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Abstract
Ten years ago, Stahl et al. (J Int Bus Stud 41:690–709, 2010) performed a meta-

analysis of the literature on cultural diversity and team performance, aiming to

improve our understanding of ‘‘the mechanisms and contextual conditions
under which cultural diversity affects team processes’’ (p. 691). State-of-the-art

studies still echo the article’s conclusion about the ‘double-edged sword’ of

cultural diversity, referring to the trade-off between process losses and gains. In
this commentary, we assess progress within the past decade on our

understanding of this double-edged sword. We argue that in terms of adding

new insights, IB, as a field, has made substantial progress with respect to
understanding diversity within teams, moderate progress with respect to input-

process-output logic, and minimal progress with respect to definitions of

cultural diversity. Our recommendations for moving beyond the double-edged
sword metaphor in the next decade include shifting focus from cultural

diversity per se to how it is managed, moving away from simplicity towards

unfolding complexity, and expanding diversity categories beyond culture, and

mechanisms beyond knowledge or information.
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INTRODUCTION
Ten years ago Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, and Jonsen (2010) per-
formed a meta-analysis of the literature on cultural diversity and
team performance, aiming to improve our understanding of ‘‘the
mechanisms and contextual conditions under which cultural
diversity affects team processes’’ (p. 691). A decade of theoretical
and empirical work later, cultural diversity still presents a funda-
mental tradeoff for organizations where employees work within
teams (Taras et al., 2019; Tasheva & Hillman, 2019; Tung & Stahl,
2018). As Stahl et al. (2010) summarized it: ‘‘cultural diversity in
teams can be both an asset and a liability’’ (p. 705). On one hand,
cultural differences between individuals in teams make teamwork
more satisfying and make team members better at creative problem
solving, but, on the other hand, this collective capability comes at
the cost of decreased coordination and efficiency, and increased
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conflict (Corritore, Goldberg, & Srivastava, 2020).
State-of-the-art studies still echo the article’s con-
clusion about this tradeoff as a ‘double-edged
sword’ of cultural diversity (Hajro, Gibson, &
Pudelko, 2017; Nederveen Pieterse, van Knippen-
berg, & van Dierendonck, 2013; Stahl, Miska, Lee,
& De Luque Mary, 2017; Zhan, Bendapudi, & Hong,
2015). So, in the past 10 years, where (in what
areas) have we advanced in our understanding of
this double-edged sword? Where have we not and,
most importantly, why?

In this commentary, we offer reflections around
the key proposition of the 2020 JIBS Decade Award-
winning article by Stahl et al. (2010), namely that
cultural diversity affects team performance through
process losses and gains associated with increased
divergence and decreased convergence. Our aim is
to further contextualize the agenda outlined in
their conclusion in the light of research findings
during the past 10 years. Responding to Stahl
et al.’s (2010) closing statement, we are pleased to
report that there has been substantial progress in
repositioning research attention away from cultural
diversity per se towards ‘‘how the diversity is
managed’’ (p. 705; original italics). Yet, we also
argue that this trajectory must continue. That is, in
order to ‘‘fine-tune our understanding of processes’’
(p. 705), we need to continue to shift the focus
from cultural diversity as a key explanatory variable
towards the interaction effect between cultural
diversity and contextual influences (referred by
Stahl et al. as process-oriented moderator variables).

In what follows, we look back on the citation
history of the award-winning article and recollect
where it has been studied and how it has changed
research conversations. We then zoom in on the
key signposts framing a roadmap for future research
on the topic of cultural diversity and team
performance.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN TEAMS: A RADICAL
TRAVELING THEORY

According to Web of Science, as of October 2020,
the article was cited 344 times in journals and
books representing 60 different Web of Science
discipline categorizations. Even though Web of
Science does not categorize IB separately from other
management or business journals, a quick scan
shows that a large portion of the management
(57%) and business (31%) citations are in IB and IB-
related management journals, followed by citations
in the fields of applied (16%) and social psychology

(5%), and then stretching all the way to single
citations in each of the fields of anesthesiology,
aerospace engineering, religion, and surgery. In this
regard, this article is a good example of the kind of
research that can help IB transcend disciplinary
borders and move away from being a ‘net importer’
of theories from other disciplines (Yehezkel &
Shenkar, 2011).

