Chapter Five

Facilitating International Teams and
Key Interventions

The objective of this chapter is to highlight how and when international teams
can use a facilitator, what to look for when selecting an effective international
facilitator and to highlight some interventions that facilitators use, that have
proven to be effective with international teams.

As highlighted in earlier chapters, like any team, effective international teams
must have the technical expertise to accomplish the task assigned to them by
their organisation. The team also needs the ability to get individual team
members from across the globe all working in the same direction. Senior
management and HR have a key role in creating a supportive organisational
context (see Chapters Eight and Nine), but more importantly, the international
teams must actively manage the organisational context within which they are
operating. They need to ensure that key sponsors and resource managers are
kept well informed.

. Chapter 7 highlights the interpersonal skills and attributes required to be an
effective international leader, yet many organisations still select international
team leaders and members based solely on their technical expertise. They do so
despite evidence that technical skills are not the most critical attribute of
international team members. As such, many international team leaders and
members are often initially ill equipped to manage the more complex interaction
within these teams, as well as the team’s relationship with the rest of the
organisation. An effective international facilitator can help the team develop an
awareness of the critical issues they need to attend to and provide the team
with the necessary skills to be effective as the following story illustrates:
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Facilitators: Prowdmg a dmerent perspective

An mternatnonal team was established to develop standardised procedures for
adhering to new EU regulations. Each European office already had existing local
policies and procedures and these needed harmonising into a European wide
policy. The team met and agreed what they needed to achieve. However, at a
subsequent meeting little progress had been made by the French and ltalian
representatives. The Swedish team leader was baffied by this lack of progress, as
both representatives appeared to be commitied to the team goals.

A facilitator from the European HR organisation was invited by the team to come
and work with them. The faciitator interviewed each of the team members by
phone She quickly establlshed that team members undersloodme team’s authomyfi’

If an organisation is just beginning to work globally and has only recently
- created international teams, they often underestimate the fevel of support
needed by teams. Many organisations and teams call in facilitators when team
deadlines have been missed, when a team member resigns from the team or
when other symptoms appear to indicate that the team is heading for or
currently in ‘crisis’. The facilitator is sometimes seen as a ‘trouble shooter,

only to be called on when the going gets tough as the following example
illustrates.
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Where angels fear to tread . ..

A phone call fro(n a team sponsor informs me that one of the critical product
development teanis is in trouble. The team was established nine months ago and
the team leader saw no need for facilitation support. The team sponsor explains
that all appeared to be going well until yesterday when two team members arrived
in her office and requested that they be removed from the team. After a few phone
calls, the team sponsor has established that morale is extremely low amongst all
team members. The team has a critical milestone in five weeks. They must deliver.
Can | please meetwith the team leader and get the team back on track?

This experience is not untypical. Yet this approach to supporting international
teams has a damaging long-term consequence for an organisation’s ability to
operate internationally. If the experience of working on an international team is
so painful, staff will soon not be prepared to work on them. Experience shows
that when international facilitators work effectively with teams throughout their
lifecycles, they can ensure that the ‘strategic moments’ experienced by the team
are crafted into performance enhancing experiences and do not destroy the
team’s ability to function effectively. As one team member commented to her
team facilitator ‘we should have used you as preventative medicine rather than
accident and emergency — it would have been less painful all round'.

If a team chooses to work with a facilitator from their conception, they are
demonstrating a commitment to ongoing learning — in good times and bad.
This is likely to make the team experience more rewarding for the team
members, it will enhance team performance and team members are more likely
to be willing to serve on other international teams in the future.

What Is a Facilitator and When Do You Need One?

In the simplest terms, the role of a fadilitator is to enable an international team
to enhance its performance. For some, facilitation is passive and intemnally
focused. In this case, the facilitator observes the interactions of the group and
then provides ‘off-line’ feedback to the group to help them develop their
awareness of the way they are working together. The focus, with a passive
style of facilitation, is mostly on how the team itself is working.

Yet, as mentioned in earlier chapters, the relationship of an international team
with the rest of the organisation is critical for its success and therefore, a
facilitator of international teams needs to keep this external perspective clearly
in focus.
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The model of facilitation that we are advocating for working with international teams is
an active and externally focused role

The role of an active and externally focused facilitator could include:

® Coaching individual team leaders and members on working practices to
enable them to work more effectively together.

® Supporting teams in managing the organisational context within which
they work as this significantly impacts their ability to achieve their tasks.

® Providing skill development to teams as they require it rather than all at
once at the beginning of their lifecycles. This enables teams to access skills
as and when the task requires, rather than learning skills that they cannot
put into practice or have forgotten about by the time they do need them.

® Facilitating meetings of the whole team. This enables team learning to take
place that immediately impacts the team'’s ability to achieve its task.

® Designing process interventions to improve performance of the task.

Some of the advantages of this style of facilitation are:

® It can speed up the performance of an international team as interventions
are tailored to the needs of each team. .

® It actively develops the capabilities to operate globally as and when the
teams require them.

® By watching facilitators role model best practice, team leaders and members
can learn fast and the facilitator becomes redundant as soon as possible.

e The fadlitators can carry best practice and learning from one team to
another.

Whilst we advocate an active and externally focused style of facilitation, the
specific activities undertaken by a facilitator are contingent on the organisa-
tional context in which the team is operating and the experience, skills and
knowledge of the team leader and members. There is no universal formula for
success: each international team is unique.

