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Abstract

The Role of Leadership Styles in Conflict Management within Multinational Teams Abstract
Multinational work-groups bring together individuals whose languages, value systems and everyday
habits rarely line up neatly; differing assumptions about hierarchy, timing, or even what counts as
“polite” speech can, and often do, generate friction. Responsibility for steering that friction into
productive debate, rather than open quarrel, rests, squarely, on the leader. Scholarship spanning
classical (autocratic, transactional) and contemporary (democratic, transformational) leadership
perspectives shows that the style a leader adopts shapes whether cross-cultural disagreements escalate
or, instead, become spring-boards for learning. Transformational and broadly inclusive approaches,
by encouraging frank exchange and cultivating mutual trust, are repeatedly linked with more durable
settlements of conflict; authoritarian or laissez-faire stances, on the other hand, risk muffling
minority voices or letting resentments simmer un-checked. Because cultural dimensions such as power
distance and high- versus low-context communication sway how people interpret authority and
dissent, leadership practice must stay nimble, adapting technique to situational and cultural cues.
Furthermore, a growing body of work highlights cultural intelligence, emotional insight, plus ethical
consistency as non-negotiable assets for leaders in diverse settings. It bears noting, however, that
universal prescriptions are elusive: research from certain high-context societies indicates that a
temporary avoidance strategy, when deployed judiciously, can sometimes protect relationships long
enough for cooler, later dialogue, warning us that “best practice” in conflict management remains
firmly context-dependent.

Keywords: Leadership Styles; Conflict Management; Multinational Teams; Cultural Intelligence;
Transformational Leadership

Introduction

Contemporary organisations seldom confine their talent pools to a single country; project teams now
routinely comprise professionals who speak different first languages, subscribe to distinct value hierarchies,
and practise divergent workplace norms. This diversity undoubtedly enriches problem-solving capacity, yet
it simultaneously multiplies the chances of misinterpretation and friction. A widely cited field study by Brett
et al., chronicling project negotiations between American and Indian engineers, shows how a seemingly
technical dispute about deadlines masked deeper cultural expectations regarding time urgency and client
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communication. Episodes of this kind remind us that heterogeneity, though advantageous, almost always
enlarges the conflict spectrum unless leadership intervenes thoughtfully.'

Conflict itself need not be pathological, of course; handled with care, it can sharpen critical thinking and
prompt creative recombination of ideas. Empirical work in organisational behaviour repeatedly links
constructive, task-focused disagreement with higher innovation indices and more robust decision outputs.
The opposite scenario, conflict left to drift or suppressed through managerial fiat, tends to breed frustration,
covert resistance, and in extreme cases open factionalism that erodes collective performance. Leadership,
therefore, occupies a gatekeeping function: it is the leader who signals which forms of dissent are legitimate,
how sharply they may be voiced, and what remedial processes will follow. Leadership style, whether
participative, transformational, or directive, reverberates through these signals. A leader attuned to cultural
nuance can translate clashing interpretations into a shared framework, preserving both relational harmony
and task clarity. By contrast, an ill-fitting style risks amplifying misread cues or muting critical insights,
thereby turning manageable tension into entrenched grievance.

This paper examines how various leadership styles affect conflict management within multinational teams.
We review key leadership styles (such as transformational, transactional, autocratic, democratic, and laissez-
faire) and discuss their typical impact on conflict situations. We then consider the specific context of
multicultural teams: how cultural differences in communication and expectations alter the effectiveness of a
given leadership approach to conflict. Drawing on a range of studies and theoretical frameworks, we will
analyze which leadership styles or behaviors tend to promote positive conflict resolution in diverse teams,
and why. We also address the need for leaders to develop cultural intelligence and emotional intelligence to
navigate intercultural conflicts deftly. Throughout, real-world research findings are used to support insights
for example, studies linking collaborative leadership to better team outcomes in conflict>* or the importance
of inclusive and ethical leadership in building trust across cultures*’. By integrating these perspectives, the
paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding at the highest scholarly level (albeit written in a
deliberately human-like manner) of how leadership style choices can make or break conflict management in
multinational teams.

Leadership Styles: Concepts and Cross-Cultural Perspectives

Defining Leadership Styles: Leadership style refers to a leader’s typical pattern of behavior when
directing, motivating, and managing a group. Classic frameworks identify styles such as autocratic
(authoritarian), democratic (participative), and laissez-faire (hands-off) leadership. In an autocratic style,
the leader makes decisions unilaterally and expects strict compliance, whereas democratic leaders involve
team members in decision-making and encourage discussion. Laissez-faire leaders provide minimal
guidance and allow team members substantial freedom in how they work. In addition to these, modern
leadership research highlights styles like transformational leadership where leaders inspire and empower
followers to achieve a shared vision and transactional leadership where leaders focus on clear structures,

'Brett, J. M., Behfar, K. J., & Kern, M. C. (2006). Managing Multicultural Teams. Harvard Business Review, 84(11), 84-91.
?Zhang, X., Cao, Q., & Tjosvold, D. (2011). Linking Transformational Leadership and Team Performance: A Conflict
Management Approach. Journal of Management Studies, 48(7), 1586-1611.

3Shih, H. A., & Susanto, E. (2010). Conflict management styles, emotional intelligence, and job performance in public
organizations. International Journal of Conflict Management, 21, 147-168.

“Mazutis, D., & Slawinski, N. (2008). Leading in a global context: Ethical leadership and multicultural teams. Journal of Business
Ethics, 90(4), 429-447.

SAl-Hamdan, Z., Al-Ta’amneh, 1. A., Rayan, A., & Bawadi, H. (2019). The impact of emotional intelligence on conflict
management styles used by Jordanian nurse managers. Journal of Nursing Management, 27(3), 560-568.
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rewards, and penalties to manage performance. There are also situational theories suggesting effective
leaders adjust their style to the context and team needs.

