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countries; the team’s members are well versed 

about those countries and their cultures and 

able to ensure that their customers’ needs are 

met.

The basis: Appreciating 
cultural diversity

As a result of our customer-focused approach, 

over the years MEDIA CONSULTA has come to 

view itself as a multicultural organization, which 

is reflected in its corporate statement on social 

responsibility: “MC is committed not only to 

working toward environmental protection, pro-

moting health education, providing assistance to 

the Third World and supporting education and 

science, but also to the social goal of fighting 

discrimination”, reads the statement, and we do 

more than pay lip service to these objectives. 

“More than a mere fig leaf, our social values are 

genuine guidelines for behavior throughout the 

MC network”, observes Harald Zulauf, managing 

director and CEO. “Accordingly, our policy is to 

refuse any jobs that violate these principles.” 

By signing the Diversity Charter, Harald Zulauf 

has committed MC to establishing a working 

environment within the network that is free of 

prejudice and marked by mutual respect and 

appreciation for every individual, regardless 

of gender, race, nationality, ethnicity, religion, 

worldview, disability, age, sexual orientation and 

identity.

Diverse customers, multi-
cultural employee teams
MEDIA CONSULTA’s customers have also taken 

note of its commitment to diversity; foremost 

among those customers are the German federal 

government and the EU Commission, whose offi-

cial responsibilities include promoting respect 
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for diversity. They have chosen MC, the market 

leader in political communications, to conduct 

their relevant campaigns. The agency’s multi

cultural background and its understanding of its 

mission underpin its extraordinarily successful 

public relations strategies and advertising cam-

paigns, such as its campaign promoting the 

European Year of Intercultural Dialogue in 2008. 

“For the EU Commission, our credibility is based 

not only on the fact that we offer a large number 

of EU languages, but also on our multicultural 

team, which includes members from Finland, 

France and Germany“, says team leader Yasmin 

Love, whose own background as a German-Amer

ican with Korean ancestry reflects the agency’s 

multicultural character. A Belgian and an Ame-

rican are among the staff members working on 

the EU information campaign “For diversity. 

Against discrimination.” Chosen by the German 

government to publicize its National Integration 

Plan, MEDIA CONSULTA is also implementing 

its initiative called “Youth for Diversity, Toler

ance and Democracy” aimed at fighting right-

wing extremism. 

The benefit for MEDIA 
CONSULTA: Multicultural 
teams enhance creativity
Who better to design hard-hitting, persuasive 

antidiscrimination campaigns than an agency 

with a multicultural staff? Who better to serve 

international institutions like the United Nations 

or the EU Commission than an international net-

work like ours? The cultural diversity that gives 

MEDIA CONSULTA a competitive edge has blos-

somed from our consistent focus on our custom

ers’ needs. Economists are clearly on the mark 

when they point out that companies should 

reflect the diversity of their customers; internal 

diversity is a significant economic factor. Of 

course, in the service industry cultural diversity 

is most apparent in a company’s dealings with 

the outside world. Thus it is not surprising that 

the highest percentage of non-German employ-

ees is found in departments like international 

public relations. One would expect to find less 

diversity in such areas as human resources, 

accounting or the central office. At MEDIA CON-

SULTA, however, even departments that have 

little contact with customers are far from homo-

geneous in their makeup, which demonstrates 

that our corporate culture of diversity is not 

based merely on a narrow calculation of our own 

self-interest. Rather, diversity has become part 

and parcel of how we work together. 

In a communications agency, language has 

always been the catalyst that ignites this pro-

cess. Whether the languages in question are 

based on the Roman alphabet or on characters 

or ideograms, a diverse cultural background 

leads to more creativity. In MC’s design 

department, for example, our Korean employee 

Jin-A Ryou always seems to come up with cre-

ative ideas quite different from those of her 

colleagues. Multicultural teams have a similar 

effect in other departments as well, leading to a 

wider range of ideas. The economic benefits of 

such contributions are difficult to quantify, but 

in any case we experience them first hand every 

day at work. 

