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TTo succeed in the global economy today, more 
and more companies are relying on a geo-
graphically dispersed workforce. They build 
teams that offer the best functional exper-
tise from around the world, combined with 
deep, local knowledge of the most promising 
markets. They draw on the benefits of inter-
national diversity, bringing together people 
from many cultures with varied work experi-
ences and different perspectives on strategic 
and organizational challenges. All this helps 
multinational companies compete in the cur-
rent business environment.

But managers who actually lead global 
teams are up against stiff challenges. Creat-
ing successful work groups is hard enough 
when everyone is local and people share the 
same office space. But when team members 
come from different countries and functional 
backgrounds and are working in different lo-
cations, communication can rapidly deterio-
rate, misunderstanding can ensue, and coop-
eration can degenerate into distrust.

Preventing this vicious dynamic from tak-
ing place has been a focus of my research, 
teaching, and consulting for more than 15 
years. I have conducted dozens of studies and 
heard from countless executives and man-
agers about misunderstandings within the 
global teams they have joined or led, some-
times with costly consequences. But I have 
also encountered teams that have produced 
remarkable innovations, creating millions 
of dollars in value for their customers and 
shareholders.

To help in this task, I have developed and 
tested a framework for identifying and suc-
cessfully managing social distance. It is called 
the SPLIT framework, reflecting its five com-
ponents: structure, process, language, iden-
tity, and technology—each of which can be 
a source of social distance. In the following 
pages I explain how each can lead to team 
dysfunction and describe how smart leaders 
can fix problems that occur—or prevent them 
from happening in the first place.

Structure and the Perception of Power
In the context of global teams, the structural 
factors determining social distance are the 
location and number of sites where team 
members are based and the number of em-
ployees who work at each site.

The fundamental issue here is the percep-
tion of power. If most team members are lo-
cated in Germany, for instance, with two or 
three in the United States and in South Af-
rica, there may be a sense that the German 
members have more power. This imbalance 
sets up a negative dynamic. People in the 
larger (majority) group may feel resentment 
toward the minority group, believing that the 
latter will try to get away with contributing 
less than its fair share. Meanwhile, those in 
the minority group may believe that the ma-
jority is usurping what little power and voice 
they have.

The situation is exacerbated when the 
leader is at the site with the most people or 
the one closest to company headquarters: 
Team members at that site tend to ignore the 
needs and contributions of their colleagues 
at other locations. This dynamic can occur 
even when everyone is in the same country: 
The five people working in, say, Beijing may 
have a strong allegiance to one another and 
a habit of shutting out their two colleagues 
in Shanghai.

When geographically dispersed team 
members perceive a power imbalance, they 
often come to feel that there are in-groups 
and out-groups. Consider the case of a global 
marketing team for a U.S.-based multina-
tional pharmaceutical company. The leader 
and the core strategy group for the Americas 
worked in the company’s Boston-area head-
quarters. A smaller group in London and a 
single individual in Moscow focused on the 
markets in Europe. Three other team mem-
bers, who split their time between Singapore 
and Tokyo, were responsible for strategy in 
Asia. The way that each group perceived its 
situation is illustrated in the exhibit below.
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Who we are.
The team is a single entity, even though indi-
vidual members may be very different from one 
another. The leader should encourage sensitivity 
to differences but look for ways to bridge them 
and build unity. Tariq, a 33-year-old rising star 
in a global firm, was assigned to lead a 68-per-
son division whose members hailed from 27 
countries, spoke 18 languages, and ranged in age 
from 22 to 61. During the two years before he 
took charge, the group’s performance had been 
in a precipitous decline and employee satisfac-
tion had plunged. Tariq saw that the team had 
fractured into subgroups according to location 
and language. To bring people back together, he 
introduced a team motto (“We are different yet 
one”), created opportunities for employees to 
talk about their cultures, and instituted a zero-
tolerance policy for displays of cultural insensi-
tivity.

What we do. 
It’s important to remind team members that 
they share a common purpose and to direct 

their energy toward business-unit or corporate 
goals. The leader should periodically highlight 
how everyone’s work fits into the company’s 
overall strategy and advances its position in the 
market. For instance, during a weekly confer-
ence call, a global team leader might review the 
group’s performance relative to company objec-
tives. She might also discuss the level of collec-
tive focus and sharpness the team needs in order 
to fend off competitors.
I am there for you. 
Team members located far from the leader re-
quire frequent contact with him or her. A brief 
phone call or e-mail can make all the difference 
in conveying that their contributions matter. For 
instance, one manager in Dallas, Texas, inherited 
a large group in India as part of an acquisition. 
He made it a point to involve those employees 
in important decisions, contact them frequently 
to discuss ongoing projects, and thank them for 
good work. He even called team members per-
sonally to give them their birthdays off. His team 
appreciated his attention and became more co-
hesive as a result.

