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Sammanfattning 

 

Syftet med denna uppsats är att undersöka hur svenska företag hanterar affärsrelationer 

och kulturella barriärer gentemot kinesiska kunder. För att lyckas med detta har två 

forskningsfrågor tagits fram. Teorin inkluderar material rörande business- to business 

relationship management, relationship quality och kulturella skillnader mellan kinesisk- 

och svensk affärskultur. Dessa teorier har kombinerats och en teoretisk syntesmodell 

formats. Uppsatsen innefattar en mångfaldig holistisk fallstudie, genom en kvalitativ 

metod och en abduktiv ansats. Fem svenska företag intervjuades och den insamlade data 

presenteras i det empiriska kapitlet. Denna data var senare tolkad och jämförd med 

teorin i analyskapitlet. 

 

Uppsatsens slutsats var att de studerande fallföretagen hanterar affärsrelationer med 

kinesiska kunder genom fortsatt interaktion, lärande och adaption, vilket genererar en 

interorganisatorisk förståelse. Fallföretagen hanterar också de kulturella skillnaderna 

genom förståelse och adaption. Den kulturella kunskap och förståelse som är nödvändig 

för att göra affärer på den kinesiska marknaden är beroende av vilket tillvägagångssätt 

kontakt med de kinesiska kunderna har blivit upprättat.   
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Abstract 

 

The aim of this study is to examine how Swedish companies manage business 

relationships and cultural barriers with Chinese customers. In order to achieve this, two 

research questions were formulated. The literature review includes material regarding 

business- to business relationship management, relationship quality and cultural 

differences between Chinese- and Swedish business culture. These theories have been 

combined and a theoretical synthesis model was outlined. The thesis conducts a 

multiple holistic case study, using a qualitative method and an abductive approach. Five 

Swedish firms were interviewed and the gathered data is presented in the empirical 

chapter. This data was later interpreted and compared with the literature review in the 

analysis chapter.  

 

The conclusion of the study is as follows: the case companies manage business 

relationship with Chinese customers through continuous interaction, learning and 

adaptation, which generate interorganizational understanding. Furthermore the case 

companies manage cultural differences through understanding and adaptation. The 

cultural knowledge and understanding needed for successful business on the Chinese 

market is dependent on the approach of which contact with Chinese customers is 

conducted.  
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1. Introduction 

In the following chapter, we clarify our chosen area of research. This chapter focuses 

on globalization, intercultural business- to business relationships and the inherent 

problems of intercultural management. Existing research, or the lack thereof, within the 

area is summarized. Two research questions are outlined, followed by a clarification of 

the study's aim. Lastly, a disposition of the paper is illustrated. 

1.1  Background 

Relationships are the basis of any business; without them, no company would be able to 

operate. Relationships facilitate profitable sales and the purchase of products/services 

that the company needs (Ford, et al. 2011). Establishing a relationship often takes a long 

time and requires constant maintenance and investments (ibid). The substance of 

business relationship differs, from simple to complex. The management of some 

relationships requires merely the ordering and offering of products/services, whereas 

others are more complex. The two parties may adapt products/service packages, agree 

on juridical and delivery specifics, pricing, marketing and more, in order to suit each 

other’s needs (ibid). 

 

The emergence of mass production in the early 1900’s provided abundance of products 

and services, and with that, focus shifted to finding customers for the products, rather 

than finding products for customers (Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2000). In the 1980’s the 

marketing of services rose to prominence. During the 1990’s customer satisfaction 

became an integral part of business relationships. These changes have led to a customer 

oriented perspective, thereby inspiring the contemporary relationship management 

orientation and related research (ibid). The emphasis on relationship management has 

risen to prominence from a heightening of competition which has been felt by most 

companies (ibid). Products have shorter life cycles and customer standards have 

increased, concerning quality, price, reliability, services, as well as a need for 

organizational transparency. In the complex global environment, firms are finding 

relationship maintenance increasingly necessary. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly 

important to strategically assess customer relationships (Nyaga and Whipple, 2011). To 

stay competitive, relationship management has increasingly become the center of 

attention (Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2000). 
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The world is becoming increasingly integrated due to globalization. (Thomas & Inkson, 

2009) Globalization creates interconnections between nations and can be understood as 

a process where barriers such as; cultural, political, economic and physical, are reduced 

or removed; barriers which earlier separated different regions of the world (Hamilton & 

Webster, 2012). These reductions of barriers have resulted in a stimulation of exchanges 

in goods, services, money and people. With the growth of these exchanges, companies 

and nations involved get more interdependent and integrated (ibid). As competition 

becomes more global, companies face harsher competition and customers can choose 

between more alternatives (Thomas & Inkson, 2009). Globalization has led to China 

becoming an appealing market for foreign investors (Ramström, 2005).  

 

China is today Sweden’s 10th largest trading-partner and the largest in Asia.  Trade has 

increased steadily over recent years; mainly as a result of China’s admittance to the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 (swedenabroad.com, 260514). Aside from 

the 10 000 Swedish companies who conduct trade with China, there are also 

approximately 500 Swedish companies and 1500 Swedish-related companies 

established in China (ibid). In 2012 the Swedish total export to China amounted to 37.7 

billion SEK (Swedish Krona) (ibid). 

 

The fact that many firms are looking for low wage countries for their production 

facilities is nothing new, however, nowadays not only labor intensive firms are moving 

to China, but also 

high-tech and research departments are moved there. What used to be a domain for 

Multinational companies have now also attracted a lot of small and medium sized 

enterprises (Ramström, 2005). 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

The globalization has created enormous opportunities for global cooperation and 

collaboration amongst different companies across borders. However, it has also been the 

source of a unique set of new problems related to effective relationship management 

with different cultures (Fan & Zingang, 2004). 
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Fan & Zingang (2004) further states that most failures faced by cross-national 

companies are caused by neglecting cultural differences. It has been widely recognized 

that cultural differences have a great effect on human behavior and thinking, thereby 

impacting intercultural business relationships (Fan & Zigang, 2004; Ramström, 2005; 

Zhang & Daly, 2011). Hofstede also states that some cultures have a larger cultural 

distance than others; “Culture, to me, is the collective programming of the mind which 

distinguishes one group or category of people from another” (Hofstede, 1993, p. 

81).  Seeing as Swedish firms have developed in a different context than Chinese firms, 

they have also developed different approaches to relationship management (Ramström, 

2005). 

 

Hofstede (1993) claims that management is not an isolated phenomenon; managers need 

considerable insight into historical, cultural, philosophical and local conditions in order 

to understand processes and problems. "There is something in all countries called 

'management', but its meaning differs to a larger or smaller extent from one country to 

another” (Hofstede, 1993, p. 81). In a survey of ‘fortune 1000’ companies conducted in 

2007, named “The biggest barriers in doing business in the world market”, cultural 

differences ranked first out of eight items, including time differences, foreign currency, 

competition, language, delivery, information, law, price and language (Mead & 

Andrews, 2009). 

 

Despite China’s impressive economic development over the last two decades, its 

emerging market is still very different from mature, western ones (Ramström, 2005). 

Due to the complex Chinese business culture (Hofstede, 2010), international marketers 

often face high levels of uncertainty with regards to decision making (Lee, et al. 2001). 

Guidelines, based on insights into Chinese business behavior are important to formulate, 

especially considering the vast opportunities the Chinese market presents. However, the 

scale of problems faced by many western ventures into China remains a major issue 

(Fang, 2001).  
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Personal and social aspects highly influence business activities in China (Ramström, 

2005; Lee, et al. 2006). Western business relationships are typically organization-to-

organization, whereas the Chinese equivalents tend to be person-to-person (ibid). 

Therefore, Swedish firms, doing business in China, need to focus on social and ethical 

issues (ibid). 

 

There has been a lot of research conducted regarding business relationship management 

(Håkansson & Snehota, 1995).  Contemporary research has shown that relationship 

management involves constant interaction, continues change and adaptation (Håkansson 

& Snehota, 1995; Ford, et al. 2011; Hallén, et al. 1991).  Furthermore, a lot of research 

has been conducted concerning cultural differences. Past research has largely been 

based on Hofstede’s national cultural dimensions, wherein he argues that there are 

significant transnational cultural differences between Sweden and China (Hofstede, 

2010). He also argues for the importance of managerial cultural understanding in a 

business context (Hofstede, 1994). Many authors, e.g.  Kiong & Kee (1998), Fan 

(1994), Fang (2001) and Yang (1994) have discussed the complex, but key Chinese 

cultural characteristics e.g. guanxi and xinyong, concerning relationship- and trust 

building and how they contrast western business culture. 

 

Studies specifically concerning relationship management between Swedish- and 

Chinese firms are, to our knowledge, hard to come by. More specifically, we find that 

case-study research within this field is conspicuous by its absence. We argue that more 

case study research within this field would contribute with deeper understanding of how 

relationship- and intercultural dynamics are managed by Swedish firms in China. Such 

data could complement contemporary international management theories and serve as 

practical guidance for managerial decision making. 
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1.3 Research questions 

To be able to provide an understanding of how Swedish firms manage relationships in 

China. The following research questions are answered: 

 

 How do Swedish companies manage relationships with Chinese customers? 

 How do Swedish companies manage cultural differences with Chinese 

customers? 

 

1.4 Aims 

The aim of this paper is to examine, analyze and provide a deeper understanding of how 

Swedish companies manage relationships, and relevant cultural aspects, when doing 

business with Chinese customers. This will be carried out through a qualitative research 

of five Swedish companies whom have business relationships with Chinese customers. 
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2. Literature review 

In this chapter, the theoretical frame of reference is presented. In order to answer our 

first problem question, the concept of business- to business relationship management is 

presented, followed by the concept of relationship quality. Lastly, to provide context for 

our second problem question, a chapter presenting Swedish- and Chinese business 

culture is outlined. 

2.1 Business relationships 

Ford, et al. (2011) argues that relationships are the foundation of business, and that 

companies cannot function without them. Businesses require constant interaction for a 

stable maintenance of business procedures, however, a company does not have the 

option to choose whether or not to have relationships (ibid).  The constant interaction is 

a key characteristic of a relationship (ibid). 

 

Ford, et al. (2011) further argues that business relationships have a set of characteristics. 

Businesses need to interact with their customers and suppliers in order to adapt and 

develop their own products, services and operations; business relationships with these 

characteristics are referred to by Ford, et al. (2011) as customer and supplier 

relationship. Simple relationships involve repetitive purchases and a simple interaction. 

The simple interaction is mainly for both participants’ concern to minimize the cost and 

time involved in their interaction (Ford, et al. 2011). Firms with many simple 

relationships, which each are individually less important for the business, but vital for a 

sustainable development; this is referred to as having multiple relationships. Ford, et al. 

(2011) argues that all businesses are likely to have a relationship which is a major 

contributor to their purchases, sales, or the development of the business; these are 

referred to as important relationships. 
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2.2 Relationship management 

Ford, et al. (2011) outlines tasks required for maintaining a stable relationship with the 

customers in a business- to business context. Companies constantly face new problems 

and environmental changes. Ford, et al. (2011) defines the first task as being continual 

change. Customer relationships will never be entirely stable; change is the only 

constant. 

 

Customer involvement is the second task, which is connected with the direction and 

speed of change within the relationship.  Since both companies will simultaneously, and 

often separately, try to manage the relationship; therefore it is important to involve the 

counterpart (Ford, et al. 2011). Douglas, et al. (2012) further discusses how companies 

co-create value by interactions and involvement, since they obtain knowledge about 

their counterpart and receive feedback regarding products or services. The third task 

Ford, et al. (2011) details is the need for a unique relationship. Suppliers offering 

similar or the same types of products will limit the attractiveness of the customer, 

reversely, maintaining a unique relationship between the business and customer will 

increase the probability of purchase (Ford, et al. 2011). 

Ivens, et al. (2013) suggests that a close relationship with the counterpart is important 

for a realization of higher profits, however, the relationships require diversified 

coordination, socialization mechanisms and management techniques. 

 

Suppliers contribute to the development and innovation to a company; this has led 

purchases to become an increasingly central strategic function (Ford, et al. 2011).  Aune 

& Gressetvold (2011) discusses the value of the suppliers’ involvement in innovation 

processes within a business. They argue that supplier relationships can be regarded as 

valuable assets and can contribute to the problem solving within the firm; if the 

relationship is long-lasting and comprehensive, the parties generally have a mutual high 

degree of trust. 
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Ford, et al. (2011) details the importance of the concept; relationship involvement. 

