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Intérét commun et tolérance : le défi de la synergie pour les
équipes hétérogenes. Une étude qualitative de six groupes de
travail multiculturels a 'université.

Interés comun y tolerancia: el desafio de la sinergia para
equipos heterogéneos. Un estudio cualitativo de seis grupos
de trabajo multiculturales en la universidad.

MARTINE BRASSEUR

Université Paris Descartes/Université de Paris
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Axe MEIS du CEDAG (EA 1516)

ABSTRACT

How can multicultural workgroups achieve
synergy and become teams? To answer, we
resorted to non-participant observation of
six workgroups at university. The data were
collected in 41 interviews and 14 meetings.
Three types of workgroup were distin-
guished depending on the scope for indi-
vidual singularities to assert themselves or
for a shared identity to be developed. The
principal findings are that a workgroup’s
success depends on implementing self-reg-
ulation to move from personal to common
interests and from toleration to tolerance.
This is independent of its heterogeneous/
homogeneous composition, which is a matter
of perception and varies during the different
stages of team-building.

Keywords: Team-building, heterogeneous
workgroups, multicultural team, synergy,
tolerance and toleration, common interest

RESUME

Comment les groupes de travail multicultu-
rels peuvent-ils devenir des équipes syner-
giques ? Nous avons mené une observation
non participante de six groupes de travail a
l'université en appui sur 41 entretiens et 14
réunions. Trois dynamiques de groupes ont
été distinguées variant en fonction de laffir-
mation des individualités et de l'existence
d'une identité collective. Selon nos résultats, la
réussite d’une équipe dépend de ’émergence
d’une autorégulation favorisant la focalisation
sur les intéréts communs et un changement
de conception de la tolérance. Elle est indé-
pendante de ’hétérogénéité/homogénéité du
groupe, qui releve des perceptions et varie au
cours du développement de I’équipe.

Mots-Clés : Team-building, Groupe hété-
rogeénes, équipes multiculturelles, synergie,
tolérance, intérét commun

RESUMEN

;Coémo pueden los grupos de trabajo multi-
culturales convertirse en equipos sinérgicos?
Realizamos una observacion no participante
de seis grupos de trabajo en la universidad
en apoyo de 41 entrevistas y 14 reuniones.
Se han distinguido tres dindmicas grupales,
que varian segun la afirmacion de las indivi-
dualidades y la existencia de una identidad
colectiva. De acuerdo con nuestros resul-
tados, el éxito de un equipo depende de la
aparicion de la autorregulacion que favorezca
el enfoque en los intereses comunes y un
cambio en la concepcidn de la tolerancia. Es
independiente de la heterogeneidad/homo-
geneidad del grupo, que es la percepcion y
varia durante el desarrollo del equipo.

Palabras Clave: Formacién de equipos,

Grupo heterogéneo, Equipos multicultu-
rales, Sinergia, Tolerancia, Interés comun

ne of the consequences of the international context is the
O growing number of workgroups of people from different
countries, commonly referred to as “multicultural teams”. The
apparent difficulty that they encounter in implementing a collect-
ive project seems to stem from their heterogeneous composition,
considered a handicap for really working in teams. Indeed,
previous studies have highlighted the role played in workgroup
performance by interpersonal congruence. They define this notion

as the degree to which workgroup members see each other’s in
the same way (Polzer et al., 2002). The heterogeneity of referents
is a potential source of dysfunctions which can generate conflicts
(Pelled, 1996), freeze the collective work (O’Reilly et al., 1993), and
bring about the dissolution of the workgroup. However, numerous
researchers in different fields have shown that the effect of shared
action is greater than the sum of the effects to be expected if the
actors had acted independently (Greco et al., 1995; Vignat, 2012).
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This designates the synergy process without a clear definition
and with a confusion between the process itself and its result.
The link between some workgroup dynamics and performance
has been demonstrated (Ayub and Jehn, 2014; Mathieu et al.,
2017; Peterson et al., 2003). The term synergy is “derived from
the Greek sunergos, which means ‘working together’ [...]”. It is
frequently used to refer to “a gain in performance that is attrib-
uTable in some way to group interaction” (Larson, 2010, p.2 and
p-4). The object of research is not the factors of performance
but the process leading to synergy. Without it, workgroups do
not work as teams and their results are less good than when
working individually. Then, the research questions addressed
here are: How can workgroups achieve synergy and become
teams? Is their specific heterogeneous composition an obstacle
to working together and succeeding?

In this article, we first define the different concepts and
our theoretical framework. Based on a literature review it is
proposed to distinguish three types of workgroups: secondary,
fusional and synergic, according to the scope for individual
singularities to assert themselves or for a shared identity to
be developed. In secondary workgroups, the members work
together but as a coordination of individual activities and
without added value. In fusional workgroups, the outcomes
are collective and different from the sum of the individual pro-
ductions. Only a synergic workgroup reconciles the existence
of every member’s differences and a coherent whole. In such
a team, everyone knows that regulation is necessary to avoid
two pitfalls: the omnipotence of fusion or the fragmentation
of the secondary workgroup. From this typology, four stages of
team-building towards synergy are modeled. Further analysis
of the literature is then presented to clarify the problematic of
a specific heterogeneous workgroup: the multicultural one.

To answer the general research questions, the methodo-
logical approach is exploratory and qualitative. We resorted to
non-participant observation of six workgroups of six to eight
university students (executives). Each workgroup prepared a
similar project with the same deadline. A comparative longi-
tudinal study was carried out to identify each team’s process
and the impact of the initial values formalized in a charter. Our
data were collected through 41 non-directive interviews and 14
observed meetings. They were all recorded and complemented
with a case report form. A content analysis was then performed
based on criteria derived from our literature review or which
emerged through the interviews.

The main contribution of the study is to identify in each work-
group the existence of a collective representation of heterogen-
eity/homogeneity, which evolves with the stages of team-building.
To achieve synergy, the dynamic of the collective conceptions
appears more important than the initial individual ones or the
objective differences among people. Our findings contribute to
fill a gap in multicultural team management theories and to
clarify the concept of synergy. The problem of multicultural
workgroups is not objective heterogeneity but the emergence
of self-regulation, the coaching of which essentially defines the
potential role of management. Homan et al. (2008) emphasized
the importance of the recognition of differences in teams and
of the members’ openness to experience of group work. But
for those authors, facing up to differences with an open mind

is a personal characteristic, which again refers to the issue of
the workgroup’s composition. According to our findings, this
characteristic is the result of workgroup dynamics and repre-
sents a collective capability of the synergic team. To identify
it, our results led us to go back to the literature. Crick’s (1971)
distinction between the concept of tolerance and the concept
of toleration allows us to go further. The first, tolerance, is
open and considers heterogeneity as a potential resource. For
the second, toleration, homogeneity is the preferred state and
differences are constraints and a source of unavoidable con-
flicts. In our study, synergy appears as a shared will to adopt
an attitude of tolerance and to focus on what the workgroup
members called “the common interest” of the workgroup. Then
the modeling of workgroup dynamics towards and of synergy
is complemented and discussed.

