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For years, in training programs, I have been saying, “Technical proficiency is not sufficient for effective 

engagement with colleagues and clients from diverse cultural backgrounds.” In fact, I use a little 

equation to make my point:  

Technical Proficiency + Cultural Competence = Effective Solutions in Intercultural Settings. 

What I mean is that Project Management skills and 

processes are always implemented by human beings. 

Human beings are shaped by the beliefs, values and 

behaviours of the cultures in which we have been 

formed.  

If Canadians John and Mary have been formed by the 

same social and cultural environment there are a whole 

host of general background “ways of doing things” that 

they hold in common. When they are working on a 

project together all of those things are in the 

background as they use their technical PM skills. 

Things like communication styles, decision-making 

processes, leadership models, evaluation approaches, basis for trusted relationships – the list can go on.  

However, when American Sally and Japanese Nobu are working on a project team together all of their 

technical skills are filtered through, and delivered via, their cultural frameworks and practices. For 

instance, when determining budget for a particular project it is common to reconcile expenditure with 

any pre-determined funding limits. In this circumstance, Sally, shaped by American cultural values and 

practices, is generally less risk averse and more prepared to make a decision without further 

consultation. Nobu, impacted by his Japanese cultural formation, however, tends to be very risk averse 

and would not consider making a decision without consultation up the organizational hierarchy. They are 

both experienced project managers with similar technical skill sets, but their cultural frameworks are 

profoundly impacting their engagement together. 

It is precisely at this moment, that “the fact” of cultural differences should be put on the table. 

David Livermore, author of Leading with Cultural Intelligence, was interviewed by The Economist (April 6, 

2010): “many firms’ attempts to train staff to understand cultural issues fail, because they do not go 

beyond vague and overarching homilies about respecting diversity. To overcome this, [Livermore] says 

they must create structures to identify and deal with specific cultural problems the company faces.” 

With this background, it is with surprise and delight that I have been engaging with the new PMBOK® 

Guide and the PMI Talent Triangle®. As the discipline evolves there is recognition that “while technical 

PM skills are core to program and project management, PMI research indicates they are not enough in 



today’s increasingly complicated and competitive global marketplace. Organizations are seeking added 

skills in leadership and business intelligence… to be most effective project managers need to have a 

balance of these three skill sets” (PMBOK® Guide, 6th ed. 2017, p57).  

More specifically, when addressing the leadership component of the Talent Triangle, the PMBOK® Guide 

indicates: “Leadership skills involve the ability to guide, motivate, and direct a team. These skills may 

include demonstrating essential capabilities such as negotiation, resilience, communication, problem 

solving, critical thinking, and interpersonal skills… A common denominator in all projects is people” 

(p60). Precisely. And all of those leadership skills are shaped by the cultural formation of real people, 

who happen to be project managers. 

Given these realities, how does the project manager “put culture on the table” and create processes that 

take cultural differences into account? 

1. Create a Team Culture Map. Are you just about to form a project team? As part of your team 

“forming” process, do you typically conduct an exercise with Myers-

Briggs or Strength-finder characteristics?  Will there be persons of 

diverse cultural backgrounds working together on the team? Why 

not create a Culture Map where you identify the values and 

behaviours that will impact Tools and Techniques over the 

course of the project? Things like communication styles, 

decision-making processes, leadership models, evaluation 

approaches, basis for trusted relationships, etc.  

 

2. Determine if Culture might be a factor. Already part of a culturally diverse work team? Has the 

“storming” already begun? Are there struggles with 

expectations and assumptions? 

Communication misunderstandings? Use 

this simple predictor 

map.  

 

 

 

 

3. Acquire Knowledge about how cultural differences impact project outcomes. In “today’s 

increasingly complicated … global marketplace” project managers need to pay attention, to 

acquire knowledge, and to adjust practices that take culturally formed approaches into 

consideration. Recommended reading: Omar Zein’s, Culture and Project Management; David 

Livermore’s Leading with Cultural Intelligence; Nancy Adler’s International Dimensions of 

Organizational Behaviour.  

Disagreement emerges 
while pursuing project 

objectives

YES, there are cultural 
differences present

PUT CULTURE 
ON THE TABLE

Assume cultural 
differences will factor 

into Tools & Techniques

NO, cultural differences 
are not present

Follow normal 
communication 

approaches



Leadership skills involve the ability to guide, motivate, and direct a team. Every member of those teams 

are human beings, real people, not project components or technically proficient automatons. Project 

Managers working with culturally diverse colleagues or clients require intercultural skills – skills that 

impact project outcomes and success factors. Put culture on the table! 

 

Dan Sheffield is a training consultant helping multicultural workteams function with knowledge and skill 

in culturally diverse environments. With experience in Egypt, South Africa, India, Sri Lanka, Mexico, The 

Philippines, Niger, Ghana and Taiwan, Sheffield brings extensive experience to his role as an intercultural 

educator. Dan holds a Master’s degree from McMaster University, Canada, with advanced education in 

Intercultural Studies (UBC); and Adult Learning and Development (U of Toronto). He is a Qualified 

Administrator of the Intercultural Development Inventory. Dan is a member of PMI’s Lakeshore Ontario 

Chapter, Canada. 

www.cultureshift.org 
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