often play a functional role in the organization in addition to a
social role.
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Avoid Group Characteristics When Hiring for Person-Organisation Fit
Person-organisation fit centres around the extent to which a person’s major work-related
values and personality traits fit major elements of the organization culture. Selecting for
person-organisation fit can lead to a cohesive and strong organisational culture. The
danger, however, is that when employers focus too sharply on cultural fit in the hiring
process, they might inadvertently discriminate against protected classes of workers.
Selecting candidates who look and act alike conflicts with a diversity strategy. The
antidote is to focus on traits, behaviours and values, rather than group characteristics,
when hiring.

Modify Products and Services for Targeted Demographic Groups
Managing diversity often means modifying products and services to increase their appeal
to targeted demographic groups.

Attain Diversity among Organisational Leaders
To achieve a multicultural organization, firms must also practice leadership diversity -
the presence of a culturally heterogeneous group of leaders. An organisation with
leadership diversity also has a heterogeneous group of leaders in such positions as
supervisors, middle managers and team leaders.

Summary

The modern leader must be multicultural. Not only will managing for diversity bring a
competitive advantage to the firm in various ways, such as decreasing turnover it will
also increase people’s performance by unlocking overlooked potential. The leader must
be aware of overt and subtle cultural differences to influence, motivate, and inspire
culturally diverse people. Essentially, differences in cultural values help explain
differences among people. All of this necessitates the development of new skills and key
competencies for the modern and global leader. Thus, cultural values influence leadership
style as well as the behaviour of other workers. This necessitates a high level of cultural
sensitivity for inspiring people from different countries. All in all, global leadership skills
help improve a company’s reputation and contribute to a sustainable competitive
advantage.


