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Lessons from Laos: selecting appropriate communication
media for context

Wesley Ward

Current agricultural research depends on complex contexts that can
impose major barriers for communication within geographically dispersed
research teams. Such barriers are multiplied where team members
originate from and operate in contrasting cultures and economic
circumstances. A case study based in the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic (PDR) showed how to identify such barriers between Lao and
Australian scientists using transcripts of 30 interviews with these groups.
These were analysed using grounded theory analysis to identify these
barriers which were operationalised to construct an assessment
tool — I-CHET. This tool was subsequently applied to nine online
communication technologies used by the interviewees to identify the
technology that displayed the fewest problems regarding these
barriers — email, and those with the most problems — websites and
Skype. The study highlighted the complexity of communication barriers for
international research teams, beyond economic and online infrastructural
constraints, to include individual and cultural differences as well as
language. By addressing these differences, project managers and funding
agencies can maximise the benefits from research completed by
international teams that provide vital agricultural knowledge and
methodologies for many developing countries worldwide.
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Who has communicated with a group and thought afterwards, “I thought I had it
right, but did they get the same message I presented?” If so, this commentary is for
you, especially if you work with people from a variety of contexts and cultures.

Current scientific research is often based on collaboration in and between teams
comprising members with different disciplines, cultures, nations, organisations,
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time zones, knowledge access, political persuasions, personalities, and levels of
economic development [Sonnenwald, 2007]. These differences can provide barriers
and opportunities for team members working on ‘wicked’ and complex problems
involving various elements of our societies and worlds.

When wicked agricultural problems occur, governments and international donor
organisations call on multinational research teams to find how to maintain
sustainability in or improve agricultural production in economically developing
countries, while continuing to address rural poverty. While such teams are
desirable as they incorporate important technical skills and access to funds, land
and people, they can also comprise members from economically developed and
developing countries that are geographically and culturally dispersed and
embedded in different institutional and political contexts [Windsor, 2011]. When
incorporated with member’s differing individual personalities and past
experiences, there are fertile grounds for communication barriers to be maintained
between team members [Lau and Murnighan, 1998]. These barriers can reduce
communication and trust between team members [Jarvenpaa, Shaw and Staples,
2004] and reduce team performance [Lauring and Selmer, 2010].

Faced with declining funds for international development, funding agencies have
sought to reduce project costs, including budget items such as ‘communications’
and ‘face-to-face meetings’. However, Chung, Kwon and Lee [2016] and Thatcher
[2010] have demonstrated the importance of and advocated for initial face-to-face
meetings between different cultural groups, to develop trust and relationships in
multicultural teams [Chen, Chen and Meindl, 1998]. As funds from international
and bilateral funding agencies have ‘refocused’ or diminished since the 2007 global
financial crisis [Murray and Overton, 2016], agencies have sought to increase the
use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) such as video
conferencing to replace face-to-face meetings between collaborators in developing
countries, especially for establishing, developing and managing development
projects.

ICTs are used extensively by geographically dispersed agricultural scientists to
circumvent the ‘tyranny of distance’ and fulfil the need for access [Ward and Given,
2019]. In their recent work in the Lao Democratic People’s Republic (PDR), an
economically developing country in South East Asia, the authors identified eight
ICTs used extensively by Lao agricultural scientists and their collaborators in
developed countries, particularly Australia. These included email, websites,
Facebook, simple messaging systems on mobile phones, instant messaging, and the
video-conferencing system Skype. While these ICTs have been introduced and
used generally in Lao PDR since 2004, they have been used for many different
purposes, both professional and personal.

Ward and Given’s [2019] paper was part of broader study in Ward [2016] that also
investigated research questions regarding communications within and between
agricultural research team members working in Lao PDR:

(a) What are the communication barriers that the team members from Lao PDR
and Australia need to address; and,

(b) Which ICTs best address these barriers?
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Interestingly, multicultural agricultural research teams working in developing
countries have received little academic attention, while international business and
information technology (IT) teams have received considerable attention. For
example, Shachaf and Hara [2007] developed their behavioural complexity theory
(BCT) to highlight the contingencies that influence selection of appropriate ICTs by
international IT teams. These team contingencies included dispersal over distance
and time zones, social proximity, cultural diversity, the team task, individual
preferences, ICT accessibility, and the initial ICT medium used by team members.
Furthermore, Shachaf and Hara [2007] recognised that more than one ICT could be
used to perform a team task, a more holistic and pragmatic approach to theorising
on the use of ICTs by different groups and individuals reflected in the media
synchronicity theory of Dennis, Fuller and Valacich [2008].

