
INDUSTRIAL, SYSTEMS, AND 
INNOVATION ENGINEERING 
COLLECTION
William R. Peterson, Editor

Cultural 
Influences in 
Engineering 
Projects

Morgan E. Henrie

C
ultural Infl

uences in E
ng

ineering
 P

ro
jects

H
E

N
R

IE

EBOOKS  
FOR THE 
ENGINEERING 
LIBRARY
Create your own 
Customized Content 
Bundle—the more 
books you buy, 
the greater your 
discount!

THE CONTENT
•  Manufacturing 

Engineering
•  Mechanical 

& Chemical 
Engineering

•  Materials Science  
& Engineering

•  Civil &  
Environmental 
Engineering

•  Advanced Energy 
Technologies

THE TERMS
•  Perpetual access for 

a one time fee
•  No subscriptions or 

access fees
•  Unlimited 

concurrent usage
•  Downloadable PDFs
•  Free MARC records

For further information, 
a free trial, or to order, 
contact: 
sales@momentumpress.net

Cultural Influences in Engineering 
Projects
Morgan E. Henrie

Culture can be a significant contributor to, or hindrance 

to, a team’s success. Research has clearly established that 

failing to have a cohesive team culture creates a severe 

challenge to any team effort. Culture is also something  

that everyone brings with them to the team. Yet, 

developing an understanding of what the team culture 

is, what constitutes a cohesive team culture, and how to 

modify it such that it enhances the probability of team 

success is a challenge to team leaders. Cultural team 

challenges exist within holistic, that is, teams from a single 

nation, or multinational teams.

Cultural Influences in Engineering Projects provides 

team leaders and interested individuals a cohesive 

source of information, ideas, and approaches on how to 

understand, analyze, develop cultural transition plans, 

and methods which can improve or modify a team’s 

culture toward success. Cultural Influences in Engineering  
Projects also includes an extensive literature review 

reference set which provides the reader a ready source 

where they can continue to expand their cultural 

knowledge base and ultimately improve their probability 

of successfully managing holistic and multinational teams.

Dr. Morgan Henrie obtained his PhD in engineering  

management and systems engineering from Old  

Dominion University. His dissertation focused on multi-

national team communications and cultural influences. 

He is the author of over a 100 papers, articles, and  

book chapters. Dr. Henrie lives in Anchorage, Alaska 

and travels extensively for work and pleasure.

ISBN: 978-1-60650-482-6



CULTURAL 
INFLUENCES IN 
ENGINEERING 

PROJECTS





CULTURAL 
INFLUENCES IN 
ENGINEERING 

PROJECTS

MORGAN E. HENRIE

MOMENTUM PRESS, LLC, NEW YORK



Cultural Influences in Engineering Projects
Copyright © Momentum Press®, LLC, 2015.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— 
electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for 
brief quotations, not to exceed 400 words, without the prior permission 
of the publisher.

First published by Momentum Press®, LLC
222 East 46th Street, New York, NY 10017
www.momentumpress.net

ISBN-13: 978-1-60650-482-6 (print)
ISBN-13: 978-1-60650-483-3 (e-book)

Momentum Press Industrial, Systems, and Innovation Engineering 
Collection

DOI: 10.5643/9781606504833

Cover and interior design by Exeter Premedia Services Private Ltd., 
Chennai, India

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in the United States of America



AbstrAct

Culture can be a significant contributor to, or hindrance to, a team’s suc-
cess. Research has clearly established that failing to have a cohesive 
team culture creates a severe challenge to any team effort. Culture is also 
something that everyone brings with them to the team. Yet, developing 
an understanding of what the team culture is, what constitutes a cohesive 
team culture, and how to modify it such that it enhances the probability of 
team success is a challenge to team leaders. Cultural team challenges exist 
within holistic, that is, teams from a single nation, or multinational teams.

Cultural Influences in Engineering Projects provides team leaders 
and interested individuals a cohesive source of information, ideas, and 
approaches on how to understand, analyze, develop cultural transition 
plans, and methods which can improve or modify a team’s culture toward 
success. Cultural Influences in Engineering Projects also includes an 
extensive literature review reference set which provides the reader a ready 
source where they can continue to expand their cultural knowledge base 
and ultimately improve their probability of successfully managing holistic 
and multinational teams.
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foreword

I first worked with Morgan Henrie when he was an adjunct professor 
at the University of Alaska Anchorage and I was chair of the Logistics 
Department there. We traveled to Korea, China, and mostly the Russian 
Far East. We became research partners on a major project to develop and 
deliver project management curriculum to Russian oil engineers and later 
to design and build three logistics departments and programs for Russian 
universities in Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, and Sakhalin. It is during these 
five years of projects that we learned valuable project management and 
team behavior cultural lessons. What we discovered was totally surprising 
and unexpected. The Russians had no clear concept of the two terms—
project and management—being used together as Morgan offers in this 
latest book. When we would take the Russian engineers to visit a pristine 
environment and pipeline facility in Alaska, they at first thought this was a 
show place, kind of like a Disneyland, just to show tourists.

Morgan has a wide range of experience with successful projects in the 
oil and gas and construction arena, plus extensive field research in how 
to manage different project teams scattered across the United States and 
overseas. What Morgan has packaged in this book is more than facts, defi-
nitions, and teachable explanations of project and program management. 
He has woven his experience into each segment, each element of how to 
see and react to managing a team of individuals, how to work and manage 
an organization as a project is developed and properly closed out at com-
pletion. If you are a novice to the field of program management or project 
management, you will readily grasp the basics with his examples for our 
everyday life, building a house or back deck or writing a book. Yes, even 
this book followed the basic principles of project and team management. 
If you are a professional engineer or project manager, then you will find 
the key performance indicators needed to expand your business overseas 
or work with a more diverse team or organization. If you are a teacher, 
this book is organized to help develop a useful curriculum from vocational 
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training to a BS or MS degree. For the professionals seeking certification 
credentials, this book is a must-read; it will put your mind on the complex 
issues often overlooked.

The funniest part of Morgan’s history in writing this book has to be 
during one of his five-week project management education classes for his 
first group of Russian engineers. Morgan was part of a contract to bring 
Western-style project management to these Russians. Twenty-five sea-
soned engineers were listening intently for several hours that first morning 
as Morgan described project management from the Pyramids to the Twin 
Towers to the Alaska oil pipeline. About two hours into the lecture, he 
called for questions. One senior Russian raised his hand and asked, “So, 
what is project management?” Stunned, Morgan queried the gentleman 
about projects and management. Later, he raised his textbook in the air 
and asked all the Russians to do the same. Then he tossed his book across 
the room to the trash can and asked the Russians to do the same. You see, 
Western textbooks had it wrong. They did not understand the different 
cultural impacts in constructing a building, running a team of workers, 
planning for risk, managing a budget, and so forth. Morgan picked up a 
marker and started writing on the white board. He had begun the first cul-
ture-based project management class. For a Western-trained project man-
ager to visit a foreign country, not just the Russian Far East, you really 
need to know the national culture as well as the individual and organiza-
tional culture. Otherwise, your great plans, and wonderful college degrees 
and experience in the United States will lead to unexpected failure. Your 
success as a program manager, project manager, or team manager depends 
on really taking this book to heart. It will save your company, save your 
reputation.

I wrote this foreword for one simple reason: I trust and respect 
Morgan Henrie in his project and program management skills. We 
co-taught executive courses as well as undergraduate and graduate courses 
at the University of Alaska as well as established three programs in the 
logistics side of project management in Russia. His PhD dissertation from 
Old Dominion University laid the foundation for this body of knowledge. 
Whether it is the culture of workers from Virginia and Alaska or a team 
of European, Asian, or Latin American engineers, you owe your company 
and yourself a favor by reading this book; it can save your project.

Dr. Oliver Hedgepeth
Program Director and Professor, 

Government Contracting and Acquisition American Public University
Author, RFID Metrics: Decision Making Tools 

for Today’s Supply Chain, CRC Press, 2007.
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CHAPTER 1

introduction to Projects, 
Project mAnAgement, 

And Project mAnAgers

“This feeling, finally, that we may change things – this is at the centre 
of everything we are. Lose that … lose everything”

—Sir David Hare (1947)

1.1  INTRODUCTION: PROJECTS—WHAT ARE 
THEY AND HOW ARE THEY DEFINED?

 
and effects within a technical team environment using the project as the 
team environment focus. To accomplish this, we first discuss what a proj-
ect is, what project management is, and then project managers’ responsi-
bilities. This foundation is essential to understanding the broader context 
of this book: The team’s cultural influences on their project.

To establish an early reference point on what we mean by the word 
culture, we view it as a social product which originates from social rela-
tions. The social lessons learned as we interrelate with those around us 
form the basis, either at the conscious or subconscious level, of how the 
society, organizational members, company employees, and project team 
members successfully interact with each other. Expanding on this further, 
as will be discussed in more detail later, there are many definitions in 
use on what culture means and no single definition has universally been 
adopted within the management discipline. While the management disci-
pline has not embraced a single definition, we set the stage for a common 
understanding throughout this book by adopting the following;

In this chapter, we lay the foundation for discussing cultural influences 
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“Organizational culture is a system of shared meaning held by its 
members that distinguishes their organization from other organizations” 
(Brady and Haley 2013, 40). Yet this shared meaning, as Schein presents, 
is an abstraction that “… points us to phenomena that are below the sur-
face, that are powerful in their impact but invisible and to a considerable 
degree unconscious …” (Schein 2004, 8).

To understand the impacts that each individual’s culture has on the 
project team, and therefore the project, one must first understand what 
projects are, the context you will find them in, the process by which proj-
ects are processed, their various organizational structures, as well as the 
project manager’s role and responsibilities. That is, we must first lay the 
foundation of what projects, project teams, and project managers are 
before we can really begin the discussion on cultural influences within 
this environment.

Establishing the project context foundation refers to discussing and 
defining the various aspects of projects. It is imperative that one under-
stand specific project and project management terminology, the various 
team structures that one will encounter, as well as what they are not. It is 
also good for the reader to obtain an introductory understanding of project 
management professional organizations and how they contribute to the 
advancement of project management as a discipline.

To set the stage of building a deeper understanding of projects, project 
teams, and project management we start by first looking at projects from 
a historical point of view.

1.1.1  PROJECTS—A SHORT HISTORICAL VIEW

In this section, we briefly trace projects from early recorded history through 
modern time. This walk through time allows us to see how projects have 
existed since the beginning of recorded time, and probably before, and 
how they have changed over the last 50 years.

In the beginning there have always been projects. Unique things had 
to be built, developed, or created. Someone had to come up with the idea 
and either implement or develop that idea or have others implement it 
for them. These unique events carried significant risk that they would 
fail. Carayannis, Kwak, and Anabari expand and detail the position that 
“Project management has been practiced for thousands of years since 
the Egyptian era ….” (2003, 1). Validation of the idea that projects have 
always occurred is found across the globe and all we have to do is look 
for the historical evidence. When we look into Egypt, we see evidence 
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of projects in the form of the pyramids. The Pyramid of Djoser is esti-
mated to be the oldest of the known pyramids and dates from around 2630 
Before Current Era (BCE). Building of these grand structures involved 
establishing the overall plan, developing detailed engineering plans, iden-
tification of proper building material, building site selection, obtaining 
the hundreds to thousands of labor resources, managing the construction 
material, food, and other resource supply chains, and someone making 
decisions on a constant basis. This constitutes a major project be it in 2630 
BCE or in 2013.

Moving forward a couple of thousand years to 122 Current Era (CE) 
the Romans embarked on many significant project efforts including a 
major construction project called Hadrian’s Wall. After about six years 
of construction effort, Hadrian’s Wall stretched the width of England  
(73.5 miles). Scholars have suggested various purposes for the wall such 
as a fortification to protect the Northern Roman stretches from attack from 
those that lived north of the wall as well as a means to control immigration 
and exhort taxes from those passing through the wall.

Regardless of the actual end purpose or purposes, the construction 
of Hadrian’s Wall was a major project. This effort, as with the pyramids 
centuries before, involved developing an architectural design; perform-
ing detailed engineering design; surveying the route; identification of raw 
material sources; managing the raw material supply chain; and arranging 
for, managing, and coordinating living conditions, food, and medical care 
for hundreds of construction workers for over six years, and someone had 
to be the ultimate manager who coordinated all of this and resolved the 
conflicts which naturally occurred. The managers also had to deal with 
ending the project and turning it over to the military for its final use. That 
is, they had to deal with management of change and termination of the 
project team.

If we move forward a little over 1,800 years, we come to 1931 and the 
completion of the Empire State Building, which for the next 40 years, was 
the world’s tallest building standing at 1,454 feet with a total of 102 floors. 
The building supported thousands of people on a daily basis by keeping 
them comfortably warm or cool, in offices with sufficient light for them 
to work, and out of the blazing sun, rain, snow, sleet, and a host of other 
environmental extremes.

The Empire State building construction began on January 22, 1930, 
and continued endlessly until the grand opening ribbon was cut on May 1, 
1931, just over 15 months in total. The construction effort involved 3,400 
workers performing their duties in all weather conditions and cost, 
$24.7 million, in 1930, or about $372.9 million, in 2012. As with our other 
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examples, this major construction project involved all stages of a project 
from conceptual idea to grand opening ceremonies as well as transferring 
the building from a project environment to a daily operations environment 
and dismantling of the project team. Building the Empire State building 
required someone to manage the overall effort, others to manage supply 
chains, quality control testing, and documenting and managing financial 
obligations.

As this short tour through history demonstrates, projects, as more fully 
defined in the later sections, have occurred for centuries. Yet, it appears 
that formalization of the project management process is a 20th century 
event. Prior to the 20th century, there is a lack of literature which discusses 
or details how these early projects applied the rigor, tools, and techniques 
associated with planning, tracking, and adjusting the project to meet spe-
cific cost, schedule, quality, or resource staffing as today’s projects enjoy. 
As the next sections briefly discuss, these capabilities did not start to show 
up in the management area until Frederick W. Taylor, Henry L. Gantt, and 
others brought scientific management to the management field and the 
development of new and improved tools and techniques occurred.

Prior to Frederick W. Taylor’s research, subsequent publications, 
training, and presentations, organizational management, as well as proj-
ect management, lacked a definitive and scientific-based structure. The 
pre-Taylor era projects can be viewed as processes being performed based 
on a historical basis, this is how we do it, or based on individual assess-
ments of how it should be done. There was no science or formal structure 
behind how work was scheduled or implemented and there were mini-
mal, if any, metrics on how effectively and efficiently the work was being 
performed. The literature shows that this approach resulted in project 
cost overruns, late project deliveries, and projects which did not meet the 
user’s needs.

Formalization of the management process, and subsequently the proj-
ect management process, based on science and development of measur-
able metrics is linked to Frederick W. Taylor who “… is considered the 
author of The Principles of Scientific Management .…” (Wrege and Stotka 
1978, 736). Scientific management, as the name implies, is “… a scientific 
approach to managerial decision making… [which is] based on proven 
fact (e.g., research and experimentation) rather than on tradition, rule of 
thumb, guesswork, precedent, personal opinion, and hearsay” (Locke 
1982, 14). Restating this from the historical view, prior to the development 
of the scientific management approach projects were implemented based 
on this is how we have always done it, a someone’s personal belief in a 
better idea on how it should be done, and authoritarian decrees.
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Changing from flying by the seat of your pants to applying scientific 
techniques and  rigor which facilitates developing an understanding of the 
work process which provides one the ability to understand how the work 
is currently implemented, how it can be improved, and how to use quanti-
fiable metrics to measure the change and continuously improve. This con-
tinuous improvement is based on the scientific principal of first developing 
an understanding of how things are currently being performed and how to 
quantifiably measure the current process with defined metrics. From this 
foundational understanding you can then develop how a new approach or 
method could be structured, planned, staffed, and implemented to achieve 
a higher level of effectiveness and efficiency. The new process is then 
implemented and the cycle starts over. Looking back to Taylor’s early 
years, a classic example of this process is the study of how a company 
was loading coal. The study identified that much time was wasted in the 
current process, from the tools being used, to how work was assigned. 
The scientific management approach resulted in a major work flow change 
which included things like development and deployment of specific size 
shovels for specific sizes and types of coal and how workers were assigned 
jobs. These changes resulted in increased productivity of loading coal and 
improved processes (Istvan 1992). While loading coal is not a project, this 
example demonstrates the organizational process changes which scientific 
management generated.

During this same era, Henry L. Gantt, “… a close associate of Frederick 
W. Taylor …” (Wilson 2003, 430), was involved in the study of World War 
I (WW I) navy ship building. As a major construction activity and in align-
ment with other major production activities, Taylor and Gantt recognized 
that “The key to improving overall productivity lay in developing compre-
hensive planning systems” (433). Prior to Gantt’s efforts and subsequent 
development of his planning system, ship construction occurred based on 
peoples’ best efforts, historical information on what worked before, and 
when people and material were available. While the approach yielded 
completed ships, the resulting construction time and costs were longer 
and more than they needed to be. Filling WW I ship needs and cost con-
straints required a new approach which set the stage for Gantt’s analysis 
and development of a new method. The resulting approach provided the 
various ship-building departments the means to coordinate their work to 
minimize resource conflicts (433) which improved overall efficiency and 
construction effectiveness. Ships were built in less time and at less cost. 
Gantt’s approach bears his name today, the Gantt chart.

The Gantt chart, as we see it in today’s form, is generally shown as 
a horizontal bar chart which identifies the start and end dates for major 
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activities; see Exhibit 1.1. Exhibit 1.1 is a very simple Gantt chart which 
shows the major activities involved in building a piece of electronic 
equipment.

From Exhibit 1.1, a person can see when specific activities are to start 
and when they are to end. While not explicitly shown or stated, one can 
also infer that a relationship exists between the activities. As an example, 
the system test will not start until after the Assemble System effort is com-
pleted. This relationship is inferred as testing is shown to occur on Friday 
and while the Assemble System activity is shown to end on Thursday. This 
implicit relationship provides input into the planning process. That is, a 
knowledgeable person or group responsible for testing can see and under-
stand the overall process. This also provides them the information they 
need to coordinate with the person or group responsible for assembling the 
system. This radical approach provided the overall project team updated 
information which allowed for improved planning and ultimately shorter 
construction times and lower construction costs.

While the Gantt chart was first envisioned and used as a manufactur-
ing planning and process control tool, it has evolved into many other uses 
to include project management. In fact, it is interesting that within today’s 
project environment, project teams often refer to the project Gantt chart 
as synonymous with the overall project plan (Maylor 2001, 92). While 
development of a project’s Gantt chart is not the overall project plan, it 
demonstrates the impact that the Gantt chart has had on projects’ planning, 
monitoring, and controlling processes.

While the Gantt charts continue to be used today, the project manage-
ment scientific approach continues to evolve. One major evolutionary project 
scheduling change was development of the Program Evaluation and Review 
Technique (PERT) and Critical Path Method (CPM) planning techniques.

PERT is referred to as a network planning tool with origins in the 
U.S. Navy Polaris missile program. Specifically, “PERT charts first came 

Exhibit 1.1. Gantt chart example.

Activity Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Fabricate case      
Fabricate circuit 

board
     

Fabricate display 
unit

     

Assemble system      
Test      
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into existence in 1958 by a company called Booz Allen Hamilton, Inc.…. 
Because … the U.S. Navy wanted a simple system to manage and coor-
dinate large and complex projects” (Stallsworth 2009). Prior to 1958 and 
development of the PERT and critical chain techniques, major government 
projects routinely experienced major delays, cost overruns, and failure to 
meet project objectives (Sinnette 2004). These negative outcomes were 
directly attributed to the project team’s inability to visualize and document 
the detailed sequence of major project events and their relationship to each 
other. As such, as the project was implemented conflicts occurred with 
when and who was to do the work, when critical inspections had to hap-
pen, as well as when material was to be delivered. These conflicts resulted 
in late project deliveries, cost overruns, and failure to meet the quality 
requirements. PERT was developed as an enhanced planning tool which 
provided the project team the ability to plan and visualize the overall proj-
ect activity and task sequence in the form of a network diagram.

A network diagram has many visual forms yet all share the com-
mon features of (a) providing a visual representation of the full project 
schedule, (b) showing start and end dates for all identified activities and 
tasks, (c) showing linkages between activities and tasks, and (d) providing 
a presentation of the project’s critical path. PERT networks are different 
from Gantt charts in that PERT charts explicitly show the linkages between 
activities and tasks while the typical Gantt chart implies the relationships. 
Exhibit 1.2 is an example of what a PERT network chart can look like.

As Exhibit 1.2 shows, PERT charts provide significantly more details 
on the various project activities’ relationships and durations than the proj-
ect view demonstrated in Exhibit 1.1, the Gantt chart. It clearly shows the 
overall project and all the relationships between the various activities. It 
also provides the project team the ability to track the project progress as 
it moves forward in time by showing what work efforts have been com-
pleted to date as well what efforts should be starting and which ones are on 
the critical path. Development of a PERT chart requires detailed informa-
tion which is obtained from the project work breakdown structure which 
is discussed later in this chapter.

Another significant historical breakthrough in project management 
planning, monitoring, and control was introduction of the critical path 
concept. To understand what a critical path is one must understand the 
overall project planning process. The overall project planning process is a 
set of actions which culminate in the development of a set of documents 
which detail how the project will be implemented. This is the project plan.

Development of the project plan begins by first identifying what the 
project objective is. As an example, if the project objective is to build a 
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new sky scraper in downtown Houston, Texas, this has to be fully articu-
lated and defined as part of the project plan objective or mission statement. 
Next, the project plan needs to identify specific and measurable objec-
tives which will be used to evaluate the project during its implementation. 
An objective could be to complete fabrication of the building foundation 
within two months from start of construction or completion of the elec-
trical rough-in and subsequent city inspections by a specific date. The 
keys to project objectives are that they are (a) specific, (b) measurable, 
(c) realistic, (d) include a time limit, and (e) agreed to by the project team, 
project owner, and all other key stakeholders.

Once the plan has been defined by the final outcome and measurable 
objectives, the plan needs to identify those things which are outside the 
scope of this effort and how scope changes will be managed. Defining 
what is inside and outside of the project’s scope is essential if a successful 
project is to occur.

The project plan should also include a work breakdown structure. 
A work breakdown structure is defined as “… a set of related activities ... 

Exhibit 1.2. PERT chart example.
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with the assumptions that this set is necessary and sufficient to reach the 
project’s desired results” (Levardy and Browning 2009, 600). A work 
breakdown structure is a hierarchical breakdown of the project into dis-
tinct activities and tasks where lower level activities and task completion 
are required to support the higher level activities and tasks. Exhibit 1.3 
provides a general view of one work breakdown structure approach.

While Exhibit 1.3 is just a small part of this project’s scope of 
work (SOW), it demonstrates that there are many tasks which must occur 
to complete the final objective of fabricating and installing a microwave 
tower. For each of the identified tasks, there are sets of subtasks and activ-
ities which must be completed before the higher level task is complete. 
(Note: Some project management literature reverses the use and definition 
of what an activity and task is. Rely upon the local project environment 
and culture to establish how you use these terms.) The work breakdown 
structure forms the foundation for a major project plan document, the 
PERT schedule and its inclusive critical path.

Development of the PERT project schedule requires that the project 
team add three primary data points to the work breakdown structure. The 
first data point is work effort duration; specifically, how long will each of 
the activities take to complete. The second set of data points is work activ-
ity precedence or linkages. This means that the project team must clearly 
define which activities must be complete before a different one can start, 
which ones can be accomplished in parallel, and so forth. As an exam-
ple, in Exhibit 1.3 the tower cannot be ordered until the request for quote 
(RFQ) responses have been received, reviewed, and a vendor selected. 
The RFQ cannot be issued until all design and engineering work activities 

Exhibit 1.3. Work breakdown structure example.

1.0 Install a microwave tower

1.1  Major Project Subsystem 1 – Procure all permits

1.1.1  Task 1 – city permit

1.1.1.1  Subtask 1 – submit form

1.1.1.1.1  Work Package 1 – fill in forms

1.1.1.1.1.1  Activity  - obtain city forms

1.1.2  Task 2 – procure tower

1.1.2.1  Subtask 2 – Analyze Request for Quote (RFQ) and select vendor

1.1.2.1.1 Work package 2 Develop and issue RFQ

1.1.2.1.2 Work Package 3 – Design tower
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have been completed. Thus, the precedence order is complete design and 
engineering at which time the RFQ can be developed and issued. This then 
drives the RFQ response, analysis, and vendor selection, at which time an 
order can be placed for the tower.

The project team must develop the complete project task and activity 
precedence relationship and associated durations before they can build the 
project schedule.

Once the project schedule has been completed, the project team, usu-
ally using some project scheduling software such as Microsoft Project, 
Primavera, Spider, and so forth, will identify the project’s critical path.

A project’s critical path is described as the linkage between subse-
quent activities and tasks where if any one of these activities or tasks is 
delayed, as in starts late or finishes late, then the overall project completion 
date will occur later than originally planned. More fully defined, a criti-
cal path is “the longest path in a project network, because this path con-
veys information on how long it should take to complete the project . . .” 
(Monhor 2011, 615).

Project management literature describes the introduction of critical 
path planning and PERT as the beginning of project management as a dis-
cipline due to the application of management science (Carayannis, Kwak, 
and Anabari 2003, 1). Historically, the technique of developing a critical 
path is attributed to “… a joint effort in 1957 between the DuPont Com-
pany and Remington Rand Univac, to devise a technique to aid in the 
planning, scheduling, design and construction of large chemical plants.... 
[PERT] was devised in 1958 by the U.S. Navy’s Special Projects Office, 
the consulting firm of Booz, Allen and Hamilton and the Lockheed Mis-
sile System Division” (Peterson 1965, 71). These processes support the 
approach that management decisions and techniques should be based on 
scientific principles. This understanding forms the foundation for the for-
malization of project management in the 21st century.

Returning to the history of projects and moving further into the mod-
ern era, we see a world which is consuming products and commodities 
manufactured across the globe or, as the process is sometimes referred 
to, globalization. Globalization occurs as entities in different countries 
interact on a commercial and economic base for various reasons, such as 
expanding their consumer base. Globalization becomes a driving force for 
organizations to build better products, faster, and at lower costs. The need 
to produce end products and services better, faster, and at lower costs is 
based on the need to be competitive with the global competition. No longer 
is a company just competing with firms within their geographical region 
or nationally but internationally as well. This international competition 
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leads firms to leverage those capabilities which provide overall greater 
capabilities and functionality within their global setting. One approach, 
which has proven to be successful, is leveraging various project structures 
and project management principles. The project management discipline 
enhances the firm’s ability to meet the drivers of developing new products 
at a faster rate, at a lower cost, and with increased quality.

Developing products and services faster, at lower cost and increased 
quality has specifically advanced due to the application of project man-
agement processes and techniques. As the International Project Manage-
ment Association (IPMA) International Competence Baseline (ICB) states 
“The number of projects, programmes and portfolios is growing at an 
exponential pace, worldwide. In the past thirty years project management 
has been a discipline which has developed tremendously and increased in 
visibility” (Caupin et al. 2006, 2). With the development of critical path 
and PERT, the project management discipline continues to expand based 
on basic and applied research. The following sections provide a deeper 
view of the project management system as we see it today.

1.1.2  PROJECTS, PROGRAMS, AND PORTFOLIOS: 
WHAT DOES ALL THIS MEAN?

The previous section is written as if the reader has a full comprehension of 
what projects are and their various components. This section provides the 
reader a set of definitions, further background information, and a deeper 
understanding of what a project is as well as expands the overall project 
management view into project programs and portfolios.

To develop an understanding of what projects, project programs, and 
project portfolios are requires a clear definition and understanding of the 
contextual settings where these terms and project systems are applied. 
Science requires the use of exact definitions to ensure the removal of as 
much ambiguity in the study or experiment as possible. It is clear that 
confusion results when communication occurs in a context of seemingly 
common terms and phrases while the communicators have different 
understandings of the terminology. To minimize potential communication 
issues, this section provides the project management definitions which 
will apply throughout this book.

To start, we first look at the origin and definition of project. The 
word project is of “late Middle English…. [Where the] early senses of the 
verb were ‘plan, devise; and cause’ to move forward” (Oxford Dictionary 
2013). From this we can discern that the verb project originally referred 
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to an active, action-based process or a process which could be associated 
with making things happen and implementing change. So has the meaning 
changed over time?

A short review of recent project management literature identifies that 
various authors define project in different ways:

• “A plan or proposal; scheme. An undertaking requiring con-
certed effort” (The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English 
Language 2001).

• “… a time and cost constrained operation to realize a set of defined 
deliverables … up to quality standards and requirements” (Caupin 
et al. 2006).

• “… temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, ser-
vice, or result” (PMI 2013).

• “A time and cost restrained operation to realize a set of defined 
deliverables … up to quality standards and requirements” (GAPPS 
2006, 6).

This set of definitions demonstrates how the term project may be 
defined depends on the author and his or her intent. This small example set 
supports the position, when analyzing the term projects, that “… although 
it is hard to find two identical definitions—all definitions revolve around 
a common center….” (Munk-Madsen n.d., 10). The common center is 
linked back to the late Middle English form of action and the process 
of implementing change. Thus, while individual authors provide vary-
ing definitions, the core concept of action and change remains a constant 
theme.

As such, we join the other authors and provide a definition grounded 
in action and change. For the remainder of this book, we define the word 
project as a structured sequence of events designed to deliver a distinctive 
product or service within a defined and constrained time and cost.

This definition can be universally applied to all projects regardless 
of specific contextual areas. Whether the project occurs during a basic 
research and development process, during applied research, within prod-
uct development or application of services within a service organization, 
volunteer organizations, government entities, public sectors, and typical 
construction activities, this definition is applicable.

With a definition of what a project is, we turn our focus to what is a 
program within the project environment. In reviewing project manage-
ment literature as we found with the word project, we identify that vari-
ous authors use the words projects and programs interchangeably and that 
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many definitions of the word programs also exists. The challenge with the 
inconsistency of using projects and programs interchangeably is that there 
is a distinct difference between what a project is and what a program is.

Since we have already defined a project, we can leverage this to 
define a program. Contextually, a program occurs when a set of related 
projects are performed which support a common company or organiza-
tion strategic goal. These common projects are grouped together under a 
single management structure which is the program. The major differenti-
ators between a project and program include the definition that a project 
is a singular initiative while a program involves multiple, organizational 
strategic, supporting projects. This set of strategic supporting projects is 
then grouped under a common management structure. This common man-
agement structure will include a project manager for each project and an 
overall program manager who will have the multiple project managers 
reporting to him or her.

As with projects, one finds programs in many different contextual 
settings. These settings generally include larger public and private entities 
rather than small government offices or smaller private organizations. This 
general differentiator is grounded in the fact that smaller organizational 
structures typically have less need, financial capabilities, and personnel 
resources to support multiple strategically aligned projects at the same 
time. Larger organizations, on the other hand, can and do find themselves 
in the position of having a common set of strategically aligned projects.

For this book we adopt the international standard definition of a 
program as “… generally a group of related projects and other activities 
aligned with strategic goals” (ISO 21500 2012, 6). Exhibit 1.4 shows the 
relationship between ranges of related projects which ultimately report to 
the program manager.

The last major grouping of projects is referred to as a portfolio of 
projects. ISO 21500 defines “A project portfolio [as a general] collection 
of projects and programmes and other work that are grouped together to 

Exhibit 1.4. A program relationship chart.

Program manager

Project A manager Project n manager
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facilitate the effective management of that work to meet strategic goals” 
(2012, 5). The differentiator between a program and a portfolio is that the 
program is a group of related projects which support a common strategic 
goal, while a portfolio is a collection of unrelated projects which are man-
aged as a unit to achieve economies of scale. This is a fine line distinction 
but, within a program all projects have a relationship with each other, 
while in portfolios the individual projects have no distinct relationship 
other than supporting the company’s or organization’s strategic objective. 
Thus, the differentiating question is whether a set of projects grouped 
under a common management structure is a program, or a portfolio is the 
grouped set of projects specifically related to each other, or are they a set 
which just supports a common strategy such as developing a set of new 
products and services?

Another way of looking at the difference between a program and port-
folio includes how the corporate benefits are obtained. Within a properly 
structured and coordinated program, the maximum benefits are achieved 
when all associated projects are completed. There is a direct synergy 
between each project’s outcomes and the overall program. Portfolio proj-
ect benefits occur as each portfolio-associated project is completed. While 
the corporation’s overall benefit continues to increase as each project is 
accomplished there is no synergy, other than portfolio oversight, that is 
achieved between the individual portfolio projects.

For this book we adopt the ISO 21500 portfolio definition as pre-
sented in the previous paragraph. As with programs, portfolios occur in 
most organizational contexts. The frequency of occurrence in small gov-
ernment organizations or private firms is less than what occurs in larger 
public and private organizations. The frequency of occurrence is driven 
by the need for multiple projects to occur at the same time as well as the 
availability of financial and personnel resources to support the multiple 
projects.

Exhibit 1.5 depicts a set of unrelated projects which report to a single 
portfolio manager. While this structure is very similar to Exhibit 1.4, as 

Exhibit 1.5. A portfolio relationship chart.

Portfolio manager

Project A manager Project n manager
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noted earlier, the key distinction is program projects are related to each 
other, while portfolio projects are not.

To sum up the difference between a project, a program, and a port-
folio; a project is a single unique initiative while programs and portfolios 
encompass multiple projects. A program is a set of related projects which 
support a common organizational objective. There is synergy between the 
projects which derives a greater corporate benefit when all are completed. 
A portfolio is different in that it includes a set of unrelated projects which 
are managed as a unit by a common portfolio management structure which 
supports a key overarching company or organization strategy.

1.1.3  PROJECT MANAGEMENT, PROGRAM MANAGEMENT, 
AND PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT DEFINED

To be successful projects, programs and portfolios must be managed 
using a set of tools, techniques, processes, and procedures, that is, the 
project management structure. Conveniently, these structures are named 
project management, program management, and portfolio management. 
Unfortunately, the project management literature, as with the definition 
of projects, programs, and portfolios, lacks consistency and agreement on 
the final definition. A review of the project management literature identi-
fies that the authors apply project management and program management 
interchangeably as if they are synonyms, which they are not.

Before we delve into defining and briefly discussing the set of project 
and program management structures, within the project environments, we 
will briefly review what management is.

Two of the most frequently referenced management writers are Hen-
rie Fayol and Frederick Taylor. As Fells points out, “Although Taylor’s 
work is sometimes compared with Fayol’s, it is important to realize that 
the focus of each is quite different …. Fayol viewed management from 
the executive perspective while Taylor focused on the other end” (2000, 
345). As seen from the executive perspective, management is inclusive of 
planning, organizing, coordinating, controlling, monitoring, and adjust-
ing. This can be viewed as a circular, continuous improvement process as 
shown in Exhibit 1.6.

Continuous improvement occurs as management monitors the process 
and compares the processes and results to the planned objectives. Based 
on the comparison and analysis, the organization can make adjustments 
as required. Over time the organization continues to refine and adjust, as 
required, to improve the overall process outcomes and objectives.
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ISO 21500 defines the management process slightly different as initi-
ating, planning, implementing, controlling, and closing (2012, 12). While 
it appears that ISO 21500 defines the management process slightly differ-
ent, in reality, it is in alignment with the broader management definition.

From this book’s perspective, project, program, and portfolio man-
agement falls within the overarching management discipline. Comparing 
various project and general management studies it is determined that the 
primary responsibilities of these positions are the processes of planning, 
organizing, coordinating, controlling, monitoring, and adjusting within 
the project, program, or portfolio. This position is supported by entities 
such as the Global Alliance for Project Performance Standards (GAPPS). 
From GAPPS documentation we find that “Project managers, program 
managers, and portfolio managers are expected to produce essentially the 
same results—outputs and outcomes that are acceptable to relevant stake-
holders” (2006, 4). The acceptable outputs and outcomes of the relevant 
stakeholders are achieved through the management process of defining or 
planning, organizing, implementing or coordinating, controlling, monitor-
ing, and adjusting the sequence of events which constitute a project.

While general management and the various project management 
positions have similar roles and responsibilities, there are distinct differ-
ences between general management and project, program, and portfolio 
management positions. The primary differences between the disciplines 
are that decisions and processes within projects are time constrained and 
involve one of a kind initiative.

The combined features of an explicit time constraint and unique, one 
of a kind, initiative result in a different level of complexity between gen-
eral management and project management as well as different complexity 

Exhibit 1.6. The management continuous improvement circle.
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levels between the three project management functions. One can view 
program and portfolio management as efforts with greater complexity 
than a single project management effort. For every project within the 
program or portfolio its individual complexity factors combine into the 
program or portfolio management complexity. One could view program 
and portfolio complexity as approximately equal to the square root of the 
sum of squares of the individual project complexity (Exhibit 1.7). Part of 
the approximation occurs due to some complexity reduction which occurs 
through the program or portfolio’s management structure.

In summary, there are distinct differences between project, program, 
and portfolio structures and complexity levels. Projects involve a single 
initiative; programs are inclusive of a set of related projects while portfo-
lios are sets of unrelated projects. The number and complexity of individ-
ual projects combine to increase the overall complexity of programs and 
portfolios as well. We also identified that there are distinct differences 
between the general management, project management, program manage-
ment, and portfolio management disciplines’ roles and responsibilities. 
While each of these disciplines shares common areas, management within 
the project environment is different than general management as projects 
are different from day-to-day operations.

1.1.4  TYPES OF PROJECT TEAMS

Projects are implemented by a project team. The number of people, tech-
nical skill sets, and processes required for each project is as unique to each 
project as the project itself is unique from all other projects. In looking at 
the project continuum complexity scale, project teams can be very small 
and involve a single technical skill on one end of the continuum scale to 
projects which include thousands of workers with an extensive range of 
skills required and a depth of different processes on the other end of this 
scale. As an example, the development of this book project, to a point it 
was ready for printing, involved a small group of people who included the 
author, proof-reader, and editor and took two years. Yet, the Trans-Alaska 
Pipeline took three years to build, required tens of thousands of workers 
with scores of different disciplines and skill sets.

Exhibit 1.7. Complexity formula.

Complexityprogram(portfolio) ≡  Complexityprogram2
p

3
Σ
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To facilitate a continuum scale of project sizes and a wide variety of 
project teams, several different project team structures have been devel-
oped and applied around the world. The most frequently cited and dis-
cussed project management team structures include (a) the dedicated or 
projectized project team and (b) the matrix project team. These types of 
teams tend to be associated with traditional organizations and project envi-
ronments where the team members work within the same geographic area.

Dedicated or projectized project teams (from here on, dedicated 
teams) are groups where all members are assigned to the project full time. 
In this structure, the team members report to one boss, the project man-
ager, and have one assignment, work on the specific project. Exhibit 1.8 
demonstrates such a team. The individual team members report to their 
respective discipline lead such as the engineers report to the engineering 
lead. The various discipline leads report to the project manager. A clear line 
of authority exists from the project manager to the individual contributors.

Dedicated project teams follow the traditional vertical organizational 
structure. In the vertical structure, each discipline forms a unit which is 
sometimes metaphorically referred to as a silo. Within silos, it is only at 
the senior levels where direct interaction between the disciplines occurs. 
This is a potentially negative issue which occurs in a dedicated project 
team environment—that is, the individual team members fail to interact 
and exchange information directly but rely on information transfers at the 
senior levels.

There are several positive aspects of a dedicated project team which 
include (a) the team has one work objective which is completing the proj-
ect, (b) the project team members have a single boss who is the project 
manager, (c) the team can become cohesive in a shorter period of time as 
they work together on a full-time basis, and (d) a project-specific culture 
can form.

While there are several benefits to a dedicated project structure, there 
are negative aspects as well. A full-time, dedicated project team may actu-
ally cost the project more over the course of time as the outcome of not 
fully utilizing all skill sets for all hours of every work day. There is also 
the negative aspect of where to transition the team members when the 
project ends. If there are other projects that the various team members can 
rotate to or if their operational job is still available, this helps minimize 
this negative impact.

Successful dedicated project teams have a shared culture which 
defines how they interact. Various visible cultural attributes include a 
common language, ceremonies for success and failures, methods of prob-
lem solving and decision making, as well as how the team’s work settings  
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are designed. Development of what the project team accepts within the 
social environment occurs more easily with dedicated project teams, espe-
cially if they share a common work location. This is driven by the fact 
that the team is forced into common, daily interactions, and social con-
text. What is and is not acceptable can quickly become apparent and be 
integrated throughout the team.

As noted previously, matrix project teams are another very popular 
project team structure. Matrix project teams occur when the company 
loans the project resources for a percentage of their scheduled work time. 
The matrix project team structure creates the two-boss situation where the 
team members directly report to both their functional manager and the 
project manager.

Exhibit 1.9 is one method of showing how this two-boss linkage may 
appear within an organization. The left column reflects the firm’s opera-
tional organizations of engineering, construction, supply chain, and qual-
ity departments. Across the top is the project manager and below this are 
the project functions of engineering, fabrication, procurement, and qual-
ity. As stated in the previous paragraph, the operations side of the firm 
loans the project specific individuals to assist in the project. The individual 
team members retain their reporting relationship to their operation lead as 
well as to the project management lead.

Positive attributes of the matrix organization may include (a) better 
utilization of resources, (b) lower cost to the project, (c) a means to 
enhance project team member skills as well as (d) job satisfaction.

Better utilization of the assigned resources is the opportunity to use a 
technical resource on both operational issues and on more than one proj-
ect during the same time period. The allocation of work is dependent on 
the person’s available time, specific assignment requirements, and work 
assignment complexity. The key attribute is that with proper management 
and coordination of the technical resources work and time commitments, 
their effectiveness and efficiency can be maximized across different needs.

Exhibit 1.8. The dedicated project team structure.

Project manager

Engineering lead Construction lead Supply chain lead Quality

Engineers Construction team Procurment team Inspectors
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Lower cost to the project is related to the better utilization of the 
assigned individual’s time factor as well. As the technical resource is lev-
eraged across different efforts, the project team is not required to pay for 
a full-time equivalent. Conceptually, the project only pays for the time 
applied to the project which would be very focused with specific delivera-
bles. This would result in obtaining the activity output at a lower cost than 
a full-time assigned resource may cost.

The potential for project team member skill enhancements and job 
satisfaction comes about as the team member is exposed to new and unique 
challenges which occur within the project context. As projects are unique 
endeavors, the team members could be exposed to challenges which they 
may never see in a day-in-day-out operational support role. This is in 
alignment with Herzberg’s motivation theory, that is, job satisfaction of 
increasing job status through increased opportunities and responsibilities 
that help to increase the individual’s status within the organization. Being 
part of a successful, complex, and high-risk project provides a linkage to 
these factors.

There are some potential negative sides to the matrix organization 
as well. One issue is the dual reporting structure where the team member 
reports to both an operational lead as well as the project manager. This is 
referred to as a dual-boss situation. Anytime you have two bosses there is 
the potential for conflicting directions, needs, and requirements. Generally, 

Project manager
Operation 
lead Discipline

Engineer-
ing

Fabrica-
tion

Procure-
ment

Qual-
ity

Engineering 
lead

Mechanical X

Electrical X
Civil X

Construction 
lead

Mechanical X

Electrical X
Civil X

Supply chain 
lead

X

Quality lead Mechanical X
Electrical X
Civil X

Exhibit 1.9. The matrix reporting structure sample.
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the project management research identifies that “Direct authority over per-
sonnel tends to rest with the functional manager … [who has] control over 
context … specifically, including those associated with technical special-
ties, while including career development and growth … [while] project 
managers are focused on the project, with little direct authority over the 
project team members….” (Dunn 2001, 5).

The two-boss environment sets up a not uncommon win–lose situ-
ation. In this case there will be a winner, such as operational needs win 
by obtaining what the operation requires, and there is a loser, such as the 
project loses when the project efforts are negatively impacted. This can be 
related to Herzberg’s dissatisfaction job environment factors of supervi-
sion and working conditions. The two bosses create confusion and com-
petition between the various supervision and working conditions. In the 
end, the resources can be negatively impacted as they feel like the working 
conditions are less than ideal, there is confusion on what they are to do, 
and they see dissatisfied managers as well.

Other common negative outcomes of the two-boss issue are decision 
distress and power struggle. What occurs is that either or both managers 
feel that they must make all decisions without support from the other, or 
they feel like they have no say in the decision process, or they view the 
other boss’s action as trying to push the tough decisions onto them to avoid 
a difficult situation. The different managers may also be working against 
each other in an effort to place themselves in a better political position for 
the next promotion, pay raise, or premier project. The political cross pur-
poses can result in severe negative impacts to the project as the focus is on 
improving the manager’s position rather than optimizing the operational 
and project work efforts. Under these various situations, the project team 
members are placed in a state of confusion as to who is really in charge, 
what should be their priorities, and whom should their primary allegiance 
be to. As such, in any of these environments, productivity, quality, and 
performance capabilities are likely to decline and job satisfaction suffers.

To minimize and hopefully avoid the potential negative project 
results, senior management must be engaged and involved in the proj-
ect. A key senior management function is to monitor the two-boss state 
and address these issues. Without this oversight, the probability of project 
team success is greatly reduced.

Another potential negative impact of the matrix project struc-
ture is poor communications. While, conceptually, communications 
should improve as the project manager and organizational manag-
ers learn to communicate with each other to balance the competing 
requirements, research has not fully validated this outcome. Unfor-
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tunately, a frequent decision process is capitulating to the “… low-
est-common-denominator political compromise. Top managers were 
spending more time in meetings…. Gamesmanship and political jock-
eying were widespread” (Peters 1979, 15). In essence, this research indi-
cates that communications suffered and decisions were being made based 
on lowest-common-denominator, gamesmanship, and political jockeying 
versus what would be the optimum for the organization and the broader 
team. Again, this situation highlights the need for senior management 
engagement to ensure these types of issues are addressed to increase the 
project’s efficiency and effectiveness.

Successful matrix project teams must have a shared culture which 
defines how they interact even if they are only assigned to the team part 
time. That is, the project team members must still develop a shared com-
mon language, ceremonies for success and failures, methods of problem 
solving and decision making as well as how the team’s work settings are 
designed. Development of what the project team accepts within the social 
environment may take longer to occur when project team members are not 
assigned to the project team full time and are physically separated from 
many of the project team members on a daily basis and have another—
possibly diametrically different—culture in their functional or operational 
role.

When analyzing various matrix organizations, one will encounter a 
range of types which are labeled from weak to strong. A weak matrix orga-
nization is often described as one where the project manager is more of a 
coordinator than a manager or a leader. In the weak matrix, the functional 
manager retains virtually all authority over the team members and decides 
what, when, and where the team members will work. In a strong matrix 
project structure, the project manager has full responsibility for delivery 
of the project and a high level of authority over the individual team mem-
bers. In this structure, the functional project manager is consulted as to 
work schedules, other organizational needs, and processes but the final 
decision rests with the project manager.

In general, in dedicated and matrix project teams everyone has a com-
mon objective of making the project successful. This common objective 
supports a cohesive project culture, project vision, mission, and goal. Very 
much like systems engineering concepts where the output of the system 
is greater than the sum of the individual parts, high performing dedicated 
or matrix project team’s capabilities are greater than the sum of the capa-
bilities of the individuals’ team members. In support of this position, sys-
tems engineering identifies how the project outcome is greater than the 
sum of the inputs. This results from the system’s positive synergy which 
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“… is derived from the Greek work sunergos: ‘working together’ …. 
The essence of positive synergy … [is] The whole is greater than the sum 
of the parts” (Gray and Larson 2008, 349).

