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Abstract

Due to the constantly changing environment contemporary organizations need to redefine the roles of their
managers and highlight the significance of certain competencies. They are primarily required to attract,
maintain and develop the most competent people, keep a high efficiency, stimulate innovation, adjust mutual
visions, strategies and conduct and provide a work-life balance. Still, they cannot forget about other
important issues, such as swift operation in a multicultural environment, preparedness for lifelong learning,
high standards of conduct, creativity and flexibility as well as aptitude to take risks. Hence, apart from
performing standard leadership activities that include planning, organizations, controlling, and motivation
boosting, leaders of multicultural teams must possess a certain set of attributes in that respect. These are:
being tolerant, respectful, empathetic, open to change and goal-oriented. Also, leaders need to know the
merits and needs of their subordinates, attempt to create a cooperative atmosphere as well as target
culturally conditioned issues, and overcome their own cultural stereotypes. Therefore, the authors of this
article aim to diagnose different perceptions of leadership in multicultural teams, as provided by survey
participants from Poland and Romania. The study was conducted with the use of a diagnostic survey based
on the CAWI technique. The Mann-Whitney U test was used to perform a statistical analysis of 2,240
correctly filled questionnaires, i.e., 1,183 from Bialystok University of Technology (Poland) and 1,036 from
the Babes-Bolyai University (Romania). The outcomes show that effortless communication is not equally
shared among leaders, though it is highly needed. To be a leader in a multicultural team, one needs to possess
not only knowledge and competence, but also cultural intelligence. These findings may provide a basis for
some more comprehensive research and analyses, offer important information for those willing to create
teams comprised of Polish and Romanian representatives, as well as be useful in choosing the scope of
training for such formed groups.
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Introduction

Due to constantly changing environment
contemporary organisations need to redefine the
roles of their managers and highlight the
significance of certain competences. They are
primarily required to attract, maintain and develop
the most competent people, keep high efficiency,
stimulate innovation, adjust mutual visions,
strategies and conduct and provide a work-life
balance. Still, they cannot forget about other
important issues, such as: swift operation in a
multicultural environment, preparedness for
lifelong learning, high standards of conduct,
creativity and flexibility as well as aptitude to take
risks (Connaughton & Shuffler, 2007; Costa et al,
2017; Samul et al,, 2021).

A traditional team consisting of members of the
same origin largely exhibits predictable dynamics.
Here, heads primarily concentrate on different
types of personalities and temperaments of their
subordinates, as well as react to the following
challenges: errors and mistakes, extra work,
conflicts, or handling non-standard situations.
However, being a member of a multicultural team
requires extensive knowledge of cultural behavior
since an environment that brings together
representatives of different nationalities is in many
ways different from a mono-cultural team. What
differs is the type and scale of problems, and so are
the ways to prove effectiveness in solving them.
This gives priority to the value system, nature and
type of defined goals and their communication. On
this, background there emerges a significant role of
a leader (Gadomska-Lila et al, 2011, Samul et al,
2020).

The authors of this article aim to diagnose different
perceptions of leadership in multicultural teams, as
provided by survey participants from Poland and
Romania.

Leadership In Multicultural Teams - Theoretical
Background

Leadership is a process by which a person
influences others to accomplish an objective and
directs the organization in a way that makes it more
cohesive and coherent. It is a process whereby an
individual influences a group of individuals to
achieve a common goal (Sharma & Jain, 2013;
Burakova & Filbien, 2020). In management science
leadership is one of the most often explored
research subject which is confirmed, for example,
by the number of attempts to define this
phenomenon (over 128,000,000 internet results)

(Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Eklund et al,, 2017;
Harrison, 2018).

Interest in the topic of leadership in an organization
is constantly growing, as well as the search for the
conditions of successful leadership. Based on this
search for the conditions of successful leadership,
many leadership theories have emerged: the Great
Man theory with an attempt to answer the question
“who a leader is”; behavioral theory with “what a
leader does”; contingency theory with “where does
leadership happen or occur”; and transactional
leadership, transformational leadership, and other
types of leadership with “what does a leader think
about, mind, and do” (Aritz & Walker, 2014; Samul,
2019). The reason for these theories and concepts
is to search for the most effective leadership style.