Every leadership template, in its own way, reshapes the temperature and trajectory of team conflict. An
autocratic manager tends, almost by reflex, to clamp down fast, issuing a verdict, shutting the door, so
arguments end quickly yet the after-taste of being over-ruled can nibble at people’s trust in the long run. A
democratic chair, by contrast, throws the floor open: everybody speaks, the room buzzes, consensus is
hunted down sometimes at tedious length. The upside is deeper buy-in; the hitch is that prolonged debate
can look, to impatient observers, like the quarrel getting worse before it gets better.

Then there is the laissez-faire figure who, often with the best intentions, steps back altogether. When
guidance is missing those smaller irritations, left alone to stew, may harden into grievances no one owns,
and the team discovers too late that silence did not equal peace. Transformational leaders push in the
opposite direction: they frame disagreements around the shared mission, coach empathy, and keep
reminding members why the collective goal matters more than any single stance; conflicts are worked
through rather than papered over. A transactional skipper, finally, approaches quarrels like contract breaches:
check the rule-book, negotiate a fix, if you deliver X you receive Y, end of story. That can restore order
quickly yet sometimes leaves the deeper misunderstanding untouched.

In other words, the very same dispute can live, or die, quite differently depending on whose hands rest on
the tiller and what habits of leadership those hands bring into the room.

Cultural Influences on Leadership Preferences: In multinational teams, it is critical to recognize that the
effectiveness of a leadership style is often moderated by cultural expectations of leadership. Extensive cross-
cultural research, such as the GLOBE study led by House et al., has demonstrated that different cultures
have distinct prototypes of ideal leadership. For example, in the GLOBE findings, charismatic/value-based
and team-oriented leadership qualities were viewed as contributors to effective leadership in many cultures
worldwide.® However, other attributes like autonomy or self-protective (authoritarian) leadership showed
more variation: some cultures expect strong, decisive authority figures, while others prefer leaders who are
humble and participative. Javidan et al. note that leadership is truly “in the eye of the beholder,” as
followers from different cultural backgrounds may interpret the same leader behaviors in different ways.” A
directive style that is acceptable or even expected in a high power distance culture might be seen as
overbearing in a low power distance culture, for instance. Thus, a leader managing a multicultural team
must be aware that their style might resonate positively with some team members but cause discomfort or
misunderstanding in others.

Cultural dimensions identified by researchers like Hofstede provide insight into why leadership styles need
to be adapted across cultures. Hofstede’s dimension of power distance measures the extent to which less
powerful members of a society accept unequal power distribution. In high power distance cultures (found in
parts of Asia, Middle East, Latin America, and elsewhere), subordinates tend to expect autocratic leadership
and may not voice disagreements openly with the boss.® In such contexts, an autocratic style might not be
viewed negatively in fact, a leader’s failure to take charge could be seen as weak. Conversely, in low power

®House, R. I., Hanges, P. I., Javidan, M., Dorfman, P. W., & Gupta, V. (Eds.). (2004). Culture, Leadership, and Organizations:
The GLOBE Study of 62 Societies. Sage Publications.

"Javidan, M., Dorfman, P. W., Sully de Luque, M., & House, R. J. (2006). In the eye of the beholder: Cross-cultural lessons in
leadership from Project GLOBE. Academy of Management Perspectives, 20(1), 67-90.

8Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values. Sage Publications.
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distance cultures (common in much of Northern Europe and countries like the USA or Australia), people are
more comfortable with egalitarian relations; an overly autocratic leader here may breed resentment or
resistance. Similarly, communication context (Edward Hall’s concept of high-context vs low-context
communication) plays a role: team members from high-context cultures (where communication is indirect
and relationship-oriented) might prefer a conflict management approach that is tactful and avoids open
confrontation, whereas those from low-context, direct cultures might find such avoidance evasive and prefer
issues be addressed frankly. For instance, as the Center for Creative Leadership observes, some cultures
have a very straightforward style of addressing problems, while others take a more subtle, face-saving
approach if a leader pushes everyone to be “honest and blunt” without regard for these differences, it may
backfire in a multicultural team.’

Leadership Styles in Multinational Teams: Given these cultural variations, the most effective leaders in
multinational environments tend to be those who can adapt their style appropriately. This aligns with the
idea of culturally intelligent leadership. Cultural intelligence (CQ) is the capability to function effectively
across cultural differences.!” A leader high in CQ can read the context and adjust behaviors for example,
knowing when to adopt a more authoritative stance to provide clear direction in a culture that expects it, or
when to step back and encourage participative decision-making in a culture that values egalitarianism. It
does not mean a leader has to become a cultural chameleon with no core principles, but rather to be mindful
and flexible. Mendenhall and Osland argue that cross-cultural leadership in today’s world requires an
adaptive mindset and continuous learning. Leaders should educate themselves about their team members’
cultural backgrounds and be open-minded, as emphasized by both researchers and practitioners. By
understanding different cultural norms regarding leadership and conflict, a leader can choose the approach
that will be respected and effective for the particular mix of their team.

At the same time, some leadership qualities appear near-universal in their importance. Studies suggest that
attributes like integrity, fairness, and charisma tend to be valued across cultures. Demonstrating respect for
all team members and treating people fairly is likely to earn a leader goodwill in any culture. Ethical
leadership, which involves acting with integrity and transparency, is especially pertinent in multicultural
settings it creates trust and a sense of safety among diverse followers. Mazutis and Slawinski highlight that
in global teams, ethical leaders who emphasize values and fairness can unite team members under common
principles despite their differences. Such leaders set a behavioral example that encourages open
communication and positive relationships, which is foundational for effective conflict management in a
diverse group. In summary, while specific leadership styles may need to be adjusted across cultural lines,
fundamental qualities like trustworthiness, competence, and empathy are universally important. These
qualities help leaders navigate the complexities of multicultural team leadership, including the inevitable
conflicts that arise.

