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Abstract: The role of the Information Technology (IT) in intercultural communications is becoming increasingly important. Since 1994 Internet growth has a major impact on the world social relations, including the organization level, too. In this respect Collaborative Technologies and Intercultural Knowledge Management Support Systems (IKMSS) will be the best way for supporting intercultural communication, learning and knowledge management in organizations. In this paper we present one way we could use Collaborative Technology and Knowledge Management Support Systems for Intercultural Team Knowledge Management as a powerful support for increasing team’s performance.
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1. Introduction

In the era of wide communication more people, more organizations, more groups of people are being involved in the process of knowledge creation in a collaborative manner, of sharing knowledge and learning from it. These processes, based on encouraging empowerment and localization, have a profound impact on formal organizations, mainly on those that have international activities. 

Intercultural Teams Management and communication needs an environment for supporting the individuals or group to communicate and share their data, information and knowledge. These individuals can have heterogeneous cultures and they must use a common language. Currently, Internet and collaborative technologies (Chaffey, 1998) can be the ideal environment for Intercultural communication and community-formation. This kind of communication or community-formation is named “communityware” or “community computing” (Ishida, 1998). This approach focuses on informal communication and socialization which are early stages of collaboration. According with Ishida (1998) there are five factors in community computing: (1) knowing each other; (2) sharing preference and knowledge; (3) generating consensus; (4) supporting everyday life; (5) assist social events.
One effect of the Internet social’s impact is the development of virtual communities and communities of practice. Virtual community is defined as the gathering of people of common interest to share information and coordinate their works via information technologies specifically for transaction, interest, fantasy, and relationship. Communities of practice are virtual communities based on professional practice subjects. In most cases these communities are formed by the individuals from different cultures. Members from virtual communities and communities of practice share more knowledge than information or data. This has lead to increasing the role of knowledge management in the process of highly performing intercultural team’s management. Some of the most important tools are Business Intelligence applications, Enterprise Knowledge Portals and WEB Forums. 

However, our opinion is that the integration of all functionality of these tools under the same platform, like Intercultural Knowledge Management Portal (IKMP) is the best way to support Intercultural Teams Management. 

2. Intercultural Teams in Organizations

Intercultural team is a team whose members belong to various cultures, consequently are culturally diverse. Team members have to cope with diversity. Since we will refer to national cultures, an intercultural team will have members from more than two countries, and thus is an international team. To avoid any misunderstanding, we will use the term of international teams. However, we also share the fact that individuals belong to different groups that have different cultures e.g. professional, age, and gender (Bibu, 2003).

We consider that multicultural teams are the most appropriate organizational form to make the best use of the new technologies and of the knowledge, competencies and creativity of people from various cultures. Another form is “a formal department” organized around processes with a common output (Business Process Reengineering) which is usually formed of individuals and/or self-managed teams as its basic component.

Therefore, processes of building highly performing multicultural teams in an highly interconnected world, mainly within a global company are changing   towards new approaches using action learning method, based on trial and error. Global companies are moving forward from traditional model of building cross-cultural teams to improved models of building multicultural virtual teams for knowledge creation, sharing and learning. The new models are having new qualitative content making use of the new Information technology and communication technologies, grouped under the concept of Intercultural Knowledge Management Portal (Brandas, 2003). These technologies enable people and teams to perform better using virtual space within which they establish virtual relations. 

Organizations need to develop an internationally distributed work environment that allows for organizational learning to develop, facilitating the sharing of knowledge within the organization and among “webs of enterprise”, and using arrays of networks to link up with their stakeholders (Holden, 2001). 

All these happen as the world economy is moving to becoming a knowledge economy rather a material economy. Knowledge is being created more and more through “networks, seen as sets of pathways to key resources” such as people possessing special knowledge, rare competencies, and using various sources of financing, communication technologies, computer networks and several specific ways to influence each other. 

In international organizations networking is a multicultural knowledge/sharing activity oriented towards creating knowledge needed by the organization to achieve its goals. Therefore, networking is an organizational practice that facilitates organizational learning in the context of use the organizational IT infrastructure. 

In the international organizations knowledge management is increasingly becoming cross-cultural knowledge management that is the management of the transfer of knowledge generated by intercultural teams and intercultural virtual teams.

The creation, sharing and transfer of cross-cultural know-how through participative competence is in our opinion the key to reach high performance in intercultural virtual teams, in addition to all the other factors specific to homogenous teams. IT is well placed to amplify this process, if well design and used.