In all, probability the popularity of this issue is the
result of numerous reasons but its multiplicity and
complexity seem to be extremely important since
leadership concerns the person of the leader - his
personality traits as well as his relational skills.
Leadership as a research concept continually enters
new areas of management science including that of
management culture or relational management. The
scientific popularity of leadership most likely is
utilitarian in nature since a leader not only directly
impacts the enterprise and decides about its
success as an organization but also influences its
market success (Szydto & Widelska, 2018; Lee et al,
2019; Szydto et al, 2020; Samul et al, 2020). The
responsibility of a leader is therefore undeniable
and the systematic progress of scientific
exploration in regard to seeking sources of various
determinants of the impact a leader has on people
and the organization as a system is not surprising
since the immense and direct responsibility for the
development of numerous spheres of the
organization for which he is liable falls onto his
shoulders. In referring to the current, very
abundant scientific achievement in the area of
leadership the most exhibited and still expanded
issues, oscillating mainly around theories of leaders
and styles of management, must be addressed. In
dealing with the theory of leadership we must focus
on the domain of personality where the sources of
the leader’s predestination to his role within the
organization are his inborn and/or acquired
abilities (see among others Gibb, 1954; Katrz &
Khan, 1978; Yukl, 1989; Kozminski & Piotrowski,
2000; Kuc, 2006; Van Velsor et al, 2010; DeRue
etal, 2011; Charry, 2012; Eva et al., 2019). The
achievement of the personality theory of leadership
allows the assessment of the leader through the
prism of his traits which include, among others:
intelligence, self-motivation, relatively high desire
to achieve, being oriented at the well-being of his
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subordinates, the ability to solve problems and
identify tasks or professional and technical skills.
The ability to manage multicultural teams is also an
important challenge (Kraft, 2018; Puni et al., 2018;
Van Saane, 2019, Gerpott et al.,, 2019; Szydto et al,
2020). This aspect is central to the debate on
leadership research topics.

Apart from performing standard leadership
activities that include planning, organizations,
controlling, and motivation boosting, leaders of
multicultural teams must possess a certain set of
attributes in that respect. These are: being tolerant,
respectful, empathetic, open to change and goal-
oriented (Kozusznik, 2005). Also, leaders need to
know the merits and needs of their subordinates,
attempt to create a cooperative atmosphere as well
as target culturally conditioned issues and
overcome their own cultural stereotypes. Other
important skills include: promoting collaboration
with a view to mutual respect and fostering
communication allowing for requesting and
offering feedback, as well as boosting knowledge
about cultural gaps (Higgs, 1996; Tang & Wang;
2017). Moreover, a leader must possess impeccable
language skills and show curiosity about other
cultures that have become someone’s motivator to
live in a different country (Matveev, 2017). Such
qualities are considerably associated with cultural
intelligence. Cultural intelligence grows together
with multinational experience, but even without
that it can be mastered through training. Cultural
intelligence is one’s ability to interpret signals that
come from a culturally different setting in an
adequate manner (Earley & Ang, 2003; Ang & Van
Dyne, 2008; Edmondson, 2012; Edmonson &
Harvey 2018). To make it possible, such a leader
should exhibit a good deal of cognitive abilities. A
high level of cultural intelligence allows handling
communication intricacies, where the party to the
interaction feels included and respected. Hence, it is
possible to establish mutual trust (Burakova &
Filbien, 2020). A culturally intelligent person better
understands representatives of other cultures and
may conduct a meaningful dialogue with a view to
attaining intended objectives (Piotrowski &
Swiatkowski, 2000; Rockstuhl et al, 2011; Boyraz,
2019).