What makes this article so effective at tran-
scending the disciplinary borders? Or, in the
terminology of Oswick, Fleming, and Hanlon
(2011), why could Stahl et al. (2010) be considered
an example of a radical traveling theory? A radical
traveling theory is the kind of theoretical devel-
opment that is not specifically designed for con-
sumption by a discipline-centric audience; it
usually has general theoretical contributions and
considerable conceptual latitude. Such a theory
should allow a seemingly easy reconceptualization
by a ‘foreign’ audience: ‘‘a process of repackaging,
refining, and repositioning a discourse (or text)
that circulates in a particular community for
consumption within another community’’
(p.323). The process of recontextualization allows
‘foreign’ communities of scholars to import the
theory and deradicalize it ‘‘in order to be more
narrowly applied to organizational phenomena
and subareas of inquiry’’ (p.323).

In our opinion, there are two main reasons why a
meta-analysis of cultural diversity and team perfor-
mance appealed to a broad audience beyond IB. Its
problematizing attempted to solve an almost-uni-
versal challenge, and its implications spawned both
new theoretical directions and clear guidance for
practice. First, this paper addresses a challenge that
is almost mundane in its universality; how cultural
diversity affects team processes. In contrast to the
equally important current trend towards addressing
grand societal challenges (Buckley, Doh, & Benis-
chke, 2017), this paper’s popularity is partly due to
addressing a challenge that most people can easily
relate to their everyday work. Even in academia,
researchers in most disciplines and across all levels
of analysis have at some point considered how to
manage cultural diversity within their research
teams, or within their research contexts. Stahl
et al.’s meta-analysis demonstrated that many
researchers in other disciplines had previously tried
to answer similar questions, yet their paper ulti-
mately became more influential than earlier
attempts. We suspect this may be partly due to
IB’s strength at theorizing the multi-level mecha-
nisms behind team diversity outcomes.
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Second, the article achieved similarly strong
implications for both theory and practice. In terms
of theory, it has become almost obligatory to
discuss process losses and gains for any research
related to cultural diversity within teams (Hajro
et al., 2017; Nederveen Pieterse et al., 2013; Stahl
et al., 2017; van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007;
Zhan et al., 2015). Indeed, this approach is so
entrenched that it may be time to consider alter-
natives, as we discuss in the next section. Surpris-
ingly, Stahl et al.’s (2010) theorizing around
convergence and divergence never reached the
same level of embeddedness in research at the
team level, though research at the other levels, such
as IHRM draws on similar arguments (Edwards,
Sanchez-Mangas, Jalette, Lavelle, & Minbaeva,
2016; Kaufman, 2016). Perhaps this is because there
is a tension, unresolved in Stahl et al. 2010,
between similar sets of concepts, such diversity
and similarity, convergence and divergence, stan-
dardization and differentiation—again, this has
been discussed more in IHRM than at the team
level (Farndale, Brewster, Ligthart, & Poutsma,
2017; Farndale, Mayrhofer, & Brewster, 2018). As
(Molloy & Ployhart, 2012) make clear, construct
clarity is key to effective research and, notably,
Stahl et al.’s hypotheses on this issue do not use the
convergence/divergence terminology.

In terms of practice, managers could also discover
concrete changes they could implement from the
meta-analytic results. Many of the moderators
included in the meta-analysis are easily manage-
able, such as team size, task complexity, and team
tenure. Instead of measuring obscure constructs
which offer theoretical elegance but little practical
utility, this paper offered both.

