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Purpose  
The purpose of this thesis is to understand the impact ethnic identity has in terms of 
creating misunderstandings within an ethnically diverse team. The authors seek to 
contribute to the fundamental understanding of the impact ethnic identity has on the 
process of team communication.  
 
 
Problem 
In an ethnic diverse team there are going to be a wide range of ethnic 
identities.  Individuals with differing ethnic identities perceive issues differently. Thus it 
could be argued that different ethnic identities may lead to misunderstandings, which 
may hinder the team from reaching its final goal. The misunderstandings within the 
team can lead to serious conflict, time delays and stereotyping between members which 
all affect the team's capability to perform efficiently. The majority of modern research 
on the topic of ethnic diversity is constructed around the concept of race and nationality. 
However, this concept of ethnic diversity seems to limit the understanding of the causes 
of misunderstanding within an ethnically diverse team. Therefore, the authors argue 
that, the lack of study on ethnic identities role in relationship to misunderstandings 
constitutes a gap within existent literature.   
 
Method 
A combination of primary- and secondary research has been used in order to fulfill the 
purpose of this study. A Triangulation approach has been applied consisting of semi- 
structured interviews with a case team, observations and questionnaires filled in by the 
team members. This has provided valuable empirical insights for the analysis and 
conclusion. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
The authors of this thesis have found that team members who communicate with each 
other who have differing ethnic identity saliences, thus being in different stages of their 
ethnic identity development, could potentially have an increase of physiological noise 
present in their communication process, which in turn could generate more 
misunderstandings. 
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1 Introduction 

The following section will introduce the reader to the research topic and provide sufficient 
background to the problem and purpose of the thesis. This section starts by introducing the 
reader to the topic and concludes by providing the purpose, research question, delimitations 
and definitions important to the thesis.   
 

 
As the world becomes increasingly global and national borders seem to become less of 

a restriction on obtaining resources and requiring assets, companies are able to access 

land, labor and capital in a freer manner. Thus, business entities that seek-out human 

talent beyond home-borders are faced with an organizational environment that has to 

deal with the challenges of having workforces that are becoming increasingly diverse. 

Diversity is a construct of several differing dimensions and each of the dimensions 

represent challenges to managing an organization's workforce (Van Knippenberg, De 

Dreu & Homans, 2004). One of these dimensions is ethnicity. One aspect where 

ethnicity could generate  challenges is within the process of how individuals choose to 

communicate with each other (Gudykunst & Kim, 1997). When the communication 

process between individuals is unsuccessful it generates misunderstandings (Leonard, 

Greyham & Bonacun, 2004). A misunderstanding is a regular non-extraordinary feature 

of human interaction, whether the communication is cross-cultural or not (Brown, 

1995). A couple common causes for misunderstandings within team communication are 

language, integrity, communications styles, different approaches to completing tasks 

and insensitivity (Gudykunst & Kim, 1997). To exemplify, in situations where language 

may differ the meaning of a message can be more easily lost (Hofstede, 1980). 
 

Scholars Ting-Toomey, Yee Jung, Shapiro, Garcia, Wright and Oetzel argued that there 

is a connection between ethnic identity and the way people communicate (2000). The 

extent to which ethnicity affects communication depends on the degree to which 

individuals identify with their ethnic groups. Another factor is that individuals from 

different ethnic backgrounds organize and present information differently (Tuleja, 

2005). Adler argues that they also perceive events and act upon them in different 

manners (2002).  
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Teams are at the heart of many modern organizations and play a vital role in managing a 

diverse workforce. Teams are created through the adoption of a common purpose as 

well as people’s will to establish a strong sense of mutual commitment (Katzenbach & 

Smith, 1993). Thus, teams that are working towards a goal with a shared purpose must 

communicate to succeed (Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). Therefore certain challenges that 

occur within in an ethnically diverse team can be identified within the communication 

process. 
 

Effective communication and teamwork is essential for the delivery of high quality in-

team interactions (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Thus, it is critically important to create 

an environment in a team in which individuals can speak up and express concerns and 

share common critical language (Leonard et al., 2004). It has been shown that the 

adoption of creating standardized tools and identifying behaviors is an effective strategy 

in mitigating the risk of misunderstandings in teams (Leonard et al., 2004). To create 

such tools and identify particular behaviors in team communication one must 

understand the fundamental causes that create misunderstandings within team 

communication. Initiatives to better understand communication in an ethnic diverse 

team could assist managers in managing their workforce more effectively. Learning to 

understand the differences among people is a way to improve communication across 

cultural borders. This in turn can change disintegration, conflict and failure into 

cooperation, cohesion and progress in our life where we interact daily with others 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2011). 
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1.1 The Problem 

 
 

The majority of modern research on the topic of ethnic diversity is constructed around 

the concept of race and nationality (Heijes, 2006). However, this concept of ethnic 

diversity seems to limit the understanding of the causes of communication failures 

within an ethnically diverse team. In the light of such, individuals tend not to define 

their ethnicity by race or nationality, more so it is a reflection of the culture one grows 

up in and the choices, beliefs and values we adopt throughout life (Phinney & Ong, 

2007). Thus, studying ethnic diversity through these constructs does not fully enable a 

deeper understanding in terms of the causes for generating misunderstandings within an 

ethnically diverse team.  

 

To understand the fundamental reason of misunderstandings within ethnically diverse 

teams investigators has to move beyond pure linguistics and look more deeply into an 

individual’s self-identification. This is based on individual’s experiences and is used to 

identify with a particular ethnic group (Tajfel & Turner 2004; Phinney & Ong 2007). 

This self-identification process accentuates feelings of belonging and commitment in 

regards to shared values and similar frame of minds (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). There 

has been a limited effort to identify the cause of misunderstanding within ethnically 

diverse teams in the aspect of ethnic identity. Therefore, the authors argue that, the lack 

of study on ethnic identities role in relationship to misunderstandings constitutes a gap 

within existent literature.   
 
 

1.2 The Purpose 

 
The purpose of this thesis is to understand the impact ethnic identity has in terms of 

creating misunderstandings within an ethnically diverse team. The authors seek to 

contribute to the fundamental understanding of the impact ethnic identity has on the 

process of team communication.  
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1.3 Research question 

 
To narrow down the purpose, the authors decided to construct a research question. The 

process of constructing a research question started from the concept of diversity and 

how it affects communication and consequently team performance. However, after 

reviewing the extensive research on these differing constructs, the authors realized that 

to create a research question of this magnitude one had to develop a quantitative study 

with a larger sample. As the authors gained further insight on the topic they decided to 

look deeper into the relatively unexplored role of ethnic identities within team 

communication. The authors sought not to measure, moreover understand the role of 

ethnic identity in terms of the potential misunderstandings that can be identified 

between the members of an ethnically diverse team. As previously mentioned, the 

majority of research on the topic of ethnic diversity has been supported by scholars’ 

tendency to categorize people in the aspect of race and nationality (Heijes, 2006). 

However, ethnic identity facilitates a multidimensional approach and can therefore be 

used to gain a deeper understanding of how the concept of this phenomenon can affect 

communication.  

 

Thus the authors suggest the following question:  

 

How can different ethnic identities generate misunderstandings in the communication 

process of an ethnically diverse team?   

 

Conclusively, the authors seek to identify team members’ relationship to their ethnic 

identity and how such affect the members’ interpersonal communication process and 

potentially have the capacity to generate misunderstandings within the team.  

A good research paper should address the following; it should have a well-argued 

problem, a defined purpose, a clear research question and present findings that can be 

analyzed in a constructive way that leads to a conclusion that can answer the research 

question presented and thus fulfill the purpose of the study. These criteria’s have been 

held in mind when conducting the study to ensure that the research holds a high 

standard and that the research contributes to future research and a deeper understanding 

of the topics discussed. 
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1.4 Delimitations 

Delimitations to the study are defined within the following section. This part aims to 

provide a contrast to the purpose as well as reflect upon the adjacent topics that are not 

to be discussed within this thesis 

 

The authors acknowledge that this paper is the study of one team and the collective 

behavior of its team members. The responsibilities, processes, communication and goals 

of this team are the reflections of a particular context. There are several different 

processes that exists within a team, this study will solely look at the role of 

communication and particularly focus on the concept of misunderstandings within 

intercultural communication. The decision to look at a smaller team is determined by 

the constricted time frame of this study.  
 

By looking at ethnicity, the authors decided to exclude other dimensions such as age, 

gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, disability as well as the non-distinguishable 

characteristics of diversity. When discussing ethnicity, culture is an apparent factor. 

However, cultural studies are complex and calls for extensive knowledge and research 

on each of the representative cultures within the team. Such conditions will prove too 

time-consuming for this study.   
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1.5 Definitions 

 

1.5.1 Diversity  

 

Diversity is defined in this thesis as “The differences between individuals on any 

attribute that may lead to the view that another person is different from oneself” (Van 

Knippenberg, De Dreu & Homans, 2004, p.1008). These differences in attributes may 

be characteristics such as gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, age, disability and 

ethnicity. Diversity also includes non-distinguishable characteristics by which 

individuals classify themselves and others (Ely & Thomas, 2001) 

 

1.5.2 Identity  

 

Identity is defined in this thesis as ”A person’s conception of self within a particular 

social, geographical, cultural and political context” (Yep 1998, p.79). Individuals have 

many different identities depending on different situations. Our identities are composed 

of personal, cultural or social aspects (Cupach and Imahori 1993).  

 

1.5.3 Ethnicity  

 

Ethnicity is a perceived group of people that share distinct physical and mental traits 

because of common heredity and cultural traditions. This can include religious 

practices, language, traditions, ancestry, values and aesthetics (Hecht and Ribeau, 

1984). Ethnic groups are not just nations or race, although race and nations can be a part 

of one’s ethnicity (Phinney & Ong, 2007). 
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1.5.4 Ethnic Identity 

 

Ethnic Identity is identified in this thesis as the “Perceived membership in an ethnic 

culture that is enacted in the appropriate and effective use of symbols and cultural 

narratives, similar interpretation and meaning, and common ancestry and traditions” 

(Hecht, Collier & Ribeau, 1993, p.30). Thus ethnic identity is the extent to which one 

identifies with a particular ethnic group(s). The ethnic group membership creates a 

sense of belonging and affects one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior 

(Phinney & Ong, 2007).  

 

 

1.5.4.1 Ethnic identity content 

 

Ethnic identity content is the values and core issues that individuals practice that 

identify with an ethnic group(s) (Phinney, 1990). This can be expressed through 

symbols and different behaviors.  

 

 

1.5.4.2 Ethnic identity salience  

 

 Ethnic identity salience is the degree of importance of ethnic identity. Ethnic identity 

salience varies from strong to weak (Phinney, 1990). If one's ethics identity salience is 

strong, group evaluation is positive and one enjoys their membership in the ethnic group 

and are usually involved in ethnic practices. Individuals with a weak ethnic identity 

usually holds little interest about ethnicity and tend to identify with a larger national 

culture rather than a small ethnic group (Phinney, 1992). 
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1.5.5 Interpersonal Communication  

 

Interpersonal communication is the process of message transaction between people to 

create and sustain shared meaning.  During interpersonal communication, a message is 

sent and received. This can be conducted using both direct and indirect communication 

(Gibson, 1996). Successful interpersonal communication is when the message sender 

and the message receiver understand the message.  (Gudykunst & Hall, 1994). 

 

1.5.6 Intercultural Communication  

 

Intercultural communication is the communication that occurs between individuals of 

different linguistics or cultural origins (Gudykunst & Hall, 1994). Thus, intercultural 

communication takes place when the sender and receiver of a message are from 

different cultures. 
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2 Frame of Reference  

 
The goal of this section is to briefly high- light some basic theories underlying the 
relationship between ethnic identity and communication. The authors begin by trying to 
offer a coherent picture of the foundations for this relationship. The authors then move 
on to the impact of ethnic identities on team communication. 