In order to identify these communication barriers, open ended interviews were
carried out with 30 Lao and Australian agricultural researchers and managers
living in Lao PDR and Australia and working in research groups in Lao PDR. The
interview transcripts were qualitatively analysed using the social constructivist
grounded theory methodology described in Charmaz [2014]. This analysis used
open, axial and selective coding to identify five major themes for these barriers,
related to relationships; language; individual attributes and characteristics; cultural
differences; and the structural environment in which the teams worked. The
themes were incorporated into a communication model that highlighted the
communication barriers within these teams [Ward, 2016]. The major barriers
included differences in personal and organisational trust, understanding of
technical English (particularly for speakers of English for whom English is a second
language), cultural understandings, access to economic and technical resources,
political ideologies, and access to online infrastructure.

The barriers were operationalised to develop an assessment tool — the
Intercultural Combined Heuristic Evaluation Tool, or I-CHET, as described in Ward
and Given [2017]. I-CHET is based on Heuristic Evaluation, a methodology first
developed in Nielsen and Molich [1990]. In the author’s general version, ten sets of
general questions (or heuristics) are used to assess an ICT’s usability, or its ease of
use, its efficiency and the frequency and seriousness of errors while in use. I-CHET
incorporates a further eight intercultural heuristics with questions that assess an
ICT’s utility, or how well the ICT suits user needs, as described in Ward and Given
[2017]. Thus, I-CHET can be used to evaluate both ICT usability and utility for
different cultural groups.

The I-CHET was then used to evaluate the appropriateness of ICTs used for
communication by research team members in Lao PDR. It was applied to the nine
main ICTs used in the Lao context that team members had identified in the study’s
interviews [Ward and Given, 2019]. Subsequent analysis showed that, while some
acclaim instant messaging or Skype as preferred ICTs for some dispersed
multicultural teams [e.g., Hung et al., 2012], email was shown to have the fewest
usability and utility problems for team members, which was supported by nearly
all interviewees as the most preferred ICT for teams. This could be attributed to
email’s asynchronous nature, which interviewees believed provided two
advantages for geographically dispersed research teams by:
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(a) allowing team members in Lao PDR and Australia to take advantage of time
zone differences and work hours to send messages and attach written
documents for collaborators to edit and return before the next working day
commenced [Ward and Given, 2017]; and,

(b) allowing Lao collaborators to seek assistance from local Lao colleagues to read,
understand and craft email messages for their Australian colleagues. This
allowed Lao members to maintain their own and their colleague’s ‘face’ (or
positive public persona), an important facet of Eastern cultural identity [Oetzel
and Ting-Toomey, 2011].

Interestingly, I-CHET analysis identified the asynchronous websites of the
Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research and National
Agricultural and Forestry Research Institute in Lao PDR, and the synchronous
Skype video system, as most problematic. Specifically, these ICTs had the most
problems in enabling specific cultural cues to be recognised by different groups,
and in enabling conversations to occur easily between team members. In addition,
early social media that were assessed, such as Facebook, instant messaging and text
messaging using a mobile phone, demonstrated mixed results in enabling
communication between people from different cultures using different languages
and alphabets, especially where English is a ‘dominant’ language. A detailed
discussion of differences between the ICTs analysed in this study is presented in
Ward and Given [2019].

This case study emphasised the complex and challenging nature of communication
in the context of multinational research projects in economically developing
countries. It challenges research project managers to identify and address possible
communication barriers with their collaborators in their particular context when
they establish international research and development projects. It suggests that a
number of media may be required to encourage successful team collaborations,
depending on the tasks to be enacted within the team, and that there is no one
‘silver bullet’ medium that will address all a team’s needs for project
communication and management. Finally, it presents I-CHET, or at least the
methodologies described, as one tool to assist this evaluation for use in
communication between team members.

The study also highlights the levels of context that should be addressed in
considering communication barriers for research teams:

– At the macro-level, where differences in economic development and political
ideology posed limitations for ICT use with restricted online infrastructure;

– the meso-level barriers caused by inter-organisational conflict and cultural
variability; and,

– the micro-level roles of individual personal differences and past experiences.

Such complex considerations, which should address both the context in which
dispersed research teams operate and the tasks that they are required to perform,
can also change over time and circumstance. This complexity should be considered
to maximise the benefits from research completed by international agricultural
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research teams that provide vital knowledge and methodologies for social and
economic development and sustainability in many developing countries
worldwide. This work also suggests how other such complex communication
contexts could be addressed when developing communication processes in
dispersed teams.
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