3. Collaborative Knowledge Management Support Systems and Intercultural Teams Communication

The development of world wide communications through Internet has a major impact in the cross-cultural relations. In this context are three major trends (Brandas, 2003):

· The development of new forms of social relations. Individual communication needs have created virtual relations between individuals from different cultures. Virtual relations are the relations formed among individuals and/or groups into the virtual space. Virtual space is supported by the Intranet and Internet technology. Virtual relations are the basis of the virtual communities. These communities are using virtual relations tools for communicate data, information and knowledge.  

· The development of new intra-organizational relations. Teams in international organizations are formed of members from different cultures or geographical locations. To communicate across the world these international organizations and multicultural work teams use the groupware tools such as Electronic Meeting System. Same individuals can separately use virtual relations tools to communicate with other individuals from outside of the organization.    

· The development of new inter-organizational relations. Within groupware tools the teams from different organizations linked through some form of cooperation (e.g. strategic alliance) can share data, information and knowledge. But in the same time these individuals can have intra-organizational relations and inter-personal relations.

The virtual communities formed by the individuals outside of their own organizations create more informal communication rather that formal. When relations between individuals are inter- or intra-organization then communication is more formal rather that informal.

A collaborative enterprise organization is a more agile organization. The ability of employees to quickly share their insights contributes to an organization's collective knowledge, and has a direct impact on its success. Successful companies continually seek and refine ways to make effective use of their employees' collective knowledge and experience. Information technologies that contribute to knowledge management solutions, such as enterprise portals, improve the enterprise’s business intelligence and its collaboration capabilities (Muntean, 2004).

Intercultural Knowledge Management focuses on identifying, creating and sharing knowledge in a formal manner and reusing it (Holden, 2001). Nowadays, intercultural knowledge management can be realized with support of Collaborative Technologies and Knowledge Management Support Systems (KMSS). Knowledge Management Support Systems must be organized in a flow sequence in order to match the six stages of knowledge management cycle: create knowledge, capture knowledge, refine knowledge, store knowledge, up to date knowledge, and disseminate knowledge (Brandas, 2003). 

In this respect, based on KMSS we can define the concept of Intercultural Knowledge Management Support Systems (IKMSS). Intercultural Knowledge Management Support Systems (IKMSS) are formed by software tools for support collaboration and knowledge management in the cross-cultural environments (Brandas, 2003). One objective for IKMSS is to support and manage the tacit knowledge, too.
One objective for IKMSS is to support and manage the tacit knowledge, too. According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) tacit knowledge is personal, context specific, and therefore hard to formalize and communicate. Nonaka proposes the SECI model (figure 1) which asserts that knowledge creation is a circular process of interactions between explicit and tacit (implicit) knowledge through socialization, externalization, combination, and internalization (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). In this respect we consider that IKMSS must contain Artificial Intelligence technologies.


Source: Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995.

Figure 1. SECI Model.

The most utilized KMS technologies and tools are the following (Alavi and Leidner, 1999): 

· Browser; 

· Electronic mail; 

· Search/retrieval tools; 

· Information repositories; 

· WWW server; 

· Agents or filters; 

· External server services; 

· Videoconferencing.

In our opinion these tools can be categorized in three categories in order to support intercultural collaborative environments:

· Groupware or Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW).

· Virtual collaboration support tools.

· Artificial intelligence technologies.
· Enterprise Portal technologies.
3.1. Groupware or Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) 

Groupware are formed by software products that provide collaboration support to groups. The work itself may be known as Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). Groupware provides support for groups to share data, information, knowledge and other resources. One important tool of groupware or CSCW is the Electronic Meeting System (EMS). This tool use Internet to communicate messages in both time- and space independent manner. EMS tool provide support for presentation of information from external sources, videoconferencing, anonymous discussion, categorization of ideas and proposals, voting on proposals and decisions, and full recording of the meeting. CSCW tools are designed to support the work of teams in international organizations. International teams are cross-cultural in the sense that members come from different cultures, speak different languages and are from different geographic regions. 

These tools can be integrated in the Intercultural Support Systems because they increase the international organizations team’s effectiveness. The role of groupware in the intercultural communication has increased due to the fact that many organizations are attempting to virtualize their operations. The effect of this trend is the foundation of virtual organizations or corporations, where people from different location and cultures work together in the same time, using virtual space as common working ground.   

The best groupware software tools are Lotus Notes/Domino Server, Microsoft NetMeeting, Netscape Collabra Server, Novell Groupwise, and Group Systems.  

3.2. Virtual collaboration support tools

Virtual relations tools consist of software having capabilities to support social communication in the virtual space. Usually these tools support virtual communities of practice. Some of the most important tools are the following:

· Electronic Mail (E-mail). This tool is the most common Internet application. Within e-mail individuals from different locations and cultures can exchange offline messages and files (e.g. documents, images, sounds) trough Internet or Intranet. With messages and files the individuals can create and share knowledge, too. E-mail system can be internal or external of organization.     