Relationship involvement is segmented into two categories; firstly, low-involvement 

relationships, which is characterized by low costs and granting possibilities for 

maintaining multiple supplier relationships.  The second categorization is high-

involvement relationships, which are likely to be the most important relationships for a 

company e.g. a main contributor to production. Including the suppliers in business 

activities will achieve an expanded knowledge of the counterparts’ needs; this will 

improve the development of the end product as resources are invested in the relationship 

(Ford, et al. 2011). However, if the relationships are resource-intensive, time consuming 

relationships or have a low degree of cooperation, it will not contribute significantly to 

the future development of innovation processes within operations (Aune & Gressetvold, 

2011). 

 

2.3 Influence of Business Relationship 

Ford, et al. (2011) argues that customers bring uncertainties to a relationship, and that 

the suppliers may have the ability to provide solutions. These uncertainties include; 

Need uncertainty and fulfillment uncertainty (ibid). Defining the problem or the best 

solution to the problem is often difficult for a customer; this is referred as Need 

uncertainty. Customers with need uncertainty often take a long time considering their 

purchases and prefer to handle this through a supplier, with who a close relationship has 

been established (Ford et al. 2011). Selnes & Sallis (2003) argues that customers, who 

obtain a better knowledge of the suppliers, tend to be able to choose products easier and 

develop better solutions. The complement to need uncertainty is the suppliers’ problem-

solving ability; exploiting the relationship will provide the supplier with the ability to 

design, innovate and develop a solution for the customer (Ford, et al. 2011). From a 

supplier´s standpoint, better knowledge of their customers enables the organization to 

provide and develop products of increased for said customers (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). 

 

Customers, who have made a major purchase, quickly become highly dependent on the 

supplier´s ability to deliver the products correctly and within time constraints while 

maintaining consistent pricing; this is recognized as fulfillment uncertainty (Ford, et al. 

2011). The supplier manages such uncertainties by reporting their supply ability, or the 

possibility to maintain a low cost for the products; this is referred to as supplier 

fulfillment ability (Ford, et al. 2011). 
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2.4 Relationship quality 

Relationship quality is a concept derived from the relationship marketing field, whose 

goal is to convert indifferent customers into loyal ones, as well as strengthen already 

strong relationship ties (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Nyaga & Whipple, 2011). Palmatier 

(2008, p. 85) defines relationship quality as the “overall caliber of relationship ties and 

their overall impact on outcomes”. There are three components that generally constitute 

relationship quality; Trust, Commitment and Satisfaction (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; 

Nyaga & Whipple, 2011).  

 

Trust is a fundamental relationship model building block and as such is included in 

most relationship models (Wilson, 1995, p. 337). Several authors argue that trust is 

paramount for the development of successful business- to business relationships and the 

acquisition of customer loyalty (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). Past research shows a 

distinct link between trust and customer loyalty and some studies indicate that customer 

loyalty is a direct consequence of trust (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Gounaris, 2005). 

Lindskold (1978) categorizes trust in two dimensions: Credibility, i.e. the expectation 

that the partner’s word can be relied upon. Customers need to feel ‘safe’, in the sense 

that the other party holds commitments and keeps interactions confidential (Rauyruen & 

Miller, 2007).  The second dimension outlined by Lindskold (1978) is Benevolence, 

meaning to which extent the partner is genuinely interested in the other parties welfare 

and its motivation to seek mutual benefits. Customers will look to reduce risks by 

choosing to engage with benevolent and credible partners (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006).  

 

The development of personal trust within one’s Chinese relationships is considered 

essential for harmonious relationships and success (Lee & Dawes, 2005). One must 

honor his or hers verbal agreements and promises, or else trust is undermined (ibid). 

Lee & Dawes (2005) finds that, in China, the buying firms trust in the salesperson is a 

more important driver of customer loyalty than trust in the seller’s organization. The 

personal trust built with the salesperson is deemed to be a greater predictor of loyalty. 

Therefore, should the salesperson in question, leave the firm, he is likely to take the 

customer with him (ibid).  
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Commitment as a concept can be defined as “…an enduring desire to maintain a valued 

relationship” (Moorman et al. 1993, p. 316). A party, committed to a relationship holds 

a belief that the relationship is worth the effort to be maintained. Committed 

relationships often survive, even if a competing firm has better offers (Ulaga & Eggert, 

2006). Commitment can be viewed as an intention to further an action course, such as a 

business relationship. There is an established connection between commitment and 

relationship loyalty (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). 

 

Interpersonal commitment in China is highly interlinked with, and plays a critical role 

in the development, maintenance and enhancement of relationship commitment 

(Mavondo & Rodrigo, 2001). Good personal relationships, generated by social bonding 

and trust, are an important antecedent to interorganizational commitment (ibid).  

Customer loyalty has been extensively studied and is thought to be of utmost 

importance for firms operating in a B2B context, including the contribution of 

increasing business performance (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007; Rauyruen & Miller, 

2007; Ulaga & Eggert, 2006). Customer loyalty relates not only to maintaining a firm’s 

customers over time, but also the maintenance of said relationships and encouragement 

of additional sales and advocacy levels (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). According to 

Caceres & Paparoidamis (2007), it is widely acknowledged that loyalty has two 

components; attitudinal and behavioral. Attitudinal refers to the psychological 

attachment to the product/service provider, whereas behavioral refers to the willingness 

to repurchase and maintain the relationship (ibid). 

Customer satisfaction has been acknowledged as a vital part of creating customer 

loyalty and retention. (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006; Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Lam et. al, 

2004; Bovik, 2004).  A customers feeling of positive or negative satisfaction arises from 

a comparison of perceived performance and other variables such as expected 

performance (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006). There is also a link between customer satisfaction 

and customer recommendation via word of mouth communication (Lam et. al, 2004). 

A study by Lee, et al. (2006) indicate that, on the Chinese market, mutual dependence 

only has a marginal impact on business performance, whereas relationship quality has a 

stronger impact on business performance. “High priorities [on the Chinese market] 

should go to social relationships and thus marketers should make conscious efforts to 

enhance trust and satisfaction in their relationship building” (Lee, et al. 2006, p. 60). 
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2.5 Managing relationship over time 

A relationship develops through the organizations’ mutual investments in the 

relationship. The investments are incremental, thus the relationships generally develops 

through stage-like characteristics; The pre-relationship stage, Exploratory stage, 

Developing Stage and Stable stage (Ford et al. 2011). 

 

The pre-relationship stage is the categorized as the pre-existing establishment of a 

relationship, which is likely to involve a lot of inertia. The phase is described as when 

the counterparts evaluates and test if the relationship can match the company´s 

requirements. It is likely to include a lot of two-way communication, however, 

commitment is not of essentiality (Ford et al. 2011). 

 

According to Ford, et al. (2011), the exploratory stage is when the relationship parties 

engage in negotiations and discussions, e.g. sample deliveries, prototypes and 

consultancy. Nevertheless, the experience of working together is very limited. The 

cooperative procedures will have no routines to cope with potential upcoming issues in 

the relationship. Both parties are likely to invest significant managerial planning, thus 

this stage likely to be costly and future developments are uncertain. Herein, 

commitment is vital for the development of the relationship (Ford, et al. 2011). Dowell, 

et al. (2013) states that the aforementioned stage requires an interpersonal trust between 

the parties.  

 

The development stage is where the parties have continuous orders or an increase in 

previous orders between the businesses (Ford, et al. 2011). The businesses are also 

likely to discuss the specifics and details of what investments and adaptations are 

desired for an extension of cooperation. According to Ford, et al. (2011), the adaptations 

can either be formal adaptation, where the partners show commitment by conducting a 

social event/meeting, or informal adaptation, which is a major indicator of commitment 

to the relationship. However, this can be costly, since this may include a partner 

accepting a significant change in an agreement. 
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According to Ford, et al. (2011), reaching a point of adequate learning about the 

counterpart and through incentives of investments and commitment, both parties has 

created a genuine understanding of the relationship; this is referred to as the stable 

stage. The stability can lead to a standardization of norms and operating procedures, 

thereby reducing the uncertainties in managing the relationship and consequently 

minimizing relationship costs (Ford, et al. 2011). 

 

2.6 Cultural distance 

Cultural distance is an important aspect when doing business in foreign environments, 

or rather how differences in national culture impact cross cultural business 

relationships; as these differences may result in ambiguities and furthermore various 

conflicts within the relationship (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997). According to Hofstede 

(2010) there are five dimensions to national culture; power distance, individualism 

versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, uncertainty avoidance and pragmatic 

versus normative. 

 

A country’s power distance can, according to Hofstede (2010) be somewhat accurately 

predicted by examining the following aspects, (i) the country’s geographical latitude (a 

higher latitude is associated with lower power distance), (ii) the country’s population 

size (higher population is associated with a higher power distance) and (iii) the 

country’s wealth (richer countries are associated with lower power distance). 

 

Individualism versus collectivism can be explained as how the concept of roles in a 

relationship is viewed, individualism have a social preference in which individuals are 

only expected to take care of themselves and their immediate families, while 

collectivism represent a social framework, in which, individuals can rely upon relatives 

or member of a particular group to look after them through mutual exchanges. Hofstede 

(2010) use the example of a Swedish firm doing business with a firm from Saudi-

Arabia, in which the Swedish view of doing business is with the company, in contrast to 

the Saudi mentality that business is done with a person with whom trust have been built 

up. 
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According to Hofstede (2010), countries who are considered to be feminine, handle 

work related matters differently than countries that are considered to be more 

masculine. For example, feminine characteristics are; handling conflicts by negotiations 

and compromise, rewards are based on equality and the humanization of work by 

content and cooperation. In contrast, the masculinity characteristics are categorized 

through; handling conflict by letting the strongest win, rewards are based on equity and 

humanization of work by job content enrichment (ibid). 

Hofstede (2010) argues that organizations with high uncertainty avoidance show a 

dislike of ambiguity and have a need for precision and formalization in organizations. 

These organizations also put a lot of emphasis in having expertise on the work floor, 

whereas in uncertainty accepting cultures, ambiguities and chaos can be used as a 

source for creativity. These organizations also put an emphasis on common sense. 

 

The fifth dimension, Pragmatic versus normative, previously referred to by Hofstede 

(2010) as long term- versus short term orientation, is explained by Hofstede as a 

pragmatic orientation (long term orientation) being the fostering of virtues oriented 

towards future research, especially thrift and severance. In contrast, normative (short 

term orientation) represents the fostering of virtues concerning the past and/or present. 

The reason for altering the name is, according to Hofstede, due to avoiding the 

misunderstanding that the dimension only has to do with time-orientation (geert-

hofstede.com, 260514). 

 

Terawatanavong & Quazi (2006) argues that even though Hofstedes dimensions focuses 

on national culture and can be defined as a foundation of how individuals form norms, 

values and attitudes, there are two dimensions that are highly relevant to the cross-

cultural business relationships; collectivism/individualism and power distance. 

Terawatanavong & Quazi  (2006) propose that trust is embedded in a close network of 

relationships in the collectivist country, in which the members learn to adjust to 

collective interest over time. Any behavior that promotes self-interest is likely to be 

condemned (ibid). In contrast, members of an individualist culture instead tend to 

pursue self-interests (ibid). A partner in a collectivist culture does not only aim to fulfill 

the obligations stated in the contract, but also are highly motivated to nurture the well-

being of the relationship. 
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In a business operating in a culture characterized by a high power distance, it is likely 

for employees not to have any inputs considering the decision making process of the 

organization, the decisions are with few exceptions made by the top management in the 

administrative hierarchy (Terawatanavong & Quazi, 2006). However, employees in 

cultures with low power distance instead often contribute and participate in the decision 

making process (ibid). 

 

2.6.1 Cultural dimensions: Sweden and China 

By using the five dimensions framework of identifying a country’s national culture 

suggested by Hofstede (2010) Swedish and Chinese national culture can be explained 

by the following figure. 

 

Source: geert-hofstede.com (270514) 

 

Power distance: With a score of 31, Sweden scores relatively low on the scale, 

suggesting that Sweden embrace factors such as; being independent, only using 

hierarchy as a mean of convenience, equal rights, the superiors being accessible for the 

employees, power are being decentralized, informal attitude towards managers and 

communications being direct and participative. China on the other hand view 

inequalities, as well as power abuse by superiors as acceptable and that people should 

not exert oneself beyond their rank (geert-hofstede.com, 260514). 
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Individualism: Sweden is considered to be a highly individualized country; the 

employee relationship is based on mutual advantages and the management can be 

described as being the management of individuals. In contrast, China is considered to be 

a highly collectivist country, acting for the interest of the group. Personal relationships 

prevail over tasks and the company (geert-hofstede.com, 260514). 

 

Masculinity: The masculinity score of 5 makes Sweden a feminine country, this is for 

example shown in the effort of making everyone a part of the operations, the manager is 

supportive and decision making is achieved through involvement. In contrast with 

Sweden, China is a masculine society which is very success oriented. Chinese 

employees often prioritize work over leisure time (geert-hofstede.com, 260514). 