While dedicated and matrix project team structures receive the most 
research attention, the literature also identifies the ad hoc project team 
structure as existing with projects. “The dynamic life cycles of systems 
place demands on the organization which are different from those tradi-
tionally felt by managers. These demands have resulted in the creation 
of ad hoc ‘teams’ or ‘Projects’ as organizational devices for coping with 
these new phenomena” (Cleland and King 1983, 245).

Ad hoc project teams are different than the dedicated or matrix struc-
tures in the way the team members approach the project. These project 
teams are also characterized differently than the systems concept as well 
as the dedicated or matrix organizations in that the shared project end 
objective, vision, mission, and goals are lacking and the sum ad hoc team 
output may not exceed the sum or the individual parts.

In many ways an ad hoc team is a collection of individuals 
who have each put their commitment to themselves above their 
commitment to the team. That mentality threatens to negate all 
the hard work project managers have put into learning how to 
build successful, cohesive and empowered teams. As one project 
manager laments: “The only person who faces career failure in 
this team is me!” (Bushell 2004)

Ad hoc project team members’ commitment can be mapped out with the 
number one objective being their own personal agenda. That is, their 
greatest interest is their own advancement and how to maximize their out-
comes. The second level commitment may be to the functional team they 
deal with on a day-in-day-out basis. This secondary commitment may be 
driven by the view that supporting their functional team’s success supports 
their number one self-commitment driver. Commitment to their overall 
organization may come in third on the list. Again, this is probably centered 
on the idea that they need to be associated with a successful organization 
to foster their own success further. Any commitment to the project team 
falls way down the list if at all.

Ad hoc project teams are faced with many potential negative issues 
such as:

• Lack of trust—everyone is looking out for themselves and not for 
each other.
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• Increased internal conflict—with no cohesive team and each person 
looking out only for his or her own needs, conflict between team 
members is highly probable.

• Dynamic participation—ad hoc teams may experience greater turn-
over in team members as the individuals find better opportunities to 
pursue and leave the team.

With expanding globalization, a different type of project team has 
emerged. These project teams are not bound by the team members’ geo-
graphic location or physical constraints such as a dedicated office. This 
new global project team structure is often referred to as a virtual project 
team. In this case, virtual only refers to the fact that the project team is 
never located at the same physical location.

Virtual teams consist of individuals working toward a common goal 
yet, generally they are not located in the same physical site. Their primary 
interaction occurs through technology such as telephone, Internet telecom-
munications, e-mail, and video teleconferencing. “However, virtual teams 
can take on a variety of forms, such as groups containing some co-located 
members and some distributed members….” (Webster and Wong 2008, 41). 
Assignment to a virtual team may be as a dedicated team member, part of a 
matrix structure, or even an ad hoc team structure as well.

The key differentiator between the more traditional project team 
structures previously discussed and the virtual project team is the fact that 
the virtual team members may never be physically in the same place at the 
same time. All interactions must occur through the use of technology such 
as telephone conference calls, e-mails, text messages, shared and collabo-
rative Internet and intranet websites, and video teleconferences.

Virtual project teams, besides the challenges of interacting primarily 
through technology, also face the difficulty in establishing a project cul-
ture. “Colocation, or physical proximity more generally, is said to rein-
force social similarity, shared values, and expectations ….” (Jarvenpaa 
and Leidner 1999, 792), that is, team culture. When the close physical 
proximity does not exist, developing and sustaining a shared project cul-
ture is harder to achieve and may never occur.

While each of the various project team structures has positive and 
negative aspects, a common theme across all of them is project team cul-
ture. The literature is clear that having the proper project team culture con-
tributes to the project’s success. “So, in essence, culture influences how 
each of the organizational components … is designed. In turn, the design 
shapes what behavior is emphasized and rewarded, and which modes of 
operating are discouraged and constrained” (Smith 2010, 22). Yet, each 
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of the team structures has varying opportunities to develop a cohesive 
culture, thereby requiring different approaches. Later chapters in this book 
expand on this aspect of the project team in much greater detail. The next 
section looks at project management processes to introduce the reader to 
project management methods, tools, and techniques as a means to con-
tinue with building a common vocabulary.

1.1.5  PROJECT MANAGEMENT PROCESSES

In this section, we provide a general overview of the processes involved in 
planning, executing, monitoring, controlling, modifying, and closing out a 
project. The project management literature identifies that this is a process 
which includes a team working together toward a common goal. It involves 
the development of a variety of plans, leading and managing the team 
toward the end result, all within financial, time, and quality constraints.

Before project management even begins, someone has to identify a 
need or want. From this kernel grows the overall project until an end is 
obtained. This process forms the project life cycle.

Life cycle is defined as the series of sequential steps, processes, or 
phases which start with the idea and end when the project completes. From 
the literature it is clear that there are many different life cycles which 
have a variety of phases as well as different names for each of the phases. 
The literature is clear that there is no universal practitioner, researcher, or 
standard organization acceptance of how many phases exist or even what 
the various phases should be called (Faulcombridge and Ryan 2002, 5). 
The Project Management Institute’s (PMI®) standard, Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK), identifies several different life cycles to 
include (a) predictive life cycles, (b) iterative and incremental life cycles, 
and (c) adaptive life cycles (PMI 2013a).

Predictive life cycles tend to be associated with projects that are more 
structured and where the project team views change as an exception ver-
sus a normal routine. While the exact phases of a predictive life cycle vary 
according to the project needs, project team composition, industry sector, 
and company standards and culture in general, the predictive life cycle 
phases generally or typically include (a) concept, (b) preliminary design, 
(c) detailed design, (d) implementation, and (e) closeout.

Each of these general phases can be and is often broken down into 
finer delineation of work efforts in a decomposition process of providing 
greater detail within the overall process. As an example, in the concept 
phase, several different activities occur such as first identification and 
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documentation of the need or want. The team then performs an analysis as 
to final output performance requirements, potential solutions and alterna-
tives, general ideas of cost and schedule requirements, as well as resource 
requirements. The team will also analyze how the potential end product or 
service would fit within the organization’s strategic plan and current busi-
ness structure. A key element of each of these efforts would be a document 
or series of documents which provides input into the next phase.

One way to view this life cycle is erection of a physical structure. 
The concept phase is the development of the structure’s foundation from 
which all else is supported. If sufficient time, attention to detail, and focus 
is applied, the foundation will support the structure. If the concept phase 
is rushed or lacks sufficient detail and analysis the resulting structure may 
fail from its own weight.

There are many different predictive life cycle types in use throughout 
the world. Some of these include the waterfall, the spiral, and the rapid 
application development or evolution.

Waterfall—this life cycle is most commonly used and follows seven 
phases:

1. Concept development
2. Requirements development
3. Preliminary design
4. Detailed design
5. Implementation
6. Testing
7. Closeout

A key feature of the waterfall approach is that each phase has 
feedback loops to the phase immediately preceding the current phase. 
Exhibit 1.10 demonstrates this feedback loop. In the original format, the 
waterfall process proceeded from one phase to the other with no feedback 
(Exhibit 1.11). A critical outcome of the feedback process is that it helps tie 
the phases together and provides improved project management processes 
while minimizing the potential for endless loops back to earlier decisions.

Spiral—this life cycle approach is often used in software develop-
ment areas. In essence, the overall project is separated into a series of 
smaller projects with a common phased approach. There are five general 
spiral phases:

1. Identification of this iterations objectives
2. Identification and resolution of the risks
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Exhibit 1.10. The waterfall with feedback.

Concept

Pre design

Detail design

Exhibit 1.11. The waterfall with no feedback.

Concept

Pre design

Detail design

3. Implement the waterfall life cycle phases
4. Plan the next iteration
5. Repeat

The spiral life cycle approach first appeared in 1998 and is attributed 
to Barry W. Boehm. “The major distinguishing feature of the spiral models 
is that it creates a risk-driven approach to the software process rather than 
a primarily document-driven or code-driven process” (Boehm 1998, 61). 
Exhibit 1.12 provides a general view of the spiral life cycle process. As 
shown, the project goes through the series of phases several times until the 
project is complete.
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Rapid application development or evolution—in this life cycle, the 
project evolves through five phases:

1. Concept
2. Analysis requirements
3. Design prototype
4. Build prototype
5. Review prototype with project sponsor
6. Repeat from step 2

The positive view of this life cycle is that (a) it keeps the customer 
engaged with the process and (b) it provides continual feedback to the 
customer as well as the project team of the project’s overall status.

The negative aspects of this effort, (a) the lack of a defined sched-
ule, (b) associated costs, (c) the potential that numerous prototypes can 
be built, and (d) final product deliverable quality requirements, which 
occurred at project initiation may not be that which the project ends with. 
That is, project quality can become a moving target.

Across the various industries, you will encounter various versions 
of these basic predictive life cycles. The versions will be based on the 
industry, how the company wants to perform projects, and the project 
manager’s preference.

For projects where change is a normal event and accepted by the 
project team, clients, and stakeholders, adaptive life cycle approaches are 

Exhibit 1.12. The spiral.
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product
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often used. The following identifies some of the adaptive life cycle models 
discussed in the project management literature:

• Adaptive Software Development (ASD): Mission-driven, compo-
nent-based, iterative cycles, time boxed cycles, risk-driven, and 
change-tolerant.

• Extreme Programming (XP): Teams of developers, managers, 
and users; programming done in iterative process, collective code 
ownership.

• Agile and SCRUM: Similar to the above-mentioned adaptive life 
cycle models with iterations called sprints that typically last one 
week to 30 days with defined functionality to be achieved in each 
sprint; active management role throughout (Archibald, Di Filippo, 
and Di Filippo 2013, 6).

There are several key elements of the adaptive life cycle. First, the life 
cycle consists of several iterative cycles where change can be introduced 
at any time. Second, the project team plans for and adapts to changes that 
occur throughout the project as the team expects and plans for changes. 
The project life cycle is one of learning and adapting where current insuf-
ficient information is expanded on during the next iteration and the project 
scope is further defined.

Adaptive life cycles also provide the opportunity for incremental 
output releases. As an iterative cycle is completed the project team can 
release that version to the client (user) for further verification and testing. 
These interim releases support the clients’ developing an understanding of 
the current capabilities and develop a better vision of what they want the 
final product to be.

While all project life cycles must take into consideration that change 
may occur, adaptive life cycle projects are specifically designed to incor-
porate almost continuous change processes while predictive life cycle 
processes view scope change as an exception which must go through a 
rigorous change management process before it is accepted.

The previous discussion highlights the two principal life cycle cate-
gories most often seen in practice and discussed in the research as well 
as some of the specific life cycle types which are found within these prin-
cipal classifications. As stated earlier, which project life cycle is utilized 
is dependent on many factors such as the type of project, that is, con-
struction or software development, the company’s preferred or standard 
approach as well as its project management maturity, the project manag-
er’s preference, contractual requirements, the company’s culture, or all 
these aspects.
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Organizations have a culture and that culture has an impact and influ-
ence on the success of the project and its ultimate performance (PMI 
2013a, 20). While further details of culture are presented in the following 
chapters, it is acknowledged that each organization has its own culture and 
that within organizations project-specific subcultures may exist as well. 
These unique cultures occur through the interaction of the team devel-
oping norms and behaviors, for example, “over time we internalize these 
behavior[s] … and we no longer have to think about what to do or say . . . 
we just know” (Storti 1994, 4). Therefore, a project team may implement 
a specific life cycle because that is the way it is performed within their 
organization rather than on an extensive review of the potential options 
and alternatives.

Keeping in mind that the exact life cycle approach is dependent on 
many factors, all projects should follow a sequence of distinct events 
which lead from the conceptual idea, want, or need to project conclusion. 
Often these series of events are repeated during many or all of the life 
cycle phases and, as such, are not life cycle phases themselves but major 
project activities with distinct outputs and potentially unique outputs and 
outcomes.

Outputs are defined as the end result of the process which may be a 
product or service (PMI 2013a, 548). Outcomes are distinct events within 
the project which contribute to the final output. As an example, during the 
project specific sets of documentation are developed to document sched-
uled versus actual spend cost reports. These are outcomes of the project 
rather than outputs. Outputs are the palpable, measurable, quantifiable 
project results while outcomes are the completed processes that occur 
throughout the project.

The first effort of any project team and its associated stakeholders is 
the need to produce the first outcome—the project SOW. This occurs in 
what is generally referred to as the project initiating phase. Those associ-
ated with the project at that time formalize the original project idea into a 
document which includes the following key elements—SOW:

1. Project SOW statement: The SOW statement can be as short as a 
single sentence or a very lengthy description of what the project is 
to accomplish.

2. Strategic alignment statement or justification: The strategic align-
ment or justification portion of this document provides the clear 
linkage between the company’s strategic plan, organization needs, 
and how the final output or outputs will integrate within the overall 
company.
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3. Identification of any known restrictions or constraints: During the 
project initiating phase the stakeholders, project team members, 
and others may identify items which may restrict or constrain how 
the project is implemented, testing methodologies, technology lim-
its, and process limits, and so forth. Defining exactly what restric-
tions or constraints are already known helps the project team plan 
the overall project.

4. Identification of the project output or outputs: The SOW will pro-
vide a clear definition of all output(s) that it will deliver.

5. Known acceptance metrics: The SOW must also detail what metrics 
will be used to accept final delivery of the project output. While the 
SOW will not include specific tests, procedures, or processes, it will 
define the core functionality of the output and how it is measured.

With the SOW in hand, the project team can proceed forward in devel-
oping the overall project management plan. This plan is fully inclusive and 
detailed on what processes are utilized and how they are managed. Core 
sections of the project management plan typically include the following:

1. Work breakdown structure (WBS). A WBS is a detailed task listing 
of all main efforts within the overall project. While the level of 
detail provided in a WBS varies from project to project, the level of 
task breakdown must be sufficient so that the project team can plan 
the project and fully understand the major tasks, their linkages, and 
interdependencies.

2. Project schedule. The project schedule is a detailed network map of 
the full project. To develop the project schedule, the project team 
takes the WBS and subdivides it further into work packages that 
have definitive time durations, identification of predecessor and 
successor relationships, as well as identified resource requirements. 
With this level of detail, a project network diagram is developed, 
that is, the project schedule.

3. Cost detail or spend plan. The cost detail or spend plan is built from 
the overall project schedule. This portion of the project manage-
ment plan identifies items such as the anticipated spend rate and 
major purchase requirements.

4. Communications plan. All projects require internal and external 
communications. The communications plan details to whom, how, 
what, by what method, and frequency these interchanges will occur.

5. Risk management plan. Projects are unique endeavors which 
always carry a level of risk. The risk management plan identifies 
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the known risks, what indicators or information will signal that the 
risk is about to happen, that is the risk trigger, and the project team’s 
mitigation response plan for each risk. The risk management plan 
will also detail the frequency updates and how unexpected risks 
will be managed.

6. Project team management plan or human resource management 
plan. Depending on the duration of the project and frequency of 
project personnel, turnover is to be expected and planned for. The 
management plan details how these changes will be managed 
as well as each team member’s role, responsibility, and level of 
authority.

7. Quality plan. To ensure that the project meets the output require-
ments, a quality plan is required. This plan will define both the 
quality assurance and quality compliance processes.

8. Project change control process. As projects are subject to change 
and change generally impacts any of or the entire major attributes 
of the project schedule, project cost, project output, and project 
quality requirements, the project team must document how it will 
handle change, which is the change control process. This part of the 
project plan provides representative samples of the change request 
form, identification of who must review or approve the request, 
how the change is communicated, as well as how updates to the 
impacted documentation are handled.

9. Project procurement plan. Many projects require procurement of 
tools, material, supplies, software, or assembled units. The pro-
curement plan details how these purchases occur, each project 
team member’s level of procurement authority, as well as procure-
ment approval processes. The plan will also detail how material 
is received, any inspection requirements, defective material return 
and repair process, and disposal of surplus items. The procurement 
plan may also detail where project material is temporarily stored, 
checked into and out of the storage area, and inventory processes.

10. Project monitoring and control plan. A key project team activity is 
monitoring and controlling the project. This section of the project 
plan will provide details on how all the other project plan major 
actions will be monitored, the essential metrics that are tracked, as 
well as what processes will be used to report the project status. The 
monitoring and control plan provides direct linkage between the 
monitoring processes and how project corrections are implemented 
and communicated.
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11. Project closeout. The project plan identifies what the output(s) are 
and what the acceptance criteria or metrics will be. Included in the 
closeout plan is how the project outcomes, for example documenta-
tion, will be disposed of, transferred to the company record storage, 
or integrated into company-specific processes. The closeout plan 
also defines how the project team will implement the system final 
testing processes, how to deal with any final issues, as well as how 
the project team members will be transitioned to either other proj-
ects, returned to their original departments, or let go.

When the project management plan is developed, reviewed, and 
accepted by the project team, stakeholder, and required company person-
nel, this signals establishment of the project baseline. This baseline forms 
the metric from which the project will be implemented, monitored, and 
controlled.

The process of performing the actual project is labeled project imple-
mentation. Project implementation involves executing the project man-
agement plan and modifying the plan as the need arises. Throughout 
the implementation phase, the project team will develop various project 
outcomes such as time and schedule earned value analysis reports, pro-
cessing of any change request which may occur, as well as updates to all 
the project management subplans discussed in the preceding paragraphs. 
Unless the project management plan and schedule identify intermediary or 
interim outputs the project team will be producing outcomes, not outputs, 
throughput the implementation phase.

An essential project implementation process is the continuous mon-
itoring and control function as discussed earlier. Throughout the project 
implementation, the project team members will execute the monitoring 
and control plan to ensure the project team, stakeholders, and other inter-
ested entities know the project status, identification of any risks that may 
have occurred, and details of any recovery plan that has been developed. 
Monitoring and control starts when implementation starts and ends with 
project closure.

All projects come to an end. The project has delivered the full SOW, 
some modified SOW, or the project was canceled before completion for 
any number of reasons. The project management team’s final role is to 
ensure that all closeout documentation is complete and appropriately dis-
persed and the project team dismantled according to the plan.

In summary, the project management process starts with an idea, want, 
or need and culminates with proper disposal of all outcomes, delivery of 
the output(s), and dismantling of the project team. Accomplishing this 
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full project life cycle begins with the development of a detailed project 
management plan, implementation of the plan, monitoring and controlling 
of the process, as well as assurance that all quality requirements are met 
through appropriate levels of testing and validation efforts.

At this point, the reader should have a firm grasp on what projects, 
programs, and portfolios are as well as a standard set of definitions for 
general project terminology. To help delineate the uniqueness of projects, 
the next section discusses and compares the difference between operation 
management, engineering management, and project management.

1.1.6  OPERATION MANAGEMENT, ENGINEERING 
MANAGEMENT, AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT—
WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THESE 
ORGANIZATIONAL ROLES?

If one spends a little time reviewing a bookseller’s business section, be it 
online or at the neighborhood store, one will see book titles which include 
the names of operation management, engineering management, and proj-
ect management. A quick review also identifies that there is a “… tra-
ditional view of management … [in] that it is a process concerned with 
achievement of objectives” (Cleland and King 1983, 10). While teaching 
these discipline courses, the author has been asked to explain what the dif-
ference is between these disciplines. This section addresses that question 
and helps to focus the remainder of the book on project management.

We start this discussion with understanding and defining OM. We then 
move to discussing engineering management and then we end this section 
with further discussion on project management, its role and responsibility.

To define OM, one must first understand and define what operations 
are. A common OM theme is that operations are a transformation process 
where raw material is transformed into a different state with added value 
(Russell and Taylor 2009). With this idea then, operations can be defined 
as “… activities that relate to the creation of goods and services through 
the transformation of inputs to outputs” (Heizer and Render 2006, 4).

Expanding on these definitions, operations is the ongoing and recur-
ring processes of taking raw material, subcomponents, pieces, parts, or 
subassemblies, then adding value to the inputs, through some transfor-
mation process, to produce a desired output. Adding value to the inputs 
is the transformation process that the literature refers to. As a very basic 
example, when you purchase that hot cup of coffee from the barista, the 
operation process takes the input, in this case the roasted coffee bean, 
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grinds the bean, and pours hot water over the ground beans to produce a 
cup of hot coffee. The value added steps, assuming that the barista pur-
chases roasted coffee beans, are the steps of grinding the coffee beans, 
pouring hot water over the resulting ground beans, pouring the hot coffee 
into a cup, and presenting it to you, the client. It is a continuous process 
which has several different options but the basic process remains the same 
for each cup of coffee.

Exhibit 1.13 provides a general overview of this process. As shown, 
operations consist of some form of raw material input. In the example 
above, the raw inputs are the coffee bean and water. These inputs proceed 
through a transformation or value added process such as pouring hot water 
through the ground coffee beans. The output of the transformation process 
is the intended product or service. That is the hot cup of coffee.

The key to understanding what operations are is the aspect of repet-
itive systems. That is, the system performs essentially the same process 
for each sequence, day in and day out. The system receives the same raw 
input material and then produces essentially the same output by following 
a repetitive transformation process. This is not to imply that the product 
output cannot or does not change but that the different versions of the 
output are designed and implemented as an ongoing process rather than 
unique events. This is operations.

As operations are a continuous transformation or value added process, 
then, what is operations management? “Operations management (OM) 
[is] the business function that plans, organizes, coordinates, and controls 
the resources needed to produce a company’s goods and services” (Reid 
and Sanders 2005, 3). From this we establish the operations manager’s 
role as the company’s executive who is responsible for the system which 
receives the raw input, adds values through some transformation process, 
and produces the intended output.

If operations managers are responsible for the full transformation 
system processes, then what is engineering management and how is it 
unique from operation management? The American Society for Engineer-
ing Management (ASEM) defines engineering management as “… an art 

Exhibit 1.13. The transformation process.
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and science of planning, organizing, allocating resources, and directing 
and controlling activities that have a technological component” (Shah 
2012, 3). When analyzing engineering management university degree 
requirements literature it identifies that “… the most common descriptive 
terms for this degree program were: engineering, management, systems, 
project management, people, business, problem solving, organizations, 
cost/finance, communication and manufacturing/production” (Elrod, 
Rasnic, and Daughton 2007). The literature also states that there is a need 
“. . . for people to be educated in both technology and management in 
order to better manage the increasingly large and complex industrial and 
government projects (Pence and Rowe 2012, 46).

From these literature references it appears that there is overlap between 
OM and engineering management. Therefore, it is safe to assume that there 
would be an overlap between OM and engineering management definitions 
as well. The key definition differentiator is that operations managers are 
focused on the overall transformation system view while engineering man-
agers’ focus on the technological component of the transformation process.

Thus, engineering management focuses on the merging of general 
management process as applied to the operations and production trans-
formation technology system component. This text adopts a definition of 
engineering manager as the company’s executive who is responsible for 
the merging of technology and general management principals to ensure 
an efficient and effective transformation process which receives the raw 
input, adds values, and produces the intended output. The essential differ-
entiating point is that engineering managers’ primary focus is the technol-
ogy function of the transformation processes not, necessarily, the overall 
transformation process.

The next consideration is what differentiates project management from 
OM and engineering management? As stated previously, management is 
traditionally viewed as the process of objective achievement while project 
management literature states that projects are intended to deliver specific 
outcomes or objectives as well. While, on the surface, there appears to be a 
similarity between OM and project management, the project management 
literature is clear that a distinct difference exists between them as well as 
between project management and engineering management.

To add specificity to what differentiates project management and the 
other management disciplines, we look to the various published project 
management definitions.

PMI defines “Project management [as] the application of know-
ledge, skills, tools, and techniques to project activities to meet the project 
requirements” (2013a, 5).
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ISO 21500:2012(e) defines project management as “… the applica-
tion of methods, tools, techniques and competencies to a project …. Proj-
ect Management is performed through processes” (4).

The project management system is all encompassing. It includes 
a definitive organizational structure, defined procedures, data and 
information processing, and unique methods and tools. “The project man-
agement system provides for integrative planning and control” (Nicholas 
2001, 11).

Weitz states that “Project management defines the work processes and 
identifies phase and tasks required for a specific project. Project manage-
ment determines the schedule, and monitors progress and status as well as 
refines the schedule” (1993, 67).

These definitions are just a sample of the many which are avail-
able throughout the project management literature. While each of these 
definitions is different, they carry a common theme of utilizing man-
agement processes, tools, techniques, and methods to deliver project 
requirements.

The definition of project management is further constrained in that 
delivery of project requirements must occur within an established sched-
ule, budget, and the output or outputs must meet minimum defined qual-
ity requirements. Projects are also unique endeavors which occur once, 
rather than repetitive efforts such as requiring operation transformation 
processes. Project management is also responsible for the technical and 
overall system aspects of the operation.

Thus, the key project management and operation management and 
engineering management differentiators are the context which the man-
agement activities occur in. Project management occurs in a very con-
strained environment which is described as the (a) development of a unique 
product or service which has not been produced before, (b) involves a 
well-defined and constrained project schedule, (c) has an established bud-
get, and (d) involves limited resources which include people, physical, 
and financial resources.

From this section, the reader should understand that the framework 
being considered generally defines the management context of the role. 
If the setting is a continuous and repetitive transformation processes, the 
role is one of OM. If the context is very technology-driven then the role 
is one of engineering management. Once the context becomes controlled 
as the development of a unique product or service, within a defined and 
constrained schedule, scope, and budget the role becomes project manage-
ment. As such, what is the project manager’s ultimate role and responsibil-
ity? We answer this question in the next section.
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1.1.7  PROJECT MANAGERS’ ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES

In the previous section, we discussed the definitions of and differences 
between OM, engineering management, and project management. From 
this discussion it is clear that these roles utilize and leverage similar 
processes, tools, techniques, methods, and human resources skill sets to 
achieve successful delivery of the various roles’ requirements. To accom-
plish this, within a project environment, a project manager is utilized.

This section provides a general overview of what a project manager’s 
role and responsibility is and how they are critical to the success of the 
project and development of a successful project culture. This discussion 
is general in nature as the project manager’s role and responsibility is 
specific to the organization, the project team structure, the organization’s 
norms and culture as well as the unique project being implemented. So 
what is the project manager’s role and responsibilities?

To start with, project managers or project leaders are ones with the 
responsibility for ensuring that all planning is performed and ultimately 
the project performance (Ptagorsky 1998, 7). Taking this description a 
notch higher, the project manager is a strategic position within the com-
pany’s framework ultimately responsible for successfully delivering the 
project outcomes and outputs within the agreed to timeline and budget. 
They are the project’s chief executive—the project manager has the ulti-
mate responsibility for ensuring that the project (a) delivers the agreed 
to output, (b) meets all defined quality requirements, (c) is delivered 
in the agreed time, (d) is performed within the approved budget, and 
(e) effectively utilizes all resources assigned to the project.

As the individual ultimately responsible for the project delivery, 
the project manager’s key roles include (1) leading the project team, 
(2) managing the project planning and implementation processes, 
(3) monitoring project progress, (4) monitoring project outcomes and out-
puts, (5) establishing a project environment that fosters a culture of suc-
cess, human resource development, and ethical conduct, (6) managing the 
project risk, as well as (7) leading communications which include all inter-
nal and external to the project team interchanges. The project manager is 
like a musical conductor who brings the various talents, skills, capabilities, 
tools, and techniques together into a highly effective and efficient team.

To achieve a highly effective and efficient project team, which meets 
all of the projects outcomes and outputs, the project manager’s responsi-
bilities are extensive. The long or short project path from project initia-
tion to final delivery starts with the role of project scope development and 
acceptance criteria. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, before the 
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detailed project planning can start, an SOW document must be developed 
and approved by the project stakeholder(s) as to what the project scope is 
and what the acceptance criteria are. The project scoping document also 
provides a high level project schedule, and approved budget. Obtaining 
this initiating document is a key project manager responsibility.

Once the project scope and acceptance criteria document is approved, 
the project manager is responsible for the development and delivery 
of the detailed project plan. In alignment with earlier discussions, the 
detailed project plan is all inclusive and comprises various subplans such 
as (1) detailed schedule and time management plan, (2) implementa-
tion plan, (3) procurement plan, (4) risk management plan, (5) quality 
plan, (6) communications plan, (7) human resource management plan, 
(8) stakeholder management plan, (9) budget management plan, and 
(10) change management plan. Ensuring that the detailed project plan is 
developed, approved, and accepted is the project manager’s responsibility.

As the project progresses through the implementation, acceptance, 
and closeout phases the project manager is responsible for ensuring that 
the project plan is followed. Throughout the various project phases, the 
project manager’s responsibilities include specific activities such as mon-
itoring the project progress against the plan metrics, providing required 
internal and external communications, mentoring the project team, change 
control management, and fostering a successful project culture.

In summary, project managers are the chief executive officer of the 
project. Their role is to ensure the ultimate delivery of a successful proj-
ect. As the project progresses though its life cycle, the project manag-
er’s responsibilities are broad and diverse from ensuring the project is 
on schedule, within budget, meeting all quality requirements and human 
resource needs to providing communications both within the project team 
and external to the project team. To be successful, project managers lever-
age their leadership skills, management capabilities, and various tools, 
techniques, and processes.

Project managers frequently fill various human resource roles as well. 
In this role, they acquire and release personnel as needed. They also moti-
vate the project team personnel and help to resolve conflicts. Project man-
agers often find themselves dealing with interpersonal sensitivities, lack of 
communication skills, and credibility issues.

Project managers also fill a financial accounting role. They are 
responsible for reviewing and approving purchase orders as well as man-
aging project contracts and their associated financial implications. They 
also need to ensure that all incurred and actual costs are provided to the 
corporate financial group as well.
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Project managers fill a broad spectrum of roles and responsibilities. 
Their leadership and management skills must be high to provide a struc-
ture where the project team can be successful.

1.1.8  NATIONAL, INTERNATIONAL, AND MULTINATIONAL 
PROJECTS

The 21st century is a global business environment. Across the world a 
constant exchange of products, goods, and services is continuously occur-
ring. Cities, towns, and organizations are often multinational. It is an era 
where throughout the developed world communications is almost instan-
taneous and movement of goods across borders is a routine process. In 
this global environment, project managers may find themselves working 
within a local or national context, in an international context, or within a 
multinational context. Diversity is now the norm, not the exception.

As project managers move from working in a local or national context 
to an international or multinational context, they must adapt their tools, 
techniques, and processes to these different settings. That is, the project 
manager may find out that what are acceptable norms within the national 
context may not be acceptable within the international or multinational 
context. As an example, while being a workaholic who puts in more than 
40 hours a week is the U.S.-accepted norm and project plans are implicitly 
built around this assumption, in many other parts of the world this is not 
the norm. France, as an example, has a 35 hour a week law that its citizens 
must follow. A U.S.-based project manager who moves to a France-based 
project would have to adapt his or her plans and personal work ethic views 
to the 35-hour work week law rather than the 40 plus hour a week, which 
is the U.S. norm.

Another area of difference is the acceptance or rejection of nepotism 
within the project team. While in the United States many organizations 
have explicit rules of where family members can work and whom they can 
and cannot report to, this is not the same throughout the world. In some 
countries and regions of the world, nepotism is not only accepted but is 
also encouraged (such as various Asian countries).

As the literature notes:

There are a variety of barriers that exist when facilitating interna-
tional projects; in fact, barriers exist within every culture, some 
obvious and others not so obvious. Making matters more diffi-
cult, the barriers change with each country and sometimes within 
regions of the same country. (Becker 2003, 52)
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Understanding these variations is essential if a project manager is to be 
successful within a multinational project team environment.

While we expanded on the culture discussion further in later chapters 
for now the reader should realize that project teams are influenced and 
impacted by various cultures. These cultures include the national, local, 
organization, and project team specific structures. As will be discussed in 
more detail later, depending on the location and composition of the project 
team the various cultures may support or be in conflict with each other and 
subsequently provide an obstacle or support system for the project team’s 
ability to be successful.

Understanding the various impacts, which may occur when interna-
tional or multinational project teams are deployed, is a significant project 
manager issue. Being a project manager of international or multinational 
projects teams requires a unique skill set which can work within the 
different cultures.

1.1.9  PROJECT MANAGEMENT PROFESSIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

A quick Internet search on professional organizations reveals scores of 
different organizations within areas of management, technical, education, 
health care, engineering, human resources, science, and so forth. Virtually 
every professional field has one or more national and international profes-
sional organizations an interested person can join.

In general, professional organizations are, within the United States, 
nonprofit organizations which rely heavily on volunteers to keep the soci-
eties working smoothly and meeting the membership needs. These entities 
have many objectives such as being advocates for the members by directly 
working with the federal and state governments to educate the law makers 
as to the positive benefits of the society and to help shape any legislation 
which may positively or negatively impact the membership.

The professional organizations also foster the discipline’s advance-
ment by sponsoring conferences, workshops, educational opportunities, 
research opportunities, and providing magazines and academic level 
journals where authors and researchers can publish their work. Some pro-
fessional organizations also develop industry-specific standards, recom-
mended best practices, and reports as a means of reference and to provide a 
consistent approach to how efforts are conducted under similar situations.

Professional organizations also develop and maintain professional 
certification programs. These programs are typically founded on a specific 
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body of knowledge that is directly related to the profession. To obtain cer-
tification involves not only passing an exam but also having documented 
a minimum level of employment within the field, and some organizations 
even require the certification candidate to be interviewed prior to being 
certified. The professional organization then ensures that the certificate 
holder maintains his or her skill level current by requiring a minimum 
level of continuing education and hands on experience every three to 
five years, depending on the certifying organization.

Another aspect of professional organizations is the establishment of a 
code of ethics that the members agree to follow. A code of ethics, accord-
ing to Molander, is the “… principles of right and wrong conduct which 
guide the members of a … profession ….” (1987, 619).

So professional organizations are advocates for their members, foster 
several means of professional advancement, and help to establish stan-
dards, guidelines, and codes of ethics the members ascribe to. It is a sign 
of a discipline’s maturity and universal acceptance when it has a thriving 
professional organization.

Within the project management discipline, the two largest interna-
tional professional organizations are the IPMA and the PMI. The fol-
lowing sections briefly discuss each of these organizations’ history and 
mission statements.

The IPMA was started in 1964 when Pierre Koch of France,  
“…Dick Vullinghs from the Netherlands and Roland Gutsch from Ger-
many [met]… to discuss the benefits of the Critical Path Method … ” 
(IPMA 2005, 2). Over the next 40 plus years, IPMA has grown to include 
member associations from 55 different countries:

“IPMA is an international Federal, umbrella organization for national 
project management associations …. [who] represents … Member Asso-
ciations on the global level” (IPMA 2005). Member Associations are 
nation-specific organizations that focus on their geographic locations to 
develop project management competencies within their unique cultures 
and in alignment with IPMA’s overall guidance, decision-making pro-
cesses, and governance structure.

The IPMA vision is to be the “… leading authority on competent proj-
ect, programme and portfolio management (PPPM). Through our efforts, 
PM best practice is widely known and appropriately applied at all levels 
of public and private sector organizations” (IPMA 2005).

IPMA provides a four-level project management certification pro-
gram where Level D is the lowest level of a Certified Project Management 
Associate, Level C is next as the Certified Project Manager, followed by 
Level B, Certified Senior Project Manager, and final Level A, Certified 
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Projects Director. IPMA’s certification process requires that an individual 
(a) apply for a specific certification, (b) provide a list of applicable proj-
ects, (c) perform a self-assessment, (d) take either an optional or manda-
tory exam, (e) provide a 360-degree assessment, and (f) be interviewed. 
The process is to determine if the individual has the appropriate compe-
tence for the certification level applied for.

IPMA also provides a set of project management standards which 
include the IPMA Competence Baseline as well as the IPMA Competence 
Baseline for Consultants.

PMI was formed by five individuals in 1969. Since its formation, 
PMI’s membership has grown to include about 265 geographic chapters 
and members in virtually every nation. The PMI organization structure 
includes a 15-member volunteer board of directors and an executive man-
agement group whose role is to guide day-to-day operations. From this 
central governance group local chapters are formed based on geographic 
location.

PMI provides certification in six different areas which include 
(1) Certified Associate in Project Management, (2) Project Management 
Professional, (3) Program Management Professional, (4) PMI Agile 
Certified Practitioner, (5) PMI Risk Management Professional, and 
(6) PMI Scheduling Professional. Each of these certifications requires that 
the applicants first determine if they have a combination of educational 
and applicable experience which meets the specific application require-
ments. In general, the higher the individual’s secondary degree, the fewer 
the direct experience hours required.

Assuming that the individuals’ self-assessment indicates that they 
meet the minimum requirements they then need to apply to take the exam 
as well as provide a resume which documents the application meets all 
required criteria. After PMI reviews the application and agrees that the 
candidate does meet the minimum requirements, he or she is provided 
authorization to sit for the certification exam. Once the exam is passed the 
applicant receives his or her certification.

To maintain certification, all certified individuals must maintain 
their current skills and demonstrate it through continuing education, 
volunteer activities, or work experience. By participating in various 
activities the individual earns professional development units (PDUs). 
Depending on the exact certification, the certified individual must obtain 
and provide evidence of a minimum number of PDUs on a three-year 
cycle.

PMI’s volunteers have also developed a set of global standards which 
are available to any interested party. Some of these standards include the 
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PMBOK® Guide, OPM3®, The Standard for Program Management, and 
The Standard for Portfolio Management.

While IPMA and PMI are the two largest project management associ-
ations they are not the only ones. Other geographic localized project man-
agement organizations exist such as, but not limited to, The International 
Association of Project and Program Management, Association of Project 
Managers, Canadian Project Forum, and Performance Management 
Association of Canada.

As this short discussion highlights, the project management disci-
pline has a range of different professional organizations which individu-
als may join. The various professional organizations provide similar roles 
and functions which include items such as being their member advocates, 
providing certifications as well as training, standards, and performance 
guidelines. The professional organizations also provide a forum for their 
members to become involved in.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we covered a brief but full discussion on projects and proj-
ect managers. We discussed how projects have been part of the human 
experience as far back as recorded history goes. These projects are a nat-
ural output of the human race’s endeavors and desires to develop new and 
unique products, services, structures, facilities, and capabilities. Each of 
these efforts carried a level of uncertainty and various other constraints.

We also identified how project management transformed into a for-
mal discipline with its own set of tools, techniques, and processes in mid-
1950s. During that era, specialized project scheduling techniques were 
developed such as the PERT chart and critical path analysis. In the 1960s, 
professional organizations were formed, as did focused educational 
opportunities.

We also developed and provided definitions for projects, portfolios, 
and programs. After developing a baseline understanding of what defines a 
project, we moved into defining project management and what the project 
manager’s role and responsibilities are. We then discussed the two leading 
international project management associations and how they contribute to 
the further advancement of the professional discipline.

The intent of this chapter is to provide the reader a firm foundation of 
what a project is as well as the role and responsibility of the project man-
ager. This foundational knowledge is essential for the broader description 
and discussion of culture within the project environment.



CHAPTER 2

IntroductIon to culture: 
What Is It and Why Is 
culture Involved In 

Projects?

You can’t walk alone. Many have given the illusion, but none have really 
walked alone. Man is not made that way. Each man is bedded in his 
people, their history, their culture, and their values.

—Abrahams (2013)

A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin and culture 
is like a tree without roots. 

—Garvey (2013)

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The chapter’s objective is to provide the reader sufficient information for a 
firm grounding from which we can build a deeper understanding of culture 
within the engineering project discipline as discussed in the next chapters.

2.2  HISTORICAL VIEW: CULTURE RESEARCH 
AND ITS ORIGINS

To start out, in this book when we refer to or discuss culture, we are not 
referencing the biologist’s petri dish research, ethnicity, or social back-
grounds, and we are not specifically discussing the refined taste that some 
refer to as in they appreciate the finer things in life such as grand art, 
fine foods, or the opera. In this book, we focus on the underlying values, 
beliefs, and shared philosophies that a group of interacting individuals 
shares. The cultural variables, features, attributes, or processes which we 
will be discussing are not directly measurable but have immense impact on 
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how social groups interact and make decisions. As culture is not directly 
measurable, the course of developing, implementing, and communicating 
what culture is, is a difficult process with many different paths.

The many different paths of studying and researching culture are 
paved with efforts and views across a diverse background of academic 
disciplines, scholars, and philosophers, to name a few examples. The 
research in this area can be described as starting with some basic questions 
which are intended to identify what establishes the foundation of socially 
accepted behavior, within a group of associated individuals. Some of these 
questions include: Is the acceptable group behavior something we are born 
with or is it something we learn? That is, is the behavior genetically deter-
mined or is it nurture derived, that is, something that is learned? Other 
culture questions include:

• Are our accepted group interactions driven by a single trait, a few 
distinctive traits, or a broader set of attributes? 

• Is our culture geographically based or historically based, and what 
causes it to change, or does it change?

• Are team, company, region, and national cultures similar, different, 
or the same?

Trying to derive definitive and quantifiable answers to these questions 
has engaged a spectrum of individuals and groups across a wide range of 
academic study areas, consultants, and practitioners. The first question we 
will address is where the word culture came from. To answer this question, 
we look at historical research.

The historical culture literature indicates that the first written use of 
the term culture, in respect to human behavior, occurred around 1871 by 
an English anthropologist Edward B. Taylor (O’Neil 2006). Specifically, 
“Culture…taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole 
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Taylor 
1871, 1). The literature is also clear that the study of human behavior 
based culture is firmly rooted in “… anthropology and is related to the 
individual’s underlying values, beliefs, and shared philosophy…” (Henrie 
2005, 2).

The origins and transformation of the meaning of culture to today’s 
general consensus starts in the mid-15th century where

…culture [originally] referred to the tilling of land …. [It then 
changed, in] the figurative sense of “cultivation through 
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education” [as was] … first attested c. 1500. [Culture’s] Mean-
ing [as] “the intellectual side of civilization” is from 1805; [and 
subsequently] that of “collective customs and achievement of a 
people” is from 1867 (Online Etymology Dictionary 2013).

As this short timeline shows, over a course of about 300 years the meaning 
and understanding of culture evolved from referencing the tilling of land 
to collective customs and achievements of the collective group. Through-
out this evolutionary process, the concept that culture is a nurtured, versus 
natural, process remained constant. This point answers the question: Is our 
culture a result of our genetic makeup or our surrounding environment?

Historical research also indicates that culture was not a slowly evolv-
ing process but a rapidly changing social interaction event where change is 
sudden, not slow or evolutionary (Lehman 2010). It appears that the early 
human race transitioned from a set of individuals primarily trying to sur-
vive, to groups of people working and interacting as a social unit based on 
one of culture’s artifacts, language. A culture artifact is something which 
transmits information about the group’s culture, and Lehman’s position 
is that human culture sprang up when we developed language (Lehman 
2010).

From this early anthropological research, the study of culture 
expanded to include virtually every discipline, nation, state, organization, 
and team structure. As an example, active culture research is ongoing 
across an array of different academic and practitioner research disciplines 
such as sociology, history, management, and leadership studies (which 
include the organization and various team structures) as well as literary 
studies. Also, culture is being studied in virtually every nation across the 
globe, within numerous organizations, and in various team settings.

Along with the expansion of culture research to virtually all corners of 
our world and multiple disciplines the original culture description and how 
it applies within different social settings continued to evolve as well. As 
an example, based on the published literature, today’s generally accepted 
understanding of culture did not occur until the 20th century. At that time, 
anthropologists assigned the concept of human aspects to the word. These 
aspects included our underlying values, beliefs, and shared philosophies. 
These human features are not based on nature, which means that they 
are not genetically transmitted, but are learned personal attributes which 
result in each individual’s culture. As an example of this evolution pro-
cess, it is seen that in the 1980s the “. . . ideas from mid-twentieth-century 
institutional and ethnographic studies of organization bore fruit . . . [with] 
the emergence of organizational culture frameworks that emphasized 
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organizations as systems of meaning and symbols…” (Morrill 2008, 16), 
which are learned processes rather than individually explicit deoxyribonu-
cleic acid (DNA) genetic codes.

The research is also clear that culture is a complex, socially inter-
active relationship. The complexity is derived from multiple factors, 
one of which is culture is not directly measurable and as such it must be 
inferred. That is, while you cannot directly measure someone’s culture 
you can indirectly observe it at many different interaction points such as 
is found in national, organizational, social, corporate, or team structures. 
The different interaction points, in this concept, are how visible the culture 
phenomenon is to the observer. At one level the phenomenon is visible 
and demonstrated in a tangible form while at the other extreme culture is 
tacit and deeply buried within the very psyche (Schein 2004, 25). A factor 
which drives culture complexity is that part of it is that we just do things a 
specific way because that is how it is done. We cannot explicitly describe 
or define the reasons behind the action other than that is how things are.

As culture research expanded into virtually all social, organiza-
tional, national, and team areas of study, it was a natural progression that 
researchers would delve into project management culture.

Project management specific literature, in general, is a relatively 
young occurrence which can be linked to the establishment of various 
project management organizations, the formalization of project manage-
ment as an acknowledged management knowledge area, and the establish-
ment of project management as a discipline. As identified in Chapter 1, 
the two leading project management organizations were formed in the 
mid- to late-1960s. A literature review also identifies that “… there was a 
paucity of [project management] research in the 1960s and the 1970s. The 
research increased significantly in the 1980s and expanded in the 1990s” 
(Kloppenborg and Opfer 2002, 22). The path of project management cul-
ture research literature does not exactly follow the overall project man-
agement research and published literature trend but it and continues at a 
low level.

To describe the low level of published project management culture 
research, one can review and characterize the various project management 
literature sources. The outcome of this review confirms that during the 
early years, the 1960s and 1970s, there was a comparable paucity of cul-
ture research which matched the overall paucity of project management 
literature, in general. Specifically, a key finding of the first 40 years of 
published project management research identified that only 4 percent of it 
was associated with culture (Henrie 2005, 23). When one considers that 
there was a minimal amount of project management literature being pro-
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duced during the identified time frame, this level of culture research can 
only be described as minimal, at best.

As project management literature publication rates started to increase 
significantly during the 1990s and 2000s, the percentage of project man-
agement culture published literature remained relatively constant and 
small. A review of project management literature published between 1993 
and 2003, which included a “… combined total of 770 Project Manage-
ment Journal® and International Project Management Journal abstracts 
and articles [determined that] approximately 4.5 and 8 percent, respec-
tively, of the articles provide data or information on culture research” 
(Henrie 2005, 23). These publication rates are very comparable to the 
early research publication overall percentages. The percentages also 
demonstrate that project management team culture was not a significant 
portion of the research being conducted during the last two decades.

While project management culture has not received extensive treat-
ment, it has been and continues to be a field of study. So, what has the 
research determined in regard to culture in projects?

Within the project management published culture literature, one of 
the earliest references to project management culture occurred in 1975 
where it was identified that all members of the team bring with them  
their own culture and its associated beliefs, values, and attitudes. That is 
everyone arrives with what they see as acceptable in how to communi-
cate, interact with others, their values, and how to make decisions (Morton 
1975, 23).

This early project management view is in general alignment with the 
overall concept of culture. That is, team culture is based on the some core 
set of underlying values, beliefs, and shared philosophies. It is also in 
alignment with the organizational and team culture research which has 
identified how the various members develop a common set of assump-
tions, processes, and decision-making methods.

While project management culture research is relatively new and the 
breadth and depth of the research is limited, some common themes have 
evolved. One theme is that project management culture is predominately a 
Western-based product regardless of where in the world the project occurs. 
The project management journal articles by Henrie and Sousa-Poza (2005) 
as well as Wang and Liu (2007) are two such examples of the research in 
this area. This is attributed to the factors that the project management dis-
cipline originated in Western society and it has been exported around the 
world through Western-developed training classes.

