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Editorial

Bicultural Individuals in 
Organizations
Implications and Opportunity

Mary Yoko Brannen
INSEAD, Fontainebleau

David C. Thomas
Simon Fraser University, Vancouver

abstract  Cross-cultural management research typically assumes that individuals have 
only one cultural profile. However, given the changing patterns in the world’s workforce it 
is increasingly possible that more employees and managers will be bicultural. This special 
issue responds to the need to further our understanding of  this emerging demographic 
in organizations. In this introductory article, we provide a brief  review of  what we know 
about bicultural individuals, point out some implications of  our current knowledge for 
organizations, indentify opportunities for further exploration of  these topics, and introduce 
the articles in the special issue.
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Ema Nishimoto, the sandy haired, hazel-eyed 
director of  global alliances for a large Rio de 
Janeiro-based oil company was worried about 
how she’d come across in Saudi Arabia as a 
member of  the negotiating team. Born to a 
Japanese-Brazilian father and Danish mother, 
she had spent her formative years in Brazil and 
Japan. Unlike her parents, she did not speak 
Japanese or Danish but was fluent in Portuguese 
and English. Equipped with an MBA from a 
leading European business school, she had suc-
cessfully negotiated alliances around the world. 

However, she was uncertain about this current 
challenge in Saudi Arabia, a country she knew 
little about. Much to her surprise, after just a 
few days she became the ‘go-to’ person for clari-
fication on all sorts of  issues, not only for her 
own team members but for the Saudis as well.

As in this case, the success of  today’s complex 
organizations is based increasingly on the 
transfer and sharing of  information, knowl-
edge, and practices of  people-dependent 
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technologies across organizational and cul-
tural boundaries. As collaboration, commu-
nication, and trust building gain importance, 
and as flows of  knowledge and processes 
become increasingly more critical success 
factors, the role of  individuals in mediating 
between and within cultures becomes vital 
for organizational performance. Biculturals, 
like Ema – people who have internalized 
more than one cultural profile – represent 
a growing and underexplored demographic, 
which is particularly important in the con-
text of  these organizations. As a result of  low 
birth rates among established populations in 
the industrialized world and the concomitant 
increase in the proportion of  immigrants, 
increasingly more employees and managers 
are bicultural or have mixed cultural profiles. 
As well as ethnic variation, these individuals 
carry with them mixed cultural identities: 
they possess the obvious knowledge of  their 
own cultures and unique skills not shared by 
(and perhaps not even available to) monocul-
tural individuals. In this introductory article, 
we provide a brief  review of  what we know 
about bicultural individuals, point out some 
implications of  our current knowledge for 
organizations, and indentify opportunities for 
further exploration of  these topics.

Bicultural Individuals

Currently, a large percentage of  the devel-
oped world may be bicultural. By 2020 the 
largest ethnic group in the US will be cul-
turally mixed (US Census, 2008). Currently, 
some 12 percent (in the state of  California 
25 percent) of  the US population is foreign 
born and 33 percent (in the Silicon Valley 
53.3 percent) of  the population is non-white 
(US Census, 2008). This trend is paralleled 
in Canada and Australia where 17 and 21 
percent respectively of  the population is 
foreign born, as well as in Europe given the 
low birth rates of  the established population 
and the concomitant increase in propor-
tion of  non-European born and second-

 generation immigrants (EU Census Bureau, 
2008; Verkuyten and Pouliasi, 200�). Aside 
from the immigrant population and their 
offspring, there are numerous others who 
may be bicultural, including the children 
and grandchildren of  multicultural house-
holds, as well as indigenous peoples. That is, 
demographic or ethnic labels are only a clue 
as to whether or not a person is bicultural. 
For example, Ema’s Japanese-Brazilian iden-
tity is not represented in the way she looks, 
nor in the languages that she speaks. Surface 
characteristics are not always indicative of  
biculturalism. Furthermore, cultural identity 
is not consciously chosen and is formed in 
a subconscious and non-volitional manner. 
Ema did not consciously choose her cultural 
identity. Rather, it is formed as a result of  
being raised in a series of  complex cultural 
environments.