 

Uncertainty avoidance: Sweden have a low preference in avoiding uncertainty, thus 

deviance from the norm is more tolerated compared to countries with high uncertainty 

avoidance. This also aligns with the Chinese society; they as well as Sweden are 

relatively comfortable with ambiguities and adaptation (geert-hofstede.com, 260514). 

 

Pragmatism: Sweden is not perceived to have any clear preference on this dimension. 

However China is considered to have a highly pragmatic culture, and believe that truth 

is dependent on the situation, the context and time (geert-hofstede.com, 260514). 

 

According to Ramström (2005), western and Asian business relationships differ in 

terms of sociological, organizational and economical aspects. In China, relationships are 

built on strong personal relationships, while relationships in Nordic countries consist 

mainly of autonomous individuals of a firm and trust between firms are organizationally 

and rationally based while Chinese tend to have a more holistic thinking.  Nordic 

relationships can be viewed as lateral, while Chinese relationships can be considered to 

be dyadic and hierarchical as well as normatively defined. . The Chinese does not, in 

contrast to westerners, differentiate between social-, business- and family 

relationships.  (Ramström, 2005).  Jansson (1987) compare the Chinese emotional 

involvement in a relationship to the heart, while the less emotional Nordic approach to 

relationship is being symbolized as the brain. 
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An important concept when examining relationship in China is guanxi, this generally 

refers to social connections or close relationships based on mutual benefits and interests 

(Yang, 1994). Although this concept have some similarities with the western relation 

exchange, such as; mutual understanding, focus on the relationship itself rather than a 

single transaction, long term-perspective and a cooperative behavior (Arias, 1998; 

Wang, 2007), there is also several differences between the two concepts.  The guiding 

principles of western relation exchange are driven by rules and legality, while the 

Chinese guanxi are more driven by social norms and morality (ibid). Furthermore 

Bjerke (1998) argues that order and honesty is something that reflects the Swedish 

business culture and that the Swedish have a deep respect for rules while the Chinese 

tend to bypass the system of regulations. 

 

A study, published by Abramson & Ai (1997) show’s that Chinese executives felt 

insulted by foreigners who merely wanted transactional contracts, but no relationships 

and those who acted as if the relationships were disposable once the contract was 

finalized. Foreigners must demonstrate reliability and competence over time before trust 

is established (ibid). Establishing guanxi is a slow process as the Chinese firms initially 

wants to remain at a distance. One must understand their concerns and make them feel 

as if you care about them like family. Disagreements and conflicts should be 

approached in a way that satisfies both parties’ needs (ibid).  

 

Also “trust” which is an important part of relationships is somewhat differently 

interpreted as the word trust is not fully equivalent to xinyong, used in the Chinese 

business culture. Xinyong is more based on the ability to return favors than the western 

sense of integrity and competency, hence western “trust” only has a limited impact on 

the maintenance and further development of guanxi than what, for example, mutual 

assurance and emotional responses have (ibid), also gift giving and hospitality are 

viewed as means to establish and maintain guanxi (Wong & Leung, 2013). However, 

Abrahamson & Ai (1997), argues that the use of gifts and favors, are more of a 

characteristic of transactional relationships and not related  

to positive outcomes.  
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The western concepts discussed are also fully applicable to the Swedish business culture 

(Ramström, 2005). According to Ramström (2005) Swedish firms tend to emphasize 

social behavior, the chemistry between people, when operating on the Chinese market 

compared to their home environment. He further argues that an adaptation on the 

operational level often is needed and that a willingness of following the Chinese way of 

doing business is necessary in order to maintain the relationship. An example is that 

decision making often is more time consuming and that the non-Chinese firm need to be 

patient and not “push” decision as this can make a Chinese lose his face.  

 

Face, refers to a person’s positive image is a relationship context. It describes a person's 

proper relationship with his or her environment. Face is lost when people, either through 

their own- or the actions of others, fail to meet requirements placed on them. When face 

is lost, shame is brought upon said person and causing others to lose face is considered 

an aggressive action. Causing someone to lose face, during business negotiations is 

considered highly undesirable and damages the guanxi(Lee & Dawes, 2005).  

 

Lee, et al. (2006) argues that, in China, the antecedents of close business relationships, 

or guanxi, is closely linked linked to the aforementioned concept of relationship quality. 

They find a positive correlation between good relationship quality and the development 

of good guanxi. Reversely, guanxi enhances the perception of relationship quality, 

leading to an increase in future business potential.  

 

Fang (2001) argues that success in China is built a deep level of connection and trust. 

He identifies the level of trust as the single best predictor of Chinese business 

behaviour. When trust levels are low, business is conducted strategically, potentially 

using strategies that knock the other party of balance and vice versa. Thus, Chinese 

business relationship behaviour is dynamic and changes based on trust levels (ibid). 

Xinren is a concept, representing a deeper form of trust between individuals. Guanxi is 

seen as a ‘door-opener’, whereas xinren closes the deal (ibid). Sincerity, loyalty, 

honesty and confidence are the drivers creating xinren, or deep trust. 
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According to Bjerke (1998) the Swedish business culture is characterized by equality of 

gender, occupation and generations. This has contributed to Sweden having a low 

power distance (Bjerke, 1998). He also states that there is a strong belief of ‘fair play’ 

and an engagement of democratic values in Sweden, which he further argues have 

resulted in a business culture permeated of democratic decision making and a low 

degree of centralization. 

 

2.7 Theoretical synthesis 

 

Emanating from the outlined literature review, a theoretical synthesis has been 

developed, in which relationship quality, business culture and relationship management 

has been identified as three core concepts of B2B relationships in China. The model 

illustrates how these three aspects are embedded and how they affect one another.  

 

The relationship alters depending on the quality of the relationship between the two 

parties, how they adapt to business cultural differences and how the two parties manage 

the relationship as a whole. Both parties contribute to- and thereby changes the nature of 

the relationship. Both parties consequently have to adapt to- and manage an ever 

changing relationship dynamic.  

 

Model 2; Theoretical synthesis (own model) 
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3. Methodology 

In the following chapter, we delineate the methodology used in the study, which is 

grounded in an abductive approach, from which we use a qualitative study. The 

following segments concern the choice of research approach and research method. 

Lastly, validity and reliability is clarified.  

 

3.1 Abductive approach 

There are predominantly three methods of approaching the connection of theoretical and 

practical knowledge; induction, deduction and abduction (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010). 

Induction is used when research emanates from empirical and practical evidence. This is 

later used to form theories. On the contrary, deduction emanates from existing research 

(ibid). Furthermore, the deductive approach ensues that existing theories are critically 

reviewed and revised from empirical data, through acceptance or rejection (ibid).The 

third method is abductive, which emanates from empirical data, but does not reject 

existing theoretical models. It can be described as a fusion of deduction and induction, 

wherein the researcher elaborates theories based on empirical data (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002). 

 

As there is sufficient theoretical material available concerning the research topic, it 

makes the induction method less useful (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Ghauri & Gronhaug, 

(2010) explains that the role of a deductive study is mainly to test an already existing 

theory through an empirical examination, thus proven accurate or refuted. Alvesson & 

Sköldberg (2009) argues that abduction is partially to take characteristics from 

induction and deduction. However, for clarification; abduction is not just a simple fuse 

of the aforementioned methods, but has its own unique elements. With an abductive 

approach, the research alternates from theoretical- and empirical data, thereby helping 

the researcher to discover new patterns and help interpret empirical and theoretical 

phenomena to gain a deeper understanding.  This process is referred to as systematic 

combination (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  
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Furthermore, an abduction method is mostly reliable when researching relatively new 

area of study and is particularly useful when doing case-studies (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2008; Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Dubois & Gadde (2002) further argues that a systemic 

combination refines the literature review. We perceive culture to be very complex in its 

nature, as well as, subjective and dependent on social context. We argue that culture is 

difficult to fully define; thus the systematic combination process significantly enhances 

our literature review. On that basis, we argue that an abductive approach is best suited 

to answer our research questions.  

 

We have based our study on relationship management theories, the concept of 

relationship quality and intercultural theories. After gathering the empirical data, we 

returned and revised our literature review, thereby utilizing the systemic combination 

process, and developed a theoretical synthesis in order to help us answer our research 

questions. 

 

3.2 Qualitative research method 

When deciding what method to use, it is important to contemplate which method best 

suits the research questions and the aims of the study. Generally, it is a qualitative 

approach, a quantitative approach or a combination of the two (Eliasson, 2013). The 

difference between these two methods can be explained as, quantitative research being 

something that can be described by statistical, mathematical or numerical data, whereas 

qualitative research can be described as investigating the how and why of decision 

making, hence not only the where, what and when. (Eliasson, 2013). 

 

According to Merriam (2009), several authors have generally outlined different 

characteristics of quality research, however, there are four key characteristics that are 

overlapping. These are essential in understanding the function and nature of qualitative 

research. The characteristics are (i) that the focus is on the process, understanding and 

meaning, (ii) the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, 

(iii) the process is inductive, and (iv) the process is highly descriptive. 

 



  
 

21 

To provide context to our specific area of research, which requires a deeper 

understanding of the subject, we decided to use a qualitative research method. This 

method is the most appropriate to use in order to answer our research questions, as the 

questions serves to examine phenomena which are very difficult to quantify. Collecting 

different amounts of various natures will not provide sufficient information to be able to 

answer the aforementioned questions (Eliasson, 2013). Thus, we have decided to 

disregard a quantitative research. We aim to outline a deeper understanding of how 

relationships are managed in a business- to business context between a Swedish and a 

Chinese firm, which according to Merriam (2009) is typically done by using a 

qualitative research. 

 

3.3 Research strategy 

When gathering empirical data, different research strategies exists for specific methods. 

Researchers chose strategies depending on the information needed to conduct full 

research in the area of study. Yin (2014) outlines the five most common research 

strategies; the case study, experiment, the archival analysis, the history, and survey. The 

strategies are appropriate for different approaches, methods and areas of study.  Since 

our research aims to describe and provide a deeper understanding of our subject and the 

case study strategy is relevant for abductive research, as it examines the specific 

information about the chosen area and should not be used for generating generalizations 

(Yin, 2014). Merriam (2009) describes a case study as a junction in the genuine, current 

situations, which results in a thorough and holistic review of a phenomenon. This is 

achieved through clarification and insight of many aspects e.g. causality, and relation of 

inter-actions between different events and factors. Since our research aims to describe 

and provide a deeper understanding of our subject, we have chosen to use the case study 

strategy. 

 

3.3.1 Design of the case study 

There are two approaches when designing a case study: a single case design, which 

focuses on one specific case e.g. a company, or a multiple case design approach, which 

is conducted to cover several cases. One also has the choice of doing either a holistic 

case study design. This design answers questions such as “how” and “why” case-

companies have chosen a strategy or an internal process. The second design choice is to 

analyze subcases embedded in one holistic case (Yin, 2014). 
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Several companies have been studied to provide best probability for a comprehensive 

data output and also to present how companies may or may not contradict the theories 

or the empirical data e.g. the other firms’ behaviors. To analyze in depth and achieve a 

holistic result, we interviewed a representative from each organization. Since, we have 

gathered data from interviews with several companies. Thus, our study aligns with 

Yin’s (2014) multiple case approach and holistic design. 

 

3.3.2 Choice of case companies and respondents 

We have chosen our case companies based on two criteria, which emanated from area 

of research. The criteria are; having the headquarters located in Sweden and having 

sales to Chinese customers in a B2B context. One exception has been made in the case 

of Daniel Hedebäck; former co-owner of the Swedpac Pro Green, a firm who met these 

criteria. This firm later engaged in a joint-venture with a Taiwanese firm, creating 

Beijing Tong Hao Plastics, who had their office in China, but met the remaining criteria. 

As a result of Daniel Hedebäck and Swedpac Pro Green being of Swedish origin, we 

argue that this is still applicable to our research, and did not influence the results, since 

we focus solely on the Swedish managerial experiences at the time they were active on 

the Chinese market. 

 

Oliver (2011) emphasizes the importance of clarifying what is included in the selection, 

how many they are, how and why they are chosen. The five respondents were selected 

through relevance, knowledge and organizational proximity to the Chinese market. Our 

ambition was to interview respondents who have particular expertise and experience on 

the Chinese market. Furthermore, the respondents had to have experience and 

knowledge of Chinese business culture and personal experiences of intercultural 

meetings and communications.  

