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Abstract 

Today’s pressure of change, innovation and shorter life-cycles have created a projectification 

in nearly every industry. Especially international projects are more frequently used to meet 

the global competition. However, it is common that project managers despite impressive track 

record, fail when posted internationally due to inability to adapt to foreign cultures. Only half 

of all international projects reach expected results and many of them are not completed at all, 

which indicates that the complexity of international projects is underestimated. This study 

aims to explore how cultural differences increase the project complexity and challenge the 

leadership of the project manager. Furthermore, the project manager’s leadership ability is 

studied in terms of qualities required to lead international projects and achieving project 

objectives.  

Leadership is a well explored area of research but existing theories are foremost based on 

functional leadership and few on project leadership, fewer still in an international context. 

General management leadership theories are not applicable on leadership within project 

management because of the different circumstances since a project is defined as a unique task 

based on a flexible organization and limited time frame. Additionally, the knowledge of how 

national culture influences project management is limited and therefore underestimated. 

Today, global corporations invest billions of dollars in international projects and by gaining 

understanding of the qualities required to succeed leading international projects, corporations 

could better utilize resources, decrease costs and improve project outcome. Therefore this 

study explores both the cultural challenges that arise in international project, what qualities 

the project manager should possess and whether the human resource department recruits 

project managers with necessary qualities. This has been done through qualitative dialogues 

together with a theoretical framework. With this study, I hope to enlighten the reader of the 

meaning of international projects and how culture must be acknowledged as an influencing 

factor on project leadership. Furthermore, I hope to trigger reflection of the selection 

processes of project managers and who is suitable for the role. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

During the last decades, the use of project management has grown in various industries and 

the field has matured and become more professionally practiced (Ahsan, et al., 2013). In 

nearly every industry today, people can observe an increasing projectification. The pressure of 

change, innovation, faster development and shorter life-cycles are the reasons why a 

projectification is occurring (Tyssen, et al., 2013). The growing need for rapid change in 

organizations also creates higher demands in projects and the methods used in order to save 

time and money. Especially, international projects are more frequently used to meet the global 

challenges (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Because the importance of projects is growing, so is the 

role of project managers (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013). The project manager is the one 

responsible for the outcome of the project, which means whether the project meets set 

objectives (Ahsan, et al., 2013). More people are recruited into a position as project manager 

and the role account for a large part of the organizational leadership (Bredin & Söderlund, 

2013). The project manager’s competence has significant effect on the project performance 

(Crawford, 2005), and therefore the choice of project manager is one of the most crucial 

decisions in a project (Ahsan, et al., 2013). However, research within the project management 

field has lagged behind and the project manager role and the requirements of the same, did not 

rise on the agenda until about two decades ago (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013). From a 

practitioner’s point of view, leadership is acknowledged as a key factor in project 

management but has not been given the same attention in the theories (Clarke, 2012). Instead, 

leadership and management studies have been led in general management organizations, 

which are not completely applicable to the circumstances of projects (Gehring, 2007). General 

management leadership theories are not applicable on leadership within project management 

because of the different circumstances, since a project is defined as a unique task based on a 
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flexible organization and a limited time frame (Clarke, 2012), and therefore the requirements 

of leadership are different compared to general management (Tyssen, et al., 2013). According 

to Anantatmula (2010), because projects are related to uncertainty and complexity, the project 

manager role is more challenging compared to the role of a functional manager. 

Additionally, international projects further increase the complexity of leadership due to 

cultural differences. The use of international projects is increasing, most evident in larger 

international businesses that act globally (Mäkilouko, 2004) and today, global corporations 

invest billions of dollars in international projects (Morgan et.al, 2012). Global corporations 

depend on global alliances and joint ventures and therefore need to cooperate with employees, 

customers, suppliers, vendors and stakeholders in different countries (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

However, only half of all international projects reach expected results and many of them are 

not completed at all, which indicates that the complexity of international projects is 

underestimated (Lientz & Rea, 2003). According to Schneider, et.al (2014) it is common that 

managers with impressive track record fail when posted internationally due to inability to 

adapt to foreign cultures. According to a study by Steensma, Marino and Weaver (2000), 85% 

of inquired organizations experience a shortage of capable international managers. Aritz and 

Walker (2014) state that the demand of managers able to effectively lead international groups 

is increasing which is confirmed by Schneider, Barsoux and Stahl (2014), pointing out that 

the increasing demand is difficult to meet. To understand the shortage of capable international 

project managers, one first has to understand the meaning of leading international project 

teams.  

 

Müller and Turner (2010) believe that national culture needs to be taken into account when 

training and developing project managers. Schneider, et.al (2014) mean that in order to 

perform on a global market, managers have to be culturally-knowledgeable. Furthermore, 

they describe that the cultural factor’s influence on business often is underestimated. Still, 

according to Bartlett and Sumantra (2002), culture is the most enduring barrier on the 

international market. The fact that culture affects management has received little attention 

both in research and practice (Schneider, et al., 2014) and the knowledge of how national 

culture influence project management is limited (Rees-Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013). As I 

have both studied and worked with project management, I am surprised how little attention 

the human factor receives, and how much time and money is invested in the development and 

training of project models and tools without considering leadership potential and cultural 

influence. What is required of an international project manager to handle the challenges of 

cultural differences? There is a commonly shared view that global leaders require a different 

mindset and set of skills compared to domestic leaders. However, different studies have 

identified different competencies related to global leadership (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

Because the views of what is required of a successful project manager differ, so do the views 

on required leadership style of the project manager (Müller & Turner, 2010). Existing studies 

of leadership requirements of a project manager focus on project management as a whole or 

conduct comparative studies of project type and industries. Few attempts have been made to 

study how international projects influence by national culture differences, affect the 

leadership of the project manager. 
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1.2 Development of Research Questions 

In this thesis, the project manager role as leader of projects in an international context, is 

studied with focus on cultural differences. Due to the gap between theoretical knowledge and 

practice (Clarke, 2012), the study contains both an empirical study as well as a literature 

review. 

What this study aims to explore, is what challenges emerge from cultural differences in 

international projects, what is required of the project manager to succeed in spite of these 

challenges and whether these cultural challenges and project manager qualities are taken into 

account in the recruiting process. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the following research questions: 

 

Primary research questions: 

 

RQ1 What cultural challenges is the project manager facing in an international 

project? 

 

RQ2 What qualities does the project manager needs to possess to succeed in an  

 international project? 

 

Secondary research question: 

 

RQ3 What are the selection criteria when recruiting an international project manager? 

 

 

1.3 Delimitations - Perspectives on Leadership, Teams and Projects 

For me, the term quality refers to all possible traits, competences, characteristics and skills 

that a person can possess or be. In the history of leadership studies, different schools of 

leadership have been dominating, from the beginning seeing leadership as traits, next as 

behavior, then as a situation and so forth (Geoghegan & Dulewicz, 2008). Depending on 

whether one chose to study for example traits or behavior, one also make assumptions of what 

leadership is and how it is created. Because I do not believe that the answer to leadership is 

that simple, that only one of these schools of thought would be the answer, I have not set such 

limitations for this study. Neither is the purpose of this study to distinguish between these 

classifications. Instead, I see leadership as a possible mixture of these schools, hence referring 

to qualities as a general term. 

 

Further, this study will be delimited to international teams that meet in person, so called face-

to-face teams. The alternative would be to study virtual teams, only communicating through 

communication technology. This distinction of teams is usually made also in theory. I believe 

that a culture cannot be understood on its own, but it is when different cultures meet that we 
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can perceive, study, learn and make use of cultural differences. Because I believe that culture 

can only be truly experienced when meeting another culture, I see the physical meeting as an 

important factor. Therefore, my focus will be to study leadership in project teams where the 

team members are meeting face-to-face. 

 

A project that span over several countries can be labelled as multinational or international. I 

have chosen to label these projects as international even if both terms are used in the 

literature. To facilitate for the reader, I do not separate these terms, but will only refer to 

international projects. Because what I define as international projects involves various 

nations, nations will separate one culture from another further described in chapter 2.3.1 

Nations as measurements.  

 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

 

First the methodological view and methods applied in this thesis is presented in order to 

communicate the perception of the cultural phenomena which is believed to increase the 

understanding of the following theoretical chapter called Literature Review. In the literature 

review, theories related to culture, leadership and project management are described and 

compared to enhance the understanding of these concepts. Next, the empirical findings are 

presented in an integrated analysis to relate the empirical data to the previous described 

theories. This chapter is called Results and Analysis and is divided by the three research 

questions with associated concepts to generate a clear overview for the reader. Lastly in this 

thesis, the findings of the study is presented and discussed together with a reflection of the 

thesis’ contribution, but also its limitations and suggestions for future research. 

 

2. Research Method 

This chapter of research method will first introduce the selected perspective of the cultural 

phenomena since this perspective will influence the methodology and method. In the next 

section called methodology, the adopted presumptions of reality and how knowledge is to be 

created in this study, will be presented. In the following chapter of method, the chosen 

approach for this study will be discussed. Lastly, the process of data collection and the data 

analysis for this study will be described. 

 

2.1 To Study Culture 

Depending on the understanding of the culture concept, different methods and results will be 

obtained. The approach used in this study is based on an interpretive approach where culture 

is perceived as subjective and dynamic. A culture cannot be understood on its own but it is 

when different cultures meet that we can perceive, study, learn and make use of cultural 

differences. The used approach in this thesis, perceives culture as a potential resource 

compared to a functionalistic approach where culture may be perceived as a source of 

inefficiency and conflict. In the early research of culture, during the mid-20 century, Hall and 



 

 

 

5 
 

Trager believed that they had to identify what they called ‘isolates’, isolated key cornerstones 

of culture that could be objectively compared among cultures. The aim was to legitimize 

cultural science but also to be able to study culture without using empathy (Hall, 1990). 

For me, this is an old paradigm and not a way to understand culture today, which is more 

complex in my opinion. I believe that in order to understand and create knowledge studying 

culture, one has to use an interpretive approach. 

According to Schneider, Barsoux and Stahl (2014), to study culture calls for an interpretive 

approach since it is subjective. The meaning of culture cannot be seen on distance but have to 

be explored by participating and asking the question ‘why’. A lot of what we know today 

about managing cultural differences, come from experiences from practitioners in the field, 

professionals who have work on long international assignments. We need to gather and retain 

their experiences and learn from them (Schneider, et al., 2014). This considered, this study 

will substantially be based on empirical data from people with experiences of working with 

projects in an international setting, but compared with existing project management and 

culture theories. 

 

2.1.1 Why Study Culture 

Our world is in what seems to be a never-ending globalization and we can often hear people 

speak in terms of that the world is becoming smaller. Due to information technology, 

infrastructure and global trade, consumption has become global. We have traded globally for 

more than 200 years and some might wonder whether we still need to talk about culture. 

Despite our belief that the world is becoming smaller we underestimated our cultural 

differences and how they affect business. We sometimes seem to overestimate our similarities 

because of similar consumption patterns made possible by global trade. But superficial 

behavior patterns have little effect on our cultural values. 

There is a school of thought that business is business, meaning that culture has nothing or 

little to do with business, the “we are all professionals” attitude. There is a belief that 

international business is not influenced by culture, but that there is a global code of behaving 

(Schneider, et al., 2014). The answer to this could be that the United States were economically 

superior during the postwar time and influenced the global business but also laid the 

foundation for the traditional view of culture theories (Aritz & Walker, 2014). There is also a 

trend of centralization and standardization in international businesses. Global companies have 

tried the world-standardized concept with various results. Disney Land is one example where 

people believed that ‘business is business’ and ignored the cultural differences in America, 

France and Japan. With standardization, there is a palpable risk of losing market flexibility, 

and ultimately customers, this is known as the global-local dilemma. Even McDonalds, 

probably one of the most standardized companies in the world, offers different products in 

different countries to meet the local demands. Some products and services meet different 

demands in different countries because of the cultural differences. 

The reason for studying culture is not only to meet local customer demands. The global 

competition also comes with more competitors and more stakeholders which create higher 

demands of knowledge and global awareness together with flexibility to respond to a 
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constantly changing environment. Because business has gone global, we depend more on 

global alliances and joint ventures. Organizations create more mergers and acquisitions across 

borders which creates international organizations and teams. We do not have to go abroad to 

find intercultural organizations and teams. Today’s organizations are already to some extent 

intercultural because of changing demographics in the workplace (Cox Jr., 2001). The number 

of intercultural organizations and workforces are increasing (Lewis, 2006). Therefore the 

ability to understand, lead and utilize intercultural groups is also increasing (Aritz & Walker, 

2014). It is not only the mixture of people that is intercultural but the individual employee is 

intercultural. There is an increasing number of individuals that identify themselves with more 

than one culture, this due to long-term migration, immigration and intercultural relations 

(Fitzsimmons, 2013). 

So, a global world is not erasing culture, it highlights culture. Cultures meet like never before 

and it does affect how we make business. International organizations have to lead, interact 

and cooperate with employees, customers, suppliers, vendors and stakeholders from different 

cultures (Schneider, et al., 2014). In order to cooperate with other cultures, we have to 

understand our differences in ways of thinking, feeling and behaving (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012).   

 

2.1.2 Defining Culture 

According to Fitzsimmons (2013), cross-cultural comparison is the most researched field 

within international management focusing on intercultural societies, organizations and teams. 

Culture exists in all groups. Culture cannot be avoided and we need it in order to 

communicate and relate to each other (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Culture is 

intangible and hard to identify and understand by just observing (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

Culture therefore demands interpretation which might be one reason why it exists so many 

different definitions of what culture is (Hall, 1990). Already in 1952, 164 definitions of 

culture was identified (Schneider, et al., 2014).  

In history, the word culture has been used to indicate sophistication. Cultured people knew 

about proper customs and how to behave (Schein, 2004). Today, culture is often described as 

hidden rules within a group or a society that a person from another cultural group would not 

understand (Hall, 1990). It is a code of behaving that we use unconsciously and take for 

granted within our own culture. It is our point of reference of how to behave and interact with 

other people, but also to evaluate them. Culture is hard to describe, it is something soft and 

vague and it cannot be either measured or calculated (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

Within the field of social anthropology, culture is the term for all patterns of feelings, 

thoughts and actions we use in everyday life, for example how we show feelings, greet people 

or show affection. However, to be able to call it culture, these patterns of feelings, thoughts 

and actions need to be collective, meaning to be shared in a society or group since it is 

something that is socially acquired and not developed by individuals themselves (Hofstede, 

Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Lewis (2006) calls this ‘collective programming’, a cultural 

behavior that is so natural to a group that it becomes the normal or even right way of 

behaving. 
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As mentioned, there are multitude of definitions of culture but they are often based on some 

basic characteristics which is thoughts, feelings and behaviors that is shared by a group, 

which is also the definition of culture adopted in this study. These thoughts, feelings and 

behaviors create a common way of understanding, a frame of reference. Culture is not only 

something that we use within our own cultural group but we also perceive and evaluate people 

from other cultures based on our own culture. Schein (2004) defines culture as “…shared 

assumptions, values and behaviors that distinguish one group from another and are passed on 

from one generation to the next”, (Schein, 2004, p. 17) underlining that culture is rooted in 

our history and taught by one generation to the next. 

These definitions might give a clear sense of what culture is, but where goes the borderline 

between culture and universal human behavior or personality? This question has long been 

discussed within the field of social science. Unlike individuals and human nature, culture is as 

an interpersonal learning process. Personality is specific for the individual while culture is 

specific for a group and human nature is independent of culture (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012), this demonstrated in figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1. Three Levels of Uniqueness in Mental Programming 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: adapted from Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov. (2012). Organisationer och kulturer. P.23 Lund: Studentlitteratur. Third 

Edition. 

 

We are often blind of our own culture and tend to experience that the cultural differences lay 

in ‘the others’. A common misunderstanding is that we study culture only in order to 

understand other cultures. However, to study other cultures is a good way of understanding 

our own culture. Already Hall (1990) pointed out the importance of becoming aware and 

understand what he called our ‘out-of-awareness communication’, meaning how we ourselves 

communicate and how that might be interpreted by others, especially from other cultures 

(Hall, 1990). “We only begin to perceive our culture when we are out of it, confronted with 

another” (Schneider, et al., 2014, p. 16). 
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2.2 Methodology 

The world can be perceived, interpreted and understood from different perspectives. 

Depending on where one stands in a room, one will acknowledge different things, and 

therefore describe the room differently. Different methodological views work in a similar 

way.  

Depending on which view one chose, ultimately the study is based on a set of presumptions. 

These presumptions will affect how one approach, interpret, understand and explain a 

phenomena and will function as a compass to create knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). 

 

Figure 2. The Impact of Methodology 

 

 
 

These presumptions of reality has come to be known as a paradigm. A paradigm is a 

conception of reality and science that creates a scientific ideal of how research should be 

conducted including ethical aspects. Does the reality really exist? Is it build on logic or chaos? 

Depending on what we believe the world is and how it works, different research norms is 

developed to create knowledge and identify the ‘truth’. These norms for conducting research, 

create different methodological views (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009).  

 

Nominalists believe that there are no such thing as absolute facts but it is a matter of 

interpretation (Fitzsimmons, 2013). The subjective meaning is in focus and the reality is 

believed to be socially constructed. In this study, culture is seen as a concept to make sense 

and explain the social world and social differences. Furthermore, issues arising from cultural 

difference “are the result of complex social dynamics at the interactive and institutional 

levels” (Neal, 1998, p. 21). Knowledge is considered to be socially constructed, therefore not 

considered true or false, but the perception of the meaning of cultural behavior is relative, thus 

we must interpret the meaning of other’s behavior but can never understand it as they do 

(Longhurst, 2008). One type of nominalism methodology is interpretivism. In the 

interpretivism, the world must be seen with interpretation. The aim is to study other people’s 

view of the research topic, their interpretation of the phenomena and the process in which it 

exists. Because the researcher interpret, the situation and process is often in focus. The 

Perception 
of reality

Collection of 
data

Interpretation 
of data

Result
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research must use their interpretation in the research, which will be influenced by values and 

reality perceptions. By interpreting the reality, the research categorize and label in order to 

generalize and create theory (Fisher et.al, 2010).  

 

2.3 Method 

Methods are the actual approach for creating knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). As already 

mentioned, studying culture requires an interpretive approach. Schneider, et.al (2014) mean 

that culture cannot be studied directly, but requires observation and participation since culture 

lies under the surface and cannot be caught with eyes only. Hofstede (2001) presuppose the 

system approach when to study culture. Hofstede (2001) means that to study culture is to 

study the society which is a system phenomenon. The system view perceives reality as a fact-

filled system. The system’s fragments cannot be studied as isolates but influence each other 

and therefore the system must be studied as a whole. Although I agree that the culture 

components are influenced by each other and work as a complex system, I do not think that 

culture exists of regular patterns, relations and interactions as the idea in the system view. 

Also, the system view does not give room for the participation needed to dig deeper into the 

layers of culture. Instead, I have chosen the actor view perceiving reality as a social 

construction. Whereas the system view believes in finding objective structures, the actor view 

believes that human interaction is unique. 

What distinguishes the actor view from other perceptions of reality, is that the creator of 

knowledge i.e. the researcher, participates. The reality is not ‘out there’ to find, but depend on 

the actor’s involvement. Instead of objectively describing the reality, the researcher is an actor 

him or herself, using active interaction not only to shed light of the study area, but to call for 

further actions and drive change (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). 

 

2.3.1 Nations as Measurement 

Culture is too complex to study as a whole and requires simplifications. In culture research, 

culture is often limited to a certain level, for example a group, an organization or a nation. If 

one chose to study culture as a national phenomenon, as I do, this requires extensive 

generalizations. These generalizations can almost always be criticized on an individual level. 

Therefore, I am aware that my interpretations are in no way absolute, but can always be 

discussed. 

The common criticism to study culture as a national phenomenon is that nations are based on 

national boarders and not cultures. Even if citizenships can create a sense of identity and 

group belonging, people of the same nationality do not necessarily share the same culture. 

Nations do not have a homogenous culture, but consists of subcultures, hence the need for 

generalization. Despite the criticism to study culture as a national phenomenon, it is a 

commonly used measure to study national culture because it is easy to separate and compare 

(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). The aim of this study is not to compare cultures but to 

study what happens when cultures meet, which requires being able to separate one culture 

from another. In this study, national culture is seen as a typification, meaning to sort and label 
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things and people to gain an understanding, but is in no way seen as absolute (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2009).  

 

2.4 Data Collection 

The research problem should determine the selection of techniques to create knowledge 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). As this study is based on an interpretive approach focusing on 

qualitative data, dialogues together with gathering of theoretical data have been selected. 

The empirical data will be collected by multiple dialogues. The aim of the empirical data is to 

complement, compare and test the theories that will be described in the literature review and 

answer the research questions. Theoretical and empirical data will be gathered 

simultaneously. 

To collect data in order to answer RQ1 and RQ2, I will conduct dialogues with dialogical 

partners with experience from international projects or comparable task force. 

To answer RQ3, I will conduct dialogues with dialogical partners with experience from 

recruiting international project managers or comparable roles, to explore what selection 

criteria the selection process of international project managers are based on. 

 

2.4.1 Literature Review 

The research questions in this thesis emerged from reviewing existing literature to identify 

‘blind spots’ to study further. In the actor view, the purpose of literature is to understand the 

current research and what is left to explore (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). However, for this study, 

the literature is also used as complement and comparison to the empirical data.   

Existing literature is so called secondary data and is not collected by the researcher herself. 

When using secondary data, one needs to be aware of compatibility and trustworthiness. The 

data could have been collected, classified and measured differently and for other purposes 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). The data reviewed for this thesis has been considered trustworthy 

and also come from what is considered credible sources, mostly academic journals. I have 

consciously tried to create a mixture of well-established and acknowledge authors as well as 

modern science to balance conventional theories with new findings and perspectives. 

 

2.4.2 Dialogical Partners 

For practical reasons, my sample of dialogical partners has been limited. I have conducted 

dialogues with eight dialogical partners during a three-week period. The sample of dialogical 

partners is based on the experiences from the field on a professional level. The dialogical 

partners as a group is believed to have answers to the research questions of this study. The 

dialogical partners have experience from working within projects or comparable task forces, 

either as a leader or as a member, with team members situated in different countries. Their 

work have included, at least partly, face-to-face meetings with the team members. Some of 

the dialogical partners have also been selected based on their experience from the selection 

process of project managers or equivalent leaders who have the responsibility to lead a team 

with members from different countries. 
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The sample criteria are meant to be broad in order to form a diverse sample of dialogical 

partners. The dialogical partners have been selected by personal network and access. The 

dialogical partners were contacted by email, telephone or were asked in person. 

Diversity has been valued in terms of professional experience, but also personal background, 

gender and age. This in order to establish a diverse mix of dialogical partners to gain different 

perspectives of the subject and more nuanced empirical data. The dialogical partners have 

experiences from different industries and geographical regions since this study intend to go 

beyond these differences, however I am aware of this generalization. 

