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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate to what extent differing cultural backgrounds 

influence the way leaders of small and medium-sized enterprises in Austria and 

Sweden deal with difficult decisions. 

For this purpose, first an extensive desk research was conducted in order to lay 

the groundwork for the empirical part of my thesis. Literature concerning leader-

ship, small and medium-sized enterprises and cultural studies, most importantly 

the GLOBE study, were taken into consideration. With my empirical part, I wanted 

to analyse the underlying motives and reasons behind the statements and pro-

posed actions of the interviewed leaders. Therefore, I opted for a qualitative re-

search for which I created scenarios, strongly based on the findings of the GLOBE 

study, where five leaders of Austrian as well as five leaders of Swedish SMEs had 

to work through these scenarios, make difficult decisions and share their insights 

while doing so. 

This empirical research showed that, indeed, cultural backgrounds influenced the 

way the interviewed leaders approached the given situations. Differing viewpoints 

concerning the cultural dimensions Institutional Collectivism, Assertiveness, Per-

formance Orientation, Gender Egalitarianism and Uncertainty Avoidance could be 

investigated, which had an effect on how the situations were assessed. 

The findings gained through my thesis show the importance of obtaining cultural 

competencies in today´s strongly connected and heavily internationalized business 

world. Another insight is that cultural backgrounds heavily influence the way we 

act and behave and a person has to take that into consideration when going 

abroad, working in an already established company or setting up an own enter-

prise and be self-employed. 

Keywords: Small and medium-sized enterprise/leadership/cultural differ-

ence/GLOBE/scenario/difficult decision 
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1 Introduction 

This first chapter of the master thesis entitled “Different countries – different lead-

ers? A thesis about cultural differences in Austria and Sweden and to what extent 

these cultural differences affect the leadership behaviour in small and medium-

sized enterprises” gives a brief overview of the background situation, the scope 

and the limitations of the study. Moreover, the choice and justification of the topic 

are also outlined. 

The research question, which will be answered over the course of this paper, the 

structure of the content as well as the desired outcome conclude the introduction. 

1.1 Background situation, scope and limitations of the study 

Due to a limited time capacity and quantity restrictions, I have to make limitations 

regarding the content of this thesis. 

Therefore I have decided to focus on certain fields (e.g. the countries Austria and 

Sweden as well as small and medium-sized enterprises) and exclude other na-

tions and companies (e.g. multinational enterprises). 

This thesis investigates the cultural differences between Austria and Sweden and 

the impact these differences have on the leadership behaviour of superiors in 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the given countries. 

One reason for focusing on such companies is the fact that a major part of the 

economic performance in the entire European Union as well as globally is carried 

out by such SMEs (European Commission [EC], 2014). 

Additionally, by choosing this kind of business, national differences and the influ-

ence of culture on the organisation as well as decision-making can be better inves-

tigated compared to multinational enterprises. In SMEs, where decision-making 

mostly falls to the head of the company, his or her values and believes are largely 

shaped by the culture the leader is embedded in (Graham, 2014, pp. 92-93). 
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In MNEs, on the other hand, often an overall company philosophy and similar de-

cision-making is implemented which does not significantly differ between several 

countries, e.g. in McDonalds or IKEA (Scheffknecht, 2011, p. 73). 

SMEs oftentimes also provide a special impetus to innovation and therefore per-

ceive new market niches first or even create whole new segments as pioneers 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2005, p. 9). 

These criteria show that SMEs are a field of great interest and crucial for the eco-

nomic performance of the given countries and thus worth being investigated as 

part of this thesis. 

Cultural differences are analysed between Austria and Sweden because of the 

results in previous cultural studies. The GLOBE study, which is one of the most 

representative cultural investigations, showed extensive differences between Aus-

tria and Sweden in various dimensions (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742 & 744). 

Regarding leadership, this thesis illustrates what can be understood under the 

term leadership and subsequently how leadership is used in the context of this 

paper.  

Ultimately, a connection between cultural differences and leadership behaviour 

between superiors in Austria and Sweden is investigated. 