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED ABOUT CULTURAL
DIVERSITY IN TEAMS, AND WHAT ARE WE

STILL MISSING?
In the decade since this paper was published, the
field of IB has made significant progress in under-
standing how cultural diversity operates within
teams. A word cloud visualization of all citations
reported by the Web of Science identifies ‘team’ as a
keyword, closely followed by ‘culture’, ‘interna-
tional’, and then ‘leadership’. We further analyzed
the citing papers published in JIBS and other level 4
and 4* AJG journals in Nvivo (in total 79 papers).
We searched the citing papers for references to
Stahl et al. (2010) and coded the identified refer-
ences using the key concepts of the Stahl et al.’s

original paper (e.g., ‘creativity’, ‘communication
effectiveness’, ‘social integration’) as well as induc-
tively generated codes (e.g., ‘input-process-output
logic’, ‘positivism’, ‘co-located vs. virtual teams’).
We also looked through the abstracts of the
remaining citing papers published in other aca-
demic, peer-reviewed outlets to double check for
the findings relevant for IB. Based on our analysis,
we argue that in terms of the adding new insights,
IB, as a field, has made substantial progress with
respect to understanding diversity within teams,
moderate progress with respect to input-process-
output logic, and minimal progress with respect to
definitions of cultural diversity (see Table 1).

Diversity within Teams
The past decade has seen a boom in research about
diversity effects within teams, mostly framing it as
a pursuit of the benefits of the double-edged sword
while suppressing the drawbacks. Among the 79
citing articles that we analyzed in Nvivo, the
double-edged sword was identified as a key concept
in 26 papers. Stahl et al.’s award-winning paper has
benefitted the field by pushing researchers to
consider both positive and negative effects from
cultural diversity within teams. For example,
diverse teams clearly stimulate creativity and inno-
vation (Backmann, Kanitz, Tian, Hoffmann, &
Hoegl, 2020; Jang, 2017), paralleling similar find-
ings related to multiculturalism at the individual
level (Tadmor, Galinsky, & Maddux, 2012; Vora,
Martin, Fitzsimmons, Pekerti, Lakshman, &
Raheem, 2019). Further afield, the X-Culture pro-
ject’s rich data have spawned a new research
community interested in global virtual teams that
commonly takes the same double-edged sword
approach (Jimenez, Boehe, Taras, & Caprar, 2017;
Taras et al., 2019). For example, within global
virtual teams, diversity stemming from personal
factors like age, gender, and language skills had a
negative effect on team performance, while diver-
sity stemming from contextual factors like eco-
nomic development, human development, income
inequality, or corruption had a more positive effect
on team performance (Taras et al., 2019). The
negative effect of personal diversity was stronger for
psychological outcomes, while the positive effect of
contextual diversity was stronger for task out-
comes. Some research veers away from the dou-
ble-edged sword framing by focusing entirely on
the positive benefits of diverse teams, including
research by the original article’s first author (Stahl
et al., 2017; Stahl & Tung, 2015). Overall, the
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double-edged sword approach to examining cul-
tural diversity within teams has built a strong body
of evidence that team diversity generally supports
creativity, problem-solving and knowledge genera-
tion, but can impede communication and effi-
ciency (Zhan et al., 2015). Indeed, claims like the
team diversity–creativity link are so well substanti-
ated by now that it may be time to lay them to rest,
turning our attention to relationships that are less
well understood.

Research on the process losses that often occur in
diverse teams tends to distinguish between differ-
ent types of diversity (Zhan et al., 2015), such as
Stahl et al.’s (2010) distinction between surface-
level and deep-level diversity. However, the

distinction between surface- and deep-level differ-
ences may unintentionally dismiss meaningful
differences between people related to categories
such as language, ethnicity, age, and gender, and as
if they were less important than others like culture.
We suspect it is not researchers’ intention to rank
differences in terms of their importance relative to
one another, but the surface- vs.-deep distinction
implies a ranking nonetheless. For example,
research about language differences within teams
has been often considered a surface-level difference
and found process losses due to communication
challenges (Hinds, Neeley, & Cramton, 2014; Ten-
zer & Pudelko, 2015; Tenzer, Pudelko, & Harzing,
2014). As discussed ahead in the section on