Another common theme is the impact of training on changing a proj-
ect team member’s culture. “Previous studies have found that professional 
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training could play a key role in reshaping people’s work-related values/
beliefs…” (Wang and Liu 2007). These literature sources identify that 
those who receive formal project management training, determine that 
their project team culture becomes more aligned with Western culture 
than the local or national culture or the culture where the project is being 
performed. In other words, the research indicates that individuals modify 
their interpersonal and intergroup behavior for the project environment 
and based on the training they have received. Thus, the Western culture 
based training establishes a general Western-based culture in projects 
around the world.

As an example of how project-specific culture modification can occur, 
one can look at the area of interpersonal communication between the team 
member and the project manager. There is an extensive set of research 
studies on national-based culture superior to subordinate communications. 
This research identifies that on one end of the spectrum the subordinates 
are not only expected to but encouraged to challenge and provide active 
dialogue with their superiors. Yet, the other end of this communication 
range identifies that there are cultures where the subordinates are explic-
itly discouraged from any active dialogue. They have a “do as told” rather 
than “ask questions” culture.

In Western project management culture, the expectations and team 
culture are toward the active dialogue side. Cross-culture and international 
culture research has identified that project team members modify their 
project team communications toward an active dialogue environment. This 
communication culture modification appears to only apply to the project 
team environment and does not carry over into the broader organizational 
setting. A strong modifier to this occurs when the project team members 
have received formal project management training. As most project man-
agement training has a Western origin this is reflected in the training and 
the team communication culture tends to become more Western than if 
they have not. When the project team members are not interacting with 
the project team, their local communication culture once again becomes 
the predominate culture.

One other common project management culture research theme is 
the importance of the project manager in establishing the right cultural 
environment. As reported by Shore and Cross “… one of the roles taken 
by project managers is that of a “social architect” who must understand 
the role that behavioral variables play in project success” (2004, 56). This 
project management theme is consistent with organizational leadership 
culture research which identifies that “… culture begins with leaders who 
impose their own values and assumptions on a group” (Schein 2004, 2). 
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Development of a project success culture begins with the project manager 
and ends with the project team.

Recent project management literature also substantiates the over-
all position that within projects the primary key element to project suc-
cess is the human. Regardless of what policies, processes, or procedures 
may exist it comes down to the team member. Yet, the literature also is 
clear that empirical studies of the human element and culture are lacking 
(Bredillet 2011, 2). The dichotomy that culture is critical to project suc-
cess yet research is lacking in this area is partially driven by the fact that 
researching culture is difficult as researchers must rely on indirect mea-
surements to infer the cultural attributes they are trying to study.

The challenge of understanding project management culture is high 
but the potential benefits, to the project environment, are high as well.

In summary, the history of culture research dates back at least to the 
early 1800s and has evolved or extended to virtually every type of social 
organization. The project management culture research is one of the newer 
culture research discipline areas with its origins in the mid-1960s. Across 
50 years of project management culture research, some common themes 
have developed. These include items such as:

• Project success is dependent on the project team’s common culture.
• The project team culture can be modified.
• The project manager is essential to the establishment and imple-

mentation of a successful project team culture. 
• Project management culture is difficult to quantify and qualify as 

culture is not directly measurable.

We take on the challenge of defining what culture is and ways that we 
can infer the culture in the next section.

2.3  CULTURE: WHAT IS IT AND HOW DO WE 
DEFINE IT?

“Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English 
language” (R. Williams 2013). To develop an understanding of what cul-
ture is, it makes sense to develop or adapt or in some other means pro-
vide a definition of what the word culture means as used in this book. 
To establish a definition, one generally looks to other literature to see if 
there is a common definition or usage that researchers, academics, and 
practitioners have adopted. By following this process one finds out that 
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there is no single or universally accepted definition of culture within the 
literature base. As an example, one mid-1980s study identified over 300 
culture definitions (Storti 1998). This was an almost twofold increase over 
a 1952 study which identified over 160 culture definitions (Bertalanffy 
1969). While the growth of culture definitions is not as dramatic today, 
new definitions continue to be added every year.

With such a range of potential definitions and “Faced by [the] com-
plex and still active history of the word [culture] it is easy to react by 
selecting one ‘true’ or ‘proper’ or ‘scientific’ sense and dismissing other 
sense[s] as loose or confused” (R. Williams 2013). Yet, while a single, 
universally accepted definition is not available, we must not sink into 
the morass of competing definitions but raise to the challenge of devel-
oping a definition which is applicable to this book for consistency and 
usability.

Rising to the challenge, we start with first looking at the origins of the 
word culture. As presented in the preceding section, culture’s origins come 
from Latin cultus and French colere. Cultus is translated to mean care 
while colere means to till as in to till the ground (Berger 2000). So how 
does cultus and colere merge into culture, and again, what does culture, 
in relationship to project team accepted interactions, mean and where did 
it come from?

First, no one is born with culture DNA genetic coding. There is no 
genetic culture trait which establishes how we interact with society on 
the day we are born. Thus, we all start with a zero culture foundation 
and evolve from there. It also something that someone living alone on an 
isolated island would not have as culture is a shared concept. As a shared 
concept, developing a common culture requires interaction with others. 
If there is no interaction between individuals, then there is no ability to 
develop a culture or, more precisely, a shared culture.

Thus, as we are not born with an ingrained or genetic-based culture 
it is a learned concept. Learning one’s culture can be related to growing 
something or as the French word colere means to till the ground or to grow 
crops. It is also closely related to the Latin term cultüra which relates to 
cultivation. Cultivation, in the social sense, generally refers to the process 
of refining, improving, or training a person in what is acceptable, refined, 
good, or desired as viewed from the perspective of the shared society as a 
whole. Therefore culture is something that occurs between people and is 
cultivated over time. As the social group interacts, over time, they define 
what is acceptable, not acceptable, how to make decisions, ethical and 
morale interactions, what acceptable communication is, and how to be 
successful within that environment. This culture assembly also passes the 
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concepts on to those who join the social group. The new members learn 
the group’s culture and correspondingly the group’s culture undergoes 
continual change as well.

A key element in the understanding of culture is that it is not static. As 
social groups interact, new members join, others leave, what defines suc-
cess changes, and how people interact with each other also changes. In the 
end, the group’s culture changes as well. As the literature identifies, every 
organization, group, or team’s culture, at any point in time, will change 
over time. They become somewhat unique in their interactions. As mem-
bership changes, the new group develops its own culture (Schein 2004, 
274) and even when membership is static, the culture continues to change 
over time. An example of this can be demonstrated by how Western man-
agement culture has changed over the last 100 years. In the early 1900s, 
Henry Ford said that the customer could have his or her car painted any 
color they wanted as long as it was black. This authoritarian statement 
can be interpreted as indicating a culture of command and control where 
it did not matter what the client wanted—I, as the person in charge, will 
make the final determination and that is your car will be black. Counter 
that with the 21st century automobile manufacture culture: What color 
do you want it to be? Today’s culture is grounded on the view that we are 
in business to satisfy the customer and the customer is right, so there has 
been a cultural change. The culture research also identifies culture as an 
interaction among the members of a group having individual’s beliefs, 
values, and shared philosophies as they resolve issues, make decisions, 
and learn how to cooperate with each other.

In discussing beliefs and values, a blurring of definitions and intent 
occurs. Authors often use the terms interchangeably and in a general fash-
ion, rather than in a prescriptive manner. Part of this blurring of terms and 
meanings occurs as the two words are closely aligned and form the basis 
of how we interact with others and what we accept as morally correct. 
Yet, there is a distinct difference between the two terms. “Beliefs are the 
convictions that we generally hold to be true, usually without actual proof 
or evidence…. and our values stem from those beliefs. Our values are 
things that we deem important and can include concepts like equality, hon-
esty…” (DifferenceBetween.net 2013). In this vein, beliefs are described 
as the team’s moral standards and norms. They are deeply ingrained and 
influence how we interact as we internally know them to be true. Values, 
on the other hand, are our ideas of what is important to us and establishes 
how we typically view important interactions.

Expanding on values a little further, when we see or hear the word val-
ues we immediately know what we mean by it and it takes a few minutes 
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to verbally or in writing set forth what we intuitively know is the correct 
way to act. In general, our values define the ideas which are important to 
us such as what is acceptable, what is not acceptable, what it means to 
be honest or not. Predominately, we learn these values before the age of 
10 and they are so ingrained in our way of thinking and acting that they 
become unconscious to us. There are also attributes that we find difficult 
to explain because they are our values and they form, for us, the basic 
aspects of right and wrong, what is acceptable and unacceptable, as well 
as the difference between honesty and dishonesty.

Organizations and teams also espouse a value system which estab-
lishes what is acceptable and unacceptable as well as what is honest and 
dishonest behavior within the group environment. One can view values as 
the rudder on the ship in that the rudder provides the direction for where 
the ship will sail. Values provide the individual the same guiding direction 
as they sail through the daily seas of opportunities and challenges (Deal 
and Kennedy 1982, 21).

Development of this common value system occurs in many differ-
ent ways. For companies with a long history and well-established culture, 
new employees assimilate this culture through training and interaction. 
In new entrepreneurial organizations, the founder or group of founders 
establishes the company’s culture based on their view of the world and 
how everyone should work together, make decisions, and the accepted 
risk level. Project teams are similar to the new enterprise in that the project 
manager is instrumental in establishing the project team culture. Values 
are the organization’s foundation on which everything can be built (Deal 
and Kennedy 1982, 21). Within projects, values are the bedrock to any 
project team culture as well.

In this vein, the company philosophies provide the employees direc-
tion on how they are to do their work. These philosophies are built on 
aspects such as the founder or leader’s internal values and philosophies, 
which set the organization apart from its competition and peers. They are 
the foundational values that distinguish, set apart, and endure (Margolis 
2013).

Building on this company philosophy discussion, we can characterize 
a project team’s philosophies as the stated values of how the team mem-
bers will do their work. They include:

• That small set of values that are fundamental, distinguishing, and 
enduring to the organization. An example would be that the proj-
ect team values honesty, integrity, and collaborative dealings both 
internal and external to the team.
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• The manager encourages team input and discussions in the decision 
process but he or she takes full responsibility for the final decision.

• The team is distinctly unique in that the members are willing to 
embrace risk using sound analysis efforts and team involvement.

• The team is a collaborative and supporting structure where the 
team members work to enhance each other’s skills and capabil-
ities with the objective of enhancing the project team’s working  
environment.

These values, beliefs, and philosophies directly affect how the team 
interacts internally and externally. They are real but difficult to measure 
as “… values can’t be seen or touched” (Booz & Co 2013). They must be 
inferred or derived very similar to how other scientists and researchers 
determine if a black hole exists by measuring other physical elements. In 
the same vein, we deduce the existence of the company’s or team’s cul-
ture by indirect observations of physical events. Some of the manifested 
culture physical events or process includes artifacts, symbols, heroes, and 
rituals which the following sections discuss in more detail.

Artifacts, on the other hand, can be seen, they can be touched, and 
they can be clearly identified (Schein 2004, 25). Another way of stating 
this is that an artifact is any tangible thing which conveys information on 
how the team interacts. It can be tangible items such as the project-centric 
specific language used, how the office space is allocated, what posters are 
displayed around the work area, what posters or other items do the indi-
vidual team members maintain on their desk and in their work areas, and 
whether there is a central location where the project team members natu-
rally gravitate to for both informal and formal meetings. The key points 
are that the team artifacts (a) are tangible items, (b) reflect the team culture 
rather than the individual’s culture, and (c) convey information on the 
team’s interaction.

Exhibit 2.1 provides a simple comparison between two teams’ 
observed artifacts. From this quick and high-level view, Team A’s culture 
appears to be very formal with a strict command and control environment. 
On the other, hand Team B appears to be more open, values and encour-
ages team collaboration, as well as focuses less on hierarchical stature. 
There is an apparent and observable difference in these artifacts between 
command and control, hierarchical, structure focused team, Team A, and 
the open, interactive, and collaborative Team B.

Symbols, although closely related to artifacts, are another tangible 
item which one can use to infer the project team’s culture. Symbols are 
items such as lapel pins or pens which have the name inscribed on them. A 
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symbol may also be a unique emblem, name, logo, or quote which explic-
itly depicts the unique team. Again, the symbol is unique to the team and 
a physical representation of the team’s culture.

How the team identifies, represents, and recognizes heroes is another 
tangible means of identifying the team’s culture. One definition describes 
heroes as “… persons, past or present, real or fictitious, who possess char-
acteristics that are highly prized in a culture. They serve as models for 
behavior” (Tamu 2013). Hero stories are used as examples of the extreme 
efforts one must make if one wants to become a hero as well as a frame-
work of how things are done within the team environment.

The next culture visual indicators we will discuss are rituals and cer-
emonies. As with culture in general there are many different views and 
definitions of what rituals are. Predominately the term ritual is usually 
associated with religious ceremonies, rites of passage, and various oaths 
of allegiance or coronations. Yet, within the various cultures we discussed 
to this point they all contain their own set of what we term rituals.

To minimize confusion, for this book we describe rituals as those sets 
of precise or exactly defined sequences of events that the team members 
follow each time the situation arises. It carries the connotation that failing 
to precisely follow the ritual exactly as prescribed will result in a negative 
impact or a negative outcome will occur. An example of a ritual could 
be that a motto is repeated at the beginning or ending of a meeting. The 
motto is repeated at exactly the same point in the meeting using the exact 
wording and tone. Failing to follow the ritual as defined could result in 
confusion among the team members and a sense of loss as well.

Artifact Team A Team B
Office space Sized according to 

team position
Equally sized

Wall posters Predominately safety 
related

Open communications, team 
spirit, safety

Meeting location Formal meeting rooms Formal meeting rooms and a 
large common area which 
is predominately used for 
informal and teamwide 
discussions

Communications Predominately formal 
and in writing

Ad hoc, impromptu, phone 
calls, formal when required

Exhibit 2.1. An artifact comparison.
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Another ritual could be the prescribed actions a team always performs 
when a successful or less than successful test occurs. An example of one 
team ritual is where every member on the local football team must slap 
the school’s name sign, which hangs at the entrance to the field, as they 
enter the field. Another ritual is that all meetings must start with a safety 
minute, followed by a cultural minute, and then the presentation of the 
meeting agenda. This ritual reinforces the team’s commitment to safety 
and diversity, which rank higher within the team’s culture than the actual 
project they are working on. The team also feels that failing to follow 
these prescribed processes, exactly, will result in the team losing focus on 
what is critical to them and negative outcomes may occur.

In this book, rituals are the given processes which “… focus attention, 
establish significance, and achieve a beneficial result” (King 1997). They 
achieve an almost religious position within the team and the exact process 
must be followed every time. Ceremonies are closely aligned with rituals 
and are another visible indicator of the team’s culture yet lack the religious 
fever that a ritual transmits.

Ceremonies can be formal or informal activities the team follows on 
special occasions. They are different from rituals in that while they are 
a prescribed process and occur every time the trigger event occurs, the 
participants can and do vary the words and processes rather than follow 
a precise ritualistic application. An example of a ceremony could be how 
a new member is welcomed into the team. This ceremony could be as 
simple as calling everyone together and introducing them to the new per-
son or it could be an elaborate affair as in holding a welcome-to-the-team 
afternoon party. Another ceremony could be where the project manager 
takes everyone out to dinner when critical project milestones are passed. 
The key attributes to the ceremony are that (a) it occurs every time the 
trigger event happens; (b) it follows a standard format such as a meeting, 
a party, or a presentation; (c) the participants can and do vary the actual 
process as a means of tailoring it for that trigger event; and (d) it reinforces 
the team’s culture.

To recap what we have covered to this point, culture exists every-
where. By our association and interaction with others in our society, 
within our organization, and within our project team we assimilate and 
help build what is acceptable and not acceptable within these settings as 
well as how decisions are made. Culture is dynamic. That is, suddenly or 
over a longer time frame cultures are able to, and do, change. The change 
can be driven by significant events which occurred within the group or 
external to the group or it may be driven by the maturing of the group as 
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a whole or changes in the group’s membership composition. An essen-
tial project manager role is to establish and foster the team culture which 
solidifies how the project team will interact, make decisions, as well how 
the team will handle positive and negative events.

Establishing, identifying, and changing the team’s culture is a diffi-
cult process as culture is not directly measurable. The engineer or project 
manager may know what the team values and beliefs, that is the culture, 
must be but he or she has to rely on the observable, not unobservable, 
manifestations which indicate what the culture is and utilize this knowl-
edge to affect the culture transformation.

As noted in the preceding paragraphs, the observable culture mani-
festations include items like the team’s philosophy statements: its heroes, 
symbols, rituals, and ceremonies. Each of these is an essential and critical 
aspect of the project team’s overall culture and provides a means of indi-
rectly measuring or identifying the team’s culture as well. As such, the 
project team’s philosophy provides the guiding light or framework on how 
the team will work together. The team’s heroes identify what team mem-
ber characteristics are most desired. Symbols and artifacts provide visual 
strengthening of the culture, while rituals and ceremonies are processes 
which maintain the team’s culture as tangible and real.

2.4 CULTURAL THEORIES AND DEFINITION

Based on the foregoing, the reader should have a better understanding of 
what culture is but at this time we have not provided a definitive culture 
definition that will be used throughout this book. To achieve this, we look 
at the three major culture areas of research which consist of (a) national 
culture, (b) organizational culture, and (c) team culture to obtain a broader 
understanding of what current literature and research has to provide. This 
discussion starts at the macrolevel, which is at the national level, and pro-
gressively moves toward the microlevel, which we define as the team. This 
progression does not imply, indicate, or explicitly show that each level 
directly influences the more consolidated group of interacting individuals or 
that the smaller groups directly alter or influence the broader entities. How 
these various groups’ cultures may or may not interact is a topic of discus-
sion in later chapters. For now, we apply the national to team progressive 
discussion as a structural approach, only.

Yet, before delving into the details of the various groups’ culture 
research, theories, and definitions we need to take some time to explicitly 
define two critical words which are often used interchangeably and 
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sometimes incorrectly. Specifically, the two words which are often used 
interchangeably yet have distinctly different meanings are theory and 
hypothesis.

A theory is a principle which is universally accepted as something 
which clearly explains the objective of analysis. As an example, gravity 
can be described as a theory as many different observations and scientific 
tests continue to produce the same answer. From this one can proceed 
forward and apply the law of gravity to other analysis efforts and have it 
accepted as reasonable and valid.

A hypothesis, on the other hand is a testable prediction which you 
are testing. As an example, it is a hypothesis that at the end of this chap-
ter your knowledge of culture will be improved. This hypothesis can be 
proved or disproved based on a series of tests. Yet, the results of these tests 
will not establish this hypothesis as a theory since it may not be univer-
sally proven across many different settings.

• “A theory predicts events in general terms, while a hypothesis 
makes a specific prediction about a specified set of circumstances.”

• “A theory has been extensively tested and is generally accepted, 
while a hypothesis is a speculative guess that has yet to be tested” 
(Cherry 2013) or more precisely still has room for doubt even when 
tested.

While one may tend to view some of the following material more 
as a set of tested hypotheses than a set of theories we will rely upon 
how the literature generally tends to describe the discussion. As such, 
the following discussion is set in the tone of theories, rather than tested 
hypotheses. It is not this book’s intent to enter into the discussion that 
these are theories or tested hypotheses but relay the information as found 
within the literature.

With this clarification in place, we now take a look at the national 
cultural research of Dr. Geert Hofstede as well as the combined work by 
Dr. Fons Trompenaars and Dr. Charles Hampden-Turner. At the organi-
zational culture level, we review the research of Dr. Edgar H. Schein as 
well as the collaborative efforts of Terrence E. Deal and Allan A. Kennedy. 
For the project team culture research we will review the general trend of 
research, in this area as, as is explained in more detail later, there is no 
single researcher or group of researchers who have emerged as leaders in 
this area of study.

Further, the discussion on national culture, organizational culture, 
and project team culture is held within these definitive boundaries as the 
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research identifies that each is unique and may not be interrelated. By way 
of explanation, national culture is assimilated by the individual before the 
age of 10 as an interaction with family, friends, school, religious settings, 
and social interactions.

Organizational culture occurs as the individual interacts within the 
work environment or other structured environments—for example, boy 
or girl scouts or other social environments. Within the workplace, the 
individual develops or adopts the company’s norms, values, and beliefs. 
Research has identified that national culture and organizational culture can 
be different in six dimensions (Minkov 2011, 14).

Team culture can also be different from the work organization’s cul-
ture as well as the national culture. Team culture, as with work organiza-
tional culture, is acquired when the individual works within the project 
team environment. It is a rapidly forming culture which is consistent with 
the unique and short-term context within which most projects exist. This 
culture is temporary and may only exist within that project’s time frame 
as the project will end and either a new project team will be formed to 
work on the next project, which will result in a different culture, or the 
individual will return to the broader organization and its unique culture 
will prevail.

As a note to the reader, the following discussion focuses on a 
small group of cultural researchers. There are many other leading 
researchers whom, for reasons of brevity, this book does not provide an 
introduction to.

2.4.1 DR. GEERT HOFSTEDE: SOFTWARE OF THE MIND

At the national culture research level, a leader in this area is Geert  
Hofstede. Dr. Hofstede’s culture research has its origins in his organiza-
tional work as an employee of the International Business Machine (IBM) 
Corporation. Within IBM, Hofstede worked as the manager of personnel 
research and as a management trainer. One of Dr. Hofstede’s IBM roles 
was to introduce and oversee the application of employee opinion surveys 
in an effort to understand how employees worked together, their behavior, 
and collaboration processes. In this role Dr. Hofstede was also required to 
travel to more than 70 IBM subsidiaries worldwide to perform employee 
interviews. These interviews provided firsthand information and accounts 
of how IBM employees interacted and collaborated in these different set-
tings. As reported in various literature sources, the IBM research generated 
a database of over 100,000 completed questionnaires, from 72 different 
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nations. From the analysis of this extensive database Dr. Hofstede created 
his cultural dimensions theory.

Dr. Hofstede’s original cultural dimensions theory moved away from 
the common cross-cultural research view that culture was a single attri-
bute or variable (Minkov 2011, 10) to that culture can be analyzed and 
characterized based on a set of dimensions rather than a single variable. 
This change in approach, from this author’s view, alters the discussion of 
culture from a mental image of a flat plain to a view of an entity which has 
breadth, depth, and length. It represents a volume which is more inclusive 
of a description than an area-only view. Dr. Hofstede’s original cultural 
dimensions theory is based on four dimensions:

1. Power distance
2. Individualism–collectivism
3. Masculinity–femininity 
4. Uncertainty avoidance

It is important to note that the dimensions as distinct entities are not 
physical, tangible things but are items which are inferred or concluded 
from indirect indicators such as verbal statements, observations of var-
ious behaviors, or how respondents answered various survey questions 
(Hofstede 2013). For each of these dimensions, Dr. Hofstede establishes 
an index rating where each nation can be compared to the others. The 
index rating was originally based on a 0 to 100 factor analysis statisti-
cal result score. Subsequent to the early efforts the upper range has been 
extended to 120 based on further research.

Yet, what information does each of these dimensions provide? To 
answer this question, the following provides a short discussion of each 
dimension. Each discussion presents a set of referenced countries and 
their index rating for illustration purposes and to highlight how nations 
are compared on each scale.

The power distance dimension defines how the nation handles social 
status and authority power. Across the globe people live within nations 
where social power exists at various levels and with varying degrees of 
inequality. The power distance index provides a means to compare dif-
ferent nations’ accepted means of how they interact within this inequal-
ity. Nations with high power distance index values, such as Russia with 
a 93 and Philippines with a 94, tend to be societies which place everyone 
in a hierarchical order and no further justification is required as that is 
how the culture is. This is dramatically different than low power dis-
tance index societies such as Denmark with an 18 and Israel with a 13. 
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In these societies, hierarchical order is minimized and social equality is 
more the norm.

Hofstede’s second dimension is individualism versus collectivism. 
This dimension represents how individuals and society interact. A high 
individualism society exists where individuals are expected to take care 
of themselves and their immediate families and not to rely on the broader 
society as a group or whole to take care of them. The United States with 
an index of 91 and Australia with 90 are examples of high individual-
ism nations. Collectivism nations, on the other hand, generally view the 
broader entity as a collective whole, in the light that it will take care of the 
individual in exchange for continual loyalty to the broader society. Russia 
is an example of a collectivism society with an index of 39 as is China 
with 20. One way of viewing this dimension is to think whether I see my 
interaction within the group in the view of “I a single entity” or as “we 
the group.”

The third dimension of masculinity–femininity provides a national 
comparison index as to the nation’s preference toward a competitive ver-
sus cooperative context. Nations with a high masculinity index, such as 
Austria with a 79 and Japan with a 95, value competition, work and school 
achievement, and success within their various endeavors. The masculine 
index identifies that, generally, it is a cultural driver to be the best possi-
ble versus reducing expectations to achieve a collaborative result. A clear 
example of Japan’s culture is the extreme competition to excel in school 
and be accepted to top tier colleges. Thus, individuals and organizations 
are highly competitive and winning is imperative. These nations tend to 
associate success with material reward and heroism. On the other end of 
this cultural dimension, are nations that exhibit greater cooperative cul-
tures, for example, Denmark with an index of 16 and Finland with 26. 
These nations strive for a cooperative, versus competitive, lifestyle. Con-
sensus is prized and rewarded rather than the need to be competitive. They 
view working together to achieve a common goal of greater importance 
than competing with each other.

Hofstede’s fourth cultural dimension is uncertainty avoidance. As the 
dimension name indicates, this dimension provides a means of comparing 
nations on how comfortable they are with vagueness and ambiguity. Coun-
tries such as South Korea with an 85 value and France with an index of 86, 
indicate that they are not comfortable with an uncertain future. As such, 
these nations tend to have very rigid codes, extensive rules, and a ten-
dency to avoid or resist innovation. Security is very important within high 
uncertainty avoidance index nations. On the other end of the uncertainty 
dimension scale, there are nations like Vietnam with a 30 and Sweden 
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with a 29 indicating they are very comfortable without sets of rigid codes. 
They also tend to believe that the number and extent of social rules should 
be minimal and definitely no more than that is required. They also view 
innovation as a positive attribute and are very comfortable with vague or 
ambiguous future states.

The key to these initial dimensions is that they provide a means to 
compare nations within a common framework. They are not intended for 
and do not work as a means to compare individuals within or across orga-
nizations and nations.

Hofstede’s original dimension theory remained unchanged until 1991. 
In 1991, a fifth dimension was added: long-term orientation.

The fifth dimension, long-term orientation, was developed in a col-
laborative effort with Michael Bond (Minkov 2011, 12). This collabora-
tive effort came about when Michael Bond developed the Chinese Value 
Survey which was then applied within 23 countries. While results of this 
survey provided further support for the original dimensions, it identified a 
new dimension, how the nations view the past and present. That is, does 
the nation focus its efforts more on the past or more on the future?

Countries, like the United Kingdom with an index of 25 and Spain 
with an index of 19, have a strong view of tradition and the need for quick 
results. They generally do not look toward the long term and save for the 
future. Conversely, nations such as China with an index of 118 (here we 
see the expanded scale which was described earlier in this chapter) and 
Taiwan with 87 have a long-term view of things. They see a need to save 
for the future and show a strong tendency toward persistence and perse-
verance rather than a fast fix.

An essential key to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory is that the 
results are only applicable for comparing nations, not for understanding 
the individual or organizations within that nation. While, at the mac-
rolevel, national cultures can be compared, using these dimensions, the 
analysis does not translate into the ability to understand a specific organi-
zation’s culture or the individual’s culture based on these same dimensions 
and index values.

Based on the five dimensions, how does Dr. Hofstede define culture? 
At the national level, Dr. Hofstede defines culture as mental programming 
of the mind. There are several key attributes to this definition such as it 
clearly implies that culture, as described earlier, is a learned process. As 
one programs a computer to perform specific things, we as individuals are 
programmed to interact with our major social group in acceptable man-
ner. It also implies that this programming occurs early in your youth. As 
with computers, when they are first assembled, they have the potential to 
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do many things but they are incapable of doing anything until they are 
programmed. The same is of newborn babies; they have great potential 
capabilities but until they receive programming these capabilities are not 
achieved.

Programming of the mind also infers that making changes is possible 
but may be hard to achieve. One has only to discuss the challenges of 
modifying an existing, complex, program with a programmer to under-
stand the challenges and difficulties of this task. The individual’s core cul-
ture is thus formed early in life. As such, many of the individual’s core 
values are tacit in nature to a point where the person is unable to provide 
a detailed explanation why their values, norms, and beliefs are what they 
are. In fact, they are not aware of the ways that these early year learned 
culture attributes affect their behavior. As such, these foundational set of 
ethics, norms, and beliefs are very difficult to change (Henrie 2005, 128).

2.4.2  FONS TROMPENAARS AND CHARLES  
HAMPDEN-TURNER

Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner form an internationally 
known collaborative team of cultural researchers who developed a cultural 
model based on the following seven dimensions:

1. Universalism versus particularism
2. Communitarianism versus individualism
3. Neutral versus emotional
4. Diffuse versus specific cultures
5. Achievement versus ascription
6. Human–time relationship
7. Human–nature relationship

Dimensions one through five define the relationships among people 
in a society. The sixth dimension focuses on society’s attitude toward 
time while the seventh looks at society’s view on the environment. 
The seven dimensions’ distinctions are based on Trompenaars’ and 
Hampden-Turner’s view that culture is how the group derives solutions to 
problems or dilemmas. In general, these problems or dilemmas are either 
associated with how one interacts with others, how things change over 
time, and the environment (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, 8).

The seven dimensions model was developed through the analysis  
of data obtained in over 30,000 survey results which encompassed 
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organizations from 50 different countries. The Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner data sources were from a variety of organizations and 
their research view is to explain cultural diversity within the business 
structure.

The dimension of universalism versus particularism takes into consid-
eration how relationships are viewed. That is, does society view the need 
to follow the rules as more important than personal relationships? If this is 
the case, then that culture is described as a universalism culture. A society 
with a particularism dimension has the opposite view in that they feel that 
their personal relationships far outweigh society’s rules. Family bonds, 
friendship, and long-standing work relationships mean more to them than 
a set of rules

Communitarianism versus individualism considers if society is more 
a we structure or an I structure interaction. What this says is that the com-
munitarianism society is a we, or group-based, society. In this society the 
formation of groups, teams, and collaborative working groups are the 
norm. The group focuses on what they view is best for the group rather 
than the individual. Societies in Asia exhibit a strong communitarianism 
social structure.

Individualism, on the other hand, involves societies where the view 
is predominately from the I perspective. That is, society views the needs 
of the individual above the larger group. Success is defined as what the 
individual does and the personal responsibility he or she takes for his or 
her actions. In an individualism society, the stature of the individual can 
be viewed by the number of assistants they have.

The neutral versus emotional or affective dimension involves how we 
display—or not display—our emotions and feelings. Neutral societies are 
defined as those that do not openly show their emotions. The British stiff 
upper lip phrase is an excellent metaphor for this dimension. To display 
a stiff upper lip, you will remain resolute and unemotional in the face of 
adversity, or even tragedy. As such, you will be neutral and will not show 
your emotions. Emotional or, as they are sometimes referred to, affective 
societies are very open with their emotions. People in an emotional society 
have no issues with laughing out loud or crying in a public setting. They 
clearly reveal their emotions for all to see. Italy has been described as an 
emotional society. When two Italians meet there is a great showing of 
emotions and long conversations ensue. These conversations include a lot 
of facial expressions, body movements, and grand exclamations.

A diffuse versus specific culture takes into consideration how and to 
what level we interact with others. Countries with a diffuse culture view 
interaction between people as reaching beyond the current situation. As an 
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example, the supervisor–worker workplace relationship extends beyond 
the workplace and permeates into their personal lives. In a diffuse culture, 
the boss has no issue with being invited to the worker’s house for a party 
or special occasion. These societies tend to have lower workplace turnover 
as a job change impacts the personal level and many social and interper-
sonal connections and relationships.

Specific cultures view the interaction of people differently from 
a diffuse culture. That is, workplace relationships are contained within 
the workplace and family interactions remain within the family, not the 
broader society. In the case of a worker inviting a supervisor to dinner, the 
specific culture supervisor would generally decline the invitation as he or 
she would not see this as acceptable behavior. Specific-based cultures also 
tend to be more precise and direct in their interpersonal interactions. They 
are viewed as more transparent in their dealings.

The achievement versus ascription cultural dimension considers how 
social status is assigned. Achievement-based societies assign social sta-
tus based on what the individual has accomplished. Individuals who have 
contributed or achieved more are assigned a higher social status than those 
who are viewed as not significantly contributing or are underachievers 
with a lower social status.

Ascription-based societies assign social status not based on what you 
have recently achieved but items such as where you went to school, what 
family you were born into, kinship, whether you are a male or a female, 
and your age. In an ascription society, people will find it difficult or impos-
sible to advance in social stature by personal achievement if they went to 
the wrong school or were born into the wrong family or even if they are 
of the wrong gender.

Human–Time relationship cultural dimension describes how we view 
past, current, and future time. That is, we may see time as either a sequen-
tial series of events or as an interrelated, synchronic, process where things 
happen in parallel. Societies with a strong historical time view see the 
present and future as a repeat of the past. Those societies which have a 
present or current time assessment of past events believe that they lack a 
strong shaping force. The future as well does not hold a strong modifying 
force as they view the future as something yet to come and it lacks the 
ability to focus efforts beyond the current day. Future-focused societies 
consider the past as very important but all efforts look at the future.

This cultural dimension also takes into consideration how society 
structures time as either sequential or synchronized. Sequential-oriented 
societies view time as a series of passing events where one leads to the 
next. The sequential-oriented societies take time commitments very 
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seriously and ensure they have planned things. Planning and order are 
required attributes in this society.

Synchronized societies, on the other hand, view time as interrelated. 
People in these societies view time as relative where being on time for 
appointments is not a strong characteristic. In this society, it is not seen as 
an essential effort to set specific time commitments and then sticking with 
them. Changing plans and altering time commitments are seen as accept-
able and to be expected.

The human–nature relationship, or as it is also referred to as the 
internal–external dimension, identifies how society views nature and 
whether it should be controlled or not. Internal-based societies take the 
position that they can dominate and control nature. This society focus is 
on the person over nature.

External-focused societies take the opposite view in that nature con-
trols the situation versus being controlled. These societies position their 
actions toward others and the environment rather than internal to them-
selves. The literature identifies one way to view this dimension as through 
the lens of locus of control. Locus of control is the concept of what results 
in the positive or negative aspects within their lives. Internal locus of 
controlled societies believes that it is in control while external-focused 
societies take the position that the external environment is in control. 
Internal-based societies believe that when they are successful it was 
through their specific actions. External-based societies view success as 
the result of external influences.

Within culture literature it is reported that Trompenaars began with 
earlier efforts by Parsons as well as Klukhon and Strodtbeck. One can 
say that these researchers viewed culture as how people solve human 
relationship, time, and environment problems. Based on this earlier work 
and analyzing an extensive set of surveys and data from training classes, 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner developed this seven-dimension cul-
tural model. These seven dimensions are grounded in the concepts of rela-
tionship with others, the relationship with time, and the relationship with 
the environment. This approach provides the cultural researcher, student, 
and interested individuals one approach to understanding national culture. 
As such, one must always keep in mind that culture must be understood 
within the unique context in which it occurs and as a whole. It cannot be 
viewed as an island in and of itself or a set of individual attributes which 
have no interaction with the others (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 
1997, 152).

We now move our culture research review from leading national cul-
ture researchers to the organizational culture researchers. Organizational 
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culture research is more recent than national culture research. That is, 
organization culture research started after researchers began to investi-
gate the impacts of national culture. These post national culture research 
origin efforts are only a few decades old with roots in the research-
ers’ question of why are U.S. companies failing to perform as well in 
other societies as the local companies especially when national culture 
alone is insufficient to explain the difference (Schein 1990, 109). From 
this question came the attempts to explain the poor performance based 
on culture differences. To understand the various causes fostered the 
need to look at the organization’s culture as national culture classifica-
tions, attributes, and understandings were inadequate to answer the core 
question.

This emerging area of study was identified in 1978 when Dr. Schein 
provided some of the first significant research in this area. From this 
emerging field of study, Dr. Schein’s efforts have provided key insights 
into an organizational-specific cultural model.

2.4.3 EDGAR H. SCHEIN

As noted earlier, Edgar H. Schein is one of the leading organizational cul-
tural researchers. His organizational culture model is based on the attri-
butes of (a) artifacts, (b) assumptions, and (c) espoused values. These 
are higher cultural levels which are more visible to the researcher ver-
sus cultural concepts of values, norms, and beliefs. Each of these higher 
level attributes is described as a visible level which is easier to observe by 
researchers, project managers, or organizational managers. It is important 
to note that Schein’s cultural model layers do not negate the concepts of 
values, norms, and beliefs, but that in Dr. Schein’s model, these concepts 
are located between the visible layers and lower down in the overall struc-
ture which renders them harder to observe.

Dr. Schein’s model begins with artifacts which are the things that can 
be physically sensed, observed, or touched. These are those things which 
we see as unique, different, or the same when we visit another culture 
(Schein 2004, 25). That is, artifacts can be the group’s unique language or 
the specific way the team creates a project plan where the created project 
plan is an observable artifact. The artifact can also be how the project 
team structures its project life cycle’s specific phases. How the life cycle 
is structured and how the phases are executed are can be viewed as the 
project’s artifacts. How the organization establishes office space and the 
building it is housed in can be cultural artifacts as well. The key is that 
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these are the things that one will see, feel, or hear when one comes into 
contact with the organization.

Dr. Schein also presents culture as a set of basic underlying assump-
tions which are those things that are taken for granted and are consistently 
applied within the organization itself (Schein 2004, 31). What this is refer-
ring to is that over time and through the process of solving similar prob-
lems the organization develops a consistent solution. The solution method 
becomes so ingrained that it becomes almost unconceivable that someone 
would solve it any differently.

Dr. Schein’s next culture level is that of espoused beliefs and values. 
An interesting aspect of this cultural level is acknowledgment that cul-
ture has an origin or beginning. That is, it started somewhere with some 
interaction, idea, belief, value, or view of how interactions should occur 
to create a desired outcome. As the organization faces a new challenge, 
decision, or risk various individual cultures will be in play to derive an 
acceptable solution. Over time a group acceptable solution is developed. 
This establishes what the group views as what is the right or wrong way as 
well as what is acceptable or not (Schein 2004, 28). Within the published 
literature the reader will find this cultural level referred to as espoused 
beliefs, espoused beliefs and values, and espoused values.

Espoused values are developed through a process that the organiza-
tion follows which transfers an original belief or value into the broader 
group’s cultural espoused beliefs and values. The process starts with an 
issue which must be resolved. As an example; an entrepreneur, who is 
starting a new firm, believes that safety is paramount and that no work will 
occur if it is not safe to do so. Further, the entrepreneur’s values say that 
it is better to stop all work than to have someone hurt. At the foundation 
level, this issue can be seen as the conflict between getting the work done 
and safety.

With the issue identified and the entrepreneur’s espoused beliefs and 
values established with the group, the next step is implementation of the 
original beliefs and values. Thus, when a work event occurs, that appears 
to be unsafe, the responsible person takes action to stop work. This is 
implementation of the espoused beliefs and values. At this point there 
are two general paths which may occur. One path is that the person who 
took action to stop the work is acknowledged and rewarded in some man-
ner. The other path is counter to this—the person who stopped the work 
receives negative feedback that his or her action was not proper.

In the case where the employee receives positive feedback, the 
espoused belief and values are reinforced. The group sees that when this 
situation occurs it is an acceptable and encouraged action to stop work. 
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This reinforcement feeds on itself and each time a similar situation occurs 
and similar actions are taken, with subsequent positive feedback, the 
espoused belief and value becomes stronger. Ultimately, the culture of 
safety transitions to the next layer of being a basic underlying assumption 
of how the company performs its work. From the group members’ view 
this is just how they do work and no further explanation is required.

Conversely, if the alternative path is followed and negative feedback 
is received the group will reject the initial espoused belief and value. The 
group may view management’s position as one of saying one thing and 
doing another.

Exhibit 2.2 provides a view of this feedback cycle. As discussed, it all 
starts at point A where the original espoused belief and value is provided 
to the group. At point B, the conflict between the espoused belief and value 
and the actual work event occurs with subsequent action taken. At point C, 
the work receives either positive or negative feedback. As shown, if the 
feedback is positive it will reinforce the espoused belief and value, point F, 
which continues the cycle until it becomes a basic company assumption. 
Conversely, if the feedback is negative the group will view the espoused 
belief and value as a process of management saying one thing and acting 
differently. In this case, the espoused belief and value will probably be 
rejected and never transcend to becoming a basic group assumption.

Summing up our discussion on Dr. Schein, he defines organizational 
culture within the attribute of basic assumptions. These basic assump-
tions are the group’s learned set of behaviors which arose out of the 
group’s efforts to solve problems. The basic assumptions now form what 
is acceptable behavior, what is right or wrong, and what is acceptable in 
interacting with the environment (Schein 2004, 12). He structures his 
discussion and cultural model around the three major cultural levels of 
(1) artifacts, (2) espoused beliefs and values, and (3) basic underlying 

Exhibit 2.2. Espoused belief and value feedback cycle.

A:  Espoused belief/value

F: Reinforced

C: Positive feedback
D: Negative feedback

E: Rejected

B: Conflict occurs
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assumptions. As in other cultural models, artifacts are those things which 
are created by the culture and are observable. Espoused beliefs and val-
ues are those items which have no means to be empirically tested but 
must be accepted more on shared experience and group acceptance. 
Basic assumptions are the result of the group’s empirical testing and val-
idation of original beliefs and values. The empirical testing has validated 
the beliefs and values to a point where they become basic assumptions of 
how interactions will always occur. It is further identified that the orga-
nization’s culture has an origin which is assimilated within the group 
over time. This assimilation or evolutionary process continues for the 
life of the organization. New challenges, issues, or conflicts create the 
opportunity to revise, add to, or change what the organization agrees is 
the correct way to react and act.

Dr. Schein’s culture view is very consistent with other researchers in 
that culture is a very powerful abstraction. How the organization faces and 
solves problems and dilemmas is grounded in its learned culture (Schein 
2004, 3).

In the following section, we expand the organizational culture 
research discussion to include the collaborative work of Terrence E. Deal 
and Allan A. Kennedy.

2.4.4 TERRENCE E. DEAL AND ALLAN A. KENNEDY

Terrence E. Deal and Allan A. Kennedy’s collaborative efforts predate the 
early 1980s with the release of Corporate Culture: The Rites and Ritual 
of Corporate Life. Reviews of this book establish it as one of the first 
if not the first book which placed the discussion of corporate culture on 
organizations’ radar screen. At the time this book was released Terrence 
Deal was a professor at Peabody College at Vanderbilt University. Allan 
Kennedy was the president of Selkirk Associates, Inc.

Deal and Kennedy present organizational culture within the context 
of four cultures which include:

1. Work-hard, play-hard
2. Tough-guy macho
3. Process
4. Bet-the-company

The work-hard, play-hard culture is characterized as occurring in 
organizations where the work is fast paced. In this culture, action is the 
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key word and the employees tend to have higher stress over the amount of 
work they have rather than uncertainty of their actions.

The lack of uncertainty stress is associated with the tendency for low 
consequences to the organization due to failures (a low risk of failure). In 
general, each of the individual actions taken has minimal major conse-
quence risks. While an error may occur it will probably not be catastrophic 
in nature.

Part of this low-risk nature can be associated with the third attribute 
of this culture and that is, it includes very fast feedback on the actions 
taken. A sales force organization has been characterized as a work-hard, 
play-hard culture group. This group generally knows that the sale is made 
or lost in a very short time frame rather than waiting around for years to 
know if the decision was correct or not.

The tough-guy or macho culture is significantly different than the 
work-hard, play-hard culture company. In the tough-guy culture there is a 
high-risk environment. Decisions and actions required are made by those 
who are willing to take major risks. They see this environment as support-
ing, taking big chances with the expectations of big rewards. Conversely, 
along with the potential for big rewards is the chance of major failures as 
well.

In the tough-guy culture, feedback is also rapid. Thus, as high-risk 
efforts are pursued success is quick to happen as well as failure. Success 
is rewarded and heroes emerge. People who thrive in this culture have a 
very near term focus rather than future state view. They know that major 
success or major failure can occur on the next decision or action taken. 
They are willing to roll the dice and see if they win big or lose big. The 
gamble is worth it to them.

In the process culture, things are very different in that the work pace 
is more relaxed. Metaphors such as plodding, secure work environment, 
benign conditions, and a comfortable work environment have been used 
to describe this work culture. There is little risk associated with the orga-
nizational activities and feedback is slow if ever received. Bureaucratic 
organizational structures are generally characterized within this culture 
setting.

The bet-the-company culture, as the name implies, is a high-risk orga-
nization. In this structure, decisions can have significant or catastrophic 
results. A wrong decision could result in the company’s demise.

The bet-the-company culture differs from the tough-guy macho cul-
ture in the area of feedback. While the macho culture has a rapid feedback 
loop, the bet-the-company culture feedback is slow to occur. In the bet-
the-company culture, years may pass between when the decision to act 
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was made and results of that decision are made known. To succeed in this 
culture, one must be capable of extended stress periods as the uncertainty 
time frame is long. You must also be able to withstand the stress that your 
decision may put the company out of business or a willingness to quickly 
change jobs before the results are manifested.

Deal and Kennedy’s cultural model is partially based on the concept 
that every business has a unique environment. As an example, there are 
companies whose primary environment is sales. A real estate firm would 
be one example of a sales-dominated organization. There are other compa-
nies whose primary business is research and development. Most pharma-
ceutical firms could fall within this general business environment as they 
engage in long-term research efforts where the final outcome may not be 
known for many years. Then there are organizations that have been and 
will continue to methodically plod along doing exactly what they have 
been doing for years. These firms have a low-risk and low-stress environ-
ment. Then there are organizations where people thrive on high-risk, fast 
response environments where almost every decision can result in a major 
success or stupendous failure. Understanding the variation of the busi-
ness work environments is critical to understanding the company’s culture 
as “Each company faces a different reality in the marketplace depending 
on its products, competitors, customers, technologies, government influ-
ences, and so on” (Deal and Kennedy 1982, 13).

Another key element is that values are the very heart of the corpora-
tion’s culture. These are the basic concepts and beliefs within the organi-
zation which structure how things are performed, problems resolved, and 
individual interactions occur (Deal and Kennedy 1982, 14). This element 
is in alignment with earlier discussions in this chapter and is maintained 
throughout the book. This aspect is also in alignment with other literature 
sources which present how “Values are multifaceted standards that guide 
conduct in a variety of ways” (Rokeach 1973, 13). As the heart of the 
corporate culture, values guide us by:

1. Leading us to take particular positions.
2. Guiding presentation of the self to others.
3. Providing means to evaluate and judge.
4. Provide a standard to ascertain whether we are as moral and as 

competent as others.
5. Providing a means to persuade and influence others.
6. A means to rationalize in psychoanalytic sense, beliefs, attitudes, 

and actions that would otherwise be personally or socially unac-
ceptable (Rokeach 1973, 13).
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Culture research has also determined that companies with a strong 
culture will have a strong set of values. The value foundation identifies 
the firm’s foundation for achieving success, establishing its vision, defines 
how one will interact within the organizational structure, as well as a com-
mon direction for all to follow. Success and failure are grounded in the 
organization’s values (Rokeach 1973, 21).

With this brief review of organizational culture researchers, we now 
focus on project team culture research.

