A Parallel
WBS for
International
Projects

by Cornelis Grove, Willa Hallowell,
and Cynthia . Smith

Cross-horder and
cross-cultural
obstacles need

not catch international
project managers

by surprise ...

if they have

planned ahead.

rriving team members from abroad face difficulties in acquiring
housing ... using metric specifications proves far more difficult than
anticipated ... dismissing an unproductive local worker runs seriously

afoul of local law ... government functionaries perform at a snail's pace—
unless “compensated” .. the local joinl venture partner has a distressingly ftexible view of ihe con-
tracl ... local workers remain unmotivated by pay-forperformance schemes ... Iraining events that
“worked" well at home yield poor results here ... the key local manager is enraged—and the In-
ternational Project Manager {IPM} can't figure out why:

The first four items in this list are “cross-border” challenges: obstacles grounded in the logisti-
cal necessilies of relocating employees, and in unfamiliar governmental policies and regulalions,
legal structures, and business praclices. These are easily recognizable because they have a cer-
tain “inyourface™ quality {including, in some cases, olficial sanctions for noncompliance).

The last four items are "cross<ultural” challenges: obslacles grounded in the dilfering assumptions,
values, habits of thought, and patterns of behavior of the various national/ethnic groups cooperating on
the projecl. These are rof easily recognizable because they are oulside of people’s conscious awareness.

Comprehending and overcoming hurdles such as these is rarely mentioned in an [PM's job de-
scription. Yel, experienced IPMs will attest that the efficiency and effectiveness with which projects are
completed is definitely affected by their success in handfing crosscultural and crossborder challenges.

Preparing for the Inevitable. The types of obstacles listed above are inevitable in projects carried out
acmss nalional and cultural boundaries. Significanily, most of these difficulties are predictable; business
anlhropologists and cross<cultural researchers have devised ways of reducing or even avoiding their neg-
ative eflects. Now, at the turn of the millennium, IPMs have an unprecedented msmber of resources that
can help them plan wisely for managing across mindsets.

To draw on these resources, an 1IPM and his or her direcl reports must become educaled about
what is known from research and experience. But learhing to think about project management in a
culturally sophisticated way cannot, by itself, reduce risks. The IPM and his firm must commit time,
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WBS for Cross-Cultural and Cross-Border Challenges

1. “Culture Risk Management {CRM}) Team” Identified, Assigned, Funded, Charged
1.1 Responsibilities of “CRM Team" specilied {see 2 through 8
below)
1.2 Structural and functional location of CRM 1eam in project unit
addressed
1.2.1 Budget and charge number allocaled; reporting relation-
ships delermined’
1.2.2 Manager and members’ assignment conditions, rotalions,
determined

1.2.3 Formal status reports from CRM team: timing and dissemi-

nation planned
2. Cross-Cultural and Cross-Border Information Collected
2.1 Identify means of collecting relevant information
2.1.1 Existing means within firm; HR, T&D, library, legai depart-
ment, eic.
2,1.2 Published materials: books, journal and magazine arti-
cles, web siles
2.1.3 Informants: host nationals, “old hands;" cross-culturai
consultanis
2.2 Collect and catalog relevant information
2.2.1 Business, regulalory, legal, inernational trade
2.2.2 Religion, family, educalion, economics, politics, etc.
2.2.3 Work relationships and work styles, incentives, communi-
cation, decision-making, eic.
2.2.4 Technology transfer issues related to local trainees and
larger society
2.3 Siudy and evaluale the most relevant collected information
2.4 Disseminate selected information across entire project team,
translating if necessary
3. Project Plans and Company Business Practices Risk-
Assessed
3.1 Assess cross-culiural/border risks in project objectives, WBS,
budget, timeline
3.2 Assess risks in company's business, quality, personnel practices
when applied abroad
3.3 Prepare a formal risk assessment slalement
4. Strategy Developed, Recommendations to Project Manager Delivered
4.1 Develop strategies, including specific WBS, for avoiding/reduc-
ing major perceived risks
4.2 Recommend specific risk-reduction strategies to senior man-
agement
5. Foreign Project Personnel Orienled and Supported
5.1 Determine difficulties commonly faced by foreign assignees at
project site{s)
5.2 Determine sources of cooperation and aid within, and exter-
nal to, the company
5.3 Develop and deliver supportive services to assignees direclly
or via consultants
5.3.1 Create and distribute orientation handbook
5.3.2 Deal first-hand with assignees’ practical relocation and
settling-in concerns
5.3.3 Provide pre-departure and in-country cultural coaching
and language training