The aim of the facilitator should be to transfer his or her skills in enhancing
the interaction and external relationships to the team, so that the team can
manage itself. A facilitator can then systematically reduce their involvement.
The time scale of this transfer of learning will vary according to the context of
each team. If team members are keen to develop their own facilitation skills, this
can happen after a few initial meetings, with the team calling on the facilitator
for difficult meetings only. Sometimes a facilitator will need to be involved with
the team for a longer period of time because all the team members need to
actively participate in the content of a particular discussion and cannot
simultaneously manage their process.

The critical issue is for the facilitator not to create dependence. This can
happen when the team members are not willing or able to undertake facilitation

»
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themselves. An effective international team facilitator constantly challenges and
questions a team as to why they feel they need the continued services of an
independent facilitator. Thus the use of the facilitator should be built into the
reviews of a team’s working practices. The exit of the facilitator should be
contracted at the beginning of the team’s lifecycle and this contract reviewed
periodically to ensure the facilitator is still adding value.

In summary, your team may need a facilitator because:

® The complexities of working in an international team are new to both
the team leader and team members.

¢ The team is much more skilled in the technical side of the task than in
managing the process.

® The task demands that all the members will be exclusively focused on
the content or much heated debate and disagreement is anticipated.

e Although experienced, the team feels that it could benefit from some
alternative techniques and some feedback on how they are managing
their process.

It you have decided that an effective international facilitator is needed, how
should you go about selecting or developing one? — ‘

Selecting and Developing a Facilitator

The facilitator's role as described is a challenging one — you are working on
intellectual, emotional as well as physical levels simultaneously. The role
requires a range of skills, knowledge and experience to carry it out successfully.
One of the pleasures and frustrations of doing this work is that there is always
more to lean. What we are therefore offering to you, the reader, is not a
definitive competency profile of the ideal intemational facilitator that you could
use to design your selection process, but rather a number of key areas that you
might want to explore with potential facilitators. Some of these areas are skills
that can be developed, some are knowledge based that can be learned and some
are grounded in experience.

A word of caution is necessary at this point. There are very few individuals
who possess all the attributes that will be discussed. One of the most effective
ways of working with international teams is to co-facilitate with facilitators of
complementary skills and experience working together to meet the needs of the
team. This has the added advantage of simultaneously developing the range of
skills of each individual facilitator. It is likely that the framework provided here
will be used more frequently to develop individuals with interest and
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enthusiasm for this area, rather than select individuals who already possess all
these attributes.

Skills

e Diagnostic and analytical skills

e Conflict resolution skills

® Language skills

e Working with unfamiliar topics

e Possesses extensive toolkit of interventions
e 'Real time’ planning and design

e Culturally responsive feedback styles

A number of the skills mentioned here are not specific to international
facilitators, but are included in this discussion to demonstrate the range and
depth of skill that needs to be acquired before working effectively with
international teams.

Diagnostic and analytical skills .

An international team’s facilitator can use questionnaires and/or interviews to
assess the dynamics and needs of a team prior to the initial meetings. He or she

will then need to make continual refinements to this assessment throughout the

life cycle of the team. The facilitator also needs to be able to make judgements
about which diagnostic tools are culturally appropriate for the situation. For
instance, by looking at what a person chooses to say, the amount of personal
disclosure and how they say it, sometimes open format biographies can tell you
an enormous amount about a person, even if you do not get standard
comparable information. The facilitator needs to be able to objectively analyse
and make sense of the responses. The range of diagnostic tools available to the
international facilitator is discussed later in the chapter.

Conflict resolution skills

A facilitator of an international team is often faced with a number of dilemmas —
even in her own choice of actions. By adopting a particular approach, she may
accommodate some of the team and alienate others. The numerous agendas,
organisational and personal, which are often present within international teams,
increase the potential for diverse views on a particular issue. If these are not
handled sensitively, they can soon escalate into conflict. This diversity can also
create undercurrents that make accurate diagnosis difficult. As pointed out in
Chapter Three, recognition of the varying expression of conflict by different
nationalities is also a skill that needs to be developed. For instance, what is
taken to be aggressive behaviour by one team member may well be seen as
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appropriate debate and discussion by another. Developing culturally appro-

priate conflict resolution skills is a critical part of an international facilitator's
development.

Language skifls

In many international teams, English is the chosen working language and most
facilitators would need a strong command of the English language to work in
this environment. However, the ability to be able to work in the mother tongue
of team members enhances a facilitator’s depth. It can also be seen as a symbol
that the facilitator is credible. A facilitator must take care that if she is fluent in
the languages of the dominant cultures of the organisation, that she does not
reinforce this dominance. As described in Chapters Two and Three, a facilitator
also has to be sensitive to the way a language is used and to the meanings of
different silences and interruption patterns.

Working with unfamiliar topics

Often a facilitator will be working with a team whose remit is a highly technical

one: eg development of a new global technical specification for microchips;
registration of a novel medicine for Alzheimer’s; agreeing the project plan for a
network of hydroelectric power stations along the length of the Amazon. A key
skill is the ability to follow the flow of the discussion, to be able to identify
diversions and digressions and summarise key themes without having a detailed
knowledge of the topic under discussion. Good facilitators do some homework
before the first team meeting. Much credibility is gained by demonstrating a
willingness to understand key issues and technical terms from specialist staff.