Theoretical Framework of Small Group Dynamics

Numerous studies have shown that the process operating within
workgroups is much more than a good coordination of the
individual efforts. It could even be something else. To specify
the theoretical framework of this study the theories of small
group dynamics were analyzed (Anzieu and Martin, 1982; Bales,
1951; Blanchet and Trognon, 2011; Forsyth, 2017, Homans,
1958; Rico et al., 2011). The starting point is the definition
of the small group in 1950 by Homans (2017, p. 85) with the
assertion that it is a group “each member of which is able to
interact with every other member”. This positions the approach
to the workgroup in the interactionist current. Bales (1951,
p. 33) introduced, among other things, the role of “perception
of each other member” and detailed a research method to
study small groups through analysis of the interactions during
their meetings. The contributions of other authors marked a
decisive advance in knowledge. For example, Lewin introduced
the concept of group dynamics: people behave differently with
others than alone (Kaufmann, 1968). He showed the influence
of social exchanges on individual representations. In particular,
he explained as regards the interaction between two persons
that “analyzing the two psychological (‘subjective’) fields gives
the basis for predicting the actual (‘objective’) next step of
behavior” (Lewin, 1947, p. 11). The theories of Kaés (1976) are
also important: he considers that the group is an apparatus of
connection and transformation of the psyches of its members,
and that a shared psychic reality arises from this.

It appears from the literature review (Ashmore et al., 2004;
Ellemers, 2012; Haslam and Ellemers, 2016; Roccas et al., 2008;
Tajfel, 1974) that the emergence of a singular group identity is
necessary to become a team and reach the professional objectives
of the workgroup. Without it, there is no reason for doing the
job with others and the results are better individually. In such
dynamics, each one undertakes in the group to do things that he/
she considers unthinkable when he/she is alone (Kurtzberg and
Amabile, 2001). In management studies, researchers generally
approach the notion of group identity through its effects on its
members: their salient group membership, identified through
terms such as “we”, or their efforts to avoid “letting down their
team” (Babcock et al., 2015; Charness and Holder, 2018; Chen
and Li, 2009; Coman and Hirst, 2015). While cohesion or a
shared identity is needed to legitimate the collective work, its
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success also depends on the development of individual forms
of influence (Hackman et al., 1986). This second point presup-
poses two ideas: first, not all members of the workgroup are
similar; secondly, their differences are a resource for the team.

PROPOSAL FOR A TYPOLOGY OF WORKGROUPS

Regarding the scope for individual singularities to assert them-
selves or for a shared identity to be developed, three types of
workgroup can be distinguished: secondary, fusional and syn-
ergic (Table 1). For the sociologist Cooley (2002), the fusional
group is the primary stage of group dynamics. The secondary
typeisa preliminary stage: in this state, individuals are gathered
to do something together, but the group does not really exist.
Nothing is shared, and each member of the workgroup behaves
according to the calculation of his/her personal gains or losses
without considering the possibility of another individual factor
of motivation (Meglino and Korsgaard, 2004), or the existence
of collective dynamics. In secondary and fusional groups, the
members must choose between their individual identities and
the group identity, which are seen as threats to each other.

The synergic group transcends the individuals/group dilemma
alternatives. Each is developed by the other (De Dreu, 2006;
Spears, 2016) in an interdependent process (Kiggundu, 1983).
The group identity of synergic teams does not represent either the
sum of the individual identities, or their renunciation. It results
from the reciprocal building of an ad hoc micro-identity which
leads to the emergence of an evolving set of references and fun-
damental assertions, shared by all the group members. Like the
organizational culture (Thévenet and Vachette, 1992; Karjalainen,
2010), the group identity allows them to work together. In these
dynamics, everyone has a strong contribution which is supported
and recognized by the group. In the literature, four distinct
approaches to team regulation are defined: goal-setting, devel-
oping interpersonal relations, clarifying roles, and employing
problem-solving techniques (Klein et al., 2009). In the synergic
dynamic, the group members combine them all according to
the needs of the project. Belbin (2010, 2012) identified nine team
roles at work. They must be taken on to ensure successful group
self-regulation (Cummings, 1978; Higgins and May, 2016) or
efficient leadership. In this study, leadership is defined, according

to the functional approach, as “a driving system required by and
for the functioning of the group” (Maisonneuve, 2018, p. 61).
Even in the case of a single leader, the other members continue
to act in the process. With a conception close to Follett’s theory
(Metcalf and Urwick, 1940), the role of the leader is to support
their contribution and even their own leadership. The leader
of a synergic group leads the leaders (Groutel et al., 2010) not
as a “super-chief” but as a coach of leaders (Hackman, 2002)
or a “meta-leader”. In previous studies (Davis and Eisenhardt,
2011; Forsyth, 2017; Gloor, 2006), in some synergic groups a
phenomenon of rotating leadership was identified: the best
positioned took the leadership and did not hesitate to pass it on
if another member could do better, or to stop it when there was
no more need. This defines a form of leadership taken by turns
and involving accepting the influence of others.

In the same way, responsibility is not so much distributed
and limited to a role as reciprocal. It is both individual and col-
lective and covers everything that concerns the group (Pearce
and Gregersen, 1991). Each team member is responsible for him/
herself, for the others, the group, the dynamics, the results, and
so on. Synergy is also a factor of performance, because members
are aware that knowledge exchange processes are necessary,
and they implement them. Indeed Hajro et al. (2017) showed
the link between knowledge exchange and team effectiveness.

All studies conclude that synergic dynamics are the key to
success. Even when the results demonstrated the role of trans-
formational leadership, team-building emerged as a mediating
factor and a condition of project success (Aga et al., 2016). For
all these reasons, the performance of workgroups is character-
ized by their members’ search for a synergy (Batson et al., 2008;
Hu and Liden, 2015). Various studies have shown that synergic
groups are more effective (Mathieu et al., 2000; Mathieu et al.,
2008). The search for synergy is never-ending and needs a perma-
nent regulation of the group dynamics because, among other
things, synergy wavers between juxtaposition and the fusion of
individuals. Indeed, for Sartre (1960), groups are “totalization
in progress”. In the same way, synergy is a state always “to be
achieved”. From this perspective, the process of team-building
has two first stages - 1) the secondary group and 2) the fusional
group — and a final stage - the synergic group.