Table 1 Summary of the last decade’s progress, gaps, and future opportunities

Topic Progress Gaps Future opportunities

Diversity

within

teams

Both upsides and downsides of

double-edged sword arguments are

well supported

Double-edged sword concept is

holding back alternatives by

positioning cultural diversity as

antecedent

Continue trend of moving from

examining the outcomes of diversity

per se, to examining how diversity is

managed, such that it becomes a

strategic human capital resource

Trend towards examining the

processes which leverage team

diversity

Examine how, when, and why either

the management of diverse teams, or

the organizational context, transforms

individual-level human capital into

positive contributions to firm

outcomes. More experiment-based

research would support this goal

Input-

process-

output

approach

Clearer understanding about

mediators and moderators that help

to explain the diversity–performance

relationship

Most models remain fairly static,

examining relationships cross-

sectionally or at one point in time

More genuinely processual

understanding of the teaming process

and how it unfolds over time

Tendency to refer superficially to the

general logic that cultural diversity

matters for performance, without

explaining teaming mechanisms as

they evolve

Move away from simplifying towards

unfolding complexity in diverse teams

More longitudinal, and especially

qualitative research would support this

goal

Definitions

of cultural

diversity

Cultural diversity models have

become more dynamic, more

embedded contextually, less reliant

on cultural values as the primary

explanatory variable, and more

sensitive to levels issues

National culture continues to be the

most common source of culture for

research on diverse teams in IB

Expand diversity categories beyond

societal culture, such as more

traditional diversity-and-inclusion

categories of age, race, gender,

physical abilities, or sexuality

Cultural diversity is most commonly

used as an information variety variable

that operates through information

and knowledge-related mechanisms

Conceptualize team diversity more

clearly, measure consistently with

forms of diversity. This may facilitate

explaining outcomes through

mechanisms beyond sharing

knowledge and information, such as

power dynamics, emotions, and

networks

More intersectional research would

support this goal

Both suggestions can support IB as a

net exporter of theories to other fields
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definitions of cultural diversity, we admire the
stream of research on language differences in
diverse teams for their expanded repertoire of
mechanisms, including emotions, power dynamics,
and identity, relative to most research that uses
information and knowledge flows as the primary
mechanism. Thus, treating linguistic differences as
though they exist only at the surface level down-
plays their importance. Overall, we suggest that it
may be time to retire the distinction between
surface- and deep-level differences.

One trend that emerged in the later part of the
decade was, as Stahl et al. advocated in 2010, a
focus on the intra-team processes through which
team diversity can be leveraged to attract more
process gains and limit process losses. For example,
a study published exactly one decade later explains
how multicultural individuals bridge gaps among
their multinational team members (Backmann
et al., 2020). An earlier study explained how a
similar mechanism of cultural brokering promoted
creativity within diverse teams by eliciting or
integrating knowledge from diverse team members
(Jang, 2017). Other studies have discovered that
knowledge exchange processes are a key link
through which the organizational diversity climate
influences the effectiveness of multicultural teams
(Hajro et al., 2017).

Ultimately, researchers in the past decade have
unpacked many of the processes hinted at in Stahl
et al.’s meta-analysis. Where a meta-analysis’
strength is discovering overall patterns among
broad categories of constructs, researchers have
spent the time since the original article was
published examining those team processes in detail
to see what they entail. We now think it may be
time to return to the bigger picture, systematizing
different approaches to examining cultural diver-
sity within teams under a broader framework,
supporting its utility for both theorizing overall
relationships, and for practicing managers looking
for evidence-backed suggestions about how to
manage diverse teams.

Moreover, we suspect the double-edged sword
concept may be holding back further progress in
terms of both discovering new ways to define
culture and building better insights about how to
manage diversity within teams. It is limiting by
placing the emphasis on cultural diversity as
antecedent. That is, in contrast to Stahl et al.’s
(2010) request that future researchers focus on how
diversity is managed, most double-edged sword

projects examine the dual outcomes of diversity
itself.

Input-Process-Output
This approach has made progress along the same
lines as just described for diversity within teams,
especially related to discovering how constructs
mediate and moderate the team diversity–perfor-
mance relationship. For example, we know more
about how diversity climates (Hajro et al., 2017)
and diversity mindsets (Nederveen Pieterse et al.,
2013; van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007) moder-
ate the team diversity–performance relationship,
such that relationships tend to be stronger when
the organizational context or individual mindsets
accurately recognize and espouse the benefits of
diversity. As described above, diverse teams also
benefit through the mediator of individuals bro-
kering or bridging across cultures, languages, and
global distance virtually (Backmann et al., 2020;
Jang, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2017; Taras et al., 2019).