To clarify, the purpose of this empirical study is only to focus on their personal experiences, 

thoughts and opinions and not the organization by which they are employed. The names of 

various corporations mentioned during the dialogues have been excluded. 

In the following table, the dialogical partners will be presented in terms of gender, age, 

professional and international experience followed by a short background introduction of each 

dialogical partner.  

 

Table 1. Dialogical Partners 
 
Dialogical 
Partner 

Gender Age Current Position Main International 
Experience 

A Female 50 Self-employed, Intercultural 
Communication Consultant 

Middle East, Europe 

B Male 52 Managing Director Asia & Europe 

C Male 46 HR Business Partner Europe 

D Male 49 Senior Strategic Buyer of 
Transportation 

Europe 

E Female 57 General Manager of Logistics Asia, Europe, Middle 
East & South America 

F Male 69 Investor Europe 

G Female 42 Supply and Quality Engineer Europe, Asia 

H Male 67 Self-employed, HR Consultant Asia 

 

Dialogical Partner A is educated in intercultural communication and has long experience 

from teaching at universities. She has her own company working as consultant, training both 

local and international corporations in communication, intercultural communication and 

conflict management. Through this she has facilitated and coached international teams and 

project groups. Additionally, she has been teaching leadership abroad to NGOs and has also 

led projects in urban development. 

 

Dialogical Partner B started working as manager of logistics fifteen years ago responsible 

for all logistics. By this time he also started working with projects which have been part of his 

work since. Later he became production manager for two years and then started his project 

management training in an international setting. He led several projects with international 

teams and then started to train others in project management. He continued his career as 
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workshop manager and thereafter supply chain executive vice president. Today he works as 

managing director for two subsidiaries, one in Turkey and one in Croatia. 

 

Dialogical Partner C has his roots in manufacturing, working as a production manager with 

personnel responsibility. He has also worked as a project manager for three years and led 

international projects including several European countries. Besides this, he has a bachelor 

degree in HR and has worked with recruitment, training and development and administration. 

Today he works as a HR Business Partner, both with recruitment but is also responsible for 

rehabilitation, diversity and gender equality. 

 

Dialogical Partner D has twenty-five years’ experience of shipping and fifteen years’ 

experience of transportation procurement. Today he works as senior strategic buyer of 

transportation in a large international corporation. He has daily contact with global freight 

forwarders to negotiating contracts and ensure trade compliance. He has also an advisory role 

in projects involving transportation and regulations and has previously driven small informal 

change projects. 

 

Dialogical Partner E has more than twenty-five years’ experience from logistics, specialized 

in shipping. Today she works as general manager of logistics, responsible for inbound and 

outbound material of a large international corporation. She has built a global network of 

foreign factories, suppliers and forwarders and worked with standardization of the 

corporation. International projects are part of the daily work and she has experience from 

leading projects, one of them in a foreign country. 

 

Dialogical Partner F has his roots within economics and has worked as an executive 

manager for nineteen years and held a leadership position for almost thirty years. He has been 

finance executive manager in charge of about twenty European countries, has long 

international experience and has also been stationed abroad. His experience from projects is 

mainly as member and advisor but he has been a leading figure during acquisitions, exchange 

listing and a leader of informal projects. All in all, he has fifteen years’ experience from 

international projects. 

 

Dialogical Partner G is from the beginning educated and has worked within system 

development and system architecting. After this, she has worked as a project manager for 

international projects in both IT, engineering and purchasing. Today she holds a role as a 

supply and quality engineer working with both local and foreign suppliers in development 

projects involving quality and delivery issues, engineering, quality improvement and savings 

and communicate daily with foreign suppliers. 

 

Dialogical Partner H has broad leadership experience leading a handful to a thousand. He 

started as planning and production engineer and continued as market- and develop manager 

with personnel responsibility. He then took the role as production manager both in Sweden 

and foreign countries and later he became production director. After this, he continued his 
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international career as scientific attaché and then started his own business abroad as HR 

consultant focusing on recruitment to build teams. He has now worked half-time abroad for 

thirty years and has entered an international recruitment agency specialized in executive 

recruitment. Apart from this, he has also been certified by culture researcher Richard Lewis. 

 

Figure 3. Overview of Dialogical Partners' Project Experience 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Overview of Dialogical Partners' Leadership Experience 
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Figure 5. Overview Dialogical Partners’ Recruitment Experience 

 

 
 

2.4.3 Conducting Dialogues  

In accordance with the actor view, dialogues are seen as a cooperation between the actor and 

the dialogical partners. Based on this, I have chosen dialogues to interact with the dialogical 

partners instead of traditional interviews. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) describe the difference 

between dialogues and interviews, as interviews intend to collect facts and transfer the facts 

from the interviewee to the interviewer without influencing the interview in any way. The 

intention of a dialogue, is to create the social reality and thereby knowledge, together with the 

dialogical partners and therefore it is inevitable to not influence the interview. Dialogues are 

compatible to the actor view, as a subjectivist view not focusing on facts but creating 

knowledge by involvement and constant interpretation from the researcher (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009). My role as actor have been to actively engage in the dialogues with a theoretical 

understanding of the concepts and lead the dialogical partners to adopt various perspectives 

and reason deeper into the different concepts and inspire them to reflect upon their 

experience. 

The dialogues were conducted from March to April 2015 and lasted in average eighty 

minutes. All the dialogues were conducted in person, meeting face-to-face. 

Since this is an in-depth exploratory study, the dialogues have been unstructured, informal 

and have a low degree of standardization. Interviews including dialogues are the most 

common data collection method for exploratory research. This gives the ability to steer the 

conversation to follow up cues and blanks. However, questions were prepared and divided 

into a set of themes to ensure that no theme was left out but the structure of the dialogues is 

flexible in order to let the dialogical partners speak more freely and additional unprepared 

questions were asked during the dialogues (Fisher et.al, 2010). Also, all questions are not 
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relevant for all dialogical partners due to their different professional experience. Because this 

study aims to explore different perspectives of leadership within projects in an international 

setting, and because the dialogical partners are selected based on different professions and 

backgrounds in order to create diverse perspectives, comparability between answers of 

dialogical partners are not the primary aim. 

 

Only opened questions were asked to allow the dialogical partners to speak from their 

perspective and use their own words. Also the order of the questions has been taken into 

consideration, starting by easy fact questions about their background and previous work. This 

is both important information to refer to during the dialogues and a clue what questions are 

relevant, but it also aims to be an icebreaker. To start with complicated or emotional questions 

might make the dialogical partners defensive or insecure. After these background questions 

the dialogue have been divided into themes: international projects, leadership, selection and 

recruitment. However, the order of the questions is flexible in order to let the dialogue take its 

course. In the end, the dialogical partners have had an opportunity to add information. 

Questions were prepared and tested to ensure that all themes are covered and that the 

questions is clear and non-leading. However, new questions have been added during the 

dialogues depending on the answers of the dialogical partners.  

The dialogical partners’ ability to speak and express themselves freely is believed to be 

essential for the dialogues since the dialogical partners feelings, opinions and beliefs are in 

center. For the same reason, all of the dialogues were conducted in Swedish to avoid language 

barriers and to let the dialogical partners talk without limitations. The dialogues were 

translated after analysis to keep the original language and meaning as long as possible. 

However, there is a risk when dialogues are being translated that message might be modified. 

Although, the risk of the dialogical partners using a language that does not let them express 

themselves fully, is considered to have a more negative impact and affect the results to a 

greater extent.  

After receiving approval from all the dialogical partners, the dialogues were recorded to 

ensure that no data was lost. By recording the dialogues, the data could be gone through and 

analyzed unlimited. It is also a way to ensure that the data is accurate and not misheard or left 

out which is a risk when only taking notes (Fisher et.al, 2010). All the dialogical partners had 

the ability to be anonymous which means that their name will not be shared or published. 

The locations of the dialogues were selected with the different dialogical partners. What is 

important is that it is a private place, that it is comfortable and makes the dialogical partners 

feel relaxed. It should be on ‘neutral ground’, preferably not in the office of the dialogical 

partner or even at the company (Fisher et.al, 2010). 
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2.5 Data Analysis 

The first step in the analysis has been to cut inapplicable data from the recorded dialogues. 

This could be answers going beyond the actual topic or even small talk. This was done during 

the actual transcription process and thereby avoiding transcribing unusable data. Once the 

data was transcribed, key themes was identified, so called codes, in which the data from the 

dialogues was sorted. Then a comparison was made of the empirical data followed by 

identifying relationships between the different concepts. Then the data was translated to 

facilitate the comparison with the theoretical data to confirm or oppose the analysis of the 

empirical concepts. 

The analysis is based on axial coding focusing on how different concepts are linked (Strass & 

Corbin, 1998) to identify patterns or connections. This could be cause-and-effect 

relationships, consequences, actions or strategies to manage (Fisher et.al, 2010). The purpose 

of the analysis is to answer the research questions as such, but also identify possible 

correlations between the three research questions.  

 

3. Literature Review 

The literature review is broken down into three main chapters. The first chapter focuses on 

culture to better understand the cultural phenomena. In the second part, focus is on 

leadership from an international perspective to gain understanding of how the cultural factor 

affects leadership. Lastly, a theoretical framework of project as a working method will be 

presented and related to the two previous concepts of culture and leadership together with 

criteria of selection. 

 

3.1 Culture 

3.1.1 How Culture is Acquired 

Culture is not inherited but learned through socialization (Bang, 1995). It is through 

relationships with other people that we can learn and understand culture, it is socially acquired 

(Mäkilouko, 2004). Primary socialization occurs in our childhood. We must learn how for 

example a society functions and what behavior is accepted (Bang, 1995). We are raised to 

learn how to be a ‘good German’ or a ‘good Swede’ and to become socially accepted (Lewis, 

2006). This learning processes throughout life but is most apparent in our childhood. We learn 

how to think, feel and act which create patterns in our minds, the so called ‘mental programs’. 

These are affected by our social environment such as family, society, work or school and our 

life experiences (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012).   

Culture recreate itself in the sense that we learn and imitate the current culture. Children learn 

from their parents what behavior is encouraged. However, culture is not static but can be 

changed over time. The members of a culture can influence culture but also external 

circumstances can affect (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). There is a mutual influence 

between the culture and its member. On one hand, the members are influenced by the culture 
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but they also influence the culture. All groups that shares a history will develop a culture, how 

strong will depend on emotional attachment, shared experience and length of existence 

(Schein, 2004). The leader of the culture has the most authority to affect the culture. What is 

rewarded in the culture? How could one gain status or promotion? (Bang, 1995) It is not only 

the current leader that influence the culture but previous leaders and founders will have long 

term effects on an organization (Schein, 2004). 

Secondary socialization occurs when we want to be accepted by a new group. It could be a 

new organization or a new professional role. The secondary socialization occurs throughout 

life (Bang, 1995). In order to adapt to new ways of thinking, feeling and acting, we must 

unlearn our current patterns. To change our current pattern and learn to do things differently is 

much more difficult compared to learn something for the first time (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012). For the individual, the cultural behavior is the normal way of behaving. When 

one meet something different, this is seen as abnormal (Lewis, 2006), and it is very difficult to 

learn a new culture that might be in conflict with the current values (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012). 

 

3.1.2 Layers of Culture 

Several layers of culture exist. What we can see on the surface is what we can experience 

when for example traveling in another country such as cloths, language or rituals. Hofstede, 

Hofstede and Minkov (2012) divide culture into four different layers which together create 

what we call culture. Symbols are the first layer and consist of language, body language, 

symbols, clothes and status symbols. Next comes heroes which refers to individuals, fiction or 

real, that are highly valued in the culture. The third layer is rituals that are important 

collective activities that reflect how we relate to other people as showing respect or showing 

faith. Symbols, heroes and rituals form practices which can be visually seen and are more 

easily perceived by people from outside the culture.  

In the core of culture are values. Values determine what is good or bad, accepted and non-

acceptable in a culture. The values are formed early in life and are very difficult to change. 

They are not visible and only reflected in our behavior and therefore difficult for others to 

identify. The superficial layers, especially symbols, do not affect the values and are easier to 

change and are influenced from outside (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

 

3.1.3 Levels of Culture  

There are various levels of culture. Cultures could be organizational, functional, professional, 

industrial, and regional and perhaps the most acknowledge one - national. Nations are often 

used when studying cultural factors and cultural differences. It is easy to categories cultures 

by nations because they are concrete. We have national boarders and citizenships that 

categories individuals and cultures (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). National culture is 

also very stable over time, making nations a stable measure (Hofstede, 2001). 

Cultural differences between nations exist but that is only half the truth. Nations do not have 

homogeneous cultures, but have subcultures apart from the dominating culture. Furthermore, 

nations are not isolated but influenced from outside. Despite this, cultural differences can be 
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seen when comparing different nations, for example language, values, religion and laws. Also, 

people naturally want to belong to a group and we identify ourselves with a nationality 

(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012) argue that 

even if not all individuals within a nation are part of the same culture, the mental 

programming of citizens within a nation is to a large extent alike. What is important when 

using nations to categories and measure culture, is to not value whether a culture is good, bad 

or better than another. This would be ethnocentrism, believing that characteristics of one 

culture are superior to the characteristics of another culture. However, we can compare 

general characteristics of national culture and compare differences and similarities (Hofstede, 

2001). 

Other levels of culture that are worth highlighting are functional culture and professional 

culture since they are present in project teams. Conflicts between different functions in an 

organization is the most acknowledged cultural conflict. Different perceptions of reality and 

different priorities are common sources of conflicts. The sales department believes that sales 

i.e. turnover or customer relations, are the most important while the production department 

believes that the production is most important i.e. quality and productivity. Culture conflicts 

can also occur between groups of profession. Again, an engineer probably has different 

perceptions of reality and priorities compared to an economist (Bang, 1995). A profession is 

not only about different knowledge and skills but can also come with different values and 

norms. People also communicate their profession and other group belonging with clothes, 

gestures and behavior (Schein, 2004).  

Cultures are often categorized in individualistic and collectivistic, masculine and feminine, 

power distance and uncertainty avoidance dimensions. This model initially come from Alex 

Inkeles and Daniels Levinson in 1954 that discovered that all societies, independent of 

culture, have relations and issues related to these four areas. This was proven and confirmed 

twenty years later by Geert Hofstede. Today it is customary to use and subdivide national 

cultures into these dimensions (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

 
Individualism and Collectivism 

The dimension of individualism and collectivism determine whether a culture prevails the 

interest of the group over or under the interest of the individual. A vast majority of people are 

part of a collective culture. They think in terms of ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ and put the interest of 

the group above the interest of the individual. Early during childhood, children learn to 

identify themselves by the group to which they belong and the relations to others are central. 

To be loyal, respectful and to honor the family name is often important. 

In individualistic cultures, people are more independent and more interested in personal gain. 

Children learn to acknowledge their personal preference and to become independent early in 

life in order to take care of themselves (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). A good 

example of differences of collective and individualistic cultures is the upbringing. In 

collective cultures as Japan, children are often punished by being looked out from the house, 

so to say excluded from the group, compared to individualistic cultures where children are 

looked in the house as punishment and thereby taken away their freedom (Lewis, 2006). 
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Individualistic cultures prioritize personal freedom and time as well as accomplishment in life 

and career (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

 

Masculine/Feminine 

Masculine and feminine cultures behave differently and have different priorities. In masculine 

cultures, people are more competitive and concerned of making a career for themselves. It is 

important to be successful in terms of advancement, acknowledgement, salary and status. In 

feminine cultures, people tend to prioritize good cooperation, relations and a safe 

employment. The gender roles in feminine cultures are more gender equal and people are 

expected to be more modest and caring, but also to values life balance. Whether a culture is 

masculine or feminine will affect how business is made, how decisions are made and how 

conflicts are handled. In feminine cultures, negotiation and compromising is more frequent 

compared to masculine culture where the best man wins (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 

2012). 

 

Power distance 

Power distance is how we relate to other people. How is authority and power divided and is it 

accepted that power is unevenly distributed? Because leadership is dependent on 

subordinates, focus is on the subordinates and to what extent the people with less power 

accept how the power is distributed. Hence, power distance is close connected to leadership 

and how the leader is expected to relate to its subordinates and contrariwise. 

In high power distance cultures, power is centralized and divided between a few amount of 

individuals where a few people gain a lot power and the distance between power and 

subordinates is high. Subordinates in high power distance cultures are often afraid to express 

opinions, ask for consultation and are not part of the decision making. This creates 

subordinates that are moderate, careful and with lower career ambitions compared to low 

power distance cultures. The authorized leader have more power, status and wage compared 

to its subordinates who often carry out less qualified work tasks. 

In countries with low power distance, the authorized leader and the subordinates are more 

equal and the subordinates are less dependent of the leader. The subordinates can also express 

opinions more freely and can be part of decision making like consultation of majority 

decisions. The power is decentralized, meaning distributed on more people which creates a 

low power distance (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

 

Uncertainty avoidance 

We do not know what will happen tomorrow and how we handle that fact is part of our 

culture. Uncertainty avoidance is how we relate to the unknown and to what extent we 

experience the uncertainty as a threat. How we relate to uncertainty is learned by culture and 

reinforced by society. Technology, laws and religion are different tools to understand and 

handle the future. High uncertainty avoidance is characterized by low tolerance of 

unpredictability and trying to predict by interpreting the environment by gathering data, 

planning, scheduling and establish rules and regulations in order to control the outcome. Low 
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uncertainty avoidance cultures on the other hand, cope with unpredictability by trusting their 

gut or putting their faith in religion. They are more reactive than proactive and do not believe 

that the future can or even should be predicted, or only to a certain extent. People part of low 

uncertainty avoidance cultures tend to experience less anxiety compared to high uncertainty 

avoidance cultures (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

Uncertainty avoidance could be connected to fear or hostility towards other groups. 

Nationalism is more frequent in high uncertainty avoidance cultures and could lead to 

intolerance to new group or minority groups (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

 

These dimensions are not absolute but it is a question of being more or less. Another 

dimension that can explain national culture differences is the dimension of linear-active, 

multi-active and reactive cultures. Depending on this dimension, people within different 

cultures respond differentely to change (Lewis, 2006) and to drive change is the very purpose 

of projects as well as the responsibility of a leader to act as a change agent (Mäkilouko, 2004). 

Depending on the dimension linear-active, multi-active and reactive, people within a culture 

will respond differently to change. The linear-active cultures see change as necessary in order 

to survive or gain competitive advantage. Change should come from the top management and 

be strategically planned in detail and structured into goals. In multi-active cultures, change is 

something exciting and stimulating. Change should be creative and not planned into detail or 

controlled. Reactive cultures treat change with cautiousness and avoid unproven methods. 

When they change, they do it in small steps and plan and discuss option carefully before 

implementation. If the cultural attitudes to change are diverse in a project, then the team 

would experience the need for change and handle the change differently (Lewis, 2006). 

 

3.1.4 Assimilation or Integration in Organizations 

Organizational culture is defined as common norms, values and perceptions of reality 

developed in an organization, and became a topic of research during the 80s believing that 

organizational culture could be used as a social clue and compass to strengthen the 

organization and its competitive advantage. On the agenda in the 80s, a strong organizational 

culture meant success. However, there is also a current discussion of the negative 

consequences of organizational culture, that it could be used as a control mechanism to 

control its employees and limit the flexibility (Bang, 1995). The question is how a shared 

organizational cultures, as for example the case in head company and subsidiaries, affect the 

national cultural differences. 

The fact that culture affects management has received little attention in research, but also in 

practice. The term organization gives a sense of leadership. How is the authority organized 

and who decided about rules and systems? The question is not whether management will 

influence culture, it is a question of how (Schneider, et al., 2014). The culture of an 

organization is affected by its history, the founder and significant leaders (Hofstede, 2001). 

The culture affects the practice, behavior and interaction in an organization but also the 

emotions and feelings and could create or hinder motivation (Schneider, et al., 2014) and it is 

very hard to change (Hofstede, 2001). Looking at the top managers and boards rooms, we 
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often see like-minded people in terms of background, age, gender, and professional career. By 

the lack of diversity, one can really question whether these organizations are global 

(Schneider, et al., 2014). The fact that organizational culture is about creating a common way 

of thinking, feeling acting or as Hofstede (2012) puts it, create common mental maps, it raises 

the question of how to leave room of diversity.  

 

Diversity does not work when the organizational culture does not support or utilize diversity 

or even suppress it. The organizational culture must leave room for diversity. A common 

mistake organizations do, is to hired diversity in terms of gender, ethnicity, religion and so on, 

so called social-cultural diversity, but assimilate it completely to the existing culture and its 

norms, values and ways of working and thinking. Instead of assimilation, the organization 

should integrate cultures at all levels of the organization and exchange knowledge, creating 

pluralism. Managers must see diversity as an advantage instead or a handicap and stop 

avoiding culture differences afraid they will create conflicts. There are no good or bad 

cultures, but good and bad ways to manage culture (Cox Jr., 2001). 

The power of diversity is a commonly used term referring to the positive effects of diversity. 

Cox Jr (2001) describes diversity as a double-edged sword whereas the leader needs to utilize 

the positive effects and synergies but should avoid problems often resulted by diversity. To 

manage diversity is to understand the effects of diversity and to implement policies, practices 

and behaviors that utilize the diversity in an efficient way (Cox Jr., 2001). An actual global 

organization should value and utilize cultural differences to gain competitive advantage. 

Nevertheless, organizations tend to reason as ‘we welcome people from other cultures as long 

as they fit in’ (Schneider, et al., 2014). They think culture differences is a source of conflicts, 

commitment issues, inefficient communication which all increase costs. On the other hand, 

diversity has many value-adding effects as creativity and innovation, improved problem 

solving and quality of decisions, critical analysis, flexibility and adaption to a changing 

environment, recruitment opportunities by broader labor market and diverse talent, new 

market strategies by understanding foreign markets and business culture and improved ethics. 

It is the managers’ responsibility to create an organizational culture that can utilize possible 

benefits of cultural diversity, as in international organizations. Unfortunately, for this there is 

no management recipe. In order for an organization to become diversity-competent, the 

management needs to create an environment where culturally diverse people are respected 

and can reach their full potential, both in terms of individual goals and organizational 

contributions. Then diversity will be beneficial both for the individual and the organization 

(Cox Jr, 2001). 

Diversity increases as organizations become intercultural. Alliances across nations have 

shown to have a lower chance to succeed compared to alliances within a country. These 

alliances are based on economic factors but the cultural aspect should not be neglected and 

cultural integration is both time and cost consuming. To start up a new company or subsidiary 

could be relatively easy since culture differences in the organization itself often is small 

compared to dealing with international alliances, partnership, acquisitions and mergers in 

which culture plays a more important role (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Culture is 

the most enduring barrier when growing on an international market (Bartlett & Sumantra). 
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When we speak of international organizations, we often do it as if international organizations 

naturally create an international culture. This is partly true but even if organizations work 

international, the organizational culture is often much incused by the home culture of the 

organization and its values. The home culture influences the subsidiaries by both the soft 

factors, but by applying planning and control systems. This way subsidiaries often become 

bicultural, applying both the local culture and the organizational home culture. Organizations 

tackle the global-local dilemma differently. While some organizations standardize, others 

become locally flexible (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). With a multi-domestic 

strategy, organizations keep local flexibility but with global standardization, they can keep 

control. Because both add value, a balance is often to prefer in theory (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012). 