TABLE 1
Proposal for a typology of work teams

Secondary group
or preliminary group

Fusional group
or primary group

Synergic group
Individual identities and group identity

Individual identities only Group identity only in a reciprocal development
Main - No group identity - Strong group cohesion - Strong group cohesion
dynamics | - Assertion of individualities - Loss of individual identities - Strong individual roles
- Centered on the tasks - Centered on the group - Centered on the project
- Regulating the distribution - Regulating the relations - Multiple regulating and even
of tasks regulating the regulations
Outcome - Only doing the job with - Tending to the rejection of professional | - Reaching professional objectives and
minimal results objectives perceived as a threat for sometimes beyond
the group
Kind of - Organizational leader or fight | - Charismatic leader - Defined by work roles, embodied,
leadership of the chiefs (general rejection or meta-leader or taken by turns,

of the other’s influence) - Spontaneous collective communion

supported and recognized leadership
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MODELING THE PROCESS TOWARDS SYNERGY

Studies on the process towards synergic group dynamics have
shown that conflicts are necessary for team-building (Anzieu
and Martin, 1982; Behfar et al., 2008; De Dreu and Weingart,
2003; Jehn, 1995; Jehn and Mannix, 2001). They represent a
useful stage in transforming the group dynamics from fusion to
synergy. Indeed, the cohesion of a fusional group is an illusion.
The return to the reality of the work with the injunction to reach
the professional objectives and the realization that the group’s
omnipotence is a danger both inevitably lead to disagreements.

Then a new stage emerges between fusion and synergy (Figure 1).
This is a return to the secondary group dynamics with a lack of
group cohesion and the assertion of the individual points of view,
but there is a major difference from the preliminary group in
which the members were in competition. After the fusion stage,
the fragmentation of the workgroup is expressed in the emergence
of conflicts. Competition and conflict have been distinguished
by several studies (Schmidt and Kochan, 1972; Forsyth, 2017). In
competition, the goal of the group’s work is common, and each
member tries to reach it alone before anyone else or better than the
others. In conflict, the justification of the collective activity and
the possibility of accomplishing it are questioned by the group’s
members, who become aware of their differences and the extent
of their divergence. In this form of fragmentation dynamics, all
the pretexts for quarreling are used, and the conflict is permanent
for multiple reasons. This kind of secondary group corresponds
to what Brett et al. (2006) call a “feuding team”.

Now a new stage has emerged between fusion and synergy:
conflict and the return to the secondary group dynamics. Some
workgroups are unable to emerge from conflict and remain stuck
in this step. If the workgroup succeeds in going beyond the ordeal
of conflict, it can implement a new dynamic which reconciles the
existence of every member’s differences and a coherent whole. For
Simmel (1964, p. 14), “conflict is designed to resolve divergent
dualisms”. It is an important vehicle for social regulation (Pastor
and Bréard, 2007). The double experience of both fusion and sec-
ondary group dynamics makes every member know that regulation
is necessary to avoid two pitfalls: omnipotence or fragmentation.

THE SPECIFIC PROBLEM OF MULTICULTURAL
WORKGROUPS

The term “multicultural teams” designates a form of workgroup
made up of people from different countries brought together to
manage a professional project. Is their specific heterogeneous
composition an obstacle to working together and succeeding?
More precisely, does the multiplicity of nationalities block the

workgroup in the secondary stage? What kind of difference
among group members is involved? The notion of national
cultural differences has been extensively covered since the
founding works of Hofstede (2003) in the 1980s. Several studies
have attempted to classify national cultures according to different
dimensions (Schwartz, 1999; House et al., 2004; Moalla, 2016)
and to propose an objective measure of their level of differen-
tiation, called cultural distance. In this study, the notion of
cultural distance is investigated through the individual per-
ceptions. The problem of the incidence of multiculturality on
the workgroup dynamics is addressed through the question of
the impact of the teams’ composition on the representation of
the collective as heterogeneous or homogeneous. It was possible
to define the group’s heterogeneity as strong cultural distances
among its members. However, two arguments lead us to adopt
another approach. First, some authors, such as Mayrhofer and
Roth (2007), have shown that cultural distances can be less
explanatory than the nature of cultural specificities. Secondly,
the cultural distance conception aims to establish some univer-
sal norms to evaluate cultures and practices. It obscures their
permanent evolutions and the role of context (Adler, 1994;
Pichault and Nizet, 2013). We consider that multiculturality
defines the objective composition of the workgroup, but that
cultural heterogeneity depends on the subjective perception of
its members’ characteristics in a specific situation.

Some studies conclude that certain individual characteristics
can potentially affect the virtuous group processes (Brandstaetter
and Farthofer, 1997). Cultural differences are considered one of
them (Watson ef al., 1998). According to these studies, cultural
heterogeneity hinders the group dynamics, impedes their effect-
iveness (Chevrier, 2004, Haas and Niiesch, 2012) and produces,
in the short term at least, a low level of satisfaction (Milliken
and Martins, 1996). Brett et al. (2006) identified four barriers
inherent to cultural differences and leading the workgroup
into a stalemate: using direct versus indirect communica-
tion; trouble with accent and fluency in the team’s dominant
language; different attitudes towards hierarchy; conflicting
decision-making norms. Relationships can suffer, or some
members can be underestimated. In the same way, and even
if they found that people worldwide share some basic beliefs
about the leader’s qualities (moral, inspirational, visionary,
team-oriented, etc.), House ef al. (2004), in support of the
results of the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior
Effectiveness (GLOBE) research project, explained that the
conception of leadership is not common to all cultures. For
example, individuals who lived in cultures marked by hierarch-
ical power structures and greater levels of elitism were more

FIGURE 1
Modeling of the four steps towards synergy

Step 1 Step 2

Secondary Group
Competition Cohesion
Individual assertion Group assertion

“Iu uweu

Fusional Group

Step 3 Step 4

Secondary Group Synergistic Group

Conflict Regulation
Assertion of divergence Reciprocal assertions
“” “I and We”
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tolerant of self-centered leaders who were status-conscious and
formalistic. According to the GLOBE results, not everyone in
a multicultural workgroup will values all forms of leadership
similarly (Dorfman et al., 2004). Barmeyer (2004) found repre-
sentative and significant differences of learning styles between
French, German and Quebec students too, and concluded on
the difficulties in interacting they can generate and the need to
take them in account in cross-cultural training. In contrast, for
other authors, multiculturalism brings innovation into firms
(Johansson, 2001), and multicultural teams are better able to
solve problems and achieve group work (Ely and Thomas, 2001;
Barmeyer and Franklin, 2016). The relevance of our research
question is confirmed: How can a multicultural workgroup meet
the challenge of individual cultural differences and manage to
become a team and achieve synergy?

This article highlights that the conception of heterogeneity is
not an initial theoretical viewpoint but depends on group dynam-
ics. The concept of heterogeneity is defined here as referring to
perceived differences between individuals (Williams and OReilly,
1998). It may concern “any possible dimension of differentiation”
(Knippenberg and Schippers, 2007, p. 517). Based on the typology
of diversity of Harrison and Klein (2007), two perceptions can be
identified. The first considers differences in culture as a negative
factor with a conception of heterogeneity as separation or dis-
parity. For the second perception, multiculturality is a source of
complementarities and new resources (Barmeyer and Franklin,
2016), with a conception of heterogeneity as variety.