Benefits do not emerge out of 
thin air: Steps for promoting 
cultural diversity
Knowledge of different cultures, foreign lan

guage skills and the appropriate social skills are 

essential for managing a pan-European network 

like MEDIA CONSULTA, and this also applies 

to its German headquarters. The qualifications 

required of employees, including German 

employees, have changed. Since not every 

colleague in Berlin or Cologne speaks German, 

team members sometimes speak English with 

each other. Printed materials and computer 

software need to be available in different 

languages. However, there are other challenges 

in addition to such workaday concerns. A lack 
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of fluency in German clearly interferes with 

how a colleague is integrated into a new living 

situation. We offer a number of programs at our 

own MC Academy to address such problems: 

language courses and workshops in German, 

English and French, as well as an “evening 

language corner” with lectures on politics, 

economics, the media and science, held in 

English or French. 

The MC network exchange program offers 

even more opportunities for international and 

intercultural experiences. Employees from 

the level of junior advisor on up may work for 

up to three months at one of our 44 network 

agencies around the world, where they can gain 

professional experience, exchange information 

and expand their skills at working in an inter-

national context. At the same time, the program 

builds an international and intercultural network 

of personal relationships whose value, while dif-

ficult to quantify, can hardly be overestimated, 

given the ongoing task of integrating under a 

single umbrella all of the various communica-

tions services MEDIA CONSULTA provides to its 

customers. 
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For a number of years now, German companies, 

like their peers in other countries, have been 

expected to include an abundance of pictures in 

their business reports. Photographs of a diverse 

group of employees – of different ethnicities, 

ages, genders – are particularly important as 

a means of underscoring the company’s global 

potential. Do these pictures reflect reality? Is 

diversity the norm for German companies?

Understanding the political implications of 

antidiscrimination laws is certainly important 

– indeed, essential – in a company’s public 

presence not only in the United States, but also 

in the European Union. But does presenting a 

diverse image also benefit companies in a recog-

nizable way? And can such benefits be achieved 

through action at the corporate level?

This chapter examines from the perspective of 

a human resources director the opportunities 

and risk of cultural diversity within a unit at 

Siemens AG headquarters. It is based on the 

experience of the author over a period of some 

15 years spent in the field of international 

human resources. Among other assignments, he 

worked in Germany from 2000 to 2004 oversee-

Cultural Diversity – A Necessity? Experience of 
a Human Resources Manager at Siemens AG

“For global companies, there is no alternative to 

cultural diversity.” Siemens AG

ing employees from five countries (later seven) 

– cultural diversity at its best!

Global processes, 
global teams
Usually the issue of assembling multinational 

working groups is one confronting human 

resources staff when a company is in the pro-

cess of harmonizing its global operations (for 

example, when introducing IT systems in a mul-

tinational corporation). 

International teams may be warranted when a 

regional presence is needed, when seeking local 

acceptance for the company or when personnel 

cannot communicate in the local language and 

require someone who can in order to “open 

doors.” Members of such teams generally remain 

part of the chain of command of their respective 

organizations while being “only” under the func-

tional authority of the respective process leader. 

The quotation marks reflect the fact that while 

this system reduces opportunities for access, it 

also makes it much more difficult to provide  

process leadership. The human resources  

organization we focus on here was charged  

with introducing an IT-supported management 
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development system worldwide and later imple-

menting a leadership excellence system focusing 

on the same personnel. The system was devel

oped by the company’s international develop-

ment experts under the leadership of the  

relevant technical department; all of the staff 

were German. The project managers directed  

the process in a centralized manner, taking 

advantage of the company’s global resources  

and knowledge of regional factors.

The second step was to implement the system in 

more than 190 countries throughout the world. 

While the methodological (software-supported) 

approach was the same everywhere, the system 

required the use of local resources; hence, we 

had to convince first the regional human re- 

sources departments and then regional manage-

ment that the project would benefit them locally. 

