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Abstract 

Even though studies of expatriates from Nordic countries have been conducted, 

qualitative data on expatriates in Sweden has barely been generated. This research is the 

first explorative study within this context. The authors have chosen a qualitative 

approach, interviewing both assigned and self-initiated expatriate leaders currently 

working in Sweden. The data is presented in the form of five case studies including 

three European and two non-European citizens. The cross-case analysis confirms the 

GLOBE study’s main finding that leadership effectiveness is contextual. It has become 

clear that expatriate leaders face several challenges in the Swedish business culture. 

These are mainly related to the speed of working, the need for consensus in the 

decision-making process, and the conflict avoiding tendency. These drivers demonstrate 

that there are certain cultural aspects unique to Sweden. Expatriate leaders need to be 

flexible in adapting their leadership style and be engaging with their followers in order 

to work successfully in Sweden. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish 

swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, "Morning, boys, how's the water?" And 

the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other 

and goes, "What the hell is water?" 

David Foster 

In a globalized economy, having personnel that understands the rules of doing business 

both on an international and a local level is essential. Therefore, organizations promote 

local employees to an assignment abroad allowing them to take on a leadership position 

or assign local leaders for an equivalent position in a foreign country. The literature 

commonly refers to those employees as expatriates and they can be defined as “those 

who work in a country or culture other than their own”1 (Wilson & Dalton, 1998, p. 1). 

Leadership skills and the overall success of the assignment of those employees is 

inevitably connected with intercultural competence. Bennett and Bennett (2004) define 

intercultural competence as the “ability to communicate effectively in cross-cultural 

situations and to relate appropriately in a variety of cultural contexts” (p. 149). 

Expatriates must develop a marked ability to interact effectively with individuals from 

different cultures.  

Limiting the term expatriation by solely referring to business expatriates falls short. 

Expatriation also includes academics moving from one country to another. In this 

context, Selmer and Lauring (2011) state that the literature on business expatriates has 

been increasing rapidly, whereas the research on expatriate academics has remained 

scarce, despite the increasing globalization of the academic world.  

The focus of research on leadership has shifted over the last decades and its current 

focus lies in the relationship and interaction between leaders and followers. Therefore, 

(un)successful leadership is created within the interaction of both parties. Likewise, the 

study of intercultural leadership has emerged and steadily developed as a research 

                                                 
1  However, as the term expatriate is highly contested in the literature, we will dedicate a separate chapter, where 

we will go into more detail into the historical development of the term and reveal different angles and 

perspectives. In order to take also the current research focus into account we will conclude with our definition of 

expatriate.  
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stream since the mid-1990s (Dickson, Den Hartog, Mitchelson, 2003). Within this 

stream, scholars focus on different perspectives as, for example, Adler (1997) on global 

leadership, emphasizing the need for more local and cultural specific theories, while 

Chokar, Brodbeck, and House (2008) conducted research on leadership across nations. 

This research led to the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness 

program also referred to as the GLOBE study. The GLOBE study is a cross-cultural 

longitudinal research project that develops “an empirically-based theory to describe, 

understand, and predict the impact of specific cultural variables on leadership and 

organizational processes and the effectiveness of these processes” (Chokar, Brodbeck, 

and House, 2008, p. 8). The first edition was based on results from about 17.300 middle 

managers from 951 organizations in different industries.  

Expatriate settings have already been researched extensively, as for example, German 

expatriates in China, but so far there is no study on expatriates working in Sweden. 

According to the newspaper the Local (2016), Sweden has the ‘worst skills gap’ in the 

world as Johan Alsén states “Sweden is one of the toughest places for a company to 

develop and grow even though the economy as a whole is currently doing quite well.” 

Among other categories, Sweden scores high in the category of ‘talent mismatch’, 

meaning that employers are struggling to find the right employees to fill their positions.  

The forming of the European Union created a more connected Europe, where people are 

allowed to travel without being limited by customs. The ease of moving to another 

country within the European Union could help fill in skills gaps in Sweden. Still, 

individuals living outside of Europe seem to have a harder time entering the Swedish 

labor market. The government does not seem to be flexible enough in allowing 

expatriates from outside of Europe to work in Sweden. In a recent case, The Local 

(2016) reports that the CEO and co-founder of Spotify Daniel Ek spoke out against the 

bureaucracy of the Swedish system towards foreign workers and advocated for a more 

flexible approach.  

1.2 Problem Statement 

It goes without saying that in a more globalized world and especially in a more 

connected Europe, we will find more and more intercultural encounters within the 

workplace. Expatriate leaders face challenges when leading a team in another country 

than their own, as they do not share the same cultural background. However, expatriate 
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leadership effectiveness is an important performance indicator as Luthans & Doh (2012) 

state that in culturally distant workplaces this is critical to the success (and failure) of 

global firms. Therefore, successful expatriate assignments are vital for developing 

global leadership skills and transferring knowledge from company headquarters to 

global subsidiaries by enhancing cultural and social intelligence and strategic thinking 

(Kossek et al., 2015).  

Coming back to the opening statement, it seems paradoxical at first sight that we have 

the least understanding of our own culture. However, it is natural that people perceive 

their own culture as ‘normal’. Therefore, a foreigner often analyses the culture of his or 

her host country better than a local resident. Moreover - as it is becoming more likely - 

that leaders will work within different cultures, the question as to whether leaders, who 

are successful in the native culture, will be able to continue to do so in a new cultural 

environment. What might be seen as a successful leadership style in the home country 

might be perceived as weak or aggressive in the host country. Therefore, the question 

arises to what extent leaders have to change or adapt their understanding and practice of 

leadership. However, intercultural competence cannot be developed by simply being 

exposed to an international assignment (Moodian, 2007, cited in Moodian 2009). This 

process involves openness, active experience, action, reflection – recapped an overall 

learning process by the expatriate leader. 

Even though studies of expatriates from Nordic countries have been conducted, 

qualitative data on expatriates in Sweden is barely researched. For us, this is a real 

research gap and our motivational factor to start the first explorative study within this 

context. Therefore, the focus of our study lies on “Expatriates in Leadership Positions 

in Sweden”. In more detail, we would like to explore the leadership issues expatriates 

might encounter in Sweden, compared to their country of origin. Hereby, we will focus 

on the Swedish business culture and the influence it might have on the leadership style 

of the expatriate. Our main focus is hereby the interaction between the leader and his or 

her mostly Swedish employees. The analysis of the economic and social environment in 

Sweden perceived by the expatriate leaders provides a better understanding of the 

context that expatriates experience when moving to Sweden. 

As we attempt to do the first explorative research on expatriates in leadership positions 

in Sweden, we do not want to limit our research to business expatriates. Our aim is to 
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include the academic field as well as external factors that are related to the expatriation 

experience.  

Against the background of the recent development of a so-called ‘refugee wave’ 

arriving in Europe, we want to make clear that we are not interested in positioning 

ourselves within the political discussion. It is up to the public debate, if and how the 

government should limit or allow migration. 

 

Therefore, we define the essential research questions of our study as the following:  

RQ 1: What are the main challenges and opportunities for expatriate leaders in 

Sweden? 

RQ 2: Which leadership issues are expatriates facing in Sweden? 

RQ 3: Do expatriates need to develop a certain leadership style in order to lead in 

Sweden? 

1.3 Purpose 

We agree with Chokar, Brodbeck, and House (2008) that culture and leadership are 

probably the most written about and the least understood topics in the social sciences. 

Within the debate whether culture matters, there are many voices which under- or 

overestimate the underlying culture or the individual choice to act in a certain way. 

However, as the current focus of the leadership research lies on the interaction between 

leaders and followers, we believe that we can deliver a benefit if we have a closer look 

at culture and cultural differences as driving factors.  

In the first place, we can deliver with our research a benefit for us. Due to the steadily 

globalizing world, we will find ourselves later in more intercultural work situations. 

Therefore, when choosing our research area, it was important to us, that on the one 

hand, we are both seriously passionate about our topic and on the other hand that it 

makes a current leadership issue topic of the discussion: To understand how 

(un)successful intercultural interactions in leadership situations work. This research will 

sharpen our reflection on our own culture, behavior, leadership style, and our 

understanding of the behavior of our future followers.  

We are certain that our interview partners will experience an epiphany as they will be 

asked to reflect actively on challenges and on how they have experienced and solved 
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intercultural issues. They might re-experience situations in the past and realize that they 

would act differently the next time because they have gained a better understanding of 

the Swedish culture in the meantime.   

Moreover, our research could provide a more realistic image of the challenges 

expatriates are facing for organizations in order to know what future expatriate leaders 

might need to meet the requirements of the assignment and how they should prepare 

their expatriates in advance. Furthermore, individuals who intend to go on an 

expatriation to Sweden would get a first impression of what it would be like to work in 

Sweden as an expatriate. Finally, our research will extend the current literature about 

intercultural leadership. 

1.4 Outline of the Thesis 

We will start with a brief overview of the relevant theoretical framework. The main 

theoretical concepts of our study include leadership and followership, the Experiential 

Learning Theory, the cultural dimensions of Sweden, and expatriation. After the 

literature review, we present our conceptual framework - the Culture Map - which 

includes eight cultural dimensions playing a role in intercultural leadership. In the 

fourth chapter, we will present and justify our methodological approach and take ethical 

considerations into account. Afterwards, we will give a small excursus on the role of 

labor unions in Sweden as we consider this circumstance as a potentially important 

external factor within the reality of expatriate leaders in Sweden. Our empirical data 

will be presented in the form of five individual case studies in the sixth chapter, which 

will be analyzed in a cross-case analysis. After, we will present our main findings by 

introducing a metaphor in the conclusion chapter. The last two chapters, implications 

for expatriates and limitations and recommendation for future research will round off 

our thesis.   
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2 Theoretical Framework 

As this study is about leadership and in more detail to understand how expatriate leaders 

perceive their own leadership style and if they have to adjust their own behavior to work 

successfully as a team in the Swedish culture, we want to start this chapter with 

presenting the development of the research upon leadership.  

2.1 Leadership 

The concept of ‘leadership’ has been of great interest to human beings since time 

immemorial. In the last 50 years, it has emerged as a renewed focus, with hundreds of 

books being published every year. Are successful leaders born or made? Do successful 

leaders have special traits? Which behavioral characteristics influence effective leaders? 

Scholars tried to answer these exemplary questions during the last decades. Still, they 

did not agree upon a unified definition, neither in theory nor in practice, and the focus of 

leadership studies has shifted over time.  

Bryman (1997) presents in “Leadership in Organizations” the historical development of 

the leadership research: The trait approach dominated the scene up to the late 1940s. 

Personal qualities and characteristics, i.e. physical traits, abilities and personality of 

leaders, were in the focus of the research. As there were just a few convincing or useful 

results, the research shifted from characteristics to behavior and the style approach 

prevailed among scholars mainly in the 1950s until late 1960s. At that time, the relation 

between behavior and outcome was studied and the interest in leadership training grew. 

In the following ten to fifteen years, the contingency approach was mostly used among 

scholars, i.e. how situational factors influence leadership effectiveness, became the 

focus of the research. The “new” leadership approach started in the early 1980s. 

Predominating was research on transactional vs. transformational leadership and leaders 

were referred to as ‘managers of meaning’. The dominant theme in the 1990s was 

‘Leading others to lead themselves’ and within the dispersed leadership, leaders were 

seen as facilitators, mentors, and team builders. Since the turn of the millennium, 

researchers try to find answers to the questions ‘Why do people follow leaders, 

sometimes even destructive ones?’ or ‘In what way do followers contribute to 

leadership?’ and the contribution of followers to leadership became the focus of the 

current research.  
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Bjerke (2017) explains that in recent in leadership studies the authenticity of the leader 

is often mentioned. Arda, Aslan, and Alpkan (2016) point out the following four 

dimensions of authentic leadership: Self-awareness, unbiased processing, authentic 

behavior and authentic relational orientation. The dimensions are complementary to an 

authentic leader. The scholars propose a positive link between authentic behavior and 

the positivity of the followers. Avolio and Gardner (2005) state that an authentic leader 

has positive psychological capacities, these enlarge the leader's ability of self-awareness 

and self-regulatory behaviors.  

Furthermore, the positive moral perspective guides the leader to make ethical and moral 

decisions. Bennis (2009) agrees that self-knowledge and self-awareness are at the 

foundation of a successful leader. The leader will only be able to create a vision if he or 

she is able to know and lead him of herself first. Additionally, the author mentions 

passion and integrity as key leadership characteristics. De Pree (2004) also 

acknowledges the need for integrity in a leader, moreover the ability to form and sustain 

good relationships with the followers and creating the right environment are vital 

attributes of a good leader. Gardner (1996) points out that the leader should embody his 

or her vision and inspire others to follow. The leader will only be considered authentic 

if he or she leads by example. Although there is no clear definition of an authentic 

leader, Bjerke (2017) explains that the authenticity of a leader can only be ascribed by 

his or her followers. Therefore, to be successful as a leader, the understanding of the 

followers is vital.  

Even if it seems to be impossible to come up with a comprehensive definition of 

leadership, we want to include the definition of leadership of the authors of the GLOBE 

study: Leadership is “the ability of an individual to influence, motivate and enable 

others to contribute towards the effectiveness and success of the organizations of which 

they are members” (House et al., 2002, p. 5).  

2.2 Leadership and Followership 

As shown in the previous chapter leadership is inextricably linked with followership. In 

the following chapter, we want to go into more detail in the theoretical framework of the 

joint construction of leadership.  

Smircich and Morgan (1982) see leadership as a relationship between the leader and the 

followers, where the leader is the person that can frame and determine the reality for his 
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or her followers. The goal of the leader is to provide meaning and he or she shifts the 

sense of meaning to his or her followers. When the leader and his or her followers co-

create meaning, a sense of unity is created. The leader needs the support of his or her 

followers to be effective. Smircich and Stubbart (1985) explain that leadership is 

socially constructed and is enacted through the interaction between the leader and the 

followers. Goia and Chittipeddi (1991) state that the role of the leader is to give sense to 

a situation from which the followers make sense of the leader's vision.  

The theory is built on the frames of reference of the leader and cue perceived by the 

followers. The leader provides the frame to enable the followers to extract a cue. The 

context in which the leader presents his or her view will determine what the followers 

will extract from it. Therefore, it is vital that the leader senses the frame of reference of 

his or her followers and understands the context. As the theory seems to be rather 

abstract, we want to include Cammock’s metaphor ‘the dance of leadership’: He 

describes the interaction between leaders and followers and their joint construction of 

meaning as 

a dance, in which leaders and followers jointly respond to the rhythm and call of a 

particular social context, within which leaders draw from deep wells of collective 

experience and energy to engage followers around transforming visions of change and 

lead them in the collective creation of compelling futures (Cammock, 2003, p. 17). 

Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) explain that Swedish leaders should present their ideas 

rather vague, not fully worked out, as the team needs to be part of the generation 

process in order to support the idea. Co-creation is vital in the Swedish business culture. 

The authors state: “Vagueness thus has a positive connotation in the Swedish language, 

because it creates a freedom to act and to take initiative by oneself (autonomous)” 

(2008, p. 64).  

Uhl-Bien et al. (2014) offers two ways of studying the process of followership. The 

role-based approach studies the followers as part of a hierarchical structure, trying to 

understand the role of the followers and their behaviors in relation to their leader. The 

vision and behavior of the leader combined with the followers’ characteristics and 

behavior lead to followership outcomes. The constructionist approach studies the 

enacted relationship process where the followers do not necessarily have to follow the 

leader, as they have no formal power. The followers’ actions are the measure of the 
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successfulness of the leader. The combination of the leaders’ actions and the followers’ 

actions leads to leadership, which then leads to the leadership outcomes.  

Goia and Chittipeddi (1991) describe that leaders are sense givers and followers are 

sense makers, it is important that the leader understands how his or her followers make 

sense. This will influence how he or she will adapt the way of leading followers. 

Therefore, the context of the Swedish (business) culture could be an important 

component in understanding the context of expatriate leaders in Sweden. 

2.3 Leadership and Culture 

The concept of culture is almost as old as civilization itself and nowadays there exist 

various definitions, similar to the term leadership. Most theoretical discourses about 

‘culture’ start with the derivation of the Latin word colere. The definition of the US-

American anthropologist Linton seems to be a timeless definition: Culture is “the 

configuration of learned behavior and results of behavior whose component elements 

are shared and transmitted to the members of a particular society” (Linton, 1945, p. 32). 

Similarly, Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (2010) refer to culture as the software of the 

mind, which differentiate the people belonging to a certain group or category of people 

from others. Therefore, culture can be seen as a collective mental programming as the 

mind of each individual is filled with thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, which are 

created from experiences: Culture is something we learn, rather than something we are 

born with.  

There are many different types of culture, such as national and regional culture, gender 

and generation culture, and organizational culture. The national culture is the culture 

that distinguishes the citizens of one country from those of another country. A national 

culture is often very complex as there are regional differences within one country. This 

is the main criticism that studies on nationalities face. Still, as we are interested in a first 

explorative study on expatriates in Sweden, we want to focus on the impact that 

nationalities have on the experience of expatriate leaders. Coming back to the opening 

statement, it can be difficult to explain one’s own culture to others since actions and 

behavior occur without any further reflection (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2010).  

Some questions about cross-cultural leadership are: How much can the results of 

leadership research be generalized from one country to another? How do managerial 

decision-making practices and leadership styles vary in different cultures? What 
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dimensions of leadership are universally relevant and which are culturally specific? 

According to Adler (1997), there are multiple definitions of leadership but “there are no 

global leadership theories” (p. 174). Most leadership theories of the 20th century reflect 

the North American perspective as leadership is seen as “rational, management-

orientated, male, technocratic, quantitative, cost-driven, hierarchical, short-term, 

pragmatic, and materialistic”, which reflects some of the core values of the American 

culture (Rost 1991, cited in Adler 1997). Another example: Within the Part VII 

‘Diversity and Cultural Effects’, Bass (2008) dedicates one chapter of his handbook on 

leadership on ‘Women as Leaders and Followers’, one chapter on ‘Minorities as 

Leaders and Followers’ focusing on black and white leadership and only afterwards 

thematizes the topic of ‘Globalization and Cross-National Effects’ on leadership issues. 

GLOBE study’s main premise and finding is that leadership effectiveness is contextual 

(Chokar, Brodbeck and House, 2008). It is embedded in the societal and organizational 

norms, values, and beliefs of leaders and of the people being led. Therefore, 

management of diversity calls for a focus on cultural competence: attitudes, practices, 

and policies that respect the different cultural background of people. Adler (2002) 

developed several strategies for intercultural management. ‘Cultural synergy’ is the 

most desirable one: acknowledging and valuating the characteristics of different cultures 

without giving up someone’s own culture. This includes a mutual combination of both 

cultures.  

2.4 The Experiential Learning Theory  

Drawing on the foundational theories of the twentieth-century scholars’ John Dewey 

and Kurt Lewin, the experiential learning theory of David Kolb gives the experience a 

central role in the theory of human learning and development. He states that “[Learning 

is] the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. 

Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience” 

(Kolb, 1984, p. 41). Kolb (1984) provides a dynamic, holistic and multilinear model of 

the learning process of how people learn, grow and develop. The model presents two 

dialectically related modes of grasping experience – apprehension (concrete experience) 

and comprehension (abstract conceptualization) – and two dialectically related modes of 

transforming experience – intension (reflective observation) and extension (active 

experimentation). Experiential learning is a process of constructing knowledge that 
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involves a creative tension among those four dimensions, which is responsive to 

contextual demands (Seel, 2012, p. 1216).  

People engaged in learning tend to develop four basic learning styles: diverging, 

assimilating, converging, and accommodating (Kolb & Kolb, 2005), but in an idealized 

learning cycle, the learner touches all four modes in a recursive process that is sensitive 

to the learning situation. Therefore, immediate or concrete experiences are the basis for 

observations and reflections. These reflections will be integrated and assimilated into 

abstract concepts from which potential implications for further actions and decisions 

can be drawn. By putting them into use, these implications may serve as guides and 

frames of reference in creating new experiences. (Seel, 2012).   

The theory is built upon six propositions and we want to stress one specific proposition: 

Learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed modes of 

adaption to the world (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Conflict, differences, and disagreement are 

driving factors in the learning process as learners have to move back and forth between 

opposing modes of reflection, action, feeling and thinking. To gain a deeper 

understanding of ‘Expatriates in Leadership positions in Sweden’, we are faced with 

various possible conflicts between the components: Leaders and followers, different 

cultural values and the interaction with external factors such as labor unions. 

Following the ELT model, Mustafa and Lines (2013) argue that leaders may learn 

opposed employee values through the experience of reactions as they frequently get 

involved in concrete experiences. By reflecting and analyzing upon such experiences 

leaders develop ideas, concepts and mental models that act as guiding principles and 

over time might produce correspondence between the leadership style and the follower 

values. 

Regarding the aspect of leadership effectiveness through crucible led experiential 

learning, Bennis and Thomas (2002) conducted a research and published their findings 

upon the transformative power of experiential learning on the development of 

leadership effectiveness: From 43 interviews with leaders ranging in age from 21 to 93, 

universal principles of leadership effectiveness transformed by crucibles unexpectedly 

emerged. There are four main areas that are shared by all exemplary leaders - 

independently of age, era, gender, ethnicity or race: Exercising adaptive capacity, the 
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ability to engage people through shared meaning, leading with a distinctive ‘Voice’ and 

exercising integrity in relationships with people.  

Thomas continued researching and discovered the following five universal principles 

for experientially led leadership development (Thomas, 2008, p. 211): 

 Helping individuals to clarify their aspirations and values will strengthen their 

leadership capability by gaining substantial insights from their experience. 

 Organizations should motivate its leaders to learn leadership techniques that will 

reinforce their judgment. 

 Leadership capability can be improved if feedback is given in a timely, honest 

manner, and immediately included into changed behavior. 

 ‘Adaptive capacity’ is a characteristic that is indispensable for developing 

leadership capability. 

 Practice needs to be encouraged as a lifelong journey. 

2.5 Cultural Dimensions of Sweden 

One way to conduct research on ‘Expatriates in Leadership positions in Sweden’ is 

through identifying different dimensions of culture and then relate those cultural 

dimensions to leadership. The most recognized – as well as the most criticized – culture 

dimensions are those developed by Geert Hofstede (1980) of his study on IBM 

employees. There are hardly no culture studies, which do not mention the name 

Hofstede and evaluate his findings. Likewise, the GLOBE study builds to a great extent 

on Hofstede’s and other scholars’ findings. In this chapter, we will present the cultural 

dimensions of Sweden.  

Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) described the Swedish leadership style as ‘Primus Inter 

Pares’ meaning first among equals. The philosophy behind the model is that well-

informed employees perform better. The authors state that the three cornerstones of the 

Swedish culture are vagueness, equality, and consensus. In the GLOBE study, the 

scholars surveyed middle managers in Sweden to understand the values and 

observations contributed to cultural dimensions as they are and as they should be. The 

cultural dimensions consisted of: 

 Institutional Collectivism  

 Uncertainty Avoidance 

 Gender Egalitarianism 
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 Future Orientation 

 Humane Orientation 

 Performance Orientation 

 Power Distance 

 In-Group Collectivism 

 Assertiveness 

 

The outcome of the survey presents high scores on institutional collectivism, 

uncertainty avoidance, and gender egalitarianism. The results describe Swedish culture 

as a collectivistic culture. Structures and policies are appreciated, as these provide rules 

and regulations, which avoid or reduce uncertainty. Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) 

indicate that the high score on institutional collectivism is shown through the influence 

that labor unions have in the political system. As 71.8% of the labor force is a member 

of a union (SCB, 2014-2015), Sweden’s unionization rate is among the leading 

countries in Europe. Another example of institutional collectivism can be found in the 

principle that every citizen has the right to review official records. The Swedish 

constitution promotes openness and transparency.  

Even though Sweden is well-known for its collectivism and in this study has the most 

collective culture, the survey showed that the level of in-group collectivism is among 

the lowest in the GLOBE study. The authors describe this as socially concerned 

individualism. The individual Swede prefers to work independently, but feels a common 

responsibility towards the common goal. Therefore, a shared aspired future is the 

uniting component. Swedish middle managers would like to see a major improvement 

in this area, as they would prefer stronger social relationship within their companies 

(Holmberg & Åkerblom, 2008).  

As part of the uncertainty avoidance dimension, Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) point 

to the importance of being on time. Adhering to the time set for a meeting to take place 

is of key importance for establishing good relationships personally and professionally. 

The authors state that a diversion of not more than ten minutes is accepted within the 

Swedish culture. Furthermore, the argumentation within a business meeting should be 

based on rationality, if arguments are not based on facts and solid reasoning, they are 

perceived illegitimate and unmanageable. Management with a focus on solid reasoning 

helps Swedes to cope with uncertainty. Although, Swedish middle managers would like 

to see this changed.  
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Egalitarianism also plays an important role as Swedish business is organized as a low 

power distance culture. Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) explain that the low power 

distance in the Swedish business culture is due to the absence of a dress code allocated 

to the employee status. Employee titles are rarely used in meeting and all members of an 

organization eat in a communal area. Furthermore, consensus and input of all 

stakeholders are seen as critical in a dialogue, allowing for creative solutions and 

comprehensive support for the final plan.  

Moreover, Sweden scores low in performance orientation, meaning that the 

performance orientation focuses on the collective performance of the team, avoiding the 

evaluation of a team member’s individual performance. However, middle managers 

clearly indicate that performance should be more emphasized and recognized. The 

tendency of avoiding the evaluation of individual employees is common in Sweden, 

although this is not necessarily the case for major companies (Holmberg & Åkerblom, 

2008).  

Furthermore, Sweden is perceived as the least assertive country in comparison to other 

countries in this research. Swedes show their emotions less often and are well known 

for their efforts to avoid any type of conflict. This is not seen as an issue by the Swedish 

middle managers. 

When the findings of the GLOBE study are transferred on the culture dimensions of 

Sweden on the relationship and leadership, an outstanding Swedish leader  

Should inspire and engage the organization members to do their best to achieve a 

visionary future, and she or he should be honest and trustworthy. Such a leader should 

work, not for his or her own self-interest, but for the common good, and should also be 

highly capable at creating a team spirit within the organization (Chokar, Brodbeck and 

House, 2008, p. 50).  

The definition indicates the importance of the involvement and collaboration with the 

team and provides a clear typification of the outstanding Swedish leader. Although the 

authors state that the way of managing people could differ slightly per industry, the 

definition is deemed valid in all industries. The scholars explain that these positive 

leadership characteristics are not unique to Sweden. What differentiates the Swedish 

leadership style from the other countries in the study, is that leaders are not supposed to 

claim any status with their position. On the contrary, leaders should treat all team 

members equally and belittle any status or class differences within their teams. Swedish 
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leaders should act transparently and avoid triggering competition within their teams. 

Instead, consensus and the involvement among everyone is encouraged. Furthermore, 

the authors identify egalitarian, pragmatic and visible leadership to be unique to the 

Swedish leader, compared to other countries in the study (Holmberg & Åkerblom, 

2008).   

2.6 The Role of Auto- and Hetero-stereotypes 

When culture is the topic of a discussion, at some point stereotyping will probably come 

up. Stereotypes are everywhere and hardly anybody can free him- or herself to think in 

terms of popular prejudices, whether we are talking about differences between men and 

women or about national stereotypes such as the ‘typical Swede’. Stereotyping is a very 

common phenomenon in international relationships (Davidson, Thomas, 1980). 

However, there is a research gap on how stereotypes held by expatriates and local 

employees of their own group (auto-stereotypes) and of other groups (hetero-

stereotypes) affect the relationship between leaders and followers and its overall team 

performance in Sweden.  

As expatriates come from a foreign country, they need to cope with a mass of unfamiliar 

or contradicting stimuli, especially by his or her local predominantly Swedish 

employees. One approach to overcome this pressure is by making generalizations about 

the local employees or the local population itself, and then ascribe these characteristics 

to specific group members. This sort of stereotyping is very common in intercultural 

situations because the human being tends to make sense out of different situations by 

using the own frame of reference, which is mainly located in the own culture of origin. 

Problems arise of grossly wrong stereotypes as poor relationships and performance 

might be the result of misperceptions, which leads to even greater problems in 

teamwork.   

Furthermore, we can distinguish between positive and negative stereotypes, e.g., 

‘Germans are punctual’ and ‘Italians speak bad English’. Therefore, some expatriates 

might be confronted with positive stereotyping as their country of origin triggers a 

positive attitude towards the individual and vice-versa with negative stereotypes.  

Some of our interview questions will reflect the notion of cultural assumptions and 

stereotyping. The reservation must be made, however, that the discussion should not be 

taken to imply that auto-stereotypes are necessarily an accurate measure of the group’s 
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real characteristics. It should be rather acknowledged that differences between auto- and 

hetero-stereotypes of groups might be a reflection of general differences in the 

interpretation of concepts. Still, we believe that stereotypes might influence the reality 

of expatriates in Sweden. Therefore, our aim is to analyze if stereotyping will decrease 

if leaders and followers are constantly in contact with each other - as leaders will be 

required to reflect upon their frames of reference and need to unlearn in order to 

communicate successfully.  

2.7 Expatriates 

Who is an expatriate? As most concepts, the term expatriate is highly contested in the 

literature. We will start this subsection with a closer look at the historical development 

of the term expatriate as the history of an academic discussion has important 

implications for the way that knowledge is constructed and the assumptions that are 

derived (McNulty, Brewster 2017). To move forward in the development of each 

academic field, we first need to understand the foundation upon which our current 

understanding has been built. In a second step, we then should start to overcome the 

problems inherent in that foundation.  

‘Expatriation’ (Latin ex-patria: out of country) has existed from the time that there were 

countries for people to expatriate from. The term ‘expatriate’ was used first in the 

seventeenth century. At that time it often referred to the ‘pioneers’ (including artists, 

authors, and entertainers) who left one (usually European) country seeking a better life 

without any real possibility of return, or to those who renounced their allegiance or were 

exiled and denaturalized. It was used as a synonym for what we now call ‘migrants’ 

(McNulty, Brewster 2017).  

The focus of early academic research started in the 1950s with studies of the 

internationalization of American companies including the challenges associated with 

managing ‘overseas executives’ (Howell & Newman, 1959; Mandell, 1958). Few of 

these early researchers attempted to define what was meant by the term ‘expatriate’. The 

majority of the research was conducted through multinational enterprises (MNEs) and 

simply adopted the definitions they used. Therefore, expatriates were widely described 

as being sent by an organization (‘organizationally assigned’) to work abroad for a 

defined period of time (‘temporarily’). In the 1960s scholars opened their definition 

towards non-corporate settings. One decade later the focus of the research switched 

http://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.lnu.se/doi/full/10.1080/09585192.2016.1243567
http://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.lnu.se/doi/full/10.1080/09585192.2016.1243567
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towards the expatriate him- or herself. More recently, the concept of expatriates has 

been broadened to include individuals engaging in many different forms of international 

experience (including work and non-work experience) (McNulty, Brewster 2017).  

Compared to other forms of migration as, for example, refugees, expatriates share the 

following characteristics (Ward, Bochner, Furnham 2001; Kreutzer, Roth 2006):  

 The residence abroad is self-chosen and the expatriate, in general, can go 

back to his or her home country or move to another country 

 If the assignment is temporarily, the expatriate’s motivation to go abroad 

is based upon professional and personal reasons 

 The expatriate may benefit from a privileged status in the host country 

In the following, we will go into more detail into the recent academic discussion and 

present in the end of the chapter our own understanding and working definition of 

expatriates.  

Based on the recent literature, Adams and van de Vijver present in their article “The 

many faces of expatriate identity” (2015) three main types of expatriates: traditional, 

non-traditional, and self-initiated expatriates. The first group refers to what the general 

public considers an expatriate, namely Western senior/executive males (age 40-50 

years), on international assignment through their multinational organization. They work 

in most cases in subsidiaries and are accompanied by their families. The second group 

are mostly female executives (age < 30 years and > 60 years) and are also sent on 

international assignment through their multinational organization. Highly skilled 

professionals or knowledge workers actively seeking employment opportunities abroad 

belong to the third group, which gets increasing attention in the academic field.  

Andresen, Biemann, and Pattie (2015) do not distinguish between the traditional and 

non-traditional expatriate, but between the self-initiated expatriate (SIE) and the 

assigned expatriate (AE). In the following we want to present their distinction as we do 

not want to enter a gender-related discussion on expatriation: The self-initiated 

expatriate (SIE) is typically moving abroad on own initiative and is usually contracted 

by the company of the host country as a ‘local’ employee. The assigned expatriate (AE) 

is assigned by his or her employer to work abroad for a certain period of time. The 

moving process of AE’s is generally arranged by the employer, whereas the SIE needs 
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to organize his or her own relocation. The authors point out that in the case of similar 

work experience, AE’s typically claims higher positions in terms of hierarchy, however, 

the SIE typically prefer a higher amount of organizational mobility.  

Presbitero and Quita (2016) state that the willingness of SIE’s to adapt their career and 

move abroad enhances the expatriate’s cultural intelligence. This experience helps the 

expatriate to act more efficiently in intercultural situations. The authors state that the 

intention of SIE’s to move abroad is mostly motivated by career adaptability and 

cultural intelligence, less often for financial reasons. Gibson et al. (2015) explain that 

companies sometimes present an unrealistic positive image of expatriation to AE’s, 

however, lack to prepare the AE’s for the expatriation. Therefore, AE’s struggle to 

adjust themselves to the new culture. Companies play an important role in the AE’s 

cultural adjustment process and assignment-related success. The authors state that a 

vital part is to make sure that the expectation set by the companies are close to the 

reality of the expatriation.  

Harvey and Moeller (2009) identified multiple traits which make an expatriate 

successful: empathy, respect, interest in local culture, flexibility, tolerance, technical 

skills, initiative, open-mindedness, sociability and a positive self-image. However, the 

scholars state that differentiating which traits are more important per country is still to 

be defined. Apart from personal traits, the impact of the change of job, organization, and 

culture on the expatriate also need to be taken into account. Expatriates do not only face 

cultural pressures when moving abroad, but also their family situation is affected. The 

scholars explain that information is vital in preparing an expatriate for an assignment, 

the more information the expatriate gain, the chances of having a realistic expectation of 

the expatriation increases.  

Jokinen, Brewster, and Satuuri (2008) point out that expatriates typically find that their 

experience abroad enhances their competency levels, which enable them to complete 

more demanding assignments in the future. Cassiday (2005) found that expatriate 

leaders looking for international experience were conscious of the importance of 

relationship development with the local staff in relation to task achievement. 

Furthermore, internationally experienced leaders show a greater capability in creating a 

synergistic working environment. 

We want to conclude with our understanding and working definition of an expatriate: 



  
 

19 

An expatriate is a person who has citizenship in at least one country, but chooses 

due to different reasons to live in another country. Those reasons can base upon 

professional and personal motives. Most expatriates only stay in the foreign 

country for a certain period of time and plan to return to their home country, 

although there are some who never return to their country of citizenship.  

 

2.8 Choices, Challenges and Consequences of Doing Global Work 

To understand an expatriate's experience in doing global work, Shaffer et al. (2012) 

describe what choices, challenges and consequences expatriates have to deal with when 

doing global work. The authors state that global work can be divided into three 

categories; company assigned expatriation, self-initiated expatriation or non-traditional 

company short-term assignees and international business travel. The framework 

presents an overview of the impact of working abroad. A qualitative research of the 

career choices, challenges, and consequences experienced by expatriates in Sweden 

could prove valuable to understand the influencing factors for an expatriate to enter the 

Swedish Labor Market.   

Shaffer et al. (2012) 

In the first column (Fig. 1), Shaffer et al. (2012) point out the external and internal 

influences an expatriate experience when making the decision to work outside of his or 

Career Choices

in Deciding to Do Global Work

External Influences

Personal agency

Country and family 
considerations

Internal Influences

Intrinsic and extrinsic   
motivators

Personal characteristics

Career Challenges

while Doing Global Work

Personal Demands

Stress and Coping

Identity transformation

Work Demands

Career transition concerns

Structural and perceptual 
barriers

Nonwork Demands

Work-family conflict

Maintaining friendships and 
personal life

Career Consequences

of Doing Global Work

Intrinsic Career Success

Job and career satisfaction

Well-being

Extrinsic Career Success

Career competencies

Career advancement

Figure 1 A Framework for Relating Global Work Experiences to Careers 
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her home country. The external influences describe the amount to which the person was 

free to make the choice to move abroad. AE’s typically have less freedom in choosing 

for an expatriation than SIE’s. The country to which the expatriate might move could 

also influence the decision. The quality of life, reputation, and distance from family 

members among other influences, could play an important role in the expatriate decision 

to choose to go. The internal influences represent intrinsic and extrinsic motivators like 

the challenges and learning that expatriates encounter on an expatriation, but also 

monetary rewards could be a motivator. Furthermore, personal characteristics like being 

adventurous and ability to cope with uncertainty could also affect the decision to move.  

The second column explains the challenges that expatriates could face during an 

expatriation. Personal demands like stress can be caused by the demanding new 

environment at work, but also due to the new culture. The transformation of identity due 

to the expatriation could influence the way the individual perceives him or herself. 

Therefore, might also influence the career aspirations and openness to repatriation. 

Work demands like career transition concern are seen as an important issue for AE’s as 

the international assignments affect aspects like responsibility, autonomy, career 

opportunities and could also create a concern for the expatriate life partners career. 

SIE’s have to deal with a risk of unemployment and must make sure to stay motivated 

to ensure progress in their career. Structural and perceptual barriers could among others 

include problems with acquiring visas or work permits and the acceptance of academic 

degrees from a foreign country. Non work demands mainly concerns on family related 

issues.  