Research Methodology

The study was conducted using the method of the
diagnostic survey with the CAWI (Computer-
Assisted Web Interview) technique. The time frame
spanned over the period between January and April
2019, and the location covered two countries:
Poland and Romania. A total of 2,100 correctly
completed surveys by students were obtained:
1,121 from Bialystok University of Technology in
Poland (53.4% of all respondents) and 979 from the
Babes-Bolyai University in the Romania (46.6%)
and 119 completed surveys by teachers (62 from
Poland and 57 from Romania). At the first stage, a
questionnaire was addressed to students, at the
second - to academic teachers. The study adopted a
questionnaire administered online in order to reach
the largest possible group of respondents. The
results obtained in this way allow us to know the
opinion of a given group of respondents on the
research topic and to use them to form certain
generalizations. An invitation email containing a
link to an online survey was sent to all classes from
the bachelor and the master programs of all
specializations and academic teachers.

The following research problems were formulated:

e  What characteristics should distinguish a
multicultural team leader?

e  What differences exist in the perception of
the role of leader of multicultural teams by
respondents from Poland and Romania?

The survey questionnaire prepared in the native
languages of participating students was the tool
used to carry out the study. The obtained data were
subject to statistical analysis using Statistica 13.3
software. The non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test
was used in the statistical analysis.

Research Results

Students were asked to what extent they agree with
statements on leadership. They assessed fifteen
statements. Table 1 presents statistically significant
differences and Table 1- percentage breakdown.
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Table 1: Statistically significant differences in leadership qualities

Variable U statistics | Z statistics | p level
I set specific objectives in the context of my own achievements 491413.0 -2.3962 0.016567
I work on specific objectives that | have set myself 457425.5 -4.8576 0.000001
I think about the objectives I intend to achieve in the future 474774.5 -3.5211 0.000430
[ try to judge the correctness of my own beliefs about situations I have
problems with 454892.0 -4.9710 0.000001
[ openly express and evaluate my assumptions when I disagree with | 510504.0 -0.6816 0.495507
someone else
I think about my beliefs and assumptions and I judge them 480019.5 -3.0495 0.002293
I make a point to keep track of how well I'm doing at work (school) 504533.0 1.3758 0.168874
[ usually am aware of how well I'm doing as I perform an activity 512236.5 0.5515 0.581281
I keep track of my progress on projects I'm working on 459916.0 4.2468 0.000022
When I do my job successfully, | reward myself with something I like 332630.0 -13.9726 0.000000
I focus on the pleasant, not the unpleasant aspects of my work (in | 450574.5 -5.1044 0.000000
school)
When | have a choice, | try to do my job the way I like it 436543.0 6.1967 0.000000
I look for activities in my work that I like to do 502624.0 1.3142 0.188783
[ use written notes to remember what [ need to achieve 514059.0 -0.2891 0.772472
[ use specific reminders (e.g. notes and letters) to focus on what I need | 509663.0 -0.5782 0.563120
to achieve

Source: based on (Szydto et al,, 2020).

With regard to nine statements, statistically
significant differences were found. These included:
setting  objectives with regard to one’s
achievements, working on their development,
analysis and judgement of the correctness of one’s
beliefs, monitoring the progress and focusing on
rewards related to the achievement of one’s
objectives, a positive attitude to work and freedom
to perform it. On the other hand, there were no
differences in terms of diverging opinions with
other team members, prioritizing achievements,
awareness of the quality of one’s work, seeking
activities that correspond with one’s possibilities
and tastes, and notetaking with regard to one’s
plans and achievements.

Both Polish and Romanian students attached a
significant role to pre-established goals in relation
to their achievements. With this, respect a mere
16% of Polish and about 14% of Romanian
respondents had no opinion. An identical reaction
was brought by the statement about working on
achieving a specific objective. Still, Romanian
respondents (92%), more than the Polish ones
(82%), claimed that they devote quite a lot of time
to pondering on the objectives they intend to
achieve in the future. Both groups comparatively