To correct perceived power imbalances between different groups, a leader needs to 
get three key messages across:
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Process and the Importance of Empathy. 
It almost goes without saying that empathy helps 
reduce social distance. If colleagues can talk infor-
mally around a watercooler—whether about work 
or about personal matters—they are more likely 
to develop an empathy that helps them interact 
productively in more-formal contexts. Because 
geographically dispersed team members lack regu-
lar face time, they are less likely to have a sense of 
mutual understanding. To foster this, global team 
leaders need to make sure they build the following 
“deliberate moments” into the process for meeting 
virtually:

Feedback on routine interactions.
Members of global teams may unwittingly send the 
wrong signals with their everyday behavior. Julie, 
a French chemical engineer, and her teammates in 
Marseille checked and responded to e-mails only 
first thing in the morning, to ensure an uninterrupt-
ed workday. They had no idea that this practice was 
routinely adding an overnight delay to correspond-
ence with their American colleagues and contrib-
uting to mistrust. It was not until Julie visited the 
team’s offices in California that the French group re-
alized there was a problem. Of course, face-to-face 
visits are not the only way to acquire such learn-
ing. Remote team members can also use the phone, 
e-mail, or even videoconferencing to check in with 
one another and ask how the collaboration is go-
ing. The point is that leaders and members of global 
teams must actively elicit this kind of “reflected 
knowledge,” or awareness of how others see them.

Unstructured time.
Think back to your last face-to-face meeting. Dur-
ing the first few minutes before the official discus-
sion began, what was the atmosphere like? Were 
people comparing notes on the weather, their kids, 
that new restaurant in town? Unstructured com-
munication like this is positive, because it allows for 
the organic unfolding of processes that must occur 
in all business dealings—sharing knowledge, coor-
dinating and monitoring interactions, and build-
ing relationships. Even when people are spread all 
over the world, small talk is still a powerful way to 
promote trust. So when planning your team’s call-
in meetings, factor in five minutes for light conver-
sation before business gets under way. Especially 
during the first meetings, take the lead in initiating 

informal discussions about work and nonwork mat-
ters that allow team members to get to know their 
distant counterparts. In particular, encourage peo-
ple to be open about constraints they face outside 
the project, even if those aren’t directly linked to the 
matter at hand.

Time to disagree.
Leaders should encourage disagreement both about 
the team’s tasks and about the process by which the 
tasks get done. The challenge, of course, is to take 
the heat out of the debate. Framing meetings as 
brainstorming opportunities lowers the risk that 
people will feel pressed to choose between sides. In-
stead, they will see an invitation to evaluate agenda 
items and contribute their ideas. As the leader, mod-
el the act of questioning to get to the heart of things. 
Solicit each team member’s views on each topic you 
discuss, starting with those who have the least status 
or experience with the group so that they don’t feel 
intimidated by others’ comments. This may initially 
seem like a waste of time, but if you seek opinions up 
front, you may make better decisions and get buy-in 
from more people.
A software developer in Istanbul kept silent in a team 
meeting in order to avoid conflict, even though he 
questioned his colleagues’ design of a particular fea-
ture. He had good reasons to oppose their decision, 
but his team leader did not brook disagreement, and 
the developer did not want to damage his own posi-
tion. However, four weeks into the project, the team 
ran into the very problems that the developer had 
seen coming.

Language and the Fluency Gap
Good communication among coworkers drives ef-
fective knowledge sharing, decision making, coor-
dination, and, ultimately, performance results (see 
also “What’s Your Language Strategy?” by Tsedal 
Neeley and Robert Steven Kaplan, HBR, September 
2014). But in global teams, varying levels of fluency 
with the chosen common language are inevitable—
and likely to heighten social distance. The team 
members who can communicate best in the organi-
zation’s lingua franca (usually English) often exert 
the most influence, while those who are less fluent 
often become inhibited and withdraw. Mitigating 
these effects typically involves insisting that all team 
members respect three rules for communicating in 
meetings:
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Dial down dominance.
Strong speakers must agree to slow down 
their speaking pace and use fewer idioms, 
slang terms, and esoteric cultural references 
when addressing the group. They should lim-
it the number of comments they make within 

Dial down dominance.
Less fluent speakers should monitor the fre-
quency of their responses in meetings to en-
sure that they are contributing. In some cas-
es, it’s even worth asking them to set goals for 
the number of comments they make within 
a given period. Don’t let them use their own 
language and have a teammate translate, be-
cause that can alienate others. As with fluent 

a set time frame, depending on the pace of the 
meeting and the subject matter. They should 
actively seek confirmation that they’ve been 
understood, and they should practice active 
listening by rephrasing others’ statements for 
clarification or emphasis.

speakers, team members who are less profi-
cient in the language must always confirm 
that they have been understood. Encourage 
them to routinely ask if others are following 
them. Similarly, when listening, they should 
be empowered to say they have not under-
stood something. It can be tough for nonna-
tive speakers to make this leap, yet doing so 
keeps them from being marginalized.

A version of this article appeared in the October 2015 issue 
(pp.74–81) of Harvard Business Review.
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