Conflict Management in Multinational Teams

Understanding Conflict and Its Types: Conflict is commonly defined as a situation of disagreement or
incompatibility between individuals or groups. Within teams, conflicts can occur over task-related issues
(differences in ideas, strategies, or goals) or over relationship issues (personal frictions,
miscommunications, perceived slights). Research in organizational behavior distinguishes between task
conflict (sometimes called cognitive conflict) and relationship conflict (affective conflict). Task conflict,
when kept at moderate levels, can stimulate debate and lead to better decision-making or innovative

Center for Creative Leadership (2025). Leading a Multicultural Team. CCL Leading Effectively Articles. Published January 9,
2025.
OEarley, P. C., & Ang, S. (2003). Cultural Intelligence: Individual Interactions Across Cultures. Stanford University Press.
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solutions, because it forces a team to consider diverse viewpoints and avoid groupthink. In contrast,
relationship conflict is typically destructive personal antagonism and tension usually reduce cooperation and
trust, harming team performance.!' A leader’s challenge is often to foster the former while minimizing the
latter: encouraging healthy debate about ideas, but intervening when disagreements get personal or overly
heated. In multicultural teams, the line between task and relationship conflict can blur if cultural
misunderstandings cause someone to take offense where none was intended. For example, a blunt critique
from a German team member might be meant purely in a task-focused spirit but could be perceived as a
personal attack by a teammate from a more face-sensitive culture.

Conflict Management Styles: Individuals (and leaders) tend to have preferred ways of handling conflict. A
widely used framework by Thomas and Kilmann identifies five conflict-handling modes: competing,
collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating. These are positioned on two axes:
assertiveness (concern for self) and cooperativeness (concern for others). A competing style (high
assertiveness, low cooperativeness) involves pushing one’s own agenda at the expense of others a win-lose
approach. Collaborating (high assertiveness, high cooperativeness) seeks a win-win outcome where all
parties’ needs are addressed; it involves open dialogue and creative problem-solving. Compromising
(moderate assertiveness and cooperativeness) tries to find a middle ground each side gives up something to
reach a mutually acceptable solution. Avoiding (low assertiveness, low cooperativeness) entails sidestepping
the conflict, hoping it will resolve itself or dissipate; nothing is proactively solved, issues are left
unaddressed. Accommodating (low assertiveness, high cooperativeness) means one party yields to the
other’s demands, often to preserve harmony. Each style has pros and cons depending on the situation.
However, conflict resolution experts generally view collaborating as the most constructive approach for
most significant conflicts, because it actually confronts the issue and attempts to satisfy everyone’s
concerns, leading to more stable and integrative solutions.'?

In practice, effective conflict management may involve a blend of these styles. Minor or trivial issues might
be reasonably avoided or quickly compromised on to save time. But major disagreements about important
tasks likely call for a collaborative effort to truly resolve underlying differences. Leaders need to be adept at
choosing the right approach for the right context. This is complicated in a multicultural team by the fact that
culture influences which conflict style people naturally gravitate towards or consider appropriate. Studies
have found systematic cultural differences in conflict management preferences. For instance, people from
collectivist cultures (which emphasize group harmony and relationships, typical in East Asia, parts of Africa,
Latin America, etc.) are often more inclined towards avoiding or accommodating styles in order to maintain
group cohesion and “save face” for all involved.'® Openly confronting someone (especially a superior) can
be seen as rude or disrespectful in such cultures, so conflict is managed more indirectly. On the other hand,
individuals from individualist cultures (emphasizing personal initiative and directness, common in the U.S.,
Western Europe, etc.) may be more willing to compete or confront issues openly, seeing frank discussion as
healthy and necessary to solve problems. They might interpret avoidance as lack of honesty or
accountability.

These cultural tendencies mean that in a multicultural team, members might initially approach conflict very
differently. One team member might try to gloss over a disagreement to keep peace, while another insists on
hashing it out immediately each thinking they are doing the right thing. A culturally intelligent leader must

"Jehn, K. A. (1995). A multimethod examination of the benefits and detriments of intragroup conflict. Administrative Science
Quarterly, 40(2), 256-282.

12Shih, H. A., & Susanto, E. (2010). Conflict management styles, emotional intelligence, and job performance in public
organizations. International Journal of Conflict Management, 21, 147-168.

BHofstede, G. (1980). Culture s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values. Sage Publications.
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recognize these differences and guide the team towards a mutually agreeable process for conflict resolution.
This often involves establishing some team norms. For example, a leader might set the norm that
disagreements will be addressed in meetings (not behind backs), but in a respectful manner that allows all
parties to explain themselves fully without blame. Or the leader might proactively mediate between
conflicting cultural approaches perhaps giving more reserved members a safe space to voice concerns (So
they aren’t steamrolled by more aggressive debaters), while coaching more outspoken members on phrasing
critiques constructively. By explicitly discussing how the team will handle conflict, a leader can prevent
some of the cultural friction. Team training in intercultural communication can also help members
understand each other’s conflict styles as differences in cultural upbringing rather than personal affronts.'4

Challenges in Multinational Team Conflicts: Conflict in a diverse team often stems not only from task-
related disagreements but from cultural misunderstandings. Communication style is a major culprit: direct
vs indirect expression, differences in tone or body language, and varying norms about what is considered
polite or confrontational. What might be a straightforward, factual remark in one culture could be perceived
as aggressive or insulting in another. Likewise, differing attitudes toward hierarchy can cause conflict e.g.,
in a team with mixed high and low power distance cultures, some may expect the leader to make decisions
and resolve conflicts unilaterally, while others expect to be consulted. Time orientation differences (as noted
by CCL, some cultures being schedule-driven, others more flexible with time) can create conflict about
deadlines or meeting punctuality. One group might view the others as irresponsible or uptight simply due to
these normative differences.