Possesses extensive toolkit of interventions

This skill is particularly critical when working with an international team. There
is a need to have a wider and deeper range of interventions at your disposal in
order to accommodate the myriad of cultural preferences present in the teams.
Effective international facilitators..will examine and experiment with a newly

acquired tool or technique to assess its cultural bias as what may work in one .

culture may be higlily offensive in another. ‘Does the team fly by the seat of its
pants? may be fine in America, but will confuse most Latin Americans,
Europeans and Africans. International facilitators cannot assume that one

model fits all. Again, details of types of interventions are discussed later in
the chapter.
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‘Real time’ planning and design

Session and meeting design is a fundamental skill of effective international
facilitators. Inexperienced facilitators should invest significant time prior to
working with the team, by working collaboratively with the client to agree not
only the outcomes of the task, but also agreement on the processes to be used.
A good design, owned by the client, will provide a solid foundation to work
with a team for the first time.

A hallmark of an experienced international facilitator is the ability to ‘think on
one’s feet'. They are able to stay engaged with a team and follow the flow of
the discussion, whilst simultaneously anticipating what problems may arise
from the discussion and deciding what strategies can be adopted to bring the
issue to a satisfactory resolution. They are able to plan meetings thoroughly
and yet are prepared to change that plan as issues emerge — sometimes the
original design will change many times during the course of the meeting. The
skill to ‘think on one’s feet’ is developed over time through working with a
range of international teams.

g

Culturally responsive feedback sty/es -

Developing a range of feedback styles is important if facﬂltators are going to
work effectively with multicultural teams. Understanding that your natural style
of feedback is not universally appropriate is a critical early lesson. You can
develop this skill by knowing your own personal feedback preferences. You can
explore with the team how they wish to handle feedback. Be sensitive to the
level of self disclosure that is culturally appropriate for the individuals you are
working with, Partnering with a co-facilitator with a different style can be a
useful way of experiencing alternative styles of working with teams.

Knowledge

Knowledge of organisational development (OD)

Knowledge of business principles

Knowledge of how to facilitate change in organisations

Knowledge of cultural norms and intercultural communication literature
Knowledge of adult and experiential learning in different cultures

There are several fields of knowledge that experienced international facilitators
draw on. Some of these are prerequisites to developing the skills discussed

earlier, but' some are important in their own right. The purpose of this’

discussion is to highlight the relevant fields of interest — each has an extensive
body of literature which readers can access — rather than to discuss the topics in
any detail.
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Knowledge of organisational development (1 oD)

An emphatic message throughout this book is that international teams exist
within organisational systems and the nature of the organisational system has a
significant impact on the effectiveness of teams. For facilitators to work
successfully with international teams, they need to understand how organisa-
tions function and how to identify the key mechanisms and levers within the
system that :eams can use to facilitate their success. They need to understand
how to inter ene in the wider system so that they can coach and support the
teams they zre working with on how to manage their external relationships.

Knowledge c* business principles

Although it is not necessary to have a formal qualification in business to be an
effective international team facilitator, it is critical that the facilitator knows the
key components of a business, understands the key interconnections between
the parts and has sufficient awareness of the key drivers. The facilitator can then
appreciate the frequent conflicting demands made on international team

members and help the team to put their task into the wider organisational
context.

Knowledge of how to facilitate change in organisations

To successfully accomplish their goals, many international teams will need to
facilitate change within the wider organisational system. Facilitators need to
know a range of models and strategies for how change occurs in organisations
in order that they can educate the teams they are working with and provide
them with appropriate responses.

Knowiledge of cuitural norms and the intercultural communication literature

Whether or not they are using them directly, an international facilitator needs
to know the detail of and to have assessed the usefulness of the work on
cultural dimensions.* They need to have a rough idea of where different
nationalities ie on different dimensions and examples of the implications. They
need to build up a storehouse of stories and anecdotes that demonstrate all
angles of cultural difference.

Both Hofstede’s and Fons Trompenaars’ work of how different cultures vary
across certain value dimensions are readily available for use as common
frameworks. The facilitator has to demonstrate expertise, to know the latest
work and books' that address cultural differences. This knowledge does not

replace the experience of having lived or worked in other cultures, but it adds

*See Appendix One

e —
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important tools and credibility. Anecdotes are important to show the range of
the facilitator’s experience and also to tum around certain situations. If one
nationality is treating another with disdain, a quick story showing that people
from that nationality can make mistakes or look stupid, from another angle, can
send a strong hint of the need for a change of attitude, before more direct action
is needed.

Knowledge of adult and experiential learning in different cultures

International teams often lack the required skills to successfully meet the
challenges they have been set. The role of the facilitator is therefore often an
educator, assisting the team to leam and develop the appropriate skills as
required. In order to be able to do this, facilitators need to have an under-
standing of the way adults learn in different cultures and to be able to adapt the
learning experience to the leaming styles within the team.

Knowledge of a wide variety of experiential leaming techniques is invaluable.
Any tool or leamning approach which does not rely on the individual’s
command of the chosen working language (usually English) is particularly
appropriate for international, teams. :

Experience

e Living through major change

® Engaging with the organisation and the team
e Working with your cultural bias

® Political awareness

Experience is probably the most intangible aspect of an international facilitator’s
role. What we offer here are observations based on fadilitating international
teams over many years.”

Living through major change

An observation we have made about the most successful international
facilitators we have worked with, is that they have all experienced significant
personal life transitions and have developed a range of healthy coping
strategies. Many have lived for extended periods of time immersed in another
culture. This experience reinforces the fact that no one view, including one’s
own, is right or wrong, only different. It often forces you to re-assess a wide
range of values. This can help you realise that you can change much of your
mindset without losing your core identity. This flexibility, not to hold or be
held to a set intellectual line or approach, is essential if you are going to
facilitate an international team.