 
 

2.1 Social Psychology of Group Identification 

 
 
How individuals choose to identify themselves and also others is a complex process,  

especially in the context of ethnicity as this is another process stemming from our own 

social identity (Tajfel & Turner 1979; Phinney 1990). Thus to understand ethnic identity 

we must first understand social identity. There are clear similarities between one’s 

social identity and ethnic identity (Ting-Toomey et al., 2000). However, social identity 

is shown through an individual’s behavior that reflects the individual’s larger social 

group, while ethnic identity mainly reflects the individual's perceived membership of an 

ethnic group (s) (Tajfel & Turner 2004; Hecht et al, 1993). One's social identity reflects 

structures such as groups, organizations, cultures, and most importantly the individual’s 

own identification. The value and emotional significance attached to that membership is 

what guides cognitive structures and processes (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 2004).  In order 

to understand this process even further Tajfel and Turner (1979) created a framework 

that shows this process and in turn try to explain the intra-group behavior that follows. 
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Figure 1 Social identity chart developed by Tajfel & Turner (1979)  
 
 
 
The theory starts with the personal identity, which is the definition of oneself, it is 

developed over the entire course of one life and consists of both changeable and non-

changeable aspects (Behan, 1979). However, our social identity is created through a 

social categorizing process. This is in contrast to the case of personal identity; in the 

categorization process individuals pay attention to the differences of the individual from 

the aspect of the society that they belong to (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  
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Furthermore, social identity can be understood as our understanding of who we are and 

who other people are and also other people’s understanding of themselves and others 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This highlights that social identity is created when individuals 

interacts with others and identifies themselves as part of society. Thus, an individual is 

not an independent unit of physiological analysis.  There is the social environment 

that’s always present in their social interactions. Consequently, people think, feel and 

interact as members of collective groups. The social identity theory strengthens the 

thought that individuals social practices are interpreted differently depending on their 

perceived group (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). 

 

A component of social identity is the social categorization process (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979). Social contexts create meaningful group boundaries, and social identities are 

socially constructed categories that change depending on situations (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979). Thus, an individual can have different identities depending on the social 

situation.  

 

So how do we decide which social groups to identify with? According to Brewer, a 

person’s social identity is guided by two core human motives: the need to be unique and 

the need to belong (1999.). Having a social identity satisfies an individual’s need for 

inclusion and differentiation (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). In other words, we need to 

simultaneously fill the need to belong to a social group while also maintaining our 

distance to other groups. Furthermore, we are motivated to identify with social groups 

that we feel an emotional affiliation with and to separate from groups that we do not 

feel a part of. 

 

According to Operario and Fiske social identity theory explains intergroup relations in 

general and social conflict in particular (2003). This is shown through three main 

points: 
 

(1) Individuals want to maintain a positive self-image. 
 

(2) The self-image derives largely from group identification. 
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(3) Individuals establish positive self-images by comparing their in-group against an 

out-group. 
 

 

 

As such Operario and Fiske assume that the internal social comparison processes drives 

the intergroup conflict (2003). Hierarchy, lack of resources and power increases 

individual’s tendency to perceive their in-group as more favorable than other out-groups 

(Operario & Fiske, 2003).  Thus, individuals who belong to social groups that are 

dominant and powerful are not negatively evaluated because of stigma. Tajfel 

argues that because dominant group members do not suffer any stigma, their social 

identities are so natural because they are “privileged” and thus almost invisible (1981).  
 

2.2 Ethnic Identity Development  

 
Drawing from social identity theory, ethnic identity is viewed as a multidimensional 

construct that includes issues of group membership, self-image, ethnic affiliation and in-

group and intergroup attitudes (Tajfel & Turner 2004;Phinney 1990). It also embodies 

favorable and unfavorable attitudes toward in-group/out-group interactions (Ting-

Toomey et al., 2000). Ethnic identity consists of two main parts Ethnic identity salience 

and ethnic identity content (Phinney, 2007). In our research we mainly focus on ethnic 

identity salience. First to deeper understand ethnic identity salience we must discuss the 

development process of ethnical identities. Phinney (1989) has developed a model 

describing the ethnic identity development process that explains how individuals 

develop and acquire ethnic identities. 
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• The first stage is the unexamined ethnic identity stage.  In this stage 

individuals have not explored their own ethnicity and are often not 

interested in doing so. Individuals in this stage falls into two different 

categories. This is based on their knowledge about the existence of 

ethnicities. The individuals in this stage see ethnicity as a non-issue, 

which in turn can lead to diffusion where the individual has no interest 

about ethnicity. In addition, it could also lead to foreclosure where the 

individual succumbs to others opinions about ethnicity without having 

interacted with individuals from that ethnic group. 
 

• In the next stage, the ethnic identity search stage, individuals become 

interested in learning about and understanding their own ethnicity as 

well as gaining a further insight in general. This is done through 

individual encounters and information seeking. This stage is 

characterized by a multitude of emotions during the exploration 

process. 

 

• The final stage is the ethnic achievement stage. In this stage, the 

individual has a clear understanding of his or her own ethnic identity 

and is also aware and appreciative of other ethnicities. 

 

Depending on which stage the individual conforms to; the ethnic identity salience will 

also vary (Phinney, 1989). Individuals who have a strong ethnic identity salience self-

identify themselves as group members of their perceived ethnic group, they also tend to 

evaluate their group positively and are comfortable with their group membership. 

Furthermore, they are interested in and committed to their group and enjoy participating 

in ethnic practices (Phinney, 1992). In contrast, when individuals have a weak ethnic 

identity they tend to have little interest in ethnicity, knowledge, commitment, or 

involvement about their ethnic group and tend to negatively evaluate the perceived 
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group they belong to (Phinney, 1989). Thus, individuals who experience weak ethnic 

identity salience are less likely to embody ethnic values associated with their ethnic 

group memberships (Ting-Toomey et al, 2000.) 

 

Overall, ethnic identity salience is both general and specific in regards to ethnicity and 

particular groups. According to Berry, Kim, Power, Young, and Bujaki ethnic identity 

in society involves ethnic group belonging, in-group/out-group attitudes, and the larger 

group identity issues (1989). Thus, ethnic identity is basically concerned with 

maintaining the boundaries existent within intergroup behavior.  
 

 

2.3 Communication in Teams 

 
It can be argued that many organizational problems originate from unsatisfactory 

relationships due to faulty communication between individuals (Adler & Towne, 1978). 

When communication is not effective it may lead to misunderstandings, delays and 

stereotyping of individuals (Tajfel 1981; Gibson 1996). By examining the 

communication process the authors seek to understand where these misunderstandings 

normally occur in the communication process. 
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Figure 2 The communication process developed by Hall (1973)  

 

 

The communication process takes place between at least two individuals where an 

individual seek to communicate with an other individual (Hall, 1973). The individual 

who starts the process of communication is the sender. This process begins with the 

sender conceiving a mental image that it then wants to convey to the other individual. 

These images may include emotions, thoughts, pictures and ideas. To transfer theses 

images to another person the sender first must translate the images into symbols that the 

receiver can understand. This process is called encoding. Symbols are often words but 

can be pictures, sounds or touch. Only through symbols can the mental images of a 

sender have meaning to others (Gibson, 1996). 

 

Once a message has been encoded, the next level in the communication process is to 

transmit the message to the receiver. This can be done in many ways: (e.g. verbally 

face-to-face, over the telephone, emails and print, newspapers and social media). When 

the other individual receives the message the decoding process starts. Receivers must 

sense and interpret the symbols and then decode the information back into images, 
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emotions, and thoughts that make sense to them. If the message sent is decoded exactly 

as the sender had intended, the image of the sender and the image of the receiver match 

and thus effective communication has occurred (Collins & O'Rourke, 2009). However, 

this is a relatively rare occurrence, which is due is due to individuals having different 

experiences and personal histories (Heath & Bryant, 2000).  Thus, symbols have 

different meanings to different individuals. This leads to differences in the way we 

encode and decode messages (Hall, 1973). Different people attach different meanings to 

the words, pictures, sounds, and gestures used during communication process (Heath & 

Bryant, 2000).  Difficulty with the encoding and decoding of images is not the only 

factor that affects the effectiveness of communication between people, there is also the 

noise factor ( Hall,1973). The noise factor can be used to describe physical and 

psychological issues that may complicate the communication process (Hall,1973).   

 

The physical noise refers to distractions in the environment that make it difficult to hear 

or pay attention. Psychological noise however originates from mechanisms within 

individuals that restrict a sender or receiver’s ability to express and understand a 

message to the full (Heath & Bryant, 2000). To exemplify, senders with limited 

vocabularies may have difficulty translating images into symbols that can be easily 

understood by receivers (Collins & O’Rourke, 2009).  Another factor is that the receiver 

may not speak the same language as the sender causing the receiver to have difficulties 

in understanding the message (Hofstede, 1980). Psychological noise may result in 

defensiveness that blocks the flow of communication between the sender and receiver 

(Adler & Towne, 1978).  Thus, it is clear that misunderstandings may easily occur in 

intercultural communication. Furthermore, communication is often a two-way process 

in which each party shares sending and receiving responsibilities. As the number of 

people taking part in a communication increases, the potential for errors in encoding and 

decoding escalate, along with the potential for misunderstandings (Adler & Towne, 

1978). 
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2.4 Ethnic Identity and Intercultural Communication 

 
Ethnic identity has a deep influence on the intercultural communication processes 

(Nakayama & Martin, 2004). It is through communication that we express our different 

identities. Individuals may have many different identities that are dynamic and complex 

and that can only be understood in relation to the contexts and social-structures in which 

they live (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

 

When interacting in an intercultural setting, making assumptions about individual’s 

group-orientation is often provoking to the misjudged individual and can create tension, 

which in turn can lead to serious conflict (Ting-Toomey, 1988).  Individuals may 

assume knowledge about another person’s identity based on his or her perceived 

membership in a particular ethnic group, which leads to misunderstandings (Jost & 

Hamilton, 2005). Thus, focusing on someone’s nationality, place of origin, education or 

religion can lead to mistaken conclusions about an individual’s ethnic identity.  

 

The issue of falsely made assumptions has increased during the information age due to 

the mass flow of media about the world and the dynamic nature of the societies we live 

in (Nakayama & Martin, 2000). Given the diverse set of identities that individuals have 

in everyday life, it becomes clear how our identities and those of others make 

intercultural communication problematic.  

 

Individuals change whom they identify as depending on the people they communicate 

with and the manner of the communication (Nakayama & Martin, 2000). However, 

individuals expect some unchangeable characteristics from the individuals with whom 

they communicate as these help to account for whom individuals see as an in-group or 

out-group and steers the intragroup communication (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Thus, a 

diverse set of consequences is directly connected to the intercultural communication 

process. Individuals can improve their chances of identifying key issues in 

communication through efficient background information and the motivation to reflect 

on and enhance our communication skills (Sillars, 1980).  
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3 Methodology & Method  

In this chapter, the reader is introduced to the research methodology and method. 
Justifications for all research choices are made and discussed. 
 