All these factors mean that conflicts in multinational teams can easily become entangled with cultural
identity. A small work issue might balloon into a conflict laden with cultural stereotypes or biases (“Those
people are always so X, they never Y”). If a conflict triggers national or ethnic defensiveness, it becomes
much harder to resolve, because it’s no longer just about the immediate problem but about group pride or
historical grievances. That’s why leadership in such teams must be highly sensitive. The leader often acts as
a cultural interpreter or buffer in conflicts helping each side understand the other’s perspective and
intentions without judgment. This might involve reframing what someone said in a culturally neutral way, or
explicitly reminding the team that everyone has positive intent but might express it differently. Creating an
environment of mutual respect is key. Inclusive leadership practices, such as actively soliciting input from
all members and appreciating different viewpoints, can reduce the likelihood of misunderstanding-fueled
conflicts. When team members feel respected and included, even if they disagree, the conflicts tend to be
more about ideas and less about personal or cultural attacks.'’

Moreover, psychological safety is crucial in diverse teams. Psychological safety means team members feel
safe to speak up with ideas or concerns without fear of humiliation or punishment. A leader who cultivates
psychological safety will find that conflicts are brought to the surface early (before they fester) because
team members trust that they can disagree or highlight a problem without being ostracized. Research by
Erkutlu and Chafra found that when leaders use a cooperative conflict management style, it enhanced
employees’ trust and voice in the organization, which in turn strengthened their identification with the team
and company. In other words, by handling conflicts cooperatively (akin to a collaborating style), leaders
send the message that speaking up is welcome and safe. This is especially beneficial in a multicultural team,
where some members might otherwise stay silent if they come from a culture where voicing dissent to a

4Center for Creative Leadership (2025). Leading a Multicultural Team. CCL Leading Effectively Articles. Published January 9,
2025.

SErkutlu, H., & Chafra, J. (2015). The mediating roles of psychological safety and employee voice on the relationship between
conflict management styles and organizational identification. American Journal of Business, 30(1), 72-91.
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leader is discouraged. A leader demonstrating that disagreements can be resolved constructively (rather than
punishing dissenters) helps all team members, regardless of background, to feel comfortable contributing.

In summary, conflict management in multinational teams is inherently complex. It involves not just
resolving substantive issues, but navigating cultural undercurrents. Leaders must balance being impartial
mediators and cultural liaisons. They should aim to transform conflicts into opportunities for cross-
cultural learning. Every dispute resolved through understanding can actually strengthen team bonds, as
members gain insight into each other’s perspectives and develop greater respect. On the contrary, conflicts
mishandled such as by ignoring cultural differences or by imposing one cultural norm on others can drive
wedges between subgroups of the team. The next section will discuss how specific leadership styles play a
role in this delicate balancing act of conflict management within diverse teams.

Interplay of Leadership Style and Conflict Management in Multicultural Teams

Transformational and Democratic Leadership Fostering Collaboration: Among the various leadership
styles, transformational leadership is frequently highlighted as particularly effective for managing conflict in
team settings. Transformational leaders inspire and motivate team members by creating a shared vision and
promoting an atmosphere of trust and openness. They tend to encourage collaboration and emphasize
common values, which can be a powerful approach to conflict resolution in a diverse team. By focusing
everyone on higher goals and stressing that each person’s input is valuable, a transformational leader
reduces us-vs-them mentalities within the team. Research by Zhang, Cao, and Tjosvold demonstrated a clear
link between transformational leadership behaviors and constructive conflict management in teams. In their
2011 study, transformational leadership was associated with the use of cooperative conflict resolution
approaches and improved team coordination and performance.'® Essentially, transformational leaders were
able to steer conflicts toward mutually beneficial solutions that ultimately enhanced team outcomes. The
rationale is that such leaders, through their charisma, individualized consideration, and intellectual
stimulation, encourage team members to voice concerns and ideas openly (instead of hiding conflicts), and
then guide them to resolve differences in a way that aligns with the team’s overarching objectives.

Democratic or participative leadership similarly tends to have a positive effect on conflict management. A
leader who regularly seeks team input and fosters participative decision-making sets a norm that divergent
opinions are welcome. When conflict arises, democratic leaders are likely to call a meeting, facilitate
dialogue between the parties, and encourage a problem-solving mindset. Team members who are used to
being heard by a democratic leader may be more willing to bring up issues early, allowing conflicts to be
addressed before they explode. They might also have more trust in the fairness of the resolution process,
since they know the leader will listen to all sides. This inclusive climate aligns with what multiple studies
suggest: teams led by cooperative, relationship-oriented leaders report better emotional climates and are able
to handle internal disputes more positively. Shih and Susanto found that leaders who manage conflicts
through integrating (collaborative) styles something democratic and transformational leaders prioritize saw
improvements in job performance among their staff. People perform better when they feel conflicts will be
resolved fairly and constructively.