Perhaps long-term experience in another culture is not essential, major life
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shifts such as marriage, divorce, redundancy can all teach the same lessons.
Good facilitators have often had to cope with upheaval and considerable
change and have used these experiences to learn more about themselves. This
leads to an emotional resilience that can enable them to remain grounded when
the teams or organisations they are working with become dysfunctional.

Engaging with the organisation and the team

Knowing when to accept an invitation to work with a particular international
team and when to say no is a judgement that you can develop. As a company
internal facilitator, you will already have made the decision to engage with the
organisation and your experience should be used to identify where your skills
and knowledge can be most appropriately applied to enhance the performance
of the organisation’s international teams.

You need to learn how to avoid situations when the facilitator’s role is
inappropriately defined. This can occur when the team does not wish to leam
themselves and builds a dependency on the facilitator. This does not develop
the capability of the team members to run effective international teams without
external support and therefore does not enhance the long-term team and
organisational performance. At the most extreme, courage is needed to
withdraw from a situation, if it is not possible to influence the view of the
client to a more healthy and balanced relationship.

As well as being asked to be a passive observer, warning bells should also go
off when the leader wants to use the facilitator to push a certain agenda, or if
they are being asked to co-facilitate with someone who has a very fixed
intellectual idea of the way things should happen. These are examples of when
to consider saying no. ,

Experienced facilitators working across a range of teams within an organisa-
tion can also play“a valuable role by observing the patterns and themes
emerging and summarise those for the organisation. Giving overall feedback
while maintaining the confidentiality and discretion of each team, can help the
organisation to identify systemic issues that need to be addressed in a broader

e it
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context. Resolution of issues that exist in the wider organisation can enhance
the environment for the individual teams.

Working with your cultural bias

A facilitator cannot support international teams effectively unless they have
recognised that they have a particular cultural lens through which they view the
world. Their work is inherently culturally biased. However, as mentioned,
effective international facilitators have developed an appreciation that it is only
a bias and there is no one 'right’ way. It is important to allow oneself to be
laughed at when one’s bias becomes evident.

Each of us starts with a preferred "toolkit’ that we have developed over time,
with which we are most comfortable and find to be most effective, We are not
saying that these tools and techniques should be ignored. However, just
because something is considered ‘best practice’ in one culture, does not make
it universally applicable. Each time an internationa} facilitator begins to work
with a new team, they must use their experience to judge the appropriateness of
each intervention, dependent on the cultural preferences of the team, There are
no universal answers.

Political awareness

Experienced international facilitators have developed a sensitivity to the political
environment of the organisation in which international teams operate.
International teams are often a microcosm of the wider organisation and
issues faced by the team are often symptomatic of difficulties in the wider
system. Teams need to recognise these pressure points and leverage them to
their advantage. Facilitators are often well positioned to sense these pressure
points, as they are not so closely focused on the task. This enables them to
work with the team in managing the team’s boundaries effectively. They can
coach the team to begin to focus externally and to sense what is happening in
the organisation, which might impact their ability to do their job. Helping the
team to understand the informal as well as the formal organisational system can
also facilitate team performance. A word of warning at this point — this
organisational knowledge and the insights into the informal system can be
threatening to some managers and team members. In one organisation team
members became suspicious of facilitators who were assigned to work with
them, often referring to them as ‘management spies”. It is critical to explicitly
negotiate the confidentiality contract with team sponsors, leaders and members
to prevent this concern emerging.

Three ' other critical issues should be mentioned here although they are
neither skills, knowledge or experience. However, they should be actively
explored if you are either considering becoming an international team facilitator
or looking to select or develop one.

o o A SR TR




Facilitating international Teams and Key Interventions 123

Passion

Some individuals have a passion for working with people from different countries
and have strong feelings about the negative impact of narrow-minded prejudices.
We are not suggesting that being a cross-cultural facilitator is like being a new age
missionary — spreading the word of universal brotherhood, as a participant once
suggested. However, when choosing a facilitator, if you do not get the feeling that
the person you are looking at or developing is not passionate about this work,
then look elsewhere. There will be times when the facilitator needs to be fully
present with all faculties working, digging and probing for long periods of time.
That stubbornness, passion, curiosity, whatever you want to call it, to get to the
end of the job whatever it takes, and to enthuse others along the way is essential
and contagious. It will win the team’s respect.

Physical and emotional resilience

The very nature of the role involves significant amounts of travelling, often
alone, and working across several time zones. Even when you are working from
your home base, you are working at unsociable hours in order to be able to
connect with team members in other time zones. This plays havoc with your
personal and social life and individuals need to explore whether this fits with

their preferred lifestyle. You have to be able to nurture yourself in far-flung

places when the going gets tough, like recovering from having to start the
karaoke session as guest of honour when you did not know any of the songs on
the record.

Extensive travelling can also take its toll on your health and individuals need
resilience to be able to perform effectively even if they have just stepped off a
plane after a 13-hour flight. Maintaining some balance and ensuring that you

give yourself time to relax and recharge is critical — workaholics bumn out and ;

they do not provide the teams with positive role models.

Emotional and professional support

Given the nature of the work, we cannot emphasise enough how important it is
to ensure that you have a robust support network — both emotionally and
professionally. Working with international teams often means you are uncover-
ing messy issues and working in the shadowy side of the organisation. If you
are an internal consultant, this can be a very exhausting place to be. Some
mechanisms we have found useful are:

Co-facilitating

Working in partnership with another colleague. This provides you both with
the opportunity to observe each other and provide feedback on style and
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habits. It enables one of you to observe the group’s reactions to the other's
interventions and suggest how to do things differently if things get stuck.