 

3.1 Research Methodology  

 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy   

 
The authors recognize the need for an appropriate and well-suited research philosophy 

that could support a strategy that efficiently solves the issues discussed within the thesis 

purpose and research question. Methodological research suggests three main 

philosophies to guide a study, these are, positivism, pragmatism and interpretivism 

(Collis & Hussey 2013; Vidgen & Braa 1999). This thesis adheres to a pragmatic 

approach. Pragmatism considers concepts, theories and modules that are able to support 

the results demonstrated by the authors’ findings. Pragmatics “recognize that there are 

many different ways of interpreting the world and undertaking research, that no single 

point of view can ever give the entire picture and that there may be multiple realities” 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007, p.74). A pragmatic research philosophy enables 

authors to take on a more flexible approach compared to the mutually exclusive 

positivistic and interpretivistic research philosophies. The research question is at the 

center of the pragmatic approach (Giacobbi, Poczwardowski & Hager, 2005). A 

pragmatic approach does not exclude one philosophy from the other and enables the 

authors to overlap the application of both a quantitative and qualitative measures (Collis 

& Hussey 2013). Thus, the philosophy of pragmatism allows the authors to consider the 

attitudes that participants have regarding their social and ethnic identity to discuss the 

potential misunderstandings that occur within the team. However, this thesis does not 

attempt to establish explicit truths about the process that is studied.  
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3.1.2 Research Approach 

 
This paper foremost utilized an abductive approach, which is the construct of using 

observations to identify reasonable explanations (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Thus, the 

authors do not suggest any law-like assumptions on the topic of this study. Furthermore, 

this study does not favor a pure inductive approach as analysis, discussion and 

conclusion is not solely based on empirical data (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). In addition, 

existing literature have addressed the connection between ethnic identity and 

communication, however the connection between ethnic identity and misunderstandings 

within the communication process is unexplored. Therefore, the authors are unable to 

make use of a deductive approach, which is the idea of constructing propositions or 

hypotheses to test existent theories on the topic (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). 

An abductive approach enables the authors to propose a suggested process in light of 

the comparative analysis of primary and secondary data on the topic of ethnic identity 

and the occurrence of misunderstandings within an ethnically diverse team. 

 

3.1.3 Research Method 

 
The categories representing the two prominent direction for research method is the 

quantitative and the qualitative approach (Saunders et al., 2007). The authors suggest, in 

consideration of the topic, that this study would benefit from a qualitative method, thus 

the primary data of this thesis is gathered whilst considering the method of a case study. 

Qualitative research has the potential to aid the understanding of feelings, values and 

perceptions that underlie and influence the behavior of individuals (Saunders et al., 

2007). Furthermore, diversity and communication relies on research constructed around 

soft and intangible subjects, thus the decision to use qualitative research is in many 

ways a more appropriate strategy than a quantitative method. The methods of qualitative 

data allows researchers to gain a deeper insight, thus generating comprehensive results 

to assess the dynamics identified within the team (Halinen & Törnroos 2005; Eisenhardt 

1989). 
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3.1.4 Research Design  

 
The design of research must accommodate the main question that is used to identify the 

issue within the field. Without doing so the research will not be effective in its approach 

(Saunders et al., 2007). Being able to clearly follow the author’s line of thought and 

reasoning, in terms of structuring existing literature and newfound data, provides 

credibility to a thesis (Saunders et al., 2007). This study is of an exploratory design. An 

exploratory design allows the thesis to apply an effective amount of flexibility to one's 

research. This enables the customization of the purpose and research question to the 

content that can be distinguished from the collection of primary data (Creswell & Clark, 

2007). The three ways of conducting exploratory research is the reviewing of existing 

literature, interviewing experts in the field and conducting interviews with suggested 

focus groups (Saunders et al, 2007). In this study the author decided to create a 

literature review to explore the topic. 
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3.2  Method  

 

3.2.1 Case Study 

 
A case study is a strategy of research that suggests the use of multiple sources of 

evidence to investigate particular aspects of a contemporary real life phenomenon from 

the efforts of conducting empirical research (Zainal, 2007). A case study is best suited 

to address the how and why/what issues of a particular research field and is a common 

occurrence within the majority of exploratory research (Saunders et al. 2007). Yin 

suggests that scholars who experience limited control over an event they seek to study, 

should consider a case study as a strong strategy (2009). The use of a case study 

becomes an even greater fit if the research is coupled with a purpose that seeks to gain 

extensive knowledge on a real-life phenomenon (Yin, 2009). Integrating qualitative 

methods to validate qualitative data permits a stronger use of synergy when analyzing 

the primary data (Jick, 1979). In the light of such, this thesis main method is qualitative, 

however validates the categorization of ethnic identity stages by measuring participant’s 

ethnic identity salience through Phinney’s Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure 

(MEIM). The authors considered this strategy to maintain biasedness in there analysis 

of the topic. This case study investigates the intercultural communication that takes 

place within the team of Jönköping’s Integration and Activity Committee (IAC).   
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3.2.2 Selection Criteria  

Sampling is the selection of individuals, units and or settings to be studied (Nastasi, 

2011). Random sampling is often the case of a quantitative study, however qualitative 

methods often call for a purposeful or criterion-based form of sampling (Patton, 2005). 

Selected samples should portray characteristics relevant to the research question (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994).  
 

The sampling strategy becomes more ambiguous when looking at the sampling methods 

of qualitative research (Patton, 2005). The strategy for choosing the correct sampling 

method must be driven by the thesis purpose, time frame and the resources available 

(Patton, 1990). Methods of sampling are not mutually exclusive and can be combined to 

create the most effective approach (Patton, 1990). 

 

For this paper, the authors have decided upon a mix of purposeful sampling strategies, 

as this type of sampling meets multiple interests and needs (Nastasi, 2011). The sample 

strategy used within this thesis is a combination of a convenience and criterion sampling 

strategy. Connecting the thesis purpose to the sample group required the use of criterion 

sampling. The sample had to represent the members of a real life team as well as 

embody differing ethnic backgrounds. Thus, the sample had to meet a certain criterion 

to provide the authors with information-rich results concerning the topic. 

Correspondingly, criterion sampling helped the investigators to increase the likelihood 

of observing a varying spectrum of ethnic identity salience as well as ethnic identities 

and potential misunderstandings.  Furthermore, the timeframe of this paper is a 

limitation to the research, therefore convenience becomes an important aspect of this 

thesis. Thus, the authors used the IAC as their sample on the basis of its proximity to the 

authors’ position. Studying the IAC enabled the authors to easily access and plan 

interviews with the members of the team. This strategy was used to save time, as it is a 

scarce resource. 
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Convenience sample is the strategy of weakest rationale and lowest credibility (Nastasi, 

2011). However, the authors argue that their access to an international oriented campus 

made the university a perfect foundation for finding an appropriate sample that fulfilled 

the criteria. Thus, this thesis prefers to view the proximity to Jönköping’s University as 

a key strength of the authors. Therefore the authors argued that the resources available 

and access to an international campus is a great fit for this type of research. 

 

3.2.3 Data Collection Techniques   

 

3.2.3.1 Primary Data 

The research question and purpose of a thesis guides the collection of primary data and 

limits the collection of secondary data as well as determine the choice of research 

strategy (Hox & Boeije, 2005). There are several examples on how to collect primary 

data. To exemplify, interviews, surveys and experiments are just to name a few and the 

use of one strategy does not exclude the other (Hox & Boeije, 2005). For this thesis the 

authors collected primary data on the basis of interviewing and supported these findings 

by using a questionnaire and observations of team meetings. According to May, 

interviewing is a main theme considered in the aspect of conducting a qualitative study 

(1991). Interviews are supported by the concepts found within existent literature, 

question formulation and structure used to organize data (Hox & Boeije, 2005).  

 

The semi-structured interviews 

 

Depending on the research question that is formulated on the basis of the research 

philosophy, the interviews can take on differing structures. The differing structures 

relate to the questions that are constructed to create the interview.  The authors found a 

semi structured interview to be the most appropriate solution to achieving the objective 

of the purpose, as the authors are interested in understanding the opinions and attitudes 

of our interviewees towards social and ethnic identity. The authors found a mix of open 

and close-ended questions to be the most appropriate.  
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Collis, Hussey and Wengraf defines the semi-structured interviews as a construct of 

certain pre-written questions to make sure that the discussion during an interview is 

relevant to the topic (2013; 2001). An open-question structure allows the researcher to 

obtain more in-depth answers and enables the authors to gain a deeper understanding of 

the topic (Merriam, 1988). Thus, the authors decided to adopt pre-written questions to 

keep the discussion with the participants relevant and used probing question to gain a 

further insight to the participants ethnic identity and communication within the team.  

In a semi-structured interview the interview guide construction is crucial and should be 

based on relevant literature as well as the researchers own knowledge (Stake, 2005). 

The authors made use of a pre-constructed interview on the topic of social and ethnic 

identity (See appendix 2, p.62). Thus, the authors used the interview questions from a 

developed interview guide of Alita Nandi and Lucinda Platt (2009). The authors 

customized the interview to suit the topic of the thesis, therefor excluding and including 

certain questions that were relevant towards collecting primary data. The interview is 

constructed to define ethnic identities on the concept of demographic information (own, 

parents’ and grand parents’, country of birth, language, nationality, religion, and so on) 

and also based on respondents’ identification with these dimensions (Nandi & Platt, 

2009).  
 
 
Questionnaire 

 

Questionnaires can be described as a way to ask a set of statements or questions in a 

predetermined order (Sudman, Seymour, Norman & Bradburn, 1982). The questions are 

the same for all respondents and the advantage lies in the efficient manner the 

researcher can collect responses. A questionnaire can come in different forms with 

alternatives such as self-administered, Internet-mediated, intranet-mediated and 

telephone questionnaires (Sudman et al., 1982.). List and category questions allow the 

respondent to choose the most suitable alternative to them (Saunders et al., 2007).   
 

The questionnaire of this thesis is a prior constructed questionnaire by Jean S. Phinney. 

(See Appendix 1:p.61). Phinney has developed a twelve-statement questionnaire that 

can be used to identify the ethnic identity salience of particular individuals (1992).  
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The questionnaire is based upon a scale of 1-4 to measure each of the aspects of ethnic 

identity. The participant can choose from the options; (1) Strongly disagree (2) disagree 

(3) Agree (4) Strongly agree. Statements 1, 2, 4, 8 are constructed to identify a search 

score of each individual in terms of their ethnic identity. Items 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12 are 

used to identify affirmation, belonging and commitment of an individual’s perception of 

their ethnic identity. 

 

The authors provided each of the interviewed participants with Phinney’s Multigroup 

Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) questionnaire at the beginning of each of the 

interviews. As prior mentioned, this was a way of easing each of the members into the 

topic of ethnic identity, but also a way to validate the questions that were asked and the 

answers that were given in the in-depth interviews. It also enacted as a directive to 

discussing each member's level of ethnic identity salience in terms of the thesis final 

analysis and conclusion. The authors decided to not send out the questionnaires via 

email and rather conduct all of the interviews and questionnaires face-to-face. That 

meant that questions on any of the presented issues could be answered on spot and any 

confusion could be solved together with the participants. Therefore the authors could 

avoid drawing conclusions on potentially incorrect findings and avoid becoming biased.  

 

Triangulation  

 

Within this study triangulation was applied by the use of a questionnaire, in-depth 

interviews and observation of the team meetings. The triangulation technique utilizes 

both quantitative and qualitative measures to validate data as well as separate analysis 

from potential biasedness reflected by the authors (Saunders et al., 2007). The adoption 

of a questionnaire to complement the in-depth interviews allows the thesis to draw upon 

multiple sources of data. Multiple sources of data have the potential to reinforce and 

extend the understanding of a topic (Jick, 1979) and it could also provide the 

opportunity for finding more comprehensive results (Bryman & Beckers, 2012).   
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3.2.3.2 Secondary Data 

 
Secondary data is defined as information gathered from existing sources (Bryman & 

Beckers, 2012). The benefits of secondary data are time efficiency and low cost, 

whereas a negative factor is loss of control regarding the research content (Vartanian, 

2011). According to Vartanian, secondary research is useful in collecting information 

(Vartanian, 2011). Within secondary research, the information will first be collected and 

interpreted as well as define the research problem. The secondary data in this thesis was 

collected through reviewing existing literature on the topic of ethnic identity, 

communication and misunderstandings. This was done by reviewing articles and other 

forms of publications on the topic to form a valid foundation for the research of this 

thesis. The authors made use of accessible resources such as Scopous, Web of science, 

Diva, Google Scholar and JU library. Key search words were ethnic identity, ethnic 

identity salience, social identity, in-team communication process and 

misunderstandings. The mediums of literature were books, peer reviewed articles and 

the Internet. The languages of all except one of the sources were English. The authors of 

this thesis were as thorough as possible when selecting the sources and articles that have 

high citation statistics were taken into account. This was done in order to ensure 

reliability and high quality within the researched used to analyze the primary data. 
 