 

3.1.5 When Cultures Meet 

We treat members of our own group in a different way compared to members of other groups. 

We create a ‘we and them’ way of thinking that social scientists call in-group and out-group. 

This is our way of sorting people into categories and to simplify and rationalize our thinking. 

We make assumptions and generalize by other people’s appearance, gender, age, interest and 

occupation. Intercultural encounters are as old as the human itself (Hofstede, 2001). 

Throughout history, encounters between cultures have resulted in conflicts and wars as well 

as trade, cooperation, relations and shared knowledge. Today’s daily encounters are not quite 

so dramatic but unintended conflicts arise. Due to information technology, we now have more 

intercultural encounters than ever before. However, it is common that these encounters are 

characterized by negative feelings such as uncertainty, insecurity, fear and helplessness 

leading to stress. We meet new rituals and symbols and underlying values that we cannot 

understand (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

It is commonly found that expatriates end their stationing prematurely during the phase of 

culture clash because they experience the transition too difficult (Hofstede, Hofstede & 

Minkov, 2012). Culture is the most enduring barrier when going international (Bartlett & 

Ghoshal, 2002). We perceive people from other groups as representatives of that group and 

make generalization based on nationalities. People tend to believe that how a person behaves 

is due to culture rather than personality (Hofstede, 2001). People also tend to assume that 

culture is correlated to geographic, thinking the greater the distance the greater the cultural 

difference, but no such correlation has been proven. People generally believe that if they share 

the same culture, they will have more in common (Schneider, et al., 2014). When the cultural 

distance is smaller, the inconsistencies are fewer and the different cultures can be more easily 

integrated. It is not only the cultural distance that will tell how easy or difficult an integration 

will be, but the cultural friction. Cultural friction refers to the historical conflicts in the 

relation for example political issues. However, this is not something between individuals but 

history of societies (Fitzsimmons, 2013). 

 

Many organizations depend on global cooperation for which adaption is needed. There is no 

recipe to adjust to a foreign culture and it depends on the personality of the person, the culture 
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in question and social support (Schneider, et al., 2014). The world biggest economies, for 

example USA, Japan, Germany, France and Britain, are in general more reluctant to change. 

This due to the feeling of superiority that they do not have to be sensitive to other cultures. 

Smaller countries, as for example Scandinavian countries, Switzerland, Netherlands and the 

Baltics have been forced to adapt to other cultures in order to act on an international market 

and have in general developed good intercultural skills. Adapting to another culture is very 

difficult due to powerful mental schemas developed over long time (Lewis, 2006). People 

want to confirm their own values and beliefs and risk overseeing what goes against them 

(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). It is important to be responsive, tolerant and sensitive 

to expectations. Superficial behavior as how to greet or show appreciation can be easily 

adopted, however behaviors that conflict with our beliefs and values are often met by 

intimidation or reluctance. To create a friendly meeting with a new culture, the perceived 

culture must be accepted in order to adapt, conciliate and create empathy. If the culture 

instead is met by resistance, this will lead to defense, deadlock and end with withdrawal of the 

cooperation (Lewis, 2006). 

Communication one of the main barriers meeting with another culture. Different languages 

mean different frame of references and even if English often is used as business language, 

people use it differently (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Anthropologist Benjamin 

Whorf’s hypothesis is that our language determine our way of thinking. Zulus define 39 

different word for types of the color green and Inuits have 42 different words for types of 

snow. Language communicate how we perceive the world and by learning a foreign language, 

one can very much sense their culture. Humor is also very culturally related. Joking is a way 

to break the ice or relax as part of relationship building. Whether jokes are common in 

business situations depend on culture, for example in Latin America it is not commonly 

practiced compared to Scandinavia where it is used as an ice breaker (Lewis, 2006). 

Intercultural communication skills will make managers more successful on an international 

arena by avoiding conflicts, negotiate and build relations with people from other cultures. 

Intercultural communication takes awareness, knowledge and skills. First, awareness refers to 

our awareness of our own culture and mental program. Knowledge is to learn about other 

cultures, their symbols, rituals and heroes to understand and interpret their behavior. Skills are 

something that is generated by practice. It is always good to study other cultures but without 

awareness of the own behavior, one will not likely succeed (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 

2012). 

 

 

3.1.6 Cultural Intelligence 

To be able to interact and communicate with people from different cultures, one needs to be 

cultural intelligent. Schneider, et.al (2014) define this as “a person’s capability to adapt as 

s/he interacts with others from different cultural regions” (Schneider, et al., 2014, p. 189). Ng, 

et al (2009) define cultural intelligence as “an individual’s capability to function effectively in 

culturally diverse contexts” (Ng, et al., 2009, p. 512). Cultural intelligence (CQ) is about 

flexibility in behavior and cognitive skills (Schneider, et al., 2014) and is often divided into 

four categories after a framework developed by Stenberg and Detterman (1986). 
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Metacognitive intelligence refers to awareness of cultural interactions and the ability to 

understand different verbal and non-verbal communication patterns. Cognitive intelligence is 

the knowledge required to adapt to cultural practice and norms and make accurate 

interpretations. Motivational intelligence is the motivation to acknowledge cultural 

differences and will increased learning outcome of the international experiences. This is also 

connected to see potential in cultural differences and involvement in intercultural meetings. 

The fourth and last category is behavioral intelligence which is the concrete capability to 

adapt to different cultural situations. Together these four intelligences form cultural 

intelligence to acknowledge, adapt, involve and practice meeting with different cultures (Ng, 

et al., 2009). 

Because CQ is an intelligence rather than one single quality, being cultural intelligent creates 

a range of benefits working in an intercultural context. To make this benefits perspicuous, 

they have been summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 2. Benefits of High Cultural Intelligence 

 

 Improved learning outcome of international experience (Ng, et al., 2009) 

Improved flexibility in leadership styles (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved global leadership efficiency (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved adaptability to appropriate cultural behavior (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved appropriate communication (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

 Improved accurate interpretation cultural social behavior (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved self-awareness of own cultural values and beliefs (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved ability to understand other point of views and develop empathy (Ng, et al., 

2009) 

 Improved attentiveness to culture and cultural situations (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

 Improved motivation to learn and spend more time in intercultural interactions (Kim 

& Van Dyne, 2012) 

 Improved practical engagement in intercultural meetings (Ng, et al., 2009) 

 Improved the ability to handle stress in intercultural meetings (Kim & Van Dyne, 

2012) 

 Improved relationship building with people from other cultures (Li, et al., 2013) 

 Improved ability to see beyond and challenge stereotypes and presumptions (Li, et al., 

2013) 

Cultural intelligence is something that can be taught but some are more gifted than others. 

Bicultural people are often brought up in more than one culture and have more than one 

culture schema and intercultural people have internalized more than one culture often by 

moving to or working in a different country. These people often become cultural intelligent 

and learn to perform effectively in an international setting (Fitzsimmons, 2013). Ng, et al 

(2009) state that CQ can be developed by international experience, but at the same time, CQ 

enhance the learning outcome of international experience. 

 



 

 

 

25 
 

In turn, CQ is closely connected to emotional intelligence. EQ (emotional intelligence) is the 

ability to “reason about emotions in order to enhance thinking” (Binder, 2007, p. 163), and 

used to perceive, understand and use emotions to promote intellectual development (Binder, 

2007) but also to build and nurture relationships. EQ is mainly developed during childhood 

but can to a certain extent be developed and changed by for example working experience 

(Dulewicz & Higgs, 2004). EQ is a personal competence that includes self-awareness, self-

management, social competence and social awareness. To understand other people’s emotions 

is crucial when interacting. Some studies show that EQ is more important in order to perform 

compared to IQ (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 2007). Müller and Turner (2010) state that 

emotional competence is significant to succeed in project leadership. EQ is often mistaken for 

social competence which is the ability to influence, communicate, manage conflicts, inspire 

and create commitment in which EQ plays an important part (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 

2007). Yang, Huang and Wu (2011) describe that emotional intelligence is associated with 

self-awareness and regulation, empathy, motivation and social skills. 

 

3.2 Leading Culture 

3.2.1 Global Leadership 

A global leadership style, does it exist? We sometimes seem to overestimate our similarities 

because of similar consumption patterns made possible by global trade (Schneider, et al., 

2014). According to Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012) there are no universal or global 

management or leadership styles that will be successful in all cultures. The absence of a 

global leadership style means that different cultures have a lot to learn from each other and 

can exchange valuable knowledge (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). This have led to a 

demand of cultural competent managers and leaders who can perform on a global market. The 

demand is constantly increasing but difficult to meet (Schneider, et al., 2014). Leaders who 

can understand and function in multiple cultures which creates competitive advantage, is a 

very valuable but rare resource. To be an effective global leader, the leader needs to be 

sensitive to and show respect for cultural values (Ng, et al., 2009). The main difference 

between working globally or domestic, is the cultural differences and therefore the ability to 

handle cultural differences is the most important skill of a global manager (Li, et al., 2013). 

The requirements imposed on leaders working with people from different cultures are 

different compared to conventional leadership (Mäkilouko, 2004). There is a commonly 

shared view that global leadership requires a different mindset and set of skills compared to a 

domestic leader. As a global leader one needs a global mindset meaning to function 

effectively in new and complex situations in a global context and consider different 

viewpoints, interpretations and understandings than one’s own. Having a global mindset, one 

is curious to explore and learn from new cultures. A global mindset can be defined as “the 

capacity to appreciate the beliefs, values, behaviors, and business practices of individuals and 

organization from a variety of regions and cultures” (Schneider, et al., 2014, p. 260).  

However, different studies have identified different qualities related to global leadership. 

Even if researchers disagree on the very characteristics of a global leader, it is commonly 
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accepted that a global understanding one mainly develops through meeting and interacting 

with people from different cultures. 

The ability to succeed as an expatriate is depending on the personality traits, interpersonal and 

intercultural skills and demographic characteristics. Many of them are very personal and 

difficult to develop later in life which implies that perhaps not anyone can become a 

successful global leader (Schneider, et al., 2014). Below is a summary of the qualities and 

competencies required of a global leader according to Schneider, Barsoux and Stahl (2014). 

 

Table 3. Required Behavioral and Cognitive Qualities of a Global Leader 
 

Behavioral Qualities Cognitive Qualities 

Coach people Understand other people’s point of view 

Listen and ask questions Self-awareness 

Influence stakeholders Humility 

Build trust Be flexible 

Mindful communication Open and honest 

Lead change and foster innovation Able to make tough decisions 

Create motivation and commitment Trust in people 

Build relations Inquisitiveness 

 Credibility 

 Resilience 

 
Source: Adapted from Schneider et.al (2014). Managing Across Cultures. Pp.179-181. Pearson Education Limited. London. 
Third Edition. 

 

3.2.2 Leading International Teams 

Globalization and pressure of competitiveness have increased the number of international 

teams. The increasing number of international teams is made possible by the development of 

information technology. Unlike domestic teams, international teams have a diverse 

composition and are often geographically dispersed. The cultural diversity can emerge from 

bringing people together from different countries, regions, industries, functions or 

professional backgrounds (Schneider, et al., 2014) which is often the case in projects where 

diverse people must work together to reach the objectives. International teams sometimes face 

the difficulty of geographic distance (Mesly et.al, 2014). To cope with this, the team could 

work virtually in the different countries. This saves time of traveling and decrease costs. 

Virtual teams is defined as “a group of people who interact through independent tasks guided 

by common purpose and work across space, time and organizational boundaries with links 

strengthened by webs of communication technology” (Schneider, et al., 2014, p. 213). Even if 

virtual communication saves time and money, face-to-face team perform better. Face-to-face 

teams meet in person and share physical space create bonds and trust that cannot be created 

virtually. In turn, trust is essential to perform effective in international teams. Face-to-face 

teams have a better exchange of knowledge and a more direct dialogue with opportunity to 

ask questions. The non-verbal communication is an important part of the message and when 
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meeting in person, one can easier read the other person and predict responses (Schneider, et 

al., 2014). 

International teams are multi-faced because they consist of a mix of different national 

strengths. For example a French might be a good visionary and come up with new ideas, a 

Brit might be reasonable and long-term thinking and a Dutch might be a good organizer and 

work efficient (Lewis, 2006). These differences could both lead to cooperation issues and 

conflicts but if used in a productive way, the differences could improve the results and 

become a competitive advantage. By bringing various perspectives together, the organization 

can respond better to a changing environment. Therefore, it becomes more common to bring 

in customers and suppliers as parts of a project to utilize diverse thinking. The different 

perspectives, knowledge, values, beliefs and behaviors also become a valuable resource to 

meet customer demands and find the best way to meet them. However, some people claim 

that there could be too much diversity in a group and make it dysfunctional and risk creating 

subgroups. Also team members from different cultures are likely to have different views of 

the purpose of the task, the cooperation, ways of communicating, solving problems, structure 

the work, making decisions and so forth (Schneider, et al., 2014).  

The leader in charge, needs to find a strategy to cope with the different cultures. Whether 

international teams perform better or not compared to monocultural teams is depending on 

how this cultural differences are managed (Schneider, et al., 2014). This can be referred to 

what Björkman and Schaap (1994) call culturally blind leadership, where the leader is blind to 

culture and therefore does not take cultural aspects into account when leading an international 

project, affecting the team performance negatively. Instead, the leader should both be 

adaptable but also consider the team members ability to adapt to culture when creating a new 

team, then this likely will enhance the performance. 

Schneider, et.al (2014) present what they call the MBI approach. In this approach, the leader 

must become aware and understand the cultural differences in the group in order to bridge 

them. If the differences are not acknowledge, they can’t be utilized and it is likely that they 

will disturb the team effort instead of enhancing it. The group must decide on how to conduct 

meetings, make decisions, and build relations and so on. Together the group maps out 

similarities and differences in an objective and non-judgmental way. By listening and 

acknowledging the other members’ point of view, the differences are put out on the table and 

resolved. When the differences are bridged, the integration of different perspectives can 

become fruitful (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

 

3.2.3 Culture’s Influence on Leadership 

Limited research has been conducted of how culture influence leadership (Aritz & Walker, 

2014). Leadership is highly dependent on values and beliefs of the society and therefore 

deeply influenced by culture (Lewis, 2006). Good leadership means different things in 

different cultures. If you were to ask people to describe a good leader, they will describe their 

culture (Hofstede, 2001). Also Müller and Turner (2010) describe that cultural differences 

could have an effect on what leadership qualities are appropriate. Leadership and management 

cultures are tied to the society. If a leader enters a new culture, they with most likely meet 
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new expectations on leadership. Hence, to understand the leadership culture, one must 

understand the society that practice it (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Lewis (2006) 

describes how even factors as climate, history, language and religion can influence the world 

view and what is considered factors connected to leadership success and failure. 

 

Who should be a leader in a society is determined by expectations of subordinates. Is the 

leadership position gained by education, relations, birthright or wealth? In China, leaders high 

in the hierarchy often have connections the leading party and in Arabic countries, the leaders 

are often the once considered good Muslims (Lewis, 2006). Our expectations are formed by 

the culture of society. In individualistic cultures, the leader is probably independent and well 

distinguished from the group of subordinates. In feminine cultures, the leader is probably 

quite modest and expected to establish consensus in the group. Just to give an example of this, 

80% of manager job advertisement in Sweden required cooperation skills, unlike Sweden 

which has a feminine dominated culture, in Italy which is considered to be a masculine 

culture, the same number was 50%. What is suitable leadership in one culture, might be 

dysfunctional in another. Even so, leadership theories rarely take this into account (Hofstede, 

Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

Lewis (2006) describes how cultures have different relations to leadership and power. For 

example, in France the leadership style is autocratic, in Germany it is hierarchical and in 

United States individualistic. One can imagine how an international team would likely have 

different expectations of leadership capability and leadership style. 

 

 

3.3 International Projects 

3.3.1 Project as Method 

Project management may have arisen on the agenda recently but is not something new 

(Sahlin-Andersson & Söderholm, 2002). Project management has been used as a method for 

thousands of years (Cleland & Ireland, 2006) and was used as methodology building the 

pyramids and far before (Cagle, 2005). Different techniques have been developed during the 

2000 and 2100 century to use resources more efficient and control project outcome. The 

growing need for rapid change in organizations also create higher demands in projects and the 

methods used in order to save time and money. Especially, international projects are more 

frequently used to meet the global challenges (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Even so, the project 

methodology only began to develop into what we call project management in the 50s. Since 

then, the project management discipline has been developed over time and more and more 

complex techniques have been designed to secure and control project outcome (Cagle, 2005). 

Not only have new models been developed, with the rising interest in professional project 

training and education, it is now very common and project management certified consultants 

are used in project organizations (Sahlin-Andersson & Söderholm, 2002). During the last two 

decades, the number of projects in organizations have increased (Clarke, 2012). Projects are 

nowadays used within every industry (Tyssen, et al., 2013). The whole society is taking part 
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of a projectification. Both in work and private life, we tend to think and perform more in 

terms of projects (Sahlin-Andersson & Söderholm, 2002). 

The purpose of projects is to provide flexibility to the usually very organized and static 

organization, in order to create and support change (Sahlin-Andersson & Söderholm, 2002). 

The flexibility to implement strategies and to develop change and innovation is not found in 

the standard organization (Tyssen, et al., 2013). Therefore, projects are used to drive change 

side by the standard organization (Mäkilouko, 2004). The pressure of change, innovation, 

faster development and shorter life-cycles are the reasons why a projectification is occurring 

(Tyssen, et al., 2013). 

Richman (2012) defines a project as “a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique 

product, service or result.” (Richman, 2012, p. 12) In order to use the term project, authors 

within the field seem to agree that the task must be temporary and unique. Being temporary 

means to have a defined starting and ending point. The time frame is limited and short-term 

(Gehring, 2007). Projects are only one form of temporary organizations among others (Clarke, 

2012). What further distinguish a project is the uniqueness. Being unique refers to the output. 

A project in an organization can be to create a new product, something that has been done 

before but with different results (Richman, 2012). The unique task of a project creates 

uncertainty and complex settings. The fact that projects are inconsistent and always unique 

and therefore not comparable, make them very hard to study (Clarke, 2012). 

Apart from the factors uniqueness and limited time frame, the lack authority is often brought 

up as a key factor of projects. The project manager rarely has formal authority to manage 

people in the project (Anantatmula, 2010). To still manage people to follow, the project 

manager needs informal influence and credibility to convince stakeholders. Because the 

project manager position often come without formal authority, which is challenging in itself, 

the leadership of a project often lacks a clear approach and rules of how to lead the work 

(Briner, et al., 2005). 

A project has limited resources in terms of time and budget which needs to be balance in 

order to meet the project objective (Anantatmula, 2010). The project triangle is a standard 

model used within project management showing how the different factors time, cost and 

scope will affect the total quality. By shortening one angle, two factors will be affected. 

 

Figure 6. The Project Triangle 
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Projects are not isolated from the organization but depend on it (Sahlin-Andersson & 

Söderholm, 2002). Projects cut through the organization, its boundaries and hierarchy and 

integrates different departments and people with different roles. People who have not worked 

together before must work together in the project. Some work part time and some work with 

several projects at once (Tyssen, et al., 2013). The project manager must handle that his or her 

team has other responsibilities outside the project (Gehring, 2007) and that the project team is 

changing during the project process (Mäkilouko, 2004). Another difficulty leading projects is 

to meet the expectations of all stakeholders (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). A project is depending 

on various stakeholders with expectations of the project outcome (Ahsan, et al., 2013). 

Stakeholders could be managers, project team members and external stakeholders such as 

contractors, customers and financial institutions (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Together, all these 

factors that define projects also make them very complex and the demands on leadership are 

challenging (Mäkilouko, 2004).  

 

3.3.2 Project Teams 

The very purpose of projects is that they cannot be accomplished by one person but a group of 

individuals with different knowledge and skills (Mesly et.al, 2014). The project team often 

has no previous connection since they are put together from different departments. They are 

spread over the standard organization or even outside of the organization. The project team is 

everyone who contribute with technical expertise, commitment, support or have interest in the 

project outcome. The team members are not subordinate to the project leader (Briner, et al., 

2005) and sometimes they work with several projects at once. Because project members often 

work part time in a project, with several project at once and in a project with no or poor 

relation to the other team members, this can affect the level of commitment or motivation to 

the project negatively (Anantatmula, 2010). 

 

The project team can be categorized into three groups of members. The visible members are 

those working directly and regularly in the project while the so called invisible members 

contribute to the project indirectly and are often part of the visible members’ network. Then 

there is the stakeholders as for example project owner, customer or end consumer (Briner, et 

al., 2005).  

The traditional team is located in one organization and one location. However, project teams 

can also be geographically dispersed. This means that the members of the team are situated in 

different cities, regions, countries or organization (Binder, 2007). This resulting in a team 

dispersed in different time zones, national cultures, organizational cultures, business 

processes, support systems and management styles (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). International 

projects are projects with team members located in different countries (Binder, 2007). 

Geographically dispersed teams, including international teams, are often becoming virtual 

teams operating through technology. By using information technology to form a team, the 

team members do not have to physically meet but can communicate unhindered in matter of 

time and space. However, the consequences of working virtually is the difficulty to give 

feedback, handle problems and conflict and entails a limited communication (Cleland & 
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Ireland, 2006). Especially projects including members from different cultures, to perceive and 

understand people becomes even more difficult when not meeting face-to-face. If a face-to-

face meeting is not possible, video conference is the best option and email is to be avoided if 

possible to create a good communication in the team (Binder, 2007). Cultural differences are 

not only current in international teams but can also come from teams with diverse cultural 

background in the organization (Mäkilouko, 2004). 

Project teams create their own culture, a pattern of interaction. To create a good culture and 

work environment, according to Cleland and Ireland (2006), the project manager must: 

 

 Keep the project team informed 

 Communicate ideas and problems 

 Arrange social activities 

 Develop informal relationship 

 Tone down hierarchy associations 

 Create an informal atmosphere 

 Coach, mentor, advise and facilitate the team 

 Give reward 

 Create a sense of importance for the project objectives 

High levels of communication and collaboration in the team, tend to increase the level of 

success of the project in terms of delivered quality, costs and in time-delivery (Yang, et al., 

2011). Cleland and Ireland (2006) confirm that effective communication and team spirit 

characterize high-performing teams, but also commitment, change orientation and conflict 

management. Trust together with loyalty are other key factors meaning to have confidence in 

one’s team members. Trust takes time to develop but can very easily be destroyed (Cleland & 

Ireland, 2006).  