Supervision

We use this word in the counselling sense. Identify someone who you can meet
with on a regular basis to talk through your experiences with the international
teams. They should be able to help you to sift through your reactions to the
teams and separate your emotional responses from your professional judge-
ments. They should help surface your biases, prejudices and assumptions that
are blocking you being effective in working with the teams.

Key Interventions Throughout the Team’s Lifecycle

Having explored the key attributes of an international team facilitator, the latter
part of this chapter focuses on the interventions that can be used throughout
the team’s life cycle. The previous chapter outlined a model of best practice for
working with international teams and what teams can do at each stage of their
life cycle. Facilitators have identified a number of interventions (tools and
techniques) which are effective when used with international teams.

One technique which can be used throughout the life cycle of the team and
which has proved very successful with a range of international teams, is
"Metaplan’. This is a brand name for a low technology group brainstorming and
prioritising technique that uses pin boards, large sheets of brown paper and a
range of shaped cards and templates. It is well structured, makes everyone's
contributions visual and helps to prevent anyone dominating or being excluded
from the process. The use of Metaplan or other nominal grouping techniques
can be helpful in bringing out the different ways in which individuals
understand the goal and task. It has many advantages for use with international
teams as highlighted in Figure 5.1.

Advantages of Metaplan

e Gets people towrite before they talk - this plays to introverts and reflective cultures and
allows participants working in their second or third language time to contribute futly.
Itkeeps in check the extroverts and dominant cultures in a non-confrontational way.
Gets a lot of ideas contributed in a very short space of time.

Itis simple technology and can be used anywhere. -

It gets participants on their feet which changes the pace and keeps the energy high.

It brings the group physically together around the Metaplan boards for grouping and
prioritising.
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Phase One: Start up, Pre mesting

Before the first meeting, a facilitator needs to familiarise herself with all the
issues that the team leaders have been considering (see Chapter Four) and
have thought about the team. The key action here is to get to know the team
so that difficulties can be anticipated. The eight factors highlighted in Chapter
Two, provide a framework to structure this initial familiarisation process. As
noted in Chapter Four, this preparatory stage of working with international
teams is often underestimated. Yet a thorough preparation creates significant
dividends once the team starts working. If the team has chosen to work with
a facilitator (s)he needs to ensure that sufficient time is available for
preparation.

This preparation consists primarily of data gathering, diagnosis of the main
issues likely to impact the team and designing the first interactions of the team.
A facilitator needs to take into account the most appropriate way of gathering
this initial information about the team. This will be the first interaction with
team sponsors, leaders and members and the facilitator needs to ensure that no
cultural blunders occur at this early stage that may adversely impact the
ongoing work with the team.

For example, in cultures that value developing relationships as a basis for
conducting business it is preferable to do the initial data gathering in person.
Face to face or telephone interviews can be used to identify expectaticns and
concerns of all the team members and begin to build trust between team
members and facilitators. Some individuals will feel very uncomfortable and
even offended if they receive a pack of information and questionnaires through
the post, with no previous personal interaction.

Questionnaires, checklists, inventories are all useful tools for gathering data
about a variety of topics: personality; work style; leadership preferences; values.
The choice of questionnaires available to an international facilitator is extensive,
yet some are too complex, culturally biased or too simplistic to use with
international teams. Care must be taken about the language used in ques-
tionnaires — does it use idioms that are inappropriate for team members who do
not have English as their first language? Sometimes simplicity is the key, as the
following example illustrates:




Facilitating International Teams and Key Interventions 127

Many facilitators from Western cultures may be used to using a range of
questionnaires to elicit information about the team members’ personalities, work
style, leamning or communication preferences; values and working practices.
This can provide the facilitator with valuable insights prior to working with a
team. However, this benefit has to be weighed against the risk of upsetting
team members who feel uncomfortable about disclosing such personal
information before meeting and working with the other members of the team.

Phase Two: First Meetings

The initial interactions of international teams can take place face to face or
remotely. Experience has demonstrated that if teams are going to meet face to

face, then they benefit most, early on in their life cycle. This enables the team .

members to establish strong ground-rules that are workable and understood by
all members of the team. During these first meetings a number of interventions
have proved to be effective across a range of international teams. These can be
done face to face or remotely using videoconferencing.

As emphasised in the previous chapter, the most important first step is to get
a shared understanding and commitment to the overall purpose and deliver-
ables of the team by the team sponsors, the team leader and team members.
This is no different than working with homogenous teams but can be a more
complex and lengthy process due to the range of diverse backgrounds, and
therefore the variety of views and assumptions. Teams that rush this task and
do not develop real darity will only find that they are forced to attend to it in
future meetings. This is not to say that due to emerging issues, the deliverables
may not change over time — organisational reality suggests this will always be
the case. However, discussing and agreeing subsequent changes to timelines,

resources, deliverables is much easier if team members have at least all started

on the same page. v

For better or worse, outward bound courses are becoming a popular way of
aiming to build this initial trust amongst team members. Unfortunately, or
fortunately for some, there is little evidence that hanging off cliffs together
helps long-term performance on business tasks. Our experience has shown us that
working creatively on the actual task that the team has to deliver provides a much
richer environment for learning and ensures that the teams get an accelerated start.
All of the interventions we recommend are therefore aimed at encouraging the
teams to address the real issues facing them as a team. Some of the exercises that
can be used in these team start-up sessions are outlined below:

® Mapping the team life cycle
® Role negotiation

e Stakeholder analysis

® Establishing working practices
e Communication charters
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Mapping the team life cycle

Map out the four phases of the team life cycle for the whole team on large
sheets of paper or flipcharts (see Figure 5.3).

