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Cultural Competence as a Critical Leadership Skill

To respond to globalization, multicultural workforces, inclusive leadership expectations, and the
growth of virtual teams, cultural competence has become an essential leadership skill. The original
essay defines cultural competence as the ability to function effectively in diverse and cross-cultural
situations while appreciating difference. That definition remains useful, but the skill involves more
than learning a list of customs. A culturally competent leader develops self-awareness, curiosity,
communication flexibility, knowledge of power and inequality, and the ability to build systems in
which people with different identities can contribute without being required to imitate one dominant
style. (Pusch, 2009)

Cultural competence begins with awareness of one’s own assumptions. Every leader interprets
punctuality, directness, hierarchy, eye contact, disagreement, silence, and teamwork through
personal experience. Those interpretations may feel universal even when they are culturally shaped.
A leader who assumes that quiet employees lack ideas may overlook people who prefer reflection
before speaking. A manager who interprets indirect disagreement as dishonesty may fail to recognize
that some employees communicate concern through questions or private discussion rather than
public confrontation. Self-awareness helps leaders distinguish an actual performance issue from
discomfort with an unfamiliar style.

The skill also requires knowledge. Leaders should understand the social, historical, and institutional
contexts affecting employees, customers, and partners. This does not mean becoming an expert on
every country or treating individuals as representatives of an entire culture. It means knowing that
language, migration, race, ethnicity, religion, gender, disability, class, and professional background
can shape access and communication. Knowledge should lead to respectful questions rather than
stereotypes.

Cultural Intelligence and Adaptation

Cultural intelligence is closely related to cultural competence. It includes the motivation to engage
across cultures, knowledge of cultural differences, the ability to plan and monitor one’s
interpretations, and behavioral flexibility. A leader with high cultural intelligence does not abandon
personal identity. The leader learns how to adjust communication and decision processes without
pretending to be someone else. Adaptation may involve explaining expectations more explicitly,
providing several ways to contribute, checking whether humor translates, or changing meeting times
so that one region does not always carry the inconvenience.
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Research on global virtual teams shows that cultural and linguistic diversity can contribute different
knowledge and perspectives, but it can also create misunderstanding and subgroup formation when
teams lack inclusion. Lauring and Jonasson found that inclusive group attitudes and appropriate
leadership are both important for collaboration across geographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries.
(Lauring & Jonasson, 2018) Leadership cannot simply celebrate diversity in a mission statement. It
must create everyday practices through which participation becomes possible.

Bias Awareness and Fair Decision-Making

The original essay correctly notes that leaders should become aware of cultural bias and manage it at
work. Bias can influence recruitment, task allocation, performance review, promotion, and whose
ideas receive credit. An employee who resembles previous leaders may be judged as possessing
“executive presence,” while another person’s accent or communication style may be interpreted as a
lack of competence. These judgments can appear neutral because they are expressed through vague
terms rather than explicit discrimination.

Leaders can reduce bias by defining criteria before evaluating candidates, using several reviewers,
documenting reasons, comparing similar evidence, and reviewing outcomes across groups. Structured
processes do not eliminate bias, but they make arbitrary decisions easier to identify. Managers should
also examine access to informal opportunities. High-visibility assignments, mentoring, and client
contact often determine advancement even when formal evaluation appears equal.

Social Justice and Cultural Competence

Cultural competence should include awareness of social justice because teams do not enter the
workplace with equal historical power. A leader may treat everyone politely while ignoring
inaccessible technology, unequal pay, harassment, or exclusion from decision-making. Inclusion
requires attention to structures as well as interpersonal respect. Leaders should know how policies
affect different groups and should create safe ways for employees to report concerns without
retaliation.

This responsibility does not require leaders to resolve every political disagreement. It requires them to
protect dignity, apply organizational standards consistently, and recognize when “neutral” practices
create unequal effects. For example, a camera-on rule may disadvantage workers with limited
bandwidth, caregiving responsibilities, disability-related needs, or inadequate private space. A
culturally competent response asks what the meeting requires and whether another method can
achieve it fairly.
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Relationship Between Inclusive and Relational
Leadership Styles

Inclusive and relational leadership are distinct but interconnected approaches. The original essay
states that both help create organizational trust, value employee perspectives, and improve
collaboration. Relational leadership focuses on leadership as a social process created through
interaction rather than as a set of traits held by one heroic individual. Uhl-Bien’s relational leadership
theory examines how people construct direction, alignment, and commitment through ongoing
relationships. (Uhl-Bien, 2006) Authority still matters, but leadership emerges through
communication, mutual influence, and networks.

