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Setting

Dr. Emily Carter is an early-career researcher and lab manager at a prestigious STEM institute that hosts
researchers and students from around the world. She recently transitioned into this role after completing her
postdoctoral studies. Emily’s research team comprises graduate students from diverse cultural backgrounds,
including individuals from East Asia, South Asia, Europe, and North America. While Emily is passionate about
fostering innovation and collaboration, she finds herself navigating complex interpersonal and cultural dynamics
that challenge her leadership and communication skills.

Case Study

Dr. Emily Carter joined a newly-established research lab focused on developing innovative technologies for
sustainable energy. As a leader, she was tasked with building the lab infrastructure and defining a shared vision
for her team. The team’s members brought diverse technical expertise but varied significantly in their
communication styles, work ethics, and cultural norms regarding authority. Early in her tenure, a significant
incident occurred. A graduate student, Jai, from India, accidentally damaged a newly-acquired piece of lab
equipment while conducting an experiment. The equipment was critical to the team’s ongoing research, and its
loss delayed their progress by a week. Initially frustrated, Emily left the lab for the day to process her emotions.
The next morning, she convened a team meeting to discuss the incident calmly and professionally. Privately,
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Emily spoke to Jai, emphasizing the importance of seeking guidance when unsure about a task. She reassured
him by saying, “Mistakes happen, but let's make sure we learn from them. Please don’t hesitate to ask for help
in the future.”

Over the next few days, Emily noticed that Jai continued to remain reserved during team discussions. During a
routine check-in, she gently asked Jai if he felt comfortable raising concerns in the group setting. Jai hesitated,
then shared that in his academic experience back home in India, it was considered inappropriate to question or
directly approach professors or senior researchers. This insight helped Emily realize that his hesitation stemmed
not from lack of initiative but from deeply-ingrained cultural norms shaped by hierarchical structures. She also
observed broader patterns: students like Marta from Spain were comfortable openly voicing opinions during
meetings, while others, such as Ahmed from Egypt, preferred one-on-one conversations. These varied
preferences made it clear to Emily that a single communication style wouldn’t work for the whole team.

To bridge these differences, Emily adopted a systems-thinking approach, considering the range of factors that
could influence her team members’ behaviors. Recognizing that individuals would thrive in different
communication contexts, she introduced structured team discussions that allowed everyone to participate in
ways that matched their comfort levels—such as anonymous suggestion boxes, rotation-based presentations,
and smaller group discussions. She emphasized a shared leadership model, stating, “I might be the principal
investigator, but this lab succeeds because of each of you. Your ideas and expertise are crucial.”

Understanding that inclusive leadership requires continuous learning, Emily also took proactive steps to
strengthen her own cultural competence. She reached out to the university’s Office of Diversity and Inclusion to
seek guidance on navigating cultural dynamics in international teams. She also consulted with a senior colleague
who had extensive experience managing multicultural research groups. These conversations helped her refine
her communication strategies and implement new norms to encourage psychological safety, so that team
members felt their opinions and questions were welcomed.

One of Emily’s most impactful initiatives was introducing bi-weekly team meetings dedicated to both technical
and interpersonal issues. These sessions included reflection prompts on collaboration and communication
styles, discussions on ongoing research, and space to celebrate achievements. The meetings gradually built
trust and reduced cultural misunderstandings, fostering an inclusive environment where all voices were heard
and valued.

Later, Emily was able to apply this skill set in her broader professional context. For example, Emily faced
challenges in establishing her authority with external collaborators from different cultural backgrounds. She
observed that her proposals were sometimes met with skepticism unless she provided extensive context or
framed ideas in culturally resonant ways. Emily learned to adapt her messaging by aligning her proposals with
values and priorities that resonated with her audience. She also made it a point to attend cultural competency
workshops and build informal relationships with stakeholders to strengthen trust and rapport. Being able to apply
her previous knowledge in new settings emphasized for Emily the cumulative benefits of ongoing intercultural
competence development.
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Discussion Questions

How does Dr. Emily Carter’s response to Jai’'s mistake highlight the role of emotional intelligence in
leadership? What lessons can you draw from her approach to managing team conflicts in culturally
diverse settings?

In addressing cultural communication barriers, Emily used systems thinking and inclusive strategies. How
might these approaches be adapted to foster collaboration in other international or cross-cultural teams?

Emily’s team members had varying communication preferences shaped by their cultural backgrounds.
How can leaders balance these differences while ensuring equitable participation in team discussions?
What risks might arise if a leader over-accommodates individual preferences at the expense of team
cohesion?

Emily faced challenges in presenting her ideas to external stakeholders from diverse cultural contexts.
How can leaders effectively navigate such scenarios to build credibility and trust?

Reflecting on Emily’s bi-weekly team meetings, how can structured reflections and discussions contribute
to building trust and intercultural competence within diverse teams? Can you think of other strategies that
might achieve similar results?

How might Emily’s experiences inform professional development programs for international education
professionals, particularly those supporting culturally diverse academic or research teams?
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