 

The interviewed respondents follow: 

·         Hector Voicu – Area Sales Manager for Norden Machinery AB 

·         Daniel Hedebäck – Former Co-owner of Beijing Tong Hao Plastics 

·         Salina Liang – Area Sales Manager for IQF Frost 

·         Robert Holm – Marketing and Sales Manager for Läckeby Products AB 

·         Magnus Lindahl – General Manager of Polykemi’s subsidiary in China 
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The respondents held similar positions within the firms; managers or area sales 

managers, whom closely interacted with Chinese customers continually.  We believe 

that the respondent businesses and the representatives, based on their experience and 

knowledge of the Chinese market, provided in-depth information applicable to our 

literature review and our research questions. 

3.4 Data collection 

Data collection is generally not retrieved from one single source, as it instead benefits 

from having multiple sources of “evidence” (Yin, 2012). 

According to Creswell (2013), a general perception about the qualitative data collection 

is the focus on existing various data and the procedure of gathering it. He further 

continue to argue that this is not enough and that data collection involves many more 

aspects such as getting permission, conducting an appropriate qualitative sampling 

strategy, storing the data and anticipating ethical issues that might arise, to mention a 

few. Thus, data collection can be explained as a series of interrelated activities which is 

aimed at gathering relevant information to answer the research questions. 

 

3.4.1 Secondary- and primary data collection 

When conducting research there are two distinguished ways of collecting data: primary- 

and secondary data.  

 

Secondary data collection, such as various documents, is usually produced for other 

reasons than the specific research and can be identified as a ready-made source of data 

easily accessible to the investigator (Merriam, 2009). However, when evaluating the 

value of a data source, one must contemplate whether these sources provide any 

relevant insights or information for the research questions at hand. It is also important to 

remember that secondary data collection are nonreactive and grounded in the context 

under the study as they are, as mentioned above, produced for reasons other than the 

study, therefore it is more difficult to determine the quality of the data (Merriam, 2009). 

Primary data on the other hand is produced for the sole purpose of the research at hand, 

and thus consistent with the research questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). They 

further state that this data collection is more preferable than the collection of secondary 

data. Primary data can be collected through for example interviews and observations 

(Merriam, 2009). Wisker (2009) states three different kinds of interviews; structured, 
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semi-structured and unstructured. A structured interview is limited and controlled, a 

semi-structured interview has more space for divergence and the questions are varied 

and an unstructured interview can be considered to be a real conversation and the 

questions are non-directive (Wisker, 2009). 

 

3.4.2 Operationalization 

There must be a connection between collected empirical data and the literature review 

(Patel & Davidson, 2011).  Formulating interview questions based on theoretical 

constructs is known as operationalization (ibid). The interview questions (see appendix 

1) were formulated based upon our theoretical synthesis. The majority of questions were 

designed to be relatively open, thereby allowing the respondents to talk broadly about 

the subject. If a respondent's answer was deemed too broad, or off topic, more specific 

follow-up questions were asked in order to obtain relevant data. Some interview 

questions were narrower, as some theoretical constructs from our theoretical synthesis 

are specific in its nature. 

 

3.4.3 Structure of interviews 

Trost (2010) argue that if the research questions aim to answer; how often, how many or 

how commonly something occur, a quantitative interview should be conducted. On the 

contrary, if the research questions aim to understand or to find patterns, a qualitative 

interview should be conducted. In accordance with our research questions, we have 

decided to conduct qualitative interviews. Qualitative interviews are distinguished by 

for example asking simple and straightforward questions, to which complex answers 

will be given (Trost, 2010). 

We conducted three interviews by personal meetings and two interviews via Skype. The 

reason we used Skype was that the two respondents were located in China at the time of 

the interview. Similarities throughout all interviews was the use of a standardized 

questionnaire which was used in a semi structured way, in the sense that the person 

being interviewed was allowed to talk freely surrounding the question, as well as 

unplanned follow up questions being asked for a further and deeper understanding. The 

interviews were scheduled to be one hour long and this time did only vary slightly. All 

interviews was recorded and transcribed in order to accurately and correctly be 

transferred into the paper. 
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3.5 Quality of the research design 

To ensure the quality of the research, Yin (2014) discusses that four “tests” should be 

conducted, permeating the aim of the research, data collection and result. The “tests”; 

construct validity, Internal validity, external validity and reliability, is discussed in 

depth further below. 

 

Yin (2014) argues that the validity can be affected if a researcher has an emotional 

connection with the cases studied, such as having connections with employees within an 

organization, which can result in the data gathered from the researchers affecting the 

information output. Construct validity determine how subjective the judgments of the 

researchers are in the data collection process and does not approve the assumed notions 

of the research area (ibid). To achieve construct validity, we have firstly used data 

triangulation by using multiple sources of collected data. We used investigator 

triangulation to gain a diversified perspective since the three of us have analyzed the 

data and developing our own opinions, which later were become the foundation of the 

empirical findings. Thirdly, we have used theory triangulation by having several 

theories in the interpretation of studied area. Maintaining a chain of evidence will 

contribute to the construct validity since we have structured it to be correctly cited 

according to Harvard system, and the case study questions permeate the empirical data 

(Yin, 2014). 

 

Internal validity means that the result and the internal composition of the content should 

align with the reality, also the inference should clearly follow the premises stated 

previously (Yin, 2014). To gain internal validity, we have used logical models and 

matched our theoretically predicted findings to the empirical results. Yin (2014) argues 

that studying several cases and comparing the findings will add validity to the study, 

thus we have structured the studied cases independently and later matched the results 

against each other. To increase the internal validity, we developed explanation building 

by generating an general explanation which aligns with each individual case. 

 

External validity is targeting a case study’s simplification of the findings, by determine 

how ‘generalizable’ an analysis is to other cases (Yin, 2014). Constructing research 

questions based on ‘how’, we have increased the validity, also similar replication of the 

interviews so the cases studied predicts similar results; a literal replication. 
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Yin (2014), claims that reliability is a function of future researchers’ ability to achieve 

the same conclusion and findings as the conducted study, that is, if the same procedures 

were followed. The interviewed persons were asked the questions based upon our 

interview guide to achieve a genuine comparability with each other, however the 

interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way. Additionally, including the 

interview guide as an attachment will allow future researchers to duplicate the 

interviews, thus the aforementioned procedures increase the reliability of the study. 

 

3.6 The research process 

The research process was initiated with the formation of a literature review draft. 

Drawing from existing theoretical, two research questions were developed and the 

literature review was revised somewhat to better align with the research questions. 

These questions came to serve as a guideline for further theoretical adaptation and the 

formation of interview questions for the empirical data. The research questions were 

slightly reformulated throughout the process, though the underlying concept remained 

the same.  

 

A theoretical synthesis was continuously developed as theoretical material was 

collected. We deliberately avoided scheduling interviews with the case companies until 

the literature review was in an advanced stage. Relevant theoretical material were added 

later in the processes, in accordance with important empirical findings. The analysis was 

developed through a comparison of the empirical data and the theoretical synthesis. 

Subsequently, referring back to the research questions, conclusions were derived and 

outlined. Throughout the research process, we have gotten guidance from our 

supervisor, as well as constructive criticism and inspiration from seminars. 
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4. Empirics 

 

In the following chapter, the empirical framework is presented. For readability 

purposes, the material is divided based on case companies. The empiric material was 

gathered from: Norden Machinery AB, Beijing Tong Hao Plastics, IQF Frost AB, 

Läckeby Products AB and Polykemi AB. 

 

4.1 Norden Machinery AB 

Norden Machinery AB (NM) is a globally active company located in Kalmar, Sweden. 

They were founded in 1980 and are currently world leaders in the manufacturing of 

tube-filling machines. Since January 2004 Norden have been incorporated in the Sirius 

Machinery Group which is a part of the Coesia Group. The interview has been 

conducted with Hector Voicu, sales manager for China, amongst other areas. 

 

Voicu works on a daily basis with distributors, agents and subsidiaries on behalf of 

Norden Machinery (NM). His main assignments are to support the subsidiaries with 

technical and commercial projects. Together with the subsidiary, Voicu visits the 

Chinese customers intermittently. These visits are generally connected to either 

finishing an agreement or when visiting another company in a close-by region. 

According to Voicu , NM’s number one priority is to make sure that the customer get 

everything that is needed; he gives an example of the local staff arranging meetings with 

customers to discover further needs. The information is later given to Voicu who 

analyzes the situation and finds potential solutions. Voicu mentions that the NM 

employees in the subsidiary are mostly of Chinese origin which eases the barriers of 

cultural understanding and lessens communication difficulties. 

  

NM offers extensive after-sales service offerings for the purpose of solving issues 

related to their products e.g. machinery failures or providing relevant information as to 

how the machinery is run (Voicu). Voicu argue that the flexible user-friendly interface 

solutions provide value for the customer. He further states that Chinese customers 

generally value price and well-adjusted delivery times, highly.  

 

http://tyda.se/search/empirics?lang%5B0%5D=en&lang%5B1%5D=sv
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According to Voicu, establishing trust and cooperation is very important with Chinese 

customers, although he doesn’t see this as being particularly different from western 

customers. He argues that all relationships are seen as long term operations and that the 

customer should feel like they are taken care of. To insure customer satisfaction, NM 

has scheduled visits for three, six, nine and twelve months after a sale is finalized. He 

states that some customers only wish to deal with one person; one with who trust have 

been established. 

Voicu claims that another aspect of establishing trust is reliability, which he describes 

as keeping promises. He states that NM emphasizes realism when making promises, for 

example related to delivery time and the speed of which the machines can be run. He 

argues that some of their competitors promises too much, and subsequently cannot 

fulfill customer expectations. 

 

Voicu further mentions that, in larger projects and projects of higher dignity or 

importance, NM usually bring, for example, a technical director or an automation-

manager to meet with the customers. Customers that visit the Kalmar headquarters gets 

introduced to the CEO, the relevant market manager and other key personnel. Voicu 

argues that Chinese customers particularly appreciate meeting personnel that are on the 

same organizational level as themselves. They also appreciate Swedish personnel 

personally visiting them in China. Sales personnel usually make the first contacts and as 

the relationship deepens, Voicu as the sales manager, personally visits the customer. 

 

When asked what drives customer loyalty, Voicu primarily discussed customer 

satisfaction. He argues that NM tries to listen to the customer, be attentive and take 

actions. The customer needs to feel well taken care of. Examples of this could be NM 

providing missing parts as “goodwill”, testing new customer products with their 

machines and giving recommendations regarding the speed and settings of said 

machines, as well as recommend possible new upgrade machinery parts. 
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Having good relationships increases propensity of contact from the customer; this in 

turn brings NM more understanding regarding the customer needs. When visiting 

customers, Voicu usually inspects the workshop to gain an in-depth view of customer 

requirements and needs. He emphasizes guidance, and helping customers understand 

their own needs and suggest solutions. A strategy used is to present these ideas as if 

they came from the customers themselves (Voicu). 

 

According to Voicu, the demand of Swedish- and Chinese customers differ somewhat 

and there is a difference in “focus”. He argues that Chinese customers often have a 

short-term focus, e.g. that the customer have a specific product that they want to 

produce and they need a machine to do so. Swedish customers tend to have more of a 

long-term focus. However, he also clarifies that there are Chinese customers that also 

have a long-term focus and that this might be the result of an increasing availability of 

high quality education in China. Moreover, Chinese people nowadays speak English to 

a larger extent and that these people have spent time abroad and thus learned the 

Western mentality of doing business.  

 

Another cultural difference between Swedish- and Chinese customers mentioned by 

Voicu ,is that Swedish and western customers tend to be more straightforward 

concerning business matters, e.g. the demand, whereas Chinese customers often 

communicate demand more indirectly, often circulating their true intentions, putting a 

lot of pressure on NM to listen and identify these intentions. Voicu emphasizes the 

importance of not making Chinese individuals lose their face, as he views it to be an 

important cultural aspect. 

 

According to Voicu, adaptation to the Chinese culture is not really difficult, as he 

argues that flexibility and adaptation are necessary in this line of work. Voicu explains 

that NM have Chinese sales personnel located in China, whom guides NM and informs 

the company how to act and what to do whilst operating on the Chinese market.  
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Voicu has a negative view towards gift giving as a cultural aspect and explains that NM, 

to his knowledge, have not been offered any gifts, nor offered any gifts to its Chinese 

customers as he believes that this is something that are frown upon by the Chinese 

multinational companies. However he explained that that the company in combination 

with meetings can give the customer for example pens or a USB flash drive with the 

information on. 

 

4.2 Beijing Tong Hao Plastics 

Beijing Tong Hao Plastics is a plastic manufacturer operating on the Chinese market, 

selling plastic crates. Their main customer base consisted of food producing companies. 

The company was founded in 2011, when the Swedish firm, Swedpac Pro Green fused 

with the Taiwanese company Beijing Tong Hao, forming a joint-venture: Beijing Tong 

Hao Plastics (BTH). The interview has been conducted with Daniel Hedebäck, former 

co-owner of Swedpac Pro Green,  

 

Hedebäck currently works as an investment manager. During his time as owner his 

main role in the company were supporting all positions in the business to build a stable 

company. 

