
Multicultural managers may have 
an edge in global competition
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A new st udy f inds t hat  managers wit h mult icult ural backgrounds can improve organizat ional performance, especially 
when compet it ion crosses nat ional and cult ural boundaries. The advant age, however, depends on cont ext . What  
helps a leader navigat e a highly global environment  may matt er less in a more regionally homogeneous one.

Now w hat ?
- Map leadership roles by t heir degree of cult ural variet y, volat il it y, and int ernat ional 

st akeholder exposure.

- Build escalat ion plans t hat  place cult urally versat ile leaders in assignment s where t hose 
capabil it ies are consequent ial.

- Pair mult icult ural leaders wit h execut ives who of fer deep local knowledge, creat ing 
leadership t eams t hat  combine global adapt abil it y w it h cont ext ual expert ise.

- Track whet her leader- cont ext  f it  predict s operat ing out comes across regions, business 
unit s, and int ernat ional assignment s.

LINK TO THE STUDY

Why it  mat t ers
Global organizat ions need leaders who can int erpret  
unfamil iar sit uat ions, connect  across cult ural divides, 
and adapt  quickly as condit ions change. Yet  f irms oft en 
t reat  int ernat ional experience or mult icult ural ident it y 
as universally desirable rat her t han asking where t hose 
qualit ies wil l creat e t he most  value. 

This research suggest s t hat  mult icult ural background is 
a cont ext - dependent  leadership resource. Managers 
exposed t o mult iple cult ures may develop broader 
cognit ive and behavioral repert oires, but  t he 
performance payof f is st rongest  when t he role it self 
requires navigat ing subst ant ial cult ural variet y and 
change. 

How w e know
The researchers replicat ed and ext ended a 2019 st udy 
using int ernat ional soccer as a sett ing in which 
leadership, compet it ion and performance are clearly 
observable. One analysis covered 810 men?s nat ional 
t eam appearances in major global and regional 
t ournament s f rom 1992 t o 2022, a second examined 296 
women?s nat ional t eam appearances f rom 1991 t o 2023.

Performance was measured by wins per game. Managers 
were classif ied as mult icult ural if t hey had migrant  
parent s, came f rom a nat ionally mixed family, or had 
l ived at  least  f ive years out side t heir count ry of origin. 
The st at ist ical models account ed for manager 
charact erist ics, count ry condit ions, player skil l , foot ball 
t radit ion, home- f ield advant age, count ry, and year.

What  researchers found
 

- In t he men?s sample, t eams led by mult icult ural 
managers performed bett er on average, and t heir 
advant age became st ronger in global compet it ions.

- In women?s World Cups, mult icult ural managers 
were associat ed wit h bett er performance.

- In women?s regional t ournament s, t eams wit h 
monocult ural managers performed bett er, 
reinforcing t he import ance of al ignment  bet ween a 
leader?s background and t he compet it ive sett ing.·

- Overall, t he women?s sample showed t he same 
general patt ern as t he men?s sample, but  t he 
evidence was not  st rong enough t o support  a f irm 
conclusion.

What  t his means

- For execut ives: Mat ch leaders t o t he cult ural 
complexit y of t he assignment  rat her t han 
assuming one leadership prof ile is best  
everywhere.

- For HR leaders: Look beyond nat ionalit y and assess 
cult ural adapt abil it y, communicat ion compet ence, 
and t he abil it y t o int egrat e compet ing 
perspect ives.

- For boards: Treat  mult icult ural leadership 
experience as pot ent ial ly st rat egic when select ing 
execut ives for globally exposed businesses, 
t ransformat ions and cross- border roles.
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