Bicultural individuals identify with two 
(or more) distinct cultures because of  having 
internalized more than one set of  cultural 
schemas.1 A cultural schema is a socially 
constructed cognitive system that represents 
one’s knowledge about the values, attitudes, 
beliefs, and behavioral assumptions of  a 
culture as well as the relations among these 
attributes (Fiske and Taylor, 1984). While it 
was once thought that individuals could have 
only one cultural identity, it is increasingly 
clear that people can internalize more than 
one culture. It is important here to distinguish 
between cultural identification and cultural 
knowledge. A person can have knowledge of  
another culture without identifying with it. 
For example, international students, expatri-
ate workers, and even tourists may be able 
to acquire knowledge about a different cul-
ture and apply this knowledge to guide their 
behavior, without actively identifying with 
that culture.

Cultural identification involves answering 
the question, ‘Who am I?’ with reference to 
a particular set of  values, attitudes, beliefs, 
and behavioral assumptions, which Hong et 
al. (2000) call cultural knowledge traditions. 
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Biculturals have a simultaneous awareness of  
being a member of  (and sometimes an out-
sider in) two (or more) cultures (LaFromboise 
et al., 1993; Phinney and Devich-Navarro, 
1997) and exhibit a behavioral repertoire 
that stems from having access to two distinct 
cultural knowledge traditions, sometimes 
switching between schemas in response to 
cultural cues (Hong et al., 2000).

Previous Research on 
Biculturals

While there is very little current literature on 
biculturals in organizational studies, the con-
cept first emerged in relation to describing 
the experience of  African-American organi-
zational participants in the white-dominated 
work culture of  the USA in the middle of  the 
twentieth century (Bell, 1990; Hernandez, 
1979; Valentine, 1971). This work focused on 
the experience of  African-American employ-
ees in white-male-dominated work places in 
North America. There has been significantly 
more interest about bicultural individuals 
in the psychology literature, much of  which 
has been developed from the large body of  
research on acculturation. Earlier research 
on acculturation assumed that biculturals 
had to either accept their new culture (assimi-
late) or reject it, consistent with the definition 
of  acculturation as the process of  learning 
or adapting to a new culture. Subsequently, 
biculturals were described as occupying 
some point along a continuum between their 
old (ethnic) and new (mainstream) cultures 
(see Trimble, 2003). This uni-dimensional 
approach was replaced with an influential bi-
dimensional model of  acculturation (Berry, 
1990). This model assumes that acculturat-
ing individuals have to deal with the extent 
to which they retain identification with their 
culture of  origin and the extent to which they 
allow themselves (or are allowed) to identify 
with the mainstream culture. This results 
in four distinct acculturation patterns of  
assimilation (identification with mainstream 

culture only), integration (identification with 
both cultures), separation (identification with 
culture of  origin only), or marginalization 
(lack of  identification with either culture). 
Berry hypothesized that integration was the 
most conducive to psychological well being 
although the evidence in support of  this 
hypothesis is not conclusive (Rogler et al., 
1991; Rudmin, 2003). While this framework 
was developed to understand acculturation, it 
has been used as basis for studying biculturals 
equating integration with biculturalism (e.g. 
Nguyen and Benet-Martínez, 2007; Tadmor 
and Tetlock, 200�). In our view, the use of  
acculturation as a basis for studying bicul-
turalism confuses the processes of  becoming 
bicultural with the way in which people expe-
rience or manage their bicultural identities.