534 Develop procedures lor health/safety, R&R, crisis support,
emergencies
6. Host National, Foreign Assignee, Home-Olfice Personne] Inlegraled
6.1 Compare work style and work refationship patterns of foreign-
ers and host nationals
6.2 Assess home-office/field-ite relationships and communication
hurdles
6.3 Compare social and entertainment traditions of foreign and
host cultures
6.4 Develop working arangements and events to gradually
integrate different groups
6.4.1 Work style and colleague relationship expectations, re-
porting arrangements
6.4.2 Home-office / field-site relationship, communication
facilitation
6.4.3 Welcoming events for newcomers; milestone events to
celebrate successes
6.4.4 Social and holiday evenls drawing on dilferent cultural
groups’ traditions
Cross-Cultural and Cross-Border Tralning Delivered
7.1 Determine pressing cross-cultural and cross-border concerns
of project personne)
7.2 Compare training and education traditions of foreign and host
cultures
7.3 Develop and deliver training and/or coaching for project
personnel
8. Culture-Conflict Damage Containment Strategy Developed
8.1 Predict most likely cross-cultural conflict/misunderstanding
situations
82 Develop stralegies for CRM team's response to ameliorate
conflicts
9. Organizational Learning Based on CRM Team's Experience Realized
9.1 Include crossborder/culural risk reduction in Quality
Assurance reviews,
9.2 Prepare and periodically disseminate CRM team lormal status
reports
9.3 Rotate high-polential personnel as Culture Risk Manager and
CRM team members
9.4 Debrief by senior policy-makers of manager and leam members
9.5 Disseminate widely a summary report of CRM overall effort
Additional Resources. “Project Management Across Borders: Leveraging
Human Resources Strategically,” in International HR Journal, Sring
1989, by Cornelius Grove, Willa Haliowell, and Al Gossie, addresses hu-
man resource concerns related to inlernational projects. [n 1994,
McGraw-Hill published the Glohal Project Management Handbook,
edited by David 1. Cleland and Roland Gareis [ISBN 0:07-011329-7].
0Of the 32 chapters, iwo are fine discussions of cross-border and cross-
cultural lactors that can impact inlernational projects; "Managing the
Iniernational Project Environment,” by Robert Youker (Chapter 7); and
“Capluring Global Project Investment and Development Folentials; by
William R, Yeack and Cynthia Joseph Smith (Chapter 8). Also, “Interna-
tional Project Management: Do Other Countries Do It Better?” by C.
Michael Farr (Chapter 23}, includes a well-informed section on individ-
ual and cultural differences. W

7.

h

funding, and human resources 1o the han-
dling of cross-cultural and cross-border chai-
lenges. Culture can be managed, but not
‘merely through educated thinking.

A Parallel Work Breakdown Structure. We
recommend a parallel Work Breakdown
Structure for managing the inlernational di-
mensions of a project. By paralfel we suggest
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that every such project can benefit from two
WBSs: an exiensive one lor the principal
project, and a modesl one for managing the
project’s international dimensions. Each has
a budget, assigned personnel, and delivery
dales. Completion of the parallel WBS en-
sures that the principat WBS is completed
well, on time, and on budget. Think of it as

low-cosl insurance for risks that are certain
lo occur.

A budget for this parallel WBS should in-
corporale expense categories for which in-
ternational projects cuslomarily allocate
funds: translators, language 1eachers, wel-
coming and mileslone evenis, assistance for
team members from abroad, and certain



kinds of training. Alypical expense cate-
gories need to be added, as will become ap-
parent. An adequate budgel for managing
these risks will be a tiny fraction of the bud-
vet for completing the principal project.