 

The reason, according to Hedebäck, for the necessity of a joint-venture was that Beijing 

Tong Hao had extensive market knowledge and experience through their 20 year 

Chinese market presence, thereby eliminating the need for agents. BTH had, throughout 

the venture, virtually all responsibility concerning interactions with the Chinese 

customers; the Swedish managers were not highly involved. Hedebäck argues that the 

Chinese customers value personal contact and that BTH had key account managers for 

improvement of relationship management, however this was unsuccessful; he suggested 

that the reason might have been that the small size of their company made them less 

interesting to the customers. He strongly emphasizes the valuation of good relationships 

by the Chinese.  
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According to Hedebäck, the biggest difference between Western and Chinese customers 

was the ‘relationship focus’. In Sweden, for example, you often start with business and 

then later on this might evolve into a friendship, while in China it is the other way 

around. He further stated that even though you might a good relationship, he never 

really felt that he became friends with the Chinese customers, he said this might have to 

do with the language barrier and the lack of knowledge about Sweden and Europe from 

the Chinese contacts, thus a lot of the shallow small talk needed to form a personal 

relationship got somewhat lost and the relationship became stale. However, the Chinese 

counterparts became more open over time, although he perceives this to be a general 

relationship evolvement, not limited to Chinese relationships (Hedebäck). To ensure 

customer satisfaction, BTH tried to listen carefully to the customer, solving quality 

deficiencies promptly, thorough product quality control and responding quickly to 

customer contacts via phone, email etc. 

 

Hedebäck gives an example of how Swedish businesses would give each other a second 

chance if something should go wrong, if they had a good and long relationship together. 

However in China, he felt that they did not give you another chance. Hedebäck argues 

that BTH created customer loyalty primarily through a reliable product quality and 

dependable delivery times, responding and resolving product issues quickly, although 

he argues that this was not substantially different from his experience with western 

customers. He argues that for BTH, personal connections mattered less than the 

aforementioned factors. Hedebäck further argues that reliability is important within 

personal connections and cited examples such as, preparedness prior to meetings and 

not showing up late. 
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Trust was an issue; Hedebäck explained a dynamic in which no one trusted one another, 

not even co-workers or the partner companies. Hedebäck explained that alcohol was 

connected with trust, as he was viewed as more trustworthy when he participated in 

drinking alcohol during get-togethers. Hedebäck found it comparatively difficult to 

learn about the customers organizations in China than in western countries, due to lack 

of public information e.g. the names of owners, websites, annual reports and more. 

Thus, such research had to be conducted through personal connections and 

conversations. A prevalent intercultural communication issue was the unwillingness of 

Chinese persons to ‘lose face’ (Hedebäck). He illustrates this by explaining that they 

tend to talk around problems; rather than being more frank about issues. They 

knowingly say that they can deal with it, even though they can't fulfill their promises. 

This makes communication more difficult, although Hedebäck learned rather quickly 

how to manage this. 

 

Concerning guanxi, Hedebäck states that there is a lot of different views, some people 

view it as bribes and some people do not, however he states that his personal view of 

guanxi as a concept is that it enables a bribe-culture. Small gift giving was prevalent 

from customers and the Taiwanese part owners. Larger bribes too, were often demanded 

from customers; one potential client demanded a new luxury car in exchange for a 

contract. “If we [the Swedish managers] had not been there, surely they [the customer] 

would have got it [the car]” (Hedebäck, 110514). According to Hedebäck, the Swedish 

management did not offer, nor take bribes and the actions of the Taiwanese part-owners 

were out of their control. 

4.3 IQF Frost AB 

IQF Frost AB (IQF) is a company located in Malmö, Sweden. The company was 

founded in 1999 and produces and sells high quality and efficient freezers to e.g. food 

processing companies all over the world. The interview has been conducted with Salina 

Liang, whom is the Area Sales Manager for the Chinese market. 
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Liang describes IQF products as prestigious; being of high quality and high price. The 

main characteristic that differentiates IQF freezers is that they cause the lowest 

dehydration of food content on the market. Dehydration equals a loss of weight and 

money. Furthermore, IQF provide comparatively small but high capacity freezers 

(Liang). A large degree of IQF business is provided via repeat orders from former 

customers (Liang). 

 

Their ambition is to have very good after-sales service offers, such as swiftly shipping 

needed spare parts (Liang). All machinery is customizable and tailor made to suit the 

customer’s needs. Liang emphasizes valuing the customers i.e. making them happy 

during the after-sales period. IQF provides information regarding the set-up of the 

machinery, potential adjustments and the updates of software. However, IQF has nearly 

no actual after sales of products in China. She argues that their Chinese customers care 

little about the after-sales of products; but rather the ability to maintain capacity in the 

short-term. 

 

Liang states that IQF are relatively new on the Chinese market and sell directly to 

companies that are freezing fruits, vegetables and seafood.  She continues by explaining 

that they do not have agents in China since it is difficult to control. Another problem is 

finding a person with suitable technological background and communicative skills that 

consistently updates the headquarters.  

 

According to Liang the business relationships in China and the private life are more 

integrated than in Sweden. She adds that the Chinese customers appreciate personal 

contacts more than Swedish customers. Liang states that, in China, trust levels between 

two new acquaintances are usually very low. “They choose not to trust you, until you 

deserve their trust” (Liang, 130514) She argues that this is the opposite of trust in the 

western world, wherein people choose to believe the counterpart and that he or she is a 

good person, without a second agenda thus trust is assumed, until one party undermines 

that trust. She emphasizes that having good personal relationships is vital for 

establishing trustworthy business relationships. She states that loyalty differs between 

Swedish- and Chinese firms in the sense that Swedish customers tend to be more loyal 

than Chinese ones, on the condition that the business aspect of the relationship is good. 
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IQF tries to learn about their customer needs by gathering information about their 

current freezer(s) via personal visits and conversations.  She gives an example of 

vegetables that does not exist in Sweden, are tested so the freezer can be adapted to the 

customers needs, concerning what equipment and processes are needed. 

 

As Sales manager, Liang is often involved with customer contacts, including in the after 

sales period. Such contact, she claims, creates word of mouth advertising, which she 

argues is a valuable tool for creating future sales. Liang gives the example of taking the 

customers out for dinner. Customers recommending IQF products are valued higher 

than IQF marketing efforts, as they are more convincing and believable (Liang). She 

cites an example of arrangements, in which potential customers can visit old IQF 

customers to inspect and test their products in real time. When Chinese customers visit 

Europe, Liang often tries to convince them to visit the Swedish headquarters and 

factory. She argues that this helps the flow of mutually shared information. She also 

advises the Chinese customers of potential exhibitions and helps them finding buyers 

within her network. 

 

Liang does most of the customer contacts herself; the Swedish managers only 

sporadically visit China. She believes the Swedish management team to have a 

difference in focus; they want to see immediate results and somewhat fails to see the 

long term value of relationship building. She states that she has considerable freedom of 

operation; the Swedish management trusts her opinion and operations, although she 

thinks that IQF should engage in more company visits and activities on the Chinese 

market. 

 

According to Liang, the Chinese business culture puts more emphasis on relationships 

than in the Swedish business culture. She explains that if the Chinese customer does not 

like you, they will not conduct any business with you and thus, you need to build up the 

personal relationship. This will result in more information exchanges and other mutual 

benefits e.g. helping the counterpart to find new potential customers. Liang believes the 

Swedish mentality to be more focused on sales and results rather than focusing on the 

personal relationship, something that she believes to be necessary to build trustworthy 

relationships when dealing with Chinese customers. 



  
 

35 

According to Liang, guanxi is the basis of all relationships and closely connected to 

networking, she believes the fundamentality to be; what you can provide for you 

counterpart and what your counterpart can provide for you. She further states that she is 

trying to get her boss to understand the value and concept of relationships from the 

Chinese point of view, and have suggested that the company, for example, buy some 

French wine for their Chinese customers as she believes that this would be highly 

appreciated and a way to get introduced to the counterparts connections. “This [gift-

giving] is a way to maintain business” (Liang, 130514). Liang reckon that the company 

should buy gifts for their Chinese customers, however she explains that the company on 

some occasions can consider gifts to be bribes and they are therefore unwilling to cross 

this fine line, however gifts of low value are considered acceptable. Liang also feels that 

the company would benefit from visiting already existing customers to a bigger extent, 

to show the companies that they care about them. She further states that one should also 

take an interest in their personal life and gives the example of knowing whose daughter 

goes to university, holiday plans etc. 

 

4.4 Läckeby Products AB 

Läckeby Products AB (LP) is located in Kalmar, Sweden and is a subsidiary of Läckeby 

Water Group, which offers construction, development and manufacturing of products 

for processing waste water and production of biogas. Their main markets are 

Scandinavia and China. The interview has been conducted with Robert Holm, 

marketing and sales manager, responsible for the Chinese market. 

 

LP manufactures high end products for a high cost segment (Holm). He deems that low 

costs are prioritized in the vast majority of industry related projects in China; LP sells 

mainly to special projects where high end products are demanded. All products are more 

or less customized for the customers’ needs, and this differentiates LP somewhat on the 

Chinese market. LP does not have any service offerings related to their products 

(Holm). He argues that the customer greatly values the process knowledge- and quality 

concerning the products and believes this combination to be key for generating the 

purchases. 
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Holm explains that in China they work with a domestic distributor to reach the Chinese 

customers and that the distributor has contacts with design institutes whom they work 

closely with to design and operationalize the projects. He states that having just one 

distributor makes it easier to maintain a good relationship and also include other 

benefits such as easy payments. Thus, they do not use agents. He explains that the 

distributer provide knowledge and support for understanding of how the Chinese 

customer thinks and what they want.  

 

On one occasion, LP had major problems with an installation which required extensive 

repair efforts. However, this incident did not have a major long-term impact on the 

relationship. Holm believes that undergoing such an experience together has 

strengthened the relationship; working towards a common understanding made both 

parties satisfied in the end. 

 

Holm  perceive the Chinese business culture to value the business related aspect more in 

the relationship start-up phase than the Europeans; these aspects acts like a stepping 

stone from which a personal relationship should be built. In Europe, he argues, the 

personal and business aspects go hand in hand. Holm explains that since LP only works 

with one distributor, and the fact that its CEO has previously worked in Europe and 

knows the European way of doing business, LP does not experience any major cultural 

differences within this relationship. 

 

LP tries to strengthen the personal bonds of the relationships through some personal 

visits; Holm states that he visits China 2-3 times every year. Currently, LP has little 

contact with the end-customers, other than some general visits and contact conducted 

through e-mail and phone conversations. Holm is responsible for most of the customer 

contacts; other management personnel does not need to be highly involved. After sales, 

LP maintains regular contact to see whether the customer needs additional assistance 

(Holm).  
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Holm declares trust to be an important aspect. He believes that the Chinese customers 

trust LP on the basis of LP’s knowledge and, he emphasizes, a track-record of 

delivering on their promises. He deems that being realistic when making promises is a 

large part of why the distributor relationship is good. If and when a realization that such 

a promise might not be fulfilled arise, LP instantly contacts the distributor and offers a 

different solution, due to its good relationship, another mutual agreement can be agreed 

upon (Holm) 

 

At one point, LP hired a new employee for Holm’s current role, whom Holm argues 

didn’t have enough experience and knowledge necessary for that role. This lead to an 

inability for LP to deliver the desired knowledge, thus damaging the relationship. Holm 

describes this situation as “…a huge mess” (Holm, 160514). During the time period, 

wherein the relationship was fallible, trust in LP was undermined (Holm). As a 

consequence of this, the relationship became more formal; both parties were “…on the 

edge” (Holm, 160514), and borderline calls went against LP. The distributor’s interest 

and involvement lessened. Holm eventually replaced this person, resulting in a 

restoration of the relationship. He states that the distributor was not particularly 

rancorous. Holm could not recall any example of a time where the personal relationship 

was damaged. He believes that the bulk of the relationship structure is on the business 

side; the personal relationship is secondary. 

 

Holm believes that the Chinese concept of loyalty differs from the Swedes in the sense 

that, in Sweden, a customer may switch suppliers more willingly than in China, should 

they deliver more attractive products or pricing. In China, customers value the 

relationship more, especially the business relationship [In LP’s case]. Furthermore, 

Holm believes that Chinese customers appreciate a high degree of relationship 

involvement and commitment to the relationship over the long term. According to 

Holm, this is in contrast with the Swedish view, which tends to be more short term 

oriented; high involvement and commitment often fades over time. 
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Holm have the perception that it is not comparatively more difficult to do business with 

China, given that you have the ‘know how’. He gives the example of the importance of 

being very clear in the communication with the Chinese counterpart, to thoroughly state 

what is included and what is not. Holm states that being trustworthy is the best way to 

strengthen relationship ties e.g. being precise and clear regarding what LP can deliver. 