Despite this progress, many researchers have
referenced Stahl et al. (2010) to superficially
describe the general logic of how and why cultural
diversity matters for performance. For example,
many papers cite Stahl et al. (2010) to justify a
general claim that diverse teams benefit from
different sources of knowledge or ways of operating
within a team, including mostly static examina-
tions of how diverse teams transform their diversity
into outputs like performance. Recently, Einola and
Alvesson (2019) criticized this approach: ‘‘much of
this literature is either focused on investigating
static structural aspects and contextual characteris-
tics of teams leading to different outcomes, or on
input–process–output models’’ (p. 1892). They dis-
tinguish input-process-output models from more
authentically processual models in that in the latter
teaming processes unfolds over time, even when
teams start with similar inputs. One strong example
of a processual model is Cramton and Hinds’ (2014)
dynamic systems approach that found diverse
teams’ adaptation processes over time cannot be
contained within the teams themselves. Instead,
they are embedded in the local contexts of team
members and influenced by tensions between team
member contexts (Cramton & Hinds, 2014). Thus,
although there has been moderate progress in
terms of understanding mediating and moderating
variables that explain the relationship between
team diversity and team performance, we antici-
pate the next step will be to examine the role of
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time in diverse teams, as described in the following
sections.

Definitions of Cultural Diversity
Finally, it surprised us to discover that so many
researchers cite Stahl et al. (2010) with respect to
defining cultural diversity at the team level. Indeed,
our NVivo analysis showed that referencing Stahl
et al.’s paper became a standard when the citing
papers want to talk about team-level diversity, with
11 out of the 79 papers we analyzed using it in this
manner. Yet, our claim that this area has made
minimal progress is not necessarily a problem, as
Stahl et al.’s (2010) paper came at the end of a long
period of creativity in finding ways to define
culture (Chao & Moon, 2005; Hong, Morris, Chiu,
& Benet-Martı́nez, 2000; Leung, Bhagat, Buchan,
Erez, & Gibson, 2005; Shenkar, Luo, & Yeheskel,
2008). New ways to define culture have been
developed within the past decade, as in a mid-
decade JIBS special issue on conceptualizing culture
(Caprar, Devinney, Kirkman, & Caligiuri, 2015),
and the idea that multiculturalism can be an intra-
personal construct (Vora et al., 2019). The concept
of cultural diversity within teams has become more
dynamic, more embedded contextually, less reliant
on cultural values as the primary explanatory
variable, and more sensitive to levels issues during
this decade.

Despite these examples of progress, our Nvivo
analysis of papers citing Stahl et al. (2010) to justify
definitions of team diversity found several patterns
that may be holding back progress in building
better definitions. First, most often the references
were made to national diversity, and occasionally
(but thankfully not often) it is still being treated as
a substitute for culture. References were less often
made to diversity stemming from ethnicity or race,
and almost never to religion. Next, citing papers
commonly drew on the conceptual distinction
between surface-level and deep-level diversity
(Eagly & Chin, 2010; Taras et al., 2019; van Vianen,
de Pater, Kristof-Brown, & Johnson, 2004; Wang,
Cheng, Chen, & Leung, 2019), which we critiqued
in the earlier section on diversity within teams.

Finally, citing papers could be better at distin-
guishing between types of diversity – separation,
variety or disparity (Harrison & Klein, 2007). Not
only do researchers rarely specify which type of
diversity they assess, but the measurement of team
diversity is sometimes a poor fit for its