The third column discloses the consequences the expatriation had on the career of the 

expatriate. The intrinsic career success mainly focuses on what the subjective personal 

outcomes of the expatriates’ experiences were. This means, the extent to which the 

expatriate was content with his or her experience and general personal state of well-

being. Shaffer et al. (2012) explain that the extrinsic career success contains more 

accessible information in terms of career progress, like a higher position within an 

organization of an increase in salary. Moreover, career competencies are an important 

outcome of expatriation. The scholars point out expatriate typically gain valuable 

intercultural skills, but also an international network which can later be used for 

personal or professional purposes. The development of career competencies can 

influence the career advancement of an expatriate. SIE’s are more likely to increase 
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their employability upon return from the expatriation, however, AE’s are deemed more 

likely to be eligible for a salary increase.  

Even though the framework of Shaffer et al. (2012) might not include all choices, 

challenges, and consequences, an expatriate might face before, during and after an 

expatriation. The model can serve as a supportive tool in understanding expatriates in 

Sweden.    
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3 Conceptual Framework - The Culture Map 

By using theoretical frameworks, we would like to get a better understanding of the 

cultural dimensions influencing expatriate leadership in Sweden. Furthermore, we 

would like to understand the implications for an expatriate leader, which are related to 

moving to Sweden. We will present our interpretation of the Swedish ‘Culture Map’ by 

Erin Meyer to cluster and categorize different cultural values. Afterward, we will 

compare the results with the findings of the theoretical framework. Combining the 

insight from the theoretical framework with the empirical data will provide us with a 

better understanding of how expatriate leaders learn, grow and develop their 

intercultural competence, as learning is a lifelong process and based upon experiences.    

3.1 Introducing the Framework 

Erin Meyer describes in her book The Culture Map (2014) the specific cultural 

differences in how people communicate and consider ideas at work. By introducing a 

field-tested framework of eight different scales, she provides a model for decoding the 

impact of cultural differences on international business. Each of the eight scales is 

described as a continuum between the two ends, which are diametric opposite or at least 

competing positions:  

Communicating: Low context vs. High-context 

Evaluating: Direct negative feedback vs. Indirect negative feedback 

Persuading: Principles-first vs. Applications-first 

Leading: Egalitarian vs. Hierarchical 

Deciding: Consensual vs. Top-down 

Trusting: Task-based vs. Relationship-based 

Disagreeing: Confrontational vs. Avoids confrontation 

Scheduling: Linear-time vs. Flexible time 

(Meyer, 2014, p. 16) 

These scales are not graded from high to low, but each endpoint provides a value from 

its own perspective. If we have a closer look at for example the trusting scale (Fig. 2), 

we see, that in India, China and Nigeria trust is built upon personal relationships and in 

the US, Denmark and the Netherlands trust is built upon working together. In Fig. 4 

‘The Swedish Diagram’, we will expand on the culture map of Sweden. 
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Figure 2 The Trusting Scale  

Meyer (2014) 

There are two further crucial factors in understanding the meaning of the scales: First, 

there are differences in the responses of individuals from the same culture – due to 

subcultures, regions, and organizations, but a normative pattern emerges. A bell curve 

(Fig. 3) illustrates the range within the given answers of what is considered appropriate 

and acceptable business behavior within a hump where the majority of responses fall 

(Meyer, 2014, p. 19).  

 

Figure 3 The German Bell Curve on the Scheduling Scale 

Meyer (2014) 

The specific culture sets a range of acceptance and within that range, every individual 

chooses. Therefore, it is not a question of culture or personality, but of culture and 

personality.  

The second factor is the concept of cultural relativity (Meyer, 2014, pp. 21-23). In 

reviewing the trusting scale (Fig. 2), most people would answer the question if Italy is 

task-based or relationship-based with ’It is relationship-based’. However, the correct 

answer depends on where you are on the scale: If you are from Australia you consider 

Italy as relationship-based. However, if you are from Saudi Arabia, you consider Italy 

as rather task-based. Therefore, to examine how people from different cultures relate to 

each other, we have to keep in mind the relative positioning and not the absolute 

positioning on the scale.  
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3.2 Presenting the Eight Scales 

3.2.1 Communicating 

First of all, communication includes both sending and receiving signals. Therefore, it is 

important for effective communication to be a good listener as well as a good speaker. 

Meyer’s distinction between low-context and high-context is based on the work of the 

anthropologist Edward T. Hall (1976): In low-context cultures, like the United States, 

people are trained to communicate as literally and explicitly as possible. Good 

communication is all about clarity and explicitness as people assume a low level of 

shared previous context and knowledge. In low-context cultures, it is the speaker’s 

responsibility to convey the message successfully. By contrast, in high-context cultures, 

like India, China, and most African countries, people communicate implicitly as 

communication is based on unconscious assumptions about common reference points 

and shared knowledge. This requires the receiver to read between the lines. Good 

communication is subtle and may depend on copious subtext. France is an example of 

high-context culture, and the French language contains several expressions and idioms 

that specifically refer to the French communication style: To use a sous-entendu (to say 

something without saying it) or to say something at deuxième degré (say one thing 

explicitly but the statement has an unspoken subtext) (Meyer, 2014).  

In intercultural situations, individuals from a low-context culture might perceive a 

communicator from a high-context culture as secretive, lacking transparency, or unable 

to communicate effectively. On the other hand, individuals from a high-context culture 

may perceive a low-context communicator as inappropriately stating the obvious, or 

even as condescending and patronizing (Meyer, 2014).  

As the way people communicate with each other is in most cases subconscious, Meyer’s 

key to successful communication is awareness. The author presents several strategies in 

an intercultural situation: When working with people from high-context cultures, 

individuals from low-context cultures should focus on active listening. That means to 

focus on what is meant rather than said – including active reflecting, asking more 

clarifying questions and be more attentive to body language cues. Working with people 

from low-context cultures requires high-context communicators to be as transparent, 

clear, and specific as possible. Therefore, in the daily business, it is helpful to train 

explicitness by explaining the reason for a meeting, recap all key points extracted of the 

talk in the end, and even send a clarifying email including the next steps afterward 

(Meyer, 2014). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthropologist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_T._Hall
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3.2.2 Evaluating 

The second scale is ‘Evaluating Performance and Providing Negative Feedback’. People 

from all cultures believe in “constructive criticism”, but what is considered as 

constructive varies in different cultures. Building upon the first scale ‘Communicating’, 

there is an interesting twist: Some low-context cultures may be cryptically indirect with 

negative feedback and some high-context cultures may be explicit and straight when 

giving you negative feedback (Meyer, 2014).  

One way to assess if a culture handles negative feedback is by listening carefully to the 

type of words people use to express themselves. People from more direct cultures use 

words - which linguists call ‘upgraders’ - that make negative feedback stronger like 

absolutely, totally, and strongly. Therefore, negative feedback is provided frankly, 

bluntly and honestly and may be given to an individual in front of a group. More 

indirect cultures, by contrast, use ‘downgraders’, that soften the criticism like kind of, 

sort of, a little, and maybe. Negative feedback is provided softly, subtly and 

diplomatically. Furthermore, positive messages are used to wrap negative ones. 

Negative feedback is given in private.  

As described in the literature part, Sweden has a different position in the 

Communicating scale than in the Evaluating Scale: Sweden is a rather low-context 

country but the Swedish people prefer to give rather indirect feedback. People might be 

surprised about the gap between the different placing, but it comes down to our 

stereotyped assumptions. Stereotypes about how directly people communicate reflect 

the position on the Communicating scale and not the Evaluating scale (Meyer, 2014).  

3.2.3 Persuading 

The third scale is ‘Persuading’, why versus how. The art of persuading is crucial in most 

aspects of life, but especially in business - as without the ability to persuade others to 

support your ideas, you will not find enough support to turn them into reality. The 

ability to persuade others depends not only on the strength of our message, but also on 

how we build our argument and which persuasive techniques we use. The two styles of 

reasoning are principles-first reasoning, which derives conclusions or facts from general 

principles and concepts, and applications-first reasoning, which derives general 

conclusions based on a pattern of factual observations (Meyer, 2014). Most people are 

capable of using both techniques but the habitual pattern is highly influenced by 

someone’s culture. Principles-first reasoning (Latin European and Germanic cultures) 
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tries to understand the why, i.e. individuals are trained to begin to first develop the 

theory or concept before presenting a fact, statement or opinion. Applications-first 

reasoning (mostly Anglo-Saxon countries), by contrast, tries to understand the how i.e. 

individuals present first a fact, statement or opinion and later add concepts. 

Especially the scale of persuading is important for effective leadership. To persuade 

others to change or adapt their way of thinking, adopt new methods of working, or 

adjust to new trends in markets, technologies, or business models, is crucial for 

effective leaders. As shown, the way that leaders can persuade successfully differs 

between cultures. Therefore, it is important for expatriates in Sweden to know different 

strategies for persuading across cultures.  

3.2.4 Leading 

Meyer’s (2014) fourth dimension ‘Leading’ is based on Geert Hofstede’s concept of 

Power Distance. He developed the term while analyzing 100.000 management surveys 

at IBM in the 1970s and defines it as “[t]he extent to which less powerful members of 

institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 99). The GLOBE study conducted by 

Professor House, whose results upon Sweden are presented in Chapter 2.5, also test and 

calibrate upon Hofstede’s data on power distance. Therefore, power distance describes 

the degree to which inequality in a society is both supported and desired and result in 

the egalitarian versus hierarchical leadership preferences. For the sake of completeness, 

Hofstede defined the two dialectics as low power distance and high power distance, but 

we have already adapted the concept to the business world. Power distance is linked to 

the signals used to mark power within an organization or other groups and may be 

interpreted in various cultures differently. In an egalitarian culture, for example, 

authority come from acting like one of a team, i.e. leaders see themselves as facilitators 

among equals rather than giving orders from hierarchical higher positions. This is 

reflected in flat organizational structures and communication between individuals may 

skip hierarchical lines. In a hierarchical culture, by contrast, authority tends to come 

from differentiating yourself as a leader from the others. Status and role symbols are 

important and communication follows hierarchical lines.    

3.2.5 Deciding 

The fifth dimension ‘Deciding’ distinguishes between consensual and top-down 

decision making (Mayer, 2014). Most cultures, which are egalitarian are also consensual 
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in their decision making process. Meyer points out Sweden: “The Swedes, for 

examples, are both extremely egalitarian and one of the most consensual societies in the 

world” (p. 145). In the same way, most hierarchical societies are also top-down decision 

making cultures. In a consensual culture, decision making takes a rather long time, since 

everyone is consulted and included in the process. Decisions are made through 

unanimous group agreements. Once the decision has been made, the implementation 

process is rather quick as the decision is fixed and inflexible. In a top-down culture, by 

contrast, the decision-making responsibility is invested in an individual and usually 

made by the boss. Decisions are made rather quickly and early in the process. As a 

result, decisions are flexible and easy to be altered in case that new information arises. 

Both systems can work successfully as long as everybody understands the rules of the 

game but misunderstandings and frustration can occur – as well as in the other scales – 

when the two systems collide.  

Meyer (2014) presents several strategies when working with a team of people who 

employ a more consensual process: First, expect the decision-making process to take 

longer and to involve more meetings and correspondences. Second, do your best to 

demonstrate patience and commitment and check in with your counterparts regularly. 

Third, cultivate informal contacts within the team in order to know where the group is at 

the moment in the decision-making process. Last but not least, resist the temptation to 

push for a quick decision.        

3.2.6 Trusting 

The sixth scale ‘Trusting’ focuses on different trust building processes within different 

cultures and distinguishes between task-based (cognitive) and relationship-based 

(affective) trust (Meyer, 2014). The first one is based on the confidence you feel in 

another person’s accomplishments, skills, and reliability. It is mostly built on business 

interactions within the workplace, people use phrases like: We work together, you do 

your job well, I can see your values through the work you do and therefore I trust you. 

In task-based cultures, relationships are defined by functionality and practicality. It is 

easy to access and leave networks.  

Affective trust is built through empathy, a feeling of closeness or friendship. When it 

comes to the business world and professional interactions the source of affective trust is 

a little bit more difficult to grasp. In most cases trust is slowly built through sharing 

meals or evening drinks. Therefore, trust is built because people spend time together 

and have common friends or contacts.  



  
 

28 

Both ways of building trust fundamentally affect how two parties conduct business. In 

task-based cultures, personal relationships are separated from business interactions or at 

least do not interfere with the professional sphere. Personal relationships are, by 

contrast, in relationship-based cultures than a waterproof contract.  

3.2.7 Disagreeing 

The seventh scale makes disagreeing a topic of discussion. When it comes to 

disagreements in business meetings, there exists the concept of “losing face” in all 

societies, but with varying levels of importance. Meyer (2014) describes when you 

present yourself to others, you offer a persona that reflects what you publicly claim to 

be. This means, a project manager implicitly claims expertise and skills in his or her 

field of Project Management. When a team member publicly disagrees with his or her 

suggestions, then the Manager will experience a sort of ‘public shame’. In Confucian 

societies like China, Korea, and Japan it is essential to preserve group harmony by 

protecting the face for all members of the team. Disapproving with the idea and the 

person are highly interconnected. Therefore, open confrontation is inappropriate and 

will harm the relationship. In Western cultures, however, it is expected to have another 

opinion from everyone else and disagreeing means disapproving the idea and not the 

person. Open confrontation is appropriate and will not negatively impact the 

relationship within the team. 

3.2.8 Scheduling 

The last scale presented by Meyer (2014) is Scheduling and is based on the 

anthropologist Edward T. Hall’s studies (1980). When it comes to business meetings, 

everybody faces time pressure and deadlines. Therefore, different perceptions of 

scheduling affect how you organize your day, how you run a meeting and how far you 

must plan in advance. The scheduling scale is highly connected with the importance of 

relationships. In some countries, people can rely on the infrastructure, the government 

and the compliance with contracts, whereas in other countries people have to rely on 

their social network. Therefore, it is only logical that if relationships are a priority, 

people will put them before the clock and fall thereby on the flexible side of the 

Scheduling scale. A flexible-time mindset focuses on adaptability and flexibility and 

projects are approached in a fluid manner. A linear-time mindset, by contrast, puts 

emphasis on promptness and good organization that means that one task will be 

completed before starting the next. 
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3.3 Putting the Culture Map into Work  

Coming back to the opening statement of the fish encounter, we are conditioned to see 

the world with the eyes of our own culture. Therefore, it seems difficult to imagine that 

another culture might do things differently than us. It is only when we start to identify 

and realize what is typical in someone’s own culture, but different from others, that an 

open dialogue of sharing, learning, and understanding can be possible. Meyer’s (2014) 

eight scales allow us to understand different cultures better when we start reflecting on 

the various positioning within the eight scales. As the culture map is useful to depict 

similarities and differences between cultures - when we analyze at least two different 

cultures- we want to present the Swedish culture as a starting point. We will analyze the 

expatriates’ home cultures and their perception about leading in Sweden in comparison 

to the pattern within the Swedish culture. Therefore, Figure 2 illustrates the positioning 

of our example Sweden within the eight different scales. 

Communicating   

Low context  High-context 

Evaluating   

Direct negative feedback  Indirect negative feedback 

Persuading   

Principles-first  Applications-first 

Leading   

Egalitarian  Hierarchical 

Deciding   

Consensual  Top-down 

Trusting   

Task-based  Relationship-based 

Disagreeing   

Confrontational   Avoids confrontation 

Scheduling   

Linear-time  Flexible time  

Figure 4 The Swedish Diagram  

The Culture Map (2014), pp. 96, 125, 150, 201, 227 
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4 Excursus: The Role of Labor Unions in Sweden 

Trade unions have been part of the Swedish labor market since the 1870s and have 

enjoyed an excellent reputation in Sweden. Today, trade unions are perceived as 

powerful players in the Swedish labor market. According to the Swedish Trade Union 

Confederation (LO), trade unions in Sweden started with ‘the trade union vow’: 

We do solemnly swear that we will never under any circumstances work for lower wages 

or under worse conditions than what we now promise one another. We make this vow, in 

the secure knowledge that if we all are true to our pledge the employer will be forced to 

meet our demands (LO, 2017). 

There are three main trade unions in Sweden: the Swedish Trade Union Confederation 

(LO), The Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (TCO) and the Swedish 

Confederation of Professional Associations (SACO). Together the unions represent 3.42 

million workers in Sweden. The LO is the largest organization with approximately 1.47 

million members and is closely related to the Swedish Social Democratic Party (SAP), 

mainly representing worker who carry out manual labor. The TCO and the SACO make 

clear that they are independent of any political party. The TCO has 1.3 million members 

and speaks for workers who partake in non-physical labor. The SACO with 650.000 

members represents university graduates working in various industries.  

The three unions work together to maximize their influence in areas like labor market 

policies and European cooperation. Apart from the three large unions, there are also 

several smaller unions, as for example, Ledarna. This union represents managers in 

Sweden, however, with just over 90.000 members, it only plays a small role in the 

Swedish labor market. 

The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise (SN) is the most powerful and largest 

representative body of companies in Sweden. The main purpose of the confederation is 

to protect the interests of employers and is active in same areas as the trade unions. It is 

common in Sweden that the trade unions and the employer organizations determine the 

conditions of an individual labor agreement collectively. This is also referred to as the 

‘Swedish model’. The concept provides the businesses elasticity and the employee with 

influence and assurance of a fair contract. The government is not part of the 

negotiations. However, the Swedish National Mediation office could mediate in the case 

of a labor dispute. Furthermore, labor law put into place by the government might 

influence the negotiations. The collective agreement between the trade union and the 



  
 

31 

employers’ organization regulates among others, the salary, way of employment, and 

working hours.   

With a 71.8% of the workforce being a member of a trade union (SCB, 2014-2015), 

Sweden has one of the highest unionization rates in Europe. This is necessary for the 

Swedish model to work. The aim of the collective agreement is to provide employees 

working in Sweden with a fair contract, however, it does not mean that the employee 

would not receive a fair contract if he or she does not involve a trade union. The 

Swedish law ‘Right of Association’ assures that an employee can without restriction 

join a trade union. It is illegal for any employer to prohibit his or her employee to join a 

trade union.    

The Local (2010) reports that this sets Sweden apart from other countries, for example, 

in the United States the unionization rate is much lower. If a worker joins a labor union, 

this might be perceived as the worker having a lack of trust in his or her employer. This 

could potentially influence the relationship between the worker and the employer. 

According to The Local (2015) expatriates do not have access to a structured overview 

of labor unions in Sweden. As foreigners have different experiences with and 

perceptions of labor unions this might also influence their motivations for joining them. 

The lack of a structured overview of the role labor unions in Sweden is seen as a reason 

for many expatriates not to be part of a labor union. Moreover, assigned expatriates 

have often already negotiated their contracts before moving to Sweden.  