Get the team to brainstorm what needs to happen in each stage. Then
identify and fill in any gaps and discuss how to implement them. This helps the
team see the context of the journey they are about to embark upon and
highlight where they are going to need extra resources and will need to manage
the organisational context.

Role negotiation

Enabling the team to get clarity about who is responsible for what and surfacing
assumptions about the way work will get done is a critical early task for
international teams. As a first step, team members need to be clear about what
needs to be achieved by the whole team and then identify who is going to be
responsible for what. At this point, the facilitator needs to ensure that the team
is not just focusing on the tangible tasks and deliverables, but also allocates
responsibilities for issues like managing external boundaries; communicating
with team sponsors; managing team learning etc. This should not all be left to.=
the team leader. One participative way to do this is to have large boards, each
one headed with a key role, eg Project team leader, team manager, facilitator
and team member. One vertical half of the board is for questions and the other
half is for answers. The team then splits into small groups who each take a
board and start listing questions about that role. After ten minutes the small
groups circulate to the next board and add questions and start trying to answer
the other questions. This goes on until each group has written on each board
and then the questions and answers are discussed in plenary.

It is particularly important that team members gain a shared understanding
about how their roles on the team interact with their roles back in the local
workplace. Often international teams are established in addition to individual’s
existing responsibilities. It is then critical to establish local manager’s expecta-
tions with regard to their staff participating on this team?

Once roles are clarified, the team needs to work out suitable appraisal and .,
development schemes for team members who are being fully seconded for a | §
longer period. If the team members are part-time members of the team, then the
balance of their team work with their line work needs to be worked out and
mechanisms for resolving potential conflicts agreed.

Stakeholder analysis

This is one of the most important first tasks that a team needs to undertake. It
often needs to happen in parallel with clarifying the team’s purpose and
deliverables. Only if a team can accurately identify the myriad of stakeholders
(often with conflicting needs and expectations) can they be sure they are
delivering the right output to the right person at the right time.
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It is usually helpful to get each team member to spend some time thinking about
stakeholders from their local perspective and to share these with the other team
members. This will help to surface any differences about who the team member
needs to influence to be successful within their local context. For example,
members of international teams who originate from some Asian cultures, may
have a complex web of colleagues back in the workplace who would need to be
consulted or informed before the team member would feel able to make a decision
in the team. If the other team members did not understand this process for getting
commitment to a decision, they may impose unrealistically tight timelines for
decisions. Getting support for international team decisions locally, is critical if the
implementation of those decisions is to be successful.

Once individuals have shared their perceptions of the local stakeholders, a
stakeholder map can be constructed for the team. At this point it can be
valuable to assess the nature of the relationship with the key stakeholders. For
example, who has decision-making authority? Who has key resources within
their remit? Who is influential in the wider organisation? With team members
with differing language skills, visual tools and techniques to create stakeholder
maps are preferable.

Once the stakeholders are identified, the team can assess how effective the
existing relationship is with each stakeholder. They can then develop appropriate
communication and influencing strategies and prioritise what actions need to be
taken to develop the relationships for the future. This information is invaluable
when the team begins to map out its Communication Charter.

Establishing working practices

Given the range of perspectives usually present in an international team,
gaining early agreement on the way to work is critical. Answers to the
following questions need to be thought through and agreed:

o How will we make decisions? What does consensus mean?

e How will we give each other feedback?

e How will we evaluate our performance? What constitutes effective per-
formance?

e How will conflicts be resolved?

e How will we design and conduct our meetings?

e How will we communicate our progress?

“As we have kept emphasising, a useful tool for surfacing assumptions about the

way individuals prefer to work is to use a cultural value checklist®. We have
found it to be very valuable with a wide range of international teams. It draws
on the work by Hofstede and Trompenaars**.

* See example in Appendix Two.
** See Appendix One.
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Figure 5.4: Example of a flip-chanted cultural value checklist

Once the checklist has been introduced, each participant fills it in individually.
If you have a lot of time, the team members can form small groups and discuss
why they have put their crosses and circles in similar or different places. The
discussion is usually deep and insightful, especially concerning people’s
different interpretations of the words on the checklist. If time is short and
the team needs to move on and set the ground rules, then the two extremes of
each dimension with the scale in the middle can be put onto horizontal flip
charts around the wall. Each nationality can then be given different coloured
stickers to mark their crosses of how they would like it to be above the line and
different divisions or teams, depending on the group, can be given different
coloured stickers to plot their circles of how they think the reality is below the
line. This gives an instantaneous visual picture of the team members’ similarities
and differences that the team can then discuss in detail, as illustrated in Figure
54.

Communication charters

Its knowing who to communicate to and when = everyone moans about
 information overload and then complains about not being kept in touch.’

Effective communication is absolutely critical to the success of international
teams. They have to be more disciplined and to develop a regular and frequent
rhythm if they are going to gain momentum and keep motivation high. The
team’s communication charter needs to identify who they need to communicate

o el
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Figure 5.5: Communication Charter

with; when they need to communicate with them and how, ie what commu-
nication method is preferable the beginnings of which are shown in the
Metaplan (Figure 5.5).