1.2 Choice and justification of the topic 

“All people face the same dilemmas. It's the culture that half kills you”  

(Fons Trompenaars) 

 

This quote by the cultural expert Fons Trompenaars can be seen as the point of 

departure for my thesis project. It illustrates the importance of cultural influences in 

every aspect of our lives. One particularly difficult field are interactions between 

human beings – and this is exactly what leadership is all about, an interaction be-

tween the leader and the led (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258). 
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I wanted to choose a topic which, on the one hand, is of personal interest to me, 

and thus makes the month-long working process interesting and exciting. On the 

other hand, the topic should also refer to my future working career. The cultural 

competence and knowledge I have gained through the process of evolving my 

thesis, combined with the focus on small-and-medium-sized-enterprises, are an 

asset for future job application processes in an ever changing international con-

text. 

The decision to focus on Austria and Sweden developed because of my extensive 

time in Sweden in the course of a Double Degree Program between the University 

of Applied Sciences IMC KREMS and the Linnaeus University and my idea and 

prospect to return to Sweden and work there in future. Additionally, according to 

Hofstede, GLOBE and other researchers, several cultural differences exist be-

tween Austria and Sweden which I was interested in investigating further (Hanges, 

2004, p. 742 & p. 744). 

On top of that, the topic should also serve a greater purpose, to research the cul-

tural impact on leadership behaviour in the economically very important field of 

SMEs in Austria and Sweden. 

Certainly, different human beings show differing behaviours when leading others, 

due to their personality. Economic journalist and psychologist Daniel Goleman, 

however, argues, based on his own research as well as the work of others, that 

the leadership style should primarily not be a function of personality but one of 

strategic choice – a decision fitting to a certain situation (Goleman, 2000, p. 78-

80). 

Through his research, he determines six differing leadership styles, which are 

shown in the following graph, as well as the situation in which they are most suita-

ble: 
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(Referring to: Goleman, pp. 82-83) 

 

I used Goleman´s categorisation as an influence for my empirical work because in 

his research, he deals with the fact that leaders carry out different leadership be-

haviours because of certain situations. This argumentation is contrary to the belief 

that cultural influences shape a leader´s behaviour (Goleman, 2000, p. 82-83). 

In order to follow this reasoning, I designed several scenarios for the empirical part 

of my thesis. These scenarios describe challenging situations in which the leader 

has to make difficult decisions and justify them. Every leader, from Austria as well 

as Sweden, was confronted with the same scenarios in order to make the answers 

comparable. 

It can be argued that the leader´s personality is the most important factor when 

talking about his or her (leadership) behaviour. This argumentation is also in line 

with my thesis, as psychology researchers such as Triandis and Suh argue that 

personality is largely shaped by cultural influences (Triandis & Suh, 2002, p. 135). 

I cover the importance of cultural influence in my scenarios due to the fact that I 

designed them according to the findings gained through the GLOBE study. 

By using the GLOBE study, which deals with culture, leadership and organisa-

tions, as the main basis for my empirical work, I can refer to a huge amount of rep-

resentative data as foundation for my scenarios, as 17,000 participants from 951 

Figure 1: Six Leadership Styles 
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companies out of 62 societies worldwide were part of the GLOBE study (Javidan, 

Stahl, Brodbeck & Wilderom, 2005, p. 61). 

Therefore, by designing the scenarios according to the cultural differences brought 

up through the GLOBE study as well as presenting the Austrian and Swedish 

leaders of SMEs the same cases, it can be investigated if leaders behave all the 

same because a given situation requests them to do so, as Goleman argues, or if 

they are influenced by their cultural background and surroundings, as GLOBE 

suggests. 

1.3 Research question 

To what extent do different cultural backgrounds explain how leaders of small and 

medium-sized enterprises in Austria and Sweden deal with difficult decisions? 

1.4 Structure of the content 

Overall the master thesis is divided into three parts; the methodology, a theoretical 

part as well as an empirical part. 

The methodology shows the research process and my role as the author of this 

thesis. 

The theoretical part embraces leadership, small and medium-sized enterprises, a 

discussion of important cultural studies as well as a description of the cultural dif-

ferences between the two countries of interest, Austria and Sweden. 

The empirical part includes the actions taken to generate the results. The findings 

gained through the empirical research process as well as analysing these insights 

and the conclusion complete this section of the master thesis.   

1.5 Desired outcome of the study 

The master thesis aims to answer to what extent cultural differences between Aus-

tria and Sweden have an effect on the leadership behaviour of leaders in small 

and medium-sized enterprises in these two countries. 
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To do so, this thesis largely builds on the findings gained by the GLOBE study as 

data basis for the research. 
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2 Methodology 

Methodology can be understood as an “umbrella”, encompassing the whole re-

search process and thus can be seen as a mode of thinking as well as acting 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 17; Daudi, 04.04.2016, Skype). 