3.2.4 Data Collection  

 
The data collection for this particular study was conducted as follows, the contact with 

IAC was established with the team leader of the group. During e-mail conversations the 

authors described and discussed the purpose of the thesis and why IAC would be a 

suitable sample. After certain amount of discussion, the manager agreed to briefly 

introduce our project to the group at a meeting. The authors then attended one of the 

IAC meetings themselves in early march to further introduce the project and schedule 

individual interviews (See Appendix 5:p.75).  The interview with the team leader was 

done to gain further insight into the inner-workings of the team as well as the structure 

of the team’s meetings, goals, schedule and working process, communicating channels 

and the division of responsibilities.  
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The duration of the interviews were more or less forty minutes and the interviews were 

audio recorded. This was done in order to reduce biasness projected by the authors in 

the analysis of the results. The interview was conducted face-to-face with the manager 

at Jönköping’s University Student’s Union house at the Student union office. 

 

Furthermore, six other interviews were conducted with members of the IAC. All besides 

two of the interviews took place within the same space. Two of the team-members were 

interviewed at facilities of Jönköping’s International Business School. All interviews 

were conducted amongst one team-member and both of the investigators. All the 

interviews were conducted face-to-face as the authors deemed such a tactic to produce 

more valuable and reliable results. This opinion is shared by Saunders et al., in their 

assessment of conducting successful qualitative studies (2007). Furthermore, all the 

interviews were conducted in English, as it was the linguistic denominator between the 

interviewer and the team members. The first part of the interview was an open 

discussion about each member's history, past and family heritage. The following section 

made for some closed-end questions that would later be discussed in open-ended 

probing questions. The last section of the interview concluded with some additional and 

general questions on the topic and finally moved into a series of more or less open-

ended questions about the communication and potential misunderstandings that were 

existent within the team. The authors observed five of the committee's weekly meetings. 

During this session the authors took notes, but were not allowed to make any audio 

recordings. Thus, a written summary of the observations is presented within the findings 

section of this thesis.    
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3.2.4.1 Ethical guidelines and confidentiality   

 

Research ethics deals primarily with the interaction between researchers and the 

individuals they study (Merriam, 1998). Professional ethics deals with additional issues 

such as collaborative relationships. Research ethics is important to ensure that as 

researchers we explicitly consider the needs and concerns of the people we study. For 

this to be achieved one must establish a basis of trust between researchers and the study 

participants (Merriam, 1998). Scientists must respect and protect participants from 

exploration of vulnerability (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, Namey, 2005). Thus, 

one must seek to minimize social and psychological risks and maximize benefits for the 

participants (Mack et al., 2005). The distribution of risks and benefits must be fair to all 

parts and participants must be clear of what it means to be a part of the study. It is 

important that the researchers provide clear boundaries between what the researchers 

tell the participants compared to what is shared between investigators and a particular 

team member (Merriam, 1998). 

 

This thesis have adapted a deontological research perspective, thus unethical data 

cannot be used to justify any type of analysis or conclusion (Saunders et al., 2007). 

Within this thesis, the authors stated the criteria and the expectations set out for each 

member that would be involved in the study. Audio recording was only to be taken by 

members that have agreed to share their opinions. All members were asked about being 

recorded prior to each individual interview. Members were also asked if they would 

agree to such during the session. All data is collected and used for a strictly scientific 

purpose and the authors gave a thorough presentation of the project and guaranteed the 

confidentiality of the answers given by the participants . All the above activities were 

built on the intent of easing the team members concern in terms of expressing 

themselves on the topic. Even so, there were a number of members that were not 

comfortable giving their opinions on the topic. Ensuring anonymity and confidentiality 

on the subject allowed members to express themselves more freely as well as avoiding 

the possibility of individuals conforming to biased opinions when anonymity is not a 

guaranteed (Merriam, 1998).    

 



 

 29 

3.2.5 Analysis of the Data 

 
To construct a content analysis one must review literature, text and data systematically. 

“Underlying meanings and ideas are revealed through analyzing patterns in elements of 

the text, such as words or phrases” (Yang, 2008, p. 689). Researchers use content 

analyses to create a coding system that enables them to identify and define the messages 

conveyed within the collection of empirical data (Babbie, 1999). When studying the 

communication between individuals content analysis can be viewed as a good fit. This 

can be argued due to "communication content is transformed through objective and 

systematic application of categorization rules into data that can be summarized and 

compared" (Paisley, quoted in Holsti, 1969, p. 3). Content analysis enables researcher to 

use both quantitative and qualitative methods. Furthermore, content analysis allows the 

authors to constructively and efficiently deal with larger sets of data (Yang, 2008). 

Thus, it also allows the authors to study the social context within the communication 

process of IAC without interfering in the process. The weaknesses represented within 

content analysis are the dependability on the results, intercoder reliability and the 

complex task of making accurate interpretations (Yang, 2008). The authors have 

addressed these issues by conducting an extensive literature review and carefully 

considered the selected questions that were presented during the interviews. In light of 

such, this allowed the authors to construct a strong framework that enabled a successful 

analyses and discussion of the results found within the primary data. The authors also 

used multiple methods to complement and compare the answers given within the in-

depth interviews.  
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Figure 3 Analysis of the data, developed by the authors (2017)  
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In the following section the authors take you through the method of anlysing the results. 

To start, the authors suggested that content analysis would be most appropriate to this 

thesis as it deals with central topic of this method of analysis, which is communication 

(Babbie, 1999). The authors defined their unit of analysis by conducting a literature 

review that enabled the identification of a gap as well as a creation of a research 

question and purpose. The defined population of communication became IAC and their 

meetings and communication within such became the unit of analysis. The authors then 

used a triangulation approach to gather the relevant data from the participants of the 

team. The triangulation started with the constructed semi-structured interview. The 

results on ethnic identity identified within these interviews were validated by the use of 

a questionnaire that each participant filled-out prior to each of the interviews. The 

observations of the team meetings were used to validate the communication and 

creation of misunderstandings within the team. As mentioned before all interviews were 

recorded and conducted face-to-face. According to Neueondorf, conducting interview 

face-to face while audio recording limit the level of biasedness   (2002).  
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4 Empirical Findings   

In this chapter, the authors begin by introducing the case team IAC using information 
from the interviews. All the results generated from the case team, interviews, 
questionnaires and observations, are then presented. The parts of the interviews that 
have been highlighted are the importance of belonging and sense of pride to differing 
aspects of the participant’s social and ethnic identity as well as their behaviour in 
communication. 

4.1  Case Study: The Integration and Activity Committee 

 
The IAC  is introduced to the reader in order to provide an in-depth understanding of 

the team's overall goals and mission. This provides the reader with an overall 

understanding of the team’s way of conducting business and the general background of 

the interviewees and observations. The introduction of the IAC will contribute with a 

higher awareness of the team’s values, which leads to a greater understanding of the 

team member’s communication. This knowledge was then used in order to construct the 

analysis. 
 

The IAC consist of around fifteen members, the number can change from year to year 

depending on volunteers. The committee is built up of members from a wide selection 

of nationalities. Within the team there are members from Sweden, Finland, The 

Netherlands, Ukraine, India, Bangladesh, Spain, Germany and Turkey. There is one 

team leader who is employed by the student union at Jönköping University. The IAC 

functions as a tool for the team leader to be able to fulfill their duty towards the student 

union. The team members may come with suggestions on what the IAC wants to pursue 

but it is up to the team leader if such suggestions can be applicable. The IAC meets 

once every week in face-to-face meetings. The meetings are held in a formal manner 

with a structured agenda that always begins with recaps of previous meetings. The main 

goal of the meetings is to update the team and foremost the team leader on how tasks 

has been handled and staying informed for the next upcoming task. The IAC also 

communicates through a Facebook group and a chat, the group is used for more formal 

matters and the chat for more informal matters. The main tasks the team members 

handle are events of different sorts for the students at Jönköping University. The team 

members may apply for the position they want and thus the responsibilities of the tasks 

are divided amongst the members. 
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 However, the team leader is always ultimately responsible for all tasks performed 

within the team. There are normally two representatives from the IAC at every event. 

The members of the IAC receive benefits in form of points that can be used when 

applying for an exchange semester at Jönköping University. However, the main purpose 

for the members is usually to integrate and get involved. The main goal of the IAC is to 

work towards integration a more international campus.  This is executed through a plan 

of operations that is discussed every year at the student union's annual meeting. Some 

points from the plan of operations fall on the team leader of the IAC. Thus, the team 

leader must show how they are achieving their main goal at the annual student union 

meeting. 

 

4.2 Interviews 

In order to present the findings connected to the different participants interviewed 

involved in this study, descriptions of them and the answers given are provided on the 

basis of the interviews. As the participants involved were decided to be kept 

anonymous, each participant has been given a number to use in the analysis. 
 

4.2.1  Participant #1  

This participant grew up in rural area but then moved to a bigger city in their native 

country when they started studying for their bachelor. The participant was eager to 

move to a new city and begin their studies. #1 has traveled extensively since starting 

their studies and is now currently studying for their masters in Sweden. #1 parents were 

born in the same country as #1. 
 

#1 explained that English is important to the sense of who they are but not the language 

they spoke at home due to having studied English for such a long time. Thus, #1 regards 

themself as being an international citizen. #1 had no prior perception on the topic of 

ethnic identities and they explained that the history and culture, as construct of their 

ethnicity, was thought at school and was not sought out by the #1’s own choice. In 

addition, #1 thought that the statements provided by Phinney’s MEIM were difficult to 

answer.  
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 #1 expressed a low sense of belonging to their place of birth. However, argued that 

some of the values that were important as well as contributed to their ethnicity were 

existent within their nationality and the values brought on by family.  

In general, #1 felt a certain affiliation and belonging to some aspects of their ethnicity, 

however also expressed a strong dissonance to certain aspects of their ethnic 

background. Furthermore, #1 had no particular association or belonging to their 

physical characteristics and had no affiliation to the religion that was present throughout 

their upbringing. #1 expressed their opinion on diversity by arguing that; it is not a 

subject that could be considered from a polarizing perspective. In terms of new insights 

about ethnicity that had been identified later in life, #1 expressed the importance of 

learning about differing cultures. #1 exemplified by explaining that the people that were 

within their proximity during her upbringing were all of the same skin-colour.  
 

4.2.2 Participant #2 

Participant #2 was born in a different country then #2 parents.  However, at an early age 

#2 moved back to the country where #2 parents were born. The city where #2 later grew 

up has no connection to their parents or ancestors. #2 studied at a university that is close 

to their home and has since moved to Sweden to complete their second bachelor. 
 

#2 explained that the language that they spoke at home as a child is important to them 

because language is a way of being able to identify with different cultures. English is 

also important to #2 due to it being a global communication tool. Thus, #2 use the 

English language to communicate and feel a sense of usefulness within differing social 

contexts. Furthermore, #2 is not proud to be of the nationality of the language they 

spoke at home as child but is proud to be an English speaker.  
 

