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Teaming with Trouble

This article provides a curso-
ry overview of the issues rel-
evant to the functioning of
German-American bicultural
teams. It is not meant to be
an exhaustive description of
German-American differ-
ences, but a jumping off
point for those whose work
involves teams composed of

Germans and Americans.

hen a German

hears the word

“team” does he or
she envision the same thing
that an American does? Is it
possible that American motiva-
tional techniques could back-
fire with Germans? How can
Germans and Americans mis-
understand each other even
when they are communicating
in the same language?

Working with binational
teams of Germans and
Americans we have discovered
some answers to these ques-
tions.

German companies have
been involved in global busi-
ness ventures since the advent
of the industrial age. The U.S.
was one of the first destina-
tions with Bayer already hav-
ing a branch in Albany, New
York in 1865. Currently the
amount of German investment

in the U.S. is remarkable — near-
ly 60% of the $300 billion in
German foreign investment are
in the United States, compared
to 19 percent in Great Britain, 9
percent in Italy, and about 5
percent in France. Germany,
being the largest economy in
Europe is, of course, a prime
target for the interests of U.S.
corporations.

As  corporations come
together, their people come
together as well. Increased
affordability and ease of com-
munication with frequent air
connections, reasonable tele-
phone rates and the conven-
ience of e-mail are also foster-
ing an increase in the creation
of teams that find themselves
straddling Germany and the
u.s.

Teams and Differences

International teams can be
divided into three types -
token groups, bicultural groups
and multicultural groups.
Token groups are those in
which the majority of the
group is of a particular culture,
with a single individual from a
second culture — an otherwise
entirely French group with a
single German team member,
for instance. Bicultural groups
are those in which two nation-
alities are represented on the
team in roughly equal num-
bers. In multicultural groups,

members represent three or
more nationalities. The types
of groups have overlap in the
nature of their dynamics as
well as having characteristics
particular to their own type.

Bicultural Teams. We will
concern ourselves here exclu-
sively with the German-
American bicultural group.
That being said, it is important
to remember that under the
rubric of “German” or
“American” we often
encounter members of the
team who may bring with
them another heritage culture
that can influence the dynam-
ics. Given the demographic
realities of the U.S. and
Germany, this is more fre-
quently the case with the
American members of the
team. Nevertheless, while not
wishing to stereotype, we will
deal with our comments
regarding the two nationalities
within these groups as though
they were internally homoge-
neous.

Bicultural teams tend to suc-
ceed or fail with excess — they
are either highly ineffective or
highly effective. Diversity in
and of itself is not a recipe for
excellence; well-managed
diversity is.

Bicultural teams tend to be
better at certain things and not
so proficient at others. Initial
group formation, decision-
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making and implementation
are a greater challenge to bicul-
tural teams than to monocul-
tural teams, whereas bicultural
teams can truly excel at creat-
ing ideas.

them” attitude based on
nationality. A further embroi-
dering of this dynamic is the
identification of those who
express openness towards the
“others” as being turncoats.

Differing Corporate
Organizational Models

Both German and American
corporations tend towards flat
hierarchical structures relative
to many other cultures.

Bicultural teams go through
similar phases in their path to
productivity as do other teams.
The most commonly cited
sequence is Bruce Tuckman’s
“Forming-Storming-Norming-
Performing”. Moving through
the phases for bicultural teams
can be complicated by a variety
of factors including mistrust,
miscommunication and a high
level of stress. How well and
how quickly the group comes
to terms with these issues
depends on the level of inter-
cultural sensitivity of the vari-
ous individual members of the
group towards their interna-
tional counterparts.

A dynamic particular to
bicultural groups is the possible
entrenchment in an “us vs.
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Stumbling Blocks Encountered by
German-American Teams
There are many differences
that can affect team function,
including leadership, the man-
ner of goal definition and
approaches to strategy. We are
going to discuss those most
directly related to team func-
tion:
corporate
models
concept and function of
teams
motivation strategies
communication style
problem solving and deci-
sion-making processes
relationship to time
language

organizational

However, the German cultural
tendency to value the pre-
dictability and reproducibility
afforded by formality, rules,
documentation and standard-
ized procedures, versus the
American cultural tendency to
value flexibility and speed,
results in German corporations
taking on vertical structures
that persist whereas U.S. corpo-
rations often work with rela-
tively fluid matrix organiza-
tion.

Concept and Function of Teams
The German concept of a
team is a group of individuals
each with a specific expertise
under a strong leader with a spe-
cific objective and a recognized
place in the overall organiza-
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tion. Ad hoc groups across hier-
archical lines are unlikely to
evoke whole-hearted commit-
ment. Teams must be properly
constituted, have a place in the
timetable and the organization
chart and not add to the team
members’  workload. The
German team comes together
initially to define objectives and

building on one another’s
thoughts (“yes, (an
expression when translated lit-
erally into German results in
the demotivating, “ja, und”)).
Thus, American teams are both

and”

internally competitive and
cooperative. Teams are formed
ad hoc for a short period of

time to accomplish a specific

Americans
methodical

may view the
clarification and
definition process as unwilling-
ness to get to “work”. This mis-
interpretation is often voiced

with  frustration by the
American members of
bicultural teams who say,

“what we need as a team is to
just DO IT!”.

the task boundaries for the indi-
vidual team members. Then the
expectation is that the individ-
ual team members work inde-
pendently on their specific tasks
to the very best of their ability,
coming together again only to
assemble the interlocking
pieces.

The American idea of a team
involves frequent meetings,
brainstorming, (“just say the
first idea that comes to mind,
we’ll evaluate later”), much
overlap of activity (“you do
your version, I'll do mine, then
we’ll compare and combine the
best elements of the two”),

goal and then disbanded. Since
Americans commit on an as-
needed basis, individuals can
work on a number of teams at
once and feel
establish a long-term relation-
ship with their team members.

Thus, the German members

little need to

of a bicultural team often need
a clearer definition of the roles
and activities of the team than
the Americans in a bicultural
team. The German members of
a team may misinterpret their
American counterparts as being
ignorant of or unwilling to
work according to best
practice. For their part, the

German employees, being
the product of a system of stan-
dardized, rigorous and selective
education and technical train-
ing recognized throughout the
world for its excellence, are
assumed to perform as disci-
plined and hard-working
experts doing work in classical
ways and to known standards.
They are expected to work
independent of external praise.
Movement within the organi-
zation is relatively infrequent,
either laterally or vertically.