2.5 PROJECT TEAM CULTURE RESEARCH

The previous sections provided the reader with a short review of lead-
ing national and organizational cultural researchers and their associated 
models. While there are debates on the validity and applicability of these 
researchers’ work, as well as that of other national and organizational 
researchers, there is a rich research focus within these areas. The literature 
is also consistent that national culture research predates organizational 
culture research which predates project team culture research.

In this vein, we find project team culture research is a very recent 
addition to or expansion of cultural research in general. This is a direct 
result of project management being one of the newest management dis-
ciplines, with its origins in the 1950s, and current focus on culture and 
its potential impacts on the project. Two keys features of this effort are 
particularly worth noting.

First, project management culture research is a small portion of all 
project management research efforts. As noted earlier, a 40-year literature 
survey found that 4 percent of the project management, English language 
based, publications were related to culture (Henrie 2005, 24). A subse-
quent 2005 detailed project management culture research survey con-
firmed that project management culture research continues but at about 
the same levels (24).

A notable second item is that no single or isolated group of proj-
ect management cultural researchers has emerged as the leader in the 
area of study during the short time frame this has been a research topic. 
While “Many authors from many different discipline areas such as sys-
tems theory, systems thinking, management theory, sociology and project 
management have highlighted the criticality of [culture]” (Henrie and 
Sousa-Poza 2005, 5), no single person or small subset of researchers 
has emerged as the leader or leaders in this research field. The literature 
is also clear that a definitive project team cultural model has not been 
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developed as has transpired in the national and organizational culture 
research areas.

In alignment with the fact that there is no single or small set of project 
team culture researchers, the literature also identifies a lack of a single 
project team culture definition. Some articles describe project team culture 
as the attributes of learned behavior and shared knowledge, while others 
fall back on national culture and organizational culture definitions, such 
as Hofstede’s and Schein’s. These approaches fail to take into account 
the unique and temporary nature of projects as well as the project team 
interactions. We will explore project management culture attributes and 
contributing factors in later chapters but for now we will leave the project 
team culture definition open.

Another common theme is, as was mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
culture is not something that can be directly tested or measured. These 
indirect measures include items like the project team’s philosophy state-
ments, its heroes, symbols, rituals, and ceremonies. Each of these is an 
essential and critical aspect of the project team’s overall culture and pro-
vides a means of indirectly measuring or identifying the team’s culture as 
well. The rapid formation and relatively short duration of a project team 
may limit the availability of these indirect measures to a small subset or 
a rapidly changing set of observable variables. Thus, with no direct mea-
sure of culture possible and a potential sparseness of indirect measure data 
and information, the researcher is challenged to identify the project team’s 
culture based on indirect indicators.

A third challenge to project team culture research is developing an 
extensive data set from which to infer the entity’s overall culture. Tech-
nical team culture cannot be determined by assuming that all members 
of the team share a common national culture or even that people from 
the same nation will share a single culture. In reality, every individual’s 
culture reflects his or her unique learning experiences, social interactions, 
education, and the level of diversity and power distance he or she has been 
exposed to (Smits 2013, 21). Hofstede supports this position as he clearly 
states that a nation’s culture index, by itself, has minimal meaning. You 
must have other nations’ culture indexes to compare to if any real meaning 
is to be derived. The same is true in regard to organization cultures. One 
cannot study one automobile manufacturer and then apply that culture to 
all automobile manufacturers.

As with the nation and organization cultures, you cannot measure one 
project team culture and then assume each member shares this culture 
exactly. To an even greater extent, primarily driven by the generally tem-
porary and unique nature of the project, the individuals will have their 
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own social variation, team diversity, and power relation attributes. This 
uniqueness results in a very distinctive project team culture that may be 
rapidly changing.

In summary, within the area of project team culture research, at this 
point in time, there is no singly accepted model which the researchers 
can replicate. Consistent with other culture research areas there is also no 
single project team culture definition. Further, the challenge of measuring 
the project team culture is complicated by the very unique and temporary 
nature of project teams.

Another challenge to project team culture studies is the compound-
ing issue of multinational project teams. Later in this chapter we will 
discuss some of the issues which cross-culture project team or as it 
is sometimes referred to, the multinational project team, investigator 
and team leader faces. Before that, the next section expands the dif-
ference between national, organizational, and project team cultures  
further.

2.6  CULTURE: NATIONAL, ORGANIZATIONAL, AND 
PROJECT TEAM: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE?

The previous section provides a short discussion on various culture theo-
ries which are based on extensive research. This discussion only touched 
the surface of available culture researchers and the reader is encouraged to 
delve into greater depths which are available for consideration. A caution-
ary note and a continual theme in this book is that culture is a topic which 
cannot be directly measured, so all analyses occur from inferred findings. 
As readers pursue this area of study with greater interest, they will observe 
conflicting thoughts, ideas, theories, and concepts between the various 
researchers, academics, and consulting organizations. Hampden-Turner 
and Trompenaars provide a sound basis for at least one of the differences 
that is encountered as even the study of culture cannot be culture free. It 
is virtually impossible to prevent the researchers’ own cultural traits from 
penetrating their cultural research (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 
1997, 149). So, culture research is not culture free and hence divergence 
and difference will creep into the efforts.

With that, let us quickly review the basis of a nation’s culture. Every 
nation consists of different ethnic and religious groups as well as immi-
grants and multigenerational families. This mixture of different entities 
shares many different cultural artifacts such as a national flag, national 
song, an oath of allegiance, as well as a common language. They also 
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share common heroes, society-accepted beliefs and values, as well as a 
general view of how one should interact with society, as a whole.

While the study of a nation’s inferred culture variables results in the 
ability to define a national culture, it is limited in its ability to define each 
individual’s culture. A nation’s culture definition is useful as a comparison 
tool when looking at how other nations compare on similar scales but it 
is not useful when one tries to understand one individual or a group of 
individuals’ culture or organizational cultures.

Analyzing organizational culture identifies that each entity has a 
unique culture and that this culture may not represent the national culture 
in which it is embedded. As with national culture, organizational culture 
is a construct which is not visible but is inferable from how the members 
of the organization interact within and external to the firm. Research has 
clearly identified that technical team culture is a legitimate concern and 
an area of knowledge, study, and application which is required within the 
modern organization and modern technical team (Morrill 2008, 15).

Organizational culture theory reflects how problems are solved as a 
group, decisions made, and how the employees interact as a group for the 
betterment of the company. As new issues occur or the need to make new 
decisions is encountered, the group norms, beliefs, and values guide the 
final process and outcomes. It is also clear that organizational culture is 
not static and that over time when new or different issues and problems 
arise or a different type of decision must be made, the organization alters 
or adds to its existing culture to meet the new challenges. Strong organi-
zations have a strong but dynamic culture that evolves as the organization 
evolves.

Team cultures are also unique and may differ dramatically from 
the organization the team springs from or it may even closely resemble 
the broader organization’s culture as well. The key to a successful team 
culture is the operating environment in which it is formed. Due to the 
project’s defining traits of delivering a unique product or service, with 
an established budget, and within a defined, usually short, time frame the 
project team culture is a dynamic entity. The team must quickly form the 
culture foundation which establishes how it will make decisions, what the 
acceptable interteam member interactions are, and what its defining prin-
ciples are as well as values. Until the guiding principles and basic values 
are established, team interaction may not be optimal and it can and often 
is detrimental to the overall project success.

When comparing national, organizational, and project team cul-
ture there is a distinct difference in time horizon between the three 
entities. National culture is one we are born into or are assimilated 



78  •  CULTURAL INFLUENCES IN ENGINEERING PROJECTS

into. One individual or a small set of people typically does not alter a 
nation’s culture over a short period of time. Organizations tend to have 
a shorter time horizon than that of the national culture. These cultures 
may be viewed as more fragile in that change can and does occur in 
shorter time frames and as influenced by specific individuals or groups. 
Changing an organization’s culture is an objective many firms will do 
throughout its history. Finally, project team culture’s time frame is over 
a very short time horizon. A team must come together and in a very 
short time frame develop a culture which supports the project to be suc-
cessful. A single person or a small group of individuals can, and often 
does, have a major impact on the team’s culture. This culture may be 
extremely dynamic with rapid changes occurring in response to internal 
and external events.

In this section, we have explored the relationships between national, 
organizational, and project team culture. The discussion identifies that 
each of these groups’ cultures has different time horizons. It is also dis-
cussed how a single individual or a small group of people can have little 
to major impacts on the organization’s culture. This section also identifies 
how culture may be very consistent to highly dynamic depending on the 
group.

In the next section, we step outside the single nation, single organiza-
tion, and single national member project team culture environment to the 
setting of multinational teams and the associated cross-culture research 
challenges.

2.7 CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH CHALLENGES

Throughout this chapter, we have discussed many issues that culture 
researchers face in trying to determine a nation’s, an organization’s, and a 
project team’s culture. The discussion of these issues has predominately 
been shaped around a single nation, an organization, or a project team 
whose members are from a common nation. Stated another way, the dia-
logue has been centered on a cohesive entity whose cultural roots are 
grounded in a common framework and environment. These groups have a 
common native language, heroes, philosophies, and values.

As stated throughout this chapter, there are many cohesive entity 
culture research challenges which researchers, organizational leaders, 
or team leaders must deal with as they identify and analyze the group’s  
culture. When the organization or team includes people from other nations, 
each of the single culture based research and understanding challenges 
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exists but the challenges of researching multiculture entities add another 
level of complexity to the process and methods of interpretation.

In this section, we highlight some of the challenges and issues which 
occur within cross-cultural research as it applies to teams. Within this 
context and as the literature identifies, “Understanding culture as it is 
manifested across organizations from different societies—cross-cultural 
organizational culture analysis—is an extraordinarily difficult undertak-
ing, as is reflected by the relative lack of literature on the topic” (Aditya 
1999, 1). As but one example, Liamputtong starts things off by identifying 
that “In conducting cross-cultural research, it has been found that it is rife 
with methodological and ethical challenges” (Liamputtong 2013, 2).

For this book, a cross-cultural or multinational team is defined as a 
team that includes, as predominate team members, individuals who were 
born and raised in different nations and as such there is diversity in pri-
mary or first languages and national cultures. While an argument can be 
made that teams which include personnel from different organizations, 
within a single nation, could be considered organizational, cross-cultural, 
we are limiting this book’s focus to multinational project team members 
from different nations.

The need to understand cross-culture team interactions is becoming 
an ever increasing necessity. Today’s global economy, high-speed and 
worldwide communications, rapid transportation means, worldwide com-
pany interactions, and multination collaborations create a common envi-
ronment where people of different nations must work together. Successful 
cross-culture team interaction provides a foundation for enhancing the 
output and outcomes of these multinational groups while dysfunctional 
cross-culture team interaction hinders or even prevents the effective and 
efficient delivery of the intended outcomes. The literature is clear that 
multinational projects have failed primarily due to cross-culture clashes 
which were not overcome. To increase the probability of being successful, 
managers and teams must develop the skills required to work within the 
multinational group setting. As such, they as well as academic researchers 
are faced with the challenge of analyzing and understanding the cross-cul-
ture environment and developing models which allow the development 
and transformation of the multinational group into a common culture 
working team.

As stated earlier, cross-cultural environment based research issues 
all include single nation or common culture based project team problems. 
These issues include (a) the inability to directly measure culture, (b) gener-
ally small sample sizes, (c) the expense of conducting the research, (d) very 
real ethical issues, and (e) as stated, a lack of generally accepted research 
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methods and tools. Each of these matters exists within cross-culture 
teams as well as other challenges such as the lack of accepted and proven 
research guidelines. “Although discussions of cross-cultural research 
have provided rich understanding of the complexities of conducting such 
work, few researchers have provided sufficient guidance for conducting 
cross-cultural evaluation research….” (Letiecq 2004, 343).

We are getting ahead of ourselves by jumping into discussions on the 
lack of replicable cross-culture research methods. Let us step back and 
look at some of the higher level issues first. At a higher level, cross-culture 
research suffers from a lack of a general theory to work from (Lim and 
Firkola 2000, 134). The lack of a general or unifying cross-cultural theory 
is an extreme challenge to this field of study. Without a generally accepted 
theory, each researcher is faced with trying to frame his or her research 
within a structure which allows comparative analysis between environ-
ments. Without a clear theory, it is very difficult to move forward with 
a universally accepted understanding of cross-cultural interactions (136).

While a general cross-culture research theory is not present, research-
ers continue to strive toward understanding this setting. They do so 
through the application of different methodological research approaches. 
This approach has not been very successful as the cross-culture research 
literature clearly identifies that, at this point in time, cross-culture meth-
odology is fraught with issues and problems. As the literature identifies, 
“The majority of scholars are in agreement that methodological design in 
cross-cultural studies is problematic, difficult and demanding with most 
researchers expressing negative opinions” (Jogulu and Wood 2008, 1).

These methodological problems or dilemmas cascade down the 
research ladder to the actual methods which the researchers apply to this 
area of study. To put it into context, theories and methods are tools by 
which the researcher and practitioner can work from. The value, bene-
fit, or capability obtained from these is what one can obtain from their 
use. Cross-cultural research lacks a unified and accepted theory as well 
as a divergent set of methods. The researcher and practitioner must keep 
these limitations and issues in mind as they proceed forward (Goethals 
and Whiting 1957, 441).

Further challenges of cross-culture research methods include which 
instrument to use, how the analysis will be conducted, what unit of anal-
ysis will be applied to the various indirect measures, and there is no uni-
versal identification or acceptance of cross-cultural specific measurement 
variables. While cross-cultural researchers have developed and provided 
various research methods, at this point in time, the research community 
has not adopted any one or a small subset as the preferred and accepted 
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approach that allows comparative analysis between different multina-
tional project teams.

In summary, in this section we have highlighted a range of 
cross-cultural research issues that exist today. This section also highlights 
that while culture research is very challenging, cross-culture research is 
even more challenging. Yet, while the challenges are many and much 
time can be spent on the various issues there is a great need to under-
stand what and how a multinational team culture forms and the key vari-
ables on how to guide its formation and existence. By developing a better 
understanding of the cross-culture development process and challenges, 
we can provide multinational team managers with essential tools which 
they can use to enhance the probability of project success. This under-
standing also provides key information which can be leveraged to change 
team culture as well.

The next section briefly explores the culture change process.

2.8 CAN ONE CHANGE ONE’S CULTURE?

Whether one can change one’s culture may seem like a rhetorical question 
at this point in the chapter as I have made numerous references to (a) 
the need to create a successful team culture, (b) culture as the forming 
of a common decision-making process, and (c) culture being a common 
group method of interacting. I have also made direct statements about 
changing or creating culture, so the apparent and obvious response to 
this section lead-in question is a resounding yes! Answering this ques-
tion sets the stage for discussing the process of how one may change the 
team’s culture and to ask the question: What drives one to change one’s  
culture?

To answer these questions we put it in the general perspective that, 
in general, we always tend to resist change. The resistance to change is 
normal and based on the fact that within the context of status quo we find 
comfort, even if it is a less than ideal environment, as we can predict or 
know what is going to happen. The ability to understand and know what 
will probably happen in most situations brings individual comfort and a 
low-risk environment. To change how we do things requires us to move 
outside of our comfort zone and to take risks. This creates anxiety, fear, 
and discomfort.

Developing a new team’s culture partially involves the process of 
reducing the team’s overall anxiety level through an evolutionary path 
of developing a common decision-making process as well as the team’s 
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collaborative interacting process or processes. By developing common, 
and team-accepted, norm, philosophy, and values results in a lowering of 
anxiety.

This lower anxiety level is a direct result of everyone knowing what is 
acceptable or not, how they should interact in various situations, and how 
problems should be resolved. The individual does not need to think about 
how he or she should proceed as the way forward is already built within 
his or her culture. As such, the opportunity for conflict is reduced and the 
anxiety level is also reduced (Schein 1990, 110).

Thus, not only can people change their culture but within a new or 
changing team environment the anxiety of not understanding what and 
how acceptable decisions are made or what is or is not an accepted means 
of interacting within the team provides the push to change their culture, so 
they fit within the group or the new environment.

SUMMARY

This chapter discussed culture at the national, organizational, and team 
levels. We framed these discussions within the guidelines of some of the 
leading cultural researchers’ models. Each of these profiled researchers 
provides a different focus on the topic with resulting different cultural 
models and research approaches. In some circumstances, the models over-
lap but each has its unique aspects.

While there are differences between the various cultural models, 
some consistencies exist between them. One consistent focus is that cul-
ture is learned. We obtain culture through interaction with the group and 
learning what is acceptable and what is not as well as how decisions are 
made, heroes born, and what language is used. Each of the researchers 
also agrees that culture is dynamic and changes over time. While the rate 
of cultural change and how it comes about is not universally agreed upon, 
they do agree that culture is subject to and does change and that the change 
can be purposefully produced or allowed to change based on time and 
environment.

This chapter also identified that if the topic is national culture, orga-
nizational culture, or team culture, there are different views and impacts 
according to the time component. The different magnitudes that these cul-
ture realms exist in result in a different time component and ultimately the 
fragility of the current culture. The chapter presents that national culture 
has the longest time horizon and is the least fragile of the three cultures 
considered. On the other end of the spectrum is the project team culture 
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which has the shortest time horizon and has the potential to be highly 
dynamic.

Supporting the concept of time and fragility from within the various 
literature sources, there is agreement that culture must be defined at differ-
ent strata. One cannot develop an understanding of a nation’s culture and 
expect that this culture is fully replicated at the organizational level. The 
same applies at the organizational level as its culture cannot be defined 
exclusively by the nation’s culture it resides within as well as the subcul-
tures that exist within an organization. The logic continues in that a project 
team’s culture is not an exclusive reflection of the nation and organization 
that the project occurs within either.

Another constant literature and research theme is that there is no 
direct measurement of culture. To study and identify a group’s culture 
requires one to look at culture’s indirect indicators which you can then 
use to infer the group’s culture. These indirect measures include items like 
the project team’s philosophy statements: its heroes, symbols, rituals, and 
ceremonies. Each of these is an essential and critical aspect of the project 
team’s overall culture and provides a means of indirectly measuring or 
identifying the team’s culture as well.

This chapter also presents the reader with several definitions of culture. 
While there are over 300 culture definitions, we focused on the few which 
the literature frequently refers to. As referenced earlier in this chapter, 
Dr. Hofstede defines culture as the software of the mind. Dr. Trompenaars 
and Dr. Hampden-Turner define culture as the way people solve problems, 
particularly related to relationships, time, and the external environment. 
Dr. Schein defines culture as the pattern of shared basic assumptions that 
were learned by a group. Terrence E. Deal and Allan A. Kennedy’s collab-
orative efforts define culture around the organization’s values. It is their 
view that values “… are the basic concepts and beliefs of an organization; 
as such they form the heart of the corporate culture” (Deal and Kennedy 
1982, 14).

The chapter also explored the current state of project team culture 
research and its associated culture definitions. The outcome of this liter-
ature review is that this area of study is very new and not fully defined at 
this point. No single project team researcher or small group of researchers 
has emerged as the leaders in this field. There is also a continuation of 
the theme that there is no single definition of project team culture. Many 
culture researchers fall back on definitions developed at the national and 
organizational level. While this is a common approach, it does not agree 
with the fact that one cannot directly extrapolate one nation’s culture to 
another or one organization’s culture to another. Thus, the ability to extend 
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these definitions to the project team may or may not be a valid approach. 
Further research is required to definitely identify a common project team 
culture definition.

This chapter also briefly looked at the challenges of culture research 
in general and within the context of cross-culture studies. It discussed 
how cross-cultural studies’ challenges are inclusive of the single nation 
or organization culture investigations as well as having their own unique 
problems such as a lack of accepted theory, methodologies, and research 
methods.

The key takeaway from this chapter is that we exist in a cultural con-
textual set of relationships which are inclusive of our nation, organiza-
tion, and project team. To be successful as project managers, we must 
understand the group’s current culture, know what culture we need to be 
successful, and that we can affect cultural change to provide a founda-
tion for successful project implementation. We must also understand the 
process which is required to implement constructive change. The follow-
ing chapters delve deeper into the aspects of projects and project team 
cultures.



CHAPTER 3

a revIeW of culture 
In Project lIterature

It must be considered that there is nothing more difficult to carry out 
nor more doubtful of success nor more dangerous to handle than to 
initiate a new order of things. 

—Machiavelli (2013)

3.1  INTRODUCTION

The chapter presents a discussion on project management culture in both 
a homogeneous (or single nation) culture context as well as within a mul-
tinational project team environment. The objective of this chapter is to 
present the reader with foundation information of culture within project  
environment and to begin the discussion on what cultural differences exist 
within a project team, which consists of predominately a single culture, as 
well as project teams where a diversity of cultures are present.

To meet this chapter’s objective, a review of the state of project man-
agement professional organizations is presented as well as a review of the 
current project management culture literature. The project management 
professional organization review expands the discussion in Chapter 1 by 
reviewing other project management professional organizations’ history, 
stated charter, and their views on project team culture. In this process, 
this chapter provides a comparison and contrast between the various 
project professional organizations’ views on project management and, 
specifically, project team culture.

Following the discussion on project management professional 
organizations, the chapter delves deeper into the current state of the 
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published project culture literature. This review is inclusive of homo-
geneous national culture research as well as multinational project team 
research. A homogeneous national culture encompasses those individ-
uals from within a single nation who have a common culture. Multi-
national project teams, on the other hand, exist when individuals from 
different cultures, sometimes referred to as cross-cultural, are combined 
into a project team. This discussion extends the information discussed 
in Chapter 2.

The intent of this chapter is to help the reader formulate ideas and 
concepts about analyzing a project team’s culture by means of the com-
bination of references provided and the information contained in this 
and Chapters 1 and 2. This understanding then provides the practitioner 
foundational knowledge on how cultural change may be planned and 
implemented such that the resulting team culture achieves maximum 
effectiveness. The summary of this effort is that the student of team cul-
ture can fully understand the points that (a) all teams have a culture, (b) 
the project team culture may support or hinder successful implementation 
of the project, and (c) unless the project team has an effective culture it is 
extremely difficult for them to achieve project excellence.

The next section presents a review of the history of several project 
management professional organizations and publicly provided literature 
which refers to or incorporates culture.

3.2  THE PROJECT MANAGEMENT 
PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATION

Project management professional organizations can be classified into a 
few basic forms. First, there is the stand-alone project management pro-
fessional organization which has a central office and all activities, cer-
tifications, and policies originate from this central group. The Project 
Management Institute (PMI) can be classified under this area. As found 
on the PMI website a 15-member volunteer Board of Directors and the 
Executive Management Group exist and are responsible for guiding day-
to-day operations. From this central governance group local chapters are 
formed based on geographic location and the desire of the local members 
to establish a local chapter. The local chapters provide a means for indi-
viduals, who are located in the same geographic area, to meet, exchange 
ideas, enhance their skills, and share experiences. These chapters provide 
social, educational, and job reference opportunities. The local chapters are 
entities which have been approved by the PMI central organization—that 
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is, they are not independent of PMI but abide by all PMI local chapter 
requirements.

The second form of a project management professional organization 
is a federation-based organization. A federation organization is a union 
of partially self-governing organizations under a central governing body. 
As such, and in alignment with the preceding sentence, a project manage-
ment professional’s federation organization consists of member organi-
zations which are loosely combined under a central entity. The member 
organizations have certain rights and abilities to act independent of the 
central organization but, by agreement, the central organization reserves 
and holds specific rights and abilities to itself. “In a federation, the 
self-governing status of the component states [in this case the member 
associations], as well as the division of power between them and the cen-
tral government [in this case the central organization], are typically con-
stitutionally entrenched and may not be altered by a unilateral decision of 
either party …” (Wikipedia 2013).

An example of a federation-based project management association 
is the International Project Management Association (IPMA). The IPMA 
parent organization is the overarching structure which represents a global 
set of member associations (IPMA 2005).

As the governing body of this federation, IPMA provides many func-
tions such as being the global representative of all member associations, 
developing and publishing project management standards, guidelines, and 
best practices, and it provides leadership and support in promoting and 
developing the project management discipline and professionalism (IPMA 
2005). IPMA also manages the project management certification process 
but each member association establishes the organization which performs 
the actual assessments and certifications. In this process the member asso-
ciations have the liberty to adapt “…some factors and requirements to 
their local needs” (IPMA 2005). The ability of the member organizations 
to modify or adapt their individual certification process is an example of 
how power is shared between the central organization and its member 
organizations.

The third type of project management professional organizations is 
the member associations which are part of the federation. Member asso-
ciations are nation-specific organizations which focus on their geographic 
locations to develop project management competencies within their unique 
cultures and in alignment with IPMA’s overall guidance, decision-making 
processes, and governance structure. These member organizations focus 
on the needs of the members within their national borders, in alignment 
with the IPMA’s general guidance and reserved roles. They have a high 
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level of autonomy and self-governance but not unilateral autonomy and 
self-governance that a fully independent organization would have yet, 
the level of autonomy and self-governance exceeds that provided to 
local chapters under the central governed professional organization. The 
Association for Project Management (APM), the American Society for the 
Advancement of Project Management (asapm), and the Australian Insti-
tute for Project Management are just three examples of IPMA member 
association organizations.

A fourth type of professional organization is identified which pro-
vides information and services for members who are interested in project 
management. These organizations tend to be industry specific and have a 
tendency to focus on a subset of the overall project management profes-
sion. As but one example is the Association for Project Managers orga-
nization. The Association for Project Managers mission statement is “To 
promote project management excellence in the design and construction 
industry through knowledge sharing, education and quality management” 
(APM 2013). These organizations generally do not have local chapters or 
member associations. They also tend to focus on a subset of the overall 
discipline rather than the full discipline spectrum.

In summary, there are several different project management profes-
sional organizations across the globe. Each type has a unique structure 
and approach to advancing the project management profession. Part of 
the society’s efforts include (a) establishment of codes of conduct and 
codes of ethics that all members in good standing will follow, (b) provid-
ing a means for members to interact on a common subject, (c) the sup-
port of educational opportunities, (d) establishment and development of 
industry-specific standards, and (e) being the discipline’s advocate at the 
national and global level.

Depending on the organization type, the level of explicit inclusion or 
exclusion of culture knowledge and information varies as well. The more 
global organizations tend to include culture within their standards, recom-
mended practices, and articles while the industry-specific organizations 
may not.

3.3  PROJECT MANAGEMENT PUBLICATIONS

As a key focus of this chapter is on the state of project team culture, 
as discussed in the various forms of published literature, this section 
highlights some sources where this information is derived. When per-
forming a project team culture literature review, many different avenues 
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(the types of publications) are available to practitioners, academics, and 
researchers. These various publications range from books, newsletters, 
and monthly magazines to peer-reviewed (and often academic) journals. 
As a note to the reader, this book does not include newer technology 
based information sharing sites such as blogs, wikis, and other social 
media sources. We leave these information sources to the reader to pursue 
and investigate.

In alignment with this book’s exclusion of social media information 
sources as sites which have a specific focus and audience, there is also a 
distinct difference between the classification of popular or general interest 
publications, such as newsletters and magazines, and scholarly journals 
which are also referenced as peer-reviewed or academic publications. 
The general interest or popular magazines are characterized as literature 
sources which are intended to inform or entertain the audience. These 
publications rarely cite other works; predominately they are not based on 
detailed research efforts, they also generally fail to include supporting data 
such as statistical analysis. The articles are generally not peer-reviewed, 
either. That is, the articles may receive an editorial review prior to pub-
lication but the information provided has not been reviewed by leading 
experts in the field as a vetting process. The focus of these articles is to 
provide practitioners and interested individuals insights into current hap-
penings, and general information, versus educate or as commonly stated in 
the academic realm, “contribute to the body of knowledge.”

Scholarly journal articles are the converse of general interest articles, 
the focus of which is to keep practitioners informed of what research is 
being performed in their field of expertise and to “contribute to the body 
of knowledge.” The articles are based on either basic research, applied 
research, or a combination of research processes. Basic research is also 
called pure research or fundamental research. The objective of basic 
research is to develop a fundamental understanding of the topic. This is 
different than applied research. Applied research involves the scientific 
study of “real-world” events which are designed to develop a better under-
standing of practical solutions within the discipline. Applied research 
wants to answer real-world problem questions while basic research wants 
to advance the body of knowledge, not specifically to advance or propose 
answers to real-world problems.

Published basic and applied research articles must have supporting 
references and the frequent use of statistical analysis is encountered. Prior 
to publication these articles are peer-reviewed by experts in the field. 
These articles provide the practitioners insight into concepts, ideas, tools, 
techniques, and methods which have worked and have not worked.
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With the distinction between popular and scholarly journal articles 
explained, the following sections provide a highlight of where the inter-
ested reader can find information about project management and project 
team culture.

3.4  LITERATURE SOURCES

In the area of popular or general interest publications, the project man-
agement discipline literature sources provide access to several newsletters 
and magazines. Over time these sources evolve, merge, and disappear but 
at the time of this book the following popular interest literature sources 
were all very active and available in various formats.

• Project Manager Today—This is a monthly magazine that members 
of the Project Management Specialist Group (PROMS-G) have 
access to. This magazine’s aim and scope is to address the project 
and program management community within the United Kingdom 
(UK) and countries external to the UK.

• PM Network®—PMI publishes this magazine monthly. Its 
aim and scope is to keep the project management professional  
“…updated on the latest tools, techniques and best practices…with 
real-world information you can apply to your work and career” 
(PM Network 2013).

• PMI Today®—The PMI Inc. also publishes this monthly newsletter. 
The newsletter is intended to provide its members with up-to-
date information on institute news and events as well as volunteer 
opportunities (“Our Publications” 2013).

For the academic and the researcher, who strive to publish in 
peer-reviewed journals, the project management profession provides sev-
eral avenues to achieve this objective. The various project management 
peer-reviewed journals include:

• International Journal of Project Management (IJPM)—“The APM 
and IPMA collaboratively publishes the IJPM eight times a year. 
IJPM articles cover a broad range of in depth articles across the full 
project management basic and applied research spectrum” (IJPM 
2013).

• Project Management Journal® (PMJ®)—The PMI Inc. publishes 
this peer-reviewed journal on a quarterly basis.
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The peer-refereed academic and research publication of PMI, … 
features state-of-the-art management techniques, research, theo-
ries and applications. It addresses the broad interests of the proj-
ect management profession. (PMIJ 2014)

While the IJPM and PMJ literature sources are dedicated to publishing 
project management specific articles there are many other scholarly jour-
nal publication sources which often include project management research. 
Many of these other sources are associated with a specific discipline. As 
an example, The Institute of Clinical Research magazine, CRFocus, has 
project management articles which focus on managing projects within the 
area of clinical research.

Another academic-level journal which frequently publishes project 
management research articles is the Engineering Management Journal 
(EMJ). EMJ is published four times a year by the American Society for 
Engineering Management. As stated in EMJ’s editorial mission “EMJ is 
designed to provide practical, pertinent knowledge on the management of 
technology, technical professionals, and technical organizations” (ASEM 
2013). Then there is the International Electrical and Electronics Engineer-
ing (IEEE) association. It is the world’s largest professional association 
that is associated with the advancement of technology. Within the IEEE’s 
professional association efforts is the development of standards and pub-
lication of research articles. These efforts are inclusive of engineering 
management and project management activities, processes, standards, and 
research.

With this introduction to various project management literature 
sources, the following section discusses the current state of project team 
culture as presented in these and other sources.

3.5  PROJECT TEAM CULTURE LITERATURE 
REVIEW

This section provides a review of project team culture as presented in 
project management books, general management literature sources, pop-
ular magazines, project management standards, as well as peer-reviewed 
journals. The objective of this section is to provide the reader a deeper 
understanding of project team culture and an understanding of how the 
discipline’s view of culture has evolved.
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This section begins with a look at how culture research within proj-
ects has evolved over time as it is referenced within project management 
standards. To start this discussion we look at the evolution of culture 
which has occurred through the five editions of the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK®).

In August 1994, an Exposure Draft of A Guide to the Body of 
Knowledge (PMBOK) was released for review and comment. This 
Exposure Draft covered the topic of culture within the context that each 
organization has a unique culture in and of itself. These unique cultures 
reflect the organization’s specific set of norms, shared values, beliefs, 
decision-making processes, and expectations. These cultures also reflect 
and support the organization’s specific views on authority. The superset 
of organizational culture impinges on and influences the project team 
cultures within its structure (PMI 1994, 9).

In 1996, the second PMBOK edition was published. In the second 
edition’s Section 2.3.2, project culture continues to be discussed within the 
context of a unique organizational culture. There were minimal changes 
between the first PMBOK edition and the 1996 PMBOK edition. The view 
that the organization’s culture directly influences and shapes the project 
team culture remained (PMI 1996, 18).

When comparing the first and second editions, one major change is 
noted. Specifically, the general cultural view changes from being that of 
a potential constraint to a potential direct influence source. This implies a 
change in thought that culture can have either or both a positive and neg-
ative influence within the project team.

The third PMBOK edition was released with an expansion of cultural 
consideration into several new sections. To highlight these new inclusions, 
the review starts with a new addition in Section 1.3. This new inclusion 
identifies that culture is included in the management of project by project 
schema of Management by Project. Management by Project is an orga-
nizational process which applies project management tools, techniques, 
and methods within a routine maintenance, fabrications, or assembly-type 
organization. Within this schema the organizational culture is closer to 
the project team culture than the converse view in the first two editions 
(PMI 2004, 8).

Culture was also added to Section 1.5.3 where it is stressed that the 
project manager needs to be aware of and specifically examine the orga-
nizational culture (PMI 2004, 14). The third edition also adds culture as 
a discussion topic in regard to organizational project management system 
maturity as well as expands Section 2.3.2 to include specific factors in 
which culture is reflected. Finally, culture was added as an input source 
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in Scope Planning, Human Resource Planning, and Recognition and 
Rewards sections.

The PMBOK fourth edition continued with the expansion of cul-
ture even further. In this edition, culture shows up almost immediately 
in Section 1.11 in the acknowledgment that project team members come 
from a diverse set of cultures and backgrounds (PMI 2008, 4). Culture 
shows up again, in the fourth edition, in Section 1.8 with the discussion on 
Enterprise Environmental Factors (14). The previous edition’s discussion 
about culture in Management by Project organizations no longer exists.

The fourth edition also includes culture references in:

• Section 2.2 Projects vs. Operational Work
• A continual reference to culture in the Organizational Cultures and 

Styles section
• Develop Project Management Plans Inputs
• Direct and Manage Project Execution Inputs
• Develop Human Resource Plan Inputs
• Chapter 9—Project Human Resource Management
• Chapter 10—Project Communications Management
• Chapter 11—Project Risk Management, as well as
• Appendix G

The PMBOK fifth edition was released in 2013. The fifth edition 
greatly amplifies the utilization of culture throughout the book. Culture is 
specifically referenced at least once in nine out of the 10 knowledge areas 
as a key environmental factor. This is the highest knowledge area inclusion 
of all editions. The fifth edition is also the first time that a cross-cultural 
concept is specifically identified as well.

In summary, as shown in Exhibit 3.1, the PMBOK has steadily 
increased the use of culture in a descriptive form as well as key environ-
mental inputs. While culture has been a topic since the first edition, the 
total frequency of occurrence has increased about 7.6 times, from seven 
occurrences in the first edition of the PMBOK to 53 references in the fifth 
edition of the PMBOK. Also, the number of sections where culture appears 
increased by a factor of 15. That is, the first edition included culture in two 
sections while the fifth edition expanded this to 30 sections. A notable 
and significant expansion also occurred in how culture is included in the 
specific knowledge areas. In the first edition, culture was not included as 
a key environmental input. The second edition had culture as an input in 
one knowledge area, the third edition increased the references to three out 
of the nine knowledge areas, the fourth edition increased the knowledge 
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area input references to four, and the fifth edition included culture as a key 
input consideration in nine out of the newly expanded 10 knowledge areas.

The significant increase in culture reference is linked to the various 
disciplines, such as engineering management and project management, 
recognizing culture impacts. There is a linkage between the discipline’s 
recognition of the importance of culture and the occurrence within the 
various publications. Exhibit 3.1 reflects the increased culture or cultural 
reference frequency according to total count, total number of document 
sections where culture or cultural activity occurs, and the number of 
knowledge areas where culture specifically occurs.

The identified rate of change graphically takes the shape of a slightly 
positive exponential curve. This can be viewed as an indicator of how 
culture is becoming a key consideration that influences projects. The fifth 
edition’s inclusion of cross-culture discussions also fits within the greater 
body of culture research which identifies that cross-culture, multiculture, 
or multinational projects are distinct from a more homogeneous nation 
cultural environment

It must be noted that in all PMBOK editions culture is predominately 
discussed in the context of organizational culture and the effects and 
impacts that an organizational culture may have on the project team. What 
is noticeably absent is the discussion or reference to project team culture 
as a unique organization subculture.

The one notable exception to the PMBOK’s organizational culture pre-
dominate view occurs in the fifth edition, within the section titled Develop 
Project Team. This section presents team culture as a distinct discussion 
point for the first time. As a specific reference there is acknowledgment 

Exhibit 3.1. Culture literature reference frequency.
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that a project team culture is unique. The section also goes on to iden-
tify the importance of creating a positive team culture which supports a 
highly productive team that is characterized by positive team spirit and 
cooperation (PMI 2013a, 274).

While the PMBOK does not delve into the influences and potential 
affects that are associated with national, organizational, and team cultures, 
this is not consistent with other literature sources.

In analyzing various literature sources beyond the PMBOK, there is 
a clear and consistent interweaving and mixture of national culture, orga-
nizational culture, multinational team, and project team culture literature 
discussions. These discussions are prevalent and consistent within the 
literature.

Other key attributes for project culture literature include the follow-
ing aspects:

1. Project teams can and do have their own culture or, as it is some-
times referred to, a subculture.

2. There is no standard project team culture. Each project team cul-
ture is distinctive as it is based on a different collection of project 
team skills, areas of expertise as well as the specific project con-
text, level of internal and external competition, problem resolution 
needs, decision requirements, values, attitudes, and internal and 
external influences applied to the team.

3. “…cultural values influence knowledge sharing behaviours by 
shaping patterns and qualities of interaction needed to leverage 
knowledge among individuals…” (Wiewiora et al. 2013, 1164).

4. Projects are more successful if they have a culture of trust and that 
culture can be a unique and continuous competitive advantage 
source (Zheng, Yang, and McLean 2010, 765).

5. “Successful projects create their own unique culture…” (Aronson, 
Shenhar, and Patanakul 2013, 37).

6. Project team functional change can be difficult to achieve due to 
cultural influences.

7. A team’s culture will affect its effectiveness in communicating and 
interacting internally to the project team and to external entities.

8. “…cultural changes must be supported by both primary 
culture-embedding mechanisms and secondary articulated and rein-
forcement mechanisms…” (Eskerod and Skriver 2007, 116).

9. Projects which include personnel from different cultures find that 
the complexity of culture interactions can be a significant barrier to 
communication.
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10. Multinational project teams’ cross-cultural challenges, issues, and 
potential benefits are a complex environment.

11. Culture awareness and knowledge is essential for firms to be suc-
cessful in multinational projects.

This list highlights some of the common project team cultural themes. 
While the list is not all inclusive it does provide a sound basis of what 
academics, researchers, and practitioners are studying (because they see 
importance or value in understanding the issue) and writing about (which 
indicates the importance or value assigned to the topic by readers and 
experts in the field).

To expand slightly on these points, the following discussions consider 
project team culture in and of itself.

Within this context, a project literature predominate theme is that the 
project team culture is the organization’s culture. The vast majority of lit-
erature consistently refers to, compares, and contrasts project team culture 
in the light of organizational culture or even national culture. Yet, there is 
a growing body of literature which is moving away from this focus as it 
identifies and discusses the concepts of organizational subcultures.

Subcultures are groups, such as the project team, within the organiza-
tion that are sufficiently different that they have their own culture. These 
subcultures are often recognized by artifacts which are distinctly differ-
ent than the organization or even other project teams within the organi-
zation. As example, one project team will have an observable artifact that 
the team concludes the day over a glass of wine. This informal meeting 
provides a relaxed atmosphere to review the day’s progress and review 
the next day’s activities. A different project team, within the same orga-
nization, culture does not support a similar informal and relaxed meeting 
exchange but exists within a culture of command and control versus col-
laboration. Rather than have an informal meeting this team artifact is one 
of very formal meetings, with agendas, action items, and observation of 
hierarchical reporting relationships. Each project team exists within the 
same organization but has developed its own subculture of norms, values, 
communication methods, and decision-making processes.

What this means is that organization subcultures can and do occur 
within the organization when distinct groups of individuals work in a col-
laborative environment. During this shared experience the group devel-
ops a shared problem-solving process, established accepted set of norms, 
common values, attitudes, and a socially accepted decision-making pro-
cess. These socially accepted processes, norms, language, values, and 
basic assumptions are sufficiently unique, to the organizational subgroup, 
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so that they separate, differentiate, or distinguish its culture from the more 
general organization culture. An example of this is when you overhear 
someone explain how it is almost impossible to understand those engi-
neers as they speak a different language and they have their own way of 
doing things as well as making decisions.

What this growing body of subculture literature identifies is that teams 
have their own set of conflicts, decisions, communication issues, and 
social interactions from which the team must develop socially accepted 
cultural attributes for it to be successful. As Kendra and Taplin’s research 
derived “Analysis of the stories shared by the participants confirms that 
a project management culture exists” (2004, 40). In this case, the project 
team’s culture was not fully in alignment with the larger organization.

It is also a key research finding that, in general, different project teams 
do not share a common culture. That is, when evaluating or investigating 
different project teams each will exhibit a distinctive culture. No two proj-
ect teams will have exactly the same culture. This view is referred to as an 
emic current versus etic current perspective.

What emic and etic perspectives refer to is how one approaches the 
understanding of an issue, in this case the project team culture. One con-
cise definition of emic and etic perspectives is that:

… there are two long-standing approaches to understanding the 
role of culture: (1) the inside perspective of ethnographers, who 
strive to describe a particular culture in its own terms, and (2) the 
outside perspective of comparativist researchers, who attempt to 
describe differences across cultures in terms of a general, exter-
nal standards … emic and etic perspectives, respectively. (Morris 
et al. 1999, 781)

The emic view postulates that there is no way to make a direct comparison 
between two cultures due to the very differences of the cultures (de Bony 
2009, 781). As is discussed later in this chapter, there are many reasons 
why project teams’ cultures are emic in nature.

An example of emic research is identified in an article by Lung-Tan 
Lu. In this article, emic is clearly defined and applied as a research tool 
which “… attempts to identify culture-specific aspects of concepts and 
behavior, which cannot be comparable across all cultures. Emic research-
ers assume that the best way to understand a culture is as an integrated 
whole” (Lu 2012, 109).

An etic example would be the work of Dr. Hofstede. His research 
provides a comparative analysis of each nation based on an established 
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culture indirect variable set which is intended to characterize a nation’s 
culture. The result is a set of index values which allow one to compare 
one nation’s culture to another’s. Dr. Hofstede is very clear that his index 
results can only be applied when used to compare between nations, not 
how the nation’s individual’s specific culture is or a comparison of various 
individuals’ cultures within that nation. Many of the project management 
culture researchers follow this analysis perspective as well.

As noted earlier there are many factors which contribute to differ-
ences between project team cultures. These differences, in and of them-
selves, do not indicate one culture is the absolute best way to implement 
a project team culture or that one is necessarily better than the other. The 
difference in cultures identifies that each project has a distinct context and 
a unique environment which results in a project team specific culture.

One factor, which contributes to project team or engineering team 
culture differences, is the various sets of management tools, techniques, 
and associated activities to which they are applied. “As the management 
activity is made by people who are very much influenced by their val-
ues and beliefs, no management activity can be ‘culture-free’” (Bredillet, 
Yatim, and Ruiz 2009, 183). This clearly indicates (and is supported by 
earlier statements within this book and which is elaborated on further in 
later chapters) that the project manager or the engineering manager is an 
essential element in the formation and sustainability of the team’s culture.

As an example, managers who have a high power distance index, that 
is, one whose culture is that of a stringent social class structure, will take 
actions, make decisions, and directly support as well as foster a project 
team culture which conforms to this team structure. Conversely, a man-
ager with a low power index culture background which lacks a strong 
social class value, norm, and attitude will tend to foster a team environ-
ment which is more open to bidirectional communications as well as foster 
a lower authoritarian command and control style.

Another contributing factor to each team’s specific culture is the 
physical, social, and technical environment in which the project is imple-
mented. This multifaceted environment shapes the various decisions 
which must be made, and provides a unique set of issues which the team 
must resolve. It is also fully possible that the project team members have 
never worked together within a somewhat similar context. As such, the 
project team must establish norms, values, and basic assumptions which 
are acceptable to the project team as they make decisions, resolve issues, 
and communicate both internally and externally to the project team.

The merging of individuals into a culturally homogenous project 
team is challenged by many things. Some such areas, which impact the 
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development of a common project team culture, include knowledge trans-
fer, team communications, and team success. It is these types of processes 
which make changing or implementing a team culture change difficult 
within a homogeneous environment and even more difficult within a mul-
tinational team culture. The increased difficulty of multinational team 
culture development is directly associated with the diversity of cultures 
within the team. While many of the homogeneous and multinational team 
cultural issues are similar, the multinational interaction increases the cul-
tural transformation significantly. The following paragraphs provide fur-
ther information on each of these contributing factors.

As noted in the previous list, project management culture research also 
indicates a clear linkage between the project team’s knowledge transfer 
capabilities and its culture. The foundation for this exchange is rooted in 
the team’s underlying basic assumptions. As identified in research, “Basic 
assumptions, like theories-in-use, tend to be nonconfrontable and nonde-
batable, and hence are extremely difficult to change” (Schein 2004, 31). 
Thus, if the project team’s basic assumptions are in conflict with the need 
or intent of fostering effective knowledge transfer this becomes a barrier 
to success. A frequently encountered example of this is the “not developed 
here” so it is not a good idea, process, and so forth basic assumption and 
the acceptance of an external knowledge set. What this means is that the 
project team has a basic assumption that their environment is so unique 
that external input, which is knowledge, is not applicable. Therefore the 
basic assumption rejects what may be some important new knowledge. 
To implement a successful knowledge transfer process requires all those 
involved, including the project manager and senior management, to work 
cohesively to ensure that both the organization’s and team’s basic assump-
tions are taken into consideration in the knowledge exchange as well 
as the approach to how the knowledge will be transferred (Eskerod and 
Skriver 2007, 118).

Culture factors which contribute to the impediment of an effective 
knowledge transfer include:

a. The temporary nature of the project team association. As culture is 
a learned process which involves the team members’ direct interac-
tion in solving issues, making decisions, and communicating, there 
is a time component in this process. With short-duration projects 
the time component hinders development of a cohesive culture. 
This can directly hinder knowledge transfer within the project.

b. A rapidly changing team and knowledge environment. Projects are 
involved in development and implementation of new and unique 
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endeavors. While the project team members may have a core or 
in-depth understanding of the technology and processes, each proj-
ect environment is distinctive and new knowledge is being devel-
oped. This can result in challenges to the team’s basic assumptions 
as they were previously developed in a different context.

A continuation of the project management culture literature theme is 
that internal and external communications are essential for project suc-
cess. Delivering the final output is insufficient if communication has 
not occurred. As the literature notes, “… project team communication 
is affected by the individual member’s culture…. [and] the greater the 
diversity of individual cultures, the greater the potential for unsatisfactory 
communications” (Henrie 2005, “Introduction”). This cultural issue can 
cascade into difficulties across the project which may negatively influence 
the project outcome.