In researching biculturals from an accul-
turation perspective researchers have tended 
to focus on just one cell of  the fourfold typol-
ogy – namely, that of  the integrated accul-
turation strategy. This ignores the possibility 
that there may be many other ways in which 
bicultural individuals experience and man-
age their identity that may have significant 
consequence for organizations. For example, 
excluded from this work is an analysis of  
the marginals in Berry’s fourfold typology. 
However, some researchers (e.g. Bochner, 
1982; Glaser, 1958; Mann, 1948; Stonequist, 
1937) have argued that marginals have bicul-
tural competence such that they alternate 
between two cultures that are perceived as 
having salient but mutually incompatible 
norms. In addition to the exclusion of  mar-
ginal individuals from the bicultural set, this 
acculturation research assumes equal accul-
turation across various domains (language 
use, social affiliation, communication style, 
knowledge, beliefs, values, see Zane and Mak, 
2003), assumes that the universe of  cultures is 
limited to a minority and a majority culture, 
and that the intersection of  two cultures is an 
empty set such that a synergistic effect is not 
possible (Liao and Thomas, 2009; Rudmin, 
2003). Thus, the fourfold typology does not, 
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for example, account for the emergence of  
cultural identities such as Neoricans, New 
Yorkers of  Puerto Rican heritage who iden-
tify neither with American or Puerto Rican 
culture but with a unique emergent culture. 
Our view is that cultural identities may be 
uniquely represented within each multi-
cultural individual and that acculturation is 
but one mechanism through which individu-
als are confronted with the task of  defining 
themselves in terms of  their culture. Ema, 
for example, grew up in a multicultural home 
and experienced multiple cultures from birth. 
Biculturalism for her is not the end state of  
a process of  acculturation but a natural part 
of  her identity.

The limitation of  considering only those 
with integrated identities as bicultural not-
withstanding, research to date has shed light 
on a number of  key issues with regard to 
biculturalism. For example, a common expe-
rience among many bicultural individuals is 
that they shift between their cultural identi-
ties in different situations, which is called 
frame switching. In demonstrating this effect, 
Hong and her colleagues (2000) exposed 
Chinese American biculturals to either pic-
tures of  American or Chinese icons (e.g. US 
capitol building vs the Great Wall; Marilyn 
Monroe vs Chinese opera singer; American 
Flag vs Chinese Dragon) and found that this 
exposure activated cultural frame switch-
ing. That is, consistent with culturally based 
expectations regarding attributions, bicultur-
als exposed to American primes made more 
internal attributions and those exposed to 
Chinese primes made more external attribu-
tions for the same observed behavior. This 
finding is important in that it highlights the 
fact that biculturals have available to them 
more than one cultural frame which can be 
accessed in response to different situations. 
However, it should not suggest a uniform 
process of  frame switching among bicultur-
als, because as discussed ahead, there may 
be significant variation in the way biculturals 
experience their various cultural identities.

By attending to the cognitive factors that 
underpin the bicultural experience some 
research has focused on the extent to which 
individuals differ in the extent to which their 
identities are perceived as compatible and 
integrated or in opposition to each other 
and difficult to integrate (Benet-Martínez 
and Haritatos, 2005). Research on Bicultural 
Identity Integration (BII) has extended the 
understanding of  bicultural individuals to 
show how the degree of  integration of  bicul-
tural identities relates to behavioral, cogni-
tive, and other psychological variables. In 
general, individuals high on BII perceive 
their two identities as largely compatible and 
complimentary, while those low on BII feel 
caught between their two cultural identities 
and prefer to keep them separate. In later 
work BII has been shown to be composed 
of  two components; cultural blendedness 
and cultural harmony (Benet-Martínez and 
Haritatos, 2005). Low BIIs may be able to 
identify with one or the other of  their cultures 
but not at the same time, so they suppress one 
identity depending on the context (Hall et al., 
2001). Consistent with this description BII 
seems to moderate the cultural frame switch-
ing described previously in that individuals 
high on BII typically respond to cultural cues 
in culturally congruent ways, whereas indi-
viduals low on BII exhibited a reverse effect 
(Benet-Martínez et al., 2002). Research has 
shown that high BII can allow individuals to 
be more effective in appropriately employing 
their cultural knowledge in specific contexts 
(e.g. Benet-Martínez and Haritatos, 2005; 
Benet-Martínez et al., 2002; Cheng et al., 
200�; also see Nguyen and Benet-Martinez, 
2007). For example, Cheng et al. (2008) found 
that high BII Asian-Americans came up with 
more innovative (creative fluency and origin-
ality) fusion restaurant dishes than did low 
BII Asian-Americans.