Moreover, transformational and democratic leaders usually invest in developing their team’s skills in
communication and conflict resolution. They might introduce team-building activities or conflict resolution
training. They often model emotional intelligence by staying calm and empathetic during disagreements,
thereby teaching the team by example. Emotional intelligence (EI) in a leader is indeed a critical asset in

16Zhang, X., Cao, Q., & Tjosvold, D. (2011). Linking Transformational Leadership and Team Performance: A Conflict
Management Approach. Journal of Management Studies, 48(7), 1586-1611.
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conflict situations. Leaders with high EI are better at recognizing and regulating their own emotions, as well
as understanding others’ feelings. This helps tremendously in defusing tense situations. Research has
indicated that emotionally intelligent leaders tend to employ more positive conflict management styles such
as collaborating or compromising rather than competing or avoiding. A study of nurse managers in Jordan
by Al-Hamdan et al. (2019) found that those with higher emotional intelligence scores were more likely to
use an integrating (collaborative) style to handle conflicts, which is generally considered the most effective
approach. In a multicultural team, a leader’s emotional intelligence can bridge cultural communication gaps;
for example, they might notice a quiet member’s discomfort (something an insensitive leader could miss)
and gently draw out their concerns, preventing a silent conflict.

Autocratic and Transactional Leadership Risks of Suppressing Conflict: On the other end of the
spectrum, autocratic leadership (authoritarian style) can pose challenges for conflict management in diverse
teams. An autocratic leader often prefers to control the situation and may respond to conflict by simply
imposing a decision or silencing the disagreement. In some cases say, an urgent crisis this might bring
short-term peace, but it often does not address underlying issues. In a multicultural context, an autocratic
approach can be particularly problematic if team members come from low power distance or more
egalitarian cultures; they may feel disrespected or frustrated that their viewpoints are being ignored. Even
members accustomed to hierarchy might quietly acquiesce but feel resentment if the leader’s resolution
seems biased or culturally insensitive. Authoritarian leaders also risk becoming the sole bottleneck for
conflict resolution, as Brett et al. described in their example where the manager ended up personally
mediating even small issues between American and Indian team members. That manager’s directive
approach prevented the team from learning to resolve differences themselves, overloading the leader and
ultimately hampering team effectiveness.!” Furthermore, autocratic leaders can inadvertently encourage an
avoidant conflict culture subordinates might hide conflicts from the boss out of fear, or only bring
sanitized issues upward. Indeed, some research suggests a correlation between authoritarian leadership and
avoidant conflict management among team members. When the “boss is always right” attitude prevails,
employees may choose to avoid conflict or discussions, since they expect their input won’t carry weight
anyway. This can create a false appearance of harmony even as serious issues simmer beneath the surface.

Transactional leadership, which relies on clear structures, rules, and exchanges (rewards/punishments), has a
more mixed impact on conflict situations. On one hand, a transactional leader may handle conflicts by
referring to established rules or contracts (“Let’s look at our team charter or the KPI agreement to settle
this”). This can be fair and straightforward when the conflict is purely task-related and the rules are
unambiguous. On the other hand, if the conflict is more relational or stems from cultural misunderstandings,
a purely transactional approach might come off as cold or insufficient. Telling two feuding team members to
“follow the process or face consequences” might stop overt arguing, but it doesn’t build genuine
understanding or trust. It could even escalate tensions if one party feels the rules favor the other due to
cultural biases. In a diverse team, strict reliance on formal procedures without sensitivity can lead to one or
more groups feeling marginalized. For example, if a team policy inadvertently aligns with one culture’s
norms and not another’s, enforcing it rigidly might appear unjust. Thus, while transactional leaders can
bring clarity and fairness through equal enforcement of rules, they should be careful to review whether those
rules themselves were set with cultural input. A degree of flexibility and understanding is often needed
beyond the rulebook when conflicts have an emotional or cultural dimension, something transformational
leaders tend to grasp more readily than pure transactional leaders.

"Brett, J. M., Behfar, K. J., & Kern, M. C. (2006). Managing Multicultural Teams. Harvard Business Review, 84(11), 84-91.
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Laissez-Faire Leadership Lack of Guidance: Laissez-faire leadership, characterized by a hands-off
approach, generally fares the worst in conflict management outcomes. Without active leadership
intervention, conflicts in teams may be left to escalate or remain unresolved. Multinational teams in
particular usually need guidance to navigate cultural differences; a laissez-faire leader who abdicates this
responsibility can leave team members feeling unsupported and directionless in the face of disagreements.
Without a leader setting expectations or facilitating discussions, dominant personalities might overpower
quieter ones, or cliques might form along cultural lines when disputes arise. Over time, this can erode team
unity. Empirical studies note that laissez-faire leadership is associated with negative consequences such as
lower team satisfaction and even a culture of blame in some cases. In terms of conflict, laissez-faire leaders
might ignore issues until they blow up. A trivial misunderstanding could grow into a major rift because no
one stepped in early. That said, occasionally a very high-functioning, mature team might self-regulate
conflicts well even with a laissez-faire leader, but that is more an exception than the rule. In most cases,
especially when cultural differences are involved, the team expects the leader to at least act as a mediator or
referee. A laissez-faire leader’s lack of action can be interpreted as indifference. In a multicultural setting,
members could misattribute it: e.g., if the leader shares a cultural background with one party in a conflict
and yet does nothing, the other party might suspect favoritism (“He’s ignoring it because that person is from
his country”). In summary, while some autonomy is good, completely hands-off leadership often leaves
teams adrift in conflict situations.

Inclusive and Ethical Leadership Building a Foundation for Conflict Resolution: Recent leadership
concepts like inclusive leadership and ethical leadership are highly relevant to managing multicultural team
conflicts. Inclusive leadership is about ensuring all team members, regardless of their background, feel
valued and included in discussions and decisions. An inclusive leader actively seeks contributions from each
member and acknowledges their unique perspectives. This approach naturally helps preempt conflicts
stemming from feelings of exclusion or bias. If every team member, say from the intern to the most senior
engineer, and from every nationality represented, feels they have a voice, it reduces frustration and
misunderstandings. People are less likely to become angry or disengaged if they feel heard. Inclusive leaders
also often act as bridges between cultures they might literally include cultural understanding as part of
team norms (celebrating different cultural holidays, for example, or rotating meeting times to accommodate
different time zones fairly). By modeling respect for all cultures, they set a tone that disrespectful or
culturally insensitive conflict behaviors are not acceptable. An inclusive leader faced with a conflict will
ensure that the solution does not marginalize a minority member’s perspective. They strive for win-win
outcomes that acknowledge everyone’s needs, which is essentially the collaborating conflict style writ large.