There are other reasons why culture inhibits or enhances project team 
communications such as the “Number and variety of interfaces between 
project and other organizational entities. In the same way that a large num-
ber of different disciplines on a project can create a management chal-
lenge, a large number of different organisations can as well …” (GAPPS 
2006, 5).

The literature also identifies how culture is the very foundation of 
communications. As different cultures interact and if they are not aware 
of their cultural disparities, this can then become a major source of noise 
which can interrupt or distort the message’s intended meaning. Problems 
arise when communication receivers attribute meaning to a message 
according to their own cultural frame of reference rather than that of the 
sender. The different reference points may easily result in miscommu-
nications or a reduction in effective and efficient team communications 
(Loosemore and Lee 2002, 518). Failing to effectively and efficiently 
communicate greatly reduces the project team’s ability to be successful.

The project management literature also contains a significant amount 
of information on the relationship between the project team attributes of 
(a) a high performing project team, (b) a fully functioning project team, 
and (c) project team success. What is clear is that the project management 
literature identifies how important organizational and team culture is as 
well as the direct interrelationship between these cultures and project suc-
cess.

As an example, the literature identifies that an open culture project 
team interaction supports project success. These team open cultures foster 
the capability of openness and information sharing as well as transparency 
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(Killen and Kjaer 2012, 557). The converse is also valid that a closed cul-
ture project team fails to effectively and efficiently support a cohesive and 
highly functional team.

The concept that culture is important to a highly functional and suc-
cessful project team viewpoint is consistent with general management cul-
ture literature. Within both bodies of knowledge research and practitioner 
experience the data identifies that culture is a key component. The liter-
ature also clearly links organizational management and project manage-
ment failures to the lack of a common culture or divergent and competing 
cultures.

As there is some commonality between general management and 
project management literature, a natural question becomes what and how 
is general management culture and project team culture literature related? 
The next few paragraphs expand on the following answer but the overar-
ching perspective is that general managers and project managers utilize 
many of the same skills, tools, and techniques in performing their respec-
tive roles. They also face many of the same cultural issues. In this regard, 
the general management literature provides a source of information which 
adds to the overall project management culture literature.

To expand on the previous paragraph, from an overall perspective, 
the general management body of culture-based literature is much larger 
than the corresponding body of project management literature. This body 
of knowledge includes extensive research on cultural impacts within 
the management discipline. Additionally, general management cultural 
research has a longer history than project management, as it dates from 
the early part of the nineteenth century, which is around the 1930s. In this 
time frame the researcher, Elton Mayo, who was assisted by W. Lloyd 
Warner began to study organizational workgroup cultures (Park, Ribiere, 
and Schulte 2004, 106). These initial general management research efforts 
predate project management research since project management, as a 
discipline, originated in the 1950s.

A key takeaway from the general management body of literature is 
that culture is either a significant contributor or a significant barrier to 
management success. One approach to understanding cultural manage-
ment impacts is by looking at the organization from a viable system per-
spective.

The viable system organizational capability literature describes com-
panies as existing within seven environments. These environments consist 
of (1) a commercial environment, (2) technical environment, (3) economic 
environment, (4) political environment, (5) social environment, (6) edu-
cational environment, and (7) an ecological environment. Of these seven 
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environments, culture plays a key part in all with the exception of the 
ecological environment. This is due to the fact that the ecological envi-
ronment is the foundation and supporting infrastructure for the other six 
environments (Christopher 2007, 360). Clearly culture can and does have 
a significant influence on general management ability to be successful in 
the management of the company’s soft structures.

In respect to a company’s soft structure and what that refers to, the 
general management literature identifies how companies consist of hard 
and soft structures. The hard structure includes items such as the physi-
cal location, formal structures, information systems, process systems, and 
overall corporate strategy. These items tend to be very difficult to change 
once put in place. That is, they are hard points within the overall organiza-
tion’s structure. Soft systems, on the other hand, include human resources, 
leadership skills, management skills, communications, the firm’s values, 
norms, and attitudes. These items are not as physically tangible as hard 
system components. Additionally, when reviewing those organizational 
parts, which are deemed soft systems, it is easy to see that culture is asso-
ciated with each of them. This is directly related to the fact the organiza-
tional human element is directly associated with each item and humans 
come with a culture.

These general management soft systems are directly comparable to 
the project manager’s roles, project structure, as well as how the project 
is implemented. That is, the general management soft systems are also 
found in the project management team structure. This is further support 
that many of the aspects, findings, and applications of general manage-
ment culture research can be applied to the project management culture 
body of knowledge.

While project management research continues to expand this disci-
pline’s body of knowledge academics, researchers and practitioners can 
leverage general management literature to make well-grounded assump-
tions as to the potential impacts culture may have on projects and the proj-
ect team. As noted in the previous paragraphs, there is direct comparability 
between many aspects of general management and project management as 
they both require the knowledge and utilization of general management. 
They also use similar tools, techniques, and processes.

The project management culture literature also identifies another con-
stant theme between the various levels of culture, which is at the national, 
organizational, and team levels. Specifically, the literature discusses how 
difficult it is to change a firmly established culture. This finding is in full 
congruence with the other bodies of culture literature which stresses how 
difficult it is to successfully make such a change.
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Another area where there is agreement between the various manage-
ment disciplines’ literature is that while implementing a culture change 
is difficult, conversely, implementing a broader project or organizational 
change is either resisted or assisted by the group’s culture. The literature 
identifies that change is difficult at any time. Yet, the level of difficulty 
only increases if the intended change is not in alignment with the orga-
nization, project team, or other groups’ basic values. There is a higher 
probability that organizational change will be successful and occur at a 
faster rate if cultural change is included and the core values are maintained 
(Karlsen 2011, 244). The research is clear that culture has a broad and 
lasting influence on organizations and project teams.

3.6  MULTINATIONAL PROJECT TEAM CULTURE 
LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section, the homogenous national culture literature discussion is 
extended to include multinational or cross-national culture literature 
research. Depending on the literature source the reader will find reference 
to both multinational and cross-national cultural research. Multinational 
research tends to be defined as research which involves entities from two 
or more countries or nations. Often multinational is used as a descrip-
tive term as in a multinational company which means that the company 
has presence in more than one country. Cross-national research is simi-
larly defined as research that pertains to or involves at least two nations. 
Cross-national research can be viewed more as an action phrase as in 
performing research which involves personnel from two or more nations 
within a single context. While a slight difference can been seen in these 
views it is not uncommon to see these terms used interchangeably. For this 
document both phrases are used while discussing organizations and teams 
which include people from more than one country or nation.

Cultural research, within entities that include more than one nation, 
as presented in Multinational Project Team Communications: Interna-
tional Cultural Influences, continues with the theme that cultural research 
roots arise in anthropological studies. Further, the research identifies 
that each member of the organization or team culture may have a unique 
set of underlying beliefs, values, norms, and basic assumptions (Henrie 
2010, 2).

Cross-national cultural research, by description, is an expansion 
of homogeneous national, organizational, and project team culture 
research. This expansion focuses on the interactions of different cultures 



104  •  CULTURAL INFLUENCES IN ENGINEERING PROJECTS

within the various settings versus the study of culture within a homoge-
neous background. Support for the differentiation in homogeneous and 
cross-national research arises from the management research area. Spe-
cifically, management research, rather than project management research, 
identifies that cross-national cultural management studies involve organi-
zations and people who live and work in other nations and in other cultures 
(possibly within the same nation). Cross-national research is efforts which 
involve situational contexts which include people from different nations 
and cultures working together within an organization or team environment 
(Adler 1983, 226).

Before delving too deeply into the cross-national cultural literature 
discussion it must be identified that researchers utilize a range of differ-
ent terms, such as but not limited to multinational and cross-national, to 
describe the cultural interaction which occurs when people of different 
national cultures come together to perform some common task, activ-
ity, or project. Various researchers refer to this environment within the 
context of (a) multicultural, (b) global, (c) intercultural, (d) international, 
(e) transnational, (f) intercultural, (g) cross-cultural, (h) cross-national, 
and (i) multinational. In general, regardless of what the researchers or 
authors label this environment, they are referring to an organization or 
team, within the context of this book, which consists of people who are 
working together but do not share the same national or ethnic culture. 
The divergence of cultures sets in motion the expanding complexities of 
culture within this multinational culture discussion.

A review of cross-cultural project management literature identifies 
commonality between the types of issues which occur in homogeneous 
and multinational cultures as well as the potential benefits which can 
occur between these different project team types. The literature also iden-
tifies that somewhere between 25 and 50 percent of the multinational team 
attitudes can be explained by the team members’ national culture (Gannon 
1994). As discussed in the following paragraphs, while there is a common-
ality between homogeneous national and multinational cultural issues and 
potential benefits each of these tend to be expanded within multinational 
project team environments. The expansion of team issues and the scope 
and magnitude of potential benefits can be linked to complexity of the 
environment. The complexity of project teams can be partially explained 
by complexity theory, which is discussed later in this chapter.

We start the multinational team culture discussion by looking at its 
distance factor or by another description: virtual versus colocated teams. 
By way of background and within the context of this book virtual project 
teams are those teams where the team members are physically separated 
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by various distances and have minimal to no direct physical contact. What 
this means is that the project team members almost always or exclusively 
interact through electronic means such as e-mails, teleconferences, phone 
calls, and Internet-based meetings. The team members are real, the project 
is real, yet the team rarely if ever comes together in one place at one time. 
Conversely, colocated teams exist when the team members share the same 
physical area and predominately interact in face-to-face processes such as 
meetings, ad hoc encounters, and just dropping in to see how things are 
going.

Understanding the team context is a key contributor to multinational 
project team culture discussion. The team’s physical, social, and work-
ing environments and their impacts and influences the team members 
interaction efficiency and effectiveness. This variable’s primary question 
involves identifying if the project team is colocated in a single physical 
area or the team is predominately dispersed as in a virtual team. Hypo-
thetically, if the multinational team works within the physical constraints 
of a common area they have a greater opportunity to develop a mutually 
satisfactory culture. This occurs as the team members directly interact fre-
quently and have similar experiences at the same time.

Converse to this concept is the idea that virtual multinational teams 
will find it more difficult to establish a common culture, for short-term 
projects, due to a lack of direct interaction and mutual sharing of events 
within the same context. This hypothesis is based on the fact that culture is 
a group-shared learning process which occurs through direct interaction, 
problem solving, and decision-making efforts. The greater the physical 
distance, which is the distance factor, between the team members, the 
higher the level of difficulty in sharing experiences, direct collaboration in 
problem solving, and norms. The lack of direct involvement results in less 
opportunity to develop a shared culture.

Cross-culture project team literature provides further information on 
the distance factor which supports the hypothesis stated in the preceding 
paragraph. Specifically, the distance factor strives to answer the ques-
tion: “Is a virtual project team more culturally challenged than a colo-
cated multinational project team?” The cross-culture literature postulates 
that, “Distance [that is, the team is not colocated] and culture are per-
ceived as two aspects critical to team effectiveness in a global context …” 
(Connaughton and Shuffler 2007, 389). One literature theme, along these 
lines, is that with physically divergent or virtual team environments there 
is a lack of organizational or group context and experience sharing. This 
lack of common context and experience sharing hinders the development 
of an effective culture (Hartman and Guss 1996) which cascades into the 
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potential of negatively impacting the project team’s effective and efficient 
project delivery.

Another cross-cultural influencing factor is the complexity of the 
multinational project team. At a fundamental level (and an idea which 
appears in the complexity literature) is that complexity is associated with 
anything that is difficult to understand. Complex systems are associated 
with nonlinear, dynamic organizations which have a feedback mechanism. 
Complexity is different than a random event or random system in that 
a complex system has regularities but these regularities cannot be fully 
defined or results predicted (Axelrod and Cohen 2000). Random systems, 
on the other hand, exhibit no form of regularities.

While there is no definitive definition or set of final characteristics 
which clearly define what a complex project system is, there are many 
variables which provide insight into what influences the system’s com-
plexity. One variable is the number of interconnecting parts. In complexity 
science there are references to the fact that as the number of interconnec-
tions increases the potential complexity of the system increases as well. 
As an example, if two people are interacting then there is a single com-
munication channel. If a third person joins the conversation then the num-
ber of communication channels increases to three. Increasing the number 
of participants to four increases the number of communication channels 
to six. Exhibit 3.2 demonstrates that as the number of participants, as in 
the project team, increases the result is a positive exponential curve. This 
curve is mathematically defined as (n*(n−1))/2.

If you are part of a relatively moderate sized project team, say of 
20 people, there are 190 possible communication paths. This results in 
a communication network with a tremendous number of communica-
tion paths, feedback loops, external energy sources, and interconnections 
which can alter the project trajectory.

The literature also identifies that complexity is associated with the 
introduction or inclusion of the human element as part of the open system. 

Exhibit 3.2. Communication channel example.
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System science defines an open system as a system which continuously 
interacts with the external environment. An open system receives input or 
energy from external sources and provides output or energy to the envi-
ronment. As stated, an open system does exchange energy from its exter-
nal environment. A car engine is an example of an open system. It receives 
energy in the form of oxygen and fuel which is converted into work. The 
work produced is used in the external environment. As long as the exter-
nal inputs continue the engine will continue to produce work; of course, 
this is under the assumption that no mechanical failure occurs. This is 
the opposite of a closed system which does not interact with the external 
environment by either receiving input or providing an output. An example 
of a closed system is a pendulum contained within vacuum with no means 
of receiving any external input such as someone pushing on it. In this 
example, the pendulum never changes position or outputs any work. The 
encased pendulum is a closed system as it neither receives nor exchanges 
energy external to itself.

When considering the project team and open systems, the human ele-
ment is paramount in both. That is, the human element forms the project 
team. The project team becomes an open system as the human element 
continuously interacts with the external environment by receiving energy 
in and producing work out. This open system concept is valid for both 
homogeneous as well as multinational project teams.

This open system interaction and communication network underlies 
the complexity of the project team and interacts with the cultural devel-
opment, sustainment, and change. When the project team expands beyond 
a homogeneous national culture, to one which involves multiple national 
culture team members the complexity of the system increases as well. 
This is demonstrated in the area of multinational project team communi-
cations. All communication is a process which involves an originator who 
encodes information within a message stream. The encoded message is 
passed through a communication medium such as the air, e-mail, or other 
electronic media. The message arrives at the receiver who must decode 
the message. It is only when the encoding, transfer, and decoding process 
is effective will the message or information be successfully transferred.

Multinational team communications are more complex than homoge-
neous project teams as the team members have different first languages. 
The difference in first languages presents potential issues to the commu-
nication encoding and decoding process. That is when communications 
occur in different languages or in languages which are not part of encod-
er’s or decoder’s first or native languages the probability of communica-
tion errors increases. Add the probability of communication errors due to 
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language differences to hundreds of potential communication paths and 
it quickly becomes obvious why multinational team communications can 
become very complex. Multinational culture research clearly identifies 
that communications between disparate national project teams is a prime 
source of cultural issues since culture is the foundation of communication.

Of the three communication system parts (encode, transmit, decode) 
the lack of shared language becomes the source of potential cultural 
issues. When one considers that there are approximately 2,800 different 
languages in the world and that each of these languages has a specific cul-
tural underpinning it starts to become apparent how multinational project 
teams can experience major communication issues. It has been identified 
that communication is the fifth most important issue within the multina-
tional construction industry (Lim and Alum 1995, 52).

The literature further articulates that multinational team communica-
tion variables include:

1. Attitudes
2. Social organization
3. Thought patterns
4. Roles
5. Nonverbal behavior
6. Language (Loosemore and Lee 2002, 518)

This list identifies the many cultural aspects underlying communi-
cations in general. To understand how each of these contributes to mul-
tinational team effectiveness and efficiencies, we need to expand on the 
context of how each can contribute or restrict the project team’s culture.

A person’s attitude is different than a person’s value. An attitude  
“… refers to an organization of several beliefs around a specific object or 
situation” (Rokeach 1973, 18). What this means is that the set of beliefs 
which establish each team member’s attitude establishes a positive or neg-
ative attitude toward the object of interest of the situation he or she is 
interacting within (18). This set of beliefs is grounded in past experiences 
or perceptions which were developed through cultural interactions over a 
period of time.

Within the project team environment, each member’s set of atti-
tudes can predispose that person to view those of not the same culture 
or perceived status in a positive or negative light. The person’s attitude 
inclines him or her to respond to various interactions in a specific way. As 
an example, researchers have identified that not everyone is comfortable 
with interacting and engaging people of different cultures. This inability 
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to interact across cultural lines is often founded within an existing bias 
or prejudice that is their underlying attitude (Earley and Ang 2003, 294).

The social organization variable refers to the individual’s primary 
social interaction group. This variable recognizes that each of us belongs 
to a broader social group than the project team or the organization we work 
within. One way to look at this is within the context of a peer group. Your 
peers are those whom you routinely and frequently engage with socially, 
those you live with, your religious group, and political groups, to name 
a few examples. The metaphorical view that your social organization is 
your peer group is carried further in that your social organization, as a peer 
group, utilizes peer pressure as a means of forcing you to conform to the 
organization’s norms. If these norms are in conflict with the multinational 
project team culture, a struggle between the two norms will occur. In this 
struggle (and as resisting peer pressure is always a difficult thing to do), 
the outcome may be that the peer norm will overcome the project norm. 
This event will directly influence the overall team culture.

In the area of the thought pattern variable, to be a little redundant, 
this is how we think while communicating. It is inclusive of the spec-
trum which spans from initial concepts, to reasoning, and problem solving 
(Xiuyan 2012, 54). Thought patterns are universal in the concept that all 
individuals have thought patterns. It is also universal that each culture has 
developed its own thought pattern process.

As an example, some cultures foster a very direct communication, 
I centered, thought pattern process where all information exchanges are 
conducted in a direct manner with little to no ambiguity. Some literature 
sources place the U.S. thought pattern culture within the I centered realm. 
This direct approach is viewed as blunt, abrasive, or rude to a culture 
whose thought pattern norms involve a more indirect approach which 
stresses saving face, providing an integrated group view, and one of stress-
ing historical context versus predominate logical thought. The literature 
tends to place nations such as Japan within the indirect approach thought 
pattern realm.

When people with different thought patterns interact, a clash of cul-
tures may arise. The clash in thought patterns can be highlighted within 
the example of a pure logical, I centered, discussion occurring with the 
indirect cultural view. In this situation, the I centered conversation stresses 
a pure logical argument while the other side is perplexed as the discussion 
is not taking into consideration the more subjective discussion points or 
historical precedence, which carry even greater importance to them. An 
example of different thought patterns is where the Western thought pattern 
is described as linear and logical based while the Chinese persist with 
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circular, subjective, and group-oriented thought patterns. Obviously, it 
will be difficult to build a cohesive team if part of the team views some of 
the participants as rude, abrasive, and only willing to consider facts versus 
the group needs, personal relationships, and saving face.

The next variable considered is that of roles. Roles, as the word implies, 
is what we see as normal and acceptable behavior by various individuals 
in various positions. In some cultures, it is not acceptable for a woman to 
hold an authoritarian role or even to be employed outside the home. In 
other societies, there is no gender-based division of labor. The individual’s 
skill sets, knowledge, capabilities, and desires are the driving forces as 
to where he or she will work. Our culturally accepted role view is based 
on what we have learned over time as socially acceptable behavior based 
on factors such as gender and social position. When a society’s accepted 
roles run into conflict with the multinational team roles, it can create an 
environment which is totally dysfunctional and prevents interaction within 
and between the team members. A person with a deeply held role view that 
women should not be in the workforce will have a difficult to impossible 
time accepting a woman as a team member let alone as a superior.

Another potential multinational project team issue involves the non-
verbal behavior variable. Nonverbal behavior is often described within the 
context of societies with high or low contextual cultures. By description, 
in high context culture settings nonverbal communications are extremely 
important. These settings and cultures are very selective in the words used, 
the setting in which the communication occurs, and the use of body lan-
guage. It is these nonverbal clues which are the most important in how the 
communication is interpreted. In a high context culture, a contract may 
exist between two entities but it is the individual relationships and settings 
in which the communication occurs which shapes the interaction, rather 
than an explicit interpretation of the contract wording.

Conversely, low context cultures predominately rely on the literal 
verbal or written communications versus a heavy reliance on nonverbal 
signs. Low context cultures require communications to be very specific 
and explicit. Reading between the lines is not something that comes nat-
urally to a low context cultural person. Low context cultures accept the 
written contract as exactly how the parties will interact.

In a multinational project team setting, a high context culture based 
individual will be confused as to why a low context culture individual is 
not getting the message as they were very explicit, in their view, in the 
details exchanged during the communication. At the same time, the low 
context individual can become really confused as to how the high context 
individual interpreted the conversation since the high context individual 
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read more into the discussion than what the low context person ever said. 
One is reading more into the exchange than the other as he or she is heav-
ily relying on the nonverbal clues while the other is not picking up on 
these clues but relies on the explicit message.

Delving a little deeper into high and low context cultures, the liter-
ature identifies that many of the relation-based countries, such as Africa, 
South America, Asia, and the Middle East, are high context societies 
where relationships mean more than contracts. What is essential to com-
munication in these countries is the context in which it occurs. A Japanese 
business executive inviting you to a personal dinner has greater business 
meaning than if it occurred in a low context society. In the high context 
society this can indicate that the invitee wants to build a more personal 
relationship which equates to a better business relationship.

A famous example of a high context exchange occurred between the 
then U.S. President Jimmy Carter and Prime Minister Begin. The setting 
was the concluding meeting of the overall unsuccessful Israel and Egypt 
peace talks. During this last meeting, President Carter presented Minister 
Begin, from a high context society, pictures of the three heads of state 
who participated in the negotiations. On each of the pictures President 
Carter had written Prime Minister Begin’s grandchildren’s names. This 
high context exchange spoke volumes to the prime minister. More than 
words, this talked about peace or the lack of peace and the impacts to 
future generations, such as his own grandchildren. The pictures went far 
beyond the words.

Low context cultures, such as North American and most of Western 
Europe rely upon facts, contracts, and explicit wording more so than the 
context surrounding the conversation. In a low context society, an invite to 
dinner is generally just an invite to enjoy dinner together. Rather than rely 
on individual relationships, people in the low context culture rely upon 
explicit contractual wording and rules. Low context cultures view con-
tract negotiations as predominately occurring within the formal contract 
negotiation session. This is different than high context societies where the 
formal contract negotiation session is viewed as the ceremonial signing 
session of an already agreed to contract. The actual contract negotiations 
and agreements occurred outside of the formal setting.

While nonverbal communication can be very important, overall 
communication comes down to the language used. If we could identify 
two identical nations that shared all norms, values, and attitudes, effec-
tive communications would still be very difficult if these nations did not 
speak the same language. As noted earlier, communications is a process of 
encoding, transmitting, and decoding. Adding the complexity of different 
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first languages adds to the overall communication exchange difficulty. 
Even if one side of the communication exchange learns the other’s lan-
guage, communication issues can still occur. This communication barrier 
is due to the fact that that one side is a native speaker of the language 
and the other is not. What this means is that unless both sides of the con-
versation have immersed themselves in a common language culture, it is 
easy to miss the tonal inflections which alter the meaning of a word, what 
different length pauses mean, as well as how similar words may appear to 
mean the same thing but convey very different meanings.

The variations of communication are culturally driven. As an example, 
if a parent responds to his or her teenager’s inquiry, “I’ll think about that,” 
what the teenager’s hears is “no.” The teenager is taking into account the 
contextual setting and interpreting his or her parent’s response beyond the 
spoken words. This is a high context situation.

This is similar to a communication exchange which may occur 
between U.S. and Japanese business executives. In this exchange, being 
from a low context nation, the U.S. business person feels the need to be 
very explicit in his or her communication to ensure a full understanding of 
the contract language is conveyed. As such, he or she goes to great lengths 
in describing the details and providing a lot of information. The U.S. busi-
ness person may even present examples of the various topics to ensure the 
true meanings are communicated and a full understanding is achieved. 
At the end of this exchange, the Japanese business person responds with 
“that is very interesting.” In all probability, the Japanese business person 
does not find the dialogue interesting. In reality, they are just responding 
in a face saving manner. To the Japanese business person, as a low context 
person, his or her relationship with the other person means more than all 
the technical details.

The takeaway from this section is that multinational project teams 
face an even greater communication challenge than the homogeneous 
national culture project team. While ineffective and inefficient commu-
nications are faced by all projects adding to the cultural complexities of 
attitudes, social organization, thought patterns, roles, nonverbal behavior, 
and different languages extend the multinational project team’s cultural 
challenges.

SUMMARY

This chapter presented discussions on project management organizations, 
sources of culture information as provided by professional organizations, 
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an identification of some project management literature sources, and a 
brief review of relevant literature as it applies to culture research. This 
review included a look at homogeneous national project team as well as 
multinational project team culture research. The literature review identi-
fied that:

1. Project management cultural research is a very recent research area 
in the social science and project management discipline fields.

2. That, as with other areas of cultural research, performing project 
management based culture research is difficult.

3. The cultural dynamics of a multinational project team is similar but 
an expanded set of a homogeneous national project team.

4. The dynamics of project team culture are complex and can be 
described through system theory, complexity theory, and chaos 
theory.

5. The level of project management culture research has been expand-
ing which is in alignment with the general management cultural 
research.

6. The project management system’s cultural influences are an essen-
tial element for project team success as well as a potential impedi-
ment to project success.

7. There are many types of culture which include national, organiza-
tional, and subgroup or teams.

In summary, the literature identifies that teams can have a unique 
culture which diverges from the organizational or national culture. This 
culture influences the overall team success and its complexity. The litera-
ture also clearly identifies that the team manager or leader can and should 
foster a team culture which helps to establish a fully functioning, effective, 
and efficient organization.

Finally, the literature also identifies that culture is a complex system 
which is inherently a nonlinear, dynamic open system including a com-
plex communication network.





CHAPTER 4

Project teams: 
the subculture WIthIn 

the organIzatIon

All objects, all phases of culture are alive. They have voices. They speak 
of their history and interrelatedness. And they are all talking at once!

—Camille Paglia (2013)

4.1  INTRODUCTION

This chapter explores the many facets of national culture, organizational 
culture, and subcultures. As an example, project teams or other work 
teams may have subcultures which are different than the organization as 
a whole which is unique from the national culture. All are specific yet all 
are contained within the systems environment. Within this complex cul-
tural environment this chapter explores how these various cultures interact 
with, influence, and impact each other.

The primary objectives of this chapter are to (a) introduce the reader 
to the range of cultures which exist within the business environment, 
(b) present the reader information and discuss how various cultures (and 
subcultures) interact and influence each other, and (c) how different power 
levels, that is, formal and referential power as well as organizational 
structural power levels, have a moderating influence between the cultures 
within the organization.

Developing a greater understanding of how the various cultures 
are impacted and influenced by various power structures is structured 
within the open system theory research. Utilization of the open system 
theory provides a means of identifying and understanding social and 
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organizational relationships which exist within open system business 
environments.

The chapter will also briefly discuss the issues associated with project 
subcultures as a lead-in to Chapter 5.

To begin the discussion on the types of cultures which exist within the 
organizational environment and their interactions, the chapter starts with 
a review of the unique cultural contexts which encompass national, orga-
nizational, and various subcultures. As highlighted in this book and found 
throughout the literature, culture is studied, analyzed, and researched within 
these categories. Yet, the research is not in full alignment with regard to 
the differences, similarities, and uniqueness between them. To partially 
address this and to develop a consistent theme for this book, the following 
sections expand the cultural classification discussion and descriptions.

4.2  NATIONAL CULTURE

Chapter 2 introduced national culture as the macrolevel culture which 
overarches all other cultures. National culture is the result of the nation’s 
citizens’ shared experiences, issues, and communications, National cul-
ture, as a macroculture encompasses all organizational cultures and the 
organization’s subcultures which reside under or within the realm of 
the national culture. It is this overarching influence which impacts the 
organizational culture and the various organizational subcultures. While 
organizations have their own personalities and every person remains an 
individual, it is still a fact that each is influenced and impacted by national 
culture. Later in this chapter, these influences and impacts are presented 
within the open system theory.

4.3  ORGANIZATIONS: WHAT IS AN 
ORGANIZATION?

Moving down a cultural layer, from the national level, this section pro-
vides a description and definition of what an organization is, as well as, 
a principal view of its structure and culture influencers. This approach 
and discussion provide a structure from which deliberations on group and 
team cultures, that is, subcultures within the organization, can occur.

At the metalevel, organizations can be described as the struc-
ture in which for-profit, nonprofit, and government activities occur. 
The organization is inclusive of human resources, role structures, and 
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social interactions which are intended to support the system’s strategic 
plan. Stated in a slightly different way, organizations consist of a set of 
individuals working together to achieve an objective such as delivering 
a profit to the organization and its shareholders, meeting the nonprofit’s 
objectives, or delivering the social needs which the government is best 
structured to provide.

To achieve any of these functions requires a multiplicity of func-
tions, such as human resources, distinct roles and responsibilities, stra-
tegic plans, and group and team interactions. By description, human 
resources are the full set of individuals who are directly associated and 
work within the organization. These individuals jointly and independently 
perform functions and roles which support one or more of the strategic 
plan’s objectives. While these individuals may have very divergent roles 
and responsibilities, collectively, they form an entity which is striving to 
achieve a common objective, set of objectives, or outcomes which are 
specific to the organization within which they are working.

To bring structure to the organization’s human resources, various sets 
of individuals are grouped according to common functions within depart-
ments, groups, or teams.

Departments are sets of individuals who share a specialized func-
tional area within the organization. Most major organizations will have 
an accounting or finance department, a human resource department, and a 
marketing department. Depending on the organization, there may also be 
an engineering department as well as an operations department.

Another aspect of a department is that all personnel will have the 
same employee–supervisor reporting structure. Further, these individu-
als also share and support the common set of roles, responsibilities, and 
department objectives. Even though a department is a very distinct entity, 
it can and often is broken down into smaller sets of individuals which are 
described as groups or teams.

When it comes to the terms, groups and teams, within the literature, 
these are often used interchangeably and imply a common meaning. From 
a common language or general discussion perspective this often works and 
minimal confusion occurs. People commonly refer to a team as a group 
and a group as a team. Yet, especially when discussing culture, there is a 
distinct difference between the definitions of a group and of a team.

Groups is a broader classification term in that any collection of indi-
viduals can be classified as a group. The engineering department may con-
sist of several engineering groups or it may be a single group. Examples 
of various engineering groups include the woman engineering group, the 
civil engineering group, and the mechanical engineering group, and so 
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forth. As the group classification examples indicate, each is inclusive of 
a set of people who have a common identifier which everyone relates to.

Further, groups are entities which collectively achieve a specific 
desired objective or set of objectives. Often the obtainment of these objec-
tives is a result of peer pressure and common desires rather than a planned, 
scheduled, and detailed coordinated effort. The success of a group is gen-
erally measured by the result, not how they obtained the result.

A volunteer food bank group is an example of how peer pressure and 
group identification derive the end result. Within this group are individu-
als who share a common objective of helping to feed the hungry. They also 
share a common identifier as ones who are concerned for those who may 
not have the means to obtain sufficient food to avoid going hungry. While 
the group will probably have a leader, all members of the group are volun-
teers. To achieve the end objective requires the group to work together yet 
no formal power or command and control structure exists. Collaboration, 
cooperation, peer pressure, and a common vision form the group structure 
which allows it to meet its objective. Providing food for the hungry is the 
end result definition of success.

Rather than defining success by the end result alone, another method 
is to define success along the lines of the process as well as the final out-
come. Defining success in this manner is applied to teams rather than 
groups. Teams are described as a gathering of individuals based on a com-
plementary set of skills that are required to achieve a specific objective 
or a set of objectives. The set of required skills, within the team, is com-
plementary and supportive as well as focused on the process and the final 
objective.

Project teams are classic examples of a team environment. Projects, 
and therefore their teams, focus on the process as well as the final objec-
tive. These are mutually inclusive in the definition of success. The team 
must be successful at the process as well as in delivering the final objec-
tives. Failing to deliver the objective while performing the process well 
is a failure as is delivering the final objective yet failing in the process of 
achieving this.

An example of this is where the project team delivers the agreed to 
objective yet the end objective costs more than was agreed to, took longer 
than was agreed to, or failed to meet all specified quality requirements. By 
definition, this project is not a success. The process failed even if the end 
objective was delivered.

Other common organizational teams would include a safety team and 
an accident investigation team. Each team includes a set of individuals 
with complementary skills, a common process, and a common objective.
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The formal alignment and grouping of departments, groups, and 
teams establish the formal organizational structure. It is easily defined and 
visualized by the organizational chart as well as the various job classifica-
tions’ positional roles and responsibilities as well as job descriptions. The 
process and alignment of departments, groups, teams, and classification of 
individual positional roles and responsibilities define the formal, versus 
informal, power.

The formal roles and responsibilities’ positional power structure iden-
tifies who can authorize what, commit the firm to specific financial obli-
gations, perform what specific work, and who reports to whom. It also 
defines who can direct others to perform specific work as well as to apply 
discipline if it is required.

While all organizations must have a formal power structure, there is 
always a different power structure at work. This other power structure is 
the informal power or informal role structure.

An organization’s informal role structure is a function of other power 
sources to include the ideas of expertise, relationships that one builds, 
respect earned from coworkers, and political power.

Expertise power is an informal power which is associated with indi-
viduals who are recognized as experts in their field. These individuals may 
not have company-granted positional power but they directly influence 
events, processes, and decisions due to their acknowledged and accepted 
level of expertise. Expertise power is often very visible. One can often 
quickly identify those with expertise power as one sees virtually everyone 
deferring to the expert whenever the discussion turns to their realm of 
expertise. Even if the expert is not within the room or meeting, it will be 
observed that someone will defer to or recommend that Sally or Bob be 
consulted as to which is the best way to proceed. This anoints them as the 
expert with a large informal power source whose input must be obtained 
before a final decision is made or a path forward is agreed to.

Another source of informal power comes from relationships that have 
been built over time. Sometimes this is referred to as referent power. Indi-
viduals with a high relationship or referent power utilize their communi-
cation networks, built on relationships, to spread the word. This informal 
power communication exchange can provide support for or opposition to 
organizational changes or leadership decisions. High relationship power 
members carry a lot of clout within the organization’s structure. Those 
with relationship power may not be the technical expert but their ability 
to spread the word as they see it impacts the organization. This influence 
and power can be positive or negative. If the high relationship power 
source supports the organization’s formal position their influence can be a 
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positive impact. Conversely, if they disagree with the formal way forward 
their power can become an obstacle which the formal structure will have 
difficulty in overcoming.

Another informal power structure which is closely aligned with rela-
tionship power is informal power obtained from earned respect granted 
by coworkers. This is also an informal power that is obtained over time 
and through consistency in working with your peers. During these peer 
interactions, your coworkers have come to accept that you will perform 
as expected and probably go beyond the bare minimum. Your peers know 
they can count on you to deliver and excel at what is needed.

This performance consistency provides a strong informal power base. 
As your peers know how you will perform under most situations they 
grant you more informal power than others. Your word means more than 
others as you always deliver. This peer granted informal power is based 
on respect for your skills, capabilities, knowledge, and so forth. It is ref-
erenced as respect informal power. As an example, if in a discussion on 
how long an activity will take, if the one with a high level of peer granted 
respect informal power disagrees with the suggested activity duration his 
or her input carries a significant weight. That is, those peers who have 
granted them respect informal power take the input with greater valid-
ity than someone else’s. What they are identifying is that the one with 
respect informal power always delivers and knows what it means to make 
a commitment. Therefore his or her input carries more weight than formal 
power does.

There are other individuals who are granted informal power not 
because they are recognized experts in their field, or have an extensive 
organizational relationship base, rather they have developed an extensive 
political acumen and know how to get things done. They understand com-
plex social and business interactions and are able to influence what occurs 
without having positional power or expertise power. They have the polit-
ical acumen and skills which are used to create opportunities to alter the 
current work path.

An example of this is the person who knows how to link the needs 
of various teams or individuals to meet them while ultimately obtaining 
what they need or want. A 1960s example is Radar in the television sitcom 
Mash. Radar knew whom to contact, what to exchange, and how to make 
things come together to achieve the desired end. Radar can be viewed as 
one with a high level of political acumen.

At the metalevel, the preceding discussion provides a very high-level 
view of what an organization is. That is, it consists of people working 
within a specific structure toward a common objective which supports 
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the strategic goals of the organizational entity. It contains a formal power 
structure as well as a much broader informal power structure.

The preceding discussion serves this book’s intent of providing a 
metalevel description and definition of an organization’s structure, how 
personnel within the organization are grouped, and what formal and infor-
mal power sources exist. The reader is advised that organizational liter-
ature has numerous studies which provide a more detailed description 
and definition level of what an organization is and how the various power 
forms interact and can be leveraged. As an example, from one organi-
zational literature research paper the reader can find a detailed discus-
sion on “… contemporary organizational classification in the context of 
empirical, theoretical, and evolutionary perspectives” (Rich 1992, 758). 
This article and other papers in organizational literature note the study of 
organizations and that how to classify them is very complex with varying 
approaches, methods, and concepts.

Part of what complicates refinement of an organizational definition 
and its overall complexity is the human resource or social system. As with 
many other systems, once the human element is added to it, system com-
plexity increases dramatically. Other factors, which increase the challenges 
of defining what an organization is, include developing an understanding 
of how the various subsystem interrelationships, such as administration, 
physical and responsibility structures, information, decision making, and 
economic and technical aspects interact (Hersey and Blanchard 1982) 
with each other not only at the process level but culturally as well. All 
these factors create unique organizational complex systems.

One approach to understanding the organizational complex system 
is through developing and better understanding the subgroups; such as 
teams, team networks, and groups, which make up the complex system 
and how these subgroup cultures interact with each other. This approach is 
discussed in the next section.

4.4  TEAMS, TEAM NETWORKS, AND GROUPS: 
IS THERE A DIFFERENCE?

The objective of this section is to present the reader (a) a set of definitions 
for various types of teams, (b) a discussion on the contextual structures 
for understanding project teams, (c) a discussion on why the project team 
culture is often referred to as a subculture, (d) a discussion on what differ-
entiates project team culture from organizational culture, and (e) insight 
into the broad range of team research.
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To achieve this section’s objectives, the following presents, ana-
lyzes, defines, and highlights how literature differentiates between vari-
ous teams’ structural types such as team, team network, and groups. To 
frame this discussion, the following paragraphs are intended to provide an 
answer to the question of what and how a team is defined.

4.4.1  TEAMS

At the surface layer and in reviewing the extensive set of team literature, 
initially, a consistent theme and accepted definition are presented. The lit-
erature bounds the description of a team as a set of individuals who are 
focused or organized to achieve a joint objective or purpose. Each member 
of the team has a role and responsibility in supporting and aiding the other 
members in obtaining or delivering the intended result. These roles and 
responsibilities may be explicitly identified or implicit in nature. The roles 
and responsibilities are complementary where the combined team’s capa-
bilities and joint efforts are focused on their process and objective. Teams 
may be defined as virtual or physically collocated.

Teams are also found throughout the organization. The human 
resource organization may have a team or a set of teams. The accounts 
payable as well as the information technology department may have one 
or more teams. While the organization may have an engineering group or 
department, they may also have one or more engineering teams depending 
on what areas of responsibility they have, what the combined team process 
is as well as the team objective. Teams are also found in organizations that 
perform projects. Depending on the number of projects which are avail-
able, the organization will have one or more project teams.

The key factors to identification of a team is that the team will (a) have 
two or more people working together, (b) to achieve a common objective, 
(c) who are following a specific process, and who are (d) predominately 
stand-alone entities. That is, while the team is part of the organization, 
their focus, process, and objective is unique to them. Project teams are 
generally an ideal example of a team as they include more than one person 
with a common process and objective that are very unique to them. The 
project team is part of the organization, as a whole, but they tend to stand 
apart with their own culture.

The team, such as the project team, can be structured in many differ-
ent forms and takes on a variety of responsibilities. By way of an exam-
ple, a team’s physical structure can take any one of the forms shown in 
Exhibit 4.1. 
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Exhibit 4.1 identifies that a team may be virtual or collocated. A vir-
tual team is where the team members predominately or never interact in 
a face-to-face manner. All interactions occur using various technology 
sources such as teleconferencing, phone calls, e-mails, document-sharing 
software, and instant messaging. It is not uncommon for members of a 
virtual team to never shake hands or sit within the same conference room.

A collocated team, for this book, is the converse of a virtual team. The 
individuals on this team will predominately interact in face-to-face meet-
ings, have actually shaken hands with each other, and physically see each 
other frequently if not on a daily basis. While a collocated team leverages 
technology communications, this set of people has the ready ability to 
“walk down the hall” to discuss something. They can and do hold infor-
mal, that is, water cooler, meetings where everyone is in the same room 
either formally or informally.

Membership in the team, as shown in Exhibit 4.1, can also be in the 
form of a dedicated or a matrix team member. A dedicated team mem-
ber is someone who is assigned to and works within the team on a full-
time basis. The direct reporting structure for the member is through 
the team leadership such as the project manager. While dedicated team 
members may normally be assigned to a different group or department, 
within the organization, such as the engineering department, for the dura-
tion of the team assignment, their primary reporting responsibility resides 
with the team and their assigned job and work activities are within the 
team. For all practical purposes, the dedicated team members’ former 
organization remains a location that they will transition to at the end of the 
project, but during the project they have no functional responsibilities to 
that group, team, or department.

Matrix-assigned team members, for this discussion, are individuals 
who are assigned to the team, such as a project team on a part-time basis. 
As matrix-assigned team members, they have dual responsibilities, dual 
functions, and a dual reporting structure. One of their dual responsibili-
ties is their normal day-to-day job which they were hired to do; or stated 
another way, their role within the functional organizational assigned group, 

Exhibit 4.1. Team physical structure matrix.

Dedicated Matrix
Virtual VD VM
Collocated CD CM

VD: virtual dedicated; VM: virtual matrix; CD: collocated dedicated; 
CM: collocated matrix.
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team, or department continues to be a job requirement. As an example, if 
your normal job is an information technology network engineer you will 
still be supporting the organization’s information technology department 
as a network engineer even while working with the project team.

The other part of the dual reporting responsibility is to support the 
project team you have been assigned to. Continuing with the network 
engineer example, his or her second responsibility would be assisting the 
project team, defining, engineering, and testing a network required to sup-
port a new technology or infrastructure while at the same time he or she 
will be responsible for engineering, maintaining, and repairing the current 
information technology infrastructure to keep things working within the 
normal day-to-day operating mode.

To delineate the matrix-assigned project team member further, con-
sider an operations electrical engineer who works within the organiza-
tion’s engineering department. In this role, his or her normal job is to 
support operations electrical engineering needs to keep the manufacturing 
system operating normally and running within the decision constraints.

At the same time, this individual has been assigned to work with a 
project team. In this new assignment, the engineer’s assigned role is to 
design, engineer, test, and commission a new manufacturing facility. At 
this point, he or she has a dual role of supporting the day-in and day-
out operating facility while being part of a matrix project team which is 
designing, developing, deploying, testing, and certifying a new facility.

As a matrix project team assigned individual, he or she ends up with 
a dual leadership reporting requirement. This duality includes continuing 
to report to and take input and directions from his or her normal or func-
tional boss. At the same time, he or she will be receiving directions from 
the project manager as well. This individual has entered the realm of two 
bosses which can and often does result in conflicts and issues.

The dual reporting relationship, strength, and potential conflicts 
are associated with the functional needs of the operating department 
as well as the project team needs. The duality of work requirements 
can and often results in conflicts in time requirements and workloads. 
What this means is that at any given point in time the day-to-day job 
requirements or project team job requirements may have different lev-
els of criticality. As an example, if a sudden operational system failure 
is threatening to shut the manufacturing operations down then opera-
tions has a greater need than the project team. Conversely, if operations 
is running smooth and the broader project team is on hold until the 
matrix individual completes his or her assigned tasks then the project 
team has a greater need.
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While supporting both operations and the project team, the 
matrix-assigned individual ends up walking a tightrope between the func-
tional organization and project team roles and responsibilities. A signifi-
cant contributor to how this effort transpires is a result of the functional 
department leader and the project manager strengths.

The leadership strength factor can be derived from a combination of 
formal and informal power structures. When competing needs arise, the 
leader with the greatest set of formal and informal power or authority will 
obtain his or her desired or required needs over the less powerful leader.

Formal power is the authority recognized and granted by the com-
pany. You find this power or authority represented in the organization’s 
organizational chart, financial authority guide, and job description. These 
documents clearly establish roles and responsibilities, what decisions each 
member of the functional group or team can make, as well as who has 
the final decision-making authorization. Often matrix team formal power 
has greater complexity than regular functional organizations as the project 
manager often reports to a different senior executive than the various proj-
ect team members’ reporting structure.

Conversely, informal power, as noted previously, refers to aspects 
such as technical expertise, relationship, political acumen, and human 
relation skills that each individual has. As previously discussed and 
found within most organizations are people who are recognized as the 
expert in their technical field. As the recognized technical expert, final 
decisions and directions on how things are applied are often provided by 
these experts. Informal authority can also occur when the individual has 
advanced human resource skills which provide him or her the means to 
“make things” happen even though he or she has no formal authority. It 
is this combination of formal and functional authority which results in 
the relative strength of and sources of collaboration or conflict which can 
occur with matrix-assigned team members.

To recap, the attributes which identify or define a matrix, versus ded-
icated, team member are a matrix-assigned person (a) continues to work 
his or her functional organization role as well as his or her assignment on 
the project team, and (b) he or she reports to two bosses.

Referring back to Exhibit 4.1, a team can take any one of the follow-
ing forms:

1. VD—virtual dedicated
2. VM—virtual matrix
3. CD—collocated dedicated
4. CM—collocated matrix
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Based on the previous discussion, this book describes a team as a 
set of individuals who are assigned to work together, who have comple-
mentary skills, and have a common focus to deliver or produce a specific 
objective. The team may be a project team, an engineering operation’s 
team assigned to improve a specific process, information technology team 
whose assigned objective is the continuous technology improvement pro-
cess, as well as an evergreen quality team whose common objective is 
to ensure that quality continues to improve. Teams are found through-
out the organization in many forms, features, and functions but share the 
commonality of more than one person who are working together toward 
achieving a common goal or objective while using a specific process.

Putting this into a project management discipline focus, a project team 
is characterized as (a) having more than one person assigned or involved, 
(b) who are working together toward a common objective, which in the 
case of a project is the agreed to scope of work, and (c) they are following 
a well-defined project implementation process.

Project teams are different from other teams in that they have a 
defined beginning and end. Other organizational teams, such as a quality 
improvement team, may have a definitive start but there is no defined end 
date. That is, the quality team continues as an operational team for an 
indefinite time period.

This set of characteristics is in alignment with the most often quoted 
definition of a team: “… a small number of people with complementary 
skills who are committed to a common purpose, performance goals, and 
approach for which they are mutually accountable” (Katzenbach and 
Smith 1993). Effective organizational teams will have all of these charac-
teristics plus a common team culture.

4.4.2  TEAM NETWORKS

Another term found in the team literature is team network. By description, 
team networks differ from a project team or other organizational teams in 
how they utilize and rely upon individuals external to the team itself. That 
is, there is a core team which contains a specific set of skills and com-
petencies which are insufficient to meet all the team needs. As an exam-
ple, the scope of the project requires an ultradeep-sea drilling engineer’s 
expertise. As a very specialized skill, the organization does not have any-
one on the staff who normally fills this position. Therefore, there is a gap 
between the skills required to implement the project and what is available 
within the project team.
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To fill the gaps, the core project team leverages their personal and 
corporate networks to identify and utilize specific personnel and their 
capabilities on an as needed basis. In the preceding example, the project 
team would collaborate with knowledge sources both internal and external 
to the organization to identify personnel who could fill the ultradeep-sea 
drilling engineer expertise skill gap.