A useful exercise to do as a precursor to drafting the communication charter
is to have team members outline their perceptions of the advantages and
disadvantages of the different methods of communication (see Figure 5.6 and
also Chapter Six).

Phase Three: Mid Point

As noted in Chapter Four, this is the phase where the teams will be focused on
achieving the milestones set in the first meetings and much of the work will be
done from a distance. However, teams need to stay connected during this phase
and as described in Chapter Four, this is when teams will need to work through
‘strategic moments’. Facilitators can really add value to the teams at this stage
by helping them work through strategic moments, paying attention to the
ground rules the team agreed. :

During this phase, facilitators can help teams improve their effectiveness by
developing their feedback capabilities and by developing the skills they require
to complete their tasks successfully.
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Figure 5.6: Advantages and Disadvantages of communication choices

Develop feedback skills and processes

There are a range of increasingly in-depth techniques that can be used to raise the
team’s awareness about how they are working and provide them with some
tools including;

® The fadlitator and/or team member observes half an hour of the team'’s
interaction whilst they are working on a task®. They can then feed back the
observations to the team and facilitate a discussion about whether the
communication patterns they have adopted are useful or if some team
members are being excluded or marginalised. A checklist can be used to
record the contributions made by each team member. At the simplest level
it can be enough to record who spoke, for how long and to whom. When
the observers have developed their skills they will be able to consider the
nature of the contribution made by each team member — for example, does
it build on others contributions? Does it block the conversation? Who is
interrupting who? What is their reaction? What is the level of simultaneous
*talk?
® Designing customised review questionnaires based on the ground rules
established by ‘the group™. These can be completed at different stages of

* See form in Appendix Two.
**See Appendix Two.

S ——



134

Leading Internationa! Teams

the team’s lifecycle to track how they are performing over time. It can also
provide an early wamning signal if any member of the team is beginning to
feel marginalised.

® Videoing part of the team meeting and then replay the video to the team
and ask them to discuss what they observed on the recordirg. Get them to
think about the actual behaviours they observed versus the espoused
behaviours they aspire to, as documented in the ground rules.

These three modes of feedback can be done in this order so that the team gets
slowly used to increasingly in-depth feedback on their interaction. Most teams
are reluctant to start with something as real time and ‘exposing as being filmed
on a video camera.

As discussed previously, we advocate providing skills development to
international teams fjust in time’, eg problem-solving techniques, conflict
resolution tools. For example, each time a group has brainstormed and need
to prioritise their lists, the facilitator can introduce different techniques for
prioritisation. The team should review the pros and cons of each technique as
they use it so that they develop their awareness of when to use certain
techniques. .

This requires the facilitator to have an extensive ‘toolkit’ available that can be

accessed by the group as the need arises. We reiterate again (like a broken

record) that care needs to be taken to ensure that the interventions selected by
the facilitator are culturally appropriate for the group. Simulations can work
effectively with multicultural groups as they enable the behaviour patterns to
surface quickly and the learning can be very rich.

Phase Four: Closing Stages

This last section will explore what support facilitators can give to international
teams to ensure that this final phase is successful. Chapter Four briefly explored
the issue of evaluation and emphasised the importance of reviews once the
team’s task has come to completion. It is this phase where the facilitator’s
organisational awareness is important: they can help the team to connect with
others in the organisation who could benefit from their learning.

Celebrating what was achieved is an important aspect of maintaining morale
and keeping staff excited about continuing to work on intemnational teams.
However, given the dynamic nature of the workplace, teams can often be
disbanded. reconfigured or refocused before they are officially ‘complete’. If the
team and the organisation are going to gain maximum benefit, it is important
that the team is officially ended and a final review of what has been achieved
and leamnt is conducted. The facilitator needs to work with the team sponsors
and leader to ensure this happens. In too many organisations. effective team
leaders are quickly allocated to new teams and time is not built in to reflect on
their experience.
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A word of warning: the first time a team is asked to conduct a project review
that focuses on both the task output and the interactive process, the facilitator
may need to provide clear instructions and examples to help start the process.

One team we worked with was given pens and flipcharts and asked to ‘draw’ their
process. Some individuals drew a large round cartoon face with a smile, while
others sat with empty pages, staring at the facilitator as if she was mad. For some,
there was no concept of the journey that had been taken. The person who had held
the team together was the only one to spend a long time drawing a long curving
river, with many tributaries flowing in and out of .

An argument quickly broke out as to whether the task had any meaning or value.
Only the river man avidly supported the exercise.

Many people do not have any concepts within which to frame an interactive
process. It is something that just happens and you can forget about it once the
task is complete.

’ '5?iéadgr was asked by:’vanoiher yhbw her team had achieved the
Teply was "We got o d things just fell into place’,
eader uld be doing diferenly. He

This is where we come back to the importance of using the four phase model
with international teams throughout their life cycle. It gives structure to and
demonstrates the reality of talking about ‘how’ you are doing something as well
as ‘what’ you are doing. As Peter Drucker has said, ‘what managers do is the

same the world over, it is how they do it that is different’. It is this difference we

want to capture in these final team reviews.

Evaluation can be usefully viewed through the lenses of the life cycle model.
The relevant issues can be evaluated at each stage as well as at the end. One
piece of research’ found that clarity of mission was the only factor that related
to research and development project success across all four team stages. Table
5.1 gives a rough guide of what other aspects of the task and interaction need
to be assessed at which stages. .