Ethical leadership, as touched upon earlier, plays a role by embedding values of honesty, fairness, and
integrity into the team’s ethos. An ethical leader deals with conflicts in a principled manner no lying, no
favoritism, and no tolerance for unethical tactics. They encourage transparency (“let’s put the issues on the
table”) and emphasize process as well as outcomes. By focusing on how the team resolves conflict
(respectfully, ethically) not just how fast it’s resolved, ethical leaders prevent the kind of shortcuts that can
leave some members feeling cheated or resentful. For example, rather than privately cutting a deal with one
side of a dispute (which others might view as back-room dealing), an ethical leader will mediate openly or
use a fair arbitration method. Such behavior builds trust. Research has shown ethical leadership correlates
with higher team cohesion and effectiveness, partly because it fosters an environment of trust and
psychological safety.'® When team members trust their leader’s integrity, they are more likely to accept the
leader’s conflict resolution decisions, even if it doesn’t perfectly satisfy them, because they believe it was

¥Mazutis, D., & Slawinski, N. (2008). Leading in a global context: Ethical leadership and multicultural teams. Journal of
Business Ethics, 90(4), 429-447.
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arrived at fairly. Additionally, ethical leaders promote a culture where team members themselves are
expected to act with integrity meaning, for instance, that personal attacks or discriminatory remarks during
a conflict would be considered unacceptable by the group, not just the leader. This moral framework can
keep conflicts professional rather than personal.

Adapting Leadership to Conflict Contexts: Importantly, effective leadership in conflict management is
often about situational adaptability. No single style is universally best for all conflicts or all cultural
contexts. While collaborative conflict resolution is ideal in theory, there can be scenarios in multicultural
teams where a different approach might temporarily work better. A striking finding by Tabassi et al. (2018)
illustrates this nuance: in their study of multi-cultural project teams in Malaysia, they found that an aveiding
conflict management style by team leaders actually had a positive impact on team performance in that
t.!? This runs contrary to a lot of traditional conflict management wisdom, but it suggests that in some
situations, stepping back from direct confrontation can be beneficial possibly to allow tempers to cool in a
very diverse team or to show deference to certain cultural norms around conflict. One interpretation is that
when teams are extremely heterogeneous and perhaps sensitive, immediately pushing them into a face-to-
face confrontation might do more harm than good; a strategic temporary avoidance by the leader can give
time for reflection or informal resolution behind the scenes, eventually leading to a more harmonious
outcome. Of course, this is not a blanket endorsement of avoidance, but it underlines that culturally astute
leaders sometimes intentionally choose to delay or indirect-ify conflict resolution if they judge that a direct

contex

approach would violate important norms or risk emotional escalation. The same study by Tabassi ef al. also
emphasized the role of team coordination as a mediator essentially, effective conflict management (even if
it involved avoidance) improved team coordination, which then boosted performance. It shows that a leader
must consider how their conflict approach affects broader team processes.

Another situational factor is the severity and nature of the conflict. A minor misunderstanding due to
language confusion might be best handled with a quick clarification and a bit of humor (perhaps a
transactional-ish approach of just correcting the error). A deeper conflict involving clashing personal values
might require transformational leadership appealing to shared values or vision to remind members of their
common ground. If a conflict threatens project deadline and is about task strategy, a bit of autocratic
decision-making could sometimes be necessary to break a stalemate (“Alright, we have heard both plans; as
a leader I decide we’ll go with Plan A for now, but incorporate element of Plan B.”). The key is that even
when a leader must be directive in a pinch, they can still show respect and explain their reasoning to the
team, acknowledging the merits of all sides this keeps trust intact. Leaders should also follow up after a
conflict to ensure there are no lingering hard feelings or misunderstandings, especially in a multicultural
context where someone might not have openly objected but could quietly disagree. A quick private check-in
with individuals can reveal if anyone felt slighted or confused, allowing the leader to address it before it
grows.

In sum, the interplay of leadership style and conflict management in multinational teams is dynamic.
Collaborative, inclusive, and transformational leadership approaches generally create the best environment
for positive conflict resolution, leveraging the diversity of viewpoints to find creative solutions and
strengthening team unity in the process.?’ These styles align with openness, empathy, and adaptability all
crucial when bridging cultures. Authoritarian or laissez-faire extremes are usually counterproductive, as they

YTabassi, A. A., Abdullah, A., & Bryde, D. J. (2018). Conflict management style, team coordination and team performance within
multi-cultural temporary project organizations: Evidence from the Malaysian construction industry. Project Management Journal,
50(1), 101-114.

20Erkutlu, H., & Chafra, J. (2015). The mediating roles of psychological safety and employee voice on the relationship between
conflict management styles and organizational identification. American Journal of Business, 30(1), 72-91.
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either stifle the necessary dialogue or provide no guidance at all. However, astute leaders may blend styles
as needed, sometimes being more directive or occasionally deferring conflict engagement, based on the
unique cultural and situational context. What remains constant is that successful leaders of multicultural
teams treat conflict management not as just putting out fires, but as guiding their team through learning
experiences. Each conflict resolved becomes a story of how the team overcame differences building
confidence that they can handle future challenges together. And each requires the leader to wear many hats:
facilitator, negotiator, teacher, and sometimes peacekeeper.

