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If you’re part of the 40 per cent of Canada’s population 
who will be immigrants or the children of immigrants by 
2050, you might identify with more than one culture. For 
example, you may see yourself as Chinese-Canadian, Arab-
Canadian or Brazilian-Canadian. 

As a bicultural person, there are absolutely ways in 
which you can use your unique skills to help you perform at 
work. Gustavson professor David Thomas, Echo Liao (IESE 
Business School), and I decided to find out how.* We ran 
three studies with a total of 1,196 participants to find out 
how bicultural employees contribute to their workplaces. 

We discovered that many bicultural people keep one foot 
in each of their cultures, giving them special knowledge 
that lets them think differently than people with one culture 
(“monoculturals,” in our lingo).

Here are a few work activities in which bicultural 
employees tend to perform especially well.

COMMUNICATION BONUS
Most obviously, many biculturals know more than one 

language, so are able to help with casual translation inside or 
outside the workplace. 

Beyond language skills, bicultural employees are often 
skilled at adapting to cross-cultural situations. They’ve 
grown up learning how to change their behaviours to fit 
different cultural environments.

For example, a Chinese-German person will probably be 
able to switch between communicating directly (common in 
Germany) and speaking more indirectly (common in China), 
depending on the audience. If you have this skill, you can 
rely on it to help you perform within global teams or when 
working with global clients.

SOLVING COMPLEX INTERNATIONAL PROBLEMS
Compared to monoculturals, who have only one 

cultural lens as a reference, biculturals can often analyze 
international issues at a deeper level.

For example, a French-Irish-Cambodian team member 
was working for L’Oréal on the development of skin care 
products for the French market. He saw the opportunity 
to combine wrinkle-reducing features with tinted makeup, 
something his French colleagues had not considered.** 
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He was able to combine his insider knowledge of both 
Cambodian and French beauty products to create a 
successful new product.

If you’re bicultural, try to use your cultural lenses to think 
differently about your next work project. You might discover 
that you can draw on your cultural identities to build 
creative new solutions.

CONNECTING PEOPLE
In one multinational technology company, bicultural 

individuals helped software development teams overcome 
serious challenges that threatened their projects.*** 
These teams had members in the US, Germany and India. 
When delicate communication was necessary, bicultural 
individuals excelled at connecting their teammates across 
cultures.

If you can see that you have work or friend connections 
that cross cultural boundaries, you might be able to use 
your connections to change the social network at your 
organization. You can help to connect people who would not 
otherwise be connected.

THE DOWNSIDE: PSYCHOLOGICAL WELLBEING
Despite the advantages of being bicultural, there are also 

challenges. Bicultural employees often say it’s hard to answer 
the question: “Who am I?” For many, it’s difficult to make 
sense of conflicting sets of values, norms, assumptions and 
expected behaviours from their different cultures.

The silver lining to this challenge is that the process 
of thinking deeply about how to make sense of your own 
cultures can help you become even better at integrating 
multiple perspectives to solve international problems.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR YOU?
Organizations everywhere are facing a labour force and 

a customer base that is increasingly culturally diverse. 
Working effectively across cultures is now a fundamental 
requirement for today’s business people. As a bicultural 
individual, you can use your multiple identities to excel. n

“WELCOME to Offkey, a Membran Labs podcast 
about music professionals, for non-music-
professionals. I’m your host, Linh Sa Arnold.” 

So began fourth-year Gustavson student Linh Sa Arnold 
every week during her winter 2019 co-op term with 
Membran Labs. Although she had sought out a position in 
the creative industry, she was still a bit surprised to find 
herself on the business end of a studio mic for the first time 
last January. 

“Even though I’ve played music my whole life, I 
still didn’t know anything about the industry. 
I was the type of music fan that the podcast 
was aimed at. I was learning every time 
we did an interview,” says Arnold. 

Dino Celotti, BCom ’06, is head 
of the Canadian branch of Membran 
Entertainment Group, a European music 
distributor that provides marketing, 
distribution and promotion services to 
artists and labels around the world. 

Says Celotti of Offkey: “The goal was 
to generate exposure for local music and 
musicians, while also showing that there are 
other interesting and exciting roles in the music 
industry that don’t require you to be an artful songwriter or 
masterful performer.”

At Membran, Arnold was tasked with finding new ways 
to market and raise awareness for the company. She soon 
had the idea for Offkey, a podcast devoted to exploring the 
music industry in BC. For Arnold, this was an entirely new 
venture. 

“I’m generally a pretty introverted person, so this was 
definitely not something I ever saw myself doing,” she 
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says. The podcast features Arnold’s conversations with 
musicians and industry leaders and spotlights BC’s thriving 
music scene. It combines Arnold’s business background and 
Membran’s musical knowledge and connections. Offkey 
has now completed a 15-episode first season, and Arnold is 
getting comfortable with the process. “I’m enjoying it now. 
Even though I didn’t expect to, I’ve grown pretty attached to 
this project.”

Part of this attachment is due to her sense of social 
responsibility, and how her work at Membran has allowed 
her to stay aligned with that interest. 

“Something really important from the get-go 
was that we were getting a diverse group of 

people here,” she says. “Giving people 
from minority and marginalized groups 

a platform is super important, and 
we want the guest to illustrate the 
diversity that we’re lucky to have in 
BC, which unfortunately is flat out 
underrepresented in media.” 

In order to do this, Arnold reached 
out to women and people of colour 

in the industry, from musicians to 
executives. “It’s been great to talk to and 

learn from some of the women at the top who 
are running these businesses,” she says.  

The podcast has proven successful. “Linh Sa has 
helped us achieve quick wins, like being featured in Apple 
Podcasts’ New and Noteworthy within our first month of 
launch,” Celotti says. 

For Celotti, having Arnold lead the project has been 
about more than supporting his alma mater. “Students bring 
a fresh and clear perspective to our projects. They do things 
differently, and ask questions that cause us to consider our 
existing approach.” n
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* Fitzsimmons, S. R., Liao, Y., & Thomas, D. C. (2017). From crossing cultures to straddling them: An empirical examination of outcomes for multicultural employees. Journal of International Business Studies, 48: 63-89.   ** Hong, H.-J. & Doz, 
Y (2013). L’Oréal Masters Multiculturalism, Harvard Business Review, 91(6): 114-18   *** Cramton, C. D. & Hinds, P. J. (2014). An embedded model of cultural adaptation in global teams. Organization Science, 25(4): 1056-81.

Dr. Stacey Fitzsimmons is an associate professor at Gustavson. 
Do you have a question for a Gustavson professor that you’d like to see featured in a 

future issue of Business Class? Email it to bizedit@uvic.ca for consideration.
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Podcast opens doors 
into the music world
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- Linh Sa Arnold

by Carlos Chicas Berti