A function of the team network is the purposeful actions of seek-
ing and leveraging resources external to the core project team. These 
resources can and do come from internal to the organization as well as 
external sources.

The essential attributes of a team network are that (a) the core 
team does not have the skill sets or tools to perform the required task, 
so they (b) tap into the broader range of resources to (c) fill the short 
time span, activity-specific needs which ultimately achieves the team’s 
goals.

Within this environment, personal networks and knowledge sources 
become invaluable (Cummings and Pletcher 2011). While team networks 
specifically and purposefully leverage external to the team resources, they 
still meet the core definition of a team which is a set of individuals who are 
working together to achieve a common objective.

The distinguishing characteristic of a team network, which involves 
looking external to the team for additional expertise and support, is some-
times referred to in the literature as team boundary spanning or team 
boundary management. As with team network, team boundary spanning 
leverages information, skills, tools, and techniques from experts outside of 
the core team (Marrone 2010, 912).

The application of team networking or team boundary management 
is increasing. A factor which contributes to an increase in utilization is 
the corresponding increasing number of predominately knowledge-based 
projects. Knowledge-based projects involve processes such as research 
and development efforts, software development projects, as well as highly 
technical systems development efforts. While a team may be formed 
which has all the technical skills and knowledge to deliver the final out-
come, often, the core team lacks specific technical skills or unique knowl-
edge. As noted earlier, to bridge this gap, the team looks externally to itself 
as a mechanism to address the missing knowledge need. As the literature 
notes, reaching beyond the core team occurs frequently when the activity 
or task is complex, or requires a very specific process, rare knowledge 
base, or technique. Teams also extend beyond themselves when the final 
outcome requires interaction across organizational boundary lines or even 
across organizations (Marrone 2010, 913).
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An interesting aspect of team boundary management involves the 
interaction of the team’s culture and the organization’s culture. While later 
chapters explore this in further detail, the literature recognizes that culture 
influences the interaction and success of team boundary spanning. The 
team culture and the broader organization culture can either provide sup-
port for or hinder effective and efficient utilization of these external to the 
team resources. It is also possible that the external to the team resources 
may impact the team culture.

In summary, team networks are entities which meet the definition of a 
team. At the same time, they have a greater external focus than other team 
topologies. Team networks view the external world as a resource pool 
that—on a part-time basis—can provide those unique skills which will fill 
the knowledge gaps which exist within the core team.

In respect to culture within a team network, to increase the team’s 
ability to be successful the team culture must include the essential ele-
ments of being willing to accepting input from these external resources 
and be willing to include these resources in key decisions.

4.4.3  GROUPS

Groups—What are they and how do they differ from teams? Earlier in this 
chapter, a general group description was provided. While the provided 
description is complete, it does not address or expand on many literature 
views one will find within the group literature. The following expands on 
how groups are referred to and described within the literature.

To start with and in alignment with this chapter’s description, some 
authors take the position that there is a distinct difference between small 
groups and teams. A couple of examples include the 1986 research of 
Morgan, Glickman, Woodward, Blaiwes, and Salas and the 1993 research 
results of McGrath and Gruenfeld. While these sources are very specific 
on the differentiation between groups and teams, other authors fail to pro-
vide such explicit distinctions. That is, some literature sources apply the 
group and team terms interchangeably with no distinction or differentia-
tion at all. These authors interchange the group and team terms throughout 
the paper, book, or article indicating that a group is equivalent to a team or 
a team is equivalent to a group.

The literature also presents two distinct views as to where the group 
resides in relationship to the organization. In one research stream, a group 
consists of individuals who are internal to the organization. As the whole 
group resides within the organization, all members of the group freely 



PROJECT TEAMS  •  129

interact with each other and the broader organization. This interaction 
ensures a higher cognizance of the other participants’ actions, effects, and 
subsequent consequences. That is, they know what the others are doing 
on an almost continuous basis (Heise 2013, 54). The organizational com-
monality provides a foundation for achievement of the group’s objectives.

The alternative literature view is that a group is an exogenous entity 
where the membership and group boundary are explicitly defined as those 
external to the organization specifically (Katz et al. 2004, 311). As an 
exogenous entity, the group members are external to the organization and 
may not be fully aware of what is occurring within that organization, spe-
cifically. Aligned with this view is that when a set of individuals interact 
internal to the organization they form a team but external or exogenous 
entities are groups rather than a team.

The exogenous view blurs the clear distinction between groups and 
teams as specifically set forth earlier in this chapter. That is, rather than the 
definition of groups and teams being focused on the process, objectives, 
and interactions, the exogenous view is each small cluster of individuals 
working toward a common goal is a team regardless of how success is to 
be defined. The exogenous view is not supported by this book.

The literature also identifies a common concept that all groups exist 
within a physical environment, a social environment, and they exist within 
a larger cultural context. It is within this dynamic environment where the 
literature identifies how different cultures can and do exist within internal 
as well as exogenous groups, organization silos, teams, and the broader 
organization as a whole (Levine and Moreland 1990, 589).

In summary, this section provides a look into the characteristics and 
attributes of teams, network teams, and groups. While attribute variations 
exist, within the literature, between the various contexts, at the core level 
they all have some common attributes such as consisting of a set of indi-
viduals who interact, at some level, on a fairly routine basis. A group’s 
interaction tends to be less frequent than a team and not as focused on 
defining success to include the process.

Project teams are specific examples of an organizational team which 
shares commonalities with other organizations’ teams but has an addi-
tional characteristic, a very explicitly defined termination time, which 
other teams, in general, may not include. That is, in looking at a team’s 
life cycle it includes a formation or beginning, a process time, and a ter-
mination.

What this means is that all teams have a beginning. An example of this 
is the safety team was established following an audit which identified an 
issue with the organization’s safety culture. The new facility development 
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project team’s beginning is correlated with the organization’s decision to 
develop the new facility and assigning the resources to the team to achieve 
this objective. In each example, the set of individuals passes through a 
phase where the team members come together to form an entity with a 
specific focus.

Immediately following formation, each of the teams then proceeds 
through a development phase or process where the team culture starts to 
emerge. The development process is a social integration process (Levine 
and Moreland 1990, 589) which results in a final entity with its own cul-
ture. Within this culture are the specific team’s attributes of a status system 
or structure, norms, values, attitudes, problem resolution processes, and 
communications.

At this point, project teams and organizational teams diverge in that 
project teams have a termination date, the end of the project, explicitly 
defined in the beginning. At the conclusion of the project’s joint objective, 
the project team disbands, the termination phase, and the team members 
move on to other work. Conversely, other operational teams continue to 
exist with no explicit termination point. While the organization safety team 
may eventually terminate, at the initial safety team formation an explicit 
termination date may not be established. Thus, project teams form, do 
their job, and then disband. Their life cycle is complete and defined from 
the beginning. Organizational teams, on the other hand, form, do their job, 
and continue on. They generally tend to have no specific end date which 
is known up front.

Thus, project teams are a specific type and a recognized subgroup 
from within the organization. Project teams may include people from dif-
ferent nations and organizations, yet they are keenly aware of the shared 
objective of delivering a specific outcome and the process to achieve this 
outcome. The project team defines success as inclusive of the process as 
well as obtaining the end objective. A project team’s culture may predom-
inately reflect the organization’s culture or it can establish a culture which 
is significantly different than the parent organization with its own set of 
reporting requirements, assignment processes, and a unique set of oper-
ating procedures. The following sections expand on this concept further.

4.5  CULTURES AND SUBCULTURES

The phrases culture and subculture have distinct histories. As discussed 
earlier in this book, culture first appeared in the 15th century. From an 
organizational perspective, the culture phrase can be used to describe what 



PROJECT TEAMS  •  131

an “… organization ‘has’ as compared with something an organization 
is …” (Sackmann 1992, 141). At the metalevel, discussing an organiza-
tion’s culture refers to the inclusive set of problem-solving techniques, 
shared values, acceptable interpersonal interactions, shared norms, and 
shared basic assumptions. Generally, the organizational culture literature 
discusses an organization’s culture as if all members, groups, and teams 
share all cultural attributes at the same level and to the same degree.

Conversely, there is a body of organizational culture literature which 
challenges the concept of an all-inclusive adoption of a single culture 
which applies to the organization as a whole, all internal groups, and 
teams. That is, this body of literature discusses that more than one culture 
may exist within the organization. What this identifies is the concept that 
organizations have a culture as well as potential subcultures.

Within the view that organizations include different subcultures, the 
discussion begins by identifying the organization culture as what one would 
see by analyzing a very broad section of the members from across the orga-
nization as a whole. This observed organization culture is very similar to a 
nation’s culture, in that the observed organizational culture will not explic-
itly define or describe the culture of each member of the organization. As 
national culture describes the generally observed culture of that nation’s 
members, it does not and cannot be explicitly used to describe any specific 
individual’s culture. Defining and discussing an organization’s culture is to 
define and discuss the metalevel culture, not the individual’s culture or the 
various subcultures which may reside within the organization.

The phrase subculture was not introduced into cultural research efforts 
until around 1986. Prior to this, culture research predominately focused 
on national or organizational universal cultures. The literature gener-
ally lumped everyone’s culture as the culture of the nation in which they 
resided or the organization where they worked. In this context, subcultures 
or variations in national and organizational cultures were not taken into 
consideration. This view has been changing since research introduced the 
idea that subcultures existed within nations and organizations.

One way of defining an organizational subculture is it consists of a 
group or team or distinct subset of individuals working together who are 
distinct from the broader organization and they hold a common view that 
they are unique from the overarching body. These distinct entities further 
share a common problem set, decision-making process, and interacting 
norms which are different that the organization in and of itself (Bellou 
2008, 499).

As is discussed further in later sections, national, organization, and 
subcultures can be described in several ways such as the various cultures 
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are highly consistent within the higher or overarching entity, very diver-
gent, or somewhere in between. Exhibit 4.2 depicts some possible consis-
tent culture ranges as two different statistical curves. The leftmost curve, 
Highly Consistent, represents a team whose members have a very consis-
tent set of cultural attributes with one another. In this context, there is a 
high level of agreement, acceptance, and application of a common culture 
between the members.

A very functional project team may be an example of such a highly 
consistent culture. In this environment, the various project team members 
know what acceptable values, norms, and communication styles are and 
how decisions are made. A cohesive and consistent culture reduces con-
flict and provides a firm foundation for a successful and efficient project 
team.

The right curve, in Exhibit 4.2, is intended to demonstrate a team 
whose members do not fully share a common culture or are less integrated 
in the general team’s cultural attributes. Within this environment, the team 
members may hold other cultures’ attributes, rather than accept the new 
team’s culture. This can result in a team structure which fails to share val-
ues, norms, assumptions, attitudes, and decision-making processes. That 
is, the statistical cultural span is much wider than the homogeneous cul-
tural world within the highly consistent structure. This typology is consis-
tent if the group of individuals analyzed, or the entity of interest, is a group 
or a team. That is, the entity of interest may have a very integrated and 
aligned culture or a very diverse and may be even dysfunctional culture.

Exhibit 4.3 provides a view of potential relationships between an 
overarching culture and various subcultures which may exist with the 
environment. As this exhibit demonstrates, the level of culture assimila-
tion and team integration may, and in all probability does, vary between 
various subsets. There may be culture overlap between the various sets of 
individuals which would result in a blending of cultures or there may be 

Exhibit 4.2. An example for organizational cultural ranges.

Highly consistent
organization culture

A divergent
organization culture
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no interaction between the subcultures. The lack of interaction increases 
the probability that the divergent cultures will be very distinct.

Up to this point this chapter has discussed the literature constructs of 
organizations, groups, and teams. The intent is to clarify the differences 
and similarities between the various entities. So, at this point the reader 
should be very comfortable that when the discussion turns to culture one 
can present the discussion within the context of nations, organizations, 
and groups or teams. Yet the unanswered question so far is: Is there just 
one national culture and just one organizational culture at work within 
each context? The remainder of this chapter explores this question and 
presents a literature-based answer for the reader to consider in his or her 
own work environment, studies, and research.

4.6  NATIONAL CULTURE: IS THERE REALLY JUST 
ONE NATIONAL CULTURE WITHIN A DEFINED 
NATION?

So what is national culture and is there only a single national culture within 
a specific nation? Before digging too deep into this discussion and to help 
frame it first and foremost, we need to understand what a nation is. You 
cannot answer the question about there being a single culture or multiple 
cultures within a nation if the definition of a nation is not explicitly clear.

When discussing what a nation is, the literature is rife with inter-
changeably applied terms such as nation, country, nation state, and State. 
Often these terms are used interchangeably, as if they all have the same 

Exhibit 4.3. Range of organization cultures.

Organization culture

Subculture
A

Subculture
B

Subculture
C
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definition. Yet, as the following paragraphs clearly identify, each of these 
terms has its specific definition and explicit association with culture.

To start with, the word nation is from the Latin term natus. Natus’s 
Latin definition means to be born (“Latin Word Study Tool” 2013). It indi-
cates a common lineage based on birth. In the past, all Irish were born 
of and could trace their lineage from a very specific Irish bloodline. This 
is the definitive understanding of natus or someone who was born to a 
specific bloodline. Today, someone born in Ireland may or may not be of 
100 percent Irish descent. Someone born within Ireland may trace their 
ancestry through a German lineage that moved to Ireland several decades 
ago. While the current descendants may view and align their association 
with the Ireland nation, they are not explicitly Irish as defined by the natus 
term. The same could be said of the original Navaho Indian nation. To 
be of this nation requires you to be born of parents who could trace their 
blood lineage exclusively to Navaho bloodlines.

Over time, owing to the increased mobility of the world’s population, 
intermingling of pure nation bloodlines, and common terminology appli-
cation, today’s meaning of a nation is no longer restricted to a pure blood-
line descendant. Today, the definition of whom is included within a nation 
has been expanded beyond that of a common blood lineage to be inclusive 
of those who share a common “… postulated interrelationship—a ‘blood’ 
bond between members. This blood relationship may be actual, but more 
often, it derives from myth” (Rasmussen 2001). Nation is now inclusive 
of all those who share a common heritage rather than a pure bloodline 
relationship.

For a nation to exist, its members should share a common cultural 
heritage with all aspects of a shared culture background, such as its arti-
facts, values, and norms. The culture artifacts are a critical component 
as they “… represent the ‘patrimony’ of the nation, and is often invested 
with considerable sentimental values … ” (Rasmussen 2001). The nation’s 
members also share a common language. While many languages may exist 
within the nation, there is a primary language that is specifically assigned 
to that nation as a definable attribute. As an example, those native to France 
speak and communicate in French. At the same time, those native to the 
United States speak and write U.S. English, not British English. Members 
of a German nation all share a common language or German. This is not 
to imply that no other language is spoken within a nation; just that from an 
internal and external view, the principal language spoken within a nation 
is that nation’s primary language.

People who share a nation also hold an accepted and deeply held asso-
ciation with the nation by those who originated there. People, who either 
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currently live within the nation or if they have even moved to some other 
geographic location, refer to themselves as members of that nation. While 
Germans reside within the United States and claim to be U.S. citizens 
they, and others, still refer to themselves by their German ancestry and 
national association. They, for all practical purposes, are of the German 
nation, not of the U.S. nation. Along this line, people refer to themselves 
as a second- or third-generation Greek family who maintain an indelible 
cultural link to a different nation than that in which they currently reside. 
The research shows that this association is deeply ingrained and virtually 
non-negotiable. My nation is my nation, irrespective of where I may cur-
rently be living.

Thus, a nation can be defined as a group of individuals who have 
a common postulated interrelationship which transcends factual blood 
relationships. A nation also has a shared common culture and a common 
language. The common language metric does not mean that all nation 
members speak only one language. What this means is that while different 
languages may be in use, a common, deeply ingrained, and closely held 
language will prevail and be clearly associated with the nation.

So, how is a nation different from a State? The term State originates 
from the Italian language, specifically from the term lo stato. Lo stato gen-
erally denotes an entity which holds power over those within its structure. 
This state power base provides those in charge the authority to command 
the members to act in a specific manner, define right from wrong, and pun-
ish or reward accordingly (Rubinstein 2004, 151). The literature expands 
on this description such that lo stato is inclusive of all social and political 
activities which result in the ultimate ruling and governing of the country. 
Lo stato, therein a state, is a social structure which involves entities with 
legal and legitimate authority over the resident population.

A state is different than a nation as a state does not require a com-
mon culture or language and or a strong member association. A state has 
institutions, structure, and authority of control over the population. States 
can and do include multiple nations within their realm of authority and 
control. As an example, Canada is a nation but it contains states that have 
specifically authorized institutions, structures, and authority of control. At 
the same time, the state authority of control extends to various nations 
which reside with Canada such as the First Persons nations.

The term nation-state is of recent origin where it was first mentioned 
somewhere between 1915 and 1920. As the hyphenated word, this term 
brings together or joins the definition of nation and state. Another exam-
ple of the use of hyphenation is where two people join together in a legal 
framework, such as a marriage. An outcome of this merger is that rather 
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than one party taking the name of the other they create a hyphenated name 
of both. This indicates that while they continue to be specific entities, they 
have elected to become one that has a new, combined, name.

Therefore a nation-state is an independent state inhabited by people 
of one nation and one nation only. Within this context, those who live 
within a nation-state share a common cultural heritage, language, and hold 
a deeply ingrained association. The nation-state also has a set of insti-
tutions, structure, and authority of control over the population. This is 
the state portion of the name, which now includes legal and legitimate 
authority within the nation as well.

A keen observer will have noticed that the definitions of nation, state, 
and nation-state have not included explicit reference to geographic bor-
ders. That is because these terms are not geographically defined. Rather, 
the definition of the country term explicitly includes geographic borders. 
The word country is of Latin origin which originates from the word con-
tra. Contra is specific in its reference to a distinct area of land with clearly 
defined borders (“Country, Nation or State?” 2011). As such, when look-
ing at the world today, one sees it divided up into many different countries 
as each country is geographically defined and borders between countries 
are explicit.

Unique to each country is the fact that at least one state exists within 
that country. All countries have a set of institutions, structure, and author-
ity of control over the country’s population.

When looking at the world map there are about 195 identified coun-
tries and associated states. Depending on world events the actual num-
ber will vary. Regardless of the actual world country count, the final 
number does not identify that there is an equivalent number of nations 
in the world. The people of a nation can and do cross geographic and 
political boundaries as well as state control. The people of a nation can 
reside within a single country and state or they can cross country and 
state geographic boundaries. That is, nations are not geographical border 
bound or subjected to the exclusive subject of a single state authority and  
control.

Exhibit 4.4 demonstrates the relationships between two different 
geographically defined countries and four different nations within these 
countries.

As shown in Exhibit 4.4, Nation 1 demonstrates or depicts the situa-
tion where a native or indigenous set of people, who constitute a nation, 
physically live in a geographic region which crosses a country’s borders. 
This situation can be found where the U.S. and Canadian geographic 
borders exist. In these areas a common indigenous nation has existed for  
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generations. This lineage stretches back into the distance past with a 
shared culture irrespective of the country’s geographic borders or state 
control (Starks, McCormack, and Cornell 2013, 1). These indigenous 
nations existed in the past and continue to exist as a single nation with a 
shared national culture irrespective of geographic borders.

In this example, the indigenous people’s location and culture exist 
on both sides of the two states’ geographic and political boundaries or 
boarders. Their culture continues regardless of geographic borders or state 
institutions. They are a nation of people within different countries and 
different states.

One key takeaway from this discussion is that when culture is dis-
cussed, at the top level, it explicitly refers to a nation which may or may 
not be fully associated with a country or a state. This sometimes results 
in confusion as an author may refer to a national culture in the context 
of a country or state when the nation may span geographic and political 
boundaries.

4.7  ORGANIZATION CULTURE: WHAT IS THE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH NATIONAL CULTURE?

The literature is clear that organizations have their own culture. Yet, orga-
nizations are contained within a nation or they even span different nations. 
As such, what is the interaction between national culture and organiza-
tional culture and how are they different?

Exhibit 4.4. National to country boundary comparison.

Country A
Nation 3

Country B
Nation 4

Nation 1

Nation 2
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The answer to this question begins with the description of an organi-
zational culture. An organizational culture encompasses the interactions 
of a set of people who form the organization. This set of people, through 
a process of interacting, communicating, and making decisions, develop 
a core and shared set of basic assumptions, beliefs, values, and norms, 
which is a cohesive set of shared cultural attributes. The specific makeup 
of these attributes is what creates the uniqueness of that organization. This 
uniqueness is demonstrated or observed in how the members interact with 
each other and their external connections, how they make decisions, their 
observed rituals, and values which are applied internally and externally to 
the organizations.

The information technology company Apple is a prime example of 
what a unique corporate culture is and how that culture enhances the orga-
nization’s bottom line. From numerous sources Apple’s culture is defined 
as unique, one that cannot be duplicated, a culture where management 
pushes their employees extremely hard while focusing on secrecy and 
finite attention to detail. The key here is that this is the corporate culture 
which their employees, not only management, demonstrate internally and 
externally to the company. This is their demonstrated and observed arti-
facts, values, norms, and decision-making processes.

A new concept, which this chapter brings to the organizational culture 
discussion, is that organizations can and do exist within a single or homo-
geneous nation or they may also exist within multinational locations even 
if they reside within a single state. The multinational existence occurs when 
the organization’s operations are collocated in different nations even if they 
reside within a single state. As an example, Turkey has significant nation 
populations of Kurds, Greeks, Jews, and Armenians. They all have unique 
and distinct national cultures which are not the same as the Turkish national 
culture. In this situation, if an organization had offices predominately in a 
Turkish part of the state as well as within the Armenian-dominated area, 
the national influences on the organization’s culture may be different at 
each location. The differences would reflect the higher order national cul-
ture influences and impacts on the organization’s culture.

How a nation’s culture may or may not impact an organizational cul-
ture, within its boundaries, lacks clarity and concurrence among national 
cultural researchers. Organizational culture research is equally ambiguous 
as to the real impact or influence which a nation’s culture may or may not 
have on an organization’s culture within the nation’s environment.

While full agreement is not identified, within the various literature 
sources, a common literature theme which does occur is that if one culture 
influences another it is from the most powerful to the less powerful culture 
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setting. In this case, the national culture would influence and affect the 
organization’s culture rather than an organization’s culture being devel-
oped solely from within the organization. Stated in another way, cultural 
influences, if they occur, flow from the metalevel down. In this case, the 
cultural influence is from the national level toward the organizational cul-
ture, not from the organization to the national culture. As an example, the 
Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) 
research study stresses that there is a strong relationship between national 
and organizational culture (House et al. 2004). This literature theme, 
when it occurs, is consistent in that a nation’s culture directly influences, 
constrains, and impacts organizations’ cultures, not the other way around 
(Johns 2006, 396).

The reader should also be aware that there is a counter or converse 
literature theme that the concept of national culture influencing an organi-
zation’s culture is in conflict with management research. What this means 
is that within management research there is a stream of research and lit-
erature which identifies organizational culture as one which emanates 
from the organization’s leadership only. It is the leadership that is key to 
establishing the organization’s culture and sets the organization’s direc-
tion. These cultural influences are only possible if the organization is not 
overly constrained or limited by influences at the national level (Gerhart 
2008, 254). This information also indicates that if the leadership culture 
is not the same as the national culture, one can expect a significantly 
observed cultural difference between the two.

While the national and organizational cultural literature is not in full 
concurrence, one approach to visualizing the potential impacts national 
culture may have on an organization’s culture is through an open system 
lens. As system science, physics, and the study of complexity have clearly 
shown, open and closed systems exist. The distinguishing difference 
between these two systems is associated with how the system interacts, or 
not, with the external environment. If the system interacts with the exter-
nal environment, by accepting external inputs and outputting work, then 
it is an open system. A university setting is an open system example as it 
receives input from a vast array of sources external to itself while output-
ting many items, such as research, graduates, social events, to name a few, 
to the external environment. If there is no interaction with the external 
environment, it is a closed system. From a cultural perspective it is diffi-
cult to identify any closed system. Culture, as defined, is a continuously 
changing system based on external and internal events. These events also 
impact the outflow of energy from the system to the environment. While 
the transformation process may be slow, it is continuous and it impacts 
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what occurs within the system as well as how the system interacts with its 
environment.

It is the aspect that an open system must interact with the external 
environment which provides an avenue for understanding how national 
culture can have an impact on the organizational culture. Exhibit 4.5 pro-
vides a view of how this open system interchange occurs.

As represented in Exhibit 4.5, the organization exists within, not 
external to a national culture. The people who work within the organiza-
tion also live, work, and interact within the nation. The organization also 
interacts with the nation as it supplies services, material, or finished prod-
ucts to those within the nation as well as entities external to the nation. 
Further, the organization’s interaction with the national culture occurs as 
the sets of people transitioning between the cultural environments as they 
move from work to play, to family life, so forth.

Thus, based on an open system view, national culture will have some 
level of impact and influence on an organization’s culture. That is, those 
who move between the national and organizational cultural boundaries 
bring with them the external culture, to a certain degree. As noted further 
later in this chapter, there is greater influence from the national culture to 
the organizational culture. This is a reflection of a nation’s greater power 
influence over any contained organization.

Within this context, the next culture-level question involves organi-
zation subcultures or per one posed question, “If [organization] culture is 
composed of subculture[s] where do they emerge and what triggers them 
to emerge?” (Sackmann 1992, 140).

The answer is that subcultures occur as most organizations comprise 
many smaller, differentiated, departments and groups, teams, or both. 
When one analyzes an organization, it is a collective set of departments 

Exhibit 4.5. Open system culture influences view.

Organization
culture

National
culture
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and groups, teams, or both with distinct roles, responsibilities, tools, tech-
niques, and educational backgrounds. Each of these entities encounters 
a unique set of problems which must be solved, which may have dif-
ferent communication interaction requirements, and encounter settings 
which require different decisions. Examples of this would include the cost 
accounting team, the engineering department or team, project teams, and 
quality teams, as a few examples. Taken as a collective whole, the differ-
entiation between internal groups and teams results in varying cultures or 
stated another way, they appear as the organization’s subcultures.

As an example of how different teams may develop different sub-
cultures, take the comparative case of an engineering team and a sales 
team within a single company. The personnel drawn to each of these enti-
ties generally have different personalities, education, and risk tolerances. 
Exhibit 4.6 demonstrates the different characteristics which are identified 
within the typical engineering and typical sales teams. 

What Exhibit 4.6 demonstrates is that those who are typically drawn 
to different fields not only have different educational backgrounds and 
skill sets but their personalities and approaches to problem solving and 
decision making are generally different as well. In the end, each of these 
teams will build their unique subculture which is consistent with their 
team setting, interactions, decision-making requirements, and problems.

The next question is, does the organization’s global culture impact 
and influence its subcultures and if so how? As discussed in the literature, 
the answer is yes, the organization’s culture can have an impact on subcul-
tures within it. As with the earlier discussion of national culture impacts 
on organizational culture, the organization and its subcultures form an 

Exhibit 4.6. Example of culture traits.

Engineer Sales
Heavy reliance on logic Persuasion is a stronger skill set
Very detail oriented Looks at the big picture
Very comfortable working alone Interaction with others is required 

and desired
Strive for order and structure Comfortable with greater ambiguity
Desire to minimize risk as much 

as possible
Willing to take greater risks

Often are perfectionists Good enough is good enough, 
perfection is not required

Often characterized as an introvert Often described as an extrovert
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open system. In this situation, they share energy in many forms as they 
interact with each other. What this means is that as the subculture member 
interacts with the broader organization culture they may adopt part of it 
and transfer attributes of the organization culture within the subculture. 
This provides a modifying and altering impact to that subculture. While 
it is possible that the subculture may influence the organization’s culture, 
due to size and complexity there is less reverse cultural attribute impact-
ing flow; that is, there is less cultural impact from the subculture to the 
organization culture than from the organization culture to the subculture.

Why is it important to understand the various interactions between 
national culture, organizational culture, and subcultures? The answer is 
based on the foundation that culture drives how the group or team mem-
bers interact, communicate, solve problems, and make decisions. Having 
an understanding of how these cultures interact is required to develop a 
deeper understanding of the various cultures and their interactions.

Therefore, subcultures are unique sets of groups, subgroups, or 
teams within the organization as a whole. As organization cultures may 
be different than the national culture, the organizational subcultures 
similarly reflect their members’ interpretations of reality which may be 
different than the organization’s culture as “Subcultures similarly shape 
their members interpretations and actions but often in divergent ways” 
(Howard-Grenville 2006, 47). Thus it is important to understand how the 
various cultures may or may not interact and how the power relationships 
drive specific interactions while excluding others.

Follow-on questions to the preceding paragraphs include: Do subcul-
tures influence each other and are all subcultures of equal stature and power?

When analyzing an organization with multiple subcultures, a point of 
consideration is the interaction between these various entities. The poten-
tial interactions span the spectrum from no interaction to very intensive 
in between teams collaboration, interaction, shared problem resolution, 
and decision-making requirements. As the interactions cover a spectrum 
of potentials and in alignment with systems science, as each set of people 
extends and expands its direct dealings with another group or team, this 
results in a sharing of energy. This energy can be in the form of information, 
problem resolutions, communications, norms, values, and shared decision 
making. This sharing of information alters the information sources. Thus, 
the divergent subcultures, as the sharing information sources, will adapt 
to the new environment as well. On the other hand, if there is no direct 
interaction between groups or teams no culture modifications will occur. 
Cultural modifications occur through interaction, so when interaction does 
not occur the various cultures are not altered.
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While there is logic behind the concept that divergent subcultures 
may influence and provide energy for culture changes in other groups or 
teams, one has to be aware that all subsets of people are not of equal polit-
ical stature as well as positional or technical power authority. This is high-
lighted in the literature as “… subcultural groups are not equally powerful, 
with some enjoying status that flows from centrality in the work organi-
zation, or irreplaceability of their expertise or skills” (Howard-Grenville 
2006, 51). In this situation, the lower power subculture may mimic or 
use the higher power level subculture’s values, norms, and attitudes rather 
than its own. The application of this working environment power structure 
results in changes to the lower power authority team culture.

The discussion on organizational subcultures highlights the aspect 
that subcultures can be influenced by the overarching organization as 
well as individual subcultures have the ability to influence other subcul-
tures, and that groups and teams with greater organizational power have 
greater influence on groups or teams with a lower power level and are 
usually not influenced in reverse. That is, the culture source with greater 
power has greater impact on less powerful subcultures. Conversely, lower 
power source cultures will not overly, if at all, impact higher power source 
cultures.

Exhibit 4.7 demonstrates the overall potential interactions and influ-
ences between different cultures. As noted earlier, national culture may 

Exhibit 4.7. Overarching culture influences.

National
culture

Organization
culture

Sub-
culture

1

Sub-
culture

3

Sub-
culture

2

Sub-
culture

5

Sub-
culture

4



144  •  CULTURAL INFLUENCES IN ENGINEERING PROJECTS

impact the organizational culture. At the same time, organizational culture 
may impact the group, team subcultures, or both. It is also possible that 
within organizations, multiple subcultures of various positional or tech-
nical power authorities may exist. Depending on the power relations and 
levels of interactions between these subcultures, the subculture can also 
influence and impact other subcultures.

At the same time, as shown by subculture 3 in Exhibit 4.7 an organiza-
tion subculture may stand alone in relationship to other subcultures. This 
subculture may only be influenced by the broader organization culture, 
not their peers.

4.8  PROJECT TEAM CULTURE: WHAT IS THE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER CULTURES?

To establish the discussion on project team culture and its relationship to 
other cultures, the first step is to identify the environment in which the 
project team is operating. Specifically, one type of project team exists in 
an environment where:

1. The team members are on temporary loan to the project team.
2. The team members are assigned to the project full time.
3. The team members interact with other team members frequently, 

such as daily.
4. The team members are faced with a common set of problem resolu-

tions, and decision-making opportunities.
5. The team has a defined process which is designed to obtain the end 

objective.
6. The team has a common end objective.
7. The team defines success both in terms of process and end 

objectives.
8. The team has a defined end date.

Within this context, this set of individuals becomes a project team 
with a common objective of delivering the project outcomes. But, will this 
team structure develop a team-specific subculture?

The project management literature presents a trifurcation answer to 
this question. On the one hand, the literature indicates that within a single 
organization project teams have a homogeneous culture. That is, all proj-
ect teams’ cultures will be nearly identical. This cultural commonality is 
derived from the organization’s metalevel culture.
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Other literature sources identify that within an organization the vari-
ous project teams’ cultures will be heterogeneous (Auch and Smyth 2010). 
The heterogeneous set of project teams’ cultures will be significantly dif-
ferent. This heterogeneity is derived from each project team facing unique 
challenges, different problem sets, and different communication require-
ments.

Finally, there are literature sources that suggest the concept that the 
project team will consist of a set of people with their own cultures who 
are brought together for a common objective. This set of individuals will 
maintain their own culture versus establishing a project team culture. Such 
an example is the ad hoc project team.

Whether the project team is homogeneous, heterogeneous, ad hoc, 
or a combination of these cultures, understanding the various cultures 
and their potential impacts is increasingly important (Yazici 2011, 20). 
In the current world of ever increasing complex and fast-paced projects, 
ensuring a project team is efficient and effective is of paramount need. To 
this end, the project manager and the broader organizational management 
structure must understand and foster the most effective project team sub-
culture which supports overall project success. The positive and negative 
impacts that culture has on the project team’s success is well documented. 
A cohesive project team culture results in greater potential for project 
team success.

Developing an understanding of project team subculture requires an 
understanding of the project team culture trifurcation view and how the 
potential results reflect the dynamics of culture development within differ-
ent contexts. What this means is that the project team culture is developed 
through shared interactions, resolving common problems, developing 
accepted interpersonal interactions and communications, developing 
decision-making processes, as well as establishing accepted values and 
norms. When one views an organization’s project teams’ inter- and intra-
personal relationships, interactions, common problem sets, values, and 
norms, a vastly different view may be present across all project teams. In 
one context, the organization’s project teams may be very closely linked 
and overlap in many areas. They will share common experiences, needs, 
wants, and ultimate desires. This environment can foster a more homo-
geneous culture development and modification process. Culturally, the 
teams will appear to have similar heterogeneous team cultures rather than 
heterogeneous or ad hoc cultures.

Heterogeneous project teams, conversely, may be the result of various 
project teams working within significantly different environments where 
there is little to no overlap in work settings, or interpersonal interactions, 
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problem resolution needs, or team decision-making processes. In this set-
ting, each team can be viewed as an island within the overarching organi-
zation. This island is clearly separated and isolated from all other project 
teams. This situation fosters an atmosphere where each team will develop 
its own culture. The end result is a heterogeneous set of project teams’ 
cultures within a common organization.

The third leg of the potential trifurcation occurs when the project team 
consists of a set of individuals who just do not form a common culture 
team. This lack of a common project team culture formation may occur 
for many reasons. On one hand, the lack of a cohesive team culture can be 
the result of a very short, intense, project where team member interaction 
virtually never happens. In this situation, every team member is focused 
on his or her own assignment, needs, wants, and desires with no real need 
to interact with the other team members. Each can be viewed as an island 
within the project environment separated from the other islands.

The lack of a common culture may also occur if it is a dysfunctional 
project team with conflicting and competing individual objectives, desires, 
and needs. The resulting internal conflicts hinder or prevent the develop-
ment of a shared culture.

A specific project team structure which hinders development of a 
shared culture is the ad hoc project team. “The Ad-hoc team is a group 
of people who work together but have complex reporting lines and alle-
giances outside the basic team group and who are members of multiple 
teams and groups” (Handy 1989, 1). In short, the ad hoc project team is 
characterized by the view that each member is first and foremost looking 
out for what is best for him or her, not what is best for the project. This 
context limits or even eliminates the potential of developing a common 
team subculture as the team members are not sharing or interacting toward 
a common goal but working toward an end which enhances their own, 
rather than the team’s, position.

While there may be a range of project team cultures, within an organi-
zation, the team’s culture is still a subculture within the organization. This 
statement is based on the context that a project team consists of a collec-
tive set of individuals with a distinct and common set of roles, responsibil-
ities, tools, techniques, problems, and decision-making requirements. The 
project team may also have unique communication interaction require-
ments as well as inter- and intrapersonal interaction requirements. This 
environment, which exists within the broader organizational environment, 
becomes a subculture.

Within the general definition of a subculture, as was demonstrated in 
Exhibit 4.7, the project team’s culture is part of the organization’s open 
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system environment. It receives and transmits energy between itself, the 
organization, and potentially other subcultures. The interactions of these 
groups and teams will have different impacts on each other. The organiza-
tion, due to positional authority and structure, has a greater impact on the 
project team’s culture than the converse of the project team influencing 
the organization.

At the same time, the potential impact between the project team cul-
ture and other subcultures will be dependent on many factors. Some of 
the factors include the relative power between the subcultures, amount 
and intensity of interaction, and the set of potential common problems 
that they may share. Each subculture may be very unique and the overall 
impacts and influences are situational dependent.

SUMMARY

This chapter discusses interactions of culture within the context of national 
and organizational cultures as well as subcultures within the organization. 
Objectives of this chapter included introducing the reader to the range of 
cultures which exist, how the various cultures interact and influence each 
other, and how different power levels have a moderating impact between 
cultures and subcultures.

An outcome of this chapter is identification of social and organiza-
tional relationships which exist within the open system business archi-
tectures. Analysis of how the different cultures coexist results in a logical 
conclusion, which is supported by various literature sources, that national 
culture can and does influence an organization’s culture. This is a direct 
result of how organizations exist within a nation and how an organiza-
tion’s culture interacts with the nation’s culture and is subsequently influ-
enced by it.

The conclusion that the national culture will influence the organiza-
tion’s culture is supported by the fact that the members of the organization 
are also members of the nation. In this situation, the members’ national 
culture is brought into the organization. Yet, while the organization is 
influenced by the national culture, it still has and does develop a culture 
which reflects its own assumptions, attitudes, values, and norms. In this 
context, it is recognized that the “… dynamic processes of culture creation 
and management are the essence of leadership and make one realize that 
leadership and culture are two sides of the same coin” (Schein 2004, 1).

This chapter also expands on earlier descriptions and definitions of 
organization subculture. As presented, organizational subcultures develop 
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as most businesses consist of distinct groups, teams, or both, which have 
their own unique business support functions. The personnel in these 
smaller entities generally have specific and distinctive roles, responsibili-
ties, tools, techniques, educational background, different communication 
interaction requirements, and different decision requirements, and they 
encounter different problems. As the members of these groups and teams 
collaborate and interact, a group or team-specific subculture emerges.

The dynamics within and between subcultures are greater than dynam-
ics at the organizational or national levels. This can be viewed from a sys-
tem perspective in that each subculture is an open system which receives 
energy from and sends information back to the organization, as a whole, 
and to each subculture which it interacts with. The amount of culture shift, 
modification, or change, which occurs through the various interactions, is 
moderated by the relative power structure which exists between the inter-
acting entities. That means that the subculture will be influenced, more so, 
by the organization than the organization by the subculture. This is driven 
by the fact that the organization has greater power and authority than the 
subculture group or team.

A similar view occurs when looking at how different subcultures 
interact and which has the greater impact on the other. Those subculture 
groups and teams that have the highest power and authority generate 
greater influences on those subcultures they interact with of lesser stature. 
Of course, if subcultures within an organization have little to no inter-
action then little to no subculture influence occurs.

The chapter also expanded the discussion on project teams and their 
subcultures. The discussion highlighted that project teams, within a com-
mon organization, can be homogeneous, heterogeneous, or ad hoc. There 
are various influences which form or shape the project team’s culture and 
it is essential for the project manager and organization’s leadership to 
understand the shaping forces which are in play.

In the end, research has shown that organizational change and pro-
cess development is impacted by the various organizational subcultures 
(Müller, Kraemmergaaard, and Mathiassen 2009, 597). The literature also 
identifies that an organization’s culture is a source for project support as 
well as a source which can negatively impact project success. Chapter 5 
expands on the discussion of project team subcultures and how the team 
members, the project manager, and the organization’s management inter-
act, change, modify, and study it.



CHAPTER 5

develoPIng and maIntaInIng 
an effectIve Project 

team culture

If, on your team, everyone’s input is not encouraged, valued, and 
welcome, why call it a team?

—Woody Williams (2013)

5.1  INTRODUCTION

Previous chapters have provided the reader with a range of culture discus-
sions such as what are national culture, organizational culture, organiza-
tional subcultures, and project team cultures. Each of these was considered 
and discussed from many different perspectives. The relationship between 
culture and systems science has also been presented as one method of 
understanding how different cultures can and cannot influence or impact 
other cultural environments.

The previous chapters also presented how difficult it is to study cul-
ture. This difficulty is based on multiple aspects such as culture is so 
deeply rooted within our psyche that we are not always aware of why we 
take certain actions, respond in specific ways, or make decisions based on 
a specific process. It is the combined influences—culture is often of an 
unconscious nature, which is deeply ingrained, and how it is often invis-
ible to the individual—that restrict and limit the researcher’s ability to 
directly measure and evaluate culture in a quantitative approach (Henrie 
2005, 10). Another factor, which makes the study of culture difficult, is 
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the lack of definitive metrics which the researcher or project manager 
can use to directly compare different cultural settings or to measure cul-
tural change processes. As an example, we can relate to how hot or cold 
something is based on a universally acceptable temperature scale. Within 
cultural research no such universally accepted cultural measure has been 
developed and agreed to. Measuring culture tends to be qualitative rather 
than quantitative. To minimize the difficulty in directly measuring culture 
one must look at the problem from a different direction, that is, the proj-
ect manager must use indirect indicators (qualitative) rather than direct, 
quantitative metrics.

Along this line and as previously discussed, to develop an understand-
ing of a team’s culture the individual studying the team, be it an engineer-
ing manager, some external entity, or a project manager, must focus on 
identifying indicators which provide a view of what culture is but are not 
direct measures of culture per se. Some of these indirect indicators include 
variables such as how the team heroes are established; and what the team’s 
values, rituals, communication styles, artifacts, and shared assumptions 
are. Other culture indicators that can be analyzed include how the team 
works together to resolve issues and make decisions as well as how inter-
nal and external team communication occurs.

This chapter transitions the culture discussion away from the general 
culture framework toward a focused dialogue on project team culture. The 
objective of this focused view is to provide a sequence of steps that one 
may follow to enhance or to build an effective team culture. The series 
of steps starts with developing a vision of what the desired project team 
culture needs to be and ends with the process of monitoring and managing 
the culture transformation throughout the project life.

While this chapter provides the reader a discussion of some common 
analysis alternatives, methods, and tools, it is not intended to present an 
all-inclusive set of approaches that one can use to analyze the team cul-
ture. While other analysis approaches are available, those presented here 
provide a set of models which the project manager can use to evaluate 
the current team culture state, develop and implement a culture transfor-
mation, and take steps or approaches to monitoring and maintaining the 
project team culture throughout the project life cycle.

Fundamental to this discussion is that while culture is an abstrac-
tion, its impacts and influences are essential and key attributes of a 
successful project team. It is also a fundamental aspect that an effec-
tive team culture involves everyone on the team working together to 
develop the shared experiences which ultimately shape and sustain the 
team culture.
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5.2  WHY IS PROJECT TEAM CULTURE 
IMPORTANT? ISN’T IT ENOUGH THAT I DO MY 
JOB, WHY DO I HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT THE 
TEAM’S CULTURE?

The ultimate objective of all projects is to successfully deliver the intended 
final results. While defining what project success is, is outside the scope 
of this book, it suffices to say that every project is unique and what con-
stitutes success is linked to the definition and environment of each project 
as well. Yet, while sidestepping the definitive definition of project success 
the following highlights the cultural literature view on what are project 
success, team leadership, and risk management. As will be noted in more 
detail, each of these project aspects is linked to culture and from this com-
mon culture the team can become highly effective.

From a project success culture implication perspective, the prepon-
derance of literature sources identifies culture as a major contributor to 
project success. As one literature source discusses, project results, deliv-
erables, and final project outcomes are directly related to culture (Shore 
2008, 6). A different literature source presents that the right project team 
culture frames a positive communication structure that is essential for a 
project to be successful (Yazici 2011, 21).

The literature has also identified cultural variables such as the leader’s 
values and basic assumptions as critical factors toward the team’s cul-
ture and success. One case analysis identified that the leader’s values can 
become the catalyst which drives the formation of the team culture. The 
very way the leader communicates, defines success and failure, as well 
as how he or she resolves problems become embedded in the team as its 
nucleus culture (Aronson, Shenhar, and Patanakul 2013, 50).

The literature also identifies that the leader’s attitudes, values, norms, 
and basic assumptions can be a significant influence on developing and 
sustaining an effective project team culture. An analogy to this comes 
from the entrepreneur world where the following statements and positions 
are presented:

1. “… a small firm’s orientation is grounded in the values, intentions 
and actions of the individual who is in charge” (Altinay 2008, 112).

2. “… culture plays a role in economic and social activity” (Minniti 
2009, 80).

An essential key is that the leader’s culture can impact the team’s 
overall culture. As one source notes, a successful leader’s culture can be 
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and often is assimilated within the team which improves the team’s envi-
ronment (Kuhlmann 2010).

Examples of a successful culture assisting a team to succeed can be 
found on virtually every team sport field. Those teams that share a com-
mon set of heroes, problem-solving approaches, and norms can be seen as 
working teams where everyone knows what to expect of their team mates. 
Conversely, those teams that lack a common culture appear to be dysfunc-
tional and a group of individuals rather than a team.

The preceding paragraphs presented how project culture is a key 
component of the project which contributes to project success. It must 
be emphasized that an effective project culture is required to enhance the 
probability of project success. Conversely, a dysfunctional project team 
culture can quickly and easily doom a project. Expanding on the lead-
ership and project culture relationship, the literature discusses how the 
right project culture is also essential to project risk management or, as it is 
sometimes called, uncertainty management.

Projects involve risks. This is an explicit characterization of all proj-
ects that are grounded in the fact that as the project’s outcome is to provide 
the client some unique product or process, there are areas of uncertainty 
in all projects which become risks. In this unique environment the project 
team, at some level, is always proceeding in unchartered waters where risk 
or uncertainty (here forward uncertainty) is present and where it needs to 
be effectively managed. “Uncertainty management is recognized as essen-
tial to tackle the inevitable uncertainty associated with … projects …” 
(Karlsen 2011, 241).

Yet, while the need to manage project uncertainty is an acknowledged 
key element, in the underlying project structure, the literature identifies a less 
than stellar uncertainty management success rate. Specifically, “… recent 
studies have raised a concern regarding the effectiveness of uncertainty 
management … [because] many organizations turn to this activity without 
understanding its underlying … culture” (Karlsen 2011, 241). This state-
ment highlights the need for an effective team culture if the team is to be 
successful in managing its uncertainty and the associated risks.

In summary and to answer this section’s lead-in question, the proj-
ect team culture can either contribute to or hinder the team’s ability to 
be successful. This same culture can also contribute to the team’s ability 
to manage project uncertainty and its associated risks. Conversely, if the 
project team fails to develop a functioning team culture this will greatly 
increase the probability of project failure. As project team culture is very 
fundamental to project success and project uncertainty management, it is 
essential that the project team members understand what project culture is 
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and how a successful project culture can be designed, implemented, and 
continuously monitored.