In essence, there can be several reasons for expatriates to join a labor union, however, 

the question is if expatriates perceive it as an added value for them.   
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5 Methodology 

Methodology means to be aware of, and be able to handle, different relations which 

exist between participating moments and processes when conducting studies aiming at 

generating new knowledge. 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 33) 

The following chapter will discuss the methodology chosen for conducting this 

research. 

5.1 Creating Knowledge and How to Relate to the External World?  

The starting-point of every investigation is the way a problem appears to the researcher. 

Therefore, how every human being relates to the external world with his or her ultimate 

presumptions defines the guiding principles and as a result the used methods. Arbnor 

and Bjerke (2009) explain that each methodological approach brings with it a different 

way of viewing the world. These assumptions may limit the researcher’s perspective in 

certain cases. Therefore, it is important that the researcher makes conscious decisions in 

doing research to create knowledge, instead of replicating it. The scholars name a 

researcher a creator of knowledge in order to differentiate between the conscious and 

the unconscious researcher. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) describe that awareness and self-

reflection are vital to a creator of knowledge who has the desire to understand his or her 

own research. The conscious creator of knowledge is guided by his or her perception of 

reality. The paradigm chosen serves as the principal philosophical presumption of 

influence to the research. Furthermore, the authors focus on the notion of critical 

thinking when an operative paradigm is designed. 

5.2 A Qualitative Approach - The Systems View 

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) define that a qualitative approach allows the creator of 

knowledge to focus on the way culture influences the functioning of a human being. 

Instead of studying human behavior primarily based on number and statistics, the 

qualitative approach is a method to gain a deeper understanding of human learning, 

knowing, acting, and to interpret how they see the world. As we would like to 

understand the topic ‘Expatriation in Sweden’ better, gaining insight into the 

expatriate’s views will help us to acquire a better understanding of their reality. 

Therefore, we chose to use a qualitative approach. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) explain 

that creators of knowledge can take a pragmatic approach in carrying out research. The 

main idea of pragmatism is that the meaning in structures is derived from the individual 
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personal experiences, in our case expatriates. This idea is mainly established in the 

systems view. We see expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden as people who are 

part of the Swedish labor market as part of an open and interacting system. As 

expatriates come to Sweden, many other parts of the system are affected and influenced 

and we, therefore, cannot investigate the expatriate as an isolated individual. Due to the 

systems view it is impossible to neglect one single aspect without changing the overall 

meaning of the system. We view reality as existing of a system full of objective facts 

supplemented by subjective opinions, which we consider as facts too. In addition, 

reality does not have a summative character, i.e. the whole is more (or is less) than the 

sum of its parts (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 72). 

Expatriation is seen as a pattern in the Swedish labor market. The aim of researching 

expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden is to explain and understand the 

expatriation system in Sweden. Therefore, the systems view is chosen as the most 

appropriate method to conduct this research. As commonly performed in the systems 

view, we aim to enrich the field of research with a representative metaphor or model, 

clarifying the system of expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden. 

5.3 Data Collection 

The research process started with grasping the context, existing literature has been 

reviewed in order to understand the current context of expatriation in Sweden. The 

inspiration taken from the accumulation of secondary data helped us to model our 

operative paradigm, from which we will identify regular patterns and relations. These 

will help to construct an illustration of the system, which will contribute to creating an 

accurate picture of reality. 

5.3.1 The Case Study  

Thomas (2011) illustrates a case study as a method to magnify a specific part of a larger 

system. The method is typically used to understand the uniqueness of a phenomenon 

and to understand how it is part of the whole. In choosing the research method, one 

should ask him of herself, why is this of interest to me? There could be many answers to 

this question. For us, as creators of knowledge, this topic is of interest to us as we are 

currently expatriated students in Sweden. We both enjoy discovering and understanding 

the cultural differences in Sweden compared to our home countries. Thomas (2011) 

describes that the main aim of the case study is to understand from various angles how 
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and why phenomena occur. The accumulation of information should be done rigorously 

through secondary and primary data. The aim should be to create a complete illustration 

of the case. Thomas (2011, p. 6) quotes Foucault ‘a polyhedron of intelligibility’. The 

key to a good case study is to stay close to reality. The experiences of the expatriates in 

this study combined with our thinking and interpretations will lead to a four-

dimensional picture. A case study generally covers one or a small volume of cases.  

The purpose of our research is explorative, as we aim to understand and explain the 

experiences of expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden. The explanation will be 

context-specific and will be made through the discovery of connections between the 

different parts of the system. We think that the interpretative case study is the most 

suitable type for our study, as this approach is in line with our way of viewing the 

world. As interpretative creators of knowledge, we see the world as complex and 

socially constructed. In trying to understand the system of expatriates in leadership 

positions in Sweden, we conducted multiple case studies. Each individual case will give 

us an impression of what it is like to be an expatriate in a leadership position in Sweden. 

However, the comparison of multiple case studies, also called cross-case analysis, will 

enable us to create a four-dimensional illustration of expatriates in leadership positions 

in Sweden.  

5.3.2 The Interview  

The collection of primary data was done through semi-structured interviews. Gill et al. 

(2008) describe interviews as a research method which enables creators of knowledge to 

investigate the insights, experiences, assumptions and motivations of an individual 

about a particular subject. The scholars point out that semi-structured interviews start 

with the main questions to describe the area of the study. It also allows the researcher or 

the interviewee to deviate and go more into detail on a specific response. The flexibility 

of the method will allow for more exploration; this could prove valuable for 

understanding the expatriation system in Sweden. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) 

acknowledge that interviews are often embarked upon within the systems view. 

Therefore, we believe that qualitative semi-structured interview is the most appropriate 

method for conducting this research. The interview could help us to grasp a better 

insight of expat experiences and will help us to come closer to the understanding of the 

reality of the expatriates.  
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According to Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), in-depth interviews serve the purpose of 

acquiring explanatory reports of what the interviewee has experienced. Hereby, the 

creators of knowledge aim to come as close as possible to an accurate depiction of the 

reality of the expatriates. The qualitative interview is seen as a research instrument to 

understand the descriptions of the interviewee. In this study, the experiences of the 

expatriates are all in the past. Therefore, we needed to provide the interviewee with time 

to recall his or her experiences. Furthermore, we asked for recent specific memories, as 

these increased the chance of a more detailed report. The aim of these procedures is to 

make sure that the narratives are valid and are as close as possible to the reality of the 

actual events experienced. It is worth noting that the experiences provided by the 

expatriates are limited to the memory of the experiences as well as their capability to 

articulate this experience.   

The interview questions were a combination of closed and open questions in order to 

describe and understand each individual expatriate/case. They consisted of a number of 

questions, which were pre-determined and had four themes: expatriation experience, 

leadership, the influence of culture and external factors related to expatriation (see 

Appendix A). However, based on the answers of the interviewee, more follow-up 

questions could arise during the interview. Therefore, the pre-determined questions 

allowed for a comparison of the expatriate cases and the exploratory questions created a 

deeper sense of understanding.  

Furthermore, the interview partners have been asked to fill in a culture map (see 

Appendix B). Based on the Culture Map presented in our conceptual framework, we 

created a map with eight dimensions. We have explained each of the eight dimensions 

to our interview partners briefly, afterwards, they were asked to mark the positions of 

their perception of the Swedish culture and their home culture. The idea was to gain a 

deeper understanding of how the expatriates reflect on their home culture and then put it 

in relation with to Swedish culture. Some of the dimensions might be easier to 

understand than others. In addition, the positioning of the cultures indicated the extent 

to which the expatriate leader might struggle with the Swedish culture.   

The relevance and value of the interview questions have been tested in pilot interviews 

with peers. The interviews have been conducted face-to-face.     
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5.3.3 Interpretation of Meaning  

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) explain that an interview can be analyzed with a focus on 

meaning. The authors state that coding could be one way of preparing an interview for 

analysis. However, coding essentially breaks down the transcript into smaller portions. 

The interpretation of meaning aims to provide an interpretation, which might enhance 

the original transcript. The scholars propose a five-step process of meaning 

condensation. At first, the creator of knowledge should scan through the content of the 

interview, to grasp a sense of the whole. The researchers should then identify the 

‘natural meaning units’ articulated by the participants in the study. The third step for the 

creators of knowledge is to paraphrase this meaning in a simplified way to create central 

themes in which the comments can be organized. In the fourth step, the researchers will 

examine the meaning units with their relation to the purpose of the research. In the last 

step of meaning condensation, the creators of knowledge relate all the meaning units 

together to form an overall detailed description. The categorization of the different 

themes could take certain statements out of context. Therefore, it is important that the 

creators of knowledge re-contextualize them. This needs to be done through their 

interpretation of the meaning within its context. 

5.3.4 The Sample  

The interviewees need to fulfill a number of requirements in order to be included in our 

study. The research subjects should: 

 Be an expatriate working or have previous experience in Sweden 

 Be in or previously have been in a formal leadership position 

 Be leading or previously led a predominantly Swedish team 

The aim was to find our research subjects through the Alumni LinkedIn Group of our 

Leadership program and ask former students to recommend colleagues to us, who are 

expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden. Another option of finding expatriates in 

Sweden was to interact through several expat networks like for example Internations. 

We posted a short note in four regional Swedish forums of this network asking for 

volunteers and at the same time contacted individual expatriates through LinkedIn. 

After having interviewed an expatriate leader, we have asked him or her to recommend 

another expatriate leader in Sweden to us. We have acquired our interview partners 

through the options previously described. 
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5.4 Ethical Considerations 

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) describe that conducting research involves the 

consideration of ethical and moral issues. These concerns need to be foreseen as much 

as possible.  

De Vaus (2001) explains that it is important that the interviewees participate voluntarily 

in the study. Participants that feel compelled to participate might undermine the quality 

of the information. Voluntary participation should be encouraged. This can be achieved 

through appealing to people’s kindness, convincing them that their participation could 

contribute to something good or through explaining to them why participating in the 

study might be in their own interest.  

Therefore, when we approached potential interview candidates, we informed them about 

the purpose of the research, the intended outcome and the role of the candidate within 

the study. Furthermore, the participants have been informed that participation is 

voluntary and that the researchers are available for questions and concerns, also after the 

interview has taken place. This information was provided to the interviewee in advance. 

The candidates have been asked to confirm their voluntary participation at the start of 

the interview to make sure that the interviews could be recorded and used for the 

research. Furthermore, we have made clear that the data collected in the interview 

belongs to the master program in ‘Leadership and Management in International 

Context’ (Linnaeus University, Sweden) as well as the researchers of the ‘Chair of 

Intercultural Communication’ (University of Passau, Germany) and the data collected 

will be available to the researchers and professors of both universities. 

If the candidate wished to stay anonymous, his or her anonymity have been protected by 

using a code name in the case study. De Vaus (2001) makes clear that social science 

studies often include the accumulation of personal information. Therefore, it is vital that 

the gathered data is managed in a way which protects the confidentiality of the data. 

Although we do not intend to harm the participants in our research, some participants 

might feel humiliated or embarrassed by their answers. To prevent this risk, we 

emphasize in the beginning of each interview that there are no right or wrong answers 

and that we are interested in their own ideas and experiences. Still, the option of 

anonymity could convince the participants that the information that is collected from 

them is being kept confidential. Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) point out that anonymity 
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could influence the response of an interviewee. However, as expatriates might be 

talking about situations related to their current workplaces, anonymity might allow them 

to answer more openly. Therefore, we chose to provide this option.  
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6 Empirical Data and Data Analysis 

In this chapter, we will present our gathered data by presenting individual case studies 

of expatriate leaders. Our data consists of five cases of which three expatriates have 

been assigned through their companies and two are self-initiated. All the interviews 

were conducted in English. Furthermore, the interviews have been recorded and 

transcribed to ensure that the input of our respondents could be analyzed. In the case 

studies, we will use quotes stated by the expatriates to present and explain our findings. 

The quotation marks indicate expatriates’ statements directly taken from the transcripts. 

Through using quotes of the interviewees, we aim to keep the reader as close to reality 

as possible. Moreover, we include statements like [laughter] to describe the interview 

situation. The presented case studies represent a condensed part of our findings; we will 

elaborate on our findings further in the cross-case analysis. 

After presenting the case studies, we will compare our empirical findings to the insights 

other scholars provided us with, in the literature review. Furthermore, we will attempt to 

create knowledge through providing our own interpretations of possible factors which 

could be of importance for the results of the research.  

6.1 Case Studies 

6.1.1 Portuguese Head of Program at a Swedish University 

 

Participant (code) name: Maria 

Position: Program leader and professor at University 

Location: Southeast of Sweden 

Home country: Portugal  

Arrived in Sweden: 2 years ago 

Type of expatriation: Self-initiated expatriate 

Background: Coming from 25 years of experience in business in Portugal and just 

three months of academic experience in Portugal, the step into the academic world in 

Sweden was a big one. 

Expatriation Experience 

Maria’s move to Sweden was not planned far ahead. Whilst Maria was finishing her 

Ph.D. in Portugal, she was co-supervised by a professor from Sweden. As the 

collaboration seemed fruitful, this professor offered her to work at a university in the 
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South of Sweden. The university invited Maria to come to Sweden for three days to get 

to know both the university and the team. Then, Maria signed the contract and three 

months later she started her work. Apart from this Maria did not feel the need to prepare 

herself for the move to Sweden, as she was used to traveling and was always exposed to 

other cultures. One of the main motives to move to Sweden was the economic crisis in 

Portugal. Maria perceived Sweden as a very modern and well-balanced country. 

Therefore, her expectations were good when she accepted the invitation to work there. 

Even though Maria speaks several languages fluently, she struggles to learn Swedish as 

the way it is taught is not very structured. It is not on Maria’s mind yet to return to 

Portugal, she really enjoys Sweden and she does not have anything that connects her to 

Portugal besides her family.  

Despite being European, Maria perceived starting in Sweden was not that easy. Finding 

an apartment and opening a bank account was rather difficult. Furthermore, she is not a 

member of a labor union.  

Leadership and Culture 

During the last year, Maria’s task as a leader was to revision the program in order to 

make it more international and appealing. As she worked in business before, Maria is 

used to working with teams, this circumstance shaped her vision of leadership: Trying 

to involve people the best she can. To Maria, a successful leader is able to engage his or 

her team in the goals he or she wants to achieve. In the Swedish working environment, 

employees are used to working very autonomously and a leader’s role involves a lot of 

negotiation to get consensus. Leaders in Portugal usually give orders to their employees 

– they are not called collaborators – and it is very much top-down. In Portugal, leaders 

do not need to ask that many times their employees to perform a certain task, in Sweden 

they do.  

Her biggest challenge was to understand the system as a whole and she still struggles 

with the leader’s expected role of getting the consensus of everybody. She describes her 

leadership style as neither Portuguese nor Swedish as she tries to position herself in the 

middle. Maria does not want to lose the characteristics that make her move quickly, but 

she has realized that she needs to adapt to the reality. Therefore, her strategy to get 

consensus after many hours of discussion is to be quiet. Furthermore, when it comes to 

solving conflicts or problems, Maria emphasizes the importance of being diplomatic 

and getting the trust of the Swedish colleagues.  
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Maria describes that she gained most of her cultural knowledge and self-awareness by 

working with a Swedish team:  

That was actually a very strange experience to me. Being too much straightforward and in 

saying [it] to my colleagues: well my opinion is this one and I don’t think that we should 

go this way because of this and this and this and suddenly I realized that I have a lot of 

strange faces looking at me like I was saying something very, very absurd. Of course, it 

was during the first months when I came to Sweden. Then I realized that I should say it in 

another way, not being so straightforward, because it shocks a lot […]. But, in my home 

country, if you are not straightforward, you will be perceived as an untrustful person. 

 

6.1.2 South Korean Project Leader at an International Furniture Retailer 

 

Participant name: Mi Sook 

Position: Project Leader, leading different teams (6-18 individuals) 

Location: Southwest of Sweden  

Home country: South Korea  

Arrived in Sweden: first time 1996 

Type of expatriation: First expatriated student, later assigned expatriate 

Background: Mi Sook initially moved to Sweden for personal reasons, namely to be 

closer to her Swedish boyfriend. As the job is her life, Mi Sook asks the question, what 

does life-work balance really mean? 

Expatriation Experience 

Mi Sook’s expatriation experience to Sweden involves several time frames: First, she 

came to Sweden as an expatriated student to do her Ph.D. at a Swedish university. Then, 

she relocated again to South Korea and started working for a subsidiary of an 

international furniture retailer. Later, she moved back to Sweden as an assigned 

expatriate of the company. 

Before coming to Sweden the first time, she describes that she was “brainwashed” in 

Korea: Sweden is seen as one of the best places in the world for among others women, 

children, social insurance, and equality. As she grew up in Seoul, everything was 

different in Sweden, “so much nature, so much space”. Mi Sook uses different words to 

describe her perception: imagination, fantasy, and idealistic picture.  

When she decided to relocate for the second time she had many options to choose from 

- American, German and Swedish companies. Even though the company is 

international, the local subsidiary was highly shaped by the Korean culture back then. 
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So she doubted if she should stay within the company, but in the end, she had the 

impression that by taking on the new position in Sweden she could grow personally and 

take on a leadership role. This was something the other jobs did not offer to her. Back 

then, expatriate packages were not really established yet, so she arranged the relocation 

by herself.  

Asked about her biggest challenges when she arrived in Sweden, Mi Sook first answers 

with professional challenges. She was struggling with different perceptions about time 

frames and urgency within the work environment as she was used to the Korean culture, 

i.e. delivering work within one or two days is seen as normal. In Sweden, by contrast, 

the time scale is longer. Consequently, she could fulfill the given tasks within a time 

frame of three up to six months. To Mi Sook, this lack of urgency was a real culture 

shock. She presents the following metaphor: “I was running a sprint, while the others 

were running marathons.” 

Moreover, Mi Sook explains that she was struggling with the need for humbleness in 

Sweden. She describes that the Korean society is influenced by the North American 

culture, i.e. competitiveness is connected with success: “You have to stick out. […] It is 

a very competitive society. You have to be the best. If you are not visible you don’t 

exist.” Whereas in Sweden humbleness and doing tasks together are seen as values.  

At her arrival in Sweden Mi Sook encountered several personal challenges of which 

some are still prevailing:  

I am still struggling, when I need to do tax declaration (Laughter) as everything is in 

Swedish. So even though I understand Swedish, I don’t understand every item. I bought 

and sold apartments. There are some regulations. […] A lot of Swedish by the 

government. There are a lot of things, that I am not sure because it is a different law. 

Korean and Swedish law. So I learned a lot by mistakes. Sometimes very costly. Even the 

parking thing. […] They have a different cleaning day. When I park on the wrong side, I 

get a ticket, even if I had bought one. I am still struggling, also after years.  

The main focus of Mi Sook was to have challenging, exciting and meaningful tasks as it 

was her driving factor to come to Sweden. Furthermore, she takes the working 

environment and if the job offers enough private time into consideration. Last year, Mi 

Sook was close to going back to Korea – the company opened a new store and offered 

new job opportunities, but in the end, she chose to stay in Sweden. However, going 

back for good to Korea was not on her mind either. Therefore, if the task is meaningful 
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enough and she can contribute with her experience and knowledge, she still considers to 

take on a temporary assignment of not more than five years.  