#2 had a clear understanding of what ethnic identity is in regards to process of 

identifying one-self. #2 expressed that they agree with the main values they identified 

belonged to the country where #2 grew up in. It was also expressed that #2 wants to 

share the values they grew up with their children. However, #2 explains that they do not 

stand up for these values in the same way other individuals from that country would. 

This came down to #2 not feeling a strong sense of pride to the country #2 grew up in.  
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#2 also felt a connection to the country they were born in but does not share any 

particular values with that country. Furthermore, #2 was brought up in a religion but 

does not feel a sense of belonging to that religion and does not practice it. #2 also 

expressed no importance to physical characteristics such as skin color.  #2 expressed 

that they are struggling with having a diffuse background, for example # 2 told the 

investigators that they are jealous of individuals who are born and brought up in the 

same place with shared values, culture and traditions.  #2 expresses that they would feel 

a greater sense of belonging to the country that they grew up in if they would have been 

born there. In summary, #2 expressed that they lack a sense of belonging to the country 

they grew up in but is happy and content with the way it has shaped #2 values.  

 

4.2.3 Participant #3 

Participant 3 was born in a sovereign state with different laws and politics then the rest 

of the country. #3 was born in a small town and moved to a bigger town when #3 started 

studying. After completing their studies # 3 worked for an international company in the 

same city that they had studied in. After having worked for this company #3 moved to 

Sweden to complete their masters. #3 parents and ancestors were born in the same 

region as #3. 

 

#3 expressed that the language they spoke at home as a child is important to them as it 

gives them a sense of belonging through information sharing and forming 

groups.  English is also important in the sense of who #3 is, but merely as a form of 

communicating with other individuals. #3 had quite a clear perception of what ethnic 

identity was. #3 expressed that they have a clear set of values that they contribute to 

their ethnic background. To exemplify,  #3 wanted to move back to their native country 

when they have children to be able to teach them the same values that #3 grew up with. 

#3 also wants to return the country they were born and raised in due to the strong values 

connected to family. #3 also expressed that when in their native country #3 enjoyed to 

participate in cultural festivals, which are typical for the region.  
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#3 expressed that they feel stereotyped in certain situations due to their physical 

characteristics. However, #3 expressed that they themself puts no importance to one’s 

physical characteristics. #3 grew up in a religion, however puts no significance to the 

religion they grew up and sees it more as good way to interact with individuals of the 

same culture. The region, which #3 grew up in is important to who they are, however 

the country is not. #3 explained that this is due to the differing politics in the different 

regions of the country. Another situation where #3 mentions politics is when asked if # 

3 would answers the questions differently if faced with different interviewers. #3 

explained that the answers given could be different if the interviewer was from the same 

country as #3 but from a different region. This is due to different laws, politics, religion 

and culture present in the country. In general, #3 expressed a sense of pride and 

belonging to their ethnic background, a typical example of this is how # 3 refers to 

people from the same region as “my people”.  

 

4.2.4 Participant #4 

 
#4 was born in the same country as their parents. #4 learned English at a very young age 

due to having a parent that travelled a lot. Thus, #4 has traveled all over the world and 

lived in many different places. This has enabled #  to learn a wide range of different 

languages. #4 is currently living in Sweden and studying towards their bachelor.   
 

#4 has spoken a variety of languages as a child and all are important to the sense of who 

they are. However, #4 expressed that they feel most comfortable with their native 

language and that it is important to the sense of who they are. Furthermore, #4 has a 

different persona for every language they speak and is eager to speak a different 

language than their native language when possible. 

 

#4 had no prior perception on the topic of ethnic identities and expressed difficulties in 

categorizing oneself to a particular nationality due to the many cultures that #4 

experienced and lived in. #4 background revealed that they had in early stages of life 

been introduced to English and differing ethnicities due to having multicultural mix of 

close relatives and #4 considers oneself “a global citizen”.  
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Both of #4 parents are from the same country, however brought up in differing regions 

of #4 place of birth. #4 had difficulties in answering if the country that #4 was born in 

was important to the sense of who they are. This came down to the historic background 

of #4’s country of origin and the way they are thought to perceive their historic 

background. #4 also experienced difficulties in answering the question that reflects the 

importance of physical characteristics. #4 had experienced the importance of skin colour 

to others, however does not feel that it is something that is important or defines #4. #4 

perceives no particular affiliation and sense of belonging to the values of #4 originating 

ethnicity. However, #4 was particular proud and felt a sense of affiliation to some 

values of #4 native country. #4 does not perceive oneself as well as expect others to 

perceive #4 as connected to a particular ethnic group.  #4 expressed that, in terms of 

future generations, it is important to have an ethnic identity and a place where one 

originates from. Furthermore, #4 feels that it is important to learn about your ethnic 

background, however it does not define the person. #4 experienced difficulties in 

categorizing oneself into an ethnic group when asked to fill out the MEIM. #4 felt that 

individual’s that had come into contact with a certain amount of differing ethnicities are 

not able to identify oneself as completely belonging to a particular ethnic group.   

 

4.2.5 Participant #5 

#5 grew up in a small village and has lived in that area for the majority of #5’s life until 

coming to Sweden to study.# 5 parents were also born in this town. # 5 has spoken a 

different native language as a child then the nationality they are. Thus, #5 feels a sense 

of detachment to the native country due to speaking a different language. However, the 

language that # 5 spoke at home as child is still important and creates a sense of 

belonging to the region where #5 grew up and with the country of their native language. 

English is also important for #5 as having studied it for a long period of time.  
 

#5 had no perception of what ethnic identity was. In addition, #5 has no special sense of 

belonging to religion even though they are part of a religious community. The region #5 

grew up in is more important to #5’s sense of belonging then the country #5 grew up 

in.  However, #5 hesitated a lot when answering the different questions on ethnic 

identity and had difficulties explaining their answers. To exemplify, #5 had difficulties 

deciding if they were proud of the country they were brought up in.   
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Furthermore, #5 expressed that the values they have grown up with are important. 

However, #5 wishes they from an earlier age had the possibility to explore and 

experience individuals of differing ethnic backgrounds. #5 explained that they 

experience difficulties with interacting with different ethnicities due to lack of practice 

when encountering individuals from different ethnic backgrounds.  #5 explained that 

this is due to having been raised in a small village as well as having a parent that 

discouraged interactions with individuals with different visible characteristics and 

cultures.  In general, #5 did not have a strong sense of belonging to the country they 

were raised in. Conclusively, #5 values the principles they grew up with, however, #5 

wishes they would have been brought up in a more understanding and accepting 

environment.  

 

4.2.6 Participant #6 

 
Participant 6 was born in the same country that their parents where born. However, #6 

and their family moved from this country at an early age. Thus, #6 grew up in a 

different city than the one they were born in and where #6 parents were born. #6 grew 

up in a small town and has since moved around within the country due to studies. 

However, #6 is currently living in Sweden and doing their masters. 
 

#6 speaks both the languages of where #6 was born and grew up. #6 expressed that 

language is important to the sense of who they are, especially since they are of a 

different nationality and thus feeling a “mixed” identity between the two countries they 

affiliate with. However, #6 tries not to interact with individuals who speak the same 

language, as they want to be and feel as international as possible. #6 had a prior notion 

to what ethnic identity is. Both of #6 parents grew up close to each other’s respective 

birthplace. #6 felt a sense of belonging towards their birthplace as well as the region 

where they grew up. Furthermore, #6 expressed that physical characteristics such as a 

individual's skin-color could be important to how others perceive #6. # 6 explained that 

this was due to their prior experiences where people had treated #6 differently due to 

their physical characteristics. #6 shared a few of the rooted values that #6 learned during 

her upbringing.  
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Consequently, #6 had a sense of pride about the place they grew up due to the use of 

language skills and mindset of such. However, #6 also shared several values with the 

culture existent within their country of birth and also went for frequent visits to this 

particular region. #6 argued that the sense of belonging and creation of character is 

important to #6, however it would not be something that #6 makes a point to inform 

others about when communicating. Furthermore, #6 expressed the importance of having 

a place where one belong as well as the importance of learning and exploring different 

cultures than one's own. #6 felt comfortable when filling out one’s ethnic group and felt 

it was a good representation of their ethnic identity.  

 

4.2.7 Communication within the team   

 
 
Participant #1 expressed that they are very direct in their communication. #1 explained 

that this is due to their upbringing and that it is typical for the nation where #1 was 

brought up. #1 explained that this direct communication style sometimes can create 

misunderstandings with the other team members. For example, #1 explained that the 

other team members are not as direct which lead to #1 feeling unheard or ignored by the 

other team members. This is also the reason why #1 preferred formal communication 

face-to-face instead of informal where #1 felt that other team members more easily 

could ignore #1. #1 explained that the main reason why misunderstandings occur within 

the committee is due to different level of commitment from the team members. When 

asked why, # 1 explained this due to the differing incentives the committee has and thus 

meaning some of the team member’s ambitions came into conflict.  
 

Participant #2 voiced similar feelings as #1 in regards to passive communication. # 2 

expressed that they feel a lack of feedback from the committee, which has lead #2 to 

avoid communication when possible, as they feel it is a waste of time. #2 expressed a 

longing for more straightforward and direct communication within the committee. #2 

gave their nationality and upbringing credit in regards to wanting more direct 

communication. #2 explained that they want more direct communication, as they want 

things to be efficient. #2 argued that a lot of the members in the committee have a 

different upbringing where it is not polite to be as direct and honest.  
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Thus, this creates a feeling of annoyance for #2 as they explained it makes matter 

discussed in the committee less efficient as it takes longer time to reach a consensus. #2 

also preferred the formal meetings in contrast to the facebook group, as it is more direct. 

#2 explained that the main reason for misunderstandings in the group is that there are 

too many members and that they have not gotten a chance to get to know each other 

well-enough. # 2 explained that there is an in-group within the committee that has been 

existent within the committee for a longer period of time. #2 argued that the perceived 

in-group might be a reason for the poor communication in the committee.  
 

Participant #3 also described a sense of an in-group within the team. #3 explained that 

it is certain team members from similar nations or regions within the group that have 

their own group and agenda and that the members of this group tend to always agree 

with each other. This has caused #3, similar to #2, to feel there is no point in voicing 

their opinion. #3 also expressed a lack of information regarding different tasks within 

the group, which caused #3 to feel that it is difficult to express their opinion on different 

matters within the group.  

 

Participant #4 explained that they preferred to let other express their opinion first and 

then in turn express their own.  4 stressed the importance of being clear in one’s 

communication and also be able to listen to other members. #4 explained that they enjoy 

the big mix of nationalities and backgrounds of the team as this creates a range of 

different ideas and opinions. # 4 preferred a formal setting for communication in the 

committee as #4 preferred to see people's direct reaction when communicating. #4 

explained that the main reasons for misunderstandings within the group are language 

barriers. #4 stressed that these situations need to be sorted right away as such situations 

can create tension between the team members. #4, similar to # 1, also explained that 

reasons for misunderstandings are different levels of dedication.  
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Participant #5 explained that they preferred others to communicate, as #5 dose not 

want to influence the other members of the committee too much. # 5 preferred to 

communicate more in an informal setting than a formal setting due to not wanting to 

communicate face to face if their are matters that are tension-filled or depressing.  

#5 did not feel that there is any particular situation that creates misunderstandings, 

however #5 admitted there are issues of commitment level within the committee.  
 

Participant # 6 explained that when they communicate in the committee they would 

state their opinion to the rest of the group and wait for a response. # 6 preferred to 

communicate in a formal setting, face to face, as this enables direct communication 

between members and it is easier to perceive members direct reactions.  6 explained that 

the main reason for misunderstandings within the group is differing expectations and 

that this is not communicated properly between members.  