Different researchers have differing views regarding a topic and therefore different 

ways of approaching the same field of research are used (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, 

pp. 17-18). 

For this reason, when one talks about methodology, his or her frames of refer-

ence, which are built through previous experiences, play a major role in this con-

text. Weick´s saying “Depending on who I am, my definition of what is “out there” 

will also change” (Weick, 1995, p. 20 & p. 34) is a very fitting one here. These so-

called ultimate presumptions determine how the environment is perceived by one 

human being (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 23). 

Based on these “ultimate presumptions”, one is able to create and see things that 

another one is not and thereby different realities emerge. Again Weick can be 

quoted here saying, “People create their environments as those environments 

create them” (Weick, 1995, p. 32). 

Having decided on the topic of my thesis, I started to ponder about possible ways 

to collect data. 

First, I conducted an excessive desk research in order to broaden my knowledge 

about different cultural studies and the current situation in the field of SMEs. This 

literature review was carried out with the help of Austrian as well as Swedish li-

braries. Additionally, reports from organisations such as OECD or the Wold Eco-

nomic Forum, online sources such as Springer Link, and journals, such as the In-

ternational Journal of Business and Management, were taken into account. For the 

topic of leadership, I already received a lot of input through the master programme 

“Leadership and Management in International Contexts”, which I attended in Swe-

den. Moreover, the same means of secondary research mentioned above were 
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used to gain valuable information in order to complete the research for the theoret-

ical part of my thesis. 

My argumentation for the chosen empirical research method is outlined in sub-

chapter 2.2, followed by possible alternative methods. 

2.1 Author´s presence within the work 

The use of the personal pronouns “I” and “we” in the writing process shows the 

author´s involvement and devotion to a topic (Basal & Bada, 2012, p. 1777). 

“Everybody wants to put things in the third person, So they just say, ‘it was found 

that’. If it´s later shown that it was wrong, don´t accept any responsibility. ‘It was 

found. I didn´t say I believed it. It was found.’ So you sort of get away from yourself 

that way and make it sound like these things just fall down into your lab notebook 

and you report them like a historian […]” (Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984, p. 58). 

A number of researchers argue in the same vein and go even further. Pronouns 

and possessive objectives used in scientific texts help the writer organise his writ-

ing as well as guide the reader through it. This can for example be: “First I will dis-

cuss…”, “I interviewed 10 leaders over the timespan of three months…” or “on the 

basis of my data I come to the conclusion that….” (Harwood, 2005, p. 1210). 

I also want to show this kind of commitment and dedication to my work and thus 

use personal pronouns within my thesis. It can be argued that this may lead to a 

loss of objectivity in the writing process. Daudi counters that objectivity is overall 

very hard to achieve as one judges and interprets the reality which he or she faces 

based on his or her frames of references, in other words, based on previous en-

counters, knowledge and traditions (Daudi, 1986, p. 126). 

“[…] it seems that our interpretations of any empirical results, no matter which 

ones they may be, depend upon what we already know beforehand about the ob-

ject of investigation or about similar objects. In other words, the researcher who is 

totally free from previous knowledge, […] being unbiased and objective, does not 

exist” (Daudi, 1986, p. 126). 
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Weick´s saying “Depending on who I am, my definition of what is “out there” will 

also change” again is a very good saying to back up this point of view (Weick, 

1995, p. 20 & p. 34). 

One´s individual frames of reference always affect one´s point of view. Therefore, 

during my research, I include as much input as possible from varying sources in 

order to receive differing views and information. Thereby, I aim for the lowest pos-

sible loss of objectivity over the course of my thesis. 

2.2 Chosen research method 

I choose to carry out a qualitative research by conducting personal interviews with 

experts, who, in this case, are leaders of small and medium-sized enterprises in 

Austria and Sweden. In this context, scenarios are developed and presented to 

these leaders in order to gain insights. 

I aim for such a qualitative empirical design to find out to what extent leaders are 

influenced by their cultural backgrounds in their leadership behaviour.  Additional-

ly, while the interviewee goes through the scenarios, this face-to-face situation 

allows me to dive deeper into the topic and get to know the reasoning behind the 

answers – in other words, finding out underlying motives and the reasons why 

(Kuß, 2012, p. 134). 