Mi Sook did not join a labor union in Sweden as she did not receive any information 

about it. Furthermore, she was not interested enough to find out more, because it does 

not affect her.   

Mi Sook refers to different time frames and experiences when it comes to her cultural 

learning and adaptation process within her leadership role. She emphasizes that the 

feedback given by her managers was that she should “slow down and reflect”. She 

found the advice useful as it helped her to adapt to the Swedish culture. Furthermore, 

she has realized that she cannot change everything in Sweden at once, but need to give 

herself and her team more time to accommodate with and adapt to the change: “So those 

things can change over a long period of time.” 

Leadership and Culture 

As a project manager, Mi Sook is leading the process of projects. During a project, she 

is in contact with several project members, stakeholders like steering and group 

members and other project managers. Even though she has a specific task, she is dealing 

with a lot of people, leading them on a daily basis. The size of her team varies, 

depending on the project leads between 8-16 employees.  

Mi Sook explains that leadership is all about bringing the best out of people and 

discovering their potential. This includes motivating the team and making the most of 

people’s competencies and capacities. She differentiates between her and the Korean 

concept of leadership and she uses another metaphor to describe the different concepts: 

shining stars. In Korea, the leader puts the focus and spotlight on him or herself and the 

team should work to make the leader look good. Whereas Mi Sook follows another 

concept of leadership: “Leadership for me, really is about, to let members shine and 

then they feel energized, inspired. And then they even do extra when they feel like ‘I am 

the star’.” Therefore, letting others shine leads to additional commitment.  

Another important aspect of leadership is trust. Mi Sook experienced when there is 

trust, people do extra and they change as well. To her, getting and maintaining trust is 

based on mutuality between the leader and his or her team members. In order to be 

successful in this process, both parties need to be open and transparent. Those are key 

elements to leadership.   
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Mi Sook finds it easier to lead people in Korea as she states:  

Because there is an automatic respect. […] You are in a position. So, you give a task and 

they deliver. If you don’t deliver, then you are fired or you don’t get promoted. It is a 

very strict line. […] In Sweden, I think it is a lot tougher. It is not a position. It is really 

about leading people. And I need to be a good person (laughter) as a precondition. And 

then, I should be able to lead myself. I can’t expect someone else to do something that I 

am not really doing by myself. So very high pressure and demand on myself. And […] 

motivate. It is not ‘Do this’ because then you are just a manager, not a leader. I need to 

motivate them. Why do we do this? Visualize and inspire them to do that. That are extra 

things that I need to do and when that happens it is really powerful compared to what 

people would do in Korea. 

Furthermore, this citation shows that to Mi Sook, leading by example is much more 

important in Sweden, then it is in Korea.  

The key in solving problems lies to Mi Sook in talking individually with the team 

members. This also applies to giving feedback. She needs to have a full understanding 

of the person. This means knowing what is important to him or her, what motivates and 

what is currently going on in someone’s life - inside and outside work. Then Mi Sook 

initiates an open and honest dialogue in order to “reflect on each other”.  

Asked about the Swedish culture, Mi Sook mentions that it is consensus-based and 

democratic. A one-person dictatorship does not work. However, she admits that when 

she really is convinced about an idea, she goes for it even if everybody is against it. 

Furthermore, she finds humbleness and the conflict avoidance as typically Swedish. In 

order to reach consensus with all stakeholders involved, Mi Sook gathers everyone to 

define the common goals of the project and the expectations towards each other. It is 

important to establish certain ground rules when a new project starts. Even if reaching 

consensus takes more time in Sweden, Mi Sook emphasizes the benefits: 

It takes longer time to have people on board and it takes time, but then when we 

get there the feeling of achievement is immense. It was not like one person’s 

victory it is all together. Joy and celebration. I just closed a project on Wednesday 

and it was so emotional and project members were kind of crying. It was 

something special. 

Mi Sook’s experience in Sweden influences the way how she would lead a Korean 

team. To add value, she would use a hybrid version of the Swedish and the Korean 

leadership style:  

Swedish is also very rational thinking. But, in Korea, it is very emotional. I take care of 

you and you take care of me. It is mutual. This kind of relationship you build even outside 
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the working hours. Of course, I have that scale. I have lived for many years in Korea. […] 

I could really manage to build this informal, social relationship with the people. But at the 

same time also, to bring it up: ‘Ok guys, we need to deliver. How can we do that in the 

best way? ‘Let’s bring things together, let’s cooperate, it is not just your individual play.’ 

It is not you becoming a star. We create the best benefit for the company. But we do it 

together. I mean I think that is something that I could contribute. Something different. I 

would not do as the Swedish do, nor as the Korean do. I do somewhere in between 

hybrid. Best out of both sides. 

6.1.3 US-American Product Manager at an International Manufacturer of Cable 
and Pipe Seals 

 

Participant name: Matt  

Position: Product Manager, leading multiple teams 

Location: South of Sweden 

Home country: USA  

Arrived in Sweden: 4,5 years ago 

Type of expatriation: Assigned expatriate 

Background: As starting at the company was Matt’s first job after graduating from 

university, the decision to come to Sweden was purely job-focused. However, the 

experience outside of the job has been very much more than he would have ever 

expected.  

Expatriation Experience 

Matt had been traveling to Sweden for business reasons before finally moving to 

Karlskrona permanently. When the company offered him the possibility to work as a 

product manager, he saw this career advancement opportunity as something that would 

probably not come around twice. The company provided Matt an expat package, which 

included the help of consultants to apply for the visa. Otherwise, his preparation was 

purely financial, like doing research on tax issues and assuring that he would be able to 

maintain the same quality of life in Sweden. Outside of that, Matt describes his 

preparation as: “I honestly think I went into it. With just complete openness or maybe 

ignorance.” In the beginning, meetings were held in English, but as he learned Swedish 

during his first three years, they are now conducted in Swedish. Matt considers living 

here in Sweden as pretty easy. The country offers him a lot of benefits such as 

cleanness, safety, and transportation possibilities. However, compared to the US the 

Swedish social culture is more introverted and has the reputation of being closed 

making it difficult to win new friends. Despite moving to Sweden solely due to 
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professional reasons, he plans to stay for personal reasons over professional ones. In 

general, Sweden has been a “very good fit” to Matt as he perceives himself to be more 

introverted than the average American.  

Matt is not a member in a labor union. He explains that there are different concepts of 

labor unions in the US and in Sweden. However, he was neither a member in an 

American nor a Swedish labor union. Due to the support of consultants, in the 

beginning, the accommodation process went surprisingly easy. 

Leadership and Culture 

As a product manager, Matt has to ensure that “we have the right products”. This 

includes working with different alternating teams of product development, pricing, and 

marketing. To Matt, management is ensuring that things get done and is very task-

orientated. Leadership, by contrast, is providing a direction. It is the light at the end of 

the tunnel and the core purpose of why you are here. In addition, encouraging people 

and asking for their opinions and thoughts are universal leadership traits.  

He considers his leadership style as encouraging, team building, but at the same time, 

very pragmatic in the sense to see that there is something that has to get done. Based on 

his experience of seven years with a Swedish company, Matt underlines that a leader in 

Sweden needs to have patience in order to lead successfully. He would not say that 

things necessarily take longer and admits that it is a Swedish stereotype, but a consensus 

is needed. Furthermore, leaders in Sweden constantly need to do follow up’s, especially 

if there was a decision made that not everybody agreed upon. Therefore, a fact-based 

analysis in the smallest group possible helps to solve problems. Asked about the cultural 

challenges he faces, Matt answers “sense of urgency”. This makes it sometimes difficult 

to align up everybody’s agenda.   

Matt refers to certain intervals within his assignment and describes “there was definitely 

a learning curve to be honest.” His first year was challenging, as he had to learn the 

lesson that things are not the same. He experienced going to the bank as a nightmare 

until he realized that in Sweden there is no need to go as everything happens online. 

Furthermore, he admits that he was “kind of ignorant to thinking ‘That is not a big deal. 

Everybody speaks English’ until he experienced the importance to speak Swedish in 

social settings. 
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6.1.4 Belgian Head of Design & Development Department at an International 
Manufacturer of Industrial Tools and Equipment 

 

Participant name: Nathalie 

Position: Head of D&D Department in Sweden, size of department: 42 employees 

Location: South of Sweden.  

Home country: Belgium 

Arrived in Sweden: One year ago 

Type of expatriation: Assigned expatriate 

Background: As Nathalie had been working for an industrial group of companies in 

Belgium, which has its headquarters in Sweden, accepting the three years assignment 

was a logical step. After one year, Nathalie struggles to adapt to the Swedish culture. As 

the company she is currently working in is in the process of selling, her future is right 

now uncertain.  

Expatriation Experience 

Nathalie had not been to Sweden before she was assigned to the position of Head of the 

Design & Development Department of the local company. As Sweden has a good 

reputation for living and work-balance, she was glad that it was a position in Sweden 

and not in another country. However, Nathalie emphasizes that once the opportunity 

comes along you should not be too selective or you will not get anywhere. As she 

signed her contract in November and had to move in January, there was not much time 

to prepare in advance. In essence, Nathalie organized a school for her children and a 

house to live in. Furthermore, the company paid for the move. After moving to Sweden, 

she perceives the culture as really reserved. Nathalie complains that there are no 

possibilities, like a cafeteria, to share a drink with other parents, when she drops of her 

children for playing soccer. 

She describes her expatriation process as ‘not normal’ as the company is in the process 

to be sold and she does not have a home company to go back to. Even though it is too 

early to say, if and how long she will stay, Nathalie considers going back to Belgium for 

both professional and personal reasons.  

Nathalie is not a member of a labor union as she has not spent one minute thinking 

about it and neither was a member in Belgium. She acknowledges that it is the opposite 

of the Swedish way as everybody in her department is part of a labor union, but she sees 
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more harm in abusing the power by labor unions than doing good. Despite opening a 

bank account, her start in Sweden went quite easy.  

Leadership and Culture 

Nathalie’s job as Head of D&D department is to supervise the process of the first 

prototypes of new machines till they reach the serial production. Furthermore, she leads 

an engineering department in China, India, and Brazil. 

Her biggest challenge since she arrived in Sweden was to get respect from the people 

that work for her and she is not sure if she has been successful in achieving it yet. When 

she arrived in Sweden she tried to take it the way she always does it. She describes her 

leadership style as non-aggressive and she tried to include the opinion of the others. The 

first half year she tried to lead low and to understand how people think, putting herself 

in their position. However, Nathalie notices huge differences between her home country 

and Sweden: 

In Belgium […] if your boss tells you to do something, you do that. And here they don’t. 

[…] They are not arguing at the point when you’re asking, they don’t comment, but you 

can see in their faces that they don’t agree. And they don’t say anything and they don’t do 

anything. It is strange. 

Nathalie describes ideal leadership as having a vision and inspiring the people to go in 

the same direction you want them to go. A good leader should accept feedback and 

input, and should not take all decisions alone. However, Nathalie thinks that there 

should be a balance between the employees giving input and the leader deciding. To 

her, Sweden is a bit off-balance:  

I think Swedish team thinks that they can just not listen to any input from above and 

know things better. […] So I want to give them the opportunity to give input, but if it is 

about change they will do whatever they can do to prevent it. […] I have the feeling that 

they put more value on their own experience, almost to the extent of being arrogant some 

time. 

To Nathalie, the need of getting the consensus of everybody slows things down a lot as 

it demands from her to persuade over and over again. Nathalie searches for the 

underlying reasons in the typical D&D department and the average age of her team as 

most team members are old and experienced people. That makes accepting proposals 

from above more difficult. Asked if there is no common understanding of the 

importance of change between her and the employees, Nathalie answers: “Well, having 
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a vision and working towards it, is one thing. That is the high-level thing. But on a daily 

basis, you just need to get things done. That is the hard part. To get speed in it and to get 

them to come up with solutions.” When it comes to evaluation within the department 

and company, it is done once a year and positive feedback shared at that moment with 

everybody involved.  

Nathalie distinguishes between the working culture and the Swedish culture in private: 

“On the one hand, they want to have an agreement on everything and consensus and talk 

and talk and talk, but that’s not how I see culture in private. Because there, each is in the 

house and no one comes out it seems.” 

Another aspect of Nathalie’s cultural challenges is the language barrier combined with 

the local corporate culture. Even though it is an international company and meetings are 

supposed to be conducted in English, people tend to switch to Swedish because they 

feel more comfortable. As the international group acquired the company only ten years 

ago, the employees do not see themselves as part of an international conglomerate. 

Therefore, her team is used to the former Swedish procedures. Furthermore, Nathalie 

complains that due to the huge restructurings in the past years, she inherited a 

demotivated team.  

6.1.5 Dutch Head of Subscription Service Department at a Supplier of Media 
Services 

 

Participant name: Charlotta 

Position: Head of Subscription Service Sweden and Finland (leading 15 fixed and 10 

temporary employees) 

Location: Lund 

Home country: Netherlands 

Arrived in Sweden: 2014 

Type of expatriation: Self-initiated expatriate  

Background: As Charlotta’s childhood was highly influenced by her father’s job as a 

diplomat, she is used to traveling and changing locations in certain temporal intervals. 

After working several years in the Netherlands, Charlotta decided to move to Sweden in 

order to become more familiar with her roots. She describes this decision with a Dutch 

saying ‘Op de bonnevooi’ (meaning: going somewhere on ‘good’ luck).  
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Expatriation Experience 

It was a quick decision for Charlotta to move to Sweden three years ago. It surely 

helped that she did not have any luggage back in the Netherlands– in the literal as well 

as in the figurative meaning. Therefore, the main reason for her to relocate in Sweden 

was to get to know her roots. Furthermore, her parents moved back to Sweden several 

years ago, so she had personal reasons to follow them. Charlotta had great expectations 

about the social life upfront as she appreciates nature and space. However, reality has 

dampened her professional expectations. It took her several months to find the first job, 

which she quit later without having a new job offer. Charlotta admits that terminating a 

fixed contract is not a “very Swedish thing to do.” Nevertheless, Charlotta’s career had 

advanced slightly with her first job compared to the Netherlands. With her second job 

she got exactly what she was looking for, so Charlotta plans to stay in Sweden for now.  

Charlotta’s biggest challenge was to get registered in Sweden and she was unpleasantly 

surprised that you have to have a job in order to do so. To her, it is a very task-based 

approach as once she had a job, everything went smoothly. Charlotta says that she 

committed several “beginner mistakes” but became more Swedish within the last years. 

In the beginning, it helped that she spoke some “children’s Swedish” and that she could 

rely on the support of her family and friends.  

Charlotta has enrolled herself in the labor union Ledarna, because she had to do so in 

order to be insured once she loses her job. However, she is not an active member.  

Leadership and Culture 

Charlotta’s leadership position requires her to lead a local Swedish team in Lund and a 

Finish team remotely. Her main task in Lund is to reorganize processes and due to 

Charlotta it is especially within the context of change that a successful leader needs to 

communicate clearly on “that’s where we are going.” Moreover, clear and effective 

communication skills include being able to listen. Therefore, having a vision and a 

strategy, that includes both short and long-term thinking, is essential for a good leader. 

Only then, a leader can support the goals and the mission of the company. Charlotta 

distinguishes a good leader who is capable of “getting everybody on the bus” from a 

micromanaging boss, who is just pinpointing on what goes wrong.  

When it comes to her own leadership style, Charlotta states that she aligns it with her 

working environment. In the Netherlands, she was holding workshops in the transport 
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industry and within that context, a leader needs to be more like a boss. Compared to 

when it comes to leading managers, it is important to give direction but also enough 

leeway to them, so they can find the way themselves. Charlotta states that despite the 

environment it has always been essential to her to communicate very clearly, openly and 

directly. She acknowledges that this is a very Dutch thing. However, to Charlotta 

promoting an open dialogue is important in any culture. Furthermore, she mentions 

transparency as a corner stone of her leadership style. This might be connected to the 

Dutch culture or the working environment, but she recognizes that sharing information 

is fundamental to get everybody on board. She perceives that Swedes are not very used 

to this kind of openness, but appreciate it. 

Talking about cultural differences, Charlotta mentions the conflict avoidance within the 

Swedish culture and that a leader needs to be aware that a yes in a meeting does not 

necessarily mean that everybody supports the decision. Therefore, a leader in Sweden 

needs to sense subliminal messages and search for one-on-one talks with people after 

the meeting. By contrast, in the Netherlands employees feel free to share someone’s 

opinion: “It would just be, ‘hey what do you guys think?’ And they will say ‘I think it is 

really crappy and it’s a bad idea’, even though it’s your boss.” And Dutch leaders 

appreciate this openness and feedback whereas in Sweden it would feel more like 

criticism. 

Moreover, Charlotta mentions the thought of consensus within the Swedish culture. 

Everybody should have a say, but in the end, it is okay that a manager decides. 

Therefore, a leader should get the input of his or her employees and use every now and 

then one-on-one talks with the team members. Asked if she leads a Swedish team 

differently than a Dutch team, Charlotta states: “Generally I still manage and lead teams 

the way I did in Holland, but I might be a bit… maybe it is also because I am getting 

older, but I might be a bit less pushy than ten years ago.” 

Furthermore, Charlotta sees a difference between Swedish and Dutch employees, when 

it comes to perceiving the own value. This means, that Dutch employees ask themselves 

more often ‘What can I offer the company?’ whereas Swedish employees ask ‘What 

does the company offer me?’ Therefore, Swedish employees are used to more benefits. 

To underline her idea, Charlotta describes a ‘Swedish thing’: Taking half a day off 

before having a day off. When Charlotta had arrived in Sweden, she did not understand 
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the purpose of that habit and canceled it immediately, just to find herself later in 

discussions with the unions.  

When it comes to solving conflicts, Charlotta tries to communicate the best way she 

can. In Sweden, employees have several possibilities to take up the discussion with his 

or her leader as the labor unions are present and very supportive. However, Charlotta 

tries to first talk to the employee if something is not working as it is supposed to be. 

Then, in a second step, she builds a document in order to be able to decide later if the 

person needs to leave the company or not.  

In Charlotta’s team there are several ways in giving feedback: Once a week there is a 

general meeting in which feedback is given in both directions and later confirmed via 

mail. Furthermore, together with the HR manager, there is an evaluation talk with each 

employee once a year.  

6.2 Cross-Case Analysis 

In the previous section, the individual case studies have provided us with an impression 

of what it is like to be an expatriate in a leadership position in Sweden. A comparison of 

these case studies, also called cross-case analysis, will enable us to create a four-

dimensional illustration of expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden. In Fig. 5, the 

profiles of the five cases have been compiled in order to get a better understanding of 

the sample as a whole. The individuals were mainly working in the private sector, with 

the exception of Maria who was working in academia. 