 

Holm explains that in Europe we have a ‘rule of thumb’ of what the expectation are and 

further states that this ‘rule of thumb’ is not transferrable when dealing with China. He 

argues that this is why precise communication is of great importance. Holm argues that 

if you consider this, the procedure will most likely run smoothly. Holm also explains 

the importance of knowing who the boss is during meetings, as only this person has the 

authority to make the decisions; this differs from Sweden. Holm further explains that it 

is important to be a bit more defensive when interacting with Chinese customers, as 

causing a Chinese person to lose his or hers face is viewed as disrespectful. Holm was 

unaware of the Chinese concept guanxi, but explains that, for example, gift giving exists 

in the sense of small gift being brought in conjunction with visits. These gifts could, for 

example, be gruel, candy and products of similar character. Holm does not view these 

gifts to be bribes, but rather a low cost way of showing gratitude and appreciation in the 

relationship. 

 

4.5 Polykemi AB 

 

Polykemi is a family owned company with its headquarters located in Ystad, Sweden. It 

was founded in 1968 and produce plastic raw-material for manufacturing industries, 

such as the automotive- and telecom industry. The interview was conducted with 

Magnus Lindahl, general manager for Polykemi’s subsidiary in Shanghai, China. 

 

Lindahl moved to China in 2005, simultaneously with the establishment of Polykemi’s 

subsidiary. His main responsibilities are business development, sales, and function as 

controller of processes and procedures. Lindahl is involved during e.g. larger pricing 

negotiations and quality issues.   
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Lindahl states that using agents in China will decrease the controllability over the 

product’s quality; thus misuse of Polykemi’s brand may occur. As an example, previous 

customers changed the content and used the packaging of Polykemi’s bags and 

exploited the brand reputation by creating counterfeit products; consequently agents are 

not used. 

 

Lindahl claims that a salesman- and  purchaser relationship in China has a significant 

focus on the personal relationship and product pricing, thus he argue that Chinese 

relationships are significantly deeper than e.g. Swedish relationships. He also explains 

that relationships with Chinese customers have to do with mutual benefits; if you 

scratch my back, i will scratch yours. He finds that, when a relationship is good, 

potential issues are resolved rather easily and quickly Lindahl explains that Chinese 

firms tend to be less loyal towards suppliers than Swedish firms. He further argues that 

in China, loyalty in a relationship between a salesman and a purchaser is mainly 

dependent on price and the personal relationship in question. “The only thing that 

hinders a customer from changing [supplier] is the personal relationship with the 

salesman” (Lindahl, 190514). He states that Polykemi’s salesmen are their greatest 

asset on the Chinese market. He further explains that a salesperson in Sweden likely 

manages 20-30 customers, whereas a salesman in China can manage a maximum of 10 

customers due to the extensive time needed to maintain the relationship, he continues by 

stating generally the sales persons are in office 1-2 days a week, the remaining time is 

spent on customer visits. Lindahl exemplifies engaging in activities himself to improve 

personal connection, e.g. playing badminton, taking footbaths and cooking crabs 

together. Concerning after-sale service, Polykemi offers the customer technical support 

and troubleshooting. He additionally gives an example that they have different 

cooperative projects with customers, which he argues, develops the business’ product. 
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Lindahl states that trust and reliability is important on a personal- and business level. He 

connects this to the concept of ‘losing face’ and the importance of the perception of 

doing a good job. From a Chinese point of view they do not want you to find flaws in 

their work. However, he states that on-the-job dishonesty is viewed differently and is 

more accepted in China than in Sweden. Personnel from all levels, in all firms may take 

advantage of situations. “It is normal [in China] to try making money where money can 

be made” (Lindahl, 190514). Controlling this is very difficult as Lindahl personally 

have to check up on personnel and making sure what is being sold and bought plus that 

the subsequent payments are legit. Polykemi tries to restrain this by having oversight 

over their purchasing- and selling departments. Lindahl experiences this to be amongst 

the largest issues with working in China, as it is very time- and effort consuming. 

 Lindahl states that Chinese firms often want considerably more guarantees with regards 

to the contracts. Certificates and tests are demanded more highly than during 

negotiations with Swedish firms. 

 

Normally, conflicts with customers arise over things like pricing, quality issues and so 

forth (Lindahl). He claims that there are very few personal conflicts between Polykemi 

and their customers, however he explains that when he was new and relatively 

inexperienced on the Chinese market, he had some issues with intercultural 

communication. For example, he visited customers, whom he argues had unfounded 

complaints or reclamation demands. Being a bit self-critical, he states that in such 

situations, he is sometimes too direct in his communication by stating his opinions, 

straining the personal relationship (Lindahl). He refers to this as more of a ‘Swedish 

behavior’. To prevent such communication issues, he emphasizes the importance of 

being attentive and learning the Chinese culture, especially the fact that no argument 

can have a definitive looser and that both sides have maintain their dignity. He argues 

that, over time, such communication issues has lessened. He speculates that this is due 

to western influences and the fact that a younger generation is replacing the older one. 
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Lindahl states that there is a difference in business ethics between the Swedish- and 

Chinese business culture. He further explains that he perceives the company to 

be”crippled” compared to Chinese competitors in the industry, in the sense that they 

exploits bribes and ‘money under the table’ to help secure deals, something that 

Polykemi does not do (Lindahl). He explains that Polykemi offers products that their 

Chinese competitors cannot supply and that there is a demand for these products; hence 

there is no need for bribes in order to get sales. However, Lindahl further explains that 

when it comes to products that many competitors can produce, bribes are often needed 

to make a sale. 

 

Lindahl states that the company gives small gifts to customers, organizations and 

agencies with which they are highly involved. This occurs primarily on two occasions a 

year;  in combination with the Chinese new year and the ‘moon festival’. These gifts 

could be for example gift-vouchers and fruits, but never cash. Besides these occasions, 

he explains that sometimes the company has bought, for example, crabs in conjunction 

with customer visits. However, he explains that the company is trying to stay away from 

gift-giving to any large extent, as he believes that if you do this, word will spread to 

other customers, distributors etc. whom will then demand the same treatment.     

 

Lindahl explains ‘guanxi’ as a very difficult concept to define with words, but 

simplified, it could be explained as the way Chinese people work by exploiting contacts 

in their network; Chinese people is very good at doing this. When asked how this 

concept influences the company’s business relationships, he states that ‘guanxi’ 

influences everything the company does and all interactions, even if it is subliminal and 

the concept very complex. “Guanxi is like an onion, the more layers I peel off and look 

at, the less I understand” (Lindahl, 190514). He continues by explaining that it is vital 

to understand the importance of this concept and how much it actually influences all 

aspects of business. In Europe, we have our relationships with colleagues and suppliers, 

but there is so many more layers in China (Lindahl). 
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5. Analysis 

In the following chapter, the empirical material and the theoretical framework is 

compared and interlinked. The structure is divided into two parts, based on the research 

questions. In the first segment, managing business relationships and relationship 

quality, whereas the last segment relates to the cultural impacts on business 

relationships. 

 

5.1 Business relationships 

According to Ford, et al (2011), need uncertainty refers to a customer’s problem of 

identifying their needs. The complement to need uncertainty is the suppliers’ problem 

solving ability; using the relationship to design, innovate and develop a solution for the 

customer. All respondents mentions that recognizing needs within the relationship 

generates information, which later can be utilized for providing a solution to the 

customer. For example, Holm argues that their distributor generates an understanding of 

Chinese customers, moreover stating that the products are more or less customized to 

the customers’ needs. The aforementioned activities also connects to Fords et al’s 

(2011) theories of high involvement by recognizing needs and providing a 

solution.  High-involvement is characterized as being of high importance for 

organizational development and obtaining knowledge which could later be utilized as a 

part of product development (Ford et al, 2011). 

Voicu, Hedebäck, Holm and Liang are all collaborating and communicating 

continuously with their customers to improve and adapt their products; this connects to 

Ford, et al’s (2011) suppliers’ problem solving ability and High involvement. Therefore, 

they align with Ford, et al (2011) description of customer and supplier relationships; 

interacting with their customer and in order to adapt and develop their own products, 

services and operations. 
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Voicu, Liang, Hedebäck, and Lindahl reports that their companies have multiple 

relationships with Chinese customers. A large amount of IQF Frost’s sales are repeat 

purchases from previous customers. This implies that some of IQF Frost’s relationships 

have the characteristics of being somewhat simple. Simple relationships are defined by 

Ford, et al (2011) as involving repetitive purchases and a simple interaction. However, 

IQF frosts relationship interaction is not simple, despite repetitive orders. This is likely 

due to the complex nature of Chinese business culture, wherein social aspects are highly 

intertwined with the business culture. Therefore; loyal customers require complex 

interactions. 

 

Läckeby products is exclusively working with one distributer, thus Läckeby products’ 

revenue from China becomes heavily dependent on the relationship between the 

counterparts. The distributor also functions as an information provider; LP’s 

relationship aligns with Ford, et al’s (2011) definition of an important relationship. The 

characteristic, Important relationship, is defined as the relationship is major contributor 

to the sales, purchases or the development of the business (Ford, 2011). All respondent 

states activities that include interactions with customers to adapt, thus we connect that it 

follows Douglas et, al (2012) statement that interactions and involvement co-create 

value for the service/product. 

 

We distinguish that all respondents has a high involvement with Chinese customers and 

that this is also reflected upon the suppliers’ problem solving ability. This enables 

companies to learn about their customers and their needs, which all the interview 

persons been emphasizing. We believe that learning about your customers will create a 

closer relationship, minimizing the uncertainties and issues between the parties. 

 

Läckerby Products relationships differs from the other respondents in ford et al 

description of relationship characteristics, since the distributor is a major contributor for 

their sales in china. The distributor is also the main information provider of the Chinese 

end-customers’ needs. Holm states that having just one distributor makes it easier to 

maintain a good relationship and also include other benefits such as easy payments. 
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5.2 Managing relationship over time 

Ivens, et al (2013) suggests that socialization mechanisms are a requirement for 

achieving a close relationship. All respondents mentions non-business activities 

conducted for the purpose of improving the personal relationships. For example, Liang 

mentions taking the customers out for dinner and Lindahl cooks crabs, play badminton 

and takes footbaths with customers. 

 

Formal adaptation is when parities of a relationship show commitment by conducting a 

meeting/social event (Ford, et al, 2011).  All respondents have conducted 

meetings/social event to improve the relationship, thus investing in the relationship. For 

example, Hedebäck attended ‘get-togethers’ as a function of establishing trust. This is in 

accordance with Mavondo & Rodrigo (2001), who argue that social bonding generate  

All respondents reports different procedures of cooperating with their customers, 

however all companies work with continues investments to adapt and develop the 

relationships, e.g. Norden Machinery ensures the customer maintains satisfied by 

conducting scheduled visits and Liang personally visits China regularly. We distinguish 

that the majority of the companies’ business relationships aligns with the characteristics 

of Ford, et al’s (2011) the development stage. The development stage is a growing stage 

where the parties in a relationship do investments. It is common, for both parties, to 

outline what kinds of investments and adaptations the parties want in the relationship. 

Additionally, Holm gives the example of having an operation procedure that requires 

cooperation between the businesses to solve a problem, which aligns with the stable 

stage; reaching a point of stability in the relationship which allows the parties to 

standardize norms, operating procedures and trust. 

 

It can be argued that the majority of the respondents relationships are in the 

development stage of their relationships with Chinese customers. However, Läckeby 

Products relationship can also be connected with stable stage in the sense that they 

informally adaption to the relationship, thereby indicating a huge commitment to the 

counterpart. Furthermore, all respondents formally adapt to their relationships, thus 

showing commitment. However, Läckeby Products’ relationship includes informal 

adaptation through the acceptance by the distributor of changes in agreements. By 

informally adapting to the relationship, a firm commits even stronger to the counterpart.  
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We argue that the reason why the majority of relationships can be considered to be in 

the development stage has to do with the continuous interaction and social maintenance 

needed in China in order to maintain a good relationship. Thus, reaching the stable 

stage is very difficult, especially when involved with multiple relationships. The reason 

Läckeby Products relationship with their distributor can be considered as being in the 

stable stage, is that Läckeby can solely focus on the one relationship. Also, this 

distributor has owners with European business experience, thereby reducing some need 

for complex intercultural interactions. 

5.3 Relationship Quality 

5.3.1 Trust 

 

Trust is fundamental for the development of successful business- to business 

relationships (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). Trust is categorized in two dimensions by 

Lindskold (1978); Credibility, i.e. reliability, and Benevolence; a party’s interest in 

seeking mutual benefits. Having credible and benevolent partners reduce risk (Ulaga & 

Eggert, 2006). 