· Chat Rooms. These tools consist of online discussion groups. These groups are formed by individuals (in most of cases from different cultures) who want to communicate online messages or comments among them. The messages can be viewed online by all individuals from chat room. Unfortunately the chat room’s messages and comments have a short life because they are not stored in any database. Most of the cases the chat rooms are formed around common discussion subject. That subject can be professional or entertainment. In chat rooms we can include video chat rooms, were participants use web cams to see each other and communicate video data and information.      

· Messenger software type. Within this tool the individuals can communicate one-to-one in order to share data information, messages, video, and voice (e.g. Yahoo Messenger). 

· WEB Forums. The WEB Forums are based on the Electronic Bulletin Boards and Chat Rooms. Within WEB Forums individuals from different cultures can post their messages, comments and share their knowledge on the online board. These data, information and knowledge are stored and can be re-accessed and reutilized. In the forum any comment or messages is subject-oriented. The forum is organized on topics related to forum subject. Any messages or comments can be rapidly found with a search engine. The individuals on the forum are, in the most of cases, registered user through completing a questionnaire. Also, within the forum all user have their profile and the virtual relations are more stable.

3.3. Artificial Intelligence technologies
To support knowledge management in its activities: knowledge identification, knowledge creation, tacit-to-explicit knowledge transfer, etc. we recommend to use Artificial Intelligence (AI) technologies. According to Turban and Aronson (2001) AI methods can be used in knowledge management systems to:

· Assist and enhance searching knowledge (e.g. intelligent agents)

· Assist in establishing profiles to determine what kind of knowledge to scan for individuals and tools

· Assist in knowledge, patterns and rules discovery from documents, e-mail, WEB forums, chat rooms and databases

· Identify patterns in group communication

· Assist intercultural groups in communication (e.g. automatic translation from one language to another).  

3.4. Enterprise Portal technologies 

The portal provides a new work environment for enterprise knowledge workers, one that is aligned with, and supports and partially automates, their individual and collaborative workflow in creating, distributing and using data, information and knowledge, and in making and implementing decisions and actions (Firestone, 1999). The EKP is an evolution of the portal that is influenced by the goals of knowledge management. It combines EIP aspects while also capturing tacit knowledge, integrating access to expertise and embedding application functionality (Firestone, 2000). The EKP in operation provides: a wide range of functionality (including structured data management, unstructured content management, collaborative processing and knowledge management); a wide range of data and content stored as sources of previously developed information and knowledge; and an interactive object/component-based portal. A particular form of EKP in the Intercultural Environments is Intercultural Knowledge Management Portal (IKMP) (Brandas, 2003). This portal integrates in the same platform tools for supporting virtual relations, intra- and inter-organization relations and tools for supporting knowledge management in order to increase the effectiveness of intercultural collaboration and intercultural knowledge management.
In our opinion, the best IT tool for Intercultural Teams Management and KM support is Intercultural Knowledge Management Portal (IKMP) (Brandas, 2003). This portal are integrate in the same platform tools for supporting virtual relations, intra- and inter-organization relations and tools for supporting knowledge management in order to increase the effectiveness of intercultural teams and intercultural knowledge management. In our opinion the architecture of IKMP is based on three major components (figure 2).


Source: Brandas, 2003.

Figure 2. IKMP Architecture.

· Community interface (CI). This component is formed by software tools for supporting intercultural group communication. In our opinion the community interface consist of: groupware, WEB forums, chat and video chat rooms, e-mail tools, WEB browser and search engines. 

· Community knowledge manager (CKM). This component consists of technologies for knowledge management support. In this category can be included data mining tools, artificial intelligence tools (software agents, intelligent software agents, expert systems, intelligent filter applications, etc.), language assistant tools and human expert interface. 

· Community memory (CM). This component consists of storing support technologies such as data warehouse and data marts. Within community memory the IKMP is able to store knowledge in knowledge base, communication and culture patterns and individuals profiles in data marts for reusing it.

In the table 1 we present how IKMP architecture is in order to match the six stages of knowledge management cycle and explicit and tacit knowledge operability.

Table 1. Participation of each IKMP components to support knowledge in all stages of KM cycle.  
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4. Conclusions

Virtual communications and Collaborative Systems continue to gain popularity as organizations are becoming more engaged in global business operations, and technology for facilitating collaborative work is becoming more readily available. They facilitate better distribution of knowledge, improve planning and development cycles and create more functional and productive relationships within intercultural teams. From our point of view the Intercultural Knowledge Management Support Systems (IKMSS) will be the most powerful tools to increase multinational team effectiveness and efficiency. In the same time we are consider that IKMP is the best way for supporting intercultural communication, collaboration, learning and knowledge management in organizations.
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