A quantitative research would not allow me to question the leaders about these 

underlying motives. Standardized questionnaires and no opportunity to conduct 

face-to-face interviews make this technique not applicable for my thesis (Altobelli, 

2011, p. 33). 

This type of research aims to provide the most accurate description of a certain 

situation, in other words, to gain findings that are applicable for the whole popula-

tion. Therefore, a large sample is surveyed using standardized survey methods 

such as online questionnaires, telephone interviews or written investigations. The 

evaluation of the gathered data is done with special statistical programmes such 

as SPSS (IBM SPSS Statistics) (ter Hofte-Frankhauser & Wälty, 2011, p. 11). 
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The developed scenarios deal with occasions where difficult decisions have to be 

made and subsequently should demonstrate how leaders solve these problematic 

situations. Five Austrian leaders as well as five Swedish ones work through these 

scenarios.  

The whole research takes place in the context of the systems approach. The sys-

tems approach looks at the reality as filled with facts. All these facts and parts are 

interconnected and cannot be combined without influencing each other (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2009, p. 50). 

If one really wants to understand a topic, one cannot look at a topic in an isolated 

way, it is always important to consider the influencing factors/the context in order 

to be able to look at the system as a whole (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 50). 

One very good example of this view is the “7 S-Model of Shared Value” by the 

consulting firm McKinsey, which is shown below: 

 

 

(Referring to: Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 109) 

Figure 2: 7 S-Model of Shared Value 
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It illustrates the concept of shared value and the important parts (Strategy, struc-

ture, systems, staff, style and skills) that have the power to influence it (Arbnor & 

Bjerke, 2009, p. 109). 

To look deeper into the subject, researchers normally start by working through ex-

isting literature and studies as an inspiration for analogies to use (Arbnor & Bjerke, 

2009, p. 50). 

Most of the time one of the results of the system approach is a kind of “representa-

tive metaphor”, which means that an understanding of the system is provided, e.g. 

power structures or value hierarchies (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, pp. 51-52). Reviews 

of previous studies as well as the use of interviews and case studies are ways of 

proceeding with this approach (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 174 & p. 180). 

While this way of research can also be used in a quantitative way, I find the quali-

tative interpretation of it very suitable for my thesis. This is the reason why I use a 

similar approach compared to the system approach in my master thesis. 

The theoretical part of my thesis consists of a combination of books, articles, pre-

vious research and statistical data, which will be combined to produce a coherent 

reading experience. 

The empirical research is conducted through scenarios, with challenging situations 

that are presented to the interview partners. This is a very applicable method for 

the systems approach, as it does not aim for an overall representativity. The 

knowledge gained through the systems approach does not have to represent the 

situation in other systems (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 175). 

As mentioned before, these scenarios are presented to experts who are leaders of 

SMEs in Austria and Sweden. Follow-up questions during the discussion of the 

scenarios give additional insights into the thoughts and the reasoning behind the 

given answers. 
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The following graph shows how the systems approach looks like for my thesis: 

Figure 3: Systems Approach for this thesis 

 

(Author´s chart: Own creation) 

2.3 Alternative research method 

As pointed out above, the aim of this thesis is to find out to what extent cultural 

differences influence the leadership behaviour of leaders in SMEs. Therefore, the 

underlying motives of the leaders have to be investigated. 

Due to time and page-number restrictions, it is obvious that this goal can only be 

achieved by carrying out a qualitative research with a limited amount of interview-

ees. An alternative, although it would provide findings from another point of view, 

would be to interview employees of SMEs and let them explain how they perceive 

the leadership behaviour of their superiors (also in a qualitative way). 

I opted against this possibility because I wanted to talk to the leaders themselves 

and find out their points of view. A huge disadvantage in asking the employees 

would have been that in most SMEs, leaders/owners only have a limited number 

of employees – this circumstance could influence the answers given by the em-

ployees because they might fear consequences and a negative reaction from their 

superiors in case of a “wrong” answer.  
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If more financial and time-based resources were available, e.g. the possibility to 

hire a market research institute, it would be beneficial to combine a qualitative and 

quantitative method, a similar approach to the one carried out by the researchers 

of the GLOBE study (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 10). 