We decided to add a consulting role to the 

technical department’s regular responsibility for 

corporate governance. In addition to technical 

expertise, this required considerable knowledge 

of regional and cultural differences. Accordingly, 

we set out to assemble a multinational team 

within the technical department in Germany. 

Promoting integration in 
multinational teams
Members were selected based not only on their 

technical expertise in the field of management 

development, but also on their ethnic back-

ground and ability to serve as consultants. In 

accordance with the project plan, the initial 

focus was on Europe and Asia. All of the employ-

ees were recognized experts in their home coun-

tries (Argentina, England, Finland, Germany, 

India, Slovakia, Spain, the United States) – but 

in their native languages.

We had initially agreed to use English as our 

working language, which put team members on 

an unequal footing; native speakers of English 

had an advantage over their colleagues in terms 

of fluency and vocabulary. Meanwhile, several 

of the Germans felt that team members should 

learn German if they were working in Germany, 

not least because they would be expected as 

human resources personnel to communicate 

with German employee representatives. So we 

arranged for German language classes. Since 

language classes only make sense if students 

practice what they have learned, some of the 

work meetings were then held in German – 

which in turn made the English speakers feel 

inadequate. Imagine language-conscious native 

speakers of English laboriously communicating 

in what they perceive to be inadequate German. 

All of this back and forth took time that we 

really could not spare.

It also became clear that our foreign colleagues 

had not left their cultural idiosyncrasies back in 

their home countries; for example, the Indians 

were firmly rooted in their caste identities (Brah-

mins and warriors), which sometimes made it 

difficult for them to accept each other. More

over, we recognized very early on that equality 

between men and women is not a given in every 

culture, which complicated the team-building 

process.
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All of these things meant devoting enormous 

amounts of time to bilateral discussions and 

coping with frustrations during the first phase 

of our work. However, more frequent contacts 

between team members outside of the work 

setting helped the teams to come together and 

increased their willingness to understand and 

accept their cultural differences. We also went 

back to using English as our working language, 

although German increasingly became the domi-

nant language in private interactions.

The positive results of our on-site work as advi-

sors helped us to forget all of these struggles; 

indeed, there was no alternative. Within a year 

and a half we succeeded in introducing a soft-

ware-based central management development 

system in well over 100 countries as well as 

enlisting the necessary participation on site and 

acquiring the data we needed. The legal require-

ments of certain countries left us speechless, 

and we would never have achieved what we did 

without the excellent cooperation that went on 

between the central office and regional staff.

Leadership and cultural 
diversity
The tasks of managing this sort of organizational 

unit and assembling an international group of 

employees pose certain challenges. Experience 

living in other countries and a willingness to 

engage constructively with foreign cultures are 

helpful. However, the fundamental requirements 

for intercultural cooperation are an awareness 

of differences, the ability to listen and observe, 

and – at least in the initial phase – the option 

of devoting twice the usual amount of time to 

personnel management. A lack of understanding 

of other people and their attitudes is not always 

the result of cultural differences, however. Peo-

ple from the same culture differ as well.

So what topics should be dealt with at regular 

employee meetings? Is the arrogance of one 

individual, which causes complaints from his 

peers, a function of a different culture or simply 

bad behavior? Is a failure to meet goals a result 

of an employee’s unsatisfactory performance, 

or have unrealistic goals been set because the 

employee’s culture frowns on voicing questions 

or reservations when goals are discussed with 

superiors? Is overactive participation in dis-

cussions a cultural issue, or is the employee in 

question simply an egomaniac who talks too 

much? Was the German employee rude to his 

Spanish colleague, or are we dealing here with 

a difference in mentalities? And is the conflict 

between the Belgian woman and her British 

colleague the result of a difficult romantic rela-

tionship, chauvinism or poor performance on 

the job? What if the executive sees a deadline 

looming, loses all patience with real or supposed 

cultural differences, and simply insists that cer-

tain goals be met?