We propose a paraliel WBS, as shown inthe
sidebar. This generic model can be adapled for
use with a wide range of international projects.

The Culture Risk Management (CRM) Team.
Our generic model calls for the direct in-
volvement of project team members in
managing the risks inherent in the project.
The CRM team is headed by a Culiure Risk
Manager who, we believe, should be a high-
potential employee with aspirations lo be-
come an International Project Manager. His
or her CRM responsibililies should be on a
parttime basis. CRM team members need
to reftect the major ethnic and national
groups working on site. Team members can
be rolated periodically, enabling more em-
ployees to learn lirst-hand the culiural real-
ities of international project management.

The Culture Risk Manager needs lo be
held accountable for reducing or avoiding
cross-cullural and cross-border risks. He or
she needs both human resources (lean
members, clerical help) and material re-
sources (o make good on that accountabil-
ity: an office, a library, communication and
travel capabilities, formal reporting require-
menis, and an adequate budget.

Information Management. As the principal
project gets under way, the CRM leain needs to
gather reliable information about crosscultur-
al and crossborder challenges. This responsi-
bility need not be theirs alone. Exisling re-
sources within the firm, such as the HR, T&D
(iraining and development), and Legal de-
pariments and/or the firm's technical librari-
an, can assist. Cross-border indormation will
be relatively easy 10 locate because much of it
is legal and regulalory in nalure. We anlicipate
perplexity about where {o find information
about cultural differences in assumptions, val-
ues, habils of thought, and patterns of behav-
ior. Besides print and online sources, such in-
formation can be acquired from experienced
people (“informants”) through interviewing. A
crasscultural consultant can assist by identi-
fying pathways 10 inlormation and knowing
productive questions lo ask informants.

Information undigested is as useless as
information undiscovered. In order to skill-
fully perform their next, critical function—
risk assessment—CRM team members must

dedicate time to understanding ihe infor-
mation collected,

Risk-Assessment and Strategy Planning. The
objective of the CRM team is to predict po-
tential risks, then plan lo reduce or avoid
themn. We're talking here aboul everything
from the obvious (loreign exchange regula-
tions), through the easily discoverable
(whether local workers are accustomed lo
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coine to recognize how typical il is for Ameri-
cans to be guided by the unexamined as-
sumption that their values and ways of life
have universal applicability Since people in
many cultures value harmonious relalionships
more than do Americans, the degree to which
locals actually give voice to their concerns may
not be a relialde gauge 1o how well they will
cooperate in the long run. Two examples: Be-
ing from an individualistic, accomplishment-
oriented culture, Americans use pedormarnce
evaluations to reward employees, and they are
accustomed lo promoting young fastirackers
over older plodders. How does this play out in
other cullures? And consider the cullingedge
technology that most projects introduce into
their host communities: How might local pec-
ple react to this?

A third calegory of risk assessment in-
volves a direct examination of the formal
project slatement, objectives, work break-
down structure, and resource requirements io
determine if any create, accentuate, or fail to
account for risks associaled with the project’s

inlernational dimensions, Three examples; Is
the time projecled to complete certain phas-
es unrealistic, given Lhal local national work-
ers are far less driven by the clock than Amer-
icans? Has a step believed essential by local
people—such as a feng shui evaluation of a
building site—been omitled? Have faceto-
face visits been planned with key players lo-
caled oflsite so that goed personal relation-
ships can lead 1o loyalty and trusl?

Risks perceived need to be transformed
into risk-reduction strategies recommended to
those in authority over the project’s objectives,
budget, and timelines. Regandless of whether
the risk-reduction strategies are adopted, all
perceived risks should be documented 10 bet-
ler facilitate organizational learning.

International Project Personnel Support. The
support of project leam members arriving
from abroad is a key function ol the CRM
team, The cultural coaching and relocation
support of such people is a well developed,
well documented blend of art and science
that can easily be applied in the case of inter

“Integrated Accounting, Scheduling,

Resourcing, Cost, and Earned Value...”