referred to assessing the correctness of beliefs with
regard to problematic issues. The same percentage
of Poles and Romanians stated that they openly
express and evaluate their own assumptions
regardless of what others think or say - 75%; in
that aspect 19% of Poles and 22% of Romanians
provided an “I don’t know” opinion, and about 6%
of Polish respondents and only 2% of Romanian
ones disapproved of such conduct. Both groups of
respondents were inclined towards reflective
thinking and attention to work effectiveness. A
somewhat higher percentage of Poles (82%) than
Romanians (76%) followed the progress of the
tasks in which they were engaged. A converse
situation was observed in terms of rewarding
oneself for successful execution of a task, as
confirmed by 80% of Romanian respondents and
slightly more than 50% of interviewees from
Poland. Also, students from Romania to a greater
extent focused on the positive aspects of their work,
where a rough 17% of Poles admitted that they
could not do so, and 28% had no opinion in that
sense, as compared to 7% of respondents from
Romania. Both Polish and Romanian respondents
exhibited considerable autonomy in choosing the
manner in which a given task is to be performed. No
significant discrepancies were either observed in
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the case of notetaking or using specific reminders
towards the performance of tasks that lead to
achieving objectives.

Another question addressed to students concerned
cultural knowledge and the ability to apply it (Table
2).

Table 2: Statistically significant differences in knowledge and skills in cooperation with representatives
of other cultures

Variable U statistics Z statistics p level

[ am aware of the cultural knowledge I use in dealing | 481941.5 -3.2606 0.001112
with people from different cultural backgrounds

[ adapt my cultural knowledge when I interact with | 436871.0 -6.5786 0.000000
people from an unknown culture

[ check my cultural knowledge when I interact with | 441516.5 -6.1956 0.000000
people from different cultures

I know the legal and economic systems of other cultures | 471360.5 3.9321 0.000084
[ know the cultural values and religious beliefs of other | 457136.5 4.7263 0.000002
cultures

[ know the rules for expressing non-verbal behaviour in | 439290.5 6.2878 0.000000
other cultures

I like contact with people from different cultures 379143.0 -10.6106 0.000000
I am convinced that I can establish contacts with | 458897.5 -4.7093 0.000002
representatives of a culture that is unknown to me

[ am sure [ can deal with the stress of adapting to a | 429939.0 -6.9496 0.000000
culture that is new to me

I change my verbal behaviour (e.g. accent, tone) when | 408143.5 -8.5781 0.000000
intercultural interaction requires it

I change the pace of my speech when the intercultural | 521768.5 -0.1715 0.863848
situation requires it

I change my non-verbal behaviour when the | 467974.0 -4.1075 0.000040
intercultural situation requires it

Source: based on (Szydto et al, 2020).

Here, the respondents had to provide answers to
twelve statements. Only with one, ie., concerning
the adaptation of the pace of speech to the benefit
of interlocutors, no statistically significant
differences were observed, unlike the other eleven
statements, where such differences were found.
These concerned the awareness of cultural
knowledge, the understanding of legal and
economic issues, religion, value systems, non-verbal
communication, as well as an aptitude for
establishing and upkeeping cross-cultural contacts.

The majority of Romanian respondents (70%)
agreed that they consciously used their cultural
knowledge in dealing with people from foreign
backgrounds. An identical answer was provided by
62% of Polish interviewees. Also, most students
from Romania admitted adapting their cultural
knowledge in interaction with people from other
cultures, which was reflected by 79% of positive
answers provided by Romanian respondents and a
slightly smaller percentage of students from Poland

(63%). A similar distribution of positive answers
concerned verifying the correctness of cultural
knowledge when communicating with people from
other cultures. However, a completely different
result was obtained in the case of providing
answers with regard to the knowledge of legal and
economic systems characterizing other cultures.
Here, no more than 29% of Polish and 15% of
Romanian respondents claimed that they have such
knowledge. Almost half of the Romanian and 35%
of Polish interviewees could not provide a definite
response, and 38% of Romanian and 36% of Polish
respondents stated that they have no knowledge of
these systems. Still, the knowledge of cultural
values and religious beliefs appeared slightly more
extensive, as confirmed by 55% of Polish and 39%
of Romanian respondents. Here, half of the
Romanian respondents could not provide a definite
answer. Still the majority of the respondents from
both analysed countries stressed that they value
and are able to make contacts with foreigners, but
are not aware of foreign habits with regard to non-
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verbal communication. Only 38% of Polish and 20%
of Romanian interviewees stated that they do not
find anything strange in non-verbal communication
used by representatives of different cultures. A
small percentage of respondents admitted to stress
associated with adapting to a culture different from
the native one. The majority of them claimed that
they handled it on the whole. A positive answer to
that statement was provided by 73% of Romanians
and 57% of Poles. An almost identical percentage