The real benefits of cultural diversity will come 

only when employees are given latitude to take 

advantage of their strengths. This requires 

placing trust in employees’ abilities, just as 

employees need to develop trust in their lead

ership. This managerial relationship, albeit 

perhaps more fragile among international teams, 

is fundamentally no different from a situation 

involving only German personnel.
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The investment is worth it
For global companies, there is no alternative 

to cultural diversity. The only decision to be 

made, based on the task at hand, is what kind of 

cooperation should take place. Executives who 

head multicultural teams need solid preparation, 

particularly for the additional personal time 

and effort required. The distinct advantage of 

multicultural teams lies in their repertoire of 

behaviors, which allow for more creative options. 

Management personnel need to recognize and 

take advantage of those options. Anyone who 

has been part of a multicultural team will agree 

that this sort of cooperation produces in the 

group a high level of intrinsic motivation and 

performance. It is clear that the skills required 

to manage personnel effectively at the national 

level are applicable to an international team; 

they simply need to be employed in a more 

intensive and conscious way.
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Speaking of Diversity: Ralf Kern – 
Director of Research at IBM Deutschland GmbH

“I believe that innovation and creativity are only 

possible through heterogeneity, by bringing together a 

variety of people with different opinions and different 

kinds of knowledge.” Ralf Kern

Cultural differences can play a major role in 

product development and design. How cul-

turally diverse does something like software 

need to be?

My personal opinion is that software needs to 

be as diverse as the people who are going to 

use it. This poses a major challenge, and it is 

important that members of the development 

team have different approaches to gaining know-

ledge and come from backgrounds with different 

experiences. A culturally diverse team is better 

able to fulfill these requirements. However, it 

would be an oversimplification to assume that 

an individual from a given cultural background 

will necessarily have certain skills. People and 

cultures are more complicated than that.

What is your personal understanding of  

culture? Do you mean national culture,  

regional culture, organizational culture, 

individual culture? What is most striking 

for you as a team leader?

I am particularly aware of individual culture, 

but also of our strong corporate culture at 

IBM. Corporate culture sets a certain course; 

the task, you might say, is to develop uniform 

values. When our executives interact with 

employees, I notice that they attach a great deal 

of importance to the individual’s strengths and 

culture. Indeed, our management culture is all 

about strengthening the individual.

You head international teams and often work 

with teams in the United States. How impor-

tant is it to have some background knowledge 

of the culture in question in order to design 

work processes that will be successful?

Knowledge of cultural factors is extremely 

important, since there are frequently differences 

in the way team members in the United States – 

to take one example – behave and interact with 

one another as compared with team members in 

Germany. They approach problems differently, 

often in a more playful manner. IBM offers a 

training program called “Shades of Blue” which 

is geared to executives involved in international 

work. The program helps to identify how cer-

tain people act and why. Among other things, 

it encourages participants to accept diversity, 

while at the same time they learn how to deal 

with differences and avoid misunderstandings. 
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It is important to be aware of these cultural 

differences. Knowledge and experience make it 

easier to work together with people from diverse 

cultural backgrounds.

Isn’t it possible that providing information 

about cultural norms reinforces stereotypes?

It would be wrong to interpret everything in the 

light of cultural norms. To express it in terms of 

clichés, there are probably “Japanese Italians” 

and “Italian Japanese”, as well as Germans who 

act like Americans. These workshops are intend-

ed to expand horizons, and I personally have 

found them to be very helpful. One of the ques-

tions they address is “What does a word like 

“yes” mean for another culture?” But the first 

important step is to become more aware of your 

own culture and your own behavior.

When there are cultural differences in how 

the members of a team behave and how they 

approach problems, which culture wins out 

when it comes to international cooperation?

I would say that the result is a good mix. It 

depends on the makeup of the teams and how 

they reflect what is going on at the time, partic-

ularly with respect to intercultural cooperation.

Is there a certain point on the spectrum 

between complete heterogeneity and com-

plete homogeneity that you would regard as 

ideal when assembling a team?