4.3 Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure  

 
The team members of IAC that were interviewed got a wide range of scores on the 

multigroup ethnic identity measure (Phinney, 1992).  The scores varied from 25 to 43 

where the maximum score is 48. This gave the group an overall mean of 35,333. The 

mean for ethnic identity search items 1, 2, 4, 8, and 10 was 13,666 and for affirmation, 

belonging and commitment items 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11 and 12 the mean was 21,5. (See 

Appendix 4: p.74)   

 

Participant # 1 had a low multigroup ethnic identity score with 25 points. The ethnic 

identity search items were low with a total score of 9. The affirmation, belonging and 

commitment items together rallied a score of 16.  

 

Participant # 2 had a higher ethnic identity measure score of 39, which is higher, than 

the mean for the group. The ethnic identity search items got a score of 17 and the 

affirmation, belonging and commitment items got a total score of 22.   
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Participant # 3 had just a slightly higher ethnic identity measure score with 37 then the 

mean for the group. The ethnic identity search items reached a score of 16 and the 

affirmation, belonging and commitment items got a total score of 21. 
 

Participant # 4 had the highest ethnic identity measure score at of all with 43 points. 

The ethnic identity search items got a score of 18 of max 20 and the affirmation, 

belonging and commitment items got a total score of 25 where the total score is 28. 
 

Participant # 5 was the closest to the mean of the group with a score of 36 points. The 

ethnic identity search items drew a score of 11 and the affirmation, belonging and 

commitment items got a score of 24. 
 

Participant # 6 had quite a low score compared to the mean with a score of 32. The 

ethnic identity search items got a score of 11 and the affirmation, belonging and 

commitment items got a score of 21. 
 
 
 

4.4 Observation of the Functions and Communication Process  

 
The authors were present during several of IAC’s meetings, the following section 

provides a brief summarization of what was observed and written down during these 

meetings. The meetings with IAC were structured to the point where the team leader 

opened the discussion for an event/s that had taken place during the past week. The 

members that had been assigned to this/these particular task/s then proceeded to give 

feedback on the event. The feedback consisted of what was good, bad and if any 

particular problem/s arose. Communication within the team followed the discussion of 

the events and the initiating of the communication was led by the members responsible 

for that particular event. Their way of presenting information seemed solely directed 

towards the team leader. There seemed to be no particular structure towards giving 

feedback on the events amongst the members responsible and members non-responsible 

for the events proceeded to give their opinions in no specific order. Certain members 

tended to communicate more than others.  
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Members seemed to have little direct communication towards each other and whatever 

was said was often filtered through the team leader. When members tried to 

communicate with each other they either agreed on the same perceived opinion, stayed 

silent or came into conflict. Members seemed to express a certain discomfort in directly 

addressing each other and differing opinions were settled upon the consensual majority 

of the matter. Members within the team expressed differing sets of ambitions in 

discussing their ways of structuring, organizing and completing each task. The authors 

observed, when members had differing opinions upon a matter, the disagreeing sides 

attempted to convince each other of their respective opinions. When members agreed 

they were more open to communicate and validate each others opinions. There was a 

very limited communication of positive feedback. Some members seemed to be more 

inquisitive in terms of gathering information to understand the task, whilst other seemed 

more prone to questions that dealt with organizing and structuring the task. Members 

tended to be more communicative when they were directly involved or responsible for 

an event and members took on additional responsibility in accordance to no particular 

structure. When the communication became more spontaneous, all of the members 

became more communicative. Consequently, more misunderstandings and 

disagreements occurred.  

The misunderstandings between the team members seemed to generally occur when 

discussing tasks directly between each other. Often the participants had different views 

on how to complete tasks. During one of the sessions the authors observed an open 

disagreement within the group. Two of the members had differing opinions on what 

would make an event successful. Therefore, these two members came into conflict and 

the situation got settled as two other members joined one of the participant’s argument 

and thus closing the discussion.     
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5 Analysis 

In this section we analyse the empirical findings together with previous research in our 
frame of reference. 
 

5.1 Ethnic Identity  

5.1.1 Ethnic Identity Development  

 
As described by Phinney the ethnic identity development can be divided into three 

stages (1989). By analyzing the interviews and using the MEIM to validate our analysis 

of the findings the authors identified what stage the different participants of the IAC are 

currently in. As mentioned there are three stages; unexamined ethnic identity stage, 

ethnic identity search stage and the achieved ethnic identity stage.  

Participant #1 showed signs of being in the unexamined stage. Referring to the findings 

section, # 1 reacted uncomfortable when asked about their ethnic identity. #1 showed no 

interest in exploring their ethnic identity and did not see ethnicity as an important issue. 

Thus, it can be argued that # 1 is in the first stage of ethnic development, which is the 

unexamined ethnic identity stage. As explained by Phinney, individuals in this stage can 

be either in the diffusion or the foreclosure stage. In the diffusion stage individuals 

rarely show interest in their ethnic identity (1989). Thus, # 1 showed signs of being in 

the diffusion category of the unexamined ethnic identity stage, where there is a general 

lack of interest regarding ethnicity (Phinney, 1989). Furthermore, # 1 was the only one 

feeling that their native language was not important to the sense of who they are (See 

Appendix 3: p.73). This is the polarizing opposite of members within the achieved 

ethnic identity stage (Phinney, 1989).  # 1 was also the individual with the lowest 

MEIM score, which further validates the analysis to place # 1 in the unexamined ethnic 

identity stage. In addition participant 5 was identified to also be in the unexamined 

ethnic identity stage. Referring to the interviews, # 5 expressed a lack of knowledge and 

interest about their ethnic background. # 5 hesitated a lot when answering the questions, 

which could indicate that # 5, has not reflected about their ethnic background. # 5 also 

had difficulties feeling a sense of belonging to their native country due to speaking a 

different language then the majority. # 5 expressed that they experienced difficulties 

when interacting with different ethnicities.  
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According to Phinney, difficulties with interacting with other individuals of a different 

ethnic background could indicate that the individual is in the unexamined ethnic identity 

stage (Phinney, 1989). Thus the authors argue that # 5 is also identified to be in the 

unexamined ethnic identity stage.  

 

The search stage is characterized by a wide range of emotions (Phinney, 1989). In the 

search stage the individual does not yet have strong sense of belonging but the 

individual may have an increased interest in terms of searching for their ethnic identity 

(Phinney, 1989). Looking at the MEIM, participant 2 had a high MEIM score especially 

in regards to ethnic identity search. This is also shown through the interview where 

participant 2 explained feelings of lack of a sense of a home thus #2 has searched for a 

place to feel at home. #2 has grown up with a mix of nationalities and lived in different 

countries, which could contribute to a lack of a sense of belonging (Phinney, 2007). #2 

expressed that not having a distinct affiliation or belonging to the place #2 was born, 

only a memory, has made it hard for #2 to identify with the culture, language and 

traditions that #2 grew up with. Accordingly, #2 also expressed a lack of belonging to 

the region #2 was brought up in.  A general point that could be gathered from #2’s 

interview was that #2 had the ambition or want to have a clear ethnic background and 

belonging. Thus, #2 showed signs of being in the second stage of ethnic identity 

development, which is the ethnic identity search stage. Another participant showing 

signs of being in the search stage was participant #4. Referring to the interview, #4 

expressed feelings of belonging to many different ethnic groups and having mixed 

feelings towards them. However, #4 expressed difficulties in categorizing oneself due to 

the many cultures and countries that #4 had experienced. #4 was also unable to identify 

if the country where #4 was born is important to the sense of who #4 are. Thus, the 

authors argue that #4 had no clear ethnic group that they affiliated with, however #4 

showed signs of having a significant interest in their ethnic background. Furthermore, 

#4 was the individual with the highest MEIM score, which could indicate an achieved 

ethnic identity stage (Phinney,1992). In addition, #4 felt that it is important to learn 

about your ethnic background, however expressed that it does not define the person.  

Thus, the authors argue that #4 is somewhere between the ethnic identity search stage 

and the achieved stage.  
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In the third stage individuals have a clear ethnic identity and have positive feelings 

towards their ethnic group as well as prefer or are comfortable with their group 

membership (Phinney, 1989). Referring to the interviews participant 3 voiced a clear 

sense of belonging to an ethnic group and was also proud to be part of that group. To 

exemplify  #3 wanted to move back to their native country when they have children to 

be able to teach them the same values #3 grew up with.  Furthermore, #3 also placed a 

lot of emphasis on their home region and the language spoken there and explained that 

their native language helped #3 to share information and form groups. #3 also expressed 

that when in the native country #3 enjoys to participate in traditions typical for that 

region. Thus, the authors argue that #3 is in the final stage, which is the achieved ethnic 

identity stage. Participant 6 also voiced opinions of a sense of pride and fulfillment 

towards the country they grew up in and had a strong sense of belonging to this country. 

Furthermore, #6 expressed that they were pleased to be of a mixed background and 

enjoys the values of both these countries. #6 had no problem identifying and affiliating 

with #6 ethnic group of choice.  Thus, indicating that #6 also belonged to the achieved 

ethnic identity stage.  

 

5.1.2 Ethnic Identity Salience   

 
The overall group had a mixed variety of ethnic identities and the salience for these 

identities also varied. Two individuals had low ethnic identity salience, #1 and #5 as 

they were identified to be in the unexamined ethnic identity stage. Participant 2 and 4 

were identified to be in the search stage where the salience of one’s ethnic identity is 

higher than in the unexamined stage but lower than in the achieved stage (Phinney, 

2007). However, #4 was argued to be somewhere in between the search stage and the 

achieved stage due to high MEIM score of #4. Furthermore, two individuals were 

identified to be in the achieved ethnic identity stage, #3 and #6 which indicates that they 

have the strongest ethnic identity salience of the participants interviewed according to 

Phinney’s ethnic identity development theory (1989). 
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 However participant 6 had a low MEIM score in relation to the mean of the group. 

Nonetheless, the authors argue to still identify #6 as being in the achieved stage due to 

findings in the interview. However, the authors argue that #3 who also was identified to 

be in the achieved ethnic identity stage, has a stronger ethnic identity salience then #6 

due to the higher MEIM score.  

 

5.2 Communication   

 

5.2.1 Misunderstandings within the team  

 
The authors identified the following misunderstandings within the IAC through the 

theory of Hall’s communication process (1973). The member’s tendency to 

communicate indirectly with each other consequently caused the team leader to act as 

an intermediary channel to the communication that ensued between the members of the 

team. Adler and Towne argue that the potential for misunderstandings increase when 

there are more participants involved in the communication process (1978). Thus, in this 

case, the team leader had to receive and decode the message before it reached its 

intended receiver. The more times a message has to be encoded and decoded the 

potential for errors increase (Hall, 1978).  The number of channels a message must pass 

from sender to receiver does not simply complicate a message journey from sender to 

receiver, in this instance, it also discredited members ability to get to know each other 

through the medium of human interaction and comfortably express oneself within the 

team (Gibson, 1996). Thus, members indicated that they were unable to express their 

true honest opinion directly towards the receiver, which complicated both the encoding 

and decoding process of communication (Collins & O'Rourke, 2009) and thus becomes 

one of the identified causes of misunderstandings. Furthermore, the observations of the 

team indicated that the misunderstandings that frequently occurred where due the low 

frequency of direct communication between team members. Members tended to state 

their opinion, which easily led to very little discussion and created a scenario where 

members of similar stated opinions seemed to create an in-group/out-group behavior 

that caused members to perceive each other's messages differently.  
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The cause of an in-group behavior could therefor reflect a person's internal ethnic 

identity, particularly the dimensions of attachment, feelings and affiliation to seek out 

similar members of cultural patterns (Phinney 1992 & Tajfel & Turner 1979). The 

individuals that tended to have a low attachment, feeling and affiliation to their ethnic 

identity seemed to create an in-group. The two participants that indicated a high ethnic 

identity salience were also the individuals that had felt that they had experienced 

discrimination within the team. According to Sellers and Shelton individuals who 

highly identify with their ethnic group are more likely to experience discrimination 

(2003). Thus, the authors argue that these individuals represented the out-group. 