5.3  DEVELOPING A PROJECT TEAM CULTURE: 
WHERE TO START?

Now that we have built a firm understanding that an effective project team 
culture significantly contributes to the project’s potential for success and 
uncertainty management, this section begins the dialogue on measuring, 
implementing, and monitoring culture change. The objective is to answer 
the basic question: How to develop and sustain an effective project cul-
ture? This question arises regardless of whether you are a new project 
manager, a seasoned professional, if you are just initiating a project, or if 
the project is well into implementation.

The first step in this process is to determine what an effective project 
team culture would be for the project’s physical and social environment. 
Then the project manager and project team must take the next step of 
developing an understanding of the current project team culture. With 
these two information points understood and documented, a gap analy-
sis can be performed (the third step in the process) which will identify 
the areas that are working well, areas that may need some tweaking, and 
areas where major transformational change is required. The outcome of 
the gap analysis provides input to the development of the transformation 
plan which ultimately leads to the transformation process. Throughout this 
effort is the continual process improvement aspect of monitoring, measur-
ing, and adjusting as required.

The culture research literature discusses several ways to approach 
developing information on the preferred culture attributes as well as an 
understanding of what the current culture is. Some approaches to develop-
ing an understanding of the current team culture include the application of 
qualitative assessments, quantitative statistical-based surveys, as well as a 
triangulation method. The following sections provide an introduction on 
what and how these approaches are used.

5.4  QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Defining qualitative research is challenging as a host of books, journals, 
as well as magazine articles freely apply the term qualitative research 
and provide an equal number of definitions. Some of these definitions are 
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based on an epistemological discussion, others define it by describing how 
to apply various qualitative research methods, and others provide a com-
parison and contrast to quantitative research. A simple definition, which 
highlights a principal qualitative research distinction, is that “Qualitative 
research involves any research that uses data that do not indicate ordinal 
values” (Nkwi, Nyamongo, and Ryan 2001, 1).

Thus, the qualitative approach or method develops data which can 
be assigned various variable attributes. Yet, the assigned variable values 
have no specific interval assignment. In the end, this approach is used to 
develop an understanding, but not an exact metric, of the project team’s 
human element, such as culture and human behavior. It is geared to under-
standing the soft systems, such as how the team generally communicates 
or the values it demonstrates, versus the quantifiable corporate actions 
such as financial records, lost time accident metrics, or the number of days 
since the last vehicle accident.

To develop a better understanding of qualitative analysis, it is worth-
while viewing the overall process. Generally, qualitative research starts 
by observing some event or some outcome and then the analysis proceeds 
back in time. Moving back in time is intended to develop an understanding 
of the process which created the observed state and to explain an event 
based on the cause. The process is referred to as a cause-of-effects analy-
sis; at each stage of the analysis, the review identifies the previous cause 
which resulted in the observed effect which then leads the analysis to the 
next initiating event. This train of observation and cause identification is 
intended to lead the researcher to the ultimate source or answer (Mahoney 
and Goertz 2006, 230). Qualitative cause-of-effects analysis is very con-
sistent with and frequently applicable to the project environment.

Using qualitative research, the project manager can develop an under-
standing of what has occurred by tracing the sequence of events back in 
time until he or she develops an understanding of what caused either the 
positive or negative behavior. This is the causes-of-effects explanation 
approach. If the project manager sees a common trend in that when Cause 
A occurs then Effect B will occur, the project manager and project team 
have critical and actionable information.

An example of this would be the project manager identifies that 
numerous engineering design package revisions are required during the 
installation process. By working backwards the project manager identifies 
that the observed process is consistent with the majority of engineering 
packages being received, Moving backwards in time, the project man-
ager identifies that the original drawings, which the design was based 
on, did not reflect the actual field as-built state, major issue number one. 
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The next step in the analysis identifies that the engineering design group 
also failed to verify the state of the drawings before beginning to make 
design changes. Therefore the project manager, using qualitative meth-
ods, has identified that the current as-built drawings are incorrect, no field 
visits were performed to verify the drawings prior to beginning the design 
change, and the project team field personnel, while they have time to fix 
the incorrect design, did not have time to identify the design flaws prior to 
installing the system.

As this example demonstrates, understanding the actionable pro-
cesses which occur throughout the sequence of events, allows the team 
members to either take action which supports and promotes a positive 
occurrence, until it becomes a basic team assumption, or they can take 
a different approach, such as not taking any action, to prevent the cause-
of-effects stream from occurring. The later action is intended to prevent 
cultural adoption of an undesirable situation.

A qualitative research caution is the risk of dealing with small popu-
lations and small sample sizes. Analyzing one event may determine one 
causes-of-event result but a slightly different causes-of-event analysis 
may derive a different cause. What this is intended to identify is that 
qualitative research, especially in small sample sizes, is fragile where 
the developed understanding can be quickly invalidated by some slight 
different event (Mahoney and Goertz 2006, 238). One must be very care-
ful on reading more into the causes-of-events sequence than what really 
occurred.

5.5  QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

Quantitative analysis is often described as the converse of qualitative 
research. This comparison occurs as qualitative research follows an 
effects-of-causes approach rather than a causes-of-effect analysis. Quanti-
tative analysis also relies on statistical techniques which require the use of 
interval variables. As previously noted, one cannot derive any meaningful 
statistical information from categorical variables; therefore, quantitative 
analysis requires the ability to measure events using interval data.

Interval data involve two or more values which are evenly spaced, 
ordered, and have specific levels of measurement. Obtaining the weight of 
potato chip bags, which are being filled on the assembly line, is an exam-
ple of obtaining interval measurements of the bag’s weight. Based on the 
interval values obtained, various statistical methods can be applied. The 
statistical results allow the development of meaningful information about 
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how the potato chip bags are being filled, sources of errors such as under- 
or overfilled bags, and the rate of bag fill.

Quantitative analysis is also often characterized as controlled experi-
ments. That is, an attempt is made to keep everything identical throughout 
the event except the variable of interest. In the potato chip bag example, the 
variable of interest is: How much does the bag weigh after filling? While 
gathering the intended data other potential variables of interest, such as 
the size of the bag and the type of potato chip, are kept constant. Using 
this approach allows the researcher to develop meaningful statistical bag 
weight results such as the average weight and the standard deviation for 
the measured group of bags. The information provides quantifiable infor-
mation which can then be used to monitor the system quality metric of fill-
ing the bag to a certain weight plus or minus a specific standard deviation.

Within the project environment, the application of quantitative analy-
sis which is intended to derive an understanding of the project team’s cul-
ture is challenging to accomplish. There are many issues to this approach 
such as obtaining a sufficient data sample size to derive any meaningful 
statistic. That is, many project teams are small which automatically limits 
the number of quantitative analysis responses. Further, and as has been 
noted several times, most projects are of short duration. Further, there 
are limited means of developing quantitative metrics when dealing with 
culture. Coupling the small sample population size, short project dura-
tion, and few directly measurable culture interval measurable variables 
restricts, but does not eliminate, the use of quantitative research methods.

An example of a project team quantitative analysis which has been 
and continues to be applied is the use of a survey to determine the team 
member’s power distance index (Earley and Erez 1997). This tool is 
intended to identify the participants’ power distance index which identifies 
how the team members respond to direct authority (177). Understanding 
how the various team members respond to authority is a key culture attri-
bute. If there is disparity in how the team members respond to authority 
it can be a major source of project team issues. Using this survey tool, or 
similar survey tools, provides a means to determine a cultural indicator.

5.6  TRIANGULATION

A challenge in identifying a project team’s culture is the need to infer the 
results based on indirect variables. The previous sections discussed how 
the project manager could use qualitative or quantitative approaches to 
determine or infer the team’s culture based on processes such as direct 
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observations, questionnaires, and surveys. The problem with these meth-
ods, within a project team environment, is that the project manager gen-
erally deals with a small number of participants, few examples, and short 
timelines. The project manager is also part of the environment and subse-
quent culture. The outcome of this type of analysis may be individual data 
points which may or may not provide a clear indication of the inferred 
team’s culture.

The problem of small sample sizes and data sets is not unique to the 
project management discipline. It is an issue in many other analysis areas. 
To help address this issue, a different analysis approach has been devel-
oped named triangulation.

Triangulation is similar to the old seafarers’ method of determining 
their location on the sea using celestial navigation. In the seafarers’ case, 
they could determine their approximate location by taking site readings 
on multiple stars. Each star provided a level of information that by itself 
did not provide a clear indication of where the ship may be. To better 
define the ship’s location, other star site readings are obtained and when 
combined together the ship’s location is identified. A similar approach 
applies to analyzing the project team’s culture indicators as well. The proj-
ect team’s triangulation analysis starts by assuming that obtaining several 
observations of the same culture environment allows one to develop a bet-
ter understanding of the culture under analysis than a single observation 
allows (Stake 1995, 110). That is, as with the sea analogy, each observed 
or derived data point adds more information which helps to develop sup-
porting information for the answer or disprove or in some way modify the 
earlier assumptions and concepts.

As an example, the project manager determines a cause perpetuated 
the observed effect based on one event. This one event could lead the 
project manager to determine how the project team was interacting and 
indirectly inferring what the cultural underpinnings are. Yet this is a single 
point on the wide body of the project team’s potential cultural ocean. To 
provide further validation or invalidation of the first analysis, the project 
manager would determine the cause of a similar but different event. If this 
second point closely matches the first, there is support for the initial view. 
Then, if possible, the project manager could conduct a small quantitative 
data sample analysis to see if the outcome of this process provides further 
support or drives him or her to alter or modify the earlier conclusion. Each 
incremental data input adds information which guides and supports devel-
opment of the answer.

The essential triangulation key is to derive a view of the project 
team’s culture from different perspectives using different methods and 
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approaches. Each new perspective provides further information which 
aids in clarifying the inferred culture team foundation.

5.7  ETHICS

In the process of analyzing, planning, and implementing project team cul-
ture changes, the project manager must be fully cognitive of the ethics 
which surround these processes. Ethical behavior is essential and vital to 
any organization at any time but especially when they are trying to change 
how the team interacts, communicates, and makes decisions.

Popular literature, research articles, and news reports provide ample 
corporate examples where the loss of ethical behavior resulted in dramatic 
negative company impacts. There is the infamous Enron ethical scandal 
that destroyed that company. Then there is the Barclay’s ethical scandal 
where they admitted to artificially changing London Interbank Offered 
Rates. While this admission did not cause Barclay to implode, it did result 
in hundreds of millions of dollars of fines. There are also cases where 
project managers failed to implement or follow ethical behavior which 
resulted in tremendous negative impacts on the project team as well as 
cascading impacts within the organization.

Putting ethics in context, the study and discussion of ethics originated 
with ancient philosophers such as Aristotle, Confucius, Heraclitus, Plato, 
and Socrates. From these early efforts, throughout history, and into modern 
times, the study and application of ethics has been a continuous process 
and one with different connotations. One definition of ethics is “the prin-
ciples of conduct governing an individual or a group” (Merriam-Webster 
2013).

Ethics are also described as an individual as well as a group behavior 
construct on what is viewed as right or wrong (Fellows, Liu, and Storey 
2004, 289). Other definitions of ethics link the terms ethics and morals 
together where morals are described as those things which guide interac-
tions through a set of rules and principles (288).

Ethics are cultural based and exist with distinct environments. This 
means that what is ethically acceptable within one society may not be 
ethically accepted within another. An example of this is the application of 
nepotism. In some nation-states, nepotism is not only culturally accepted 
and viewed as a positive ethical practice but it is virtually required. Other 
nation-states have a cultural and ethical view that nepotism is wrong and 
the members of this society take a very dim view of it when it occurs.
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Yet, how does this apply to the project management actions around 
the project team culture? The overarching answer to this involves the 
purposeful intent to alter the team, and subsequently the team members’ 
culture. It also is directly related to the general project management con-
text which involves taking actions or imposing sanctions on the group. 
These actions must occur within an ethical and morally accepted frame-
work as they directly affect those within the team as well as the broader 
organization (Helgadóttir 2008, 743).

Acknowledging that different societies may have different ethical 
underpinnings only strengthens the position that the project manager must 
be aware of these factors and act accordingly. It is essential that as the 
project manager and the associated team analyze the team’s culture as well 
as develop methods to alter or sustain it, they must be very aware of the 
ethical component of what they are doing.

As the project manager and the management team enter into and 
implement a culture change control process, there must a firm understand-
ing that management:

1. Is responsible “… to make sure processes are just, fair, and reason-
able and do not violate human rights

2. [Is] responsible to maximize the overall utility for the stakeholder”
3. Should exhibit exemplary conduct stemming from stable disposi-

tions to act.” (Müller et al. 2013, 30)

In summary, ethical behavior is an essential cultural trait and one 
which the project manager as well as the project team must foster and 
support. To assist in this effort, several professional organizations have 
developed and do provide ethical codes of conduct for their members to 
follow. The project manager and project team must avail themselves of 
these resources for assistance in this very critical area.

5.8  TOOLS

The preceding paragraphs provided a view of different analysis methods 
which generally apply to developing an understanding of the project team’s 
current culture. This section contributes to the general method discussion 
by discussing evaluation and analysis tools which the project manager 
may elect to use rather than develop his or her own approaches. As such, 
what tools are available to assist the project manager in benchmarking 
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or understanding his or her project team’s culture? One answer to this 
question is the leveraging of available maturity models.

A maturity model is also commonly referred to as a benchmark or 
service mark model. Regardless of terminology, the intent is to provide 
an approach or model which allows the project manager to develop an 
understanding of the organization’s maturity for a given process. Maturity 
models fill several basic functions. First, it provides a means to evalu-
ate an organization’s capabilities using a common format and approach. 
The maturity model’s standard format and approach bring structure and 
repeatability to the analysis effort. Second, it provides a means to com-
pare an organization’s capabilities against their peers and competitors. As 
the model is a structured instrument, it provides the evaluator a means to 
compare different project team evaluation results within a format which 
provides comparable information.

Third, it provides a means of identifying the characteristics and attri-
butes of the organization’s maturity level. This information identifies the 
areas that may be working well and points to processes where improve-
ment maybe beneficial. Fourth, it supports the organization in develop-
ing change processes that are intended to advance the system to the next 
maturity level. Fifth, it provides a consistent mechanism to monitor the 
organization’s capability on a continuous basis.

One way to visualize the maturity model is shown in Exhibit 5.1. As 
identified, for the organization to transition from a neophyte or novice to 
an optimal level is similar to climbing a ladder. Each step or process leads 
you higher up the maturity model and with every step up you rise higher 
and perform better.

Exhibit 5.1. An example of a maturity model.

Neophyte

Optimal

Processes
defined

Process
implemented

Process
measured

& controlled
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The intent of Exhibit 5.1 is to identify that a capability maturity pro-
cess is a continuum which spans from virtually no processes or under-
standing in place to ultimate or optimized capabilities. Each step along the 
way brings more value to the project and to the organization as a whole.

Approximately 30 different maturity models have been developed 
since Carnegie Mellon 1986 to 1993 Capability Maturity Model forma-
tion (Brookes and Clark 2009). A few of the available project discipline 
specific maturity models include:

1. Organisational Project Management Maturity Model (OPM3®), the 
Project Management Institute

2. Project Management Maturity Model (PMMMSM), the PM Solutions
3. Cabinet Office’s Portfolio, Programme and Project Management 

Maturity Model (P3M3), The Cabinet Office of Rosebery Court, 
St Andrews Business Park, Norwich, NR7 OHS

4. PRINCE2® Maturity Model, The Cabinet Office of Rosebery Court, 
St Andrews Business Park, Norwich, NR7 OHS

As noted, each of these, as well as other available maturity models, 
focuses on the project discipline; the question becomes, how can one use 
a maturity model to measure the project team’s culture?

The answer to this is grounded in the concept that measuring a team’s 
culture involves measuring indirect indicators. As culture is not directly 
measurable, the analysis must rely on variables which can be measured 
while ultimately providing information about what the underlying culture 
is. Some of the available maturity models provide information on these 
indirect indicators. One example of this is identified in the Project Risk 
Maturity Model (RMM) literature which states:

The Project RMM contains 50 questions, each one of which can 
yield information about a project’s risk management process … 
Since risk owners are responsible for managing their risks, the 
answer[s] … will yield information about whether or not risks 
are properly understood … and whether or not the project has a 
good risk management culture …. (Hopkinson 2010, 7)

As noted, Project RMM not only provides information on the project 
team’s understanding of risks but an outcome is identification of the 
team’s risk management culture as well.

As identified and discussed, utilization of maturity models is one 
means of delineating the current project team’s culture as well as providing 
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a benchmark as to the current state. This information is critical input to the 
next phase of planning, implementing, and monitoring the culture trans-
formation continuous improvement process.

In addition to the various project environment maturity models, there 
are other tools which the project manager can leverage in his or her efforts 
to identify, monitor, and plan cultural transformations. One such tool is 
referred to as an environmental assessment tool. There are several exam-
ples of environmental assessment tools which are available to the project 
manager. As an example, one is provided by the World Bank. This tool 
and assessment method is “… used in the Bank to examine the potential 
environmental risks and benefits … It is an essential tool for integrating 
environmental and social concerns …” (World Bank 2013). This tool pro-
vides a means of assessing the project’s social concerns and culture envi-
ronment.

Another example is the Project Environment Assessment Tool 
(PEAT©). Originally developed in 1997 it is designed “… for measuring 
and determining the environment that supports projects success … [and] 
to determine how well organizations support project management” (Hoole 
and Plessis 2002, 256). PEAT evaluates the factors:

1. Upper management support
2. Project planning support
3. Customer or end user input
4. Project team development
5. Project execution support
6. Communication and information systems

This tool, as other tools, is designed to provide end users a means to 
assess their organization’s support for project management, identification 
of gaps which may exist, and provide a benchmark to other organizations. 
As noted in the literature, this tool can be used “… as an evaluation tool 
for project success or as a process to create project culture in the orga-
nization” (Hoole and Plessis 2002, 264). The key point of these tools is 
the process of examining those indirect culture indicators as a means of 
understanding the project team’s cultural attributes.

The preceding text is not an inclusive list of tools or methods which 
are available to the project manager or organization leaders. Many other 
tools are available to the interested parties as well as commercial service 
organizations that have complete culture transformation processes to offer. 
These commercial service providers’ programs, methods, and tools are 
intended to assist project managers in understanding their team’s current 
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culture, benchmark it against their peers, and assist in developing transfor-
mation processes. Project managers should evaluate the various available 
methods, tools, and approaches and select an appropriate path forward 
which supports the objective of developing a holistic culture transforma-
tion process that is appropriate within their organization’s structure and 
their unique project environment.

5.9  DEVELOPING A CULTURE TRANSFORMATION 
PLAN

Developing a culture transformation plan may not be required in your spe-
cific project. You may find that the project members quickly and effortlessly 
become a team, and naturally develop a holistic culture which supports the 
overarching project success objective. But, what if you are not that project 
manager and you determine that your team must alter the current culture to 
enhance the probability of project success? In this situation, a transforma-
tion plan must be developed, implemented, and monitored. This section 
provides one approach to developing such a transformation plan.

To start with and before any change can occur, project managers must 
have a clear vision of what their unique project culture successful attributes 
are, that is, the desired end results. They must also understand what the cur-
rent, or as-is, culture state is. With an understanding of the desired culture 
end state, and the as-is culture state they can then identify the gaps between 
these states. With this understanding, the details of the transformation plan 
can be formed. Throughout this process, it is also paramount that project 
managers recognize and accept that they, as well as “… other managers 
(leaders) of the parent organization … [are] responsible for arranging con-
ditions conducive to a creative and disciplined culture …” (Cleland and 
Ireland 2002, 571). This means that they must take ownership and respon-
sibility for the overall process, and structure the transformation within their 
specific physical, social, and culturally unique project environment.

As such, it is clear that you must start with a vision of what constitutes 
critical attributes of your unique project team’s successful culture. But 
what are these attributes, how do you identify them, where do you start, 
and what is required in the vision?

As with the study of culture in general, a successful project team 
culture is unique to the project’s physical, organizational, team structure, 
and social environment. It includes what occurs internally to the team 
as well as external influences, such as the organization and national cul-
tures, which are part of this open system. One project team’s successful 
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culture attribute set may not be the same set for a different project team 
environment.

As an example, if a project is implemented in an environment where 
the organization and national culture supports, encourages, and even 
requires individual project team members to perform as equals, that is 
a low power distance index project environment; the successful project 
communication culture is different if the converse project environment 
were encountered. In the low power index environment, the successful 
project communication culture attributes include aspects of open and 
frank, bidirectional communication exchanges. Isolation and restriction of 
forthright dialogue would not be part of the accepted culture.

Conversely, if a similar project were to occur in a high power distance 
environment, where a rigid and strict subordinate to superior relationship 
is the norm, a different successful project culture is needed. Within this 
environment, it is unrealistic to develop a project team communication 
culture attribute vision which includes open and forthright bidirectional 
communication exchanges as that culture is diametrically opposed to 
current reality at the project, organization, and national levels. This may 
be driven by the environment where “Relationships between subordi-
nates and superiors … are frequently loaded with emotions” (Hofstede 
1997, 36). This emotionally charged environment may drive the project 
team culture communication vision to focus on how peers communicate 
with each other and how the hierarchical communication will flow rather 
than one of openness, frankness, and equality.

The preceding case is just one example which demonstrates the need 
to be cognizant of the project environment when developing a successful 
project team culture vision.

One approach to developing this vision is to work from a culture 
checklist which assists the vision developers in reviewing and document-
ing pertinent components of this vision. One form of the checklist could 
be based on the following outline:

1. Symbols or artifacts
a. What are the project symbols which would be identified as indi-

cators of this successful project?
b. Should the project have a unique logo and phrase which clearly 

identify the project team as a unique team?
c. Should the project team be collocated in a central area?
d. For a collocated team, how should the physical environment be 

structured? Should everyone be in a cubicle with many open 
meeting areas or would the use of offices be more appropriate?
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e. What about providing the team members a project shirt, pen, 
backpack, or some other physical item which clearly says they 
are a member of the team?

2. Rituals
a. What rituals does the team see as being part of the successful 

project team?
b. Should there be a ritual when people join or leave the team?
c. Should there be a ritual when a successful major milestone 

is met?
d. Should the project team have a meeting ritual such as all meet-

ings will start with a safety moment or some other critical 
vision of the project?

3. Heroes
a. What constitutes or would constitute a hero for this project?
b. Is the hero defined as someone who puts in the extra mile?
c. Is the hero defined as someone who fosters collaboration and 

inclusion?
d. Is the hero defined as someone who exhibits the desired  

values?
4. Values

a. What specific mode of conduct will be acceptable on this 
project?

b. Will the team value system include the ability to have open and 
frank discussions?

c. Will the project team and the management structure accept bad 
news without shooting the messenger?

d. Are the team’s values based on what is best for the team or the 
individual?

e. What value system will be applied to conflict management?

This list is obviously not fully inclusive but provides a foundation 
from which the project manager and their team can begin. By explicitly 
and systematically working through the list of culture attributes, the team 
can define and document a culture vision.

Having a vision of the project team’s culture needs is essential before 
a plan can be developed. An analogy is all roads leaving a city go some-
where but only one road will lead you to where you really want to go in the 
shortest time. You must know what the destination is to plan the travel to 
the destination. But, knowing where you ultimately want to be is only part 
of the picture. Knowing and understanding the project team’s as-is culture 
is the second piece of this puzzle.
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Determining and understanding the project team’s current culture is 
easy to say but can be difficult to determine. Several ideas and methods 
have been proposed and applied on how to do this across many different 
environments and cultural contexts. These efforts have met with vary-
ing levels of success and failure. To provide an increased probability of 
being successful requires the project manager to understand precisely 
what he or she wants to achieve which includes the ability to present it 
to both senior management as well as the project team. This is the first 
major challenge for the project manager to overcome and is very project 
specific.

Once what is to be achieved is understood and stated, the discovery 
of the current culture state can occur. One approach to this would be the 
utilization of Schein’s 10-step intervention. This intervention consists of:

1. Obtaining leadership commitment
2. Selecting groups to interview; in the case of the project this would 

be the project team
3. Selecting an appropriate setting for the group interview
4. Explaining the purpose of the group meeting
5. Presenting a short lecture on how to think about culture
6. Eliciting descriptions of the artifacts
7. Identifying espoused values
8. Identifying shared tacit assumptions
9. Identifying cultural aids and hindrances

10. Reporting assumptions and joint analysis (Schein 2004, 340–7)

An aspect of this process requires that someone other than the project 
manager lead and conduct the assessment. This is based on the assump-
tion that by not having the project manager present, it provides for more 
open dialogue and information exchange between and within the project 
team members than if the project manager is present. In most situations, 
the presence of management tends to limit how frank and open the team 
members are willing to be. This is a cultural artifact which, ideally, should 
be changed.

A slightly different approach involves the process of developing a

“… list of what comprises a culture: traits and behaviors, 
assumptions and beliefs, values and norms, language utilized 
(not national language but organizational language), rituals and 
customs, socialization and sub socialization, how problems are 
solved, tools and technology used, and finally the layout of work 
areas.” (Lane 2013, 52) 
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The key is to develop an understanding of the as-is culture by fleshing out 
these observed project team environment attributes.

Another approach is to develop or leverage an existing culture sur-
vey which is supplied to the project team. There are several culture-based 
surveys which are available as either stand-alone efforts or part of for-
profit consulting firms’ methods. In this process, the project team mem-
bers would anonymously complete the survey; at which time the project 
manager or contracted consultant would analyze the results, consolidate 
the information, and then meet with the project team to present the out-
come. The outcome of this effort becomes the foundation for developing 
the transformation plan.

In essence, there are several different approaches to identifying the 
as-is project team’s culture. The project manager and their executive 
team should identify a method and tool or a set of tools which provide 
input within their unique environment. Throughout the process, a deep 
awareness of the project team’s attitudes, feelings, and comfort level is 
required.

With a clear understanding of the ultimate objective and the as-is state, 
the next step is to identify and detail the “… desired traits and behaviors 
vital in supporting the strategy; create awareness of leadership’s current 
traits and behaviors; and identify opportunities and actions to align dif-
ference between the desired and current behaviors” (Lane 2013, 49). This 
is the gap analysis and development of the gap elimination plan process.

As each project environment is unique, the detailed gap analysis and 
subsequent gap elimination plan must also be unique to that project. In 
general, the process is to first develop an understanding of the difference 
between where we are and where we want to be. This understanding must 
go beyond general statements to one of specific details which include 
actionable items. An example may be that the current decision-making 
process is primarily ad hoc with each person doing the best he or she 
can as a stand-alone entity. The desired culture decision-making attri-
bute is that decisions will be made with the input and contribution of all 
involved team members. Further, the desired decision-making process 
is one where all participants can challenge the proposed decision, make 
suggested changes, and assist in the active development of a cohesive 
answer. The actionable outcome is changing the project team members’ 
decision-making process that all future decisions will be an inclusive, not 
exclusive, process.

In this example, the gap is the difference between who is included 
in the decision-making process as well as how the decision is made. To 
close this gap, the culture change management plan would detail who 
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is involved in which types of project decisions as well as the collective 
nature of making the decision.

In essence, development of an actionable culture change plan involves 
the process of (a) defining explicitly where you want to be, (b) defining, 
detailing, and understanding the as-is culture attributes and variables, 
(c) unambiguously detailing the gaps between the here and now and where 
we want to be, and (d) developing a detailed plan on how to close the 
gaps as well as how the process will be managed and monitored. The 
detailed plan must include specific, actionable, tasks and activities. The 
danger is that the plan developers revert or leverage high-level, generic 
statements, which look and sound great but fail to provide any firm action 
requirements.

Developing the overall process is not simple or easy, but the literature 
is clear that it provides significant benefits if properly implemented.

5.10  TRANSFORMATION PLAN IMPLEMENTATION 
AND MONITORING

The preceding information is not the project team culture change pro-
cess silver bullet which can be applied unilaterally and universally to all 
projects, in all environments, to develop a project team which is always 
successful. Yet, the information provides the project manager a deeper 
understanding of the reasons why project team culture is important, some 
tools which may be useful, and outlines a general approach to understand-
ing the as-is project team’s culture as well as how to plan the team’s cul-
ture transformation change process. It also stresses that need to develop 
specific actionable tasks and activities which provide support in achieving 
the desired end result.

As was presented earlier, to increase the probability of success it is 
essential that the project manager and their management structure have 
the vision and commitment to implement and manage any culture change 
process. It is also imperative that they understand that implementing and 
managing culture change are not easy or simple. Often the project team is 
facing the need to change habits, tweak the working environment, change 
how they communicate, and alter how they engage in communications, 
risk planning, and decision making. Change is scary and many people 
resist it as long as their level of the as-is state of discomfort is less than any 
discomfort that will occur during the change process.

To overcome the resistance to change requires establishing condi-
tions which involve a combination of processes, events, and vision that 
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are conducive to a creative and disciplined change process. One approach 
in creating a conducive environment is the utilization of rhetorical dia-
logue. Rhetorical dialogue is the use of oral and written information which 
is intended to inform, persuade, and motivate the project team members 
toward a common culture. Rhetorical approaches include but are not lim-
ited to the use of:

1. Analogy—A figure of speech which presents the reasoning or 
explanation between two different events, things, or ideas which 
highlights the similarity of either the desirable or undesirable trait. 
One example of an analogy would be where the project manager 
likens the process of monitoring the risk management plan to man-
aging your investment portfolio. In each case, the intent is to iden-
tify events prior to their occurrence such that proactive efforts can 
be taken to either mitigate the negative or enhance the potential 
outcomes.

2. Chiasmus speech—A figure of speech in which the second half of 
an expression is balanced against the first with the parts reversed. 
As an example, when the going gets tough, the tough get going, is 
a chiasmus. The use of chiasmus provides the project manager a 
means to leave the project team members a strong impression and 
something to remember as a means to foster change.

3. Irony—A figure of speech which says one thing but means another. 
It can be used to enhance an understanding by expressing the oppo-
site. One example of irony would be when the project manager 
claims that as the project team is failing in its internal and external 
communications it is assuring that the project will be successful. 
The key is to use rhetorical irony communications to stress the 
importance of and need for acceptable culture-based communica-
tions by actually saying the opposite.

4. Maxim—This is an “… easily remembered expression of a basic 
principle, general truth, or rule of conduct” (“What Are Dueling 
Maxims?” 2013). A classic example is “Actions speak louder than 
words.” The project manager may use this maxim to stress the 
importance of action and the need to “walk the talk.”

5. Metaphor—This is the active comparison of two unlike things 
which share an important role. A project manager could use the 
example that unfettered spending is like not turning the water 
cooler faucet off. In each situation the limited resource, money in 
the first and the water contained in the water bottle in the second, is 
consumed without obtaining the intended benefit.
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Along with rhetorical approaches the project manager can augment 
and enhance the culture change environment through the use of:

1. The carrot and the stick. This process involves rewarding the pos-
itive and desirable cultural attribute while negating the converse.

2. Leadership which pays “… attention to, control and reward; their 
role modeling and coaching; how they allocate resources; how they 
select, promote, and ‘deselect’ people; and the organizational struc-
tures and processes they create” (Schein 2004, 291).

3. Generation of disequilibrium within the project team. In essence, 
the project team is placed in a state where the current situation is 
uncomfortable and undesirable. This state creates disequilibrium 
among the team members. The project team’s disequilibrium forces 
“… a coping process that goes beyond just reinforcing the assump-
tions that are already in place” (Schein 2004, 321). It results in 
a new culture based on learning how to cope with the new envi-
ronment which supports a new level of project team comfort and 
equilibrium.

While the use of multiple processes and events provides a means to 
implement a culture change, it all starts with a vision. The vision not only 
provides a clear direction and ample motivation but also the underpin-
nings of a supportive environment (Heath and Heath 2010, 255).

To help overcome the fear of change management, you must first 
start with instilling the belief that change is required. To achieve this, the 
project manager must be able to effectively communicate why change 
is required, that change is not impossible to achieve, and to obtain the 
project team’s acceptance and buy-in. This is analogous to creating a new 
habit where there are “… only two things to think about: (1) The habit 
needs to advance the mission… (2) The habit needs to be relatively easy 
to embrace” (Heath and Heath 2010, 216). While ultimately changing and 
sustaining a project team’s culture is more than just creating a new habit, 
it can start with this simple premise.

It is also imperative to keep in mind that “People are the driving force 
in successfully accomplishing change” (Suran 2003, 31). As such, people 
or in this case the project team cannot assist in implementing change if 
they are not (a) aware of, (b) involved in, and (c) committed to making it 
successful. Building the foundation for the team’s involvement and active 
participation involves communication. In this light, it is imperative that an 
effective rollout communication plan must be developed, implemented, 
and followed up. The communication plan must articulate the quantifiable 
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end result and vision, the gap between where the team is and where it 
needs to be, and how the change process will occur.

This communication process has multiple roles:

1. Convincing the project team members of the need for change. The 
project manager must make it personal so that each team member 
sees clearly the need to change, how he or she fits within the change 
process, and what the ultimate benefits will be.

2. Obtaining project team member feedback and input. Before the 
project team members can buy into the process, they must be 
involved in the process. This includes being able to provide feed-
back, suggestions, ideas, and even challenges to the plan.

3. Clearly articulating that the change process is endorsed and sup-
ported by upper management. The project team must clearly iden-
tify that the organization’s management agrees with, supports, and 
is fully committed to this plan.

4. Providing a roadmap of how the change will occur. It is essential 
that the project team understands the process without being over-
whelmed by a perceived insurmountable mountain. Outline and 
detail an initial set of four to seven activities where early wins 
can occur. Provide clear information on how the processes will be 
implemented, what changes are expected, and how the implemen-
tation will be monitored. Do not overwhelm team members with 
infinite details or an extensive and complex plan. Focus on the near 
term and low-hanging fruit to show positive results early and often.

Once the initial communication has occurred, an important task is to 
provide the team an opportunity, location, and structure where they can 
informally meet to discuss and assimilate the information. This is akin 
to social movements’ free spaces. “Free spaces often play a critical role 
in facilitating social change” (Heath and Heath 2010, 246) as it allows 
the team members the ability to discuss, develop a collective plan, and 
a means to establish a new language for the new culture. You can only 
achieve project team culture change if the team buys into it, supports it, 
and accepts it.

As the project team culture change proceeds, it must be actively mon-
itored to see if the desired and intended results are occurring. This over-
all program is akin to a common continuous improvement circle which 
includes plan, initiate, and monitor, as shown in Exhibit 5.2.

One cannot assume that a culture change process can successfully 
occur by just developing a plan and implementing it. As with any change 
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process, the very act of implanting a change impacts the project team 
which can and will probably impact the plan or how the plan is being 
implemented. Stated in another way, the plan impinges on the team and 
the team’s response impinges on the plan and implementation strategy. 
This bidirectional interaction must be monitored and the team must also 
be willing to adjust the plan as well as adjust the implementation strategy 
based on the system dynamics.

SUMMARY

This chapter focuses the culture discussion within the project team subcul-
ture. The objective of this focused discussion is to lead the reader through 
a sequence of cultural steps which start with identifying the desired suc-
cessful team’s culture attributes and end with the process of implementing 
and monitoring the changes.

One key chapter takeaway is the need to understand and quantify 
what the successful project team culture is. One way to consider this is 
that all roads out of a city lead somewhere but to arrive at a specific desti-
nation requires travel on a specific road toward a specific destination. You 
cannot implement a project team culture change if you do not know what 
that desired culture should look like or how to travel the desired path.

The chapter also outlines the fact that once you understand the desti-
nation, you need to know where you are today, the as-is state. This involves 
determining the current project team culture. The chapter provides some 
general research methods and tools which could be utilized in this effort. 
The methods and tools supplied are not fully inclusive but are provided as 
a sample of what is available.

The next phase of the transformation effort is to understand and doc-
ument the gaps between the as-is and the where we want to be. This gap 
analysis provides the foundation for developing the transformation plan. 
As identified, the transformation plan must be attuned to the physical 

Exhibit 5.2. Culture transformation.

Plan

Initiate

Monitor



EFFECTIVE PROJECT TEAM CULTURE  •  173

and social project environment. What would constitute a project team’s 
culture-based symbols, rituals, heroes, and values will be dissimilar in 
different social and project team environments. It is imperative that the 
project team understand how national and local cultural attributes will 
impinge on the project team’s subculture. This understanding will guide 
the development of the plan and its implementation which will generate 
the highest probability for success.

The chapter also identifies that project management is an essential 
methodology and set of methods for companies to be successful in the 
world with ever shorter delivery time frames and higher quality require-
ments. Yet, there are almost endless examples of failed projects and almost 
unbelievable sums of money spent with negative returns. While there are 
many reasons for the vast range of project failures, an area which comes 
as a key focus and directly applicable to the team is management’s cul-
tural acceptance and support. Not only must the management structure 
accept and endorse the project management methodology and methods 
but they must also support the unique culture which occurs within the 
project team subculture. “Organizations can successfully manage projects 
within the traditional functional organization, if the culture encourages 
cross-functional integration” (Hoole and Plessis 2002, 255). The team 
cannot operate in isolation if it is to be successful.





CHAPTER 6

cross-cultural Project 
teams and cultural 

Influences

The way a team plays as a whole determines its success. You may have 
the greatest bunch of individual stars in the world, but if they don’t play 
together, the club won’t be worth a dime.

—Babe Ruth (2013)

6.1  INTRODUCTION

This chapter moves the discussion beyond the homogeneous team cul-
ture environment, that is a predominately a single culture team, to that 
of culture within teams which include people from different cultures. 
The different cultures generally are national based but could be organiza-
tional as well. Throughout this chapter, we will refer to this context as a 
cross-cultural team environment.

The intent of this chapter is to provide the reader some background 
information and a cross-cultural knowledge foundation of the various 
aspects which cross-culture teams may exhibit. These various aspects, 
functions, and interaction tend to be different from teams with a single 
culture base.

The chapter begins by discussing the difference between multina-
tional and cross-cultural characteristics. As is noted later, the literature 
tends to use multinational and cross-cultural terms interchangeably. The 
following discussion is intended to provide the reader insight into these 
terms.

The chapter then moves into a discussion of the various challenges 
that organizational managers, engineering managers, project management 
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practitioners, students, and researchers may face within this context. There 
are unique challenges to developing an understanding as well as working 
within this cultural environment.

Based on this foundational information, the chapter presents the 
impacts various cultural attributes, such as communication; power dis-
tance; uncertainty avoidance; and individualism versus collectivism, may 
have within cross-culture teams.

This chapter’s objective is to increase the reader’s understanding of 
how interactions of different cultures can impact the team environment 
and the team members. At the same time, the chapter provides some 
general guidelines on how managers and team members can work within 
this context to improve the possibility for team success and individual 
team members opportunity to experience satisfaction. The team discus-
sion is presented in the context of a project team but is applicable to all 
teams.

6.2  WHAT IS A MULTINATIONAL PROJECT 
TEAM AND HOW IS IT RELATED 
TO CROSS-CULTURE?

To begin forming an answer to what is a multinational project team, let 
us first review Chapter 4 discussion on what is a country, nation, state, 
and nation-state. As previously noted, the terms country, nation, state, and 
nation-state are encountered throughout the literature and often used inter-
changeably. The approach by some authors is that these terms have the 
same definition and thus are interchangeable. Yet, the terms have unique 
definitions and understanding the difference is very germane to avoiding 
some confusion when discussing cross-culture project teams.

To reemphasize the distinctions that these terms have, the term coun-
try is associated with and refers to a distinct physical location. It is defined 
by physical borders (Admin 2011). As such, when looking at the world 
today one sees it divided into approximately 195 different countries. 
Each of these countries has a distinct geographic border which defines 
its boundaries and area contained within it. A country, as is expanded on 
later, also encompasses at least one state but can include multiple nations. 
That is, a country may geographically encompass multiple nations or 
even share nations with other countries. Within this context, a country 
could consist of a single culture but by definition a country is a place 
on earth which is geographically defined, not culturally established or 
defined.
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A nation is different from a country as it identifies people with a com-
mon ancestry which in past times was based on genealogical lineages. 
Over time and through common application the current meaning of a 
nation has expanded beyond that of a common blood lineage to be inclu-
sive of those who share a common postulated interrelationship—a blood 
bond between members. In the modern world, the people of one nation 
may have ancestral or postulated interrelationships. The essential key to a 
nation is that the linked people hold a strong interrelationship (Rasmussen 
2001). People within a nation are said to share a common cultural heritage 
with all aspects of a shared culture, such as its artifacts, values, beliefs, 
and norms. A nation is not bounded or restricted by a country’s geographic 
boundaries or a state’s structure and authority.

A state is different than a nation but is closely aligned with a country. 
A state does not require a common culture or language or a strong mem-
ber association. Rather a state is a system of institutions, structure, and 
authority which exercises control over the population. It is a social struc-
ture which involves entities with legal and legitimate authority. Through 
this structure a state passes and enforces laws, levies taxes, and establishes 
forces for the protection of the general population. A state is also different 
from a nation as its people may not share a common culture.

A state is often directly associated or linked to a specific country. That 
is, for each country there is a set of institutions, structures, and authorities 
designed to provide control, protection, and services and functions, for 
the population, which exceeds the individual or small groups’ capabili-
ties. Thus, within a country, there may exist a single or multiple states. 
Neither countries nor states need to have and often fail to have a single 
culture base.

The term nation-state is of more recent origin which brings together 
the definition of nation and state. As such, a nation-state is an independent 
state inhabited by all the people of one nation and one nation only. Within 
this context, those who live within a nation-state will share a common 
cultural heritage, language, and hold a deeply ingrained association. The 
nation-state will also have a set of institutions, structure, and authority of 
control over the population. The recent acknowledgment of a nation-state 
is associated with the migration away from the literal bloodline nation cul-
tural reference to that of a shared culture based on postulated interrelation-
ship, which occurs due to close interaction and development of a shared 
culture. An indigenous native reservation can be viewed as a nation-state. 
Those within the reservation share a common culture as well as institu-
tions, structures, and authority of control over those within the reservation 
boundaries.
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With this foundational discussion about countries, nations, states, and 
nation-states, the chapter advances with the process of deriving a defini-
tion of what is a multinational team. To start developing a definition of 
what a multinational project team is, we look at several defining attributes.

The first multinational team cultural attribute under consideration is 
the combined elements of size and objective. From a size view, the team 
must consist of two or more people. This is in full alignment with the 
definition of a team as well as an underlying feature of how cultures are 
formed, modified, and changed. That is, culture involves multiple people 
directly interacting.

This team will also share a common objective of working together 
toward the achievement of a mutual goal(s) or objective(s). Stated slightly 
differently, a team is a small set of people who not only share a mutual end 
objective but also common factors such as an agreed to work approach, 
performance objectives, and reporting structure. The team also holds each 
member accountable for participating and performing at a required level 
of performance (Katzenbach and Smith 1993, xvii). For this book, the 
common team purpose, process, and performance goals focus on the abil-
ity to successfully deliver the project outputs, which ultimately delivers 
the goals or objectives. Further, within a project team environment the 
commonly agreed upon working approach includes the project charter, 
project plan, and supporting documentation artifacts.

Another aspect of a multinational project team definition attribute 
is that the team members will have complementary skill sets. The actual 
component of skill sets will be project specific and driven by the scope of 
work definition. It is through these complementary skill sets that the proj-
ect team is able to accomplish the variety of activities and tasks required 
to deliver the final product or service.

Another multinational project team definition attribute is that the 
team members will include people from two or more nations. This is intui-
tively obvious as people from different nations are required for the project 
team to become multinational, which is the multi portion of multinational. 
Unfortunately, there is a popular or common view that a multinational 
project team must include people from different countries. Yet, as pre-
sented in the earlier discussion, this is not a requirement. A project team 
could include people from very different nations, which have very unique 
cultures, while residing within a common country or state. This book’s 
position is that a multinational team attribute is not specifically related 
to country or state. This position is in alignment with Merriam-Webster’s 
definition that multinational means “… of, relating to, or involving more 
than two nations” (Merriam-Webster 2014) and “Researchers need to zero 
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in on an oft-neglected feature of cross-cultural management—that cultural 
diversity can exist intranationally or within a single country, as well as 
across nations” (Jacob 2005, 515) or across countries.

Therefore, this book’s derived multinational project team definition 
is:

A multinational project team is defined as two or more individu-
als who are working toward a common goal and who share com-
plementary skill sets. The team will also include people from at 
least two nations which may or may not include people from dif-
ferent countries or states.

This definition clearly links a multinational project team to one that 
includes more than one culture. With at least two different cultures, the 
project team exists within a cross-cultural environment.

6.3  CULTURE AND MULTINATIONAL CULTURE: 
THE VARIATIONS

Throughout this book, the reader was exposed to various researchers’ 
culture models. These models include Hofstede’s five cultural dimen-
sions theory, Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner’s seven 
dimensions model of national culture differences, Edgar H. Schein’s 
organizational culture model which is based on the attributes of artifacts, 
assumptions, and espoused values, as well as Terrence E. Deal and Allan 
A. Kennedy’s collaborative effort which defines organizational culture 
within the context of:

• Work-hard, play-hard
• Tough-guy macho
• Process
• Bet-the-company

Specific to the national culture models, literary challenges to their 
applicability within many contexts as well as to their validity have and 
continue to occur. As an example, one common challenge, which is sup-
ported by various culture model researchers such as Hofstede, is that the 
national culture models develop results which cannot be extrapolated at 
the organization or individual level. As one source states, “Hofstede’s 
dimensions of national culture were constructed at the national level. They 
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were underpinned by variables that correlated across nations, not across 
individuals or organizations” (Brewer and Venaik 2012, 673). One can-
not point to any single individual and demonstrate that the overarching 
national culture is fully replicated or represented in that person.

Another way of viewing this challenge is along the statistical lines 
of an average. When one takes a data set’s average, 50 percent of the data 
is below and 50 percent is above the average value. In fact, the average 
value may not explicitly exist within the data set at all. The average may 
be a number that never occurs but represents the data set’s middle value. 
National culture is similar that it represents the overall population culture 
but may never exactly represent any specific organization or individual’s 
actual culture.

Other national culture applicability challenges focus on the aspect 
that culture should not be viewed as a fixed notion but one based on what 
is constructed through interactions. That is, rather than view culture as 
something which is rigid and unyielding the practitioner or researcher 
should view culture as the outcome of interactions between the associ-
ated entities and something which continues to change. These cultural 
changes are an outcome of actions which occur within the group (Smits 
2013, 30).

The view that a multinational team’s culture is dynamic is in congru-
ence with this book’s theme that culture is an open system. As such, the 
team’s culture receives and returns external environment energy. It is not 
a stagnant or a closed system but one which is dynamic and subject to 
change as the energy flows into and out of the team environment. To this 
end, the following sections highlight the various literature concepts which 
identify methods on how team culture evolves, adapts, or changes to fill 
the team’s needs within the specific environment.

6.4  MANY TERMS SUCH AS CROSSVERGENCE, 
HYBRIDIZATION, MULTICULTURAL, 
CROSS-CULTURAL, CONVERGENCE, 
AND DIVERGENCE: WHAT IS WHAT IN THE 
WORLD OF MULTIPLE CULTURE MODELS?

The preceding section provided a foundational definition of a multina-
tional project team. It also set the stage for discussing how a homogeneous 
team culture may actually be a rarity in any country, state, and potentially 
any project team. When looking at the organizational, team, or individual 
cultural level there is a distinct possibility that one will identify different 
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cultural variations than what may be assumed when viewing any of these 
entities from the overarching national culture point of view.