I believe that innovation and creativity are only 

possible through heterogeneity, by bringing  

together a variety of people with different opin-

ions and different kinds of knowledge. The goal 

is to come up with truly original ideas. Diversity 

provides a team with new perspectives. In this 

sense homogeneity is a drawback. But when you 

are working on a product that needs to be of a 

certain quality and finished by a certain date, 

homogeneity can often be helpful. So a distinc-

tion should be made depending on the context 

and the specific requirements to be met.

Speaking of context: IBM is a large interna-

tional corporation. To what extent is diver-

sity management relevant for small and 

medium-sized businesses or for companies 

that are not involved in international coop

eration?

I consider diversity management to be very 

important, particularly for creativity and inno-

vation. As I pointed out earlier, diversity offers 

a team new perspectives. It is crucial for small 
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and medium-sized enterprises as well to deal 

with diversity, rather than to say, “I’m going to 

continue to do things as I always have”, in hopes 

that nothing will change. The world is moving 

faster and faster, the speed of change is acceler-

ating, and diversity is the only answer.

How do you personally deal with cultural 

differences?

I find it incredibly exciting and positive to see 

this kind of cultural diversity, which allows you 

to see things you might otherwise fail to recog-

nize. Of course it can be hard work at times, but 

it is always productive.
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The companies represented in this volume have 

shown how they value, promote and make use 

of cultural diversity. Their activities in this area 

span a wide range, as do the economic benefits 

they derive from that diversity. We can draw a 

number of interesting conclusions:

Diversity: A fact, a challenge 
and an opportunity
All of these reports have one thing in common: 

They underscore the importance of cultural 

diversity as a challenge and (economic) factor 

for the future and stress the need for a proactive 

approach to this issue. These companies see no 

alternative to integration and making use of the 

cultural diversity that exists in and around their 

organizations. They emphasize the fact that their 

customers, markets, employees and business 

partners are all culturally diverse. This is not 

only a challenge, but an opportunity, as we see 

from the positive effects of diversity described 

here: New markets have been opened up, 

organizational structures and leadership styles 

have changed, employee satisfaction has incre-

ased, innovative products have been developed 

– each of these companies highlights diversity 

as a competitive advantage. This supports the 

business case that researchers have made for 

diversity management – the economic benefits 

of diversity – as a driving force that leads to 

proactive initiatives. It also shows that these 

companies go beyond the discrimination and 

fairness approach mentioned in our introduction 

that restricts itself to equal opportunity and does 

not yet recognize the potential of diversity.

We should also note that the authors have not 

focused on quantifying the benefits of diversity, 

but have instead presented qualitative argu-

ments. It is difficult to identify precisely what 

cultural diversity means in monetary terms, but 

it is possible in some cases, for example, to cal-

culate the additional sales made to certain target 

groups. It would be helpful if economists were 

to conduct further research into the benefits 

of cultural diversity in the workplace and the 

necessary conditions for reaping those benefits. 

As the saying goes, “What gets measured gets 

done!” 

What kinds of synergy could diversity gene-

rate in your company? 

The market
Our examples show a strong trend toward the 

market access and legitimacy approach, also 

mentioned in the introduction, which stresses a 

customer focus and cultural diversity as a tool 

for opening up new markets. Companies “mir-

ror” their customers (for example ethnic Turks), 

using their employees’ cultural expertise to an-

ticipate their customers’ needs and to establish 

a particular image. This approach is common 

among companies that deal with consumer 

Synergy by Diversity: Our Conclusions
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goods and have a culturally diverse customer 

base. The economic advantages, as described in 

this volume, are quickly apparent: New markets, 

higher name recognition among the respective 

target group, products and designs that speak 

more than one “language” – appealing to Turks 

as well as Germans, for example. 