 

Participant name Maria Mi Sook Matt Nathalie Charlotta 

Position 

Program 

Leader 

and 

Professor  

Project 

Leader 

Product 

Manager 

Head of 

Design & 

Development 

Department 

Sweden 

Head of 

Subscription 

Service, 

Sweden and 

Finland 

Home country Portugal  South Korea USA Belgium Netherlands 

Arrived in Sweden 2015 1996 2012 2016  2014 

Type of 

expatriation 

Self-

Initiated 

Expatriate 

Assigned 

expatriate 

Assigned 

expatriate 

Assigned 

expatriate 

Self-

Initiated 

Expatriate 

Figure 5 Comparison of Five Case Studies 
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The research sample consists of three European citizens and two non-European citizens. 

Most expatriates arrived within the last five years, only Mi Sook expatriated already 

about 20 years ago. Mi Sook initially expatriated as a student, however later again as an 

assigned expatriate. Mi Sook, Nathalie and Matt were assigned a position through the 

company which they worked for in their home countries. Maria got offered a position 

through her Ph.D. supervisor and Charlotta moved to Sweden without having a job.  

6.2.1 Expatriation Experience 

During the interviews, it became clear that all expatriates apart from Charlotta chose to 

move to Sweden because it would provide them with an opportunity for career 

advancement. All expatriates expressed their relocation as a quick process. After 

making the decision to leave their home country and move to Sweden, it took the 

expatriates on average between two and three months to move. All interview partners 

stated that they had prepared themselves very little. Apart from practical considerations 

like finding a place to live and tax related issues, none of the expatriates attended any 

training about the Swedish culture in personal or professional context. All expatriates 

had an idealistic picture of Sweden, mentioning the healthy economy, a good healthcare 

system and the abundance of nature as positive factors. The expatriates explained that 

their expectation of living and working in Sweden did not quite match their reality once 

they arrived in Sweden. 

Once arrived in Sweden, each expatriate struggled with the Swedish way of living and 

working. The Swedish language seems to be a barrier to connecting on a personal level 

in Sweden, as most government documents are only provided in Swedish. It is also 

needed to get the Swedish personal number, which seems essential to get settled in 

Sweden. As it is also necessary for EU citizens to have a personal number, we did not 

notice any significant differences between EU and Non-EU citizens. Without it, it is not 

possible to register for a number of things among which opening a bank account is 

described as the most difficult. Within the workplace, the Swedish language is also 

important, as Matt explained: “I was kind of ignorant to thinking that is not a big deal. 

Everybody can speak English. But I did also learn after that […] in Swedish the comfort 

level is obviously higher as it is everybody’s first language.” Swedes feel more 

comfortable working in their own language. Nathalie experienced that, even though 

people know that she does speak Swedish, people still talk in Swedish around her, also 

during company meetings. Matt also explained that speaking the language is also an 
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important factor in establishing a relationship outside of the workplace. The expatriates 

perceive Swedes as closed and individualistic, not unsocial, but reserved. Nathalie and 

Charlotta described that it is hard to socialize with Swedes. However, Mi Sook and 

Maria explained that the work-life balance in Sweden is a lot better than in their home 

countries. It took them some time to adapt to this way of living, but after a while, they 

started to appreciate it, as Mi Sook described it: “I moved to Sweden because I chose 

Ikea. Compared to my friends, as I said financially they are better off, but I think I am 

happy, happy with my life and happy with myself.” 

In the current literature of expatriation, scholars typically describe two kinds of 

expatriates: The self-initiated expatriate (SIE) is typically moving abroad on own 

initiative and is usually contracted by the company of the host country as a ‘local’ 

employee. On the other hand the assigned expatriate (AE): he or she is assigned by his 

or her employer to work abroad for a certain period of time. The literature indicates that 

SIE’s typically have to arrange the move themselves and have to cover the relocation 

costs. On the contrary, AE’s generally receive an expat package, which includes among 

other things the covering of costs of relocation, visa, and other formalities. 

Our findings confirm that this is also the case for the expatriate leaders participating in 

this study. Maria and Charlotta moved on own initiative and had to organize and pay for 

their own relocation. Whereas, Matt and Nathalie received an ‘expat package’. Matt 

explained that this includes among other things a consultant to arrange the visa and 

sufficient monetary incentives to cover the cost of relocation. Gibson et al. (2015) 

explain that companies sometimes present an unrealistic positive image of expatriation 

to AE’s, however, lack to prepare the AE’s for the expatriation. In our interviews both 

SIE’s and AE’s expressed that there was no preparation before moving to Sweden, apart 

from financial calculations and pure necessities as de-registering in their home countries 

and gaining a working permit in Sweden. Gibson et al. (2015) explain that companies 

play an important role in the AE’s cultural adjustment process. Furthermore, Harvey 

and Moeller (2009) point that information is vital in preparing an expatriate for an 

assignment increases the chances of expatriates having a realistic expectation of the 

expatriation. None of the expatriates in our study have followed any courses to prepare 

them for the Swedish social and professional culture. All expatriates expressed that their 

experience was very different to what they expected and most of them had made some 

‘beginner mistakes’ in the workplace. We believe that if the expatriates, SIE’s and AE’s 
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had participated in a course on the Swedish social and business culture, it could have 

helped them to adjust easier in Sweden. The preparatory course will not only help them 

to avoid the ‘beginner mistakes’, but also to gain a better idea of the reality of living and 

working in Sweden. 

When it comes to the consequences of the expatriation process to Sweden, we noticed 

that there is no repatriation plan for the assigned expatriates (yet). Even though self-

initiated expatriates obtain a higher agency in staying or moving, this finding is also 

applicable for them: Charlotta, Maria and Matt at the moment do not have any plan to 

return to their home country yet, however they are also not certain if they will stay 

permanently. Mi Sook is also happy in Sweden, but she would consider going back to 

South Korea if she would get an exciting job offer there, although she would not want to 

stay in South Korea for longer than five years. Nathalie’s future at the moment is 

unsure, as her company is in the process of being sold. Therefore, she is not sure if she 

will remain in Sweden or return to Belgium.  

6.2.2 Expatriation as Career Advancement 

In our research, four out of five expatriates gave as their main reason for moving to 

Sweden, the possibility of career advancement. Matt, Maria, Mi Sook, and Nathalie 

choose to move to Sweden as there was a position available for them there. Charlotta 

relocated to trace back her roots. Shaffer et al. (2012) point out that self-initiated 

expatriates typically have more freedom to choose their destination, then assigned 

expatriates.  

In our research, it seems partly true, as Charlotta could choose where to go as she 

wanted to move. However, Maria expressed that her opportunity in Sweden was 

organized through her Swedish Ph.D. supervisor. Therefore, she only had this 

opportunity in Sweden. The assigned expatriates in our research seemed to be mixed as 

well. Matt and Nathalie expressed that Sweden was for them the first expatriation 

possibility which came up in their companies. Mi Sook had some more opportunities 

within Ikea and has expatriated to several countries already. We believe that the 

professional field of an expatriate and the size of the company could also be related to 

the expatriate’s freedom to choose his or her expatriation destination. Nathalie 

expressed that within her field in the company there were only three main offices 

worldwide, in Belgium, China, and Sweden. Nathalie wanted to try something new and 
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chose to expatriate to Sweden. She explained that she was happy it was Sweden and not 

China, as she would not have preferred to go to China. She also explained that within 

her company, when the opportunity arises, you cannot be too selective. Otherwise, you 

will not move anywhere at all.  

In addition, Shaffer et al. (2012) explained that assigned expatriates generally claim 

higher positions when expatriating than self-initiated expatriates. Our study confirms 

this to some extent: Matt (AE), Mi Sook (AE) and Maria (SIE) regarded their 

expatriation as a career advancement. Charlotta (SIE) was not sure if she would call it a 

career advancement as she described her position in Sweden at about the same level. 

Nathalie (AE) seems to be in a more difficult situation. She explained that her company 

promoted employees to travel and if she wanted to make a step in her career, it was a 

logical choice for her to work abroad. However, one year after she started working in 

Sweden, the part of the company she is working for is in the process of being sold. The 

position of Nathalie will be scrapped and she is not sure if she can return to the 

company in Belgium.  

We want to raise the question at this point, what does career advancement mean? 

Referring back to the chapter on the definition of ‘expatriate’, most traditional scholars 

emphasize the temporal aspect of the assignment. The expatriates are supposed to go 

back to their home countries and companies after a certain period of time and also 

obtain higher positions there. But, all our assigned expatriates do not know yet, when 

their assignment will be completed.   

Black and Gregersen (1999) state that there are several reasons why companies send 

people abroad: One reason is to reward them, another to get them out of the way, or to 

fill an immediate business need. After having a closer look at the expatriation process of 

Nathalie, we cannot see a career advancement. Even though she might currently obtain 

a higher position in her company, her professional future is uncertain already after one 

year of expatriation. Her situation might be unique; however, we speculate that there 

might be other reasons behind the expatriation of Nathalie. We conjecture that sending 

Nathalie abroad was a possibility for her home company to not promote her internally 

there.  

We think that Black and Gregersen’s (1999) third reason, why companies send 

employees abroad is applicable to Matt and Mi Sook. We believe that their companies 
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struggled to fulfill the positions in Sweden - it was described as the ‘worst skills gap’ - 

thus they searched globally to fill this vacancy. Furthermore, Matt and Mi Sook do not 

know, when their expatriation will be completed. This affirms our speculation.  

6.2.3 The Influence of Stereotyping 

As expatriates come from a foreign country, they need to cope with a mass of unfamiliar 

or contradicting stimuli, especially by his or her local predominantly Swedish 

employees. In the interviews, several expatriates referred to their home country and to 

Sweden using stereotypes. In an example, Matt refers to the stereotype of decision 

making in Sweden 

I think there is a lot of stereotypes that Sweden gets in the business world. And I’ve 

worked, my seven years of professional career has been with a Swedish company. So, 

that’s kind of all I have. I wouldn’t say that things necessarily take longer, but the old, 

you know, how many people does it take to make a decision type of joke, there is some 

truth to that.  

In another example Charlotta describes her own leadership style: 

In my role, it’s been a bit of both, but I’ve always tried to communicate very clearly and 

very open and direct as possible. This is funny because culturally that’s quite ‘Dutch’, I 

have been quite ‘Dutch’ when I arrived here and I have learned how to be a bit more 

Swedish [Laughter] when it concerns management and leadership. 

In these examples, we can see that stereotypes influence the reality of expatriates in 

Sweden. Furthermore, the reflection of Charlotta on her own frame of reference has 

helped her to unlearn and adjust better to the Swedish business culture. These 

statements confirm the findings stated in the literature review.        

6.2.4 The Learning Process 

In this chapter, we will present our findings on how our interview partners described 

their own learning process to lead successfully in Sweden. 

All interview partners described a certain learning experience with on the one side using 

words like ‘learning curve’, ‘beginner-mistakes’ and expressions like ‘That was a lesson 

I had to learn’. Regarding this aspect, they described that they needed a certain time 

frame, in most cases six to twelve months, to get more familiar with the Swedish 

system. Nathalie, e.g., describes that when she faced her first struggles she tried to lay 
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low and put herself in the perspective of her employees in order to feel more 

comfortable with the system. 

Analyzing this aspect by the help of the Experiential Learning Theory, we see that our 

interview partners started to reflect upon themselves and the system when they had to 

deal with conflicts, differences, and disagreement. Within the first weeks and months, 

some interview partners, like Nathalie and Charlotta, realized that they were not as 

successful with their leadership style as they were used to in their home countries. This 

experience made them reflect and put themselves in the shoes of the team in order to 

lead later differently. Therefore, the learning did not take place in an insulated space but 

within the constant interaction with the Swedish team. As a consequence, our interview 

partners have been constantly confronted with different or opposed employee values. It 

was especially this interaction that set the learning process in motion. Furthermore, the 

employees’ reactions towards some leaders’ behaviors varied. As a result, our interview 

partners learned that there are some Swedish red lines, like cancelling the half day off 

before a day off policy or disregarding the need for consensus that they preferably 

should not cross. All interview partners state that they in some way adapted to the 

Swedish environment and therefore we can state that there exists an ‘adaptive capacity’ 

within all five leadership cases. 

Thomas (2008) describes that leadership capability can be improved if feedback is given 

in a timely and honest manner. Our interviewed expatriate leaders describe that they 

received immediate feedback from their team. This feedback was either an open 

dialogue within the involved parties or our interview partners described that the 

expression in the faces of the team members changed indicating them that something 

was wrong.  

On the other side, we observed that the interview partners’ way of answering the 

question changed when they started to reflect on their ‘beginner mistakes’. In most 

cases, they started to laugh and tell their anecdotes in a more amused and funny way. 

This behavior shows that they have learned throughout their expatriation experience as 

their former behavior – seen from a new perspective – was in some cases now 

inexplicable to them. However, none of our assigned interview partners described that 

the company had sent them on a seminar or a cultural training in order to strengthen 

their leadership capabilities and judgment.   
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6.2.5 The Role of the Labor Unions 

Our research shows several findings concerning the perception of and membership of 

expatriates in labor unions. Firstly, the role of the labor unions in Sweden seems unclear 

to most expatriates. Secondly, joining a labor union in Sweden does not seem to be high 

on the agenda either, as only Charlotta is a member. The other expatriates do not see the 

purpose of being a member of a labor union in Sweden and were also not a member in 

their home countries. Thirdly, the only reason that Charlotta joined a labor union is 

personal. She explains that for her it is the only way to be insured if she would lose her 

job. She pointed out that in the Netherlands if you lose your job, the state will provide 

you with unemployment benefits. According to her, it is the labor unions in Sweden that 

are responsible for taking care of this.  

Therefore, we can confirm that there is a difference between expatriate leaders and the 

Swedish workforce, when it comes to joining a labor union in Sweden.  

As several interview partners stated the role of the labor unions as a leadership 

challenge, we will expand further on that topic in the section 6.2.12.  

6.2.6 The Concept of Leadership in the Home Countries Compared to Sweden 

In the interview, the expatriates were asked to share their view of leadership in their 

home countries (see Fig. 6). The understanding of the interview partners’ previous 

social environments, upon which they have built their (first) frames of reference helps to 

understand possible conflicts between the concept of leadership in their home countries 

and Sweden.  

Maria Portuguese leaders are more autocratic, they usually give orders to their employees 

and they do not even call them collaborators. It is a top-down approach. 

Mi Sook In South Korea, leaders have automatic respect, because of their position. If a leader 

gives a task to an employee, he or she has to deliver fast, otherwise he or she is 

fired. 

Matt Leadership is very hierarchical in the US, leaders have a high presence in the 

organization.  

Nathalie In Belgium, if a leader makes a decision, an employee will follow and act upon it.  
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Charlotta A leader in the Netherlands communicates very clearly, open and direct. Leaders 

address disagreement with their employees in a direct way. 

Figure 6 Expatriates’ View of Leadership in their Home Countries 

The perceptions of leadership (Fig. 6) presented by the expatriates show that a leader in 

their home countries is regarded to have more authority to make decisions. Comparing 

leadership in Sweden to leadership in their home countries, each expatriate had their 

own experiences. Therefore, we will present a few examples to gain a better 

understanding of how these experiences influence expatriate leadership in Sweden. 

Maria described the way of working in Sweden as more flexible and more autonomous 

than in Portugal. She feels there is a great difference between Sweden and Portugal and 

finds that in Sweden you have more freedom to decide. However, Maria also expresses 

that in Sweden working with teams involves a lot of negotiation. She explains that in 

Sweden you are more autonomous, but as a leader, you need to ask people many times 

to perform a task. Nathalie also noticed that the leadership style she used in Belgium did 

not work in Sweden. She experienced quite some resistance regarding the view 

presented in Fig. 6, as simply telling people what to do did not result in any actions on 

the side of the employees. Both Maria and Nathalie struggled to have to reach 

consensus all the time and feel that the need for consensus slows down the working 

process. On the other hand, Matt does not necessarily find the need for consensus a bad 

thing, but he also agrees that there is a higher need for consensus in Sweden than in the 

US. In the US, it would be much more, taking a quick decision and everybody would be 

very okay with that and then roll on. During a meeting two people could disagree and 

‘get a little loud’, this would not harm the relationship. In Sweden it is more “Is 

everybody feeling okay with it? Okay, and then we move on”. A loud discussion would 

do more damage than being perceived positively in Sweden.  

Moreover, Mi Sook and Maria expressed that they had to adapt to the lack of urgency in 

the Swedish work life. Mi Sook explains that in South Korea things happen very fast 

and employees do not have much time to deliver. However, in Sweden, they found that 

if work can be done within a certain amount of hours, it will be done. Otherwise, it will 

have to wait. The clear distinction between work and social life, described by Nathalie, 

Maria, and Mi Sook, is something that would be different in their home countries. Mi 

Sook explains that compared to Sweden, leadership in South Korea is more emotional, a 

leader builds an emotional relationship with his or her employees also outside of the 
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workplace in an informal and social way. The expatriates perceive the Swedish way of 

working more based on rational thinking. 

Apart from the perception of leadership in the home countries, each expatriate also 

elaborated upon their own view of leadership. In our theoretical framework, we 

presented several exemplary questions if and how findings on leadership styles and 

behavior are valid for different cultures. Within the academic literature, there are two 

different streams: the realistic and the relativist approach. Whereas the relativist 

approach supports the idea of cultural differences, the realistic approach strengthens the 

idea of universal leadership characteristics. The following statements of our interview 

partners confirm the realistic approach towards the effectiveness of leadership; that 

means that leaders perform similar functions despite different cultural backgrounds and 

therefore the core leadership process should be similar (Mustafa & Lines, 2012; Bass, 

2008).    

Nathalie describes leadership as “having a vision in mind and inspiring the people to go 

in the same direction as you want them to go.” As can be seen, Nathalie perceives a 

good leader as visionary, inspiring followers to follow their leader. In another example, 

Matt makes a clear division between management and leadership 

Management is ensuring that things get done and very task-oriented. Leadership is 

providing the direction, the light at the end of the tunnel in vision and mission. And the 

core purpose why you are here.  

In a similar way, Charlotta explains that a good leader  

would be someone who is long and short-term thinking, but definitely also long-term 

thinking, who has a vision and strategy on ‘there is a point we want to go’, and this leader 

will know where to go, which way to get there. 

Nathalie, Matt, and Charlotta find that a good leader needs to have a vision and should 

know where to go. Charlotta describes it as: “making sure that everybody is on the bus 

and going in the right direction.” 

Mi Sook has a different perception of leadership. She states: 

Leadership is all about bringing the best out of people, their potential. So it is not me 

doing it, but really motivating and bringing the best out of people’s competencies and 

capabilities. And letting them shine. 
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She believes that a leader should facilitate more to make the employees shine and finds 

that this is the way that people open up and do extra. Furthermore, Maria perceives a 

good leader as: “the one that is really able to engage their teams in the goals that they 

want to achieve.” Both Mi Sook and Maria mention that a leader should focus on 

facilitating their followers and engaging them as a team.  