 

3.3.3 The Role of the Project Manager  

The project manager role has just recently started to been seen as a professional role (Ahsan, 

et al., 2013) and the demand of project managers is increasing (Crawford, 2005). The project 

manager is responsible for achieving project goals and objectives with limited resources and 

authority. The project manager works across the organizational boarders, functions and 

hierarchy, and is thereby not part of the standard organization in that sense (Briner, et al., 

2005). What is distinctive of the project manager role is to lead a diverse group of people with 

little or no control over them (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Due to lack of formal authority, the 

project manager role is often seen as informal and a role which people enter temporary. 

However, people are starting to see the role as more professional with more people entering 

the role as project manager across industries (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013). The project 

manager must not only lead the project team but also function as the bridge between 

stakeholders, team members and managers (Pandya, 2014). Since projects are unique, so is 

the role as project manager. Although, a project manager might have led similar projects in an 

organization, the variables are always changing, for example a new customer, new project 
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team members, new demands or new expectations which will generate a new outcome. 

Therefore, the project manager role is unique (Briner, et al., 2005). 

Most authors, for example Ahsan, Ho and Khan (2013) and Pandya (2014), believe that the 

role of the project manager is one of the most important factors of project success. Müller and 

Turner (2010) and Anantatmula (2010) claim that it is the leadership ability in particular that 

correlates to project success. To be able to apply project tools and techniques are important, 

but in order to work effective as a project manager, one needs to be a good leader (Müller & 

Turner, 2010). Ahsan, Ho and Khan (2013) found leadership to be the most desired 

competence of project managers compared to project technical expertise in third place. 

The project manager, occasionally called project leader, is a leadership role (Ahsan, et al., 

2013). Binder (2007) describes project leadership as applying soft skills to foster innovation, 

negotiate in conflicts, and create a team spirit and commitment. This to meet project 

objectives, increase quality and satisfaction of the customer. Both management and leadership 

competencies are required to succeed in the project manager role and to create a high-

performing team during long-term (Müller & Turner, 2010). Organizational theories often 

want to separate management and leadership. Management being to plan, organize, control 

and make decisions and leadership to guide and motivate (Anantatmula, 2010). According to 

Henry Mintzberg, this would be dysfunctional as, “leaders who don’t manage won’t know 

what is going on; management without leadership is demoralizing.” (Müller & Turner, 2010, 

p. 3). 

Most, not to say all project management researcher have tried to identify what qualities of a 

project manager are correlated to success. To summarize and compare these qualities is very 

difficult due to different categorizations. For example, Müller and Turner (2010) categorize 

successful project manager qualities into managerial- intellectual- and emotion intelligence. 

Ahsan, Ho and Khan (2013) categorize into personal, performance- and knowledge 

competencies. Anantatmula (2010) categorizes into task- and people related qualities. Of 

course, it is not only the categorization of desired qualities that differs. There are no qualities 

that researchers have agreed upon in the conducted research of qualities of the project 

managers connected to project success (Meyer, 2014), however the project managers’ 

qualities affect the project performance (Crawford, 2005). Because the views on what is 

required of a successful project managers differ, so do the views on required leadership style 

of the project manager (Müller & Turner, 2010). 

However, Müller and Turner (2010) refer to fifteen leadership qualities identified in a study 

by Vic Dulewicz and Malcolm Higgs (2003) significant to succeed in projects. The level of 

the following qualities is connected to the level of project success. 
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Table 4. Fifteen Leadership Qualities after Dulewicz and Higgs (2003) 
 
Group Competency Confucius 

Managerial 
(MQ) 

Managing resources 
Engaging communication 
Empowering 
Developing 
Achieving 

Process 
Relationships 
Relationships 
Relationships 
Values 

Intellectual 
(IQ) 

Critical analysis & judgement 
Vision and imagination 
Strategic perspective 

Moderation 
Values  
Moderation 

Emotional 
(EQ) 

Self-awareness 
Emotional resilience 
Intuitiveness 
Sensitivity 
Influence 
Motivation 
Conscientiousness 

Moderation 
Moderation 
Moderation 
Relationships 
Relationships 
Relationships 
Values 

 

Source: based on Müller, R., & Turner, R. J. (2010). Project-oriented Leadership. P.19 Farnham: Gower Publishing Limited 

 

Even if Vic Dulewicz and Malcolm Higgs (2003) study shows a connection between project 

success and some certain qualities, this is only one, but maybe one of the most recognized, of 

many similar studies. No qualities have been proven to be effective for leadership in all types 

of projects. The leadership depends both on the nature of the project and the people to be led. 

If the project is international, the leadership style will be further affected (Müller & Turner, 

2010). Even if there are some qualities that generally are linked to project success, in what 

extent will be affected by project expectations, type and industry (Briner, et al., 2005). For 

example vision, intuitiveness, influence and communication are important in change projects, 

while critical thinking and conscientiousness have shown to be of higher importance in 

engineering projects (Müller & Turner, 2010). 

When discussing what is required to be a successful project manager, there is a battle of task 

and people-related skills. Going through the literature of qualities of a project manager, some 

authors simply focus on the task-related skills as project methodology and technical 

knowledge, others on the soft people-related skills while some tries to balance the two. What 

is common for all projects is that all project managers have to manage humans and human 

behavior. Therefore behavioral competence is crucial for project success (Pandya, 2014). In 

the role of project manager, one spends a lot of time interacting with other people. Sunindijo 

and Hadikusumo (2007) mean that 88% of the project manager’s time goes to interacting with 

others, Cleland and Ireland (2006) mean it is 90%. In either case, when recruiting a project 

manager, the technical knowledge is often the primary criteria (Pandya, 2014) and (Kim & 

Van Dyne, 2012). 

 

3.3.4 Difference between Project Leadership and Functional Leadership 

So, why is project leadership different compared to functional leadership? Anantatmula 

(2010) states that the project manager role is a more challenging than a functional manager 

due to different circumstances. 
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- Constant focus on change (Mäkilouko, 2004) 

- Heterogenic teams (Tyssen, et al., 2013) 

- Limited time frame (Clarke, 2012) 

- No formal authority (Clarke, 2012) 

These challenges create a heavy work load, stress and a sense of lack of control. In fact, the 

high pressure push project managers to other career paths and many project managers decide 

to move into a more functional manager position (Clarke, 2012). Because projects go through 

different phases, some phases set higher demands on task-oriented leadership while other 

phases require more relationship-oriented leadership (Mäkilouko, 2004). Different kinds of 

leadership are suited to different situations. Some leaders are more suitable to lead in 

changing and chaotic environment while others lead successfully in more stable environments 

(Geoghegan & Dulewicz, 2008). Despite this, leadership theories are based on the standard 

organization (Tyssen, et al., 2013). Studies of leadership are applied on corporate and general 

management rather than project management (Gehring, 2007). 

 

3.3.5 How International Projects Differ from Domestic Projects 

The trends in global business are to compete on a global market and attract customers in other 

countries. Trading with other countries is easier than ever before due to information 

technology, infrastructure, worldwide manufacturing and distribution which has led to lower 

production costs and price pressure. The cost of running international projects is decreasing 

because of innovations such as mobile communication, internet and computer systems. An 

international project involves several business units, organizations or individuals across 

nations, for example mergers, acquisitions, entering of foreign markets or international 

standardization (Lientz & Rea, 2003). The use of international projects is increasing, most 

evident in larger international businesses that act globally (Mäkilouko, 2004). On the other 

hand, only half of all international projects reach expected results and many of them are not 

completed at all. Perhaps the complexity of international projects is underestimated. One 

might think that an international project generate one more dimension, but in fact 

international projects are not only about different locations, they also affect the number of 

organizations and people involved or affected, the project scale, the dependence on others and 

need for support. In turn, this comes with greater risk, greater complexity, and greater costs 

(Lientz & Rea, 2003). 

 

With people from different organizations and nations involved, there will be cultural 

encounters (Lientz & Rea, 2003). Different cultures will affect the practices and customs and 

further increase the complexity of the project (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Culture influence the 

outcome of the project and whether set objectives will be accomplished (Mesly et.al, 2014). 

The knowledge of how national culture influence project management is limited but project 

management is embedded in the national culture. Rees-Caldwell and Pinnington (2013) 

gathered the social and cultural factors that affect project management: 
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- Leadership 

- Teams 

- Communication 

- Trust  

- Planning 

- Performance 

- Project management deployment 

- Business negotiation 

- Risk assessment  

Again, project is about change and how people respond to change is partially affected by 

culture. Some countries tend to avoid change, other are open for it and some drive change 

(Lewis, 2006). How an organization runs projects goes back to whether the culture is high or 

low in uncertainty avoidance. The project planning might be most affected by national culture 

and is also the part where the project tries to control and prepare for the uncertain future 

(Rees-Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013). 

Because project management is influence by culture, the criteria for success differs, and in 

turn cultural differences affect project outcome. That is also why some project managers are 

only successful in domestic projects and fail working as expatriates abroad. For example in 

North America, the customer satisfaction is of most importance while European cultures 

downplay the importance of stakeholders and focus more on procedures. If the project 

manager strives for what they consider success, but the foreign stakeholder has another 

definition of it, one is likely to be disappointed. This means that stakeholders’ expectations 

are influenced by culture (Müller & Turner, 2010). 

Challenges in international projects can be caused by differences in project methods, cultural 

differences in relation to other people and national difference. In the following list, these 

challenges are summarized. 

 

Project challenges 

 Different expectations and use of projects (Binder, 2007) 

 Different attitudes to work (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Different attitudes to time (Lientz & Rea, 2003)  

 Different attitudes to money and budget (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Different attitudes to planning and following plan (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Different ways to structure work (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

Team challenges 

 Misunderstandings (Binder, 2007) 

 Conflicts (Binder, 2007) 

 Different leadership styles (Binder, 2007) 

 Reduced group feeling and thinking (Binder, 2007) 

 Different attitudes to team work versus individual work (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 
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National challenges 

 Geographic distance creating difficulties meeting face-to-face or limited 

communication using electronic communication (Binder, 2007) 

 Different time zones limiting the shared office hours and availability (Binder, 2007) 

 Weather and climate influencing work hours or restrict the work (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Political uncertainty (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Local laws (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Religion, whether it is part of work (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Increased external attention (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 Different business cultures (Binder, 2007) 

 Different languages. Even if English is used, the level, expressions, vocabulary and 

high and low context might differ (Binder, 2007) 

 

3.3.6 Qualities Required to Lead International Projects 

The actual work of an international project manager consists of the same work tasks as for 

any project manager, to define the project, to create a project organization, do routine work 

and administration, coordinate the team, handle problems and so forth (Lientz & Rea, 2003). 

So do an international project manager need to possess special qualities? 

Required qualities to succeed as an international project manager are almost as many as the 

researchers in the field. Also, many of the qualities of an international project manager are 

very similar to qualities of general project managers. What separates the qualities of an 

international project manager is the cultural factor. With people from different organizations 

and nations involved, there will be cultural encounters (Lientz & Rea, 2003). Different 

cultures will affect the practices and customs and further increase the complexity of the 

project (Cleland & Ireland, 2006). Culture influence the outcome of the project and whether 

set objectives will be accomplished (Mesly et.al, 2014). Lacking of sensitivity to local 

cultures is one of the most common factors why international projects fails, discovered in a 

study by Lientz and Rea (2003) studying over a hundred international projects. Another 

contributing factor to failure is to treat an international project as a standard project. So even 

if international projects might not look different at first glance, the single factor of culture 

could be source of many consequences (Lientz & Rea, 2003). 

 

Cultural intelligence is one of the main qualities to lead in an international context. Cultural 

intelligence is a cognitive skill to understand and adapt to different cultures (Schneider, et al., 

2014). This demands that the project manager is flexible and can function in many different 

contexts, organizations and nations (Lientz & Rea, 2003). Project managers going 

international have to prepare to change (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002). It is common that 

managers with impressive track record fail when posted internationally due to inability to 

adapt to foreign cultures. It is not about flexibility as being indifferent or weak, but to be 

cognitively flexible and to see things from different perspectives but also being able to deal 

with uncertainty (Schneider, et al., 2014). Ng, et al (2009) mean that international managers 

must both be cognitive and behavior flexible to adapt to cultural situations which is critical in 
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order to establish intercultural relationships. The leadership style also needs to be adapted to 

local culture. Depending not only on national culture but subsidiary, organization and 

department, the demands and expectations on leadership will be different. If the project 

manager cannot adapt his or her way of leading, the leadership might not be effective (Binder, 

2007). In order to adapt to local practice, the project manager needs awareness of the 

differences (Mesly et.al, 2014). By becoming aware of the cultural differences, they can be 

acknowledged and learned from. The recognition of cultural differences is an important part 

in the early team building process in order to become aware and challenge the different 

perceptions of the cultures in the team (Binder, 2007). Cultural awareness also includes 

cultural interaction meaning both verbal and non-verbal communication patterns. By being 

aware, the manager will also be more likely to communicate efficient (Ng, et al., 2009) and 

identify and understand the underlying meaning and values of the culture (Li, et al., 2013). 

Communication is also connected to being cultural intelligence, using appropriate 

communication in the cultural context (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012), and create meaningful 

interaction with other cultures which is an important quality when leading people from other 

cultures (Ng, et al., 2009). 

In order to create awareness of other people’s cultural behavior, one needs to be self-aware of 

one’s own cultural baggage. To be self-aware means both to understand how the own culture 

affects the mental maps, shapes behavior and generate generalizations and stereotypes, but 

also to gain insights of how the own behavior is interpreted by others (Binder, 2007). It is 

critical to reflect upon the own cultural values and beliefs to gain self-awareness. Self-

awareness will develop an understanding of others’ point of view and enhance the 

development of empathy and is also connected to an open-minded attitude. By understanding 

oneself, one also understand others. Therefore self-awareness is related to empathy and 

showing sensitivity to other cultures which are important emotional competences (Dulewicz 

& Higgs, 2004). Furthermore, tolerance towards other cultures is a critical quality for 

international leaders (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012). 

Self-awareness is achieved through self-reflection, hence by reflecting of intercultural 

experiences, one can develop self-awareness (Li, et al., 2013). By understanding how culture 

both affect oneself and other people, this will enhance the understanding of cultural 

consequences. The international project manager must both understand the consequences of 

culture, for example how certain norms could hinder development (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002), 

how different values, attitudes and beliefs hold by team members could affect the 

collaboration (Binder, 2007), and how cultural differences could lead to misunderstandings, 

conflicts and mistrust (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

 

Additionally, the project manager must see cultural differences as potential to advantages and 

not an issue. It is the responsibility of the project manager to turn the diverse cultures into 

something positive (Binder, 2007). This will not happen by itself but requires active 

management (Mesly et.al, 2014). The team members need to be involved and motivated to 

contribute (Schneider, et al., 2014). It is when the team members feel engaged that they build 

good relations which establish trust which is key for sharing information and communicate 

effective (Mesly et.al, 2014). 
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Figure 7. The Impact of Team Involvement 

 
 

 
By being cultural intelligent, the project manager can improve the communication within the 

project team and avoid conflicts due to lack of understanding (Mäkilouko, 2004). Hidden 

issues, agendas or political games can be identified more easily.. It enables the project 

manager to read between the lines and for example sense what is not being said (Lientz & 

Rea, 2003). Other qualities required in an international project manager and part of being 

cultural intelligent, is knowledge about foreign cultures (Mäkilouko, 2004), for example 

history or rituals. According to Hofstede (2001), knowledge of other cultures is part of being 

cultural intelligent. Also Ng, et al (2009) state that knowledge of cultural behavioral norms is 

required to adapt to cultural practice and norms and make accurate interpretations. 

 

Other key characteristics connected cultural intelligence are tolerance for uncertainty and 

emotional stability (Fitzsimmons, 2013) and (Mäkilouko, 2004). The high level of uncertainty 

in international projects (Mesly et.al, 2014) can lead to anxiety and stress not knowing what 

will come. The international manager must be able to deal with uncertainty, show individual 

strength and handle emotions as stress (Schneider, et al., 2014). The project manager also 

needs to be emotionally stable and psychological mature (Mäkilouko, 2004). Kim and Van 

Dyne (2012) mean that there is a correlation between international leadership potential and 

emotional stability and that stress control and persistence are critical qualities for international 

leaders. 

Another important quality is good interpersonal skills (Schneider, et al., 2014) and 

(Mäkilouko, 2004), which means to be able to build relationships, feel empathy, be attentive 

and understand how one’s actions affect other people (Schneider, et al., 2014). Also 

attentiveness to culture is connected to high CQ (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012). Furthermore, 
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being extrovert, open and agreeableness, qualities more connect to social competence, can be 

a benefit (Mäkilouko, 2004). Lientz and Rea (2003) and Binder (2007) believe that experience 

from working in other countries will increase the likelihood for success. However Schneider, 

et.al (2014) mean that there is no proved link between previous international experience and 

success. Ng, et al (2009) believe that international experience will develop the cultural 

intelligence. Without international experience, no intercultural schemas have been developed 

and therefore novices are less efficient in international contexts. Furthermore, people with 

previous international experience will engage more actively in the intercultural meeting. (Ng, 

et al., 2009). Also Li, et al (2013) believe that international experience increases the self-

confidence and Kim and Van Dyne (2012) agree that there is a correlation between previous 

international experience and CQ. 

However, whether a manager will learn from international experience is connected to 

motivation. If the manager has motivation to meet and acknowledge cultural differences, this 

will increase the learning outcome of the international experiences according to Ng, et al 

(2009). Crawford (2005) means that when working in an international context, the manager 

should have a certain drive and energy to challenge themselves. Also Kim and Van Dyne 

(2012) believe that there is a correlation motivation and international leadership potential. 

Furthermore, people with high CQ will be more motivated to learn and spend more time in 

intercultural interactions. 

 

3.3.7 Selection Criteria and Development of International Projects Managers 

It was not until the millennium shift that we started to think about the required qualities of the 

project manager and the importance of training and development programs (Bredin & 

Söderlund, 2013). Choosing the project manager is one of the most important decisions in the 

project (Ahsan, et al., 2013). The human resource department often lacks awareness of what it 

takes to manage international business and cultural differences (Schneider, et al., 2014). Also, 

when recruiting someone to work internationally, one must think beyond the local 

requirement and the local culture (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013). Different qualities are valuable 

in different cultures and there are different beliefs what makes a person qualified for a 

position. Who is the right manager is a question of what is valued in the culture (Schneider, et 

al., 2014). 

 

The recruitment process is not simply a question of who to hire but how to hire. Should the 

recruiter focus on personality, competence, skills or behavior? When is a person qualified? 

Are specialist or generalists of most value? Should relationships give benefits? How should 

the person respond to the corporate culture? These questions must be answered before the 

question of who is a suitable candidate. Some cultures highly value education, others prefer 

real life experience. In Germany engineering and science degrees are important, in Spain law 

or economics. Therefore the qualities for a role are valued differently and what will generate 

authority and credibility in one culture, might not generate it in another (Schneider, et al., 

2014). 

When selecting a project manager who is to work internationally, Lientz and Rea (2003) 

believe that the project manager needs to be sensitive to all types of cultures. As mentioned, 
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international projects are rarely only about several national cultures but also organizational 

culture, functional culture etc. To have good communication skills is another key competence. 

This refers both to be responsive and read between the lines, and to be clear in the own 

message. To detect and have the guts to deal with politics and conflicting agendas is also 

essential in international projects. Lientz and Rea (2003) mean that as a project manager, one 

needs previous experience from projects. He or she should also have the necessary technical 

skills for the project as for example engineering, logistics or financial knowledge and skills. It 

is also important to identify whether the candidate has learned from previous experiences. 

Regardless of success or failure, it is crucial to reflect and learn from the outcome of one’s 

actions. 

As a recruiter, one should avoid recruiting candidates that show poor listening skills, love 

administration, have a dominant attitude, are insensitive to cultures but also individuals that 

are afraid to go outside of their comfort zone (Lientz & Rea, 2003). 

 

When considering a leader for an international or cultural diverse group, one should think 

carefully. When selecting someone for a leader or manager position, one most consider their 

cultural background and attitudes toward other cultures. Is the potential project manager 

suitable to work with other cultures or will the different cultures be conflicting? (Lewis, 2006) 

Cultural understanding is both to be aware of one’s own culture, background and cultural 

glasses and to be open to others cultures. To become a global executive is 70% about 

experience and practice, 20% about being coached or mentored and 10% about education. 

Therefore, it is important that young managers with potential to work globally are exposed to 

other cultures early on. The intercultural skills can be practiced by short business trips or even 

developed in the home country by working with cultural diverse teams (Schneider, et al., 

2014). International experience contribute both to the personal and professional development. 

Even if the international experience do not meet project outcome, it will always be valuable in 

terms of personal learning outcome (Ng, et al., 2009). However, people with a high level of 

CQ are likely to benefit more from international experience, and therefore Ng, et al (2009) 

believe that CQ should serve as a tool for recruitment and selection criteria. Kim and Van 

Dyne (2012) believe that the selection both should be based on believed potential and also 

former work experience. They believe that previous cultural contact is one of the most 

important criteria for international leaders. 

 

To some extent, one can learn about cultures studying and gather knowledge in terms of 

symbols, heroes and rituals since these are the superficial cultural layers that can be seen by 

the eye. However, the prior experience comes from exploring other cultures (Hofstede, 2001). 

Hofstede (2001) means that cultural intelligence training consists of three elements. First, one 

must become self-aware of the own mental program and the behavior that is taken for granted 

in the own cultural water. Then, one can learn about the three levels of cultural practices, 

symbols, heroes and rituals. However, one will never understand the depth and underlying 

values if one does not practice to interact with other cultures. It is only when it is practiced 

that it can be developed into a skill (Hofstede, 2001). 
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The training and development opportunities within project management are often limited and 

many project managers experience that they are not prepared for the role (Bredin & 

Söderlund, 2013). The project manager role often becomes learning by doing, confirming 

Ahsan, Ho and Khan’s (2013) assertion that the project manager role just started to been seen 

as professional, and the need for training and development is unclear, or the organizations do 

not know what to train project managers for. Müller and Turner (2010) argue that the 

leadership of project managers would become more productive if the training and 

development programs involved the dimension of national culture differences. 

Lack of training described by Bredin and Söderlund (2013) and the limited insight in the 

necessary qualities of a project manager described by Schneider, Barsoux and Stahl (2014), 

can explain the high level of turnovers among project managers described by Lientz and Rea 

(2003) and Bredin and Söderlund (2013). Organizations experience difficulties keeping 

project managers in the role, but tend to seek functional manager positons. The role comes 

with high levels of stress, lack of control and heavy work load (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013). 

Schneider, et.al (2014) present a number as high as 85% of inquired organizations, experience 

a shortage of capable international managers. By recruiting project managers with appropriate 

qualities and provide training, the project management competence could stay in the field. 