Much of  the research on BII has found 
that individuals with low levels of  conflict 
(high BII) are more effective in a variety of  
domains. However, some research also indi-
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cates that those with low BII (more conflict-
ed cultural identities) are more cognitively 
complex (Benet-Martínez et al., 200�). This 
suggests that conflicting cultural identities 
may have positive benefits. The logic is that 
because of  their inner cultural conflict these 
types of  biculturals are more systematic and 
careful in processing cues from cultural situ-
ations, resulting in cultural representations 
that are more complex. Other research also 
points to the idea that the more severe the 
cultural conflict experienced, the greater the 
need to engage in more effortful and complex 
sense-making, resulting in higher levels of  
cognitive complexity (Tadmor et al., 2009). 
What this implies is that biculturals who 
have difficulty in reconciling their competing 
cultural identities may have developed cer-
tain skills that allow them to better deal with 
the demands of  today’s dynamic complex 
cultural situations. For example, a study by 
Brannen et al. (2009) found that the degree 
of  conflict between cultural identities was 
positively correlated with a self-report of  a 
higher order cognitive skill called cultural 
metacognition. This parallels the literature 
on cross-cultural adjustment and perform-
ance that suggests the most effective expa-
triates in the long term are those who had 
the most difficult time adjusting (Thomas, 
1998; Thomas and Lazarova, 200�). Thus 
it seems possible that those biculturals who 
actually have the most difficult time dealing 
with or integrating their cultural identities 
actually develop higher levels of  certain skills 
and will ultimately be the most effective in 
a variety of  cross-cultural contexts. Ema, for 
example, may be successful in Saudi Arabia, 
not because she has any cultural knowledge 
of  Saudi Arabia, but because she has had to 
repeatedly confront and manage the differ-
ences in her Japanese and Brazilian identi-
ties, which has allowed her to develop higher 
order cognitive skills that are not specific to 
a culture.

Managing Bicultural 
Identities

As the work on biculturalism has progressed, 
researchers have come to recognize that the 
construct of  biculturalism is complex and 
multidimensional and that there may be many 
different ways of  being bicultural. A number 
of  attempts have been made to explain the 
way in which bicultural identity is negotiated 
and organized. LaFramboise et al. (1993) dis-
tinguished between biculturals who switched 
their behaviours in response to situational 
demands (alternation) and those who identi-
fied with an emergent culture distinct from 
their original cultures (fusion). Birman (1998) 
described four types of  blended (see fusion), 
instrumental (behaviorally oriented to both 
cultures but identified with neither), integrat-
ed (behaviorally oriented to both cultures but 
identified only with their ethnic culture), and 
explorers (behaviorally oriented to the domi-
nant culture but identified with only their 
ethnic culture). Using a qualitative approach, 
Phinney and  Devich-Navarro (1997) inden-
tified six different patterns of  biculturalism. 
According to this model, an assimilated 
 pattern has non-overlapping cultures and the 
individual identifies with only one culture. A 
fused pattern has cultures that overlap com-
pletely. Blended and alternating bicultural 
patterns both exhibit cultures that partially 
overlap, but the blended individual resides 
within the intersection of  the two, while the 
alternating individual resides in one culture or 
the other, depending on the context. Finally, 
both separated and marginal patterns feature 
non-overlapping cultures, but the separated 
individual resides in only one culture (similar 
to an assimilated individual), while the mar-
ginal individual resides in neither. While this 
research is important in that it calls attention 
to the fact that there are many ways to expe-
rience or manage bicultural identity, it is con-
ceptually flawed. For example, blended and 
fused refer to identity, while alternating refers 
to the behaviour of  cultural frame switching 
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(see Nguyen and Benet-Martínez, 2007, for a 
discussion). In an attempt to clarify the strat-
egies that individuals might use to negotiate 
their multiple identities, Hong et al. (2007) 
identify three modes of  identity negotiation 
that individuals might use over the course of  
their lives. These were labelled integration, in 
which elements from multiple cultures fuse 
into a unitary (multicultural) identity, alterna-
tion, which involves switching among cultural 
identities according to context, and synergy, in 
which new identities emerge which cannot be 
reduced to the sum of  their parts. However, 
this too falls short of  providing a partitioning 
of  bicultural strategies that is logically con-
sistent and collectively exhaustive. While the 
identification of  a categorization schema of  
biculturals is appealing, to date no classifica-
tion framework of  bicultural individuals exists 
that is rigorous enough to form the basis for 
theory development (see Hunt, 1983).