All interviewed respondents claim that trust is a very important aspect in Chinese 

business relationships. Voicu, Holm and Lindahl strongly connect trust to being reliable 

within the business aspect, i.e. reliable product quality, delivery etc. For example, Holm 

argues that trust is predominantly a consequence of being precise, clear and realistic 

regarding what Läckeby Products can deliver. This is in accordance with Voicu who 

also equates trust with keeping- and being realistic when making promises. Thus, there 

are parallels between the empiric material and Ford et al’s (2011) theory of supplier 

fulfillment ability. Furthermore, we draw connections to Lee & Dawes (2005), who 

argue for the importance of honoring verbal agreements and promises in a Chinese 

context. Liang, Lindahl, Voicu and Hedebäck recognize that, in order to obtain trust, 

one must have a good personal relationship. This underpins Lee & Dawes (2005) 

research which connects interpersonal relationships with trust.  
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Voicu claims that some Chinese customers only wish to deal with one particular person 

with whom trust have been built. The importance of personal relationships is further 

emphasized by Liang, who states that if a Chinese customer does not like you he or she 

will not conduct any business with you. Both Liang and Hedebäck further states that 

Chinese customers value personal contact more than Swedish customers. We can 

distinguish that the respondents draw connections between having a good personal 

relationship and trust-building. Furthermore, trust is viewed as highly important. The 

respondents predominantly connected trust to being reliable in the business aspects of 

the relationship.  Liang sees a stark contrast concerning how trust is built between China 

and Sweden: In Sweden, people give each other the benefit of the doubt; therefore 

initial trust exists, until potential events undermine this. In China, people chose not to 

trust new acquaintances until you’ve earned their trust. This underpins the notion that 

one must invest time and effort into personal relationship building. 

 

Hedebäck, Lindahl and Holm, expressed some issues related to trust. Hedebäck outlined 

relationship dynamics wherein no one fully trusted one another. Their Chinese 

customers and partner firms consistently tried to deceive to gain advantages. Lindahl 

have somewhat similar experiences. He depicts a culture wherein making money, even 

though deceptive and corrupt ways, is normalized and not stigmatized in the same way 

as in Sweden. This somewhat contrasts the view of Hofstede’s (2010) cultural 

dimension of collectivism versus individualism, wherein China ranks as collectivist, and 

should therefore care less about personal gain. A possible explanation for this is that 

Hofstede’s dimensions primarily concerns national culture and is thus not directly 

applicable to the B2B field. 

 

The concept of Benevolence by Lindskold (1978), is related to interest in the other 

parties welfare, especially after a sale has been made. All respondents emphasized the 

importance of making the customer satisfied during the after-sales time period. The 

actual nature of how this was done differed somewhat; this is likely due to the differing 

nature of the individual firms and what kind of products they supply. We interpret these 

replies as if all case-companies highly values and tries to act benevolent visa vie their 

Chinese customers. Furthermore, according to all respondents, such activities are an 

important aspect of creating customer satisfaction. 
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5.3.2 Customer satisfaction 

Customer satisfaction arises from perceived performance and other variables such as 

expected performance (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006). There is a link between customer 

satisfaction and customer loyalty (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Ulaga & Eggert, 2006; 

Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Yin Lam et. Al, 2004; Bovik, 2004) as well as customer 

recommendation via word of mouth communication (Lam et. al, 2004). 

 

All respondents strongly emphasized the importance of customer satisfaction and 

maintained after-sale contacts. Extensive service offerings were a common theme, as all 

but Polykemi, due to the nature of their products (Lindahl), had service offers to insure 

customer satisfaction. This indicates a connection between customer satisfaction and 

Ford, et, al’s theory of (2011) high involvement relationships. In accordance with 

aforementioned theories, the respondents generally drew connections between customer 

satisfaction and loyalty, although the emphasis differed as Liang and Lindahl argued 

that pricing and the personal relationship were stronger drivers of loyalty. In accordance 

with Lam, et al (2004), Liang expressed an increase in word of mouth recommendations 

from satisfied customers. 

 

We can distinguish that all respondents highly value and work extensively with creating 

and maintaining customer satisfaction, including after a sale has been made. Having 

satisfied customers increase propensity of repeat orders and thereby customer loyalty, 

something that all respondents emphasized. We can thereby see that high involvement 

and high commitment generates customer satisfaction. Personal contact is something all 

respondent uses as a way to maintain and strengthen the relationships. For 

example, Voicu explains that Norden Machinery has scheduled visits, three, six and 

twelve months after a finalized sale. Also Holm, Liang and Lindahl sporadically visits, 

although most customer interaction of Polykemi is handled by the Chinese sale 

personnel. This aligns with Mavondo & Rodrigo (2001), who argue that personal 

relationships are an important aspect of interorganizational commitment.  

 

We can distinguish that the case-companies shows commitment in their relationships 

through interactions, personal visits and the creation of personal relationships. We have 

previously established that all case-companies have high involvement relationships, and 

can thereby see connections to high commitment. 
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5.3.2 Customer Loyalty 

Customer loyalty is viewed to be of utmost importance for B2B firms, including their 

business performance (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007; Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Ulaga 

& Eggert, 2006). Customer loyalty relates to a firm’s ability to retain customers over 

time, encouragement of additional sales, maintenance of the relationship and customer 

advocacy (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). Customer loyalty has two aspects; psychological 

attachment and willingness to repurchase and maintain the relationship. Research 

shows a distinct link between trust, customer loyalty and commitment (Rauyruen & 

Miller, 2007; Gounaris, 2005) 

 

Hedebäck stated that from his experience, customer loyalty was predominantly 

connected to business performance aspects such as reliable product quality and 

dependable delivery times. The personal relationship was of lesser importance. Holm 

and Voicu also experienced the business relationship to be a stronger driver of customer 

loyalty. Lindahl and Holm both agree that pricing is amongst the most important aspect 

of customer loyalty in China.  

 

Liang and Lindahl s emphasizes the importance of having a good personal relationship 

as a driver of customer loyalty. “The only thing that hinders a customer from changing 

[supplier] is the personal relationship with the salesman” (Lindahl, 190514). This 

statement aligns with Lee & Dawes (2005) who claim that personal trust with sales 

personnel is a great predictor of customer loyalty.  

 

Three out of five respondents thereby argue that relationship quality concerning the 

business relationship is more important than the personal connections.  A possible 

explanation for this difference in emphasis, is that Lindahl and Liang, has lived in China 

a number of years and thus, we argue, have more experience of the Chinese business 

culture. Therefore, the answers show a division, as more experience on the Chinese 

market equals greater emphasis on the personal relationships. 

 

The answers of Lindahl/Liang and Holm contrast each other, as their views differ on 

loyalty differences. Holm states that Swedish customers may switch suppliers more 

willingly than Chinese customers, as the Chinese value the relationship more. Lindahl 

and Liang argue the opposite; that Chinese firms tend to be less loyal than the Swedish. 



  
 

49 

Liang adds that Swedish customers are more loyal on the condition that the business 

aspects of the relationship are good. Holm’s differing answer may be on the basis that 

Läckeby Products are sold in conjunction with projects where price is less of a priority. 

Also, Läckeby Products works with a very limited number of customers. The gathered 

empiric material thereby indicates that Swedish customers tend to be more loyal than 

Chinese customers on the condition that the business aspects of the relationship are 

good. 

 

All respondents understand the importance of relationship quality, and they all work, 

more or less, with enhancing it. The empiric material indicates interconnectedness with 

regards to relationship quality and the Chinese business culture, wherein the 

characteristics of relationship quality is personal in its nature, rather than organizational. 

This is in accordance with Ramström, (2005) and Lee, et al, (2006), who argue that 

Western business relationships are typically organization-to-organization, whereas the 

Chinese equivalents tend to be person-to-person.  

 

5.4 Cultural characteristics of Chinese business relationships  

 

In China, business relationships are built on strong personal relationships (Ramström, 

2005). Jansson (1987) compare the Chinese emotional involvement in a relationship 

with the ‘heart’ and the Nordic, less emotional involvement with relationship as the 

‘brain’. The understanding of the importance of relationships in China is something all 

respondents seem to be aware of. Hedebäck, states that he views the difference in 

‘relationship focus’ to be one of the biggest cultural differences between Western- and 

Chinese customers. He continues with explaining that in Sweden you often start with 

the business aspect of the relationship and with time this relationship might evolve into 

a friendship. He argues that these two are reversed in China; that you often start with 

building up a friendship before doing business. This difference in focus is something 

Liang also mentions, as she argues that the Swedish management team of IQF Frost 

somewhat fails to see the long term value of relationship building with Chinese 

customers, and that they instead are focused on sales and immediate results. This aligns 

with Hofstede's dimension collectivism vs. individualism wherein China is classified as 

a collectivist culture and Sweden as having an individualistic culture.  
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Terawatanavong & Quazi (2006) states the motivation of nurturing the well-being of 

relationships in a collectivist culture. However Holm perceive the Chinese customers to 

value the business related aspects more in the ‘start-up phase’ than Europeans and that 

these business aspects acts like a stepping stone from which a personal relationship 

should be built, he further argues that he views the business and personal aspects of 

relationships to go more ‘hand in hand’ in Europe. 

 

We distinguish the difference in perception between Liang/Hedebäck and Holm; how to 

form the relationship with Chinese customers in the beginning of the relationship, to be 

in direct correlation with how the different companies work with Chinese relationships 

and their individual exposure of the Chinese national culture. Since Holm only work 

with one Chinese distributor and the fact that the CEO of this distributor have 

experience of the European business culture, Holm’s perception of the general Chinese 

business relationships might not be as transferable to the actual general view, but rather 

specific to the relationship of the one distributor. His perception differs from Liang and 

Hedebäck’s view of general Chinese business relationships, which can be considered to 

be more accurate as these two have been more exposed to the actual Chinese culture; 

Liang as a Chinese national citizen and Hedebäck as having more experience of Chinese 

business relationships than Holm. 

 

Holm states that it is important to know who the boss is during a meeting, as this person 

is the only one with authority to make decisions. This aligns with Hofstede’s (2010) 

power distance dimension, on which China is ranked high, suggesting a view in which 

inequalities and power abuse as acceptable. Voicu explains that Chinese customers 

appreciate meeting personnel whom are on the same organizational level as themselves. 
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Hofstede (2010) rates China as a highly pragmatic culture. We find that the aspect most 

applicable to B2B relationships is time-orientation; long- versus short term, where 

China ranks as highly long-term oriented and Sweden as short-term oriented. This view 

is shared by Holm and Liang who also believe that this is in contrasts with the Swedish 

business culture, where short term results are highly valued. A Hedebäck statement 

somewhat contrast this view, as he claims that Chinese firms often do not give second 

chances, whereas Swedish ones are more inclined to this. Although in a product context, 

Voicu states that Norden Machinery’s Chinese customers often have a short-term focus 

whereas Swedish firms tend to have a longer term focus. The respondents thereby 

disagree somewhat as to the time-orientation of Chinese relationships. 

 

Even though Hofstede’s (2010) dimensions were not created for the purpose of studying 

culture in a B2B context, we still find some aspects applicable. The power distance is 

something that separates the two countries, as China has a hierarchical decision-making 

structure and Sweden more of a lateral decision-making structure (Hofstede, 2010). 

Also the time aspect of the pragmatic dimension can be applicable to a B2B context as 

Holm and Liang view Chinese customers as having more of a long-term focus 

considering the relationship building process, although Voicu claims that they have a 

short-term focus when it comes to product purchasing. This is something that most 

respondents view as different from the Swedish time-focus, where the orientation is 

reversed. Hedebäck’s statement regarding second chances can possibly be explained by 

the imitable nature of BTH’s products, resulting in harsh competition and thus lower 

supplier switching costs. 
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5.5 Guanxi  

 

Yang (1994) argues that ‘gunaxi’ is an important concept when examining relationships 

in China. This concept generally refers to social connections or close relationships 

based on mutual benefits and interests. This concept has some similarities with the 

Western ‘relation exchange’ in the sense that guanxi focuses on the relationship itself 

rather than a single transaction, have a long-term perspective and focus on a cooperative 

behavior (Arias, 1998; Wang 2007).  Guanxi was not a concept that all respondents 

were aware of and the concept is considered to be very complex, as Lindahl states 

“Guanxi is like an onion, the more layers I peel off and look at, the less I understand” 

(190514). Lindahl explain guanxi as the way Chinese people work by exploiting 

contacts in their network, while Liang explain guanxi as the basis of all relationships 

and that the concept’s fundamentality to be; what you can provide for your counterpart 

and what your counterpart can provide for you. The latter explanation aligns with 

xinyong which is a concept within guanxi which is based on the ability to return favors 

(Arias, 1998; Wang 2007). This is something that Liang use in the sense that she and 

the company’s customers share information to a large extent and also help each other to 

e.g. find potential new customers. Lindahl also mentions that relationships with Chinese 

customers have to do with mutual benefits; if you scratch my back, I will scratch yours. 