 

Even if there are some fundamental qualities required as an international project manager, the 

unique project must be taken into account. There is no best practice leadership style for all 

projects, since they are unique. The leadership requirement for the project in question must be 

matched with the right project manager. However, what is independent of project, is the 

leadership factor. Müller and Turner (2010) argue that leadership is always the most 

important factor for success. Within project management literature, leadership is the most 

frequently cited quality. However, among the requirements in job advertisements, it is only 

ranked eight. When recruiting a project manager, the technical competence is often the 

primary criteria according to Pandya (2014) and Kim and Van Dyne (2012). As an example, 

in construction firms where technical skills are very important and has long been of highest 

value, the demand of leadership skills is now increasing (Pandya, 2014). Schneider, et.al 

(2014) mean that interpersonal skills could be of high importance to succeed internationally 

since it is linked to cultural sensitivity and relationship skills. However, even if interpersonal 

skills are acknowledged, they are rarely a criteria in the selection processes. Müller and 

Turner (2010) believe that qualities connected to emotional competence and leadership should 

stand as criteria of selection and Kim and Van Dyne (2012) argue that cultural intelligence 

should be a criteria of selecting and developing international leaders. Kim and Van Dyne 

(2012) state that CQ could predict international success because of the relation between 

international leadership potential and CQ. This would mean that people with high CQ are 

more suitable for international leadership assignments. 

What the authors seem to agree on, is that technical skills is taken into too high consideration 

when selecting international managers in practice and that soft qualities as leadership 

capability and social, emotional and cultural intelligence should be more central in the criteria 

of selection. This raises the question whether the expectations and suitable selection criteria of 

project managers are different in practice compared to theory. 
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4. Results and Analysis 

What is presented in this chapter is my interpretation of the aspects of the various typified 

concepts that have emerged in the dialogues. These concepts are analyzed in relation to 

previously presented theories in order to answer the research questions. The purpose of the 

analysis is to answer the research questions as such, but also identify possible correlations 

between the three. The chapters are categorized by research questions to facilitate the 

navigation for the reader. Every concept ends with a summarizing analysis to clarify how the 

different concepts relates to one another. However, the final findings and conclusions will be 

presented in the chapter of Conclusion and Discussion. 

 

4.1 Cultural Challenges in International Projects  

This chapter presents the challenges that the project manager face in an international project, 

which have emerged from the different dialogues with the dialogical partners. In order for the 

challenge to be present here, at least two of the eight dialogical partners have acknowledged 

the challenge.  

 

4.1.1 Low level of trust 

The dialogical partners expressed that international teams tend to have a lower level of trust 

initially in the project. New team constellations come with a lot of uncertainty. Dialogical 

partner A believes that a team consisting of different cultures begin on minus when it comes 

to trust. Trust must be built in a new groups which is time consuming. Because this is 

something negative from a resource perspective, the time to build trust in a group is often not 

included in the time frame. Dialogical partner A believes that the low level of trust is caused 

by the common assumption that when several cultures are to work together, the outcome is 

more unsure compared to a homogeneous group. What is challenging in an international team 

is the reduced group feeling according to Binder (2007), likely due to the perceived cultural 

differences that dialogical partner A describes. An example of this is described by dialogical 

partner E. When she worked with an establishment of a new cluster including people from 

Saud Arabia, North Africa, Turkey, India and Pakistan, she was concerned whether the group 

would be able to work together due to the cultural differences. People often have certain 

perception of people coming from a certain country or region, but if the group chose to focus 

on the similarities instead of the differences, one would be surprised of the outcome and how 

the reality sometimes is very different from what is expected, explains dialogical partner E.  

Dialogical partner H believes that a diverse set of people with different experiences and 

cultural baggage, need to get to know each other in order to create a functioning team. It is the 

responsibility of the project manager to invest time in the very beginning of the project before 

the project enter an operative phase. By gluing the team together in the initial phase of the 

project, misunderstandings and misinterpretations will be avoided and in the end, this will 

save time. Getting to know each other, people will also build relationships, see different 
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strengths in the team and learn from each other. Trust and strengthened relationships are 

likely to make the team perform more effectively which is confirmed by Schneider, Barsoux 

and Stahl (2014).  However dialogical partner F says “one might not have time to build that 

trust”, suggesting that building trust is not something that comes automatically in a project 

team, but takes time to build. Cleland and Ireland (2006) mean that trust takes time to develop 

but can be very easily destroyed. Because project teams often involve members working a 

limited time or part time in the project, which is likely to decrease the level of commitment 

and motivation (Anantatmula, 2010), the trust is probably more difficult to build compared to 

a permanent team (see Figure 7. The Impact of Team Involvement, page 38). According to 

Schneider, Barsoux and Stahl (2014), lack of trust will lead to misunderstandings and 

conflicts in the group. It is likely that the consequences of lacking trust in a group could in the 

end be more time consuming and also affect the team spirit and cooperation in a negative 

way. Therefore, the project manager must both build trust from scratch in the group and 

maintain it throughout the project.  

Another aspect of trust is for the project manager to trust his or her team members. Schneider, 

et.al (2014) state that trusting others is a required quality for a global leader. However, 

dialogical partner C experiences that due to the lack of previous relationships in an 

international project team, the project manager might not trust his or hers team members. 

Leading a domestic project in the home organization, the project manager often knows the 

people who are to be part of the project and their competence. Because the project manager 

often have no relation with the team members in an international project, there is a risk that 

the project manager does not trust their competence. Dialogical partner C believes that 

delegation is more difficult when working with other countries. There is a risk that if the 

project manager has the technical expertise, he or she will do the work themselves. To have 

trust and confidence in the team member is a key factor for success according to Cleland and 

Ireland (2006). To not show trust and confidence in one’s team members would likely affect 

the team motivation and performance negatively. Furthermore, the mistrust could become 

mutual and the project manager would not be able to build any authority. 

 

4.1.2 Communication Issues 

The communication issue is the most acknowledge challenge in the dialogues with the 

dialogical partners. Dialogical partner C describes a quite typical example of how different 

communication patterns lead to misinterpretations and misunderstandings. ”We started to feel 

that we had found a solution. Then he [a colleague] asked the French ‘Are you really with us 

on this?’ and they answered no. And we had thought that everyone was in”.  He describes this 

misinterpretation in the communication between two cultures in an international project. All 

of the dialogical partners brought up communication as a challenge in international projects 

and expressed that it is one of the most difficult challenges in intercultural settings but also in 

general. Also Hofstede (2012) describes communication as one of the main barriers when 

meeting with another culture and Binder (2007) describes misunderstandings as one of the 

most significant challenges in international teams. The main communication challenges are 

the different level and use of language and different communication patterns.  
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A majority of the dialogical partners describe similar misinterpretation of the communication 

between cultures as the example above. For example, the concept of ‘losing face’ is 

exemplified by different dialogical partners, perhaps because it is deviant from the Swedish 

culture. The project manager cannot assume that the team members will come forward with 

issues or misfortunes, but has to monitor the progress. Dialogical partner C explains that 

simple things as writing an email can cause problems, for example to not be polite enough or 

go head-on the matter without small talk which can be interpreted as disrespectful. Dialogical 

partner H expresses that different norms of communication create difficulties of how a 

message is to be interpreted. Cox’s (2001) theory that these differences can be a source of 

conflict, commitment issues and inefficient communication is hereby confirmed by the 

dialogical partners.  

Different languages mean different frame of references and even if English often is the 

business language, people use it differently (Binder, 2007). Dialogical partner H explains how 

differences in language skills and use of vocabulary create misunderstandings since people 

interpret the use of words differently. In turn, repeated misunderstandings can destroy the glue 

in the team, expresses dialogical partner H which according to dialogical partner D can lead to 

frustration and hinder the project progress. According to dialogical partner F, 

misunderstandings are what make international projects more difficult to manage and more 

time consuming. Furthermore, limited language skills can give the misleading impression of 

incompetence. When someone has difficulties to express themselves, he or she risk to come 

across as less competent because they have difficulties expressing their knowledge. 

To try to limit the misunderstandings in the communication, it is important to be clear in the 

own communication. Misunderstandings occur easily and one has to be more distinct 

compared to when communicating with someone from the own culture, according to 

dialogical partner G. She continues to explain that one must also listen in detail what the other 

person is saying but also the underlying meaning of the message. Dialogical partner H says 

that it is important to understand why the misunderstandings occur. He believes that 

misunderstandings are more occurring when communicating over distance and a majority of 

the dialogical partners express that the communication will be more effective and avoid 

misunderstandings when meeting in person. All the dialogical partners believe that the 

communication is improved by communicating face-to-face compared to virtual 

communication. Dialogical partner D says “There is a great difference making business with 

other countries and I really believe in a personal meeting, it is by far the best”. Dialogical 

partner F describes that when meeting someone in person, one can perceive body language 

and create a better contact by sharing the same physical space. Dialogical partner C says 

“Body language is really important. Those signals cannot be sensed in a telephone meeting”. 

Based on this, one can suppose that meeting face-to-face is even more important when 

communicating with other cultures to delimit misunderstandings and misinterpretations.  

 

4.1.3 Stereotypes and Prejudices 

The dialogical partners do not directly express that stereotypes and prejudices as a challenges 

but describe several examples of how stereotypes and prejudices can create cooperation issues 
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and conflicts within the project team. Dialogical partner A is certain that preconceived ideas 

about another person will affect the actual perception of the person and be disturbing for the 

relationship. “If the relationship is built on stereotypes or prejudices, that can destroy [the 

relationship], because you will put people in boxes”, she says. She continues to explain that 

once a person has a predetermined idea about another person, this will affect the 

responsiveness negatively. If one has predetermined ideas, the person will only search for 

what is expected, and interpret that information based on those ideas. Because stereotypes and 

prejudices block the perception, they are also likely to counteract the cultural intelligence, 

which is described by Schneider, et.al (2014) as the ability to understand and adapt to other 

cultures, also confirmed by Li, et al (2013) stating that judgmental beliefs and prejudices 

affect the cultural adaptability negatively. 

Working with people in an international setting is difficult because culture adds an extra 

dimension which can be easily confused with personality, believes dialogical partner H. There 

is a risk that the personality is perceived as culture creating stereotypes. Binder (2007) points 

out the importance of being aware of one’s own generalizations and stereotypes, to not 

assume that everyone from a culture hold certain beliefs or act in a certain way. Stereotypes 

and prejudices seem to cause cooperation issues and conflicts. Dialogical partner B gives 

several examples of how people in project teams have prejudices of one another, leading to 

cooperation issues. In one standardization project, people from seven nations were to 

cooperate. “The French said that ‘this is not going to work because the Italians are stupid’. 

The Italians said that ‘this is not going to work because the Germans do not understand 

anything’ and the Germans said that ‘this will go excellent as long as we do what we want’”, 

says dialogical partner B. One of the challenges leading an international project team is the 

risk of conflicts (Binder, 2007). The international project manager needs to understand how 

certain norms could hinder development (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002), how different values, 

attitudes and beliefs affects the team collaboration (Binder, 2007), and how cultural 

differences could lead to misunderstandings, conflicts and mistrust (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

Sometimes predetermined contempt can be caused by cultural friction described by 

Fitzsimmons (2013). Dialogical partner B talks about how Indians and Chinese, Pakistanis 

and Indians or Englishmen and Germans, can dislike each other due to old conflicts difficult 

for an outsider to understand. This will affect the ability to cooperate in the group and thus 

affecting the project. Dialogical partner B reasons that as a project manager, one cannot 

change the situation, only handle it and take it into consideration when leading team work and 

divide work tasks. Cox (2001) describes that the manager cannot be afraid of diversity 

creating conflicts. The project manager has to be strong enough to deal with these issues that 

judged on the dialogical partners’ experiences are likely to arise. Binder (2007) means that 

negotiating in conflicts is a necessary skill for a project manager in international projects. 

Cleland and Ireland (2006) confirm this by listing conflict management as a characteristic of 

high-performing teams. Dialogical partner A means that conflicts are a way of expressing that 

something is of importance and if the project manager is strong enough to handle the conflict, 

it could lead to new insights. 
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4.1.4 Reluctance to Change 

The dialogical partners describe that the demand to change coming from another country is 

often met by reluctance. Dialogical partner B describes that it is the project manager’s 

responsibility to drive change and as responsible, the project manager has to obtain 

acceptance from the project members. If the project members disapprove of the change, it is 

likely that they do not contribute to drive the change or even oppose the change. The reason 

why people oppose change is described as conflicts with the own agendas, instinct to defend 

the own organization or function, or a general negative attitude to change. 

To tell others that they need to change is usually not well received. “You cannot tell the 

Germans to change according to British standard”, says dialogical partner F. People tend to 

think that standards are not of interest if it is not their own standards, says dialogical partner 

C. People in general think they know what is best which is problematic when driving for 

example change or standardization projects. Dialogical partner C confirms that people rarely 

react positively to change and therefore the project manager has to identify motivation factors 

in the team. The motivation factors are influenced by culture described by Hofstede, Hofstede 

and Minkov (2012). For example individualistic cultures are often motivated by personal gain 

as status and salary, while collectivistic cultures are often motivated by building relationships 

and to come across as loyal. 

The described negative attitude to change, could be related to Lewis’ (2006) theory of linear-

active, multi-active and reactive cultures. The linear-active cultures see change as necessity 

and initiative should come from top management. In multi-active cultures, change should be 

creative and not detailed planned and reactive cultures treat change with cautiousness and 

avoid unproven methods. If the cultural attitudes to change are diverse in a project, then the 

team would see different needs to change and also handle the change differently. One can 

assume that the conflicting attitudes toward change could lead to disagreements, conflicting 

agendas or conflicts. In turn, this could lead to a poor working atmosphere, team spirit, trust 

and cooperation.  

That different attitudes to change can lead to conflicting agendas is linked to dialogical 

partner C’s belief that rivalry and hidden agendas are more occurring in international projects. 

People want to defend their organization or function. When working in international projects, 

the project manager cannot be credulous but has to identify hidden agendas, says dialogical 

partner C.  

 

4.1.5 Different Working Methods 

All the dialogical partners point out the difference in working methods as a cultural challenge 

in international projects. The most acknowledged differences are planning, work structure, 

decision making and problem solving. Lientz and Rea (2003) confirm that different attitudes 

to work as planning, structure and execution of work are challenging in international projects. 

Schneider, et.al (2014) express that team members from different cultures are likely to have 

different views of the purpose of the task, the cooperation, communication, problem solving, 

work structure and decision making, of which all are very similar to the issues described by 

the dialogical partners. 
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Dialogical partner C believes that Swedes spend very much time on planning in the initial 

phase of the project. She senses that other cultures feel that no progress is done during this 

state of planning while the Swedes argue that it facilitates the implementation. Dialogical 

partner B describes that planning is something very cultural. While Western countries often 

see time as something limited and prepare time plans, other cultures see time as something 

unlimited and as a never ending circle. Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012) describe that 

cultures do affect the planning process. In high uncertainty avoidance cultures, people try to 

foresee, plan and control to prepare for the future compared to low uncertainty avoidance 

cultures in which people trust their gut feeling or putting their faith in religion. It is reasonable 

to believe that when cultures with different relation to time and planning are to work together, 

it could lead to frustration. 

A majority of the dialogical partners bring up decision making as a cultural difference. When 

is a decision made, by whom and what are the consequences of the decision? Some base the 

decision on for example economic reasons and some on personal reasons. Dialogical partner 

B explains that in some cultures, a deal can be cancelled because the person making the 

decision, simply does not like the person he or she is negotiating with. This refers back to 

Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov’s (2012) dimension of masculine and feminine culture. Is the 

purpose to make profit or establish relations? Dialogical partner C experiences that other 

countries are more hierarchical, also acknowledged by dialogical partner B, E and G. It is 

hard to obtain a decision because the right person with sufficient authority needs to be in the 

room. This is connected to the dimension of power distance, and who has the authority to 

make decisions and express opinions. In cultures with high power distance, one depends on 

the leader to make the decision. Dialogical partner F believes that it is harder to reach a 

decision when different cultures are involved. Dialogical partner C experiences that Swedes 

wants to discuss thorough and reach consensus compared to other cultures. 

Dialogical partner B mentions that the structure of the work differs between cultures, 

especially how the work tasks are delegated and followed up. In Chinese or Indian cultures, 

dialogical partner B experiences that they need frequent support and monitoring. This could 

be related to the fact that these cultures are collectivistic, usually working in groups or in 

close relation to the group (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). 

The ways to handle a problem and ways to solve a problem are described as a cultural 

difference by the dialogical partners. ”The way of tackling a problem is different depending 

on person and the culture the person is shaped in. This can give completely different 

approaches”, says dialogical partner H. While some wait for the problem to disappear, some 

cover it up according to dialogical partner E, and dialogical partner C says that some take on 

the first solution coming their way and others carefully analyze possible solutions. These 

different approaches to problems and ways of thinking can be turned into an advantage if they 

are acknowledged, means dialogical partner H. Also, because people have different ways of 

working, the project manager must learn how different individuals are working and adjust the 

process of follow-up, according to dialogical partner B. 

The consequences of different working methods, are that it is time consuming and therefore 

international projects benefit from project time schedule with broader margins, according to 

dialogical partner C. Dialogical partner F and G agree that international projects are likely to 
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take more time but means that over time, one will gain awareness and understanding in the 

different ways of working and the cooperation will become more efficient.  

 

4.1.6 Different Values 

The differences in values are mentioned by several dialogical partners. The challenge is 

described as the difficulty to identify and understand other cultural values. The dialogical 

partners explain that if the project manager does not understand the cultural values, he or she 

is likely to struggle building relations with people from other cultures. Respect is one value 

that is mentioned by two of the dialogical partners. They believe that showing respect is often 

more important in other countries compared to Sweden. Dialogical partner C explains how 

showing respect will also give respect and a better relation to people from other cultures. 

What he seems to imply, is that if one understands the cultural values in a foreign culture, one 

can use that understanding to build relations and ultimately improve the cooperation, which is 

confirmed by Binder (2007). Since cultural values strongly influence the expectations of 

leadership, one can also assume that inability to identify and understand cultural values, will 

also affect the leadership effectiveness (Lewis, 2006). 

Dialogical partner B also stresses the importance of understanding and have respect for other 

people’s values. “I do not have to share their values. To understand is one thing, to accept is 

another”, says dialogical partner B. This can be linked to the global mindset described as the 

appreciation of different values, beliefs and behaviors from different cultures defined by 

Schein (2004). In turn, a global mindset is needed to function effectively in the new and 

complex situations that one will encounter in a global context (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

A majority of the dialogical partners believe that relationships usually are more important in 

other cultures, as for example in China or in the Middle East, stated by dialogical partner D. 

Dialogical partner E believes that this is one of the greatest differences compared to other 

cultures. It is important to get to know each other over tea or a dinner before discussing 

business. “They want to know who you are, where you are from and if you have family”, she 

says. Dialogical partner B emphasizes that one must understand what is important in other 

cultures in order to establish good cooperations. Dialogical partner H expresses how 

important it is to take ‘that beer’ after a meeting to build relations. Feminine cultures tend to 

prioritize good cooperation and relations compared to masculine cultures who prioritize 

competiveness and advancement (Hofstede, 2001). 

Dialogical partner C experiences that other countries are more hierarchical. It is hard to obtain 

a decision because the right person with sufficient authority needs to be in the room. It could 

be difficult to know beforehand whether the person one is negotiating with, has the authority 

to make the decision. In cultures with high power distance, the authority is often centralized 

and only a few individuals have the authority to make decisions. Sometimes the subordinates 

in high power distance cultures are even afraid to express opinions or take part of the decision 

making (Hofstede, 2001). Also dialogical partner E mentions the hierarchy as a difference 

working with other cultures. One should not negotiate with someone of higher rank than 

oneself, but let one of equal rank lead the conversation. Dialogical partner C means that the 

hierarchy is also something to take into account when putting together a team. If the team is to 

function well, they should be about the same rank in the hierarchy. 
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4.1.7 Different Behavior Patterns 

All of the dialogical partners directly or indirectly describe different behavior patterns as a 

challenge in international projects. A simple thing as to have a meeting or a dinner can be 

difficult in a new culture. One constantly has to reflect upon the own behavior. “You are 

aware of the unwritten norms when you work in your home country, you do not have to think 

about how to behave” says dialogical partner B.  For the individual, the cultural behavior is 

the normal way of behaving. When one meets something different, this is seen as abnormal 

(Lewis, 2006). Working with people from other cultures in the home country, one has to think 

of cultural practices as whether some are vegetarians or need time to practice their religion, 

says dialogical partner E. When being guest in another country, one has to adapt to the local 

norms. She explains that it is important to have insight in the local norms to not ‘step on any 

toes’. It could for example be to wear appropriate clothing or change patterns of 

communication as to not interrupt or cause someone to lose face. What is appropriate in one’s 

own culture might be inappropriate in another, explains dialogical partner H. Therefore, 

visiting a foreign culture, one cannot interpret social behavior after one’s own frame of 

reference. To bow could be seen as being inferior, but in Japan it is to be polite. Hofstede, 

Hofstede and Minkov (2012) argue that one cannot simply change the behavior, but must 

unlearn the current behavior patterns. Dialogical partner B thinks that it is naive to believe 

that if one successfully has run a project in the home country, the person will succeed abroad. 

If the project manager is not aware of the differences of running a project in the home country 

compared to a foreign country, it is a risk that he or she will have a very negative experience. 

It is common that cultural encounters are characterized by negative feelings such as 

uncertainty, insecurity, fear and helplessness because one meets new rituals and symbols and 

underlying values that cannot be understood (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012). Because 

one does not understand the cultural practices in a foreign country, running a project abroad is 

a huge difference according to dialogical partner B. This supports Hofstede, Hofstede and 

Minkov’s (2012) theory that expatriates often end their stationing prematurely during the 

phase of culture clash because they experience the transition to difficult. Dialogical partner B 

experiences that some project managers blame the foreign team and stakeholders when not 

succeeding abroad. However, it is the responsibility of the project manager to work with 

people from other countries and together make the project succeed. To not understand 

different cultural behaviors could be caused by unwillingness to find the underlying meaning 

of the cultural behavior, believes dialogical partner A. She explains that there is always an 

underlying reason for how people behave independent of culture and that the project manager 

must want to understand what lies underneath. 

 

4.1.8 Different Laws and Regulations 

Two of the dialogical partners bring up national laws as a problem when working with or in 

other countries. It is important not to be naive but to protect the organization and oneself by 

doing the ‘home work’. The project manager must have awareness of patent law, embargo 

and corruption of the country one works with, says dialogical partner E. National laws are 
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based on cultural values and practices according to Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012). 

Lientz and Rea (2003) state that local laws are one of the national challenges that an 

international project manager will meet. Dialogical partner D expresses that it is important to 

be aware and have knowledge about the local laws and how they are practiced. If the project 

manager is not aware, the project could face setbacks that could have been avoided by being 

aware of the local laws and regulations. It is also likely that meeting unexpected issues with 

local laws and regulations could decrease the credibility of the project manager. 