In this study, the problem of heterogeneity/homogeneity is
dealt with at the interactional level of group dynamics. It should
be distinguished from the dialectic of divergence/convergence.
Some studies have shown that both divergence and convergence
are necessary for a virtuous exchange process (Cramton and
Hinds, 2014; Maznevski and Chudoba, 2000; Stahl et al., 2010).
The divergence of points of view is a condition, for example,
of the production of knowledge or the evaluation of decisions.

Research Design: A Study of Six
Multicultural Workgroups
To answer our research question, we resorted to non-participant

observation of six teams of six to eight university students.
The case-study method appears to us to be the most relevant

to identify workgroup dynamics. According to Miles and
Huberman (2003), this method allows the development of new
conceptualizing drawn from detailed descriptions of phenom-
ena. The aim is to capture all the dimensions of the complexity
of the situation, and the case-study favors this (Giroux and
Tremblay, 2002; Barmeyer and Franklin, 2016). Finally, the
construction of a professional collective in an international
context is a contemporary organizational concern. This research
approach, by definition, processes conjointly the phenomena
and the contexts in which they emerge (Yin, 1994).

The students were all executives studying in France for a
master’s degree in management through continuing education.
The six groups were selected among the whole population of a
larger study on team dynamics because they were all made up
only of members of different cultures. The groups’ composition
was intentionally heterogeneous regarding the criteria of sex,
age and nationality. This was a choice of the trainers and forced
on the students. The project to be prepared and its deadline
were the same for each group.

For six months, we performed a comparative longitudinal
study to identify each team’s process from the project’s launch
to its completion. In this research, we consider that reality
does not exist independently of the perception that people
have of it (Grix, 2004). The researcher’s goal is “to grasp what
is significant for the actors” using mainly his/her resources of
empathy (Giordano, 2003, p. 20). The methodology aims “first
and foremost to understand meaning rather than frequency and
to grasp how meaning is constructed within and by interactions,
practices and discourses” (Allard-Poesi and Perret, 2014, p. 17).
The validity of such studies (Denzin, 1984) emerges from inter-
subjectivity. It is considered to be attained when researchers have
performed a triangulation of their data by collection through
various sources or confrontation of different interpretations.
In this study, triangulation was provided by three sources of
data. First, the contents were collected through 41 non-direc-
tive interviews of 30 to 45 minutes, and 14 observed meetings
lasting one to three hours (Table 2). They were all recorded and
complemented by a case report form. All the groups wrote a
charter at the beginning of their activity. This was an exercise
requested by the trainers to define their shared values. The char-
ters constituted an additional source of data. The secondary data

TABLE 2

The six groups in the study

Group B

Group C

Group D

Composition 7 persons 6 persons 8 persons 6 persons 8 persons 6 persons
4 women 2 women 4 women 1 woman 3women 3women
age: 29-43 age: 36 - 42 age: 31 - 45 age: 31 -39 age: 30 - 48 age: 34 - 46
Number and nature 6 5 6 6 6 5
of nationalities 1 Canadian 1 Algerian 1 Canadian 1Algerian 1 Belgian 1 Chinese
1 Chinese 2 French 2 Chinese 1 Belgian 2 French 1 Moroccan
2 French 1 Senegalese 2 French 1 Chinese 1 Moroccan 2 French
1 Moroccan 1 Russian 1 Moroccan 1 French 1 Senegalese 1 Romanian
1 Senegalese 1 Tunisian 1 Romanian 1 Senegalese 1 Russian 1 Tunisian
1 Tunisian 1 Tunisian 1 Tunisian 2 Tunisians
Language English French English English French English
Interviews 7 6 8 6 8 6
Observed meeting 2 3 2 2 4 1
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were complemented by gathering all the information available
on the workgroups, supplied from the trainers (evaluations,
group papers, group presentation materials).

A content analysis with a coding protocol was carried out
in two phases. The first one was done manually by strata of
reading (Bardin, 1983) and distribution of extracts of utter-
ances collected by interviews, into two types of categories: a)
based on the literature (deduction) and b) emerging from the
thematic content analysis with deeper analysis of the verbatims
and the emergence of new classifying criteria (induction). In
this first phase, the main structure of our coding grid was built
(Figure 2). In the second phase, we used the software NVivo 11
and carried out an analysis of all the contents: 1) collected by
interview and during the meetings; 2) complemented with the
case report forms and various documents. Our unit of analysis
was the paragraph of meaning. We then made an analysis by
case (intra-case) and cross-compared the results (inter-case).

Results: A Difficult Process Towards Synergy
Independently of Multiculturality

In this part, only the findings from the inter-case analysis are
presented. The results confirm the pertinence of our modeling
of group dynamics to make comprehensible the process towards
synergy. Although it was not the purpose of the research, our
results provide additional evidence that teams are more suc-
cessful in a synergic state than in a secondary or fusional state.
They better reach their goals, are more creative in their regu-
lating modes and produce more innovative proposals. Another
finding is that the perception of the group as heterogeneous/
homogeneous depends on the group dynamics. Principally, the
analysis contributed to enhance the modeling of group dynamics
towards synergy. Our findings show that the process consists
in shifting from toleration to tolerance and from particular
interests to common interests.

Analyzing of the Stages of Team-Building
Towards Synergy

First, we carried out an intra-case analysis. Group A had
medium/good results (13/20) with mediocre contributions
except one excellent one, which was clearly claimed by one
group member: “On my part I could have got 18/20” (Group A,
Chinese, woman, age 37). The distribution of tasks was made
on a “first come, first served” basis: the most responsive got the
easiest or the most interesting: “My father called me and by the
time I answered, I had no more choice. I understand: this thing is
unfeasible” (Group A, Tunisian, man, age 31). Group members did
not share their information or help each other. The rare meetings
served to juxtapose the individual work in a single document.

Group B had medium results (12/20). The name “le ciel est
bleu” was quickly given to the workgroup, who decided from the
first days of its constitution to “do everything together without
having to talk about it” (Group B, Russian, woman, age 37). The
members became inseparable: “we do not leave even for eating
and soon for sleeping” (Group B, Algerian, man, age 39). A month
before the deadline, the group exploded: “The day before, everyone
was enthusiastic and bing, the big bang” (Group B, French, man,
age 37). There were many reproaches: “Nothing has been done
yet”; “I spend more time with you than with my family”; “I am
demanding and organized, and this way of working does not suit
me at all”; “I can’t stand your childishness any more: I am here
to work not to play” (Group B, interaction, observed meeting).