distribution was observed with regard to
statements on adapting verbal and non-verbal
communication in cases where an intercultural
interaction requires it.

The survey involved not only students, but teachers
as well. Their observations concerning
predispositions and experiences related to working

in multicultural teams are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Statistically significant differences in the experience of academics working in multicultural

Variable U statistics Z statistics | p level

[ believe that my contribution to the team’s success was very | 891,000 4.65718 0.000003
important

Other members of my team/from my university asked me for | 1249.500 2.75016 0.005957
advice when task specific problems occurred

In difficult situations, the success of my team depended | 1549.500 -1.15432 0.248370
especially on my contribution

I felt capable to accomplish my tasks within my team work 1027.500 3.93107 0.000085
For each problem that arouse out of my teamwork, 1248.000 2.75813 0.005814
I could find a solution

If a new task arises from my teamwork, I know how to handle | 853.500 4.85666 0.000001
it

I can discuss task-related difficulties with each of the other | 918.000 4.51355 0.000006
members of my team

[ can share my ideas, feelings, and expectations with each of | 873.000 4.75293 0.000002
the other members of my team

The members of my team fulfilled their tasks at a high | 1135.500 3.35657 0.000789
competence level

Source: based on (Szydto et al, 2020).

Academic teachers from Poland and Romania
provided different opinions with regard to their
experience of working in multicultural teams. No
statistically significant differences were observed
only in case of one statement, i.e., the one referring
to making their decision in difficult situations on
which the subsequent success of the team relied.

The research shows that the vast majority of Polish
academics, i.e, 76%, as compared to Romanian
lecturers (16%), were positive about their
significant impact on the success of their team. In
the case of respondents from Romania, 60%-70% of
them could not provide a definite answer. The
majority of Polish interviewees (65%) confirmed
that they were asked for assistance in problematic
situations. Only 21% of Romanians confirmed that
answer. No respondents from either country
attributed the success of the entire team to

themselves. Furthermore, 94% of interviewees
from Poland and 32% from Romania claimed that
they generally do well in accomplishing entrusted
tasks and, similarly, in finding solutions in new or
challenging situations. On the basis of provided
answers it can be assumed that the level of
collaboration in multicultural teams was more
satisfactory in the case of Polish lecturers.
Respondents from Poland rated the competence of
their team members much higher than Romanian
respondents. They also appreciated the level of
communication and team-building skills to a much
greater extent.

Another issue concerned the assessment of
teachers’ predisposition to work in multicultural
teams and to act as leaders. The results are shown
in Table 4.
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Table 4: Statistically significant differences in the predisposition of academic teachers to work in

multicultural teams
Variable U statistics Z statistics p level
I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures 768.000 5.311471 0.000000
I am confident that I can socialize with locals in a culture | 1213.500 2.941656 0.003265
that is unfamiliar to me
[ am sure I can deal with the stresses of adjusting to a | 1293.000 2.518760 0.011777
culture that is new to me
[ establish specific goals for my own performance 1275.000 2.205633 0.027410
I work toward specific goals I have set for myself 1626.000 -0.747383 | 0.454833
I think about the goals that I intend to achieve in the future 1474.500 1.553279 0.120357
[ make a point to keep track of how well I'm doing at work | 1414.500 1.872446 0.061146
(school)
[ usually am aware of how well I'm doing as I perform an | 1596.000 -0.906966 | 0.364425
activity
I keep track of my progress on projects I'm working on 1200.000 2.620746 0.008774

Source: based on (Szydto et al, 2020).