 

4.1.9 Challenges Beyond culture 

The dialogical partners also identified two major challenges in international projects that the 

project manager must handle but which are not caused by culture differences. However, since 

they have a major influence on the project manager role in international projects, they are still 

considered valuable for the reader but will not be further analyzed since they are not 

connected to the research questions but considered to be other findings. 

 

4.1.9.1 Lack of Authority and Control 

The very purpose of projects is that they cannot be accomplished by one person but a group of 

individuals with different knowledge and skills (Mesly et.al, 2014). However, dialogical 

partner B and E describe that delegation of tasks, is more difficult when working in 

international projects. Dialogical partner B explains how different cultures have their way of 

delegating and certain expectations of how the work will be executed. Dialogical partner E 

explains that some deliver to the point and others go and do their own thing despite an 

agreement. Dialogical partner B experiences it similar. Some ignore the decision, some go 

beyond the guidelines. ”You have to call them every other day. Otherwise they believe that 

you are not interested in what you agreed on. Then they deliver”. Dialogical partner F agrees 

that when working with other cultures, one needs to follow up and monitor differently. “You 

cannot go to a Swiss and say fix this. Then you will have a Swiss-solution”. It is harder to stay 

in control in an international project and the manager cannot assume that what is decided will 

be done when he or she turn their back. Cleland and Ireland (2006) state that what is 

distinctive of the project manager role is to lead a diverse group of people with little or no 

control over them. In an international project the diverse cultures and possibly a project team 

spread over countries, the level of control will be even lower. Cleland and Ireland (2006) 

mean that the project manager needs to have a good communication with the team members, 

to keep the team members informed and share ideas and rising issues. Yang, Huang and Wu 

(2011) confirm that high levels of communication and collaboration will increase the chance 

of project success.  

 

4.1.9.2 Dependence on Stakeholder 

A project is depending on various stakeholders with expectations of the project outcome 

(Ahsan, et al., 2013). Dialogical partner E and F especially point out the importance of having 

support from the various stakeholders. It is important that the project is well intertwined with 

the stakeholder both inside and outside of the project to gain support, according to dialogical 
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partner E. The support from top management is needed to obtain resources, guidance or to 

tackle rivalry, means dialogical partner F. To get hold off competent people, one might have 

to go through the top management in order to make the local manager agree to spare their 

personnel. At the same time, the project needs local ties where it is to be carried out. Hence, 

the project manager needs to establish support both from head management and local 

management, possible with conflicting expectations. It therefore seems reasonable that 

influence is listed as one of the fifteen leadership competences in the study of Dulewicz and 

Higgs (2003). 

The consequences of needing support from all stakeholders, is that it is harder to reach an 

agreement and take decisions which make international projects more cumbersome, says 

dialogical partner F. Lientz and Rea (2003) point out this issue, stating that the number of 

different organizations and people from different nations involved and affected by an 

international project, results in a dependence on support and approval of stakeholder. The 

project manager must not only lead the project team but also function as the bridge between 

stakeholders, team members and managers (Pandya 2014). Binder (2007) believes that 

different expectations on a project is one of the challenges met in international projects. 

Dialogical partner F says that when a project starts to fail, it is often caused by poor support 

from top management. The need for support from stakeholder is likely to be rooted in the fact 

that the project manager himself has no formal authority but has to seek approval from others. 

As Anantatmula (2010) states, the project manager rarely has formal authority to manage 

people in the project. Therefore, to manage people to follow, the project manager needs 

informal influence and credibility to convince stakeholders (Briner, et al., 2005). 

 

Summary 

All of the challenges presented by the dialogical partners can be related to theory. To create 

an overview, the table below summarizes the theoretical confirmation of cultural factors that 

affect international project leadership. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

52 
 

Table 5. Theoretical Confirmation of International Project Challenges  
 

Challenges Authors 

Low level of trust 

Reduced level of trust and group feeling if previous negative experience or 

no previous relation (Binder, 2007) 

“…culture can influence a variety of project management issues including 

trust” (Rees-Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013, p. 212) 

Need to prove trustworthiness. Trust is built differently in different cultures 

(Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Different perceptions can create a low level of trust, mistrust and mutual 

suspicion (Neal, 1998) 

Trust is more difficult to develop in project teams because the diverse set of 

people (Cleland & Ireland, 2006) 

Communication 

issues 

Misunderstandings (Binder, 2007) 

Misunderstandings, conflicts and lack of engagement and participation are 

all signs of communication issues (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

“… different national cultures create a communication barrier (Mesly et.al, 

2014, p.80) 

Communication is a main culture barrier (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 

2012). 

”Communication patterns were also different and caused tension” 

(Mäkilouko, 2004, p. 393) 

Cross-national interaction complicates the cooperation and communication 

and language difficulties enhancing cultural problems (Neal, 1998) 

“…culture can influence a variety of project management issues 

including communication” (Rees-Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013, p. 212) 

Prejudices & 

stereotypes 

Judgmental beliefs and prejudices affect the cultural adaptability negatively 

(Li, et al., 2013) 

Acting on stereotypes or ignoring them make a manager inefficient in 

intercultural situations (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

“Stereotypes influence how information is processed” (Neal, 1998, p. 32) 

and can create polarization 

Negative generalizations and stereotyping can lead to conflicts (Binder, 

2007) 

Reluctance to 

change 

Attitude to change is influence by culture (Lewis, 2006) 

People tend to resist change, also in projects. Either they do not like the 

change or do not believe it is possible to implement (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

The manager can experience cultural problems as resistance to initiatives 

(Neal, 1998) 

Cultures have different attitude to change (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Different working 

methods 

The manager needs to find alternative approaches to achieve project 

outcome due to difference working procedures (Binder, 2007) 

Culture differs in terms of cooperation, work structure, problem solving and 

decision making  (Schneider, et al., 2014) 
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Challenges Authors 

“…cultural differences in the intensity of planning processes” (Rees-

Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013, p. 212) 

Different values 

Differences in values create different perceptions of leadership and success 

(Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Cultural problems as conflicting values and interests (Neal, 1998) 

Cultural values can affect global projects (Binder, 2007) 

Different behavior 

patterns and norms 

When meeting another culture, their behaviour can be difficult to understand 

creating negative emotions. Different cultural behaviors can lead to conflicts 

(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2012) 

Culture affects the “organizational plans, policies, procedures, rules and 

strategies (Cleland & Ireland, 2006, p. 470) 

Different cultural behaviour norms can be difficult to interpret (Binder, 2007) 

Different customs create difficulties in cross-cultural work (Neal, 1998) 

Laws and 

regulations 

The project manager should have insight in local regulation to not fail in the 

project (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 

These challenges are in no way unique, on the contrary, many of them can be considered 

universal, but are described as what distinguish international projects. Even if some of the 

challenges are likely to occur also in domestic projects, they are likely to occur in lower 

degree, because of a more homogenous culture. The cultural differences in international 

projects seem to add an extra dimension to many already existing challenges, which increase 

the complexity and is confirmed by Cleland and Ireland (2006). All the challenges that have 

been presented are correlated to culture. Lack of control and high level of dependence are a 

result of geographical distance and the high number of stakeholders involved. Our values, 

behavior, project methods, communication, attitude to change and national laws are all 

affected by culture. Prejudices and stereotypes together with low level of trust are affected by 

our presumptions and perception of other cultures.  

All the challenges risk affecting the project in a negative way, either directly or by failed 

cooperation or relations. The different challenges are strongly correlated. Beyond that fact 

that they emerge from cultural differences, they are linked and influence each other. For 

example low level of trust is likely to create communication issues while prejudices and 

stereotypes are likely to decrease trust and so forth. The challenges seem to function as chain 

reactions which make it difficult to separate cause and effects among the various challenges. 

The challenges identified in the dialogues have been summarized in the table below with 

associated origins and consequences. 
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Table 6. Origin and Consequences of Challenges in International Projects 
 

Challenges Originating from Consequences 

Low level of trust Negative attitudes toward other 
cultures, stereotypes and 
prejudices, dispersed and 
changing team constellation 

Time consuming, misunderstandings, 
conflicts, decreased motivation, negative 
atmosphere, decreased level of cooperation 

Communication 
issues 

Different communication 
patterns and language use 

Misinterpretations, misunderstandings, hinder 
progress & decision making, frustration, time 
consuming, difficulties foreseeing issues, 
conflicts, inefficient communication, difficult to 
perceive competence, hinder cooperation, 
destroy glue 

Stereotypes and 
prejudices 

The personal attitude towards 
other cultures and lack of 
cultural knowledge 

Destroy or hinder relations, interrupt 
responsiveness, limited interpretations, 
conflicts, cooperation issues, 
misunderstandings and mistrust 

Reluctance to 
change 

Diverse or negative attitudes to 
change 

Avoid or counteract change, negative 
feelings, conflicting agendas, disagreements, 
conflicts, poor working atmosphere, decrease 
team spirit, decrease trust and cooperation 

Different 
methods 

Different planning, decision 
making and working procedures 

Frustration, hinder decision making, time 
consuming 

Different values Different cultural values Cooperation issues and conflicts 

Different 
behavior 
patterns 

Interpret other cultures based 
on the own frame of reference 

Negative reactions and culture clash, lack of 
respect, poor relations 

Laws and 
regulations 

Unaware of laws or neglecting 
laws 

Project setbacks, loss of credibility 

Dependence on 
stakeholder 

No authority, many 
stakeholders, need of support 

Conflicting expectations or agendas, 
difficulties reaching agreements, time 
consuming, limited room for initiative, failure 
to obtain resources 

Lack of authority 
and control 

Dispersed team, no formal 
authority, diverse people 

Lack of progress, little control of the work 
progress 

 

The dialogical partners describe that organizational culture is a factor influencing to what 

extent these cultural challenges will arise. If the project team shares a common organizational 

culture, the cultural differences, hence the cultural challenges are likely to be less noticeable. 

To what degree a shared organization dispersed in several countries overbuilds cultural 

differences is likely depending on level of standardization versus local flexibility. Dialogical 

partner A explains that international organizations create their own culture, to some extent 

beyond the national cultural differences. The assimilation in international organizations is not 

believed to be total, but some adaption to the existing organizational culture will occur, which 

could overbuild the national difference to some degree. The dialogical partners seem to agree 

that if the international team members of a project come from the same organization, the 

project leadership challenges caused by culture will likely be smaller. Likewise, if the project 

team members have previous experience from working in similar international settings with 

intercultural encounters, the challenges might not be as significant. 

 

This chapter focuses on the challenges that a project manager could meet and then must 

manage when working in international projects. Of course, there are also various positive 
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effects and possibilities working international. The dialogical partners have for example 

described how working with people from other cultures is a personal development and a good 

learning experience that benefit both the individual and the organization. To work with other 

cultures is experienced as stimulating and rewarding. Furthermore, from a project perspective, 

more diverse resources are available and the project members have a greater knowledge 

exchange and improve their cooperation skills and cultural intelligence to bring to the next 

project. 

 

4.2 Required Qualities to Lead in International Projects 

This chapter presents the concepts that have emerged from the dialogues, related to the 

required qualities of an international project manager. As with previous described 

challenges, in order for the qualities to be presented here, at least two of the eight dialogical 

partners have described the qualities. 

 

4.2.1 Create Motivation and Commitment 

Team cooperation is essential in projects. The project manager cannot succeed on their own 

but must have team members putting the effort into the project. “The difference between being 

a project manager and being a boss is that the boss is a formal title, you can tell people what 

to do. The project manager does not have a formal title but have to motivate”, explains 

dialogical partner C. Sunindijo and Hadikusumo (2007) mean that to inspire and create 

commitment is key abilities in social competence, which according to Mäkilouko (2004) can 

benefit the project. Also Müller and Turner (2010) recognize motivation as an important 

emotional competence for a project manager. Dialogical partner F explains that people have 

different source of motivation. The project manager has to find what will motivate the 

individuals of the team. If the project manager cannot motivate the team members, it will have 

a negative effect on the project. He further explains, “It demands more of the project manager 

if it is an international project because he or she must both communicate and motivate people 

with totally different backgrounds”, says dialogical partner F. Motivational factors are both 

cultural and individual. Schneider, et.al (2014) confirm this stating that culture can both 

hinder and create motivation and that the leader must create motivation and commitment for 

people from different cultures. Dialogical partner E believes it is essential that the team 

members feel recognition and that they have the chance to influence. Dialogical partner A 

believes that the correlation is the opposite, that motivation will make people want to 

contribute. If the team members do not feel that they can contribute, or the project manager 

does not believe that they will contribute, they are likely to feel less motivated and therefore 

confirm that belief and little contribution will in fact be made. Therefore, it is very important 

that the project manager both motivate and shows confidence in his or her team members in 

order to create commitment and contribution. As previously described, dialogical partner C 

means that to identify individual’s motivation is very useful to avoid or respond to reluctance 

to change and conflicting agendas.  

Dialogical partner F means that when projects derail, the cause is often inability to create 

engagement for the project. Anantatmula (2010) means that decreased level of motivation and 
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commitment can be cause by team members working part time or limited time on the project 

and have other commitments, which would be difficult for the project manager to control.  

 

4.2.2 Communication Skills 

Even if the same language is spoken, coming from different parts of the world and having 

different backgrounds, people are likely to use and interpret the language differently. 

Dialogical partner G explains that misunderstandings occur frequently and that the project 

manager has to be very clear in the communication. The project manager also has to be aware 

of the cultural differences in communication and therefore be more delicate. The project 

manager should also acknowledge the fact that the team members have different ways of 

communicating and interpret other people’s communication. “We often believe that it is just to 

drive on but instead we have to take a step back and talk about ‘how do we do this’, explains 

dialogical partner A. She means that the project manager must adapt their communication to 

the situation, which is confirmed by Ng, et al (2009) meaning it is necessary to understand 

and adapt to different verbal communication patterns, as part of being cultural intelligent. 

Dialogical partner C and F agree that different cultures have different communication patterns 

that the project manager needs to adapt to. How to write an e-mail, how to start a meeting, 

how to show respect in the culture and so forth, is connected to what Kim and Van Dyne 

(2012) refer to as appropriate communication. Schneider, et.al (2014) define cultural 

intelligence as “a person’s capability to adapt as s/he interacts with others from different 

cultural regions” (Schneider, et al., 2014, p. 189), which is very similar to what the dialogical 

partners describe. To be able to interact and communicate with people from different cultures, 

one needs to be cultural intelligent. Cultural intelligence is about flexibility in behavior and 

cognitive skills (Schneider, et al., 2014). By being cultural intelligent, the project manager can 

improve the communication within the project team and avoid conflicts due to lack of 

understanding (Mäkilouko, 2004). Hidden issues, agendas or political games can easier be 

identified by being communicative. It can also enable the project manager to read between the 

lines and for example sense what is not being said (Lientz & Rea, 2003). Again, this is related 

to emotional intelligence and responsiveness. To interpret and understand other people’s 

emotions is crucial when interacting (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 2007). 

The project manager does not only have to be able to understand others’ pattern of 

communication, but be aware of their own communication. Dialogical partner A explains that 

the project manager has to reassure that the message comes through and follow up the 

interpretation. How did you interpret me? Does this make sense to you? The project manager 

must communicate the objectives and expectations of the project as well as the different roles 

and responsibilities. In the role of project manager in a foreign or diverse culture, people 

expect the leader to behave in a certain way. Dialogical partner D explains that it is important 

to communicate the perception of the project manager role and working procedures. The 

project manager must communicate the meaning of the own behavior to avoid 

misinterpretations and misunderstandings. Intercultural communication skills start with 

awareness of the own culture in order to understand others and how and why they 

communicate (Hofstede, 2001). 
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Dialogical partner H means that the project manager cannot just delegate a task without 

follow-up. The project manager has to make sure that the team members understand the task, 

feel ownership and commitment to the task and that they can gain feedback and support from 

the project manager in the execution. “It demands very much follow-up. If the project 

manager does not follow up properly, the project run off track”, says dialogical partner F. 

Even if the project manager should trust its employees, he or she cannot assume that the team 

members deliver without facing obstacles or goes in a different direction. However, to follow 

up other people’s work should not come across as controlling. Dialogical partner B sees 

follow up as an informal chat with team members where the project manager shows interest 

and asks questions. If the project manager has a dialogical approach instead of examining the 

work progress, the team members are likely to share more information. To follow up is 

connected to communication and the differences of communication patterns between cultures. 

As dialogical partner B explains, the project manager needs to understand how different 

people function, both in terms of culture and personality, to adapt the follow-up activity. 

Communication is recurrent in almost all of the other qualities but should also be seen as a 

quality of its own. Based on the analysis of the challenges in international projects, if the 

project manager is not a good communicator he or she is likely to struggle with creating 

engagement, establish support or following up etc. Furthermore, dialogical partner A 

experiences that lack of communication is a common reason why teams do not succeed. For 

example Lientz and Rea (2003) and Binder (2007) mean that an international project manager 

needs to have good communication skills to succeed leading international teams. A high level 

of communication in the team tends to increase the level of success of the project in terms of 

delivered quality, costs and in time-delivery (Yang, et al., 2011). Hofstede, Hofstede, & 

Minkov (2012) state that good intercultural communication skills are likely to avoid conflicts, 

negotiate and build relations with people from other cultures. Furthermore, an open 

communication prevents the building of prejudices by improving the understanding of other 

cultures (Li, et al., 2013). 

 

4.2.3 Emotional Stability 

Leading an international project is seen as a big responsibility and challenging due to cultural 

differences. A majority of the dialogical partners believe that the project manager must be 

strong, confident, stable or ‘thick- skinned’. It is a matter of standing strong in tough situation, 

handle the pressure of success and leading a diverse team, not only in terms of culture but also 

different personalities. “You have to be confident and stable as a person. Otherwise things 

can take over, conflicts within the team. This requires a pillar in the middle even more if one 

leads a multicultural group”, says dialogical partner H. The leader must unify the team and 

handle potential conflicts. The project manager must mediate and clear misunderstandings. 

“You have to practice what you preach and show that you are not afraid of diversity and dare 

to ask questions”, says dialogical partner A. A project manager leading a team with diverse 

cultures cannot be afraid of conflicts. Lientz and Rea (2003) state that the project manager 

must be able to identify and handle conflicts and Cleland and Ireland (2006) list conflict 

management as characterizing for high performing teams. Binder (2007) means that 
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negotiating in conflicts is a skill that the project manager should have to manage an 

international project. To manage conflict is also part of the social competence (Sunindijo & 

Hadikusumo, 2007). 

Working in an international context, meeting with different cultures, one will make mistakes. 

The dialogical partners give several example of how considered ‘normal behavior’, can lead 

to unexpected impacts. To shove a glass over a bar in South Korea asking for a refill, shaking 

a women’s hand in Saud Arabia or mention Dalai Lama in a Chinese restaurant can be actions 

what evoke strong negative reactions. This can be a very negative experience for the person 

making the mistake, but he or she must be able to handle it, learn from it and move on. 

Schneider, et.al (2014) mean that an international manager must be able to deal with 

uncertainty, show individual strength and handle emotions as stress, and Mäkilouko (2004) 

state that the project manager needs to be emotionally stable and psychological mature. The 

ability to handle stress in intercultural encounter is also related to CQ which could be one 

reason why managers with lower CQ have a higher risk of burnout (Ng, et al., 2009). 

 

4.2.4 Self-awareness 

 

In order to become aware and understand others’ cultural behavior, the project manager needs 

to be self-aware. Dialogical partner B says that “You must understand where you come from 

yourself, and then you can understand others”. At the same time, to study other cultures is a 

good way to become aware of the own cultural behavior (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

By knowing oneself, one can also gain understanding of different cultural behaviors and 

underlying values. Being self-aware is also connected to a non-judgmental attitude. Dialogical 

partner F explains that the manager must be aware not to judge other people based on the own 

perspective and cultural background. Dulewicz and Higgs (2004) confirm that self-awareness 

is connected to an open-minded attitude towards other cultures, culture sensitivity and 

empathy. Binder (2007) means that poor self-awareness could generate generalizations and 

stereotypes. 

The dialogical partners describe that self-awareness is also about being self-critical, self-

reflective and understand the own weaknesses and strengths. Dialogical partner H describes 

the importance of being aware of the personal limitations. “We should know our 

strengths…but the more you learn, the more you realize how much you do not know”. 

Dialogical partner A says that when leading international teams, the manager cannot believe 

to be infallible but be self-critical and open for feedback and criticism. 

Self-awareness is gained by self-reflection. Dialogical partner A means that the project 

manager must reflect about themselves and their behavior to gain understanding of the 

interpretations and consequences of their actions and thereby adapt to appropriate cultural 

behavior. She continues to described that the project manager must practice what he or she 

preaches and therefore be aware of the own behavior and how it is interpreted by others. Li, et 

al (2013) confirm that self-awareness is achieved through self-reflection and that intercultural 

experience is a good way to create self-awareness.  
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4.2.5 Responsiveness 

It is important to be responsive when working with other cultures for several reasons. The 

project manager has to be alert when communicating with people from other cultures. People 

have different patterns of communication and cultures express messages in different ways. 

For example, Japanese sometimes close their eyes in a conversation which could be 

interpreted as rudeness or lack of interest for an external perspective, but is a way to focus and 

listen more carefully, explains dialogical partner A. The project manager has to ask ‘what 

does this really mean?’, says dialogical partner H. Lewis (2006) means that culture is much 

embedded in language. If the project manager is not responsive, the language could be 

misinterpreted and the own communication might not be adequate. Dialogical partner C 

agrees that the project manager has to be open and not jump to conclusions of how a message 

should be interpret. This is connected to what for example dialogical partner A describes that 

as being aware of predetermined ideas about people from other cultures. Predetermined ideas 

will hinder responsiveness and the interpretations of others’ behavior will be based on these 

presumptions. This suggests that stereotypes and prejudices hinder responsiveness. 

Dialogical partner C continues to describe that the project manager has to listen carefully and 

be sharp to identify people’s intentions and hidden agendas. When meeting resistance to 

change, the project manager has to understand the reason for resisting, listen to their argument 

and by understanding them, convincing them. Lientz and Rea (2003) confirm that to detect 

politics and conflicting agendas is essential in international projects. 

To be responsive and able to understand others’ point of view is very closely connected to 

empathy. Empathy is a trait considered to be important by the dialogical partners. It is both a 

matter of being able to feel empathy, meaning to see things for others’ perspective and 

understand their feelings. Binder (2007) describes emotional intelligence as the ability to 

perceive and understand emotions, so it seems reasonable to conclude that responsiveness is 

closely linked to emotional intelligence. The dialogical partners consider empathy to be a 

valued trait regardless of cultural context. Schneider, et.al (2014) mean that empathy is 

correlated with building relationships, confirmed by Binder (2007). 