Group Chad the best results (16/20). After two weeks of “cock-
fighting because everybody wanted to be the leader and nobody the
follower” (Group C, Tunisian, woman, age 42), the workgroup
decided to eat together during a meeting: “I don’t know who had
the idea, but it was unanimously welcomed” (Group C, Moroccan,
man, age 38); “something happened... the birth of ‘the big eight’...
we were all talking at the same time and decisions were taken
without discussion... we applauded” (Group C, Chinese, woman,
age 34). Then, the members of group C realized that nobody was

FIGURE 2
Extracts from the classifying criteria grid used for the content analysis
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taking care of important parts of the project and blamed each
other: “The gaps came out. Who spoke first? Me? If it was not me,
I was ready. We had all noticed that a lot of things were wrong,
and we did them... but the ambiance was so good... we wanted
to avoid spoiling it” (Group C, Romanian, man, age 45). Many
disagreements were expressed, and the members of Group C
decided to stop the meetings and to work individually: “T¢
was too bad, and I was worried that this would jeopardize the
project and my diploma. That’s why I took the initiative to send
an email to the group, probably too long. I was arguing about
what to decide collectively and I was proposing different ways to
work together” (Group C, French, man, age 41). After an email
exchange, Group C resumed meetings and decided to speak
about its difficulties and solutions to overcome them: “Group
work is not [self-Jevident. We each have our own idea of what to
do and how to do it. P. is right: we must just explain rather than
fighting. I may be right, and I may be wrong, or I may not have
understood. The same for others. I think that it is by mixing all
our brains that we’ll avoid misleading us and even that we can
make a success” (Group C, Romanian, age 45).

Group D, named “Chary & Co.”, had good results (14/20).
The workgroup moved relatively quickly from internal compe-
tition among the group members to external competition with
the other groups. The unifying event was the initial difficulty of
understanding some of the documents provided by the trainers
and the conviction that: “In the other groups, they had finished
the stage of reading the doc for a long time” (Group D, Chinese,
man, age 36). To clarify several points, two members (Group D,
Belgian, man, age 39; Tunisian, man, age 31) contacted a trainer
who found that some data was missing and provided it with
a request to transmit it to all the workgroups. Group D failed
to pass the missing data on to the other groups: “We did not
really talk about it, but we all agreed” (Group D, Senegalese,
man, age 34). The day after, the trainer sent an email to all the
workgroups, which weren’t penalized: “It was like a time bomb.
Several weeks later, F. said he found unbearable that we didn’t

transmit the missing data. I said I was not especially proud of
it either, and the blame game started. Nobody was responsible,
and everyone was offended” (Group D, French, man, age 32). The
workgroup continued to meet laboriously: “Exhausting! Not one
listened to others. The project was going in all directions. Luckily,
someone said: we’re going right into the wall, guys. It was macho
but this time I let go. A. answered: Sure, and not only the guys,
the girl also” (Group D, Algerian, woman, age 33). Then the
members’ contributions were mutually recognized as comple-
mentary and as “an inspiration to progress” (Group D, Chinese,
man, age 36). The workgroup became aware of its strengths and
weaknesses: “It’s like a good meal prepared with friends, nobody
does the dishes and me neither. That’s our principal problem”
(Group D, Belgian, man, age 39).

Group E, the “coeur vaillants”, had bad results (09/20) and
did not understand why: “What does that mean: irrelevant? For
who, irrelevant?” (Group E, Moroccan, man, age 33). They did
not follow instructions and finished their work late: “Our team
worked perfectly. We had no conflict. The decisions have always
been consensual, which is a feat for a group of eight people with
six nationalities and a range of 30 to 48 years old” (Group E,
Russian, man, age 37).

Group F got just the “pass mark” (10/20). Its members div-
ided the work to be done during a single group meeting, and
then worked exclusively individually: “No need to waste our
time” (Group F, French, man, age 46).

The four stages of group dynamics emerged from the data.
The dynamics specific to each workgroup were distinguished
and positioned (Table 3). Only two teams (C and D) reached
the synergic state. Their results were clearly better than those
of the others. Group B remained stuck in the third stage, that
of conflict and the return to secondary dynamics. Group E
worked in fusion until the deadline of the project. Two work-
groups (A and F) did not get beyond the preliminary state and
the secondary dynamics.

TABLE 3
Dynamics and final states of the six workgroups studied
1 2 3 4
Secondary group Fusion Conflict Synergic group
Groups A F
processes > ‘ E
> B
> c | D

Verbatim “Here you are, my work. Who “Let’s set request “Ididn’t agree, and “You give me ideas”; “I think we

did better?” (Group A) aside. Otherwise it won't any more do what | don’t agree on this point. Let’s talk

- “Don’t waste time in talk. risks hampering us” I don’t want to” about this” (Group C)
Each one works better alone. | - “The most important - “I've already done - “Let’s go, | follow you™; “I feel
Who's who?” (Group F) is what happens when much more than good with you but we need to finish
we are together” each of you” on time” (Group D)
Name of no name ceeurs vaillants le ciel est bleu the big eight Chary & Co
the group (brave hearts) (the sky is blue) (roller coaster)
Results 13/20 ‘ 10/20 09/20 12/20 16/20 14/20
levaluationand | “gpe part made the notation” | “Irrelevant; out of time; | “Ended badly; lack of “Innovating project with creative
feecfiback 1;r0m (Group A) but original” guiding principle; some analysis mode” (Group C)
protessor “Job is done; nothing more” good ideas” - “Exciting project; implementation
(Group F) to be deepened” (Group D)
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HIGHLIGHTING OF THE DECISION PROCESSES FACED
WITH DIFFERENCES IN POINTS OF VIEW

In the six workgroups including secondary states, the emergence
of consensus was observed. For Group F, the only but very
important consensus was, during the first and unique meeting,
the unanimous decision not to meet any more. Paradoxically,
this team kept the conviction that no group is able to share
the same decision. Its members were convinced they were the
most efficient and that teamwork is unrealistic, “a utopia for
academics” (Group F, Tunisian, woman, age 38). In the other
secondary groups, consensus was only functional and concerned
the minimal running processes. For example, they all agreed to
make decisions by majority vote. They did not even try to reach
a consensus on the content of the decision, but they agreed to
adopt it when there was a majority: “They are wrong. [...] They
head straight for disaster [...] That’s the game [...] I have to accept
the collective decision” (Group A, Moroccan, man, age 29). In the
fusional group, the consensus on the content was permanent
but illusory: “That’s fantastic. Without talking, we all think the
same thing in the same way. I didn’t choose my group but, as
luck would have it, we always agree” (Group E, Senegalese, man,
age 42). In the synergic groups, members looked for consensus
on the content but wanted a real consensus that resulted from
discussion. They knew how difficult it is to obtain this. They
were able to abandon unanimity for urgent or minor decisions.
Group C tried new processes of decision when there was alack
of consensus on the content according to the situation: on the
toss of a coin, delegating to the most expert, by secret ballot,
and so on. Group D tended to postpone decisions which were
not totally consensual. The team explored the reasons for the
disagreements and repeatedly decided to complement its data
to clarify the different points of view.