Here, statistically significant differences were
observed for five out of nine statements. These
concerned issues associated with such aspects:
relationships, adaptation, communication, setting
objectives and keeping track of the progress in
achievement.

As regards the first statement concerning the sense
of having contact with people from other cultures,
87% of Poles and merely 21% of Romanians
provided positive answers. The respondents also
significantly differed in their evaluation of their
ability to relate to others and adapt to the specifics
of different cultures. The Polish lecturers gave an
affirmative answer, while most Romanian
respondents had no opinion. Another finding is that
both research groups believe that they rather set
themselves objectives they wish to achieve. In the
case of statements about goal orientation in the
course of performed projects, Romanian lecturers
were divided - 47% agreed with it, and almost half
of the second group had no opinion. Still, Polish
respondents were unanimous in terms of that
question - 97% were of positive opinion. Most of
the interviewees claimed that they were aware of
the quality of performed work. Lastly, the Polish
lecturers were more inclined than the Romanian
ones towards monitoring the effects of their work.

According to the Social Identity Theory (SIT),
attitudes towards foreigners are affected by the
way a given person is classified either to one’s own
group (in-group) or to a foreign one (out-group)

Joanna SZYDLO, Danuta SZPILKO and Joanna SAMUL, Journal of

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Groves & Feyerherm, 2011;
Leung & Wang, 2015; Stahl et al. 2010; Verhoeven
et al, 2017). Such a bipolar division leads to a
number of cognitive misrepresentations, viz:
extreme attribution error (Pettigrew, 2001) and,
what is more upsetting, favoring members of one’s
group and discarding those that belong to a foreign
one (Brewer & Miller, 1996). This makes the role of
a leader so significant. A leader should provide a
model for addressing diversity. This can be done by
means of an open approach, which is aimed at
groundbreaking and drawing benefits from the
observed differences, rather than a distrustful
attitude that emphasizes the dominance of the
group or a disregarding approach towards the
issues of cultural heterogeneity. A leader should
promote development, show prospects for the
future, encourage teammates to cooperate, adopt a
task-oriented approach, as well as concentrate on
objectives that stamp out differences and barriers
(Standa, 2003).

Conclusions

Many contemporary organisations face complex
projects, which forces a shift from traditional forms
of work organisation engaging individual capacities
to those that incorporate teamwork at all corporate
levels (Salas et al., 2008; Knapp, 2010; Zaccaro et
al, 2012; Salas et al., 2015). In order to successfully
accomplish intricate work tasks an individual is
required to prove extensive knowledge and various
skills. By such means teammates closely rely on
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each other and the context of their work (Yukl,
2010).

Having analyzed responses provided by the
students and lecturers, it can be concluded that the
effectiveness of a culturally complex team can be
raised by, inter alia, training on cultural awareness
with an aim to develop intercultural competences.
Such tutoring may help to familiarise team
members with similarities and differences between
them and avoid future misunderstandings.
However, what is important in the process of team
formation is to build trust among teammates, as
well as between the leader and his or her
subordinates. This leads to an atmosphere full of
tolerance and respect, where team members may
share their ideas without a fear of being ridiculed.
Such an environment allows for expressing
different, even contrasting opinions, and boosting
creativity. Such teams are required to have a
common experience and shared goals among the
members. For the team to expect considerable
effects of work, all its members must be willing to
cooperate, communicate openly and have a clear
understanding of tasks. Additionally, an effective
team should be characterised by good atmosphere
and tolerance towards other cultures (Szydio &
Widelska, 2018). Its members should at best be
self-motivated, flexible, open to change, trust other
members, comply with established rules of conduct
and be open to draw inspiration from defined
differences (Koheler, 2016).

In selecting team members, it is essential to take
caution towards an even cultural distribution,
which prevents from cultural domination and,
ultimately, ensures the success of the team. Also, a
team should be assigned a clear objective that gives
it a proper direction and justifies the reason it
exists. For the team to fully use its potential, it is
crucial to build a flat, flexible structure and create a
participatory system of management.
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