While it seems a fairly straightforward 
process of  establishing bicultural types 
based on the presence or absence of  some 
characteristic or along some set of  dimen-
sions, the utility of  such a logical partitioning 
would need to be established. That is, how 
would identification of  bicultural types lead 
to better explanations or predictions about 
bicultural functioning in an organizational 
context? Likewise, an opportunity exists to 
develop classification schemata of  bicultur-
alism inductively. This might be particularly 
valuable in combination with an exploration 
of  differential performance. That is, it might 
be helpful to know that Ema is a certain type 
of  bicultural if  this helps to explain or pre-
dict her potential to perform in a particu-
lar context or in a particular organizational 
role. By this we do not wish to impose yet 
another layer of  stereotyping on individuals 
in organizations. Rather, we seek to unfold 
a deeper understanding and clarification of  
what certain individuals bring that is neither 
clear to them nor to the organizations that 
employ them.

Implications of Bicultural 
Identification

There is as yet not a complete answer to 
the effects of  biculturalism on individu-
als. Compiling a body of  evidence on these 
effects is confounded by the ways in which 
biculturalism has been measured. For exam-
ple, Nguyen and Benet-Martínez (2007) 
report the results of  a meta analysis that 
found that biculturalism had a weak and 
positive (r =.10) relationship with psychologi-
cal and socio-cultural adjustment. However, 
upon further examination they found that 
the results were attenuated by whether or 
not biculturalism was measured using one-
 dimensional or multidimensional scales. At 
an even more basic level, many studies of  
biculturals rely on self-reports of  bicultural 
identity or demographic characteristics as 
indicators of  biculturalism or, as discussed 
previously, ignore potentially important sub-
sets of  the bicultural population. With this 
caveat, we identify the following characteris-
tics of  bicultural individuals that in our opin-
ion have the most potential to be important 
in an organizational context.

There is little doubt that biculturals have 
access to multiple cultural knowledge sys-
tems that they have learned as a result of  
significant exposure to multiple cultures, and 
which have shaped their identity (Hong et al., 
2000). For biculturals, cultural information is 
very self-relevant, highly accessible in mem-
ory, and more richly elaborated (Martínez 
et al., 200�). Biculturals do not consciously 
and actively seek to gain this information. In 
many cases this is the result of  negotiating 
the existential angst (Brannen, 1994) associ-
ated with constantly confronting disparate 
cultural schemata. Some biculturals shift 
their frame of  reference from one culture to 
another as a result of  contextual cues (Benet-
Martínez et al., 2002). This cultural frame 
shifting may help these biculturals develop 
increasingly integrated cultural schemas and 
recognize the self-reference of  cultural infor-
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mation. Not only do biculturals develop more 
complex cultural representations, but they 
seem to develop increased cognitively com-
plexity across domains (Tadmor et al., 2009), 
suggesting that they may possess heretofore 
unrecognized cultural general skills. That is 
the more complex cognitive representations 
that biculturals develop as a result of  internal-
izing more than one set of  cultural schemata 
suggest that they will also develop higher 
order cognitive processes required to man-
age this complexity. Therefore, not only do 
biculturals possess greater empathy (Brannen 
et al., 2009), and flexibility (Chiu and Hong, 
2005), but also the ability to integrate ideas 
in potentially novel and more creative ways 
(Leung et al., 2008).