By being responsive, one will not only read and understand other people, but can also become 

aware how they interpret your behavior (Binder, 2007). This would mean that if you are 

responsive, you can sense how your behavior and communication is interpreted and be able to 

adapt better to the cultural context. Lewis (2006) means that an important part of being 

responsive is to sense other people’s expectations. The prerequisite to be responsive is being 

able to perceive other people’s behavior and feelings. This is very difficult if not meeting in 

person, but communication for example through e-mail or telephone. Therefore, a face-to-face 

meeting is key to be responsive.  

Responsiveness can improve communication, self-awareness, the understanding of behavior 

patterns and values, identify hidden agendas and change reluctance, ability to adapt to the 

cultural context and build relations. Because responsiveness can influence so many other 

important qualities and factors to succeed in an international project, it can be consider a key 

quality. Because responsiveness is negatively influenced by stereotypes and prejudices, it is 

very important that the project manager is open to other cultures and self-aware of their own 



 

 

 

60 
 

cultural baggage. Furthermore, responsiveness to culture and cultural situations is part of 

being cultural intelligent (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012). 

 

4.2.6 Adaptability 

When working with another culture, you must adapt accordingly, says dialogical partner H. If 

you for example work in United States, you have to be more confident and straight forward to 

succeed making business there. Dialogical partner B shares this belief and says “I believe that 

I have to make the adaption. It is me who is the guest. I cannot say ‘In Sweden we do like this’ 

when I am in Turkey”. Dialogical partner F says that he has often meets the attitude ‘we do it 

better’ but one has to remember that what usually works in one country might not work in 

another. This is exemplified by dialogical partner B. “In Turkey, you do not plan but have to 

be flexible. The Germans find this extremely frustrating. They believe that ‘this is how we do 

it in Germany, we have our process’, but you have to understand that you cannot run a 

Turkish market with a German mentality”. This is in line with what Ng, et al (2009) call 

behavior intelligence as part of cultural intelligence, to be able to change according to 

appropriate behavior. It is not so much about meeting half way rather than the visitor adapting 

to make business in another country. Müller and Turner (2010) mean that the project manager 

must adapt to the local culture in order to succeed. Lewis (2006) means that adaption is the 

foundation of creating a friendly cultural meeting and is a prerequisite to create empathy and 

reach an agreement. 

Dialogical partner F means that when working with people from other cultures, one has to 

constantly be aware not to judge people after the own pattern of thinking and behaving. Most 

people know that they are not supposed to judge people by their own frame of reference, but it 

is often done unconsciously. Dialogical partner B means that instead, one should try to 

understand why people behave in a certain way and what is important in their culture. When 

you understand their behavior, you also know how to behave yourself. Then you can start to 

adapt to the culture, suggesting that self-awareness which has been previously describe, is a 

prerequisite adaptability. Mesly et.al (2014) confirm that self-awareness is a necessity to be 

able to adapt.  

The project manager must show deference to the other cultures involved. The manager has to 

be open for new solutions and not be prestigious, according to dialogical partner D. To be 

flexible and not be too set in your ways is important when working international. To be 

flexible in mind and behavior is key in cultural intelligence and the manager has to adapt to 

local practices and norms, moreover adapt leadership style (Ng, et al., 2009). Binder (2007) 

means that if the project manager cannot manage to adapt the leadership style to the cultural 

context, the leadership might not be effective. Dialogical partner B believes that people in 

need of constant control will struggle in international settings. “The more control you want, 

the more inflexible you become in your mindset. If you want control of every detail, you will 

not gain any commitment, one must trust the colleagues”, says dialogical partner B. To be 

controlling both obstruct the commitment and the ability to adapt. Dialogical partner A 

confirms that if people feel included, they gain motivation and want to contribute. 
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The international project manager must involve the team members in the project and trust 

their abilities. Dialogical partner B says that he never sets goals for people but let them set 

their own goals. This way they commit to the goals and want to deliver. Additionally, the 

project manager should let the team members find their own approach to reach the goal, to 

give them freedom. “If you control people in every details, they will only delivery exactly 

what you ask for, no more, no less”. 

 

4.2.7 Humility 

When working with an international team, one must be prepared to cooperate with people 

from other cultures. Dialogical partner E means that this requires a humble attitude and to not 

enter a cooperation believing to have all the answers. All the dialogical partners believe that a 

humble attitude is important when working with other cultures. This humble attitude is 

described as being open, non-judgmental and to not have a superior attitude. Schneider, et.al 

(2014) among other authors describe related qualities as having an open mind, a positive 

attitude toward other cultures and not being dominant. To reason ‘I am who I am and I will do 

this my way’ will get you nowhere, means dialogical partner H. It is a matter of having a 

humble attitude. The project manager must be open for other ways and realize that methods 

that are perceived as odd, can work perfectly in that particular context. If you have a point of 

view that your way is the right way and their way is wrong, the cooperation is doomed to fail, 

believes dialogical partner B. Instead the project manager has to be humble, curios and aware 

of their own background and cultural glasses. Dialogical partner B and E clearly point out that 

when visiting another country, you are always a guest no matter from what country or 

organization you come from. As a guest, one cannot be officious and tell others how to do 

business in their country, but again be humble and respectful. Three of the dialogical partners 

point out that some cultures come across more humble than others, suggesting that humility 

could be culturally rooted. In cultures where humility is highly valued, people also come 

across as more humble in general. The three dialogical partners mean that Americans are less 

humble meeting with other cultures. Dialogical partner H explains that Americans tend to see 

their way as the normal way and meet differences as, ”Don’t they have real money”, referring 

to dollar. This supports the theory by Lewis (2006) and Aritz and Walker (2014), that bigger 

economies can have greater difficulty in adapting to other cultures. 

As Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012) describe, the behavior is a reflection of values. 

Dialogical partner H explains what when perceiving a behavior one does not understand, one 

should not interpret it within the own frame of reference which might lead to 

misunderstandings and aggression, but be humble and gentle. Ask what they mean and get 

under the surface. Dialogical partner B believes that in order to understand people from other 

cultures, one has to understand their values. It is a matter of having the right attitude and 

wanting to understand why people behave a certain way. “If I am humble and have respect for 

other people’s values and how they perceive things, then I do not have to share their values. 

To understand is one thing and accept another”, says dialogical partner B. 
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4.2.8 Motivation 

Four of the dialogical partners also point out the factor of motivation and willingness to learn. 

They believe that there is a correlation between motivation and outcome when meeting with 

another culture. This is confirmed by Ng, et al (2009) stating that motivation to acknowledge 

and interact with other cultures has a positive effect on the learning outcome. 

Dialogical partner F explains that if a person is not interested in other cultures and motivated 

to learn and explore, he or she is not likely to learn as much as a person with genuine interest. 

Dialogical partner B says that a motivated manager likely ask questions and thereby gain 

more knowledge and understanding of cultural behaviors and the underlying values, 

confirming Li, et al (2013) theory that motivation correlates with a low level of stereotypes 

and Ng, Van Dyne and Ang’s (2009) theory that motivated people have a higher level of 

involvement in the intercultural meeting and spend more time interacting with people from 

other cultures. 

To show willingness to learn about another culture is always appreciated, means dialogical 

partner H. Showing genuine interest when meeting with another culture signal openness and 

could also be a sign of respect, according to dialogical partner B. This strengthen the idea that 

motivation has positive effects on building relations between cultures (Li, et al., 2013).  

To prepare meeting with another culture is a good way of showing interest and respect, 

continues dialogical partner B. A majority of the dialogical partners believe that to study the 

culture before traveling to a country or region is a good way to learn and prepare. 

To dare to ask questions is another important part if one wants to learn about a new culture 

and signal interest, he says. The project manager must also see culture as something positive 

and not as an aggravating factor. “Appreciate the differences and address them in a positive 

way”, says dialogical partner A. If you show a positive interest for cultural differences, that 

will signal that you see cultural differences as a resource instead of suppressing it. 

 

4.2.9 Cultural knowledge 

In order to lead people from other cultures, one should have some knowledge about their 

cultural values and practices according to most of the dialogical partners. Dialogical partner F 

means that the manager should have some cultural preunderstanding. Dialogical partner C 

expresses that the manager should have knowledge of cultural practices and how these can 

differ from one’s own. Also dialogical partner H means that cultural knowledge is one factor 

of success when leading people from other cultures. Knowledge about cultural practices is 

necessary to make accurate interpretations and know how to behave culturally accurate. 

Gaining cultural knowledge facilitates thinking beyond one’s own cultural assumptions (Ng, 

et al., 2009). As Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012), dialogical partner A believes that 

knowledge of cultural behaviour and values are part of cultural intelligence. This is what Ng, 

et al (2009) refer to as cognitive intelligence, the knowledge required to adapt to cultural 

practice and norms. Also Mäkilouko (2004) argues that an international project manager 

needs to have knowledge about foreign cultures. A majority of the dialogical partners believe 

that knowledge of a culture can be gained by studying before traveling to a country or region, 

which is a good way to prepare for the intercultural meeting. To study a culture in advance is 
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a good way to gain a basic understanding and to show interest and respect, according to 

dialogical partner B. 

 

4.2.10 International Experience 

The dialogical partners have different opinions whether an international project manager 

should have previous international experience. Dialogical partner A means that in order to 

work in countries that differ from the home culture, the project manager needs to have 

experience from other cultures but also experience in general to be able to cope with 

unfamiliar situations. Dialogical partner C believes that it is good to have experience but there 

has to be a first time for everything, also working abroad. He means that the project manager 

needs to have the competence necessary to manage the work and some experience from 

contact with other cultures, but not necessarily from working abroad. Dialogical partner D 

does not see any problem with lack of previous international experience as long as the person 

has the right attitude and motivation, as well as openness to other cultures. Just as the 

dialogical partners, the reviewed authors disagree in this question. While Lientz and Rea 

(2003) and Binder (2007) believe that experience from working in other countries will 

increase the likelihood for success, Schneider, et.al (2014) mean that there is no proved link 

between previous international experience and success. However, Ng, et al (2009) clearly 

state that international experience contribute both to the personal and professional 

development but also develops the cultural intelligence. Although, international experience 

might not be necessary to succeed in an international project, it could be seen as an advantage 

and would likely have a positive effect on project outcome. 

 

4.2.11 Cultural Intelligence 

The leader of an international project must be cultural intelligent according to dialogical 

partner A and all the dialogical partners describe a cultural awareness that can be likened to 

CQ. This is confirmed by Schneider, et.al (2014) stating that CQ is one of the main 

competencies to lead in an international context. 

Dialogical partner A describes CQ as handling an extra dimension not needed in domestic 

projects. She believes that CQ is the ability to change perspective, be aware and understand 

that there is an underlying meaning of people’s behavior. This can be related to Ng, et al 

(2009) describing metacognitive intelligence as being aware and perceiving cultural behavior 

which can also be related to cultural attentiveness described by Kim and Van Dyne (2012). 

Dialogical partner E describes CQ as the ability to adapt in different intercultural contexts 

which is believed to be invaluable. This is very consistent with the theoretical description of 

CQ as flexibility in behavior and cognitive skills to adapt to other cultures (Schneider, et al., 

2014) and adopt appropriate cultural behavior (Ng, et al., 2009). 

Dialogical partner C associates CQ more with knowledge of cultural behavior and 

understanding the difference between cultures. This is comparable to the cognitive 

intelligence which is the knowledge required to adapt to cultural practice and norms and make 

accurate interpretations (Ng, et al., 2009). 
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Dialogical partner A develops the concept further and divide CQ into three parts. First is 

knowledge about a culture such as values or ways of communicating, which could be linked 

to cognitive intelligence. Second is the emotional dimension, to be able to show empathy, be 

self-reflecting and understand how one’s own behavior affect others, which is similar to 

metacognitive intelligence in turn connected to emotional intelligence. The third dimension is 

practice, which would be the behavior intelligence means to be able adapt to different cultural 

situations (Ng, et al., 2009). 

 

All the dialogical partners describe CQ as very important, if not crucial for a leader or 

manager working with other cultures. If you are not cultural intelligent, you will struggle to 

communicate and build relations with people from other cultures, says dialogical partner E, 

consistent with Li, et al (2013) stating that CQ will improve intercultural relationships. 

Dialogical partner H states, “I always get worried when people say that there is no difference 

[between cultures]. What about the responsiveness?” Dialogical partner A agrees and 

explains how she believes that saying ‘there is no difference’ is the lowest level of CQ. Then 

the differences have not even been acknowledged which is naive. Acknowledging and being 

attentive to cultural differences is connected to high CQ (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012). Dialogical 

partner A continues to describe how one must accept that differences exist, be open to them, 

explore them and challenge one’s predictions and stereotypes.  

 

Is CQ learned or is it inherited? The general opinion among the dialogical partners is that 

most people can practice it and become better but that people have different potential. This is 

confirmed in theory, for example Fitzsimmons (2013) states that it can be taught, but some are 

more gifted than others. If one has other qualities correlated to CQ, this will be easier to 

develop. For example, dialogical partner A believes that people with well-developed 

emotional intelligence will learn more easily and dialogical partner D and G believe it is 

connected to social competence. Some people will develop CQ more easily than others. 

“Some comes out after three weeks integrated and other go on for years and it never works”, 

explains dialogical partner H. Dialogical partner A perceives that some individuals are not 

able to sense culture. “They might see an individual that is bothersome or some kind of 

tension, but they cannot see that it is a question of cultural differences”.  

Of course, it is also about practicing. For example growing up in more than one culture is an 

excellent way of developing CQ early in life (Fitzsimmons, 2013). According to dialogical 

partner C, living and working in another country is a good way to practice CQ. Dialogical 

partner F means that to develop CQ is not about experience from a certain country, but 

meeting and working with different types of cultures in general. If you are cultural intelligent, 

you can work with different cultures, means dialogical partner F. Dialogical partner D thinks 

that one can develop CQ by practicing, reflecting and learning from experience, indicating 

that practice is not enough, one must reflect and learn, as Ng, et al (2009) describe as 

practicing the development of intercultural schemas over time. 

 

Dialogical partner D and E liken CQ as similar to social competence, and according to Binder 

(2007), these abilities are closely connected. Social competence is the ability to influence, 
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communicate, manage conflicts, inspire and create commitment which all has been stated to 

be important abilities for an international project manager. In turn, social competence is 

connected to emotional intelligence, being able to perceive, understand and use emotions to 

enhance thinking (Binder, 2007), which is essential to become social competent. It not likely 

to for example manage conflicts or create commitment successfully, without perceiving and 

understanding other people’s emotions. Emotional intelligence seems to be a requirement to 

develop social competence and CQ. 

 

The dialogical partners’ description of CQ is indeed comparable to the theoretical framework. 

Even if the dialogical partners individually describe slightly different perspectives of CQ, 

together they create a good sense of the phenomena in accordance with the theory. The 

dialogical partners do not connect CQ with motivation, but motivation itself is describe as an 

important factor to succeed in intercultural settings. Together the four categories of CQ can 

relate to the emerged qualities of an international project manager. Metacognitive intelligence 

can be related to self-awareness, emotional stability, humility and responsiveness. The 

cognitive intelligence relates to cultural knowledge that will enhance appropriate 

communication and behavior i.e. communication skills. Motivation intelligence is quite 

obviously connected to motivation and behavior intelligence can be related to adaptability, 

again communication skills, creation of motivation and commitment, together with 

international experience. 

The dialogical partners confirm the theory of for example Fitzsimmons (2013), Ng, et al 

(2009), and Li, et al (2013), that CQ will make international managers perform more 

effective, increase the likelihood of success and therefore are more suitable for international 

leadership assignments. 

 

Summary 

All of the presented qualities that have emerged from the dialogues are described in the 

reviewed theory. This is not surprising since the list of qualities required to manage the role as 

international project manager successfully, can be very long when comparing theories from 

different authors. To create an overview, the authors confirming the empirically identified 

qualities are summarized in the table below. 
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Table 7. Theoretical Confirmation of International Project Manager Qualities 

 

Qualities Authors 

Create motivation 
and commitment 
 

Obtain commitment in the global team (Binder, 2007)  

The project manager needs to establish interest and communicate the 
benefits of a project to gain support and involvement (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

Engagement develops relationships (Mesly et.al, 2014) 

Commitment is critical to project success, especially in international work 
(Thamhain, 2013) 

Create motivation and commitment for different people (Schneider, et al., 
2014) 

Inspire and coach (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 2007) 

Empowerment is acknowledged as one of the main fifteen leadership 

qualities (Müller & Turner, 2010) 

Communication 
skills 

Improved communication benefits international teams (Mäkilouko, 2004) 

Engaging communication and influence is acknowledged as one of the main 

fifteen leadership qualities (Müller & Turner, 2010) 

Working with different cultures requires the ability to converse (Ng, et al., 
2009) 

Use appropriate communication (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

“Sharing and open communication” (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 2007, p. 167) 

Mindful communication (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Emotional stability Stress control and determination (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

“High personal confidence” (Binder, 2007, p. 140) 

Emotional stability and psychological maturity to cope with new cultures 
(Mäkilouko, 2004) 

Resilience. Able to make tough decisions (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Self-confidence (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 2007). 

Emotional resilience to maintain one’s performance when under pressure 
(Dulewicz & Higgs, 2004, p. 97) 

Emotional resilience is acknowledged as one of the main fifteen leadership 

qualities (Müller & Turner, 2010) 

Self-awareness Awareness of underlying meaning and values (Li, et al., 2013) 

Awareness of cultural differences (Ng, et al., 2009) 

“Self-awareness of one’s feelings and being able to manage them” 
(Dulewicz & Higgs, 2004, p. 97) 

Self-awareness is acknowledged as one of the main fifteen leadership 
qualities (Müller & Turner, 2010) 

Responsiveness Sensitivity to culture to become aware of cultural aspects. Listen and not 
jump to conclusions (Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

Careful listening, asking questions and seeing things from others’ point of 
view (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Cultural attentiveness is connected to high CQ (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

Good listening skills. Cultural awareness (Binder, 2007) 

“Listening…interpret a message’s true meaning” (Sunindijo & Hadikusumo, 
2007, p. 167) 

Adaptability Openness and flexibility to work with other cultures (Binder, 2007)  
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Qualities Authors 

It is critical to have behavioral flexibility (Ng, et al., 2009) 

Be flexible. Adaptive behavior (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

“Openness for change and ideas” (Mäkilouko, 2004, p. 390). 

Able to adapt to current culture to avoid cultural issues (Björkman & 
Schaap, 1994) 

Humility Tolerance (Kim & Van Dyne, 2012) 

A domineering attitude is to be avoided in an international project manager 
(Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

 “Agreeableness and openness” (Mäkilouko, 2004, p. 389) 

The leader must show sensitivity and empathy towards others (Dulewicz & 
Higgs, 2004) 

Sensitivity is acknowledged as one of the main fifteen leadership qualities 

(Müller & Turner, 2010) 

Humility. Be open. Respect people (Schneider, et al., 2014) 

Motivation 
 

Self-motivation (Binder, 2007) 

Have motivation to learn and engage in intercultural interaction (Kim & Van 
Dyne, 2012) 

Inquisitiveness. Willingness to explore (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

“…synergy have their foundation in the leaders’ personal interest in 
cultures” (Mäkilouko, 2004, p. 394) 

Motivation is acknowledged as one of the main fifteen leadership qualities 
(Müller & Turner, 2010) 

An unmotivated manager is likely to underperform and increase cost (Neal, 
1998) 

Cultural knowledge The manager should have knowledge and aim to understand cultural 
practices (Binder, 2007) 

Knowledge about other cultures is part of being cultural intelligent 

(Hofstede, 2001) 

Knowledge of cultural behavioral norms is required to adapt to cultural 

practice (Ng, et al., 2009) 

The manager should be aware of cultural customs to avoid 
misunderstandings or insults (Neal, 1998) 

International 
experience 

Business knowledge and prior project success does little to prepare for a 
new culture but the project manager should have international experience 
(Lientz & Rea, 2003) 

International experience develops the cultural intelligence (Ng, et al., 2009) 

Global experienced managers are more likely to contribute with ideas and 
have better communication skills (Binder, 2007) 

International experience increase the self-confidence (Li, et al., 2013) 

Cultural intelligence “…cross-cultural competence is the ability to work effectively with people 
from different cultural backgrounds” (Fitzsimmons, 2013, p. 525). 

There is a relation between international leadership potential and CQ (Kim 
& Van Dyne, 2012) 

Cultural intelligence is crucial in order to learn from intercultural meetings 

(Ng, et al., 2009) 

Cultural intelligence is required in order to understand other people’s point 
of view (Schneider, et al., 2014). 

Cultural intelligence is to be sensitive to cultural differences (Mäkilouko, 
2004). 
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The dialogical partners seem to have a common understanding of the qualities necessary for a 

project manager to lead an international project successfully. All of the listed qualities were 

mentioned by at least two of the dialogical partners. The qualities that the dialogical partners 

seem to agree must upon, that all or a majority of the dialogical partners describe, is 

communication skills, ability to motivate and create commitment, responsiveness, humility 

and motivation. Also, all of the dialogical partners believe that CQ is a very important, if not 

the most important quality of an international project manager. However, the distinction 

between CQ and the other qualities is not always clear but seem to overlap in the dialogical 

partners’ descriptions. Based on the description of CQ and the other qualities, it appears that 

the various qualities together create a foundation to develop CQ. As been described 

previously, CQ can in the theoretical framework be related to all the other qualities. 

Therefore, it is possible that the more of these qualities the project manager possess, the more 

likely it is that the project manager develops higher CQ.  

 

The only competence where the opinions goes apart is whether an international project 

manager should have previous international experience. While some mean that it is necessary 

to have worked abroad or at least in an international setting before, others mean that if the 

project manager has the right attitude, previous experience is not needed. Because two of the 

dialogical partners describe it as necessary to have previous experience, is has been included 

in the list of qualities. Furthermore, even if international experience is not necessary to 

succeed in the project, it is likely to be an advantage. 

When it comes to previous experience of project management, some believe that the project 

manager should have held the role before or have experiences from working in a project. The 

reason why this quality has not been included, is because it is seen as a general competence 

for project managers and not linked specifically to culture and international projects. 

Even if the aim of this study is not to identify whether competence, knowledge, skills or traits 

are most important for the project manager to have, it is worth mentioning that there is a clear 

focus of social and emotional intelligence in the dialogical partners’ descriptions of qualities. 

Because the dialogical partners have experiences from different industries, this gives an 

indication that social and emotional intelligence are important general qualities of an 

international project manager, regardless of industry and perhaps also culture. 

The fact that a majority of the identified qualities are either related to social or emotional 

intelligence, clearly indicate that being social and emotional intelligent is essential to succeed 

leading an international project. The belief that social and emotional intelligence directly 

affect the potential to develop CQ, is described by three of the dialogical partners, already 

presented in the previous chapter 4.2.11 Cultural intelligence. As described, emotional 

intelligence is essential to develop social competence and together they positively affect the 

ability to develop CQ. The following model aim to explain the relation between emotional, 

social and cultural intelligence. Emotional intelligence is required to develop social 

competence and in turn cultural intelligence. 
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Figure 8. The Relation between Emotional, Social and Cultural Intelligence

 

Summarizing this thought of how the identified qualities are related to CQ but also how they 

relate to the cultural challenges emerging in international projects, previously described in 

chapter 4.1 Cultural Challenges in International Projects, the following model demonstrates 

the different concepts related to each other. Cultural intelligence functions as the heart of the 

model and is a result of the other ten identified qualities. Cultural intelligence is in no way an 

inherited quality but must be developed. In order to develop cultural intelligence, the other 

identified qualities, in the model presented in the middle circle, enable the development of 

cultural intelligence. Together the ten qualities can face the cultural challenges emerging in 

international project, in the model presented in the outer circle. 
 