Earned Value Management (EVM) is not just a reporting require-
ment. [Uis a systematic management process to help your organi- ,
zation keep projects on time and within budget. That's why so many companies )

and government agencies are choosing Dekker TRAKKER™ for their EVM system of
choice. TRAKKLR™ is not just a reporting engine - it's a database designed to integrate
I'inancial, Schedule, Resource, Cost, and Earned Value information into one data ware-
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nalional project personnel. There are lwo sig-
nificant questions. The first is whether any sup-
port will be provided for project personnel be-
yond the bare minimum that delivers them
physically to the project sile. If “yes,” the sec-
ond queslion is, “lo what exlent and al what
level of quality will support be provided?

No international assignee program is
stale-of-the-art unless it delivers coordinaled
coaching and support in both host (project
site} and sending countries. Note, however,
that any levet of support beyond the bare
minimum is preferable to none at all, and
that support delivered in the host country is
more cost-effective than support delivered
before assignees leave home.

The CRM team’s fundamental objective is
to do whatever is necessary so that recently
arrived assignees fromn abroad are not preoc-
cupied with the details of settling inlo their
new living and working environments (cross-
border issues), nor with the frustrations of
rubbing elbows daily with people whose val-
ues and patlerns of behavior are diflerent
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house. TRAKKER"™ services your Accounting, Business Operations and ‘lechnical de-
partments by enabling them (o view project information from their different perspectives.

If you are serious about implementing an EVM
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{cross-cultural issues). An orientation hand-
book, laceto-face advice and assistance for
leam members Irom abroad, and procedures
for handling routine and emergency situa-
tions are all helpful. To the extent that a CRM
team can communicate or even coordinate
these services with HR departments in the
sending countries, so much the better.

Integration of Project Personnel. Integration
of project personnel should address not only
those working on sile but also those at other
locations warldwide who are contributing
substantially to the project’s eventual suc-
cess. Onssite inlegration involves relatively
simple, enjoyable events such as banquets or
other social events (consistent with local
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practice) for welcoming newly arrived as-
signees, mileslone events to celebrate suc-
cesses, and holiday events drawing on the
traditions of the various cultural groups on-
site. Onsile integration also involves more
substantial concerns such as investigating
work-relationship and problem-solving pat-
terns of the different cultures and developing
hybrid “third ways" of gelting things done.

Since 1990, researchers have been address-
ing the challenges faced by “global teams,”
people working together on one project from
several distant sites. Such teams encounter ma-
jor hurdles to communication and trust build-
ing. To the extent that a project has “virtual® par-
ticipants, such issues are grist for the CRM
tearn's mill. {In August 1996, PM Network pul>-
lished an article on this topic: “Virtual and Real
Organizations: Optimal Pairing,” by William
Yeack and Leonard Sayles, See also “Spinning
Your Wheels?" by Cornelius Grove and Willa
Hallowell, HRMagazine Focus, April 1998.)

It is unlikely that the work of any CRM
teamn would totally eliminale every possible
cross-border and, especially, crossculiural
risk. As its final responsibility, the tean needs
to give advance thougiht to the processes it
can put in place to contain the damage from
a major misunderstanding or conllict.

Toward Organizational Learning. A CRM
team can be thought of as an expense ... or
as an investrent. Any large {firm complet-
ing one international project is almost cer-
lain to be planning or completing others as
well. The information and expertise gained
by a CRM team is transferable 1o other proj-
ecls, but only if its work is evaluated, docu-
mented, reviewed by senior management,
shared verbally and in print with other
IPMs, and cataloged in the firm's archives.

To this end we recommend that (1) the
CRM team’s progress be formally assessed in
Quality Assurance reviews, (2) team person-
nel be rotated, (3) the Culture Risk Manager
occasionally brief senior policy-makers, {4)
periodic CRM team reporis be disseminated
to project personnel, and (5) annual CRM
team reports be disseminaled to all the
firm's employees and other stakeholders.

APPLYING THE TOOLS of project management
to the huiman issues of cross-cultural work
gives us a structured way to lackle a con-
fusing issue. IV's just one way in which proj-
ect management will play an important role
in our rapidly globalizing economy. W