EMERGENCE OF TENSIONS FROM A PERCEIVED HETERO-
GENEITY NOT STEMMING FROM MULTICULTURALITY

Except for the fusional group, team-building is perceived by
the members as “a very difficult challenge” (Group F, Chinese,
woman, age 34). They are confronted with a twofold conflictual
tension with two components: the conflictual tension of similar-
ities/differences brought about by the perceived heterogeneity/

homogeneity in the situation, and the conflictual tension of
inclusion/exclusion, which defines the relation to the conflict.
The two components are interrelated and evolve with the group
dynamics (Table 4).

It emerges from the analysis of our findings that nationality
is one difference among others. For most of the workgroups, this
characteristic of the members was not the principal difference
indicated. In three groups (A, E, F), it was mentioned neither
during the interview nor in the meetings that were observed.
All the participants stated that individual differences were
an obstacle to working together at least in the first stage of
team-building. But for the three groups which were stuck in
secondary dynamics, the incompatibilities came from initial
education, level of diploma, or nature and length of professional
experience. If these multicultural groups got entangled in diver-
gence, it was not their cultures that made their members diverge.

In Group B, the cultural difference only appeared in situ-
ations of conflict during the last meeting of the group, which
marked its explosion: “For a Senegalese, you are very aggres-
sive” (Group B, French, woman, age 36); “Just because you are
Russian you don’t have to be dishonest” (Group B, Tunisian,
man, age 42). The differences between the single persons and
the married persons or parents were more problematic in all the
workgroups. The former adopted the student lifestyle while the
latter wanted to keep their professional and adult habits. This
differentiation between ways of life does not concern nationality
but the context and the work. The contribution of our study is
to show that the perception of the workgroup as heterogeneous
or homogeneous depends on the group dynamics and not on
objective characteristics. The emergence of multiculturality
as a source of conflicts is the indicator of a specific stage of
team-building: the phase of conflicts, when each member looks
for confrontation and asserts his/her differences.

THE QUEST FOR SYNERGY AS A COMMON WILL FOR
TOLERANCE AND Focus oN COMMON INTERESTS

In secondary or fusional dynamics, individual differences
were perceived as an inescapable obstacle or a threat to unity.
Only the teammates in synergic dynamics (C, D) considered
that differences can be a resource for achieving the collective

TABLE 4
The twofold conflictual tension of team-building and shared perceived heterogeneity
1 2 3 4
Competition Fusion Conflict Synergy
similarities/ | - all different - all similar - all different - all different and all similar,
differences | - everyone for him/herself | - all for the group - each one against all one for all, group for each one
- immutable - postulated homogeneity | - disappointed - contributive, partial and
heterogeneity - heterogeneity realistic heterogeneity
inclusion/ - noinclusion - assimilation - fragmentation - allincluded
exclusion - self-exclusion - scapegoat - mutual rejection - no exclusion
- no confrontations - invisible tensions - confrontations - regulation of tensions to
- no conflicts - no conflicts - permanent conflicts - avoid conflicts
Verbatim “lam the only engineer. How | “He comes by bike and eats | “I forgot my wife with our | “Clearly, for the group

could | be understood?”
(Group F)

his vegetables out of his
little boxes. Of course, we
mistreat him” (Group E)

late meetings. At six, now
I leave. That doesn't suit.
Too bad” (Group B)

our different horizons are
contributions. | mean our
cultures, and so on” (Group C)
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project. To reach synergy, the workgroups in the study had to
transcend the lack of understanding which results from their
culture, but also from their initial careers, education and all
their social conditioning. The content analysis showed that this
move towards synergy corresponds to a change in self-con-
ception, in the conception of the other, and the conception of
relations with the other. To clarify what made the difference
between the two synergic workgroups and the four others, a
return to the literature was necessary. In Groups C and D,
a high-level process of learning or “high learning” as defined
by Foldy (2004) could be identified. Their members discovered
that they could grow and progress in their exchanges with the
others. They managed to confront their negative attribution to
a cultural belonging and their hampering limiting beliefs. As
the verbatims show (Table 5), they spoke about the discomfort
which results from the experience of their individual differences
in the secondary stages, after the illusion of complete similarity
during the fusional stage. The synergic groups differed from the
other four groups which got stuck in “low learning” according
to Foldy’s definition (2004) and considered these discussions
to be taboos offering no possible contribution.

The goal of this study is to clarify these dynamics by analyz-
ing more deeply the two workgroups in which they appeared
(Table 5). A change of approach between the secondary and
fusional stages and the synergy was identified. The distinction
between “tolerance” and “toleration” helped us to analyze
our findings. According to the philosopher Bernard Crick
(1971), toleration is a matter of values and ethics and con-
sists in embracing things one does not agree with. Toleration
supposes a limit to what can be accepted. Toleration and
intolerance are similar in the relationship with others who
disturb and are tolerated up to a certain point. Toleration indi-
cates that intolerance can happen. Tolerance “rather means

lack of prejudice, open-mindedness, and rejection of any
dogmatism” (Lacorne, 2016, p. 15). Regarding the verbatims
(Table 5), toleration characterizes the relationship to others
in fusional or secondary stages: “A lot is to be suffered in
group work with others” (Group C, competition-secondary
stage, Chinese, woman, age 36); “It’s normal for the group
to close on itself. Interacting between us is easier and safer”
(Group D, fusion, Senegalese, man, age 34). Statements of
tolerance only appear in the synergic stage: “I'm lucky to
have the opportunity to interact with people from different
backgrounds” (Group C, synergy, French, woman, age 31);
“This guy I could no more stand him, and you know, now,
it’s crazy how much I learned with him” (Group D, synergy,
Belgian, man, age 36).

Another shift emerged from our results: it is in the orientation
of the concerns. The members of Groups C and D used the term
“common” associated with the words “good” or “interest” but
without a clear definition of what the notion referred to: “Our
common interest is what we are doing together, and which unites
us. It is good for each of us. It’s good because that’s the reason why
we are going to make it. It’s good also for Chary & Co.... I mean:
for what we are.... Good for future promotions... a message to say:
yes, you can! [laughter]... It’s not only the scores or to complete
our training... not only” (Group D, French, man, age 32). The
notion of “common interest” which Group C and D members
used seems to be close to the Commons as defined by Ostrom
(1990). In the synergic stage of Groups C and D, every member
uses the group’s resources, which are not depleted but enhanced.
What they called “common interest” is interrelated to the notion
of the common good defined by Sison and Fontrodona (2012,
p- 23) for a firm: “first and foremost a network of activities, a
host of practices; it is work in common”.

TABLE 5
Workgroup dynamics towards synergy

1 2
Competition Fusion

Toleration
Particular interests

3 4
Conflict Synergy

Tolerance
Common interest

»
>

My culture is different
only a group identity

We have no more culture

Our different cultures contribute
to define our collective identity

His/her culture is
different

Individual responsibilities
only

Responsibility
of the group

“l'only faced up to what “Who made the decision?

Only others’
responsibility
“It's not my fault. | didn’t

Individual and reciprocal
responsibilities
“Others’ behavior and their success

the credit”

“I knew it [doubtful jokes]
was a destabilization
strategy”

the other groups. We did not
share. So what? We didn't
protest for the trainers’
oversight.”