However, in order to promote and make good use 

of cultural diversity throughout a company, it is 

important that employees from immigrant back-

grounds are not limited to working with certain 

“niche markets.” Culture is not the only factor 

to be taken into consideration. This is where 

the third option, the learning and effectiveness 

approach, comes into play. Here the entire 

organization learns to understand and deal 

with diversity. This approach requires an open 

and tolerant corporate culture, with structures, 

processes and self-image in tune with a diverse 

environment. There is already some evidence 

that this kind of a corporate culture is emerging 

in the companies described here, all of which 

could be considered pioneers exploring diversity.

Which new markets can your company 

open up? 



86

Diversity within diversity 
What do we mean when we talk about the Ger-

man consumer or the Turkish employee? The 

examples presented in this volume demonstrate 

that companies are able to differentiate not only 

between groups, but also within groups. Groups 

defined by cultural criteria are not homoge-

neous; they differ in terms of their members’ 

age, gender, consumption patterns, income, 

education, leisure activities, and so on. As a con-

sumer, does a 15-year-old native German have 

more in common with a 15-year-old immigrant 

or with a 70-year-old native German? In order 

to implement a successful diversity manage-

ment policy, we need to keep in mind the many 

aspects that make up each individual. Culture is 

only one of many possible differences. If we fail 

to recognize this, we risk creating stereotypes, 

which can have negative consequences for all 

concerned and prevent a company from reaping 

the benefits of cultural diversity. The companies 

involved in this project often indicate that they 

view cultural diversity in the context of other 

factors, such as age and gender. It is also clear 

from their practical examples that they do not 

think of “culture” exclusively as the culture of 

a specific country. They make other distinctions 

– for example, taking into account regional dif-

ferences within a country or identifying cultural 

diversity in terms of language skills – rather 

than reducing cultural diversity to the issue of 

national culture alone.

What differences are most significant for 

your company? 

A holistic strategy rather than 
isolated measures
Many of our authors mention concrete initia-

tives like training courses and workshops, 

which underscores the fact that the benefits of 

cultural diversity do not simply appear of their 

own accord from one day to the next. It is 

crucial to take action. Company processes, 

structures, hiring procedures, personnel 

development, product development and the 

corporate mission statement – all of these and 

more need to be examined through the lens of 

diversity. Which structures hinder rather than 

help? How can we create the conditions that 

will support heterogeneous teams, particularly 

during the initial team-building phase? The 

list of questions is long, but one thing is clear: 

Cultural diversity management means more 

than merely the existence of diversity or 

making haphazard attempts to promote and 

utilize that diversity. It requires a holistic 

corporate strategy. All of the companies  

highlighted in this project have embedded  

their initiatives in an overarching strategy that 

encompasses the executive suites as well as 

the lower levels of the hierarchy. The Bertels-

mann Stiftung study cited in the introduction 

also emphasizes the importance of coordinated 

and sustained action as part of a comprehensive 

strategic program.

How can you actively encourage and take 

advantage of diversity in your company?
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Support at the executive level 
The executives quoted in these pages have 

stated quite clearly that they are consciously 

engaged in promoting and managing cultural 

diversity. They take a top-down approach, char

acterized by active communications, workshops 

for management teams, set targets, links from 

diversity management to strategic management, 

and so on. It is, after all, the leaders who set the 

guidelines and allocate the resources. Several 

also point out the need for a bottom-up process – 

providing channels for feedback, organizing com-

petitions, forming networks – to encourage the 

lower levels of the hierarchy to become involved 

as well. All of these are crucial to successful 

diversity management.

Are your company’s leaders also leaders in 

diversity management?

Twelve perspectives
We could go on at great length about some of 

the points made by our guest authors – the tar-

get groups and cultures involved, the benefits of 

cultural diversity, the activities in which compa-

nies are engaged, and much more. But one thing 

is clear: Each of these companies knows that 

cultural diversity gives them a competitive edge. 

Each of these companies has discovered synergy 

by diversity!

It is our hope that you, the reader, will be in-

spired by the examples presented here. Perhaps 

your company, too, will be motivated to take 

advantage of the synergy that cultural diversity 

can bring to an organization.

Dominik Sandner, Petra Köppel
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