Therefore, the indication would be that the in-groups and out-groups tended to consist 

of individuals that had a similar ethnic backgrounds and ethnic identity salience. The 

authors argue that this perception became a cause of misunderstanding in the 

communication process of the IAC, which led to conflicts, thus furthering distancing 

members of the team from each other. The members’ differing approaches to 

organizing, structuring and understanding the task naturally differed, however there 

communication did not support a compromising solution. It tended to be the perspective 

that was shared by the majority of the group that defined the final decision on the 

matter. This was again caused by member’s tendency to present statements and not 

suggestive comments that would open for alternative resolutions and feedback. Thus, 

this led to a certain amount of tension and frustration between the members of the team. 

Communication with positive messages were very restricted and this has the potential to 

further distance the members from each other as they did not use communication to 

share similarities and experiences amongst each other (Trompenaars & Hampden-

Turner, 2011). 

 

5.2.2 Ethnic Identities effect on Communication  

 
It became clear from conducting the interviews and the observations made that there 

were several communicational issues within the team. As mentioned by Hall, situations 

where some of the meaning is lost in the transmission of a message from the sender may 

lead to misunderstandings (1973). Several of the participants mentioned situations 

where misunderstandings arose due to faulty communication.  
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Referring to the findings, participants expressed a feeling of experiencing an being an 

in-group within the team that was based on their ethnic identity and that the individuals 

in the in-group had similar physical characteristics. Participants described that they 

would try and communicate their opinion, however that these were disregarded by the 

in-group, thus the rest of the team members followed the in-group. However, when 

discussing the matter with team members who were indicated to belong to the perceived 

in-group, these individuals did not mention any sort of in-group. According to Tajfel 

(1981), this is due to individuals belonging to a powerful and dominant group tend to 

not recognize their own position. This phenomenon can also be seen by the participants 

in the unexamined ethnic identity stage, participants 1 & 5 who both were identified to 

be in this stage, had neither any perception of what their ethnic identity was and showed 

that they were uncomfortable when discussing their ethnic identity. Drawing from the 

findings, both participant 1 & 5 where indicated to belong to the in-group of the team, 

thus it explained why they did not recognize their own position within team.  

 

Furthermore, participants who had an achieved ethnic identity, to exemplify participant 

3 sensed that they belonged to the out-group within the team and often felt 

misunderstood by the in-group of the team. Referring to the interview, a wide range of 

the participants voiced negative feelings towards each other and especially the way they 

communicate. According to Togeby, it is typical for individuals that participate in 

intercultural communication to have negative feelings toward each other, which in turn 

often leads to prejudice (1997). Prejudice can be argued to be one of the main reasons 

for misunderstandings as it leads to stereotypes (Bührig & Thije, 2006).  

 

 

The participants interviewed who had a strong ethnic identity salience, #3 and #6, both 

expressed that they felt that there was prejudice towards them based on their physical 

characteristics and that they felt that the in-group of the team was stereotyping them. 

Furthermore, #3 and #6 explained that they sensed they could not communicate fully 

with the group due to feeling that the rest of the team was disregarding their opinions. 

According to Ting-Toomey, individuals who feel they are being judged based on their 

physical characteristics or ethnic background will react in a negative manner, which in 

turn can have significant influence on the relevant interactions within a team (2005). 
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Thus, it can be argued that team members who communicate with each other who have 

differing ethnic identity saliences could potentially have an increase of physiological 

noise present in their communication process, which in turn would lead to more 

misunderstandings. Furthermore, the authors identified that the team members who had 

low ethnic identity salience, #1 & #5, expressed that physical characteristics and ethnic 

background was not important to the sense of who they are. Also both of these 

participant’s grew up in areas with individuals who all had the same physical 

characteristics. However, the individuals who had high ethnic identity salience 

acknowledged that physical characteristics and ethnic background does affect the way 

individuals perceive them and the way individuals communicate with them. 
 
Social and ethnic identities interact to affect the way individuals communicate (Ting-

Toomey et al., 2000). Drawing from the findings of this study the authors suggest that 

the similarities within affiliation, belonging and values as well as the level of ethnic 

identity salience effects our social behavior which is reflected in communication. 

Depending on the differing levels of ethnic identity salience as well as ethnic identity 

content out-group and in-groups seem to have more or less of a likelihood to occur. 

These in-group and out-groups affect individuals’ ethnic identity within the social 

context to which they relate (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, the importance of 

ethnic identity changes with the social context. Thus, the misunderstandings generated 

by differing ethnic identities are context dependent. The authors view this suggested 

relationship as one contribution to misunderstandings within the communicational 

process of a team. However, as ethnic identity is a construct of social identity it is hard 

to decipher its precise potential to generate misunderstandings. The authors demonstrate 

the following visual presentation to highlight the process of ethnic identities effect on 

generating misunderstandings.  
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Figure 4 Suggested process between ethnic identity and its potential to 
create noise in the communication process and thus generating 
misunderstandings within team communication, developed by the authors 
(2017).  
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6 Conclusion  

In this chapter we include a discussion on how the purpose was comprehended, an 
overview of the main findings of our study and the conclusions we can draw from this, 
hence answering our research question. 

 
 

The purpose of this thesis was to examine how differing ethnic identities in an 

ethnically diverse team could affect the communication process and especially how it 

could generate misunderstandings. The authors have fulfilled this purpose by examining 

the communication process that occurs within a ethnically diverse team and identifying 

what stage the different team members are in regards to their ethnic identity. The 

authers have evaluated how individuals in different stages of their ethnic identity 

development generate in-groups and out-group behavior, which in turn affected the 

communication process within the team. The main finding is that team members who 

communicate with each other who had differing ethnic identity saliences, thus being in 

different stages of their ethnic identity development, could potentially have an increase 

of physiological noise present in their communication process, which in turn would lead 

to more misunderstandings. Furthermore the proposed research question: 

  

“How can different ethnic identities generate misunderstandings in the communication 

process of an ethnically diverse team?  can be answered through our main findings.  
 

The findings showed that individuals where perceived to belong to an in-group were not 

aware of their position and that they tended to have a low ethnic identity salience. 

Furthermore, the individuals indicated to have a high ethnic identity salience tended to 

belong to an out-group within the team. The individuals indicated to be in the in-group 

stated that they put no significance on ethnic background or physical characteristics, 

however through our findings it was shown that is was mostly these individuals who 

had communication difficulties with individuals with high ethnic identity salience. 

Furthermore, our analysis of the primary data showed that is was mainly between the 

individuals who had very differing ethnic identity saliences that the misunderstandings 

occurred.  
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The findings indicated that there was a large amount dissatisfaction within the team in 

regards to communication, this was mainly indicated by the presence of an in-group 

within the team that dominated the discussions that took place. The members of this 

group where indicated to have similar ethnic identity saliences. The presence of an in-

group caused the encoding and decoding process between team members to experience 

an extensive amount of psychological noise which in turn could be argued to generate 

misunderstandings. Conclusively, the findings support the conclusion that ethnic 

identities can generate misunderstandings in an ethnically diverse team due to the 

creation of in and out-group behavior.  
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7 Discussion  

 
In the following section the authors will discuss contribution of the conclusion, analysis and 
findings that are presented within the thesis. The discussion adheres to the limitations of the 
study as well as suggestions for future research on the topic. 

 
 

This study has made an attempt to better understand ethnic identities role in the 

communication process of an ethnically diverse team. The authors succeeded in 

establishing a relationship between ethnic identity and the behavior of the individuals of 

this study’s ethnically diverse team. Therefore, the authors suggest that they have made 

fruitful suggestions to understanding ethnic identities impact on interpersonal team 

communication. Thus, the authors have provided valuable insight to the field of human 

resource management that guides an organization's effort to manage the complex issue 

of diversity in the workplace. The applicability of what was found is somewhat 

dependent of the sample, however all diverse teams are composed of the process of 

interpersonal and intercultural communication in the face of diversity. Identifying the 

ethnic development stages of one’s team's members could be done in all diverse teams 

as well as observing the communication process of such.  Understanding the impact of 

differing ethnic identities can essentially help managers to foresee misunderstandings in 

an ethnically diverse team and essentially assist the process to help smooth over or 

prevent such misunderstandings within the team. Understanding the factors that prevent 

effective and open team communication would help managers to successfully decipher 

the potential that rests in having a diverse workforce. 
 

7.1 Limitations  

 
The process and topic of this thesis is exempt to several limitations. Primarily, 

misunderstandings within the team communication process comes down to several 

factors and not just simply ethnic identities. It is the impact of team organization, task, 

the choice of team leader, personality as well as other dimensions of diversity that all 

simultaneously affect and shape the communication process that is existent within a 
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small ethnically diverse team. The authors attempt to isolate the impact of ethnic 

identities on the communication process.  

This calls for a certain amount of generalization between ethnic identity and the 

behavior of the individuals that could impact communication and generate 

misunderstandings in the team. Thus, to be able to validate the particular connections 

made within this study, more teams that withhold the similar criteria must be studied. 

 

Furthermore, the authors were constricted by the set timeframe of this study which did 

not allow the authors to look at a larger multitude of differing ethnic identities or further 

examine the connections that were made adherent in this study. In addition, ethnicity is 

a sensitive topic, therefore a couple of the members refrained from being interviewed on 

the matter and thus not all the ethnic identities within the team could be tied to a 

particular development stage. Another barrier that needs to be acknowledged is the 

member differing knowledge of the English language, which could have created 

misunderstandings or difficulties in gaining complete understanding of the topic. This 

adheres both to the communication within the team and the interviews conducted with 

the participants. Furthermore, the sample of this case study is small and therefore 

provides a limited amount of data for the authors to use in constructing their conclusion. 

 

7.2 Suggestion for future research  

 
The authors suggest that more efforts have to be given to isolate and identify the 

differing impacts of diversity. Scholars need not simply study these effects from the 

differing perspectives of age, sex and race etc., but also to look deeper in to the affects 

of differing constructs of social identity, much like this paper, which looks separately at 

ethnic identity. Successful attempts to isolate these dimensions will help scholars to 

identify the correlating factors of diversity and each aspect of the team’s in-group 

working process. A better understanding of diversity will help policy makers and 

organizations manage such and make diversity a factor of competitive advantage for the 

entities that have the skills to do so. Thus, scholars need to conduct longitude research 

with multiple samples that will address not just communication, but other aspects that 

are a part of the process of the team to reach its final goal.  
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Efforts to make such contributions could help researchers to establish a clearer view of 

the dynamics existent within a diverse team and understand what it is to manage people 

that are more or less different from each other. In addition, understanding what 

generates misunderstandings in team could help HR-managers to better compose their 

teams and effectively match up talent that have the capacity to work together and 

generate better outcomes.  
 

7.3 Final Words From Authors 

 
With a couple of final words the authors argue that the challenges presented by diversity 

within differing social contexts can all be resolved under the pretence of understanding 

and accepting the differences of people. Differing ethnicities are no exception to this, 

one might feel strong about their ethnicity and another might regarded it as less 

important, these states are interchangeable by context, however the important question 

is how can we successfully interact despite our differences? Thus, the biggest issue 

identified within communication is that individuals tend to listen to reply and not so 

much to understand. Therefore, the authors argue that it is our way of thinking when 

communicating with each other that is important. To conclude, as the famous Austrian-

born American management consultant, educator, and author Peter Drucker one said; 

”The most important thing in communication is to hear what is not being said”. 
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9 Appendices   

 

9.1 Appendix 1: Multigroup Ethnic Identity questionnaire   
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9.2 Appendix 2: Interview guide  

 

And would it be OK to record our conversation? It means I can focus more 

on what you are saying without struggling to take notes. I can switch it off 

at any time if you want.  