conceptualization. As Harrison and Klein (2007)
argued, ‘‘failure to recognize the meaning, maxi-
mum shape, and assumptions underlying each type
has held back theory development and yielded
ambiguous research conclusions’’ (p. 1199). As we
argue in the next section, expanding diversity
categories beyond culture will require (a) careful
conceptualization of what we mean by diversity as
diversity is ‘‘not one thing but three things’’ (sep-
aration, variety, or disparity) and (b) correct match-
ing of ‘‘a specific operationalization of diversity to a
specific conceptualization of diversity’’ (Harrison &
Klein, 2007:1200). Further, framing diversity as
informational or knowledge variety naturally lends
itself to theorizing on the basis of information and
knowledge sharing within teams (Hajro et al., 2017;
Klitmøller & Lauring, 2013; Ravlin, Ward, &
Thomas, 2014). This tendency was so strong as to
overwhelm alternative mechanisms such as power
dynamics, emotions, or social networks. Thus, the
team cultural diversity literature is not especially
diverse in either its conceptualization of diversity
or its most common theoretical mechanisms. Even
though the past decade has seen new and emerging
definitions of what it means to have a diverse team,
this remains one of the areas where we see the most
opportunity for progress.

Overall, we attribute both the last decade’s
impressive progress and its blind spots to the
contextual constraints within the field of interna-
tional business. That is, as a field, our traditional
focus on cross-cultural interactions has allowed us
to develop innovative and important models to
explain how diversity operates within teams. Yet,
this same focus has simultaneously held us back
from considering the broader environment of
diversity within teams.

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE?
We suggest a multipronged approach to advancing
our understanding of diversity within teams. Each
suggestion resolves issues we identified under one
of the topics already described:

1. From cultural diversity per se to how the diver-
sity is managed

2. Away from simplifying towards unfolding
complexity

3. Expand diversity categories beyond culture, and
mechanisms beyond knowledge
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From Cultural Diversity Per Se to How Diversity Is
Managed
This suggestion is designed to continue the pro-
gress made during the past decade within the
general topic of diversity within teams, as already
described. One of the authors of this piece works
with an MNE that has a commonly accepted
narrative around the role of diverse work teams.
Managers at this firm commonly espouse the
notion that diversity is their reality, but inclusion
is their managerial choice. Further, they say that
diversity is what they have as a basic work condi-
tion, but their choices when working with diverse
teams represent who they are as a company. This
company – like many other multinationals – long
ago realized that cultural diversity per se is not
necessarily a strategic resource unless it is mobilized
and deployed in such a way that differentiates the
firm from its competitors.

In the language of the strategic human capital
literature, human capital is composed of individu-
als’ KSAOs (knowledge, skills, abilities and other
characteristics; where other characteristics can
include individuals’ cultures). When individuals
with their cultural differences are combined into
culturally diverse teams, a unit-level human capital
resource emerges. Yet, the unit-level human capital
resource does not always contribute to the pursuit
of the unit-relevant economic purpose (Nyberg
et al., 2014; Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011). Ployhart,
Nyberg, Reilly, and Maltarich (2014) provide an
illustrative example:

[A] person’s skill in speaking Farsi as a second language

would constitute a human capital resource for a specific unit

that operates where translations to or from that language are

relevant for the unit’s performance. In contrast, if the same

person worked for a different unit in which the ability to

speak Farsi was not relevant to that unit’s performance, the

… skill would not be a human capital resource for that unit

(pp. 377–378).

The Ployhart et al. (2014) framework further dis-
tinguishes between human capital resources and
strategic human capital resources. While both unit-
level capacities are based on individual KSAOs,
their functions differ. The former supports unit
performance, while the latter supports competitive
advantage (Ployhart et al., 2014).

Building on these distinctions, we argue that the
interactions between cultural diversity and firm
attributes are likely a primary explanation for how
team cultural diversity can become a strategic
human capital resource, i.e., valuable, rare, inim-
itable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). With

Ployhart and Chen (2019), we argue that questions
like ‘‘does diversity matter?’’ are perhaps theoreti-
cally interesting, but ‘‘they distract from the far
more important practical questions of how, when,
and why meso-level [team] processes transform
individual-level human capital towards positive
contributions to firm outcomes’’ (p. 363). Shifting
research attention will contribute to moving
beyond the double-edged sword dilemma (Hajro
et al., 2017; Nederveen Pieterse et al., 2013; Stahl
et al., 2017; Taras et al., 2019; Zhan et al., 2015) to
developing more direct implications for practice.