Implications for Practice

Training and Developing Global Leaders: The insights above carry important implications for organizations
operating with multicultural teams. First and foremost is the need to train leaders in cross-cultural
competencies and conflict resolution skills. Given that leadership style has such a pronounced effect on
conflict outcomes in diverse teams, companies should not assume that any good manager can automatically
handle a multicultural team. Specific development is needed. This might include workshops on cultural
awareness where leaders learn about how different cultures handle disagreement and what they expect from
authority figures. It could also involve scenario-based training in conflict mediation, allowing leaders to
practice resolving disputes while accounting for cultural nuances. For instance, a training exercise might
simulate a conflict between team members from, say, a very direct culture and a very indirect culture the
leader must navigate to a resolution that respects both. By reflecting on these scenarios, leaders become
more adept at recognizing their own cultural biases in conflict handling and learn to adjust. Research
supports that leaders who undergo cultural intelligence training can significantly improve their effectiveness
in global team leadership. They learn strategies like perspective-taking (actively trying to see a situation
through the cultural lens of the other person) and adapting communication (maybe using simpler language
or avoiding idioms when not everyone is a native speaker).

Establish Clear Team Norms: Leaders of multinational teams should work with their teams early on to
establish clear, agreed-upon norms for collaboration and conflict. This might be part of a team charter that
includes how decisions will be made and how disagreements should be raised. By doing this, the leader
ensures everyone is literally on the same page regarding conflict management, rather than each reverting to
their culturally learned habits. For example, the team might all agree that if someone has a concern, they
will voice it in the team meeting or to the leader privately, rather than venting in corridors or staying silent.
The team could agree on a protocol such as, “When we have a disagreement, we will first try to understand
the other’s viewpoint by asking questions before rebutting.” A leader can introduce such practices and get
buy-in. Having these norms written and mutually endorsed helps because it no longer is about one culture’s
way vs another’s it’s now the feam s way. The leader, of course, must also model these norms consistently;
if they preach openness but then shut someone down, the norms lose credibility.

Leading by Example in Conflicts: A practical tip for leaders is to consciously demonstrate the conflict
management behaviors they want to see. This “lead by example” approach is vital in a setting where actions
speak louder than words (especially across languages and cultures). If a leader handles a conflict with
patience, respect, and fairness, it sets a standard. Team members observe, “Our leader listened to both A and
B, didn’t rush to judgment, acknowledged each perspective, and found a middle path that’s how we’re
expected to do it.” Conversely, if a leader reacts to conflict with anger or avoids dealing with it, team
members may emulate those less desirable behaviors, or conflict resolution might devolve into power plays.
Leaders should also be transparent about their decision-making in conflicts. If a resolution is reached,
explaining the reasoning to the whole team can be educational and prevents rumors. For example: “We
decided to adopt approach X after our discussion because it addresses the client’s concern raised by our
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colleague from Market Y, and at the same time it keeps the efficiency that our engineering team from
Country Z was advocating. I know not everyone got exactly what they initially wanted, but this solution
tries to balance the differing priorities.” Such an explanation shows everyone that their voices were heard
and how the leader tried to integrate them. This again builds trust and learning team members see a real
example of compromise and integration of perspectives.

Encouraging a Collaborative Culture: Over time, leaders should aim to develop the team’s own capability
to handle conflicts maturely without heavy-handed intervention each time. This can be done by fostering a
collaborative team culture. One method is through regular retrospective meetings or debriefs after big
projects (or after significant conflicts) to discuss “what did we learn as a team?” about working together.
These conversations, if facilitated in a blame-free way by the leader, can surface issues that might have been
conflicts and address them proactively. For example, a retrospective might reveal that marketing and
development teams had some friction due to different assumptions discussing it openly could resolve it and
prevent future occurrences. Leaders can encourage team members to directly resolve minor conflicts
between themselves, perhaps by pairing mentors or buddies across cultural lines so they build personal
relationships (which often make conflicts easier to resolve). Essentially, the leader in a high-functioning
multicultural team becomes a coach in conflict competence, not just a referee. They might occasionally step
back (a bit like the avoidance we discussed, but intentional) to let the team try to work through a low-stakes
disagreement, and then guide them afterward on what could be improved. This empowerment helps teams
become more self-sufficient and cohesive.

Mindfulness of Bias and Inclusion: Another practical implication is the constant vigilance a leader must
have for biases both their own and within the team. In multicultural teams, conflicts can sometimes mask
bias or even veiled discrimination. A leader must ensure that conflicts are truly about substantive issues and
not driven by prejudices (even unconscious ones). For example, if two members always clash and they
happen to be from different cultural backgrounds, the leader might need to discern if there’s any
stereotyping affecting their judgments of each other. Intervening might involve separate coaching,
reminding individuals to focus on behaviors or facts rather than attributing negatives to someone’s
personality or culture. Leaders should also check if any group in the team is consistently getting into
conflicts or being sidelined in conflicts that could signal inclusion problems. Maybe the lone remote
member in another country feels not listened to and thus often opposes decisions out of frustration. A wise
leader would notice this pattern and take steps to include that member better (perhaps alternating meeting
times or explicitly asking for their input first sometimes). Addressing those inclusion issues can preempt a
lot of conflicts.

Flexibility and Continuous Learning: Finally, leaders of multinational teams must embrace continuous
learning and flexibility. What works to manage conflict in one instance may not work in another as team
composition or context changes. It’s a trial-and-error process to some extent. Leaders should solicit
feedback about their conflict handling. It could be as simple as asking in one-on-one check-ins, “How did
you feel about how we resolved that issue in the last meeting? Any suggestions on how we could handle
disagreements better in the future?” Being open to feedback shows humility and a commitment to
improvement traits that team members generally respect regardless of culture. It also might bring up
perspectives the leader wasn’t aware of (maybe someone felt the process favored the native English
speakers, for example). Leaders can then adjust their style or team processes accordingly.