Inclusive leadership focuses more directly on whether people with different identities, experiences,
and positions feel respected, heard, and able to contribute. Inclusive leaders demonstrate openness,
accessibility, and availability. They invite input, respond to mistakes as opportunities for learning
where appropriate, and challenge exclusion. The objective is not merely to include diverse people in
the room. It is to ensure that their knowledge affects decisions. (Bourke et al., 2020)

Shared Emphasis on Relationships

Both styles reject the idea that leadership consists only of issuing instructions. Relational leaders pay
attention to the quality of interaction, while inclusive leaders pay attention to who participates and
under what conditions. A leader may be highly relational with a small trusted circle but still exclude
people outside that network. Inclusive leadership broadens the question by asking whether
relationships and influence are distributed fairly.

Trust develops when leaders behave predictably, communicate honestly, admit uncertainty, and
follow through. Employees are more likely to offer ideas when they believe disagreement will not
damage their status. In virtual teams, where informal reassurance and hallway conversation are
limited, leaders must communicate this safety deliberately. A written invitation for comments, a
private feedback channel, or a follow-up summary can help people participate even if they do not
speak quickly during the meeting.

Purposefulness and Process

Relational leadership emphasizes purposefulness, inclusion, empowerment, ethics, and process.
These dimensions support inclusive leadership because a team needs a shared reason for working
together. Inclusion is not achieved by allowing every discussion to continue indefinitely or by
accepting every suggestion. Leaders must create a fair process, explain the purpose, and make
decisions. Employees are more likely to accept a decision they did not prefer when they understand
the criteria and believe their perspective was considered.
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Process matters especially in virtual teams. The people who attend from the office may dominate
those joining remotely, and participants with strong language fluency may respond before others
have processed the question. An inclusive relational process sends material in advance, defines
decision rights, allows asynchronous comments, records decisions, and explains the next steps. These
practices make participation less dependent on physical presence or speed of speech.

Empowerment Without Abandonment

Both leadership approaches value empowerment, but empowerment should not become a way for
managers to delegate responsibility without resources. A virtual team member cannot own an
outcome if access, information, and authority remain with headquarters. Leaders must clarify
boundaries, provide tools, and remain available when escalation is required.

Shared leadership can strengthen teams because members contribute according to expertise. A
technical specialist may lead one phase, a regional employee another, and a project manager the
coordination process. The formal leader’s role becomes the design of conditions in which this
distributed expertise can operate. Accountability remains necessary; shared leadership should clarify
responsibility rather than diffuse it.

Challenges Faced by Virtual Teams

Technology has expanded organizational reach, but virtual teams face challenges involving
communication, cohesion, trust, resources, culture, time, and accountability. The original essay
identifies misinterpretation, difficult collaboration, unequal access to tools, cultural misunderstanding,
and lower productivity. These problems are real, although virtual work does not automatically reduce
productivity. Outcomes depend on task design, management, technology, home conditions, and team
practices. (Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 2020)

Reduced Context and Communication Misinterpretation

Text messages and email remove tone, gesture, and immediate clarification. A brief reply may appear
efficient to one person and rude to another. Humor, irony, and indirect requests can be
misunderstood across languages and cultures. Video adds visual context but can create fatigue and
does not reproduce all features of in-person interaction.

Leaders should match the channel to the task. Routine updates may work asynchronously, while
conflict, sensitive feedback, or ambiguous decisions may require conversation. Teams should avoid
using one channel for everything. Clear subject lines, explicit deadlines, decision summaries, and
confirmation of understanding reduce uncertainty. When a message seems offensive, members
should seek clarification before assuming intent.
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Time Zones and Unequal Burden

Global virtual teams may span several time zones. Someone must sometimes attend early or late, but
the burden should rotate. Scheduling every meeting for headquarters convenience communicates
that remote regions are less important. Leaders can reduce synchronous meetings, record
appropriate sessions, use shared documents, and establish limited overlap hours.

Asynchronous work requires disciplined documentation. Decisions made in informal calls should be
recorded so that absent members are not excluded. Response-time expectations should reflect time
zones rather than treating delay as disengagement. A team can move continuously across regions
when handoffs are clear, but it can also create pressure for constant availability if boundaries are not
protected.

Trust and Cohesion

Virtual colleagues may know one another mainly through tasks, making it harder to interpret behavior
generously. Trust develops through reliability, competence, openness, and repeated interaction.
Leaders can create structured opportunities for members to share expertise, goals, and working
preferences without forcing artificial intimacy.