Towards this goal, we encourage researchers to
explore a broad spectrum of possible interactions
between team cultural diversity and attributes of
the immediate organizational context. These inter-
actions may either create or reduce positive com-
plementarities. For example, there is some evidence
that leadership style, strategies, and modes may
create positive synergies with team cultural diver-
sity, and that these synergies in turn create emer-
gence-enabling contexts (Zander & Kogut, 1995).
Future research could explore many more possibil-
ities for creating culturally diverse teams with
positive synergies that would amplify ‘‘behavioral
processes, cognitive mechanisms, and affective
psychological states’’ (Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011:
135). The interaction between cultural diversity
and these attributes will generate interfirm hetero-
geneity, firm specificity, social complexity, path
dependence, and causal ambiguity.

Another mechanism that was identified in Stahl
et al.’s original paper as a potential moderator is the
task environment. More specifically, the authors
focused on task complexity, but the results were
inconclusive (Leung & Wang, 2015). One way
forward would be to enrich the understanding of
task complexity by following Ployhart and Moli-
terno’s (2011) suggestion to conceptualize the
complexity of a unit’s internal task environment
as ‘‘consisting of four dimension: temporal placing,
dynamism of the task environment, strength of
member linkages, and workflow structure’’ (p. 135).
Some of the four dimensions will create positive
synergies (e.g., strength of member linkages),
others may be negative (e.g., temporal placing),
and there may also be non-linear effects (e.g.,
dynamism of the task environment).

Notably, there may be sets of organizational
attributes that interact with team cultural diversity
to produce positive synergies, qualitatively distinct
from those that reduce complementarities. For
example, cultural diversity in the context of highly
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people-oriented leadership (Zander, Mockaitis, &
Butler, 2012) will likely create positive synergies.
Yet, a context with low levels of people-oriented
leadership will not produce the opposite effect.
Future research should carefully identify, unfold,
and examine the theoretical logic underpinning
the possible interactions of cultural diversity with
organizational attributes.

Away from Simplifying towards Unfolding
Complexity
One strength of the Stahl et al. (2010) paper is that
despite its clear focus on culture in teams, it didn’t
try to oversimplify its arguments. Arguably, all
theories are based on simplified assumptions (Bet-
tis, Gambardella, Helfat, & Mitchell, 2014). But, as
Tsoukas (2017) argues, simplification comes ‘‘with a
heavy price: they [simplified theories] miss the
‘understanding backwards –living forward’ dialectic
that critically permeates the lives of those manage-
ment scholars’’ (p. 134). He further explains:

Life is understood ‘backwards’ when detached theorists

abstract and simplify what practitioners were experiencing

while they were living it ‘forward’. No surprise, then, that

practitioners often complain that management theories are

not related to the real world.

We argue that to move away from simplification
in the research on cultural diversity will require
contextualizing its object of study (i.e., team) and
bringing the element of time back into research
logics. Research that followed the Stahl et al. (2010)
article developed the importance of the context in
which teams and their members operate. As already
described in our proposal to focus on how diversity
is managed, there is plenty of space for further
research on contextual interactions with diversity
on team performance. We need to move beyond
simplifying context towards unfolding complexity.
In particular, we need complex theories of cultural
systems emphasizing interactions and accompany-
ing feedback loops that constantly change the
systems; the context needs to be part of what is
being researched. For example, health care teams
with poor physical work environments and high
work demands were more likely to gain innovation
from team reflexivity than those with better phys-
ical work environments, or lower work demands
(Schippers, West, & Dawson, 2015), illustrating a
contextual boundary condition around the process
of team reflexivity.

Time is a final issue we would like to see included
more explicitly in future research (van Knippenberg

& Mell, 2016). The development of multicultural
teams over time and the differing advantages and
disadvantages that they had at various time points
was identified in the 2010 article, and time of
course will apply at all the levels that Stahl et al.
(2010) explored. Individuals change over time and
with experiences. Even if the same individual is
involved at various stages of the team’s processes,
they may not ‘be the same person’. Few teams
remain the same over long periods of time and the
differences between those that do and those that do
not, the impact of each replacement, and the
associated changes in process are all areas for
further research. Similarly, the context will change:
a team established, operating, and closing before
the COVID-19 pandemic will be different from a
team established and operating during the pan-
demic and they will be different from the teams
that will eventually – we hope – be established and
operate after the pandemic has been controlled.