In conclusion of the practical angle, organizations should recognize that cultivating leaders who can
effectively manage conflict in multicultural teams is a strategic advantage. Such leaders will harness the
diverse talents of their teams and minimize productivity losses due to discord. The investment in training
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and the emphasis on adaptive, culturally-aware leadership styles pays off in the form of more innovative,
cohesive, and resilient global teams. And for leaders themselves, developing these skills not only leads to
better team outcomes but also to their own growth many leaders find that learning to navigate cultural
conflicts makes them more well-rounded and emotionally intelligent leaders in all aspects of their work.

Conclusion

Leadership style plays a pivotal role in how conflicts are managed and resolved in multinational teams. As
this paper has explored, styles that emphasize openness, collaboration, and adaptability tend to create an
environment where conflict can be channeled into constructive dialogue rather than destructive infighting.
Transformational and inclusive leaders, by building trust and encouraging open communication, make it
easier for culturally diverse team members to express and work through disagreements. Such leaders
leverage the diversity within the team as a resource for creative solutions, effectively turning potential
conflicts into opportunities for learning and innovation. In contrast, rigidly authoritarian leadership or a
complete lack of leadership (laissez-faire) can aggravate conflicts or drive them underground, ultimately
undermining team morale and performance. An autocratic leader may achieve short-term compliance, but at
the cost of long-term commitment and honesty from team members especially if team members come from
cultures that value participative decision-making. On the other hand, a laissez-faire leader offers no
guidance in a setting where guidance is sorely needed to navigate intercultural nuances, leaving the team
directionless during conflict. Neither extreme is conducive to a healthy, high-performing multinational team.

One of the clear themes in our discussion is the importance of cultural intelligence and emotional
intelligence in leadership. The most effective conflict managers in a multicultural context are those who
understand that one size does not fit all. They read the cultural context and the individual personalities
involved, and then tailor their approach. They also remain aware of their own cultural biases and emotional
reactions. This self-awareness helps prevent a leader from unintentionally escalating a conflict for instance,
by reacting defensively to a culturally unfamiliar form of criticism. Instead, a culturally intelligent leader
might pause and think, “Okay, in that person’s culture, being very direct isn’t rude; let me not take it
personally but focus on the issue.” By staying calm and modeling empathy, the leader sets a tone for the
team. When team members see their leader acknowledge differences and yet find common ground, it
becomes a powerful example for them to emulate in their peer-to-peer interactions.

The paper also highlighted that while collaborative conflict resolution is generally recommended,
flexibility is essential. In some multicultural scenarios, non-confrontational approaches like avoidance or
accommodation typically seen as less effective might play a useful role if employed deliberately and
temporarily. What matters is that the leader is intentional about their style choice, rather than defaulting
blindly based on their own comfort zone. Skilled leaders might use a mix of approaches: facilitating
collaboration when possible, stepping in decisively when necessary, and occasionally stepping back when
appropriate to let the team find its equilibrium. The ultimate goal is to resolve conflicts in a way that
strengthens rather than weakens the team. If a conflict is handled well, team members should come away
feeling respected and heard, even if they did not “win” on that particular point. This builds confidence in the
team process and in the leader’s capability. If conflicts are consistently handled poorly, team members lose
trust not only in each other but in the leadership and the team as a whole. That can lead to disengagement or
attrition, which is very costly for organizations.

Multinational teams will likely continue to grow in prevalence as organizations seek talent and market
opportunities across the globe. The diversity of these teams can be their strength, but only if guided with
adept leadership. The friction of differing perspectives can either produce sparks of innovation or a blaze of
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destructive conflict and leadership is the factor tipping the balance one way or the other. Leaders who
cultivate an environment of mutual understanding, learning, and respect will find that their teams are not
just avoiding conflict or resolving it, but actually benefiting from it. When a conflict arises about how to
approach a project, a good leader uses it as a chance to incorporate the best ideas from multiple viewpoints,
leading to a better solution than a homogenous team might have developed without debate.

In closing, the role of leadership styles in conflict management within multinational teams is a dance
between consistency in core values and agility in practice. Leaders must consistently uphold values of
fairness, respect, and inclusion (so that all team members have confidence in the process), while agilely
switching tactics and communication styles to fit the moment. The highest-performing global teams reported
in studies are often those where members feel their cultural identities are respected and that conflict, when it
occurs, is managed in a way that is fair and does not threaten their dignity or status. Achieving this is an
ongoing challenge that requires leaders to be, in a sense, perpetual students always observing, learning, and
adjusting.

This paper has attempted to synthesize academic insights and practical considerations on the topic,
presenting them at a scholarly level but with a deliberately humanized writing style. By doing so, it not only
informs on an intellectual level but hopefully also resonates on a personal level with leaders or team
members who have lived through the trials of multicultural teamwork. Mistakes and misunderstandings are
inevitable in such teams; the difference between failure and success lies in how they are addressed. And that,
ultimately, comes down to leadership. With enlightened and empathetic leadership, conflicts in multinational
teams can be transformed from divisive episodes into catalysts for growth, understanding, and unity.
Conversely, poor leadership can let conflicts corrode the very fabric of an otherwise promising team. Thus,
organizations must place great emphasis on selecting and developing leaders with the right styles for their
global teams. The evidence and arguments reviewed make a compelling case that doing so is not just a
matter of preventing problems, but a strategic necessity for unlocking the full potential of diversity.
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