6.2.7 The National Culture’s Influence on the Company’s Local Corporate Culture 

Mi Sook, Nathalie, and Matt were all assigned by their companies in their home 

countries to move to the headquarters in Sweden. In this transition, each of them 

experienced that the national culture also has an influence on the company’s corporate 

culture. Mi Sook explained that: “When I worked in Korea, it was also Ikea, but Ikea in 

a Korean society. Even though it was an international company, Ikea was still a Korean 

company back then.” She points out that she feels happier working for Ikea in Sweden 

than working for Ikea in South Korea. The competitiveness of the South Korean society 

transformed the identity of Ikea to a South Korean version. Mi Sook explains that this 

has an impact on the way a team should be led, adding that 

leading a South Korean team [is] easier. As there is an automatic respect for a 

leader due to his or her position. In Sweden, I think it is a lot tougher. It is not 

about the position. It is really about leading people and being a good person is a 

precondition. 

Nathalie had a similar experience comparing her office in Belgium to her subsidiary in 

Sweden, stating that: “In Belgium and in Germany and I think also in the Netherlands, if 

your boss tells you to do something, you do that. And here they don’t. [Laughter] That’s 

my biggest challenge overall here in Sweden.” Matt has traveled to several subsidiaries 

of his company and he also shared that the country’s national culture has a significant 

effect on the way the company operates, stating: “I would say that the Brazilian office is 

very much Brazil and the US office is very much American culture.” Matt describes the 

American way of doing business as more aggressive towards sales compared to 

Sweden. Also in meetings in the US, disagreements can be expressed in a more direct 

and open manner. 

The experiences of Mi Sook, Matt and Nathalie show that the national culture and local 

corporate culture of international companies are connected. Even though all three were 

sent to another office by their employers, all of them had to find a way to adjust oneself 

to the Swedish way of working.   
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6.2.8 The Influence of Local Corporate Culture 

Whilst conducting the interviews, we have gained valuable insights into the corporate 

culture of the expatriate’s organizations. Based on our impressions, the differences 

among the corporate cultures were significant. All our expatriates worked in Swedish 

organizations; however, some organizations felt much more international than others. 

At Ikea people were mostly talking in English with each other, whereas in the 

companies of Matt and Nathalie, Swedish was the preferred corporate language. We 

noticed that Matt’s and Nathalie’s companies were male dominated and the 

organizations of Mi Sook, Charlotta and Maria contained a mix of male and female 

employees. We believe that the history of an organization and the local corporate 

culture can have a significant impact on the expatriate’s adjustment process. If almost 

the entire workforce is Swedish and there are only very few expatriates within the 

organization, like the company of Matt and Nathalie this could influence the dynamics 

between the expatriate and his or her Swedish employees. Matt provided the example, 

that: “If we go after work or something, then we are not talking about cable seals 

anymore, there is not much obligation to speak English and people are not, sometimes, 

maybe not quite as comfortable.” Nathalie described that the average age of her 

employees is very high; she believes that this might play a role in their resistance to 

change. She also explained that the company she worked for in Belgium, had acquired 

the part in Sweden about ten years ago and the employees have never been excited 

about this change. To Nathalie, it seemed that the local workforce did not want to be 

global. Instead, they preferred to remain the same local Swedish organization they were 

ten years ago.  

6.2.9 Interaction between Leaders and Followers 

In the literature, the current focus of leadership scholars is based on the interactions 

between leaders and followers. Smircich and Morgan (1982) see leadership as a 

relationship between the leaders and the followers, where the leader is the person that 

can frame and determine the reality for his or her followers. As the expatriate leaders in 

this study all grew up in a different cultural background, their frames of reference are 

also different to their employees in Sweden. Therefore, the way they perceive leadership 

will also affect the frames provided by them.  

As mentioned in chapter 6.2.6., Nathalie, Matt and Charlotta find that a good leader 

needs to have a vision and should know where to go. As leaders, they aim to provide 
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meaning for their employees through providing a vision and guiding them. On the 

contrary, Mi Sook, and Maria mention that a leader should focus on facilitating their 

followers, engaging them as a team. Their focus lays more on developing the team to 

lead themselves. The way leadership is enacted depends on the frames provided by the 

leader and the cue extracted by the followers. Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) explain 

that Swedish leaders should present their ideas rather vague, not fully worked out, as the 

team needs to be part of the generation process in order to support the idea. Co-creation 

is vital in the Swedish business culture. In our research, we can confirm this statement. 

Both Charlotta and Nathalie experienced difficulties when trying to make decisions 

without at least asking for everyone’s input. Charlotta expressed that she has adjusted 

more to the ‘Swedish way’; however, Nathalie is not yet sure how to tackle the 

resistance to her leadership style. We found that the expatriate leaders who continuously 

ask for input of their team, experience less resistance to change. Therefore, the way 

(expatriate) leaders perceive leadership will influence the interaction between leaders 

and followers.  

All eight dimensions of the Culture Map are shaped by the interaction between leaders 

and followers. They do not act in an isolated space as both parties extract cues of 

different situations and make sense out of it. When it comes to the trusting scale, for 

example, Mi Sook realized that she needed to be a ‘good’ person to gain the respect of 

her employees. In order to be perceived as an authentic leader, she states: “I should be 

able to lead myself. I can’t expect someone else to do something that I am not really 

doing by myself. So very high pressure and demand on myself.” This confirms the 

statement of Gardner (2005) that a leader can only be perceived authentic if he or she 

leads by example. Furthermore, she continues: “Also build a trust. And I really 

experience when there is a trust, people do extra. And they change as well. And also 

maintain this trust; I think it is quite mutual.” Mi Sook finds that leading by example is 

an important condition to inspire and motivate employees in Sweden. This statement 

confirms that it is the followers who give the leader the permission to lead them. 

Followers articulate this by trusting their leader. Therefore, a leader can try to shape the 

reality of the followers, but in the end, it is up to the followers if they actively surrender 

their powers to shape and define their own reality (Smircich & Morgan, 1982).  

Another aspect that came up in several interviews is how to gain respect from the 

employees. Maria, for example, describes that people are used to working extra hours in 
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the Portuguese working environment and that it is perceived as normal behavior. In 

Sweden, by contrast, maintaining the work-life balance has a huge impact on how your 

employees will perceive you. Therefore, Maria states: 

It is very important, when Swedes are working, they have a time limit to spend their time 

working with working tasks. So, if it is possible to perform it, it will be done. If it is not, 

then we have our life after work and that’s it. So, here in Sweden it is completely 

different […] because there is a good balance between your performance in work and you 

as a human being. […] But, then I realized as well, if I don’t do that, I will be wrongly 

perceived. Because, if you don’t do that it means that you don’t have your personal life 

and you are working too much. So, progressively I started to integrate myself. 

However, we find that there exists a pre-existence of interaction between the groups (as 

shown in Fig. 7) as both groups already build frames of reference towards the new 

situation. Therefore, we find that the time frame before the leader gets appointed to lead 

a team and after the leader has left the team, also has a significant influence on the 

interaction between leaders and followers. This idea applies to leadership situations in 

general, but especially in intercultural settings, when an expatriate leader takes on a 

position in a foreign country. As there exists a greater tension, the local workforce 

might already react in advance more reserved or even negatively towards the new 

situation. Followers might judge the new team manager only due to his or her 

nationality.  

                      

Figure 7 Time Related Existence of Interaction 

(Own illustration)  

To illustrate this notion, one interview partner, Nathalie, answered the question: ’Which 

challenges did you face when you arrived in Sweden?’ with the following statement:   

Getting respect from the people that work for me. Even though it’s a Swedish company, 

most employees are Belgian. So there are a lot of Belgians spread around the world 

within [name of the company] and for the people here in Sweden it was like ‘Another 

Belgian’. They want to have those positions and [the company] always gives it to 

Belgians. That was their impression, so for them, they think, my employees, they think: 

We are the ones that have the experience and now they put again someone, who doesn’t 
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know our products. So the biggest challenge for me was to overcome their assumption 

that I don’t know anything. [...]  

 

And concerning the influence of the former team leader on the followers and how the 

past shapes the perception and building of frames of reference, as we call it, post-

existence, is shown in the following example of Nathalie: 

The problem is that she [the former head of department] is still in the company. So they 

[the employees] still talk to her as well. So I am not sure how much she affects still the 

people of my department.  

To conclude this section, our study shows several findings. The reality of leaders and 

followers is shaped within all eight dimensions of the Culture Map. We will go into 

more detail into several different scales in the following chapter. Still, the reality of both 

parties is also shaped before and after the actual assignment.  

6.2.10 Providing Feedback as a Leadership Issue 

In the empirical part of the research, the conflict avoiding nature of Swedish people 

came up in all interviews, often before presenting the culture map to them. It seems that 

there are multiple ways to tackle conflict and these seem to be culturally specific. In the 

GLOBE study, Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) point out that Sweden is perceived as 

the least assertive country in comparison to other countries in the research; Swedes 

show their emotions less often and are well-known for their efforts to avoid any type of 

conflict. This is not seen as an issue by the Swedish middle managers.  

On the contrary, the expatriate leaders in our study perceived the conflict avoiding 

nature of their employees not always positive. Nathalie, Mi Sook, and Charlotta 

provided examples where their team seemed to agree in the meeting, however, once the 

meeting was finished, people did not follow up on the decisions taken. In some cases, 

the employee would not say anything to the leader, in other cases the employee spoke to 

a member of the union. The expatriates described that they had to read between the lines 

to understand if everyone was really on board with the decisions agreed on in a meeting.  

Moreover, Sweden scores low on performance orientation in the GLOBE study 

(Holmberg & Åkerblom, 2008). This means that the performance orientation is focused 

on the collective performance of the team, avoiding the evaluation of a team member’s 

individual performance. The expatriates in our study confirm this finding, most 

feedback is provided to the group and individual feedback is generally not given in a 
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meeting. This is mostly done in one on one meetings. Negative feedback is avoided as 

much as possible, but when it is shared, the expatriates expressed this should be done in 

an indirect and diplomatic way. This is important in the Swedish business culture. 

Otherwise, the relationship between the leader and the employee will be damaged.  

Therefore, our study shows that there is a discrepancy between the perception of 

Swedish middle managers and the interviewed expatriate leaders. Our study does not 

reveal the underlying reasons to this aspect. As a result, we speculate, that the 

participants of our study might not have succeeded in reading between the lines when it 

comes to giving feedback. Even though Swedish employees are conflict avoiding, it 

does not implicate that they did not share their objections to decisions in a very vague 

and implicit way. The only difference to expatriate leaders is that Swedish middle 

managers know how to read this vagueness because they share the same frame of 

reference. As a result, conflict avoidance is not seen as a leadership issue, because due 

to this vagueness the group harmony will not suffer.  

This discrepancy is a leadership issue for expatriate leaders when they do not succeed in 

making sense out of the employee’s vague behavior. This will eventually harm the 

working relation as well as the overall group performance.  

6.2.11 Leadership and Consensus  

As discussed previously, some of the expatriates in this study expressed that they have 

heard stories and stereotypes regarding Sweden. These stereotypes could influence the 

perception of leadership and its relation to consensus. One might say, is consensus still 

a strong factor within the Swedish leadership model? From our perspective, the 

stereotyping could bias our interview partner to mention consensus faster. Nevertheless, 

not only did they mention consensus as a part of leadership in Sweden, most expatriates 

provided examples how they are struggling with this dimension. The fact that 

expatriates feel that the need for consensus limits their speed of making decisions, is for 

us a significant indication that consensus is still a relevant component of leadership in 

Sweden.  

The need for consensus came up in all interviews and is seen as a major component of 

the Swedish business culture. Holmberg and Åkerblom (2008) explain that the 

individual Swede prefers to work independently, but feels a common responsibility 

towards the common goal. Therefore, the shared aspired future is the uniting 
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component. The role of a leader in Sweden as ‘Primus Inter Pares’ is to facilitate the 

democratic decision making. 

The expatriates in our study confirmed this statement; however, all mentioned that they 

struggled to adjust to it when they arrived in Sweden. Mi Sook and Matt describe that it 

is harder to lead in Sweden, as it is important to always reach consensus. They stated to 

have a lot of meetings during the week, however, they find this necessary. Both Mi 

Sook and Matt are positive about the consensus aspect in the Swedish business culture 

and find that it makes the work more rewarding for the whole team. Maria, Charlotta, 

and Nathalie see the value of consensus, yet are not convinced of the continuous need 

for consensus, as they feel it limits their maneuvering space as a leader.  

As only Mi Sook and Matt are positive about a high amount of meetings to reach 

consensus, we speculate that they might be more adjusted to the Swedish culture as a 

whole, as they have spent the most time in Sweden. Maria, Charlotta, and Nathalie have 

all arrived in the last three years and might still need more time to adjust to the cultural 

differences between Sweden and their home country. 

We found that consensus is a fundamental part of leadership within the Swedish 

business culture. It is important to underline that all expatriate struggled with the need 

for consensus in the beginning. Therefore, we believe, that any expatriate in the future 

will most likely also experience this.  

6.2.12 Leadership Challenges in Sweden 

In the professional context, the expatriates stated a few main challenges which they 

struggled with. All expatriate leaders have experienced the first three issues to some 

extent. However, two expatriates only regarded the fourth challenge as an issue. Below 

we will elaborate on each challenge and explain the different ways the expatriates have 

tried to deal with them. 

First, the speed of working in Sweden caught the expatriates off-guard. As Maria 

explained that: “when Swedes are working, they have a time limit to spend their time 

working with working tasks. So, if it is possible to perform it, it will be done. If it is not, 

then we have our life after work and that’s it.” Maria, Charlotta, Matt, and Mi Sook 

struggled with this. They have all initially tried to speed things up, but all encountered 

resistance or ‘strange faces’ from Swedes. To resolve this issue they slowly started 
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adapting more to the ‘Swedish way’. Maria explained that this was also necessary for 

her to gain the respect of her employees. Nathalie is not quite sure yet if she has found 

the right way to deal with this challenge. Therefore, she decided to lay low and observe 

the perspective and way of working of her employees.  

Second, the need for consensus came up in all interviews. It has become clear that to be 

successful as a leader, you need to ask at least the opinion of your employees, 

otherwise, they will not follow you. The consensus is reached through a high amount of 

meetings involving every person that could possibly be affected. Each expatriate deals 

with this challenge differently. Matt stated that he needs to be more patient when 

working in Sweden and tries to adjust himself more to this. However, he believes that 

the involvement of employees and the high amount of meetings at the start of a project 

could result in a lower amount of disagreement and resistance during a project. Mi Sook 

sees the importance of consensus in Sweden and aims to reach more consensus through 

becoming more reflective and thinking together with her team. Maria also sees the value 

of consensus, however still struggles with the need for consensus as she explains 

“sometimes one way of finding consensus or not having a conflict is to be quiet. Then 

you manage to go through consensus after so many hours.” Charlotta states that the 

thought of consensus is quite appreciated and she makes sure to get the input of all 

employees before she takes a decision. Once she has gathered the input of the team, she 

will take a decision, even though consensus with all stakeholders might not be reached 

all the time. Nathalie is not convinced of the need for consensus and believes that there 

are too many meetings that are not necessary and they only hinder the speed of making 

decisions. Overall the speed of working in Sweden is perceived lower compared to the 

home countries of all expatriates, mainly due to the need for consensus.   

Third, the avoidance of conflicts was a reoccurring issue. Charlotta explained that in 

Sweden sometimes it might seem that everybody agrees in a meeting, however, if 

colleagues speak with each other after the meeting, they might say something different. 

Nathalie shared this experience. It is important to realize this as an expatriate in a 

leadership position in Sweden, as it could cause potential leadership issues. Matt, Mi 

Sook, and Charlotta try to deal with a conflict as soon as they sense there is one. They 

will arrange a meeting preferably one on one, otherwise with the smallest group 

possible to discuss it. Nathalie did not mention her way of dealing with this issue. 
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Fourth, the role of the labor unions within Sweden is also seen as an issue by some 

expatriates. Charlotta believes that the Swedish labor unions have too much control and 

make the Swedish labor market less flexible and less competitive. She gives an 

example: One of her employees disagreed with her on an issue, instead of talking to her 

about it, the person went straight to the union to discuss it. She does not think that this 

would happen so quickly in the Netherlands. As according to her, people take care of 

their own problems and do not go ‘behind someone’s back’ to the union. Charlotta 

perceives this instance as rather childish, but also realizes that this could be due to 

cultural differences and tries to adjust more to the ‘Swedish way’. Nathalie goes even 

further in saying that the unions are misusing their power more than they are 

constructive. She understands that unions are important in Sweden, however, she 

believes that the unions are protecting employees too much, stating: “one can really 

really not do anything at his job or really do a bad job and you cannot even fire him”. 

Charlotta tries to understand the Swedish system better within the company she is 

working now. A member of the labor union is also attending all management meetings 

to ensure the rights of the employees, which was not the case with the first company she 

worked for in Sweden. The presence of this person helps her to avoid major conflicts 

with her employees. Nathalie did not mention how she is dealing with this challenge. 

In conclusion, the speed of working, the need for consensus, the conflict avoidance and 

the influence of the labor unions are the main leadership challenges faced by expatriate 

leaders in leadership positions in Sweden. 

6.2.13 Cultural Synergy 

Even though the interviewed expatriate leaders struggle with certain aspects within the 

Swedish business culture, most of them perceive that they are adding value because 

they contribute a new perspective or angle to the overall situation. 

Regarding this, Maria states:  

This year we went through the revision of the program, to make it completely new and 

appealing. We found some new synergies. […] The program is now more international. 

Well, that is something, of course, I am a foreigner, it’s an angle that I have added to the 

program because it was mainly Swedish-based and now it has more courses in English 

and we are going to create a network with other universities as well. 



  
 

71 

In the same sense, Matt perceives his more US American leadership style as a positive 

contribution to the working place. The more pragmatic and practical approach helps if 

“there is something to get done, but it is not always important on how we do that.”  

Mi Sook also explains that she combines the Korean and the Swedish way of leading. 

She is convinced that she is adding value by integrating the good parts of both cultures. 

This allows her to lead in a more effective way:  

I could really manage to build this informal, social relationship with the people. But at the 

same time also, to bring it up: “Ok guys, we need to deliver. How can we do that in the 

best way? Let’s bring things together, let’s cooperate, it is not just your individual play. It 

is not you becoming a star. We create the best benefit for the company. But we do it 

together. I mean, I think that is something that I could contribute. Something different. I 

would not do as the Swedish do nor as the Korean do. I do somewhere in between hybrid. 

Best out of both sides. 

These examples show that effective leadership of expatriate leaders in Sweden is not 

just about adapting to the Swedish culture, but also integrating the positive aspects of 

one’s own culture. This cultural synergy stated by Adler (2002) allows to acknowledge 

and value the characteristics of both cultures. 

6.3 The Culture Map 

During the interview, we asked the participants to mark the position of Sweden and 

their home countries in regard to the eight scales of the culture map. The analyses of the 

different culture maps show several findings, which will be presented in the following. 