These individual implications of  bicultur-
alism map onto the needs of  today’s organi-
zations that are searching for ways to remain 
competitive in an increasingly challenging 
and complex environment. Today, global 
business success depends increasingly not 
only on being effective in understanding and 
bridging between different national cultures, 
but also on being interculturally effective 
by integrating diverse cultural knowledge. 
Because of  their unique skills, bicultural indi-
viduals may be particularly well equipped to 
provide the type of  integration and media-
tion required. They may excel as bound-
ary spanners in multicultural teams, bridge 
among organizational joinings in culturally 
different contexts, or be catalysts for creativ-
ity and innovation because of  their cognitive 
complexity.

While biculturals often learn to enjoy 
their multiple identities (see Shi and Lu, 2007) 
most biculturals, like Ema, are very likely 
unaware of  the importance of  the knowledge 
and skills they possess. We suggest this lack of  
awareness comes from at least two sources. 
First, deeply socialized cultural knowledge 
is taken-for-granted and by definition tacit 
(Brannen, 2004). Second, biculturals often 
feel inadequate with regard to the culture-
specific knowledge that is expected of  them 

(cf. Pollock and Reken, 2001). That is, while 
others (employers, teachers, even friends) 
often expect biculturals to have high levels 
of  knowledge associated with their ethnici-
ties and demographics, including language 
ability, they often do not because of  having 
been raised in hybrid cultural contexts. While 
others might expect it of  her, Ema does not 
speak Danish or Japanese.

In addition, organizations that employ 
biculturals are also often unaware of  their 
knowledge and skills and confuse ethnic-
ity with country-specific understanding. For 
example, Ema (a Japanese-Brazilian person) 
might be better at understanding and oper-
ating across multiple cultural contexts rather 
than representing a Japanese cultural con-
text with which she is only partially familiar. 
Mistakes such as this may make it difficult for 
bicultural employees to contribute their most 
important abilities and, at the same time, 
could reinforce the personal insecurities that 
many biculturals feel.

This special issue is designed to bring to 
the fore the need to further our understanding 
of  this emerging demographic in organiza-
tions both from a management and leader-
ship standpoint, and from a public policy 
perspective. With it we hope to raise aware-
ness and influence research agendas in cross-
cultural management.

Articles in the Special Issue

Our call for papers for this special issue 
 enerated a large number of  submissions 
 covering a wide variety of  issues with regard to 
biculturals in organizations. The submissions 
were approximately equally divided between 
empirical and theoretical manuscripts. In 
choosing which articles to accept for publica-
tion we were of  course guided by the quality of  
the submission but also by our desire to cover 
a breadth of  topics. The result is five articles 
that range from the effect of  biculturalism in 
performance appraisal to the implications of  
biculturals for multicultural teams.
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The first article, by Mok, Cheng, and 
Morris, is perhaps the most direct extension 
of  the current work in psychology on bicul-
turalism that has emphasized a sociocognitive 
perspective. Building on Benet-Maretínez et 
al. (2002) they extend the examination of  the 
effect of  cultural frame switching in bicultur-
als on attributions to the context of  perform-
ance appraisal. They find, consistent with 
previous research, that high bicultural iden-
tity integration (BII) moderated the effect 
on attribution such that attributions were 
congruent with cultural norms, while low 
BII participants exhibited a reverse effect. 
As interesting are the authors’ speculations 
about how this result might be extended to 
understand how internal identity manage-
ment can be applied more generally to how 
organizations could reduce negative reactions 
to culture and cultural norm violations.