I did” Nobody. The group” agree with the decision” are my concern as much as mine”
Group C “l knew it was necessary “We were the “big eight’ “I'thought of quitting, but “I need to speak to resolve
to work with these with our own language, not I need this diploma”. problems. There is always one of the
specific persons that [ did | pure English, ours. Notto be | “My values imply listening big eight who enjoys discussing”.
not choose”. understood outside was not to others. | did it until “l only found documents for the
“It was a little bit unpleasant | our concern. Moreover, we | [collapse and ask to shut | others. My partisn't finished. That's
to be likened to the others | aughed at their pure English. up and listen to me.” fine. If they progress, | progress.”
Group D “Each one tried to take all | "We got missing data and not | “They fought all the time. It “It’s really satisfying to make

was noisy but allowed me

to catch up my backlog”.

“I never told him his ideas
were stupid.”

my contribution”.

“It annoys me to get into details, but
we have P., who always finds the
detail which makes the difference.”
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Groups C and D moved from the conflict stage towards
synergy, because they realized that the project was at risk
(Figure 3). Their shared interest was to achieve it. A common
concern appeared and replaced the personal concerns. Then
the members of Groups C and D recognized the contributions
of the other members and toleration became tolerance: “We
were fighting, and H. said ‘I quit. That’s dead’. And S. said: ‘No.
If that’s dead, I lost my job’. It was an electroshock. The dead-
line, the stakes. We made a follow-up review. Everyone began
to indicate what he/she could do. And instead of denigrating
them or blaming them for their defects, I thought about their
capacities and tried to reinforce their contributions” (Group C,
Canadian, man, age 32). Regarding the results of the study, the
move towards synergy is a move from toleration to tolerance
and from personal interests to “common interest”. Tolerance
and common interest converge with synergy, and vice versa.

A NECESSARY PERMANENT REGULATION AND THE
INEFFECTIVENESS OF CHARTERS

Our results show that the synergic groups permanently oscil-
lated between a secondary trend and a fusional trend. One of
the regulations of the synergic dynamic was to bring the group
back to synergy. The orientation on particular interests or the
slide from tolerance to toleration are the indicators which alert
the group’s members to the fact that regulation is necessary.
Synergy is never acquired once and for all. It is a state always
to be aimed at.

By contrast, the charters did not help team-building. At the
time of their composition, the workgroups were eager to define
a charter. The goal was to identify the values that they shared.
“Respect for others” or “Listening” were terms posted by the
six groups. Only four groups mentioned “Tolerance” in their
charter (A, B, C, F) and two of them ended the project in the first
state with a secondary dynamic. During the interviews, some
members explained that the problem was due to the level of the
group’s heterogeneity: “We can’t agree with each other. The only

solution was to coexist and finish the work the best way we can”
(Group A, Canadian, woman, age 41). Their definition of “toler-
ance” corresponded to “toleration”. They thought that a minimum
of discrimination at work is inescapable in order to constitute a
homogeneous team able to perform: “The trainers did exactly the
contrary of what a reasonable manager would do: they mixed us.
Of course, we weren't in the right working conditions to succeed”
(Group F, Romanian, man, age 38). Some students explained that
they are tolerant, but with people so different from them, “meet-
ings are a challenge for the nerves” (Group F, Moroccan, man,
age 45). During the last stage of Group B’s dynamics, a violent
argument broke out, more specifically between two members
who accused each other of betraying the group’s charter: “How
could you applaud when we wrote ‘tolerance’ in the charter and
then be so aggressive because I need to read all the documents
before we make a decision?” “It’s the limit! You are incapable of
accepting any other way of working than yours and you lecture
me about toleration?” (Group B, interaction, observed meeting).
Regarding the synergic groups, Group C’s dynamics were not
easier than Group D’s. Our results tend to show that charters
are not useful and can even make conflicts more bitter in the
third stage of team-building.

Discussion: The Question of Multiculturality
as Perceived Heterogeneity

In our study, a team’s success is independent of its multi-
cultural composition. The designation of the workshop as
heterogeneous or homogeneous is a matter of perception. It
varies according to the stages of group dynamics. The finding
that cultural differences are not obstacles in themselves for
workgroups is one of our principal contributions. It should
not hide the major difficulty which collective work represents
in an international context or in all situations. In this part, we
discuss the scope and the limits of the results obtained by the
study of the six workgroups in an executive training program
at the university.

FIGURE 3
The process from conflict towards synergy (typical verbatims - interviews - Groups C and D)
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While some recent studies show that previous experience
of others’ differences facilitates multicultural teams’ activities,
others have argued that, in an increasingly multicultural and
global society, no such universal principle can exist (Keys, 2006).
Therefore, Holtbriigge and Engelhard (2016, 2017) tested the
impact of bicultural individuals on team performance. People
who have been deeply socialized and operate fluidly within and
between two distinct cultural meaning systems better manage
the success of a multicultural team. This observation suggests
that multiculturalism is easier when people are bicultural and
consequently that homogeneous workgroups are preferable.
It does not solve the question of work with diverse people. By
contrast, this argument also indicates a limit of our study: our
population was composed of students who were studying in a
foreign country or, for the French ones, were attending an inter-
national program. Did they not share the same multicultural
mindset? Regarding culture, were the teams objectively hetero-
geneous? In this light, it would not be surprising to find that
the main perceived differences concerned other characteristics.

However, in accordance with approaches different from
ours (Hofstede, 2003; Schwartz, 1999; House et al., 2004), the
cultural distances among the members of each workgroup were
important. For example, the composition of Group C was: 2
French, 1 Canadian, 2 Chinese, 1 Moroccan, 1 Romanian and
1 Tunisian. Yet the findings of the GLOBE research program
showed that Chinese people have “a strong tendency towards
formalizing their interactions with others, [...] being orderly,
[...], formalizing policies and procedures, establishing and fol-
lowing rules [...]”, in contrast to people from Eastern European
countries who are “more informal” (House et al., 2004, p. 6). In
that workgroup, more similarities or fewer differences were not
observed in the two pairs of members with the same nationality
than among the other members.

Furthermore, the report form included a specific research
question on the possible emergence of a dominant group. No

subgroup was established either in Group C or in any of the
other groups. Millikan and Martins (1996) underline that the
absence of dominant cultural groups facilitates the manage-
ment of multiculturality. It could be deduced from this that
the composition of groups with high cultural heterogeneity is
a factor of success. Above all, the difficulty in collective work is
not so much heterogeneity as social domination, translated by
the hierarchical organization of the differences. Dijk and Engen
(2013) consider that competence/status emerge in workgroups
when the members differ in their characteristics. Then the status
differences lead to the formation of an informal social order. In
the groups studied, it was the fear of the attribution of a status
to a difference and the rejection of the associated social order
that prevented the teams from going beyond the stage of the
secondary group and adopting an attitude of tolerance.