 
Interview Questionnaire 

 
 
First, Thank you for agreeing to talk with us today on the topic of ethnic 

identities. The information from the survey will help us to learn more about 

each other, and will help people who analyse and design policies to address 

different issues within group communication. In today’s interview we 

would like to ask you some questions– to get your answers and to 

understand why you gave the answers you did. We expect the interview to 

take about 30 minutes. 

We are using the information gathered from these interviews to help us 

conduct the thesis analysis and discussion upon defining the level of 

ethnical identity salience, which in the following will help us discuss the 

potential conflict styles that can be identified within the communication of 

a small ethnically diverse team. In this interview, we will do so by 

discussing each team member’s social identity. We will keep the 

conversation confidential and will not let you be identified by the way we 

use your answers.  

 

 

 

Thank you for your participation. 
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Beginning- 

 

To start with, we would like you to fill out this form that will help us 

recognize the salience of your ethnical identity. Please, take your time with 

the questions.   

 

Perhaps you could tell me a bit about yourself and your history 

 

Could you tell us where you were born? 

 

Please region, city… 

 

Have you lived there whole your life? 

 

• If always lived here 

-‐ What kept you there? 

-‐ Why is it important for you to live there? 

-‐ Have you ever thought about moving away? 

-‐ What would be the things you would miss?  

-‐ What would you like about being elsewhere?  

 

No? 

 

What are the other places you have lived? 

 

What brought you to these places? 
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– And of the places you’ve lived, what was the place you liked the 

most? 

 

–  And what things did you like about living there? 

 

-‐ And what are the best things about this place? 

-‐ -Why? 

 

And what about your family? 

• Let’s start with your parents: Where do they come from? 

• And probe if not “Home” born: 

-When did they come to -? 

 

OK, we’ve talked a bit about why particular places are important to you – 
or more important than others. I now want to go on to ask you about your 
ethnic identity; specifically I’d like to ask you about, 

What is important to who you feel you are  and I’ll also be asking you 
about feelings of belonging to different groups of people 

I’m going to ask you a series of questions and then, when you have replied, 
I’m going to ask you a bit more about your replies. OK? 
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(1) Is the language that you spoke at home as a child important to your sense of who you are? (1_add)  
(2) And can I just check: what language was that__________________________  

 
(2) If (1) is not English: Is English important to your sense of who you are?  

  
(3_filter) And can I ask, do you have or were you brought up in a religion? Yes/No If yes, and what is that? ______________________  

(3) Is your religion important to your sense of who you are?  

(4) Is the city/region where you live now important to your sense of who you are?  

  
 

 (5) Is the country where you were born important to your sense of who you are?  

  
 

(6) Is the region in the country where you were brought up important to your sense of who you are?  

 
(7) Is the country where your father was born important to your sense of who you are?  

 

(8) If different from the country where R or R’s father were born:  

Is the country where your mother was born important to your sense of who you are?  

(9) Is the land of your ancestors different from where you or your parents were born?  

If yes: And what would you say is the land of your ancestors? _____________________ (9)  

If Yes: Is ________________ (land of your ancestors) important to your sense of who you are?  

(10) Is your skin color or other visible characteristics important to your sense of who you are?  
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Part 1: Question testing  

Thanks. That’s really interesting. I’d just like to ask a bit more about each 
of your answers.  

Probes for QV2_1 ask for each of 1-13  

If hesitated when answering  

• You hesitated a bit when I asked you when I asked ‘Is xxx important to 
your sense…   

• Did you find the question hard – or quite easy?   

• If hard, In what way?   

In all cases  

And which of the questions did you find easier or harder to answer? Can 
you say why?  

When asked ‘Is xxx important to your sense .....’, you answered yes/no  

• Do you think you would always, i.e., in every situation have given this 
answer?  

•  You’ve given this answer sitting here talking to me, do you think you 
would say the same thing in other situations?  – If no, perhaps ask: 
For example, how about if someone at work asked this, or if you 
were asked this by a friend.  – If yes, Could you say a bit more about 
that...?   

• Why do you think it changed?   

 

Thank you very much, that’s been really interesting. Now I’m just 
going to ask you a couple of follow up questions to just those 
questions where you answered ‘yes’, and again, ask you a bit about 
your answers.  
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Part 2: For each X that R answered with YES or 
MAYBE/PARTLY/SOMEWHAT  

 
QV2_2. You mentioned that X is important to your sense of who you are or 
that you feel a sense of belonging to X. Thinking about that please answer 
the following questions:  
  
(A) Do you interact a lot with those who come from/are/speak/have the 
same _X_? (e.g., language/religion/country of birth...)  

1. Yes, a lot 2. Yes, a little 3. No  

Probes for A 

 If R hesitated at A:  

• You hesitated a little bit when answering ‘Do you interact a lot...’,   

• Did you find it hard to answer – or easy?  What did you think of when I 
asked you ‘Do you interact a lot....’  If answered ‘hard’ earlier   

• Would it have been easier if we had asked it differently?   
• How should we have asked this?  

We gave you three choices of answer: ‘Yes, a lot, Yes, a little and No’.   

• Would you have preferred more or different options?  
• What would you have said?  

If answered ‘hard’ earlier  

• Would those different options have made it easier to answer? 
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(B) Do you share many values and beliefs with those who come 
from/are/speak/have the same _X_? (e.g., language/religion/country of 
birth...)  

1. Yes, a lot 2. Yes, a few 3. No  

Probes for B   

If R hesitated at B:  

• You hesitated a little bit when answering ‘Do you share many values...’,   

• Did you find it hard to answer – or easy?  What did you think of when I 
asked you ‘Do you share many values....’  If answered ‘hard’ earlier 
  

• Would it have been easier if we had asked it differently?   
• How should we have asked this?  

We gave you three choices of answer: ‘Yes, a lot, Yes, a few and No’. 
Would you have preferred more or different options?  

• What would you have said?  

If answered ‘hard’ earlier  

• Would those different options have made it easier to answer?  

 

(C) Do you feel proud to be _X_? (e.g., language/religion/country of 
birth...)  

1. Yes 2. No 3. Yes and No 4. Indifferent/don’t care  

  
Probes for C  
If R hesitated at C:  

You hesitated a little bit when answering ‘Do you feel proud...’,  

• Did you find it hard to answer – or easy?  What did you think of when I 
asked you ‘Do you feel proud....’  

 If answered ‘hard’ earlier   
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• Would it have been easier if we had asked it differently?   

• How should we have asked this?   

We gave you three choices of answer: ‘Yes, a lot, No, Yes & No, or 
indifferent’.  

• Would you have preferred more or different options?   

• If yes,  

•  What would you have said? 

•  If answered ‘hard’ earlier   

Would those different options have made it easier to answer?  

 

Thank you. That’s really helpful.  

Now I’d just like to ask you a few more general questions. 
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Additional questions  

• These things that you see as important about yourself are they the same as 
others see as important about you?   
 

•  Suppose a friend of yours was talking about you over the phone to someone 
else who had never met you. What do you think your neighbor would say about 
you?   

 

•  And when you come across other people, let’ s say me, what are the things you 
are most likely to remember about me after meeting me for the first time?   

 

-‐ And are these the things you would tell a friend about me?   
-‐ And what if you were telling this to someone you work with instead of a friend, 

would you also tell them the same things?  
 
• And now I’d like to ask you a think ahead to the next generation. I think you 

said you have children / do you have children / I think you mentioned you 
don’t have children.   

You’ve mentioned things that are important to you / that you feel a sense of 
belonging to, –  

If has kids: Would you like your children to feel the same things are 
important? –  

If none: If you were to have children (if you had children) would you want them 
to feel  that the same things are important to them? 

•  Are there additional or different things you’d like them to feel were important? 
   

• If different, what and why? 
•  What things about you would you like them to feel proud about?   

 
•  We have asked about some things that may be important to your sense of who 

you are. What other things are important to your sense of who you are?   
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Concluding questions 

This has been a really interesting conversation. There a just a couple more things 
I’d like to ask you.   

 First, if I was to ask you what ethnic group or groups you belonged to and you 
could give any answer or answers – what would you say?  

(Emphasise free choice if necessary, if they ask one of the things we talked 
about, make it clear it doesn’ t have to be etc.)    

 And now I’d just like to check a few details, just to check I’ve got it right about. 
I think you said you were.... if it has come up by now. If it has not ask about it  

• Marital status 
• Employment status  
• If employed: the job 
•  Age 
•  Your educational qualifications  

 
We will now discuss the communication within the group and conflicts that 
might have or not have occurred. Thank you for your patience.  
 

How do you normally choose to communicate within the group? 
 
Do you prefer to communicate within a formal or informal setting? 
 
Why is it so? 
 
Could you give an example of a situation where the group experienced 
difficulties in communicating? 
 
Does conflict in communication appear different in a formal versus an 
informal setting? 
 
Do you ever feel it difficult to express yourself within the group? 
 
Do feel that there is any particular situation that creates conflict? 
 
if yes... 
 
Why do you think it is so? 



 

 74 

 
 

Do you always feel comfortable expressing your opinion within the group ? 
 
If no.. 
 
In what situations do you not feel comfortable expressing your opinion 
within the group?  
 
Do you try to avoid conflict as much as possible?  
 
When someone doesn't agree with you do you try to persuade them?  
 
When someone asks something of you do you try to help them as much as 
possible?  
 
If yes.. 
 
Do you this even though you might not want to?  
 
When you are faced with possible conflict do you try to compromise as 
much as possible to avoid it?  
 
When you are faced with possible conflict to you try to find a solution that 
will benefit both parties?  

 

 

Many thanks for your help. Your answers will be really helpful. 

Do you have anything you’d like to ask me? You’ve got my details if anything 
occurs to you. Well it’s been a pleasure talking with you.  
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9.3 Appendix 3: Response distribution on structured interview guide   

 
 
 Yes No 
Is the language you spoke at home as 
child important to the sense of who you 
are? 
 

83% 17% 

Is English important to your sense of who 
you are? 

100 % 0 % 

Is your religion important to your sense of 
who you are? 

17% 83 %  

Is the city/region where you live now 
important to your sense of who you are? 

33 % 66%  

Is the country where you were born 
important to your sense of who you are? 

83% 17 % 

Is the region in the country where you 
were brought up important to your sense 
of who you are? 

66% 33% 

Is the country where your parents where 
born important to your sense of who you 
are? 

83% 17% 

Is your skin color or other visible 
characteristics important to your sense of 
who you are? 

33% 66% 
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9.4 Appendix 4: Participant’s result on Phinney’s Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Group  

 
 
PARTICIPANTS MULTIGROUP 

ETHNCIHAL 
IDENDITY 
SCORE  

PARTICIPANT # 1 25 

PARTICIPANT # 2 39 

PARTICIPANT # 3  37 

PARTICIPANT # 4 43 

PARTCIPANT # 5 36 

PARTICIPANT # 6 32 

MEAN FOR THE 
OVERALL SCORE 
 

35,33 

MEAN FOR THE 
SEARCH ITEMS  
 
 

13,666 
 

MEAN FOR THE 
BELONGING, 
AFFIRAMTION & 
COMMITMENT 
ITEMS  
 

21,5 
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9.5 Appendix 5: Interview Times 

 

 