The second article by Gillespie, McBride, 
and Riddle draws on the fourfold accultura-
tion model in an attempt to address one of  the 
shortcomings of  this framework, the accul-
turation of  a majority population. Results of  
their study indicated that bicultural or cultur-
ally independent (cosmopolitan) Mexican 
managers in Mexico were more likely to 
hold upper management positions than their 
single-culture counterparts. This finding sug-
gests that in encroaching cultures top man-
agement is more likely to be bicultural. Also, 
the finding for positive effects for cultural 
independents (called marginals elsewhere) is 
consistent with recent similar results for this 
group by Tadmor et al. (2009) that were dis-
cussed there only as an unexpected finding. 
It is perhaps time, as the authors suggest, to 
abandon the term marginals and give more 
attention to those individuals with low levels 
of  identification with both their cultures.

The third article by Yih-teen Lee also 
builds on the fourfold acculturation model as 
its base to examine the effect of  dual cultural 
identity on intercultural effectiveness measure 
by cultural appropriateness and communica-
tion effectiveness. In this case, we are pre-

sented with a new measure of  dual cultural 
identity as well as the unique analytic tech-
nique of  response surface modeling to test 
hypotheses. The results using these methods 
generally conform to the existing literature 
with regard to the benefits of  integrated 
(high–high) cultural identities on these broad 
outcome variables. However, and consistent 
with the Gillispie et al. article, the findings 
also demonstrate the benefits of  the low–low 
identity configuration over identification with 
either home or host culture.

The fourth article by Ringberg, Luna, 
Reihlen, and Peracchio reminds us of  the 
interconnection between language and cul-
ture. This study of  Hispanic-Americans 
found that language triggered cultural frame 
switching such that translation of  equivalent 
words elicited different concepts or interpre-
tations depending on the language in which 
they were presented. The authors present the 
managerial implications of  this automatic 
frame shifting in organizational settings.

The final article by Hae-Jung Hong is 
perhaps the boldest attempt at extending 
the study of  biculturalism into the domain 
of  organizations. In it she proposes a theory 
that specifies the mechanisms through which 
bicultural individuals influence the effective-
ness of  multicultural teams. Intermediate 
mechanisms of  bicultural competence and 
team roles (boundary spanning and conflict 
mediating) provide a conduit through which 
the cross-cultural knowledge, skills and abili-
ties of  bicultural team members are brought 
to bear on team process related outcomes.

The articles in this special issue represent 
some of  the first steps at moving the study of  
biculturals into the context of  organizations. 
They build on important work in accultura-
tion (e.g. Berry, 1990), the dynamic construc-
tivist approach to culture and cultural frame 
shifting (e.g. Hong et al., 2000), and bicul-
tural identity integration (e.g. Martínez and 
Harritatos), while taking into account and 
going beyond some of  the limitations of  these 
frames. For the most part, the advances are 
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incremental, as we would expect when con-
cepts developed in one domain are applied 
to a new context. As has often been said 
however, what may be needed here is better 
theory. Recent attempts at understanding the 
processes through which individuals absorb 
cultural identity and the role this plays in 
the development of  sociocognitive skills 
are impressive (see Tadmore and Tetlock, 
200�). However, understanding these inter-
nal processes is but the first step in address-
ing research questions around biculturals 
 important to organizations such as:

• Do biculturals possess unique skills and 
abilities that allow them to function 
more effectively in global business 
 environments?

• Are biculturals better able to cope with 
the potentially conflicting organizational 
identities imposed by the multinational 
enterprise?

• Is there a typology of  biculturals that 
is useful to understanding this new 
workforce demographic?

• Do the different ways in which bicultural 
individuals experience their multiple 
identities result in distinct skill sets for 
today’s complex global organizations?

• Can the subconscious and non-volitional 
way in which biculturals learn a new 
culture be applied to developing global 
managers? And, what would be the 
consequences of  this for cross-cultural 
training?

• Can the way in which biculturals shift 
from one cultural context to the other 
(frame switching) help to understand 
how global managers can choose from 
a repertoire of  behaviors to adapt 
appropriately to the cultural context?

• Can the abilities of  biculturals be lever-
aged to make learning and knowledge 
transfer across contexts less arduous, and 
hence facilitate global innovation?