Cohesion does not require everyone to become close friends. It requires confidence that members will
fulfill commitments, communicate problems, and support the common goal. Small acts matter:
acknowledging contributions, responding to questions, sharing credit, and explaining delays. Face-to-
face meetings can help when feasible, but inclusive virtual routines should not depend on travel.

Digital Inequality and Accessibility

Members may have different internet quality, devices, software access, workspace, and technical
support. A meeting that works well for employees in a corporate office may fail for a colleague using
unstable home broadband. Accessibility also includes captions, screen-reader compatibility, keyboard
navigation, readable documents, and flexibility for people who cannot remain on camera.

Organizations should provide equipment, security support, training, and alternatives. Tools should be
selected for usability rather than novelty. Introducing multiple overlapping platforms can increase
cognitive load and create fragmented information. Leaders should define where official documents,
conversations, decisions, and tasks are stored.

Language and Participation

Even when a team uses one common language, fluency differs. Native speakers may talk rapidly, use
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idioms, interrupt, or dominate discussion. Employees who need more processing time may have
strong ideas but contribute less in real time. Leaders can send questions in advance, pause before
moving on, invite written comments, and summarize without treating accent as a measure of
intelligence.

Translation tools can support understanding but may mishandle technical or culturally specific
language. Important decisions should be confirmed by people who understand the context. The team
should build a shared glossary for recurring terms and avoid unnecessary jargon.

Accountability and Visibility

Some managers respond to remote work by increasing surveillance. Constant activity monitoring may
create the appearance of accountability while reducing trust and encouraging employees to perform
visible busyness. Effective accountability defines outcomes, quality, responsibility, milestones, and
escalation paths. It does not assume that productivity can be measured through mouse movement or
online status.

Leaders should check progress at agreed points and ask about obstacles. Members need autonomy in
how they complete work, but they must communicate when a commitment is at risk. Transparent task
boards can help when they support coordination rather than public shame.

Achieving Virtual-Team Effectiveness

Establish a Team Charter

A team charter should define purpose, roles, decision authority, communication channels, meeting
norms, response expectations, document locations, and conflict procedures. The charter should be
created with the team and revisited as conditions change. Explicit norms are particularly important
when members bring different assumptions about hierarchy and urgency.

Create Inclusive Meetings

Research on remote meetings has associated agendas, pre-meeting communication, post-meeting
summaries, reliable technology, manageable meeting size, and remote-first design with greater
effectiveness and inclusion. Leaders should identify whether a meeting is necessary, distribute
material, invite contributions, and end with decisions and owners. Hybrid meetings should avoid
allowing people in one room to conduct a separate conversation that remote participants cannot
enter.
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Develop Psychological Safety

Psychological safety means that people believe they can ask questions, report mistakes, and disagree
without humiliation or retaliation. Diversity can contribute more information, but the benefit is lost
when members remain silent. Leaders build safety by admitting their own uncertainty, responding
constructively to concerns, and rewarding early reporting of problems.

Safety does not remove performance standards. It makes it easier to discuss why a standard is not
being met. Teams with safety can challenge weak ideas and address conflict directly because
disagreement is not automatically interpreted as personal rejection.

Practice Equitable Recognition

Remote employees can become less visible than colleagues near senior leaders. Managers should
document contributions, rotate presentation opportunities, and examine promotion patterns. Credit
should be connected with actual work rather than who speaks most often in meetings.

Measure Inclusion

Leaders should assess whether members receive information, participate in decisions, experience
respect, and have access to development. Surveys can help, but leaders should also examine meeting
patterns, task allocation, turnover, promotion, and speaking time. Data should be interpreted
carefully and followed by action.

Conclusion

Cultural competence is essential for inclusive leadership in multicultural and virtual teams. It
combines self-awareness, knowledge, curiosity, behavioral flexibility, bias management, and attention
to social justice. Leaders should avoid reducing culture to stereotypes and should build processes that
allow individuals to express their own working preferences.

Inclusive and relational leadership are connected through their emphasis on trust, relationships,
participation, empowerment, and ethical process. Relational leadership explains how direction and
commitment emerge through interaction, while inclusive leadership asks whether different people can
influence that interaction. Together, they provide a strong framework for global virtual teams.

Virtual teams face communication ambiguity, time-zone inequality, weak cohesion, digital access
differences, language barriers, and accountability concerns. Their effectiveness improves when
leaders establish clear goals, use appropriate channels, create inclusive meetings, support
psychological safety, distribute opportunity fairly, and measure outcomes rather than surveillance
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signals. Technology enables the team, but leadership determines whether distance and diversity
become sources of exclusion or sources of learning and innovation.
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