 

We distinguish that the reason why some of the respondent are unaware, or have less 

knowledge of gunaxi, has to do with how the companies work towards the Chinese 

market. Having a middleman of Chinese origin limits the needed knowledge and 

understanding of the Chinese business culture in order to conduct successful business. 

We define middlemen in this sense, as Norden’s subsidiary, Läckeby’s distributor and 

even IQF Frost’s use of Liang; these help ease cultural barriers. This is strengthened by 

Voicu’s explanation that their Chinese sales personnel located in China, guides and 

informs the company how to act and what to do whilst operating on the Chinese market.  
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5.5.1 Gift-giving 

 

Wong (2013) states that ‘gift giving’ are viewed as a mean to establish and maintain 

guanxi. All respondents, more or less, mention that the companies uses gift-giving. 

Voicu explains that the company might give the customers USB flash drives with 

information on them. Holm gives the example of giving gruel or candy. Lindahl 

mentions that the companies give gift such as gift-vouchers and fruits in combinations 

with special occasions. Hedebäck mentions that gift giving of smaller size were 

prevalent from the Taiwanese part owners. Liang explains that gifts of low value was 

considered acceptable, but that she further suggested that IQF Frost should buy more 

gifts such as French wine, as this would be highly appreciated by the Chinese 

customers. “This [gift-giving] is a way to maintain business” (Liang, 130514). 

However, the general view from the respondents is that gift-giving can be something 

negative, this aligns with Bjerke’s (1998) statement of the Swedish strong belief of ‘fair 

play’. Hedebäck explains that he view guanxi as a concept that enables a bribe culture. 

Liang further explains that the company on some occasions can consider gifts to be 

bribes and they are therefore unwilling to cross this fine line. This ‘bribe’ dilemma is 

also explained by Lindahl, who claims that Chinese competitors often exploits bribes 

and ‘money under the table’ in order to secure deals of products of which many 

companies can manufacture, and that he perceives that the company becomes a bit 

‘crippled’ in competing with these companies by not participating in bribery. Hedebäck 

gives the example of a customer demanding a brand new luxury car in order to do 

business with the company; he further states that if the Swedish management had not 

been in place, the Taiwanese part owners would surely have accepted this. Ramström 

(2005) argues that in order to maintain the relationship, an adaptation and a willingness 

to follow the Chinese way of doing business is necessary.  
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It can be distinguished that even though gift-giving exist to a small extent in the 

companies, this is viewed as something negative, as it can be considered as bribes. The 

necessity of being willing to follow the Chinese way of doing business which Ramström 

(2005) mentions can thus not be followed as a whole and a full adaptation to the 

Chinese business culture is seemingly impossible due to the difference in business 

ethics, concerning gifts and bribes. This will undermine the ability to compete with 

Chinese competitors if the products are not inimitable, as Lindahl explained it; the 

company becomes somewhat crippled.  

               

5.5.2 Losing face 

 

Holm, Hedebäck, Lindahl and Voicu all talk about the importance of not making a 

Chinese customer ‘lose’ his or her face. Lee & Davis (2005) explains that bringing 

shame upon a Chinese person and making this person lose his or her face is considered 

to be an aggressive action, and is considered to be a highly undesirable, damaging the 

guanxi. The unwillingness of ‘losing’ face can according to Hedebäck result in 

communication issues, as the Chinese tend to talk around the problem rather to be frank 

about it and furthermore knowingly say they can handle something even though they 

cannot fulfill the promise. This is in accordance with Lindahl’s connection of the 

concept of losing face with the importance of the perception of doing a good job; as the 

Chinese do not want you to find any flaws in their work (Lindahl). 

 

The case companies seem to be aware of that losing face is something that should be 

avoided at any cost as this may harm the relationship and guanxi. The avoidance may 

come at the price of communication issues, were the Chinese talk around the actual 

problem, thus it is important to listen and analyze what the Chinese actually want. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

Research question one: How do Swedish companies manage business 

relationship with Chinese customers? 

 

The case companies manage Chinese business relationships by continues interaction, 

learning and adaptation, which generates interorganizational understanding. The case 

companies recognize the demand of interaction in the Chinese business culture, whereas 

personal visits has a central function for both commitment and involvement in the 

relationship. Involvement in the relationship eases the the case companies’ issues of 

accurately identifying customer needs, negating cultural barriers, moreover allowing for 

adaptation of business and procedures to accommodate the demands of the counterpart. 

 

Furthermore, due to the complex and socially integrated Chinese business culture, 

relationships rarely pass the development stage, thereby requiring continuous 

investments in the form of constant interaction, involvement and social maintenance. 

Low cultural barriers decreases the relationship complexity and stable relationships are 

thereby more likely to ensue. 

 

Swed The case companies understand the importance of, and work towards, enhancing 

relationship quality with Chinese customers through; being reliable concerning the 

business aspects of the relationships, thoroughly ensuring customer satisfaction and 

maintaining regular customer contacts, often through personal visits. The primary focus 

of the case companies lies on the business aspects; not the personal aspects. However, 

the more experience the managers have with working personally with Chinese business 

culture, the more prone they are to emphasize the importance of the personal 

relationships. In China, the characteristics of relationship quality are personal in its 

nature, rather than organizational. Loyalty often lies with individual(s), rather than 

organizations.  
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Our study underpins prior research, as relationship commitment, customer satisfaction, 

trust, reliability and good personal relationships is shown to be drivers of customer 

loyalty. Furthermore, commitment is shown to be a driver of customer satisfaction. Low 

pricing is also linked to customer loyalty, in cases where the sellers products are 

imitable. 

 

Contemporary research refers to relationship quality as predominantly being between 

two organizations. The aspects of relationship quality are however equally applicable to 

personal relationships and therefore, a separation of the concept relationship quality 

should be made. 

Thus, we argue that relationship quality as a concept is two-sided and incorporates two 

dimensions: interpersonal relationship quality and interorganizational relationship 

quality. 

This distinction is especially important when researching B2B relationship in cultures in 

which social aspects are highly intertwined with business. There is an 

interconnectedness with regards to relationship quality and the Chinese business culture, 

thereby making theoretical material which exclude culture, making it only partially 

applicable, as culture permeates every aspect of a Chinese business relationship. 

 

Research question two: How do Swedish companies manage cultural 

differences with Chinese customers? 

 

The case companies manage cultural differences with Chinese customers through 

understanding and adaptation. The needed cultural knowledge and understanding is 

dependent on the approach of which contact with Chinese customers is conducted. 

Using a middleman or someone who function as a bridge between the two companies, 

preferably with a Chinese origin and knowledge about the Swedish/Western way of 

doing business, will limit the managerial cultural knowledge and understanding needed 

for conducting successful business on the Chinese market. However, if there is no 

bridge between the two companies to ease the cultural barriers, the person in question 

will need extensive cultural knowledge and understanding in order to succeed.  
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It is essential to understand the importance of personal relationships and how a 

relationships functions in China. The view of relationships is often focused on the 

prospect of mutual benefits, not only concerning the business aspects. It is also 

important to be aware of the influence of the concept guanxi which penetrates all 

aspects of doing business in China. Furthermore cultural knowledge and understanding 

is not enough, however, as mentioned, an adaptation to the Chinese way of doing 

business is necessary. The hereditary Swedish business ethics will most likely prevent a 

full adaptation to the Chinese business mentality and cripple the Swedish companies’ 

ability to compete with Chinese competitors concerning products which is not 

inimitable, as bribes permeates the Chinese business culture and is often used to secure 

deals. However gift-giving of low monetary value can be used as a way to show 

appreciation and further strengthen and maintain the guanxi; this is considered by most 

of the case companies as acceptable. 

 

It is also necessary to avoid making a Chinese person lose his or her face, as this is 

viewed as highly disrespectful. The unwillingness to lose face will often cause 

communication problems, as the Chinese tend to talk around problems rather than be 

frank. This requires the Swedish company to listen carefully and interpret the content in 

order to identify the problem. 

 

6.1 Practical recommendations 

The following recommendations can be used for Swedish companies currently 

conducting business with Chinese customers, or Swedish companies that are looking at 

conducting business with Chinese customers. 

 

First and foremost, it is important to grasp the importance and differing nature of 

Chinese business relationships, as these are the key succeeding on the Chinese market. 

It is also wise to carry out actions which will enhance said relationships. These actions 

could be; (i) personal visits, as the Chinese highly value personal contact. (ii) 

Continuous interaction; like personal visits, continuous interaction can serve as a great 

tool to maintaining and strengthening the relationship. (iii) Understand- and adapt to 

interorganizational- and intercultural differences between the firms, and showing 

commitment to the relationship by adapting operations and procedures.  
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Swedish firms ought not to underestimate the continuous investments needed in order to 

maintain a relationship with Chinese customers. 

 

For companies looking at conducting business with Chinese customers, it can be wise to 

use some sort of middleman of Chinese origin, with knowledge of Western business 

culture, as this person will help to reduce the cultural barriers and also limit the needed 

cultural knowledge and adaptation otherwise necessary to conduct successful business 

on the Chinese market. 

 

 

6.2 Limitations of the study 

 

Since all Swedish case-companies studied are the selling part of the business 

relationship, the thesis may not be applicable to Swedish companies whom functions as 

purchasers. In such situations, the necessary cultural adaptation may vary, and instead 

be shifted to the Chinese counterpart’s requirement for cultural understanding and 

adaptation to the Swedish way of doing business. 

 

Furthermore all the studied case-companies are product manufacturers; thus the research 

conducted is not applicable to service companies. Moreover, the case companies studied 

were predominantly small- to medium sized, the largest being Norden Machinery AB, 

with 265 employees and a turnover of 461 323 000 Swedish Krona (SEK) in 2012. 

Thus, this study may be less applicable for noticeably larger firms. 

 

6.3 Suggestions for further research 

China is increasingly becoming an attractive trading partner for Sweden. It is thereby 

important that further research within this field is conducted. We argue that further 

study is merited, as relationship management between Swedish and Chinese firms is a 

fairly unstudied area. To obtain a higher degree of generalizability, a quantitative study 

is suggested. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Interview guides 

 

Interview guide 

 

 Could you tell us about yourself and your position within the company? 

 What job assignments do you have? 

 Could you present the company? 

- What types of products and/or services do you offer? 

- Do you offer customization/tailor made products? 

 How does the company’s relationship network look like in China? 

- Do you have many/few relationships? Are they deep/shallow? 

- Do you use agents or other local knowledge? 

 How would you describe a typical relationship with a Chinese customer? 

 How do you perceive relationships changing over time? 

 How do you perceive Chinese business culture to be different from Swedish? 

- What kind of experiences do you have of this? 

- How do you adapt to this? 

 How do you perceive the concept guanxi? 

- How does this impact the relationships? 

 How often are you in contact with your Chinese customers? 

- How involved is the management? 

 What do you think the Chinese customers value in the relationship? 

 What do you do to strengthen Chinese relationships? 

- Trust/ Reliability 

- Commitment to the relationship? 

- Customer satisfaction? 

 What creates customer loyalty from your Chinese customers? 

 What do you do to learn about your Chinese customers’ organizations and its 

needs? 



  
 

II 

Intervjuguide 

 

 

 Kan du berätta om dig själv och om din position i företaget? 

 Vilka arbetsuppgifter har du? 

 Kan du presentera företaget? 

- Vilka typer av produkter och/eller tjänster erbjuder ni? 

 Hur ser företagets relationer ut gentemot kinesiska kunder? 

- Har ni många/få relationer? Är de djupa/ytliga? 

- Använder ni er av agenter eller annan lokal kunskap? 

 Hur upplever du att relationera förändras över tid? 

 Hur uppfattar du att kinesisk affärskultur skiljer sig från svensk? 

- Vilka erfarenheter har ni av detta? 

- Hur anpassar ni er till detta? 

 Hur uppfattar du konceptet ’guanxi’? 

- Hur påverkar detta företaget? 

 Hur ofta är ni i kontakt med era kinesiska kunder? 

- Hur involverad är ledningen? 

 Vad tror ni att era kinesiska kunder värderar i er relation? 

 Hur arbetar ni för att stärka de kinesiska relationerna? 

- Tillit/pålitlighet? 

- Engagemang i relationen? 

- Kundtillfredsställelse? 

 Vad skapar kundlojalitet från era kinesiska kunder? 

 Hur lär ni er om era kinesiska kunders organisations behov? 

 

 