Conclusion

The study of  biculturals has the potential to 
present an entirely new way of  thinking about 
cultural diversity in organizations. In addition 
to the direct benefits of  exploiting the skills 
of  biculturals, the recognition that cultural 
diversity exists within individuals as well as 
within organizations challenges many of  our 
assumptions about managing diversity at the 
organization level. The following exemplifies 
this point. When asked what made him such 
a great hockey player Wayne Gretzky (per-
haps the greatest hockey player of  all time) 
is reported as having said, ‘I skate to where 
the puck is going to be.’ The interviewer had 
noted that Gretzky wasn’t a very big man for 
a hockey player, nor was he a particularly fast 
skater, nor a particularly good shot maker. It 
is this type of  non-obvious skill of  biculturals 
that organizations must learn to harness. Like 
the Edmonton Oilers hockey team during 
the Gretzky years, organizations must create 
environments in which these individuals can 
thrive. They must foster organizational cul-
tures in which the cultural diversity that exists 
within individuals is recognized in the same 
way we have come treat the cultural diversity 
between individuals as a valuable asset. This 
means that individuals who are often mar-
ginalized must be integrated into knowledge-
sharing and decision systems. The research 
agenda that has begun with this special issue 
will provide organizations with a road map 
for accomplishing this critical task.

In addition to the implications for organi-
zations, the study of  biculturals has impor-
tant implications for the broader policy 
agenda. Mass migration is a defining feature 
of  today’s world. Pressures are growing, with 
masses of  desperate migrants willing to risk 
death to cross the Mediterranean or the Rio 
Grande. In some countries second-generation 
immigrants are the most alienated bicultur-
als (see e.g. Simon and Ruhs, 2008), accepted 
neither in the country of  origin of  their 
parents and of  their culture (e.g. Algeria or 
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Turkey) nor in the country where they grew 
up and of  which they are citizens (e.g. France 
or Germany). Increasingly foreign-born or 
second-generation immigrants make up a 
larger percentage of  the workforce in devel-
oped economies, which need to learn how to 
integrate as opposed to assimilate these indi-
viduals (see Van Oudenhoven et al., 200�). 
Although perhaps less visible, similar tensions 
to those in Europe or North America exist 
in Asia with south to north migration (Stahl, 
2009). Shedding light on the complex multi-
cultural identity processes of  biculturals and 
the management implications for organiza-
tions, as represented in the research reported 
here, may also help shape a better policy 
agenda on immigration, naturalization, edu-
cation, and other social integration mecha-
nisms. By allowing individuals access to many 
different ways of  negotiating their multicul-
tural identities, society can benefit from the 
unique skills and abilities of  this important 
and growing demographic.

Notes
1 We use the term bicultural to mean 

individuals who have (either been ascribed 
by birth or who have acquired) more than 
one cultural schema. This is consistent with 
how the term is used in the literature and 
can refer to three or even more cultures. 
The term multicultural is typically used to 
refer to the existence of  people from ‘many’ 
distinct cultures and has thus come to be used 
synonymously with the term ‘diversity’ by 
academics and practitioners in reference to 
workforce and social diversity.
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Résumé

La personne biculturelle dans l’entreprise : implications et opportunités 
(Mary Yoko Brannen et David C. Thomas)
La recherche en management interculturel présume généralement que les individus n’ont 
qu’un seul profil culturel. Cependant, étant donné l’évolution globale de la population active 
dans le monde, il est plus que probable que de plus en plus d’employés et de cadres seront 
biculturels. Ce numéro spécial répond au besoin d’approfondir cette question démographique 
dans le contexte de l’entreprise. Dans cet article de présentation, nous faisons un bref  rappel 
de ce que nous savons sur la personne biculturelle, soulignons quelques implications qu’ont 
nos connaissances actuelles sur l’entreprise, identifions des opportunités d’investigation plus 
poussée sur ces sujets, et présentons les divers articles de ce numéro spécial. 
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