The two previous statements of the conditions favoring success
in which the workgroups were placed bring us to another limit
of our study. Three arguments can be added in this regard: 1)
the number of members is considered a favorable condition for
team-building (Wheelan, 2006); 2) the context was a win-win
situation. The distribution of rewards among the members was
the same and the collective results served their personal interests.
Rose (2002) underlines that this is not always the case in firms;
3) The executives were in a training situation without hierarchy
and so without expectations of the formal leader. Their level of
English or French was similar in each group and was not a dif-
ficulty. At least two of the four barriers to effective teamwork
inherent to cultural differences (Brett et al., 2006) were missing.

Nevertheless, the members of the six workgroups in the
study had to face difficulties due to their differences. The
findings demonstrate that synergy is particularly difficult to
reach. They show that the move from the secondary stage to
the synergic stage is above all a recognition of the other as a
different person with his/her own characteristics. This is true
for multicultural characteristics, as several researchers have

TABLE 6

Permanent regulation of the synergic dynamic (Verbatims - observed meeting - Groups C and D)

Synergy with secondary trend

Synergy with fusional trend

Indicators “I suggest passing very fast on the commercial “Why should we say to the others [groups] that Internet
(alert) strategy; my job is human resources” will be out of order? It’s not our business”
(Group C, particular interest). (Group D, particular interest)
“Is it necessary to listen to all the points of view? Of “This debriefing is a waste of time for us; vacuum of contents.
course, | will do it but, on that topic, I'm the expert” We know all these [self-Jevidences”
(Group D, toleration). (Group C, toleration).
Regulation “About that boring commercial strategy, “B: Hopefully, you're intervening now. We must warn the others.
Implemented who has an idea, even stupid?” C: Who has the phone numbers?
(Group C, common work] V: They are still in the restaurant.
“Wait a moment, | have pieces of candy C: OK! Let’s go and warn them.
for the meeting” X: Do you have a list? Phone C.
(Group D, proposal for a convivial moment). B: Check which group is warned”
(Group D, leadership by turn).
Impact of “Thank you the big eight: alone, I'd have given up” “I don’t know where we were going. It's not me and not us... being
regulation (Group C, interest of working as a team). so selfish. | think the team wouldn’t have been able to continue”
(return to “Our approach is better on this point, maybe with the (Group D, back to reality).
synergy] ‘alpha’ process we discussed. Hey, | forget to eat candies” “You did well to ask the question during the debriefing.
(Group D, open mind and goodwill]. We needed explanations”
(Group C, recognition of individual contribution).
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shown (Dupriez and Vanderlinden, 2017). It is true in general
for all kinds of differences. This is especially as the obstacles
identified in the multicultural teams (leadership conception,
decision process, communication mode, efc.) are found in teams
with the same nationality. As Barmeyer (2004, p.578) explained
for learning styles, “every person has his or her own individual
way of gathering and processing information, which means ways
of learning and solving problems in day-to-day situations”. In
this sense, our results converge with the assertion of Brett et al.
(2006, p.89): “The challenge in managing multicultural teams
effectively is to recognize underlying cultural causes of con-
flict, and to intervene in ways that both get the team back on
track and empower its members to deal with future challenges
themselves”. But se also find that conflict is a stage in the group
dynamics and the underlying cause is not always difference of
nationalities. It may be difference of education or experience.
So, regarding our results, it can be asserted that the challenge
in managing workgroups is to recognize the differences among
their members and to promote self-regulation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, how can multicultural workgroups achieve synergy
and become teams? The group dynamics of six workgroups in
an executive training program at the university were studied
to answer this research question. The findings show that the
challenge for heterogeneous teams is to move from toleration
to tolerance, and from particular to common interests. So,
within the limits of the study, their first contribution concerns
theories on workgroup dynamics and the definition of synergy
and self-regulation (Cooley, 2002; Cummings, 1978; De Dreu,
2006; Ellemers, 2012; Higgins and May, 2016; Homans, 2017). We
have deepened and complemented them and consolidated our
model of the four stages of group dynamics: competition stage
of secondary groups, fusional stage, conflict stage of secondary
groups, and synergic stage. Two associated contributions can
be highlighted: one is methodological, with the confirmation of
the pertinence of case studies in the multicultural research field
(Giroux and Tremblay, 2002; Barmeyer and Franklin, 2016); the
other is practical, with the recommendation to implement team
management by projects. Indeed, the will to make a success of the
project to which they adhere seems to be crucial for overcoming
the conflict stage and focusing on common interests. Conversely,
the initial values posted in the charters are not determining
factors for synergy. In the third stage of team-building, some
conflicts in the name of tolerance were even observed.

Is the specific heterogeneous composition of multicultural
teams an obstacle to working together and succeeding? Although
the discussion shows that they were placed in favorable con-
ditions to work in groups, only two workgroups out of six
managed to reach the synergic stage. However, regarding our
results, nationality difference was not perceived as a factor of
heterogeneity by the group members in the study. Their rep-
resentation of their group’s heterogeneity versus homogeneity
depends on other characteristics and varies throughout the
process of group dynamics. The findings of the study suggest
two assertions which contribute to enrich two debates: one on
the role of group composition in a team’s success (Bell et al.,
2011; Harrisson et al., 2002); the other on the approach to

multiculturality as a constraint or a resource (Harrison and
Klein, 2007; Barmeyer and Franklin, 2016). First, the nature and
the level of heterogeneity or homogeneity of the group appear
not only as non-objective but as a shared perception in each
workgroup, interrelated with their stage of group dynamics. In
this light, all the teams can be considered potentially hetero-
geneous or homogeneous, and our findings are not specific to
multicultural teams but concern every workgroup, whatever its
composition. Secondly, divergence is not a negative effect of
heterogeneity, and convergence is not the team management
objective. They are two processes where the identification of
coexistence in the workgroups studied contributed to defining
the synergic dynamics. The dual approach of Barmeyer (2007,
p.17), opposing convergence (“differences will disappear”) and
divergence (“differences persist or increase”) as the only two
possible conceptions of multiculturality, corresponds to the two
stages of fusional and secondary group dynamics respectively.
As regards the final modeling of synergy, it is proposed to add
a third way. This considers convergence and divergence not as
alternatives, but as potential virtuous conjoint processes with
the perception of similarities and differences as necessities
or resources for working together. So, for multicultural team
management, the question is: how can divergence and con-
vergence both emerge in the workgroup dynamics in order to
achieve synergy? The challenge is to move from a shared con-
ception either of heterogeneity as separation or the transitory
illusion of homogeneity to a synergic conception. This concep-
tion consists in moving beyond the alternatives of convergence
and divergence and adopting a realistic and positive point of
view. It implies recognizing group members’ differences and
considering that their underlying causes result not only from
cultural shaping (Brett et al., 2006) but from all the social
conditionings, of which membership in a workgroup is part.
This defines the synergic self-regulation, which is constantly
renewed by a mutual redefining of similarity and difference.
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