Care must be taken to measure what the team agrees is relevant at each stage.
International teams obviously have a lot more in-depth work to do in their
initial stages than national co-located teams. If they can hardly ever meet, it will
take them far longer to get any sense of being interdependent and well co-
ordinated as a team, if they ever do. As will be described in Chapter Ten,
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Table 8.4: General recommendations that need to be honed to each specific task and situation

Team Phase important Activities for Evaluation
Start up phase The purpose is clear {o all involved
Allinvolved understand where the team anc task fits in corporate strategy

Sponsors, team leaders and clients have jontly decided whz' kind of
outcome is wanted and relevant

A sense of urgency has been created

The necessary personnel, technology and support ~ave be<~ identiied and
budgeted for.

First meetings The whole team understands and agrees o~ the pu-pose, gals and targets.

The whole team understands the roles and responsiilities o° each team
member

The whole team has beeninvoived in generating the widest range of ideas on
the task

The team has diagnosed its strengths and weaknesses and agreed how 1o
manage its team processes

The team has agreed its patterns, timing and modes of communication.

Mid phase The team s clear about its purpose and has narrowed its options to one pafh
1o now achieve its goal

The team is carrying out its agreements and maintaining its scheduling
The team is ably managing conflicts, inertia, problem solving and decision
making

The team has accessed and is using all supportive technology

The team has kept team sponsors and clients involved and informed.
Completion The team has successfully completed its task

The outcome is effective

The team members are satisfied with their performance as a team

The team members are clear about how they achieved that performance
and have evolved strategies about how to pass on the learning.

evaluating an international team on the same time scales as a less complex
entity can be counterproductive. Such teams need to ‘start slowly’. Awareness
of the timing of evaluation brings home how important it is for teams to have
ongoing objective feedback on how well they are performing on the task, as
well as how well they are performing as a team during each key stage of its life
cycle. A good outcome can radically change a team's perception of its
performance as a team, probably more than good team performance can
create an effective outcome on the task. 4

Although an effective team will have been conducting reviews throughout its
life cycle, the purpose of the final review is to take a step back and to look at the
project in its entirety. It is useful to give team members a couple of weeks away
from the team before conducting this final review to enable them to have time
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to take stock. Do not leave it too long or they will be sucked into their next
task and find it difficult to reconnect.

Get the team members to map the highs and lows throughout the whole life
cycle - both for them as individuals and their perception of the team. You can
use both formal techniques (reviewing outputs from the team, reviewing
communications) to review the deliverables as well as more informal techniques
which draw out the richness and less tangible aspects of the experience
(drawing, acting, metaphors, telling stories etc). When the process is made
conscious from the beginning, the pictures get much more interesting. Unlike
the accepted linear pattern of forming, storming, norming and performing, the
teams usually draw their processes with large ups and downs, circles and side
branches. They often have light bulbs being suddenly switched on or suns
emerging when one particular idea or helpful person broke through a
thunderously dark cloud and clarified a direction. Rivers, boats, aeroplanes
often appear, carrying the teams across the landscape, sea or sky.

Team Review — what worked, what to do differently

Try and make it fun. Some examples you could try with your teams are:

Map the life cycle

You can map out the life cycle of the team once more, as you did in the
preliminary meetings and get the team to map out what actually happened in
each of the phases. If you have the pictures from the early meetings you can
compare and contrast what the team thought would happen and what actually
occurred.

Project mural

Prepare some large sheets of paper on a clear wall and along the top mark the
timelines of the team. Start with the date the team members were selected and
finish with the current date. Ask team members to draw their key moments and
achievements that really stand out in their mind. Once everyone has made their
contribution, stand back and together interpret the picture you have created.

Project bio-rhythms

This process was developed by an R&D team we were working with.‘Agaiﬁ
map the timeline of the project along the top of the paper and along the side
identify all the key stakeholders and participants in the international team. Then
for each stakeholder plot their project ‘bio-rhythm’, ie the highs and lows of the
project from their perspective. This process is very useful if you can encourage
your key sponsors and stakeholders to participate and plot their own



138

Leading International Teams

Facilitator

Skills

Team

—— »
Time

Figure 5.9: Transfe- of skills

perspectives. Again once all the perspectives are mapped, stand back and
review the story it tells.

This chapter has discussed the role of facilitators in international teams and
explored how you can ensure that you are maximising the effectiveness of this
role. An effective international facilitator, if used appropriately, can greatly
enhance the performance of an international team and embed the learning back
into the wider organisation. However, the role of the facilitator is ultimately to
transfer all the appropriate skills to the team members, as illustrated by Figure
5.9.

As an organisation develops its ability to select and manage international

teams, the reliance on independent facilitators should diminish. Sharing the -

skills, knowledge and experience necessary to facilitate successful international
teams amongst team members is more likely to be sustainable in the long term
than trying to develop an elite cadre of ‘super’ facilitators who are parachuted in
whenever a team requires support. ’

In the early stages of setting up international teams, such a cadre will be
invaluable. However, you should take care to staff this cadre with a mix of
internal and external facilitators. Not only does this increase the range of skills
within the group, but it also means that as the skills are transferred to the team
members, you are not in the position of having excess internal resource that
requires redeployment.

The tools and techniques outlined in this chapter have been ‘low tech’. Our
experience with international teams, is that many of them still have not
mastered the team basics and low tech’ interventions are very effective.
However, we are living in the midst of a revolution in information technology.
One that is having a profound impact on the way international teams can work.
Some of the changes and the disciplines these teams need to learn are covered
in the next chapter.
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