Depending, as will be discussed in the next paragraphs, on the practi-
tioner’s or researcher’s point of view, multinational culture interactions are 
influenced in different ways. These influences result in a modifying effect 
on each of the national cultures as experienced by that specific group and 
as an interaction of the various cultures. As the potential exists for many 
different cultures to reside, within a single country, the literature refers to 
the blending or merging of these cultures through various actions such as:

• Crossvergence
• Hybridization
• Multicultural
• Cross-cultural
• Convergence
• Divergence

The following paragraphs are intended to provide the reader a general 
overview of these various terms, theories, and research concepts which 
surround the multinational project team environment.

When two or more cultures are brought into close contact, a fusion 
of cultures can occur. One description of this fusion process is a crossver-
gence process (Jacob 2005, 522). “The term ‘crossvergence’ was coined 
by Ralston and colleagues in … [a] 1993 JIBS [Journal of International 
Business Studies] article, ‘Differences in Managerial Values: A study of 
U.S., Hong Kong and PRC Managers’” (Ralston 2008, 27). The concept of 
a crossvergence culture is based on the idea that within the team members’ 
interactions there is a combination of events and influences which occur 
at the social and business environment levels which ultimately impacts 
the team culture. As an example, some researchers identify that there is a 
direct linkage between society’s value system and its technology. Within 
this concept, the literature postulates that technology is the catalyst which 
brings together society’s cultural bonding more so than other sociocultural 
influences (28). These technology and social interaction events and influ-
ences become the driving forces behind the development of a new culture. 
It is this interplay of external and internal forces which shapes the team’s 
resulting culture. The technology forces are also those items which will 
continue to mold the team’s culture as it moves forward in time.

Crossvergence is inclusive of three categories: conforming crossver-
gence, static crossvergence, and deviating crossvergence. Conforming 
crossvergence is the process of cultural difference minimization over time. 
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As the team members interact, the different cultural underpinnings are 
modified such that a common culture emerges which will include attri-
butes from each culture as well as new attributes. Static convergence is 
the state where the team’s internal values may change over time, yet the 
value differences between the teams do not change. Finally, deviating 
crossvergence is the opposite of conforming crossvergence. That is, over 
time, rather than a common value system emerging between the associated 
groups, their respective cultural value differences actually increase. What 
this implies is that a greater difference in values occurs as time moves for-
ward rather than what existed in the beginning (Ralston 2008, 37). Which 
crossvergence is in play, as noted in the descriptions, will be a factor of 
the overall environment influences, open system interactions, as well as 
internal and external forces.

The term culture hybridization and the related term culture hybridity 
are described as the cross between different cultures. These terms origi-
nate from “… biology and botany where it designates a crossing between 
two species by cross-pollination that gives birth to a third ‘Hybrid’ spe-
cies” (Guignery, Pesso-Miquel, and Specq 2011, 2). The association or 
theory of culture hybridity is generally attributed to Homi Bhabha in his 
early 1990s works about postcolonial discourses. Specifically, Bhabha was 
instrumental in introducing the biological hybrid concept within the social 
cultural realm. His efforts were based within the postcolonial research on 
linguistic, political, and ethnic intermixing (3).

Hybridity literature is rife with challenges and attacks. As an exam-
ple, hybridity is identified as a means of forced cooperation by the true 
power holders rather than a culture transformation. In this case, the power 
holder’s primary objective is to reduce or eliminate differences for the 
achievement of their ultimate objectives rather than cultural change within 
the group based on cultural interactions (Kraidy 2002, 322). Another chal-
lenge is that hybridity is theoretically useless as all cultures are hybrids. 
That is, culture occurs through the interaction of individuals such that the 
resulting culture will always be a hybrid. As such, the literature challenges 
point out that either all cultures are hybridizations or discussions about 
culture hybridization are moot.

While many culture hybridization discussions are available, the appli-
cation of culture hybridity, within project management, is not widely stud-
ied. Out of the limited project management literature resources comes the 
concept of think globally–act locally. What this implies is that the individ-
ual team members maintain the essence of two cultures. On the one hand, 
they have their national culture, which is the global view through which 
they normally interact with those external to the project team such as their 
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families, friends, and others whom they deal with external to the project 
environment. The second culture is the hybrid project team culture which 
is a merger of the project team members’ cultures into a functional project 
team culture, that is, think locally. In this example, the project team culture 
is created when the members merge or cross-pollinate their different com-
munication styles, values, norms, and ethics into a new form which takes 
from each of the interacting cultures to form a hybrid between them. Fur-
ther research is required in this area to provide additional data and infor-
mation as to its applicability, or not, within the project team environment.

The terms multicultural and multiculturalism are some of the oldest 
referenced terms in culture research. These terms are the most basic forms 
and simply refer to entities which include people of different cultures. 
Historically multiculturalism has existed and been discussed since antiq-
uity. As an example, “Professor Lawrence suggested that the 11th-century 
Turk al-Biruni, who learned Arabic, Persian, Greek, and Sanskrit and 
wrote 125 books in Persian and Arabic, might be a good symbol of Islamic 
area multiculturalism” (Gress 1999).

Multiculturalism projects have correspondingly existed virtually 
from the initial acknowledgment that project management is a unique 
management discipline. From the very beginning, project teams have 
existed that included participants from different cultures, and therefore, 
are multicultural.

As such, multiculturalism is generally used as a descriptive term 
which identifies the presence of multiple cultures within the environment 
rather than a process term in how different cultures blend together into a 
new or different culture. Within the project management literature, this is 
generally how the term is applied as well.

Multiculturalism is also applied as a normative term which refers to 
ideologies or policies. For the project management discipline, this could 
be viewed as the team’s policies associated with acceptance and promo-
tion of diversity within the team. That is, the team not only embraces the 
diversity of multiple cultures but encourages the inclusion of different 
cultures within the project team environment. Multiculturalism in and 
of itself does not explain or provide a deeper understanding on how the 
multinational project team should and can develop a cohesive and inclu-
sive working culture which encompasses the diversity of the multicultural 
environment. Rather, it describes the general environment.

The phrase cross-cultural is broadly used in the descriptive and nor-
mative terms similar to multiculturalism. From a descriptive perspective, 
cross-cultural is used to describe two or more cultures which are present 
within a specific environment. Within the project management discipline, 
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an example of this is the description of a project team which includes peo-
ple with different cultures as a cross-cultural project team. It is descriptive 
and lacks an action component. Classifying a project team as cross-cultural 
does not require or drive the project manager or team members to take any 
specific action.

Cross-cultural is also generally applied as a reference to a specific 
type of research. Specifically, cross-cultural research involves compar-
ing and contrasting different cultures to identify similarities, differences, 
and ultimately define new theories or universal cross-culture concepts. 
This approach is associated with knowledge expansion and development 
of tools, methods, and techniques on how the project manager and proj-
ect team members can overcome the challenges of a project team which 
includes different cultures. Cross-cultural, as a research term is critical to 
the project manager and project team as research provides the data and 
information which can assist them in developing and coexisting within a 
cross-cultural environment as effective and efficient team members.

In summary, the term cross-cultural is generally applied in a descrip-
tive manner to highlight or identify a project team which includes people 
from different cultures. As previously noted, this is descriptive and does 
not generate any action, need, or requirement. When applied in the con-
text of research, cross-culture refers to developing a better understanding 
of different cultures through various compare and contrast approaches. 
The outcome of cross-cultural research is knowledge enlargement within 
cross-cultural environments. The research results provide input to the 
project manager and project team but do not drive action on how the 
cross-cultural team may develop a unique project culture or how to reduce 
the potential conflicts and risks which may occur.

The next cultural phrase is cultural convergence. Culture conver-
gence, as with many cultural terms, has its origins outside of management 
research but it has been adopted by management disciplines. Cultural 
convergence refers to the process of different cultures coming together 
as a single entity. This is based on convergence theory where some of 
the earliest references occurred during the 18th-century in the field of 
economics.

Convergence theory postulates that societies start to obtain similar 
cultures as their industrialization state improves (Crossman 2014). Within 
projects, convergence theory would identify that the project team interac-
tions result in a common culture and understanding convergence. In this 
context, the project team members embrace the merging of cultures, rather 
than hinder or resist the change (Alderman and Ivory 2011, 18). Stated 
slightly differently, the project team would not resist the culture conver-
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gence, so the resulting unique project culture would occur sooner and with 
a less negative impact. The change process is shorter, more efficient, and 
has greater positive impacts.

The converse to convergence is divergence theory. Divergence the-
ory postulates that rather than a convergence of project team members’ 
cultures toward a common point, they actually diverge. That is, within the 
divergent project team there is a lack of awareness, understanding, and 
acceptance of the legitimacy of the other cultures (Alderman and Ivory 
2011, 18). In this situation, the team members fail to converge toward a 
common culture point. Rather the team experiences an increase in cultural 
differences with a corresponding increase in team interaction misunder-
standings and miscommunication which ultimately reduces the project 
team’s effectiveness and efficiencies. Divergence may occur as a result 
of different drivers such as perceived sense of right and wrong, individual 
priorities, perceptions of what are correct practices and communication 
processes (Yan 2009, 702). Divergence is disruptive and fraught with dan-
ger to the project team.

Divergence disruption and dangers are real risks to the project team’s 
success capability. If the team members’ cultures diverge such that a com-
mon set of values, practices, priorities, and norms cannot be established, 
the project team’s effectiveness and efficiency will collapse. The results 
will potentially prevent the project team from being successful.

In summary, this section provides the reader a general overview of the 
various terminologies and theories associated with cross-cultural research 
and potential impacts that may occur within project teams. The intent of 
this section is to provide the reader a foundation on what the terms refer to 
and the various theories and concepts associated with them.

6.5  WHY BE CONCERNED ABOUT 
MULTINATIONAL PROJECT TEAMS?

The previous discussion provides a natural lead-in to the following ques-
tions. What do we mean when we refer to a multinational project team 
environment? What are the challenges and potential issues associated 
within a cross-culture environment as it applies to the multinational proj-
ect team? How can the practitioner and researcher use this information 
within their areas of application? The following is intended to provide 
insight and suggestions to address each of these questions.

This section of the chapter looks at what cross-culture really means 
within the project team environment. As a side note, the following 
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discussion uses the phrases cross-culture, cross-cultural, and multinational 
in the descriptive form. The use of these terms is intended to identify a 
project team environment which includes two or more cultures rather than 
terms intended to identify or describe specific research types, research 
methodologies, or specific project team cultural theories.

As stated in Chapter 2, the need to understand multinational project 
team interactions is an ever increasing necessity. In this era, it is almost 
redundant to say that the world is shrinking, globalization is occurring, or 
that the world is flat. Throughout the literature, one consistently encoun-
ters these terms and reference to globalization. This is a direct result of 
the dramatically increasing global financial interactions, knowledge shar-
ing, commerce exchange, and social interactions which are the new norm 
in this society (“When Did Globalisation Start?” 2014). Over the last 20 
years, the rate of international interaction with trade organizations, politi-
cal entities, and social groups has dramatically increased when compared 
to all previous eras. One only has to walk through any store and look at the 
origin of the goods and products. A brief stroll through many retail stores 
will reveal a host of countries as the goods and product sources. Retail 
environments are very global.

An outcome of this worldwide interaction is a major impact on the 
various world cultures. The exchange of ideas, greater communications, 
and interactions expose a broader set of individuals to different cultures 
and the need to work within them (World Forum 2000). These cultural 
interactions impact each nation and result in change. Just compare the 
differences between East and West Berlin cultures before and after the 
Berlin Wall fell or the global financial impact that China’s economy has as 
but two examples that clearly demonstrate the impacts globalization has 
on the world and national cultures as well.

Within this expanding globalization, the application of project man-
agement as a discipline, and development and utilization of multinational 
projects to achieve cross-border business objectives have correspondingly 
increased as well. Whereas early project management days existed more 
often within a homogeneous cultural environment, in the 21st century, 
multinational projects are extremely common and continue to increase on 
an annual basis. It is estimated that between 2010 and 2020, an additional 
15.7 million project roles will be required (PMI 2013b). A large percent-
age of these new roles will be involved in global projects and involve 
multinational project team environments.

The influences of globalization, that is, increased global knowledge 
exchange, financial trade, and capital exchange are the driving forces 
for the increasing number of multinational projects around the world. 
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These multinational projects are in themselves driving forces for research as a 
means of understanding how the project team interacts within a cross-cultural 
environment. Merriam-Webster defines cross-culture as “relating to or 
involving two or more different cultures or countries” (Merriam-Webster 
2014). This book modifies this definition to be in alignment with the defini-
tion of a multinational project team as relating to or involving two or more 
different cultures regardless of country or state origin.

So, what does globalization mean as it applies to the project manage-
ment discipline or to restate the earlier question, what does it mean when 
we refer to the project team context as a multinational project team envi-
ronment? The answer is centered within the global project team composi-
tion. Global project teams are inclusive of members from different nations 
which all have their own cultures. As such, this results in a cross-cultural 
project team that includes people from different nations. This is in align-
ment with this text’s definition of a multinational project team and inter-
action of different cultures. The same is true of any multinational team, be 
it a company safety team, engineering team, or human resource team as 
but a few examples.

Within the research literature, there are two primary streams of 
thought as to the impact of multiple cultures within a project team struc-
ture. One stream of thought is that with greater cultural diversity the proj-
ect team brings together a broader set of skills, tools, and knowledge than 
which is present in a homogeneous or single culture based project team. 
This stream is supported by research which identifies the aspect that each 
culture brings with it different views, skill sets, knowledge bases, and pro-
cesses. It is these differences which provide the multinational project team 
the ability to see things in different views and to create unique solutions 
(Ochieng and Price 2010, 449). This position is grounded in the concept 
that different cultures provide a broader base of potential insights, per-
spectives, and generation of alternatives specifically due to the different 
cultures’ world views.

The other stream of thought is that multinational project teams 
complicate the team members’ interactions and relationships (Haas and 
Nüesch 2013, 5). This complicated relational attribute refers to how the 
team members communicate, how they make decisions, what are accepted 
values, as well as accepted norms of action within the project team. An 
example of supporting research is found in the discussion on project suc-
cess. As noted throughout the project literature, project success is a dif-
ficult metric to achieve on a consistent basis. There are many causes for 
this challenge, yet these challenges increase when the project environment 
exists within a multinational project team context.
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Within the multinational project team environment, the team mem-
bers not only face the normal range of project success challenges but also 
they face different cultures. These different cultures may have varying 
values, needs, decision-making processes, norms, and values (Ochieng 
and Price 2010, 450). In this situation, the different cultures are viewed as 
potentially conflicting and disruptive versus a source of expanded knowl-
edge base, different approaches to a common problem, and different but 
agreeable ideas.

Therefore, to answer the first question, multinational project teams 
include more than one culture which gives rise to the potential that greater 
skill sets and alternative generation exist along with cultural-based rela-
tionship complications. This, coupled with ever increasing globalization 
and a corresponding increase in multinational project teams, highlights 
and strengthens the need to develop and enhance cross-cultural project 
environment skills, tools, and knowledge. Multinational team interaction 
and subsequent advancement in cross-cultural capabilities will result in 
improved working environments that can enhance the potential outcome 
of a successful project.

The second question to address is: What are the challenges and poten-
tial issues associated with cross-culture research? To start this discussion, 
a review of cross-cultural research is in order. Cross-cultural research has 
its foundation in the 19th-century work of anthropologists Edward Bur-
nett Taylor and Lewis H. Morgan. From these early efforts cross-culture 
research has expanded into virtually every area from psychology (Toledo 
2014), management, and project management.

The project management discipline is a late comer to the study of 
cross-cultural research by the very fact that project management is a recent 
discipline in and of itself. As such, project management cross-culture 
research is not totally lacking but the breadth and depth of it needs further 
attention and focus.

Predominately due to the recent advancement of project manage-
ment as a specific discipline as well as the difficulty and cost of doing 
cross-cultural research, there is an unfortunate lack of definitive proj-
ect management culture research. As such, this limits the availability of 
research results, tools, and methods which the interested cross-culture 
project management professional may draw upon. This is supported by the 
project management research field which identifies the minimization of 
cross-cultural project management data and information while acknowl-
edging that culture is one of the areas that all projects have in common 
and that culture can either support or negate project success (Henrie and 
Sousa-Poza 2005, 6).
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Expanding this to cross-cultural project environments, there is even 
less data and information available to the project management profes-
sional but it is a growing area of need and concern in alignment with the 
ever increasing globalization and expanding multinational projects.

The final question to be addressed is: How can the student, practi-
tioner, and researcher use this information within their areas of study and 
application? The answer is based on the concept that culture has an impact 
on all projects. The potential resulting impacts are magnified when there 
are multiple cultures within a single project team. If the project manager 
does not manage the cultural issues and needs successfully there is a sig-
nificant probability that the project success is placed in doubt, team mem-
bers’ satisfaction level will be negatively impacted, and it becomes highly 
unlikely that an effective and efficient project can be achieved (Zwikael, 
Shimizu, and Globerson 2005, 454).

Therefore, it is imperative that cross-cultural project professionals 
develop an extensive understanding of cross-cultural aspects and project 
management skill sets. When working within multinational project envi-
ronments, it is essential that the team members have these skill sets and a 
cross-culture knowledge base to establish the foundation for a successful 
project. This is because many project failures are not driven by technol-
ogy, desire, policies, procedures, or willingness to participate but by peo-
ple issues which the project management team either does not address or 
ineffectively addresses (Gunding 2013, xi).

Clearly cross-culture research and knowledge is critically important. 
Yet, from the project management discipline’s point of view, there is a 
distinct shortage in data and information which is specifically focused on 
the challenges within a project team environment. The literature identifies 
that researchers have been and continue to be focused on analyzing and 
attributing project team cultural issues at the national level when the issue 
is at the team level. Therefore, focusing nationally, rather than at the team 
level, provides minimal to no benefit within the project team environment 
(Chevrier 2003, 142).

This statement highlights the aspect that there is not a universal 
culture or a universal approach to working with people from differ-
ent nations within a single team environment. The uniqueness of each 
national culture requires the project management practitioner to develop 
an understanding of that specific culture’s unique attributes and how 
it may conflict with the other cultures which exist within their project 
environment.

This then becomes the answer to the last question. That is, developing 
a deeper and better understanding of different cultures and their potential 
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interaction effects provides practitioners expanding skill sets which ulti-
mately contributes to being successful within their areas of expertise. 
Applied knowledge is essential to be successful.

To this end, the following sections provide the reader a general over-
view of cultural attributes and potential impacts within cross-cultural envi-
ronments. The intent of the following discussion is to provide the reader 
a deeper understanding of how different cultural attributes may interact 
within a multinational environment and ideas on how to work within that 
context.

6.6  COMMUNICATIONS: SO ESSENTIAL 
BUT SO EASY TO MISUNDERSTAND

Cultural interactions, be it homogeneous or cross-cultural, involve peo-
ple interacting with other people. Understanding how these interactions 
occur is a cultural and cross-cultural environment focus. Or stated slightly 
differently, understanding these different interactions is based on study-
ing how individuals interact, make decisions, how conflicting values and 
norms are handled, and communications occur (Adler 1983, 226).

Regardless of whether the context is culture or cross-culture based, 
the common reference subject is the individual and his or her culture. 
When a project team consists of two or more nationalities, this establishes 
a cross-cultural context where one literature trend states that communica-
tion can be influenced by the individuals’ values and norms as influenced 
by their power distance culture attribute (Muller and Turner 2004).

Effective and efficient cross-cultural communication is an essential 
attribute if the project team is going to have a chance to be successful. 
If the project team continuously experiences communication misunder-
standings, communication gaps, and communication lapses there is a slim 
chance that the project will go as planned. Communication misunder-
standings can happen for any number of reasons such as conflict between 
cross-culture team members which may include any number of reasons 
such as religion, varying personal beliefs, different values and norms, 
formal or informal interactions, as well as family and friend obligations 
(CSU 2014). Just think about recent issues you have had with your signifi-
cant other, family member, team member, and so forth. Very often the root 
cause of these issues is grounded in failed communications. You might 
have communicated too much information or not enough, your intended 
message was not received in the intended form, or your misunderstood the 
message sent, and so on.
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While close, personal miscommunications are not rare it just under-
pins that the potential for cross-cultural communications is even higher. 
These types of communications, that is, cross-cultural, issues are grounded 
in the fact that people of different nations have developed different com-
munication styles and processes which include many aspects of the envi-
ronment such as the way they communicate within a hierarchical class 
system and corporate structure. One way to refer to this communication is 
by the culture power distance attribute.

Power distance refers to the fact that within all culture environments 
different individuals have different levels or unequal levels of power. Spe-
cific to the corporation there is a hierarchical power structure which starts at 
the chief executive level and progresses downward to the daily worker who 
may be an engineer, team assistant, or the janitor. Within the project team, 
the power structure is envisioned as starting with the project manager, 
proceeding to individual team leads; such as the engineering team lead, 
construction team lead, and procurement team lead; then down to the indi-
vidual team members such as the engineer, construction team member, and 
procurement specialist. Each level has a specific set of responsibilities and 
associated powers. An example is that the project manager has the power to 
approve all procurement requests while the procurement specialist’s power 
is limited to the identification of and preparation of the recommended pro-
curement requests. Procurement specialists do the research, analysis, and 
request generation. They are not authorized to approve the procurement.

Developing an understanding of how the individual’s power distance 
culture interacts within cross-culture project team communications is 
essential. This statement is grounded in the fact that as the individual’s 
power distance attribute helps define the way the team members com-
municate with their superiors, peers, and subordinates it will correspond-
ingly have an impact on the project. If the project manager is not aware 
of various team members’ power distance attributes, this can set the stage 
for communication misunderstanding. Reducing the negative impact of 
power distance enhances how the project team communicates which con-
tributes to improved performance as well as increasing the probability 
of project success. The literature is clear that communication is a critical 
project implementation success factor (Pinto and Slevin 1989) and is pos-
itively related to improved project performance (Rodwell, Kienzle, and 
Shadur 1998). Communication has been identified in all personal inter-
actions as not only essential but vital. Poor communication can generate 
significant disturbances and the individual’s potential communication suc-
cess is grounded within the framework of the individual’s power distance 
cultural attribute (Muller and Turner 2004, 407).
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The following examples are provided as a means to assist in develop-
ing an understanding of how cultural power distance may be demonstrated 
within a project environment. The first example includes a project team 
where all members have a similarly low power distance score such as what 
may be found in Austria (11) and Denmark (18). We must also assume 
that the team member’s individual power distance score reflects that of the 
nation he or she is from. A cautionary side note is in order. That is, one 
cannot automatically assume that an individual from any nation will fully 
reflect the national culture from which they are from. National culture 
indexes and descriptions reflect the general cultural attribute of the nation 
not of an individual.

In this example, the low power distance score identifies that the team 
members view communication in a consultative or democratic way. In 
this context, there is less command and control function where the supe-
rior directs the subordinate to do specific things and the superior does 
not expect or is surprised if the subordinate questions the direction, pro-
vides input, or offers alternative suggestions. In the low power distance 
project team environment, communication is bidirectional and team mem-
bers are very comfortable with questions, challenges, suggestions, and  
collaboration.

A second example is where the project manager has a low power dis-
tance score, such as one from Denmark, while the majority of the team 
members have a high power distance score, such as Guatemala with a 
score of 95. If the project manager is not aware of the Guatemalan 
team members’ high power distance, he or she would not be aware of 
the difference in culturally accepted communications. In this situation, a 
cultural-based communication misunderstanding is fully possible. That 
is, the project manager is culturally used to and expects the project team 
to provide feedback, suggestions, ideas, and even challenge the offered 
decisions. Conversely, the project team members’ culture-based commu-
nication style is to accept the direction as provided with no bidirectional 
interchange. That is, they are not used to or comfortable entering into a 
dialogue with their superior when given an order. As such, there is a real 
potential for communication misunderstandings within this situation in 
that the project team will do exactly as directed. This response is cul-
turally based, regardless of whether there is a better way of doing the 
assigned task, they have different ideas on how to proceed, or even if they 
do not agree with the directions received. As such, the project manager 
may become frustrated with the lack of project team communication and 
the project team may become frustrated with the project manager for pro-
viding directions which are clearly wrong or where there are better ways 
to accomplish the intended results.
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The third example is the situation where the project manager has a 
high power distance communication style while the project team has a 
very low one. In this situation, the project manager is not accustomed 
to their subordinates asking questions, providing suggestions, and even 
challenging the decision. As a project manager with a high power distance 
communication style, he or she expects the team member to do as directed 
without a dialogue. This scenario fosters a condition where the project 
manager is frustrated that the project team is not just doing as they are 
directed while the project team members are equally frustrated in that they 
feel that the project manager does not value their input.

Potential communication issues transcend beyond the individual’s 
power distance attribute to include the accepted language medium. In var-
ious technical fields, English has been adopted as the standard language 
when dealing within multinational environments, be it published litera-
ture, conference presentations, or project team environments. It is often 
very common to find bilingual project team members who converse freely 
in English as well as their national language. Yet, just because a person 
speaks English does not eliminate potential communication issues which 
are associated with the communication medium. The literature is clear that 
just because someone speaks English does not mean that he or she under-
stands English as spoken by a native English speaker. There are several 
aspects of this communication challenge such as language-specific innu-
endos, doublespeak, slang, and common versus formal speech patterns 
(Schermerhorn and Bond 1997, 188).

Therefore, for the project manager and the project team a key ele-
ment to understanding the project team’s culture-based communication is 
through education, observation, and experience. From the educational per-
spective, the project manager and even the project team members should 
study various literature sources as to how specific project team cultures 
generally view power distance and what is seen as acceptable communi-
cation styles. Education, training, and experience provide the project man-
ager and project team members the ability to enhance the project team’s 
capabilities in the complex multinational communication area (Schermer-
horn and Bond 1997, 191).

The key elements which the practitioner should take away from this 
section are that:

• Communication is culture based.
• Power distance culture attribute impacts how communications 

occur.
• Effective communications are an essential element in any project 

success.
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• Poor communication has been shown to prevent effective team 
interaction.

• Project personnel must be aware of and have an education in the 
various cultures which exist within the team.

• Observing, learning, and adapting how to communicate within the 
cross-culture team are required by all.

It is one of the project manager’s responsibilities to ensure effective 
communication occurs. This is accomplished through culture-based edu-
cated leadership.

6.7  INDIVIDUALISM OR COLLECTIVISM: ARE 
WE INDIVIDUALLY ORIENTED OR GROUP 
ORIENTED?

In this section, the concept of how the team interacts within itself is 
explored. Specifically, this chapter explores the concept that the project 
team performs their work as a set of individuals or whether they work 
together as a collective project team society. The difference between indi-
vidualism and collectivism, as is discussed further in the following para-
graphs, is culturally based and impacts the project environment.

Cross-cultural research has clearly identified that different national 
cultures view the importance of the individual versus the importance 
of the group differently. Some cultures view the individual and his or 
her personal interest above that of the collective group. These societies 
are described as individualist. In these societies, the individual is para-
mount and everyone is expected to be self-fulfilling and looking after his 
or her own. People within the individualist society tend to have a small 
set of very close relationships and tend to focus on the well-being of the 
individual before that of the broader collective group, such as the proj-
ect team, and drawing individual attention to oneself is a positive trait 
(Hofstede 1997, 51).

The converse of individualism is the collective society. In these soci-
eties, it is paramount to belong to and support the group. The group and 
its success is the primary focus of all who are associated with it. Drawing 
individual attention to oneself and maximizing the individual’s position 
over that of the collective society are generally not accepted (Hofstede 
1997, 51). As noted within the cultural literature, in collective societies, 
the group’s needs take precedence over the individual. In extreme cases, 
individual heroes tend to not occur as all efforts are focused toward the 
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group and not the individual. It is better to sacrifice the individual advance-
ment or individual success if in the end the collective group receives the 
praise or benefit rather than the person.

Understanding if the project team consists of team members from an 
individualist society or collective society is essential from several perspec-
tives. First, understanding each team member’s orientation is essential for 
proper job assignment. As an example, if the project required a collabora-
tive and cooperative group effort, assigning a set of individualistic-based 
team members to that activity would probably not produce the best results. 
In this situation, the individuals, as is their culture, would be working 
toward their own best interest which may not be associated with providing 
the optimum collective solution. That is, the individuals may become a 
roadblock for the collective team’s successful solution.

The converse is also valid that assigning a culturally based collec-
tive person to a highly individualized task may not produce on optimum 
outcome within the concept of time and personal satisfaction. That is, 
if a project activity required an individual to take full responsibility to 
produce the result in a singular mode, this is not the optimum situation 
for a collective-oriented team member. In this situation, the team mem-
ber would be forced to work in an isolated environment where success 
or failure is viewed within the context of the individual, not the group or 
team. This is counter to the collective culture which strives to support the 
group and not the individual. This situation could generate conflict within 
the assigned person which may prevent him or her from performing the 
assigned task to the level required.

As noted in the research literature:

The amount of interaction the job requires of subordinates is 
an important consideration for managers in analyzing their 
work environment. … [Where] cooperation and teamwork [are] 
required not only among the workers but also between the work-
ers and their superiors … workers preferred and worked bet-
ter under employee-centered supervisors…. [While, where the 
task] did not depend on others for accomplishing their task … 
[the workers] preferred task-oriented supervisors. (Hersey and 
Blanchard 1982, 137)

Understanding the team member’s individual versus collective culture 
attribute is an essential skill and knowledge set. It provides invaluable 
assistance in job assignment as well as identifying how the project man-
ager should approach oversight of the team member’s work.
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Another aspect of understanding the team member’s individualism or 
collectivism culture trait involves the project team member’s satisfaction 
level. While the project team’s primary focus is to complete the agreed on 
project, of equal consideration should be the team member’s project par-
ticipating satisfaction value. Research clearly identifies that there is a rela-
tionship between the team member satisfaction level and performance and 
the team’s collective satisfaction and performance metrics. Satisfied team 
members, and subsequently a satisfied team, have higher levels of perfor-
mance as well (Zeitun, Abdulgader, and Alshare 2013, 292). Project team 
members with higher satisfaction levels exhibit increased performance at 
the same time. Higher satisfied team members contribute to higher per-
forming teams which correspondingly cascades into improved probability 
of project success. The converse is also valid in that project teams with 
low satisfaction level team members negatively impact the overall team 
satisfaction which ultimately results in lower project performance, and 
the probability of project success also decreases. Happy people create a 
positive atmosphere which is a positive influence while unhappy people 
contribute to a negative atmosphere. A less than desirable positive atmo-
sphere cascades into the overall project and results in a higher probability 
that success will not be achievable.

As noted earlier, if the project manager understands the individual 
team member’s individual versus collective culture attributes they can 
assign the team members to activities accordingly. This supports the 
project in achieving its end goals as well as providing the team members 
a supporting project environment which can enhance their satisfaction 
level.

A third aspect of the individualism and collectivism culture attribute, 
within the project team, is the concept of conflict. As in all team activities, 
be it a marriage, a long-term personal relationship, working relationship, 
or project team interaction the potential for conflict is present. Within the 
project environment, conflicts can and do occur in relationship to resource 
assignments, policies, procedures, values, norms, and decision-making 
processes. While homogeneous project teams can and do have a potential 
for conflict, within a cross-culture environment the potential increases. 
Regardless of homogeneous or cross-cultural project team environments, 
it is clear that conflict does not enhance a project team’s performance or 
overall satisfaction either (de Dreu and Weingart 2003, 741).

An example of how cross-cultural project team interaction can result 
in conflicts is where culturally grounded individualist team members and 
collective team members must work within a common area toward the 
project’s final objective. Each team member would have his or her primary 



CROSS-CULTURAL PROJECT TEAMS  •  197

focus on his or her own world view, as to how the team should interact, 
not on how the team can collectively be successful. This sets the stage for 
conflict along many lines. One potential conflict can occur as the individ-
ual centered team member would probably not want to share success or 
work activities with the collective team member. Again, this is driven by 
the individual need of looking out for himself or herself. Concurrently, the 
collective-oriented team member may become disillusioned or upset with 
the individual-focused team member for grandstanding and taking all the 
credit when the collective team was the environment which fostered the 
project success. These are different world views and sources for conflicts. 
Project managers must be aware of and have developed strong methods 
and approaches to handling such situations.

6.8  PROJECTS ARE RISKY BUSINESS: WHAT 
IS YOUR PROJECT TEAM MEMBERS’ 
UNCERTAINTY QUOTIENT?

By definition, projects are risky business endeavors rife with uncertainty. 
These endeavors are implementing something that is unique, within a tem-
porary project team structure, which is encompassed within a limited time 
window, restricted budgets, and quality constrained environments. At the 
same time, the project team consists of individuals who probably have 
different risk tolerance levels and uncertainty anxiety levels. One way to 
measure the team members’ anxiety tolerance is within the culture attri-
bute of uncertainty avoidance.

Regardless of where you go in the world, what organization you may 
work for, or what project team you will be on, handling uncertainty is  
“… part and parcel of any human institution in any country” (Hofstede 
1997, 110). In all activities, there is a level of uncertainty. The more unique 
the undertaking, the greater the uncertainty which may exist. Within 
all environments is the corollary of uncertainty avoidance. Uncertainty 
avoidance is one means of describing and to a certain degree measur-
ing to what degree a team member feels threatened within unpredictable 
situations (113).

As an example, if a team member becomes agitated, frustrated, or 
afraid during uncertain times he or she has a low uncertainty avoidance 
quotient. On the other hand, if the team members accept encountered 
uncertainty as a normal state of the project without hesitation or fear they 
have a high or acceptance uncertainty level. That is, the unknown is not 
scary or a source of negative feelings.
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Within the project research literature, there are three themes asso-
ciated with uncertainty. The first theme is that uncertainty exists in all 
projects and that it must be managed. Uncertainty management involves 
various tools and techniques such as development of plans, procedures, 
and schedules with appropriate tolerance and budget contingencies. 
Lower uncertainty quotient team members will generally view develop-
ment and implementation of these tools in a positive light. Conversely, 
higher anxiety quotient level team members may view all the tool plan-
ning and implementation as constraining, as an excessive expenditure of 
time and resources, or both.

The second theme is that uncertainty management is essential to proj-
ect success and team satisfaction. Uncertainty management requires that 
the project team have a plan on how to manage it. If the project team 
has not established the uncertainty management plan, with associated 
procedures, and is following that plan a reactive, not predicative, project 
environment ensues. Rather than implementing a project plan, the project 
team will be reacting to uncertainty events and putting out fires. This is a 
reactionary, rather than planned action oriented, project uncertainty envi-
ronment which often leads to lower project success and team satisfaction. 
Team members with lower uncertainty quotients tend to exhibit higher 
levels of anxiety, discomfort, or agitation when the project is reacting ver-
sus planned implementation.

The third theme is that culture is a key factor in how uncertainty is 
approached and managed. As identified in research, there is a relation-
ship between the organization and team cultures and how effective is 
the required uncertainty management (Karlsen 2011, 241). This can be 
extrapolated to the fact that the project team culture will have a significant 
influence on how effective the project team uncertainty management pro-
cesses will be. When this factor is applied to the cross-culture project team 
environment, the complexity of this process increases.

Cross-culture uncertainty project management processes may be con-
sidered of greater complexity when compared to a homogeneous proj-
ect environment. This increased complexity quotient is derived from the 
interactions and conflicts which may occur between the different cultures’ 
uncertainty avoidance attributes. In this environment, the project team 
may include people with low as well as high uncertainty attributes. Those 
team members from uncertainty avoiding cultures will be looking for pol-
icies, rules, and procedures to be in place and strictly enforced. These 
tools are used to reduce the project uncertainty which fits with uncertainty 
avoiding culture’s desires and needs.
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Conversely, project team members who have higher, that is, greater 
uncertainty avoidance acceptance avoidance attributes do not require or 
seek an extensive set of methods, tools, or approaches to reduce project 
uncertainty. This set of project team members is very comfortable in a 
higher uncertainty state and more willing to “go with the flow.” These 
team members see the various uncertainty approaches as restrictive, hin-
dering development of novel solutions, and counter to being an effective 
project team. Tight structure, mandatory procedures, and pinpoint-focused 
policies tend to restrict these individuals and ultimately reduce their over-
all project participation satisfaction.

What can be taken from the discussion on project team uncertainty is 
that when low and high uncertainty project team members work together, 
there is a strong potential for an increased overall team anxiety level. The 
team members may view the project environment as either too loose with 
insufficient structures, rules, and policies to be effective, or they will see 
it as being held within a straitjacket of rigid structures, rules, and policies 
which limit their ability to be effective.

This duality of the uncertainty situation is acknowledged by the proj-
ect literature with a few examples or models on how the project manager 
should maneuver within the conflicting needs. There is a given in virtually 
all projects that uncertainty will exist. It is also a state which challenges 
each of the team members and an aspect of the project which the project 
managers are often significantly challenged in how to manage the situa-
tion (de Meyer, Loch, and Pich 2002, 60).

Within this difficult situation, there are a few approaches that the proj-
ect manager can apply to reduce the overall team uncertainty. To start 
with, and as a common research theme, project managers must develop 
an understanding of their team members’ cultural uncertainty index. This 
understanding must include adding to their knowledge of how low and 
high uncertainty cultures approach unique and unknown events. They 
must also understand how the range of uncertainty cultures can and do 
generate conflict. Project managers must also develop an understanding 
of what range of uncertainties may exist within their project environment. 
In an ideal state, they would understand each team member’s uncertainty 
avoidance value and how it could be minimized within the context of the 
project activities. Realistically, project managers will rely on their direct 
reports and general observations to develop this understanding and to 
develop a corresponding management approach.

By increasing the overall environment uncertainty quotient knowl-
edge, project managers are placed in a better position on how to address 
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the potential conflicts. This knowledge will allow them the ability to lever-
age the information in many ways which are focused toward addressing 
the team members’ needs as well as the project objectives. One potential 
approach would be to assign project team members to activities which 
fit within the uncertainty framework. Those with a need for more struc-
ture can be assigned to those activities which provide this, while allowing 
for the assignment of less structure required team members to areas that 
are more dynamic. This type of job assignment also assists by avoiding 
placement of diametrically opposed uncertainty resources within an activ-
ity which will generate an automatic conflict. An obvious caveat to this 
approach is that the required skill sets and assignments can be linked.

Understanding the project team’s uncertainty value also provides the 
project manager guidance on the level of structure that will be required. If 
the team, overall, requires a lot of structure then the project manager can 
ensure that sufficient rules, policies, procedures, and requirements are in 
place to support this environment. Conversely, if the project team is more 
attuned to flexibility and dealing with anxiety then the project manager 
can ensure the right level of structure is in place to support the team’s 
needs.

Uncertainty within the project environment is a given and how the 
project manager handles the conflicting cross-cultural anxiety needs is a 
challenge.

6.9  CROSS-CULTURAL ENVIRONMENTS: 
THE OTHER CHALLENGES

In the preceding pages, the cultural aspects of communications, individ-
ualism, collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance were discussed. Within 
the project, the project manager will also face many other multinational 
cultural aspects and potential issues. Some of these other cultural aspects 
include values and ethics. In looking around the world, one finds a range 
of values and ethics which are deemed culturally acceptable but diametri-
cally opposed. Within multinational team environments it is highly proba-
ble that the team leader will experience or identify the various conflicting 
culturally acceptable aspects of values and ethical behavior. The follow-
ing paragraphs briefly discuss these cultural attributes and how they are 
important to team managers such as the project manager.

As there is a potential that multinational teams may include people 
with different value systems, what does this mean to the project manager? 
First, one must understand that values are the very foundation of the indi-
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vidual and organizational character. An individual’s core values direct and 
support every interaction and all decisions (Deal and Kennedy 1982, 21). 
Yet, every discussion on values must acknowledge that each culture has a 
range of values within it. Some of these values are viewed as important, 
essential, and virtually inviolable while others are not.

Within the team environment, the potential for conflict is highest 
between cultures where core and non-negotiable values clash. As an exam-
ple, part of your project team’s values are inviolable that women have the 
same rights and capabilities as men. Yet, part of the project team’s values 
clearly reject the concept of women working within a male environment 
and having equal say and equal powers. In this situation, aspects of each 
individual’s core socially acceptable behavior become challenged by an 
opposing culture. In this example, some of the project team members 
insist that inclusion of women is an absolute. Yet, other team members’ 
cultural foundation or core social value rejects the concept that women 
can work outside the home and they do not work with men who are not of 
their family. Clearly, these opposing culture values are mutually exclusive 
and probably inviolable at the team member’s level.

An approach to overcoming such conflicting core values predomi-
nately resides in the recruitment process. This resolution recognizes that 
the team leader or project manager will not be able to alter a team mem-
ber’s core values. As such, the team leader or project manager who is 
interviewing potential team members must clearly identify if insurmount-
able value conflicts may arise based on the prospective team members’ 
core values. It is at this point where potential and volatile conflicts can be 
avoided rather than included in the team. It is a mistake to believe that a 
team member can alter, may desire to alter or change those core values. 
These values are derived at a very young age and are so tactic in nature 
that the individual cannot elucidate why the values exist, other than these 
are what he or she believes and are facts. Even if the team members can 
communicate why they hold the values they do, this does not imply that 
they can or would be willing to change these for the betterment of the 
project team.

Multinational team managers or project team managers may also face 
challenges associated with competing ethics within the project team. But 
what does competing ethics really mean?

Ethics and ethical behavior have been and are often described in terms 
such as doing what is right, following your religious convictions, not devi-
ating from what feels right, or doing what is socially acceptable. Yet, all 
of these general descriptions lack in their inclusion of the broader society 
and fail to clearly say what ethics is. One ethical definition, which tries 
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to overcome these types of general statements, is that “… ethics refers to 
well-founded standards of right and wrong that prescribe what humans 
ought to do, usually in terms of rights, obligations, benefits to society, 
fairness, or specific virtues …” (Velasquez et al. 2014).

Around the world there are different acceptable ethics views. As 
an example, within one culture it is acceptable to be late or not come 
to work without any advance notice while in other cultures punctuality 
and reliability is a core ethical standard. Or people from one culture may 
think it is ethically correct for young children to be working in hazard-
ous industries while people from other cultures disagree and even have 
laws against such practices. There is also the situation where it is not 
only ethically accepted but fully expected that you will award all work 
to your family and friends first before seeking any external source. This 
is in conflict with other cultures which view such practices as wrong and 
are not allowed. The point is that what is viewed as standards of right 
and wrong vary, or their ethics, depending on the person’s culture. When 
cross-culture teams are formed, there exists the potential for this type of 
ethical conflict.

Within the realm of project team ethics literature there are few 
research articles, models, or approaches presented. This places the project 
manager in the position of extending beyond the project literature to look 
for ways of understanding and managing these types of ethical issues.

One approach to developing a deeper multinational team with con-
flicting ethics issues resides in leveraging other disciplines’ research, 
training, and knowledge. As an example, from the management literature 
one decision-making ethical model is shaped within different contexts. 
The first context is one of moral awareness. This context identifies that the 
manager, in this book context the project manager, must have the ability 
to view, understand, and derive the situation within a pure moral view. Of 
course, project managers will have their own moral underpinnings to be 
aware of when viewing the broader project teams which may cloud their 
understanding of the moral contexts which are present.

The second context encompasses moral decision making. This con-
text views the process or model of making a decision as a moral pro-
cess more so than a logical process. What this implies is that within the 
decision-making environment you are in, the ultimate decision will always 
be viewed in the light of a morally right or wrong decision rather than 
a logical thought process which derived a conclusion based on amoral 
cognitive decisions. A major ethical problem faced by expatriate proj-
ect managers, within this decision environment, is that they may have a 
significantly different moral position that they are unable to overcome. 
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That is, they may find themselves in a position where their morality-based 
decision-making processes are in opposition to others within the team.

The third decision-making context is associated with the ability to 
clearly identify moral intent. What this refers to is the need to prioritize 
moral values over other values that come into play. If you violate higher 
level core values to satisfy lower level values it can generate significant 
conflict both within the individual and within the team. As an example, it 
has come to your attention that your administrative aid has been complet-
ing and signing the time sheet of another individual. While the reported 
time is correct, it is indirect violation of corporate policy for anyone to 
sign a time sheet for another person. Your administrative aid is a single 
parent with many bills and several children to take care of. You are faced 
with the moral context of either enforcing company policy, with the full 
knowledge that no one obtained any financial benefit from the actions, 
and watching the major impact to this struggling family or looking the 
other way and having other team members become aware that you did not 
enforce the company policy.

An approach to handling these moral conflicts is referred to as devel-
oping a moral intent (Ho 2011, 517). Developing an understanding of the 
moral intent is a four-step approach which is intended to assist the decision 
maker in determining if an action is ethical or not and when to implement 
the action or not. In general, the four steps involve (1) identification of the 
ethical issues that are impacting or creating the dilemma, (2) identifica-
tion of intentionality, that is, the processes, actions, or activities that you 
believe are morally available, (3) select the way forward which meets or 
fulfills your moral standards, and (4) reflect on the resulting actions. What 
you will notice is the final decision or action taken must be within your 
morally acceptable window as ultimately the decision is grounded on your 
values and as has been noted it is very difficult to violate these. While the 
process provides a foundation for analysis and action it also emphasizes 
the vagueness of determining what is ethical or not and stresses how the 
decision maker can be placed in a significantly conflicting position. That 
is, in any given situation the team member may view his or her action as 
fully moral while others will not. Your values and theirs are not in align-
ment or agreement and easy compromise is not achievable.

SUMMARY

In summary, this chapter provides the reader a background and foundation 
of various aspects which multinational (cross-cultural) teams may exhibit 
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which predominately do not occur within teams that have a consistent or 
homogeneous culture base. To achieve this objective, the chapter briefly 
discussed the difference between multinational and cross-cultural teams. 
A takeaway from this discussion is that while each nation has its own 
culture, the entry of different nations’ members into a joint project team 
results in a range of cross-cultural environments. Some of these environ-
ments are very similar while others will be found to be very different.

The chapter also discusses the various challenges that the project man-
agement practitioner or team leader faces within this context. The poten-
tial cross-cultural issues associated with team communications, power 
distance, individualism and collectivism, as well as uncertainty avoidance 
were discussed. The chapter also outlined the issues and limited research 
around cross-culture conflicting morals, values, and ethics.

At the end of the day, the team manager is the social architect for 
his or her cross-culture project team. It is imperative that he or she has 
extensive knowledge of the issues associated with this context as well as 
concepts, methods, and processes on how to obtain the most efficient and 
effective output of the team in a challenging, yet rewarding, environment.

Historically, the number of cross-cultural teams continues to increase 
year by year. The forecasts show this trend as continuing with an even 
greater need for culturally aware, culturally sensitive, and culturally 
attuned team professionals. This book was written with the intent to pro-
vide the reader a firmer foundation within the context of culture in homo-
geneous and cross-cultural teams. Projects and project management as 
well as team work environments can be fun, challenging, as well as pro-
viding opportunities to be involved in developing and deploying unique 
products and services in multinational environments. To be successful, 
understanding culture and knowing how to structure a team’s culture is 
imperative for success.

In summary, an objective of this book is to assist the team leader and 
team members in increasing their understanding of team culture as well as 
increasing the understanding and awareness of the importance culture has 
within a team’s environment. This book also provided the reader informa-
tion on some tools, techniques, methods, and methodologies which can be 
leveraged to assist them in the challenging opportunities. By being pro-
active in increasing your knowledge and skills, you not only ultimately 
increase the probability of being a fully productive and successful team 
member but you also provide a foundation which can ultimately produce 
both team and personal satisfaction.
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