Expand Diversity Categories beyond Culture,
and Mechanisms beyond Knowledge
Earlier, we expressed concerns about the surprising
lack of diversity about team cultural diversity
literature, at least within the field of IB (Jonsen,
Maznevski, & Schneider, 2011). We noticed a
concentration of (especially empirical) studies that
conceptualize cultural diversity in terms of its
informational variety, where individuals each share
different knowledge with one another. Worse,
some that rely on this conceptualization do not
necessarily measure it as a variety variable (Harrison
& Klein, 2007). As we explained above, the obvious
solution is for researchers to specify whether their
diversity effects are driven by variety, separation, or
disparity, and to match measures to the conceptu-
alization they specify (Harrison & Klein, 2007). Yet,
this seemingly simple recommendation could have
far-reaching effects, if diversifying away from infor-
mational variety as the dominant form of diversity
facilitates research into alternative theoretical
mechanisms and an expanded set of diversity
categories.

For example, Ren, Gray, and Harrison (2015)
conceptualized team diversity in terms of attitude
separation, status disparity, and information vari-
ety. These three different approaches to conceptu-
alizing team diversity facilitated a novel research
direction by mapping social network composition
associated with each form of diversity. Clear spec-
ification of the forms of diversity might also help
researchers explore alternatives to the surface- vs.
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deep-level diversity dichotomy. That is, despite the
problematic ranking implied by the terms surface-
vs. deep-level diversity, researchers have consis-
tently found worse team-level outcomes when
measuring demographic diversity like age, gender,
and ethnicity, compared to generally more positive
outcomes when measuring traditional cultural
characteristics like values, attitudes, and norms
(Jonsen et al., 2011; Taras et al., 2019; Wang
et al., 2019). Although we argued in the ‘diversity
within teams’ section that it may be time to retire
the terms referring to surface- vs. deep-level diver-
sity, we do not advocate for ignoring related
findings. Instead, alternative explanations could
be related to factors such as the degree of separation
between groups, or the disparity between token
team group members versus others. In this way,
mechanisms that are under-utilized in IB’s treat-
ment of diversity could supplement the currently
dominant explanatory mechanisms of information
and knowledge sharing. We would particularly like
to see more team diversity research that examines
mechanisms popular in diversity research outside
of IB, including power differentials, status, stigma,
emotions or networks (Nkomo, Bell, Roberts, Joshi,
& Thatcher, 2019).

Related to this call for a broader range of mech-
anisms, we propose a simple solution to our earlier
complaint that team diversity research in JIBS and
other IB journals continues to be dominated by
societal and sometimes national cultures. It is time
for IB team diversity research to expand the range
of diversity categories considered. This expanded
set could include traditional categories usually
studied by diversity and inclusion researchers, such
as age, gender, race, ethnicity, physical abilities,

and sexuality (Nkomo et al., 2019; van Knippen-
berg & Mell, 2016). It could also include categories
like social class or educational training, as proposed
by Jonsen et al. (2011) in a follow-up after their
award-winning paper. This may have implications
for methodology, where ethnography, diary stud-
ies, or participant observation, may be appropriate.
If IB researchers can improve the ways we specify
and measure the diversity construct and expand
the set of explanatory mechanisms and diversity
categories we consider, we could do something
similar to Stahl et al. (2010). That is, we could use
our field’s expertise in understanding cross-cultural
dynamics to build another ‘radical traveling theory’
about diverse teams.

CONCLUSION
The Stahl et al. (2010) article has had an exemplary
influence on research since its publication. This is
because of the strength of the work and the
thinking involved as well as the felicitous and
memorable way in which the thoughts were
expressed. One decade after its initial publication,
diversity within teams remains a challenging and
important organizational phenomenon. Moreover,
the field has moved forward in how it examines
team diversity, partly due to Stahl et al. (2010) push
to go beyond the extant research and to explore
further areas that may have an impact. We are
looking forward to seeing what cultural diversity
models will be developed over the next decade,
ultimately bringing more dynamic, more active,
and more contextualized understandings of how
diversity operates within teams.
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