Figure 9. Required Qualities to Handle Cultural Challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotional Intelligence

Social Competence

Cultural Intelligence

 

Create 
motivation & 
engagement 

Communication 
skills 

Humility 

Adaptability 

Responsiveness 

Emotionally 
stable 

Motivation 

Cultural 
knowledge 

International 
experience 

Low level  
of trust 

Communication 
issues 

Reluctance 
to change 

Prejudices and 
stereotypes 

Different working 
methods 

Different 
values 

Different 
behaviour 
patterns 

Different  laws 
and regulations 

Cultural 

Intelligence 

Self-awareness 



 

 

 

70 
 

 

Together the different qualities can manage the challenges arising in international projects or 

to a certain extent prevent them. Responsiveness is the most recurring quality to manage the 

various challenges but as the table below shows, one single quality do not correspond to one 

single challenge. As with the challenges, the qualities are correlated and work together to 

handle the challenges met in international projects. If the project manager for example has 

good communication skills, he or she is also likely to create engagement or establish support. 

Therefore, the qualities are difficult to separate. Once again, these qualities are not necessarily 

unique for leadership in international projects, but could also be important in domestic 

projects. Table 8 below presents the qualities and how they respond to previously identified 

challenges. 
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Table 8. How Required Qualities of an International Project Manager Respond to Cultural Challenges 
 

Challenges Originating from Consequences Qualities Outcome 

Low level of 
trust 

Negative attitudes 
toward other cultures, 
stereotypes and 
prejudices, dispersed 
and changing team 
constellation 

Time consuming, 
misunderstandings, conflicts, 
degraded motivation, negative 
atmosphere, decreased level of 
cooperation 

Build relations, create glue by 
creating motivation and 
engagement 

Exchange of knowledge, 
acknowledge team strengths, better 
motivation and commitment, higher 
efficiency, better atmosphere, 
improved cooperation 

Communication 
issues 

Different 
communication 
patterns and language 
use 

Misinterpretations, 
misunderstandings, hinder of 
progress & decision making, 
frustration, time consuming, 
difficulties foreseeing issues, 
conflicts, inefficient 
communication, difficult to 
perceive competence, hinder 
cooperation, destroy glue 

Follow up, listen to detail, 
responsiveness, clear 
communication, find the source 
of misunderstandings, meet in 
person 

Avoid misunderstandings and 
conflicts, time saving, improved 
relations and trust, increased 
effectiveness, foresees upcoming 
issues 

Stereotypes 
and prejudices 

The personal attitude 
towards other cultures 
and lack of cultural 
knowledge 

Destroy or hinder relations, 
interrupt responsiveness, limited 
interpretations, conflicts, 
cooperation issues, 
misunderstandings and mistrust 

Cultural awareness, be open 
and humble, emotional 
strength to handle conflicts, 
mediate, responsiveness to 
find the source of the conflict  

Prevent or stop conflicts, better 
relations and gained cultural 
awareness and knowledge 

Reluctance to 
change 

Diverse or negative 
attitudes to change 

Avoid or counteract change, 
negative feelings, conflicting 
agendas, disagreements, 
conflicts, poor working 
atmosphere, decrease team spirit, 
decrease trust and cooperation 

Identify reluctance by being 
responsive and empathic, 
identify motivation factors, 
emotional strength to handle 
resistance and potential conflicts 

Resolve conflicts, create 
commitment, better working 
atmosphere, team spirit, trust and 
cooperation 

Different 
methods 

Different planning, 
decision making and 
working procedures 

Frustration, hinder decision 
making, time consuming 

Awareness of cultural 
differences in the working 
process, open-mindness and 
adaptability 

Discover new ways of working, 
employee development 

Different values Different cultural 
values 

Cooperation issues and conflicts Have responsiveness to 
identify values, be respectful 
and humble to others’ values 

Function more effectively in other 
cultures, improved relations 
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Challenges Originating from Consequences Qualities Outcome 

Different 
behavior 
patterns 

Interpret other cultures 
based on the own 
frame of reference 

Negative reactions and culture 
clash, lack of respect, poor 
relations 

Prepare and adapt to handle the 
transition, have a strong 
mentality, be motivated to 
understand and learn 

Friendly meeting with mutual respect 
and improved relations 

Laws and 
regulations 

Unaware of laws or 
neglecting laws 

Project setbacks, loss of 
credibility 

Study to gain knowledge Adapt to local laws and prevent 
project setbacks 
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4.3 Selection Criteria for International Project Managers 

This chapter presents the dialogical partners’ experiences of the recruitment and 

selection process of international project managers or equivalent positions. The aim is 

to present and analyze the perceived criteria of selection of international project 

managers and compare these to previous presented qualities required to lead 

successfully. 

 

The dialogical partners themselves describe that they would select a project manager to 

an international project that is humble, open, has good social skills, is an effective 

problem solver, has a positive attitude towards other cultures, is self-aware and able to 

deal with conflicts. This is consistent with the qualities they believe are required of an 

international project manager. However, when they are to describe what they experience 

are the actual selection criteria in the recruitment process, these requirements differ 

from previously described qualities. 

When recruiting a project manager for an international project, professional competence 

and experience appear to be the main criteria. Common requirements are technical 

competence, project competence and international experience. Dialogical partner C 

explains that the extent of technical knowledge that is required, depends on the 

individual project. If the project has a high level of field complexity, comprehensive 

field knowledge is required. The dialogical partners believe that technical experience 

often is important but since this quality is not connected to culture, it is not part of the 

qualities specifically tied to international projects. For example dialogical partner E and 

F believe that the project manager should have relevant technical competence for the 

project, confirmed by Binder (2007). Depending on the complexity of the project, the 

level of technical competence required may vary. Proper technical competence is 

required to have full understanding of the project and reach set objectives. Also 

dialogical partner C points out that technical competence in a project is important, in 

some more than others. The project manager must have a clear understanding of the 

project and be able to speak the technical language. Furthermore, dialogical partner D 

believes that competence within the field is required to gain respect which can be 

related to Schneider, et.al (2014) stating that the manager has to appear credible. In turn, 

credibility is an important factor to influence stakeholder (Briner, et al., 2005). 

Dialogical partner B states, ”To gain respect from people you work with, it is good to be 

knowledgeable”. Respect is gained differently depending on culture but often the 

managers have to prove their competence. Dialogical partner A confirms that authority 

is often gained by professional knowledge. However, according to dialogical partner D, 

being an expert does not help if you cannot deal with people. “The problem is that you 

can be right all the time, it does not get you anywhere if the other person says you are 

wrong”. However, dialogical partner B and H explain that too much technical 

competence could actually be a disadvantage because the project manager risk losing 

the holistic perspective and being to controlling, not delegating properly. 
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Previous project experience is also a common criteria. Dialogical partner C says that the 

project managers that are recruited for international projects, usually have previous 

experience from leading projects. Lientz and Rea (2003) also mean that as a project 

manager, one needs previous experience from projects. Dialogical partner F expresses 

that in his experience, the international project managers that have been recruited, have 

always had either previous experience from working in projects or leading other people. 

He points out that since managing a project is a great responsibility, especially in terms 

of financial investments, the organization prefer recruiting someone who has proved 

able to handle leadership responsibility. He believes that a person without any 

experience of leadership is not seen as suitable in the role of international project 

manager. According to Müller and Turner (2010), leadership is a crucial factor for 

success in projects and well acknowledged in theory. However, Pandya (2014) means 

that when recruiting a project manager, the technical knowledge is often the primary 

criteria. Based on what the dialogical partners describe, technical knowledge and project 

competence are the most common criteria for selection, acknowledged by all of the 

dialogical partners with experience from recruitment. Even if leadership is described as 

one important criteria, it is not as apparent.  

 

Dialogical partner F experiences that previous international experience is another 

criteria being considered when selecting an international project manager. To what 

extent previous international experience is required, depends on the cultural differences. 

However, according to dialogical partner F, generally the project manager should have 

cooperated with people from other cultures before, and preferable worked in another 

country. To further reassure that the project manager will be able to handle the cultural 

differences and achieve project objectives, a certain level of maturity is required. 

Dialogical partner C means that experience from working in an international 

organization, meeting with different cultures is requirement enough, but working 

experience abroad is always a merit. In international organizations, it seems that it is 

assumed that everyone can cooperate effective with other cultures. Nevertheless, as the 

dialogical partners themselves have described in accordance with the reviewed theories, 

individuals have different potential to work with people from other cultures and more 

importantly lead people from other cultures because of different potential to develop 

cultural intelligence. 

Dialogical partner F points out that from an organizational perspective, there is a greater 

risk recruiting a project manager without previous international experience. As 

Schneider, et.al (2014) state, becoming a global executive is 70% about experience and 

practice, which would make previous international experience highly valuable. The 

bottom line is that based on these different criteria, the potential project manager should 

be able to demonstrate previous contact and cooperation with other cultures. Apart from 

this, another criteria is good level English since this is connected to being able to 

communicate with other cultures.  

Dialogical partner H believes that the human resource department often have limited or 

no insight in how a project is run, and that they lack project experience. He believes that 
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the personal specification needs to be more apparent in the selection process. 

Leadership positions are often given to people without leadership competence, because 

they have other suitable professional competence which is seen as more valuable. 

Dialogical partner H points out that it can even be a waste of resources to recruit 

someone lacking the personal qualities to succeed, wasting the professional expertise 

that could have been used elsewhere. He means that this is a common problem in 

organizations, putting technical competence prior to personal competence.  

Instead, when recruiting project managers for international projects, the personality 

should be more prioritized. Dialogical partner H explains that in order for a team to 

function well, it is just as important that the personalities complement each other and 

can work together, just as different competence are required to succeed in a project. 

Expertise can be brought in to the project from outside when needed, but the 

personalities of the project manager and team members always have to work together. 

Dialogical partner H experiences that the cultural factor rarely is taken into account 

when recruiting a project manager for an international projects. “One does not have 

respect for those factors, working in this field, one sees this problem all the time”. 

When recruiting for international roles, the recruiters often neglect the importance of 

building relations when working with people from other countries, for which cultural 

awareness is required. Dialogical partner H believes, similar to all the dialogical 

partners, that people have different potential to develop CQ, which has been described 

as essential when working with other cultures. Still, whether a person has good potential 

to develop CQ, is not taken into consideration in the recruitment process, only whether 

the person has international experience. Organizations waste resources, recruiting 

international managers with low CQ, or low potential to develop it. Moreover, it is not 

fair for the individual to attain a responsibility without the adequate qualities to succeed. 

Kim and Van Dyne (2012) state that people with low CQ are more likely to suffer from 

burnout. Instead of CQ, organizations tend to prioritize technical knowledge, explains 

dialogical partner H. Ahsan, Ho and Khan (2013) state that the project manager role has 

just started to be perceived as a professional role. That could also be why the required 

qualities of the international project manager have gained limited attention (Bredin & 

Söderlund, 2013). Because the project manager role is quite new and the fact that 

projects are unique and complex, especially international projects due to the added 

cultural dimension, the human resource department might lack awareness of what 

qualities are actually necessary to lead an international project successfully. In analogy 

with the dialogical partners, Schneider, et.al (2014) state that the human resource 

department often lacks awareness of what is required to manage international business 

and cultural differences (Schneider, et al., 2014). Based on the dialogical partners’ 

experiences, when recruiting an international project manager, a stronger focus should 

lie in personal qualities connected to CQ. This in line with Ng, et al (2009) meaning that 

CQ should serve as a tool for recruitment selection. 
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Summary 

In the recruitment process of an international project manager, the human resource 

department tends to primarily prioritize technical knowledge and experience from 

projects and project management. Secondary selection criteria are leadership experience 

and international experience. The dialogical partners describe that more focus should be 

placed on personal qualities which are also related to CQ. This is consistent with the 

qualities that the dialogical partners believe to actually be required to manage an 

international project successfully. 

So, can an international project manager handle the challenges previously identified in 

the analysis? Technical knowledge, project experience, leadership experience and 

international experience alone, cannot meet the cultural dimension. Technical 

knowledge and project experience might create credibility and be met by respect, but is 

not connected to CQ. To have leadership experience is a reasonable requirement when 

to lead other people, but as for example Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2012) 

describe, the demands of leadership as highly influenced by culture and what is good 

leadership in one culture, might not be as successful in another. As the dialogical 

partners previously described, to have international experience is an advantage and a 

good way to practice CQ, but is in no way a guarantee that the person in fact will 

develop CQ since it is depending on the individual potential to develop CQ. 

This is not to say that the identified selection criteria are wrong, but they seem 

inadequate. No qualities related to social or emotional intelligence have been described 

to be a criteria of selection in the recruitment process of an international project 

manager. In turn, social or emotional intelligence together create a foundation to 

develop cultural intelligence, which by the dialogical partners is described as an 

essential quality for an international project manager. If qualities connected to CQ 

would play a more central part of the recruitment criteria of international project 

manager, it is reasonable to believe that more international projects would end 

successfully, for example the project manager turnover would decrease, resources 

would be better utilized and together this would save costs. 

 

5. Conclusion and Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings related to the research questions are presented. The 

findings in itself and the research contribution are critically discussed. Lastly in this 

chapter, the limitations of this study are discussed together with recommendations for 

future research. 

 

5.1 Findings 

The first primary research question in this study is: 

What cultural challenges is the project manager facing in an international project? 
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The cultural challenges that the project manager face in an international project, which 

have been defined by the dialogical partners and confirmed in the theoretical framework 

are: 

- Low level of trust 

- Communication issues 

- Stereotypes and prejudices 

- Reluctance to change 

- Different working methods 

- Different values 

- Different behavior patterns 

- Different laws and regulations 

These challenges all emerge from cultural differences and are therefore evident in 

particularly international projects. The awareness of how the factor of culture influences 

project leadership is limited and since the conditions for leadership in projects are 

different compared to functional leadership, it is important that the cultural challenges 

in international projects are recognized. These challenges are the reason why 

international projects should be distinguished from domestic projects in terms of 

required qualities which should be taken into consideration in the selection criteria of 

international project managers.  

The second primary research question in this study is: 

What qualities does the project manager need to possess to succeed in an international 

project? 

The qualities that are required of the project manager to succeed in an international 

project, which have been defined by the dialogical partners and confirmed in the 

theoretical framework are: 

- Create motivation and commitment 

- Communication skills 

- Self-awareness 

- Emotional stability 

- Responsiveness 

- Adaptability 

- Humility 

- Motivation 

- Cultural knowledge 

- International experience 
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Together these qualities will enhance the development of cultural intelligence, which 

seems to be the single most important quality to face the cultural challenges, and 

enables the project manager to succeed in international projects. All the identified 

qualities above can be related to the four categorizes of cultural intelligence developed 

by Stenberg and Detterman: metacognitive intelligence (self-awareness, emotional 

stability, humility and responsiveness), cognitive intelligence (cultural knowledge), 

motivational intelligence (motivation) and behavioral intelligence (adaptability, 

communication skills, international experience and creation of motivation and 

commitment). This strengthens the conclusion that these qualities together enable the 

development of cultural intelligence which is found to be a crucial leadership quality in 

international projects. 

The secondary research question in this study is: 

What are the selection criteria when recruiting an international project manager? 

 

The primarily selection criteria for an international project manager in the recruitment 

process are technical knowledge, project management experience and the secondary 

selection criteria are leadership experience and international experience. 

These selection criteria are not completely consistent with the qualities identified as 

required to succeed as an international project manager. While the recruiting process 

focus on knowledge and experience, the actual qualities required to handle the 

challenges associated with international projects, focus primarily on qualities related to 

social, emotional and cultural intelligence and secondary qualities related to knowledge 

and experience. This create a gap in the recruitment process where the selection criteria 

are not sufficient to handle international project challenges. Instead, qualities related to 

social, emotional and cultural intelligence should be central criteria in the recruitment 

process to handle the cultural dimension, however not replace knowledge and 

experience. Especially, cultural intelligence has been found to increase the likelihood of 

project success, hence international project managers with high cultural intelligence are 

more suitable to lead in international projects. 

The following model aim to illustrate how selection criteria relate to qualities and 

challenges. 
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Figure 10. The Correlation between Cultural Challenges, Leadership Qualities and         

Selection Criteria 

 

 
The qualities identified to by required of the international project manager, is consistent 

with the cultural challenges met in international projects, meaning that if the project 

manager possess these qualities, he or she will be able to handle the cultural challenges, 

hence the green arrow. However, the qualities that are required to handle the cultural 

challenges, are not the qualities forming the selection criteria. Because the selection 

criteria are not completely compatible with the actual required qualities to lead 

international projects, the project manager will not be fully able to handle the cultural 

challenges in an international context, see red arrows. 

The gap between required qualities and the recruitment selection criteria can be one 

reason why so many international projects fail to meet project objectives and the high 

number of project manager turnover. The up-going trend of training and certifying of 

project managers is a way to prepare and qualify international project managers. Today, 

organizations seem to believe that suitable professional experience and training will 

make competent project managers. However, as this study shows, people have different 

potential to handle the international project manager role successfully. Training is 

clearly an important factor, and based on the dialogical partners’ experience and 

reviewed theory, project managers often lack professional training and gain little 

preparation for the role. However, training will not be sufficient for international project 

managers with deficient social and emotional intelligence and potential to cultural 

intelligence. Therefore, an improved awareness of personal qualities is required in the 

recruitment process. One way to accomplish this is to involve experienced international 

project managers in the recruitment and selection process, which is also suggested by 

one of the dialogical partners. Only people with actual experience of the international 

project manager role have insight in what are the requirements to succeed as an 
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international project manager, both in terms of personal qualities, knowledge and 

experience, and should therefore support the human resource department in the selection 

criteria.  

 

5.2 Contribution 

This study highlights the effects of the cultural aspect on the leadership of projects. 

Many studies have been conducted to study the requirements of leadership, some 

concentrating on an international context but rarely in combination with project 

management. Since the number of international projects are likely to keep increasing, 

and the cultural differences will remain even if we perhaps to some extent increase our 

awareness of cultural differences, I hope that this study will give some inspiration to 

continue the studies in this field which still are few, and generate insights to the 

practitioners in the field. 

I also hope that this study will create a deeper understanding of the challenges a project 

manager meets in an international context, which so far have received limited attention 

in the project management field compared to functional management. My intention has 

been to clearly link the challenges which the project manager meets in intercultural 

projects due to cultural differences, with the qualities required to handle these 

challenges. The effects of culture is a well-studied area, not least the consequences of 

cultural differences, but the knowledge of how the project manager should respond to 

these differences is limited. 

Furthermore, I hope to clarify which qualities are related to cultural intelligence and 

how they can help in the development of the same. Cultural intelligence is a broad and 

intangible concept hard to define, which likely create difficulties identifying cultural 

intelligence in international project manager candidates. To find capable international 

project managers is especially important due to the fact that the demand for 

international leaders who can function effectively in an international context are 

increasing, and because there is currently a shortage of capable international leaders. By 

increasing the understanding of what is required to lead international projects 

successfully, this gap will decrease and organizations will have more effective, cost-

efficient and successful projects. 

Even if this study targets project managers, it is to a certain extent applicable for other 

international leadership roles since the cultural dimension is the same, and cultural 

intelligence is believed to be crucial in both project and functional international 

leadership. 

 

The results of this study suggest that the complex nature of project management 

together with the complexity of cultural differences, create challenges for the leader of 

an international project. The knowledge of the challenges that arise in this context is 

relatively limited, especially in practice, as so what is required to handle the challenges. 

By creating awareness of how the cultural factor affects project leadership, the criteria 

of selection in the recruitment process could become more comprehensive and the 
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training and development more effective which will lead to more successful 

international projects. 

 

5.3 Limitations and Future Studies 

This study inevitably has limitations. The study is built on generalizations of both 

national cultures and project types. Nations do not have a homogenous culture, but 

consists of subcultures, hence the need for generalization. However, generalization of 

national cultures is considered necessary in order to grasp and study the complex 

cultural phenomena. National culture is only one of many culture types, and other types 

of culture have been given little recognition in this study. Still, what is described in the 

results and analysis is how organizational culture can affects the project leadership and 

to what extent it does affect the perception of national culture differences. It would be 

interesting to study the differences between project leadership in different countries 

where the organizational culture is shared compared to not shared in order to sense how 

organizational culture affects the perception of national culture differences. 

Project types have not been taken into consideration in this study but the empirical data 

is based on different types of projects without distinction. Project type is likely to affect 

the challenges met in the international project and how these should be handled. 

Additionally, further research should be conducted to study how different project types 

affect the cultural dimension between countries. Furthermore, since the dialogical 

partners in this study come from different industries which has chosen to not be taken 

into consideration, further studies should explore whether the required qualities of an 

international project manager are general are depending on industry.  

Apart from generalizations, the empirical research is limited in terms of conducted 

dialogues. Practical reasons and time restriction created limits to the number of 

dialogues conducted, hence the sample size is relatively small. Furthermore, all 

dialogical partners are Swedish or partly Swedish, which likely affect the perspective of 

international project leadership. To address this limitation, it would be interesting to 

conduct a corresponding study with a larger sample of dialogical partners from different 

countries to explore whether the perception of international project leadership is bound 

to national culture. 

 

The cultural challenges described in this study, are likely affected by whether the 

project members work in an international organization or local business. In the 

dialogues, the dialogical partners have expressed a difference between working in 

projects with international experienced team members, perhaps even from the same 

organization, compared to small and local business where the cultural differences are 

more significant, hence cultural challenges more significant. This has not been taken 

into consideration in this study, therefore the cultural challenges identified in this study 

are general, but in order to gain a sense of when they occur and to what extent, further 

studies are required comparing culture differences in international and local businesses. 
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The project manager role by the name implies to be a role which demands management 

skills, but this research indicate that the project manager role rather is leadership 

dominated. This study has found that leadership skills are more important than 

managerial skills analyzing the identified project manager qualities. The project 

manager role seems to be more about leadership but based on the selection criteria, 

managers rather than leaders are recruited. Therefore, it would be highly interesting to 

investigate whether project managers with high leadership skills perform better 

compared to project managers with high managerial skills in an international setting. 

Furthermore, to build on the findings of this study, future research could also examine 

more closely the selection process and criteria of international project managers since 

the knowledge is limited, the high cost of recruiting unsuitable managers together with 

turnovers, are high. This study is limited but identify a tendency of the gap between 

required qualities and recruited qualities of an international project manager. 
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