First, the interview partners grasped the concept of some scales, such as Evaluating, 

Leading, Deciding, Disagreeing and Scheduling, easier than the other scales 

(Communicating, Persuading, and Trusting). In our interview, we have ascertained that 

the participants asked less clarifying questions and needed less time to reflect and mark 

the positions. Whereas we received more questions after we had explained the other 

three scales. Especially the Persuading scale created confusion among our interview 

partners. Therefore, the difference in grasping the essence of particular scales leads to 

the finding that some cultural dimensions are more apparent than others. 

Second, the cultural relativity has an impact on most scales, as for example the 

Scheduling scale and how time is perceived. In the following, we will have a closer look 

on the Scheduling scale of the South Korean, Belgian, US-American and Dutch culture 

map, shown in Fig. 8: 
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Scheduling (South Korea)   

Linear time            X              I Flexible time  

Scheduling (Belgium)   

Linear time        I                              X Flexible time  

Scheduling (USA)   

Linear time I              X Flexible time  

Scheduling (Netherlands)   

Linear time I X               Flexible time  

Legend 

I = Swedish Culture 

Legend 

X = Native Culture 
 

Figure 8 The Analysis of the Scheduling Scale 

(Extract of the individual culture maps) 

To Mi Sook, time is perceived in South Korea as linear, while to her time in Sweden is 

perceived as more flexible. Regarding this aspect, she states in the interview: “In Korea, 

things happen very quickly. You don’t have so much time to deliver.” Whereas Matt, 

Nathalie and Charlotta, perceive time as more linear in Sweden than in their home 

countries. 

Therefore, the cultural relativity leads to the following positioning of the cultures in 

regard to the time scale (Fig. 9):  

 

 

 

(Own diagram based on the individual culture maps) 

Third, when it comes to the similarities and differences in the Evaluating, Leading, 

Deciding and Disagreeing scales, the different culture maps confirm the so-called 

‘typical’ characteristics of the Swedish culture. As already described in the previous 

chapter 6.2 all participants addressed consensus and conflict avoidance even before they 

were asked to fill in the culture map. Apparently, cultural relativity does not play such 

an important role when it comes to those four dimensions, as the position of Sweden is 

due to the perception of the interview partners very close to one side of the scale. Still, 

the cultural relativity has an impact to which extent it is perceived and the home country 

is positioned. Therefore, the results of the maps are consistent with their answers as all 

participants marked Sweden as giving indirect negative feedback, egalitarian, 

Linear time Flexible time 

Belgium Sweden USA Netherlands South Korea 

Figure 9 Derived Time Scale 
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consensual and conflict avoiding. To sum up, our interview partners confirm in those 

four scales the position of Sweden in the Culture Map by Meyer (2014) and the results 

of the GLOBE study (2004).  

Furthermore, if we have a closer look on the Communicating scale, the interviewees 

perceive the Swedish culture as a fairly high-context culture. The different positions 

vary as it is cultural relative. Charlotta and Matt, for example, perceive their home 

countries as a very low-context culture and Sweden in the middle or far right referring 

to the high-context culture. Mi Sook, by contrast, perceives both cultures as rather high-

context. First, the results seem to contradict the findings of the Culture Map that 

Sweden is a rather low-context culture. However, this result confirms, on the one hand, 

Meyer’s (2014) results on the positioning of the Scandinavian cluster as a relatively 

more high-context than the Netherlands or the US. On the other hand, it also 

acknowledges a cornerstone of the Swedish culture presented by the authors of the 

GLOBE study: vagueness. Therefore, our interview partners experience a difference in 

how people communicate. In Sweden, good communication is more sophisticated, 

layered and nuanced than in their home countries and reading between the lines is 

essential to understand the underlying meaning behind the messages.  

As mentioned the Persuading scale created confusion among the participants of the 

study. The approaches of the interviewees differed regarding this scale: On the one 

hand, Matt states that in comparison to the US, which is more emotional, “Sweden is 

more 0’s and 1’s.” Maria perceives Sweden in the same way as more applications-first 

orientated than Portugal. On the other hand, Mi Sook states that Swedish people ask 

more why and the Koreans are more focused on principles. The cultural relativity might 

explain those answers. However, Nathalie has another approach as she claims that when 

it comes to persuading, the different mentalities of the departments, in which the team 

works, are important - regardless of culture: “In the engineering department it is always 

principles first.” In addition, Charlotta emphasizes her personal trait of preferring 

applications-first. As a result, the answers are too diverse in order to derive robust 

results. 

Fourth, some culture maps reflect the intercultural struggle of some interview partners 

with some scales as they show greater differences between the positioning of the home 

country and Sweden. In the following we will present as an example an extract of 

Nathalie’s culture map (Fig. 10): 
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Evaluating   

Direct negative feedback      X     I Indirect negative feedback 

Deciding   

Consensual  I                            X Top-down  

Disagreeing   

Confrontational          X                             I Avoids confrontation 

Legend 

I = Sweden 
 

X = Belgium 
 

Figure 10 Extract of Nathalie's Culture Map 

Even though Nathalie claims that when it comes to evaluating, it strongly depends on 

situational and individual factors, she marks both countries roughly at the same 

position. To Nathalie, giving constructive feedback is not a problem in her company as 

she describes that the managers are mainly reporting to her. Moreover, due to her recent 

assignment, she cannot evaluate the effect of the annual feedback yet. However, she 

describes the work situation in Sweden as “off-balance” when it comes to deciding. In 

the same way, Nathalie sees huge differences in disagreeing. Therefore, the intercultural 

struggle is reflected by the fairly opposing positioning of the two countries.   
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7 Conclusion 

A genuine leader is not a searcher for consensus but a molder of consensus 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 

In our research, we can confirm the GLOBE study’s main premise and finding that 

leader effectiveness is contextual. What might be seen as a successful leadership style in 

one country might be perceived as weak or aggressive in another country. Therefore, the 

question arises to what extent leaders have to change or adapt their understanding and 

practice of leadership. The study of expatriate leaders in Sweden has shown that 

leadership and culture are intimately related in an international context.  

Within the scope of our research, we find that most expatriate leaders move to Sweden 

due to a career advancement opportunity. Even though the idealistic picture of Sweden 

plays a role in the decision of an expatriate to choose Sweden as the destination, it is 

typically not the reason in itself. It has become clear that expatriate leaders face several 

challenges in the Swedish business culture, mainly related to the speed of working, the 

need for consensus in the decision making process, and the conflict avoiding tendency 

unique to the Swedish culture. These specific drivers demonstrate that there are certain 

cultural aspects unique to Sweden. Expatriate leaders need to be flexible in changing 

their leadership style and engaging with their followers in order to work successfully.  

We would like to compare expatriate leadership in Sweden to the Öresund Bridge, 

which connects Sweden and Denmark. We have to clarify that we intent to present the 

bridge as a metaphor rather than an exact and all-round description of the historical 

aspects. When both countries agreed to build the bridge in 1991, they agreed to build 

each half of the bridge. The Danish started building their part straight away. By the time 

they were almost halfway, Sweden had not started the construction yet. Within the 

Swedish government, the parties did not agree with each other and one party leader 

even resigned over the decision to build the bridge. The construction only commenced 

once the Swedish government had reached a consensus. Even though it took a long time 

to construct the bridge, it represents a fruitful connection between the two countries, 

which reduces psychological barriers and facilitate trade.  

We want to transfer the metaphor of the Öresund Bridge to an expatriate leader 

interacting with his or her followers. To us, this is a partnership of equals in Sweden. 

Therefore, we do not refer to one country as the leader or to the other as the follower. 
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We solely want to state that they do not share the same cultural background. 

Nevertheless, their frames of reference are influenced by their cultural background and 

provide the first direction towards the mutual interaction.  

As stated the bridge depicts the interaction. Cars, buses or trucks illustrate single 

situations of the interaction between the leader and the follower on a daily work routine. 

The speed limit and the road marking restrict the possibilities of accepted behavior. The 

speed limit and the road marking in Sweden are the need for consensus or the conflict 

avoiding tendency. Within these limits, the driver can decide how fast he or she wants 

to drive as well as taking either the left or the right lane. The only requirement is to 

indicate and signal when changing the lanes for the other road users. It is important to 

inform the others what comes next, so they are prepared. For this reason, 

communication is the key to successful interaction. The story illustrates perfectly that, 

even if the expatriate leader knows where to go, he or she needs the approval of the 

followers. The expatriate leader needs to engage with his or her Swedish employees in 

order to motivate and activate them. Only if there is an effective communication 

channel, the team work will be successful. Once the expatriate leader receives a fine for 

‘driving too fast’, he or she will sense the importance of these cultural red lines and 

integrate the feedback into changed behavior.  

The interaction between expatriate leaders and Swedish employees can be rewarding in 

the same way as the Öresund Bridge is to the two countries, once cultural synergy is 

achieved. 
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8 Implications for Future Expatriate Leaders 

During the research, we gained valuable insights into the experiences of five expatriates 

in leadership positions in Sweden. From the interviews and the analysis of their input, 

we have identified several recommendations, which could provide people who plan to 

expatriate to Sweden in the future with an easier start.  

We are convinced that open communication is the key to successful leadership in 

intercultural situations when different perceptions interact. We believe that expatriate 

leaders should establish a clear and explicit team culture by means of introducing 

several ground rules in the beginning of the assignment. Even though this issue is 

essential in any leadership situation, it is even more important in intercultural settings. 

Therefore, few words of explanation to frame someone’s behavior can make the 

difference on how team members perceive your actions: why, what, how. Open 

communication about differences in the perception will sharpen the attention of all 

individuals involved. Thus, we suggest that expatriate leaders should not deny or 

diminish cultural differences, but encourage being tolerant towards different perceptions 

and integrate those in the leadership style. Nevertheless, the established ground rules 

will serve as guiding principles to promote desired behavior in order to increase the 

overall team performance. Especially within the Swedish business culture, which was 

described by our interview partners as a rather high-context culture, ground rules help to 

establish a more low-context culture.  

Effective leadership in intercultural settings require of expatriate leaders to be flexible 

towards different leadership styles. Therefore, global leaders need to strengthen their 

own flexibility and awareness in order to switch their leadership style according to 

different situations. The practice of trial and error, the mutual exchange of experiences, 

as well as a critical reflection on someone’s own behavior is important for successful 

leadership. There is certainly a difference between knowing cultural differences and 

being aware and acting according to them. Nevertheless, we believe that a seminar on 

business ethics in Sweden will help future expatriate leaders to minimize the risks of 

beginner mistakes. None of our interview partners mentioned that their organizations 

actively had encouraged them to learn leadership techniques that will strengthen their 

judgment. We recommend assigned expatriate leaders to propose the idea of 

intercultural training to their HR department.  
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The Swedish business culture is among other things characterized by conflict avoidance 

and vagueness. We believe that using the tool ‘brainstorming’ is an effective leadership 

technique in Sweden, as this is a solution to separate the idea from the person when it 

comes to disagreeing. In a brainstorming session, all ideas will be gathered in a more or 

less unstructured way. As a result, nobody remembers which idea was from which team 

member and the ideas can be discussed more openly. Therefore, we suggest that future 

expatriate leaders are aware of this simple but very effective tool to lead successfully in 

Sweden. Moreover, expatriate leaders should establish basic feedback rules and 

procedures as, for example, the 360-degree feedback. As both the leader and the 

followers shape effective leadership, we believe that also both parties should be allowed 

to share constructive feedback. Moreover, this will help to get everybody on board, 

when it comes to ask for input of team members and later implement the decisions. 

Furthermore, expatriate leaders should not diminish the importance of the Swedish 

language. Even though Swedish people speak excellent English compared to most other 

European countries, most people prefer to communicate in Swedish as they feel more 

comfortable to speak their own language. We recommend that future expatriate leaders 

speak Swedish at least at beginner’s level before starting the assignment in order to 

break the ice with their future employees. This might also reduce stereotyping and 

decrease certain tensions in the beginning of an assignment.  
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9 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

The limitations of our research could prove valuable for other creators of knowledge 

when pursuing a research related to the expatriate leadership in Sweden. Therefore, we 

present the limitations of our research in this chapter. 

The sample we used for our research was sufficient to gain a better understanding of 

expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden. However, as the sample consisted of five 

participants from different cultures and each culture was represented by only one 

person, the perception of cultural differences in Sweden compared to their home 

countries is based on the personal experiences of one individual. It is not unlikely that 

another person of the same culture might have a (slightly) different perspective on the 

cultural differences. A larger sample could provide future researchers with a richer 

description of the national cultures described in this paper. Moreover, a comparative 

study of Sweden and only one culture could provide a more detailed account of their 

cultural differences.  

Furthermore, as our research focused on expatriates in leadership positions in Sweden, 

our sample consisted of leaders from different business and academic backgrounds. As 

Nathalie and Charlotta pointed out, the influence of culture also depends on the 

characteristics of the field you are working in. As Nathalie worked mainly with 

engineers and Maria with academics, it could be valuable to replicate this study, yet 

focusing on a specific professional field.    

In addition, the research has been conducted in English. Apart from Matt, all expatriates 

within our study speak English as their second language. The level of the participants’ 

English also had an impact on how comfortable they felt to express themselves. It is not 

inconceivable that the participants could have shared more insights if they were able to 

speak in their native language. Furthermore, the experiences shared with us in the 

interview are all based on the memory of the interview partners. The examples provided 

by them could be influenced by biases like selective memory and exaggeration.  

As well, we have not taken the gender of participants into account, as it was not the 

focus of our study. However, this might play a role in the push and pull factors for 

leaders to expatriate to Sweden. As Mi Sook pointed out that Sweden is known as one 

of the best places in the world for women and children, this could be a reason for 
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expatriates to choose Sweden specifically. Due to the size of our sample, future research 

is needed to illuminate if gender plays a role for female leaders to expatriate to Sweden. 

Furthermore, future research could analyze if there are differences in the perception of 

female and male expatriate leaders in Sweden. 

Finally, in line with the focus of leadership research on the interaction between leaders 

and followers, we have asked our respondents to share how they perceive their 

relationships with their followers. Nevertheless, we have only studied the concept of 

expatriate leaders in Sweden from the leader's perspective. The study does not contain 

any insights of followers of expatriate leaders in Sweden. Therefore, future research 

should focus on how Swedish employees perceive their expatriate leaders.  
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10 Beyond the Conclusion 

Happiness lies in the joy of achievement and the thrill of creative effort 

Franklin D. Roosevelt 

It is not common that the researchers themselves get too self-reflective in an academic 

research project. We think that this common belief should be reconsidered by the 

academic world. Therefore, we want to enjoy the opportunity to express our thoughts 

upon our own learning and development process while doing the master thesis together. 

During the last couple of months, we have talked to many interesting people, who 

provided us with a very personal insight into their biographies. One challenge for us 

was to get in touch with the right people as we are living in Sweden for a rather short 

time. We did not know any interview partner in advance and are very grateful that they 

shared their lives so openly with us. Most of the biographies are included in our 

research project and are presented as an individual case study. It was hard for us to 

summarize all the information extracted from the interviews in a couple of sentences. 

We observed that sometimes the interview partners struggled to express themselves as 

good leadership is grounded in values and beliefs that are sometimes not easy to put into 

words. Unfortunately, we could not include all of our conducted interviews, because we 

realized while talking to them that they did not fit into our parameters of the sample. 

Nevertheless, we gained a deep insight into the broad topic of intercultural leadership. 

We enjoyed analyzing it from different angles, are still passionate about the topic, and 

still willing to learn more about it. Mastering good leadership skills are important in 

every single aspect of life. 

What have we learned? First, we have realized to how great extent language affects the 

social behavior of human beings. One might say “Of course, that is nothing new”. Still, 

communicating with people who share the same mother language allows you to talk to 

each other in a different way. We made the experience that people of our own home 

countries replied faster or replied at all when we addressed them in the shared native 

language – even if everybody works in an intercultural workspace and is fluent in 

English. Therefore, we realized that there exists a different kind of solidarity. Second, 

we learned to ‘enjoy the mess’ and deeply value each other’s strengths. We had 

moments when one of us was struggling because we did not find the right interview 

partners or something else did not work as it was planned. Then, there was always the 
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other part of our team who managed to keep the spirit up and was motivated for both of 

us. Third, we truly learned to appreciate the Swedish culture and the value of low 

hierarchies. By accident, we ran into a Swedish woman at Kalmar Nyckel who was 

looking for summer employees at the company she was working for. After we had 

explained the topic of our thesis, she offered to call her father, a retired head of a 

department of a middle-sized Swedish company, asking him for help. He gave us the 

name of two former colleagues, who are expatriates working in the middle management 

of his former company. We were astonished how easy it was to get into contact with 

them without previously knowing him or them. 

To sum up, we – once again – made a huge step into the individuals and leaders we 

want to be. Believing in our own strengths and trusting on the true good in people made 

us grow and work successfully as a team. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A The Interview Design 

Introduction 

 Reference to recording and data protection (declaration of consent) 

 Ground rules: Spontaneous utterances are appreciated, there are no right/ wrong 

answers, participation is voluntary 

 Introduction of the four themes  

Expatriate experience 

1. Could you describe your main reasons for choosing to work in Sweden? When did 

you arrive? 

2. What were your main hopes when choosing to move to Sweden? 

3. What were your biggest challenges when you arrived in Sweden? (Personal and or 

Professional) 

4. What was your impression of Sweden before arriving? 

5. How did you prepare yourself for the move to Sweden?  

6. Could you describe to us what you believe were the main consequences for your 

career when you chose to work in Sweden? 

7. Do you consider to go back to your home country? Why or why not?  

Leadership 

8. How would you describe your work as a … (leadership position)? What were/are 

your main tasks? 

9. How would you describe leadership in general? 

10. How would you describe your leadership style? 

11. What leadership traits do you believe are important for leading in Sweden? 

12. How do you manage to work successfully as a team? 

13. How do you solve problems / conflicts? Could you describe a recent example? 

14. Would you lead a team of your home country differently? 

15. How do you provide feedback to your team? 

 

Influence of culture 

16. How would you describe the Swedish culture?  

17. How do you think Swedish culture affects your leadership style? 

18. Did you encounter any leadership issues in Sweden, which were not an issue in your 

home country? 

19. Which cultural challenges did you or do you face? 

Could you fill in the Culture Map for us, please?  

 

External factors related to expatriation 

20. Are you a member of a labor union? Why or why not? 

21. What would you say was the role of the Swedish government in accommodating 

you as an expatriate? 

 



  
 

II 

 

Appendix B The Culture Map 
 

I = Swedish Culture 

 

X = Native Culture 

 

Communicating   

Low-context  High-context 

Evaluating   

Direct negative feedback  Indirect negative feedback 

Persuading   

Principles-first  Applications-first 

Leading   

Egalitarian  Hierarchical 

Deciding   

Consensual  Top-down 

Trusting   

Task-based  Relationship-based 

Disagreeing   

Confrontational   Avoids confrontation 

Scheduling   

Linear time  Flexible time  

 

 


