Introduction

This essay focuses on three issues related to heterogeneous teams comprised of members from different cultural backgrounds at Canadian Hi-Tech companies. First, it explores why heterogeneous teams are inevitable. Second, it explores three common problems that arise when forming such teams and proposes possible solutions to each problem.  Finally, this paper explores the importance of email for the virtual team.

Heterogeneous Teams are inevitable in Hi-Tech Companies

Teams are the most important structure in current Canadian Hi-Tech firms. Almost every technical employee works in a team to accomplish complicated projects. There are two kinds of teams: homogeneous teams and heterogeneous teams (Refer to Page 240 of the book). The second kind of teams whose members are composed of technical immigrants from different cultural background exists in most tech companies currently in Canada.  It will last long time since Canada is currently experiencing a shortage of experienced technical workers. It requires young technical immigrants to maintain its booming economy. This situation will continue for years since “baby boomers” are planning to retire and birth rate remains low. The brain drain makes this situation even worse. For example, I was told that Ontario Power Generation Corp. (OPG) is currently facing a shortage of technical workers since nearly half of its employees will retire in the coming five years. 

Furthermore, globalization demands that Hi-tech companies produce products and services capable of competing on a global market. To survive in such a competitive environment, innovation and creativity are the essential and heterogeneous teams are proved as part of the solution (Refer to Page 300 of the book). 

Problems with Heterogeneous Teams and Possible Solutions

Although heterogeneous teams are inevitable in Hi-Tech companies, there are three problems that may be occur when building such teams. If the company handles the problems carelessly, team effectiveness will drop dramatically (Refer to Page 238 of the book).

The first problem concerns language barriers. Many technical immigrants from other cultural background suffer from some language barrier, and as a result, are often unable to express their feelings or ideas effectively, even if they can read and write technical documentation effectively. Language problems have been thrown to lead to lack of supervision (Refer to Page 216 of the book), perceptual problems and conflicts (Refer to Page 343 of the book). One possible solution is that the company should provide language courses for the immigrant employees if possible. For example, the Federal Government provides English courses for its immigrant employees once per week. It produces positive consequence. It is quite often for large organizations. Other possible solution is to increase team communication. Team members should give newcomers more chance to express their ideas and tolerate their language shortcomings.   

The second problem associated with heterogeneous teams is culture shock. In the multi-culture work environment, co-workers often misunderstand each other’s behavior. Such misunderstandings can change people’s perception of others or create conflicts. One possible solution is that team players shouldn’t make assumptions according to co-workers behaviors based on their background. Team members can also improve communication by making an increased effect to be open-minded. Although culture is diverse due to various ethnic groups in the world, human beings are human beings. Human’s emotions and values are similar no matter from which country he or she originates. Moreover, individuals are often different even when they come from the same cultural background. The human being is a social animal and needs to work in groups to achieve common goals. Fortunately, people from different cultural backgrounds can work together effectively if they are open-minded and empathize with others (Refer to Page 160 of the book).

The third problem with heterogeneous teams concerns members taking turns as coordinators (Refer to Page 234 of the book). Although it is considered as good practice from the author’s view and it is practiced in some companies currently, I argue that taking turns as coordinators in heterogeneous teams may affect team effectiveness. In heterogeneous teams, members tend to regulate behavior according to their own preference, which may vary across different culture. As a result, confusion and conflict can arise. The team’s performance is not stable because different supervisory styles and abilities impact the team. Moreover, the situation will be even worse if the coordinator has little management skills or poor supervisory styles. So an experienced team leader is necessary for effective heterogeneous teams. The team leader should use equity theory (Refer to Page 70 of the book) combined with other motivation theories to motivate team members. Equity theory is important in that it is unfair to treat members differently in such a team. 

The Importance of Email in Virtual Team 

A virtual team (Refer to Page 235 of the book) is a kind of a heterogeneous team, which is more common in Hi-Tech companies. Currently, Email is the most common and efficient way to communicate team members. Another media may replace email in the future since the rapid development of information technology.

The book states that four problems with email in virtual team. In my personal opinion, it is the people (user) themselves who have such problems. Email is only a communication tool, and good performers and bad performers using the same tool can produce significantly different products. The first problem is information overloading.  It is easy to create multiple email accounts for employees. Employees can focus on task-related email account at work. 

Other problems related to email include flaming, difficulty interpreting emotional tones and difficulty showing empathy. Once again, I argue that the problems the users who need to improve their writing and communication skills. A skilled writer can express his or her feeling or opinion clearly and effectively through email just as in a well-composed letter. It is like photography, you can’t say the camera is the problem if you fail to express your perspective by taking a dull picture. You need to improve your photography skills to get great picture.

Conclusion

Heterogeneous teams are important for the success of Hi-Tech companies in the process of globalization. However, companies should pay attention to the special problems for such teams when they are introduced in the workplace. While some people disagree, I believe that email is the most efficient way to connect a virtual team, which is a kind of heterogeneous teams.         
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