For this purpose, the same scenarios and interview techniques that I used for my 

thesis would be used as well but the number of interview partners (e.g. 10,000 

leaders from Austria respectively Sweden) would be increased drastically. Still, 

motives and the reasons would be investigated, but additionally, a statistically rep-

resentative result would be achieved through working with a larger sample. 
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3 Leadership 

The following chapter describes what can be understood by the term “leadership” 

and how the term is used in the course of this thesis. 

The terms “leader” and “follower”/”led” are used in order to give an understanding 

what leadership consists of. 

3.1 Definition 

Leadership consists of two parties interacting with one another – the leader(s) and 

the follower(s) (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258). 

Leadership can be defined as the process where the leader is able to frame and 

define the reality of the led (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258). 

The researchers working behind the GLOBE study define leadership in a similar 

way when they argue that leadership is “the ability of an individual to influence, 

motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the effectiveness and success of 

the organisation of which they are members” (Dorfman & House, 2004, p. 56). 

In order to do so, leaders must make sense of a situation and later need to be able 

to convey this sense to their followers (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258). By doing 

so, a feeling of unity and shared meaning is created, for example in organisations 

or other communities (Bryman, 1997, p. 277). If this feeling of togetherness is 

missing, followers tend to feel lost and lack belonging because values and ideas 

are not exchanged and people talk at cross purposes (Smircich & Morgan 1982, p. 

258). 

By attending the master programme “Leadership and Management in International 

Contexts” and reading through countless books and articles dealing with the topic 

of leadership, it turned out that leadership has to be seen more as an art rather 

than a science. For example, a person can be highly skilled and talented, but fail 

when obtaining a leading position while the other, equipped with solid, but not ex-
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traordinary abilities, promoted in a similar position, outperforms the prior candidate 

(Goleman, 2011, p. 1). 

Therefore, it is not easy to say which person will be great at leading others before-

hand as not only facts and figures count. 

Personal styles of leaders may differ, and different situations require miscellane-

ous actions of the superior (Goleman, 2011, p. 1). Leadership experts such as De 

Pree, Bennis and Gardner, however, point out that there are numbers of charac-

teristics that are displayed by outstanding leaders. 

De Pree (2004, pp. x-xii) mentions three qualities of such leading figures: Integrity, 

the ability to build and nurture relationships and the capability to build a communi-

ty, in other words an environment where ideas flourish and quality of life as well as 

performance improves. 

Bennis also describes what, according to him, the ingredients of successful lead-

ership are respectively what characterizes a true leader. A guiding vision of the 

future, passion and as De Pree mentioned as well, integrity. To be able to exempli-

fy these characteristics, a leader has to have a high degree of self-knowledge. 

Knowing yourself, your strengths, weaknesses and abilities is the key in order to 

be able to lead others (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34). 

Bennis highlights two other important points in the context of leadership. First, he 

talks about maturity. Leaders sharpen their capabilities over time, often in the role 

of followers serving as the led. Second, he explains that true leaders are not born 

but self-made through dedication over a long period of time (Bennis, 2009, p. 35). 

“Leaders […] are not made in a single weekend seminar, as many of the leader-

ship-theory spokesmen claim. I’ve come to think of that one as the micro wave 

theory: pop in Mr. or Ms. Average and out pops McLeader in sixty seconds” (Ben-

nis, 2009, pp. 35-36). 

Howard Gardner expresses another aspect of leaders´ behaviour. Leaders act 

effectively through the stories they convey to their audience/followers. These sto-

ries can be transmitted through various ways. Again, leadership is connected to art 

when Gardner explains his thinking by saying, “Leaders […] inspire others by the 
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way they use their chosen media of artistic expression […] the phrases of a sonata 

or the gestures of a dance, […] the mathematical equations of theoretical physi-

cists […]” (Gardner, 2011, p. 9). 

Gardner elaborates further by saying that leaders have to embody this story them-

selves and lead by example. They cannot expect certain behaviours from their 

followers but do the opposite, or to put it in other words, they should always prac-

tice what they preach (Gardner, 2011, pp. 9-10). 

The previously mentioned “self-knowledge” as well as story-telling both play a ma-

jor role in determining if a leader is perceived as authentic or not by the led. Clarity 

about one´s values and convictions and acting on behalf of these persuasions and 

beliefs therefore is what makes a leader special (Shamir & Eilam, 2005, p. 396). 

To underline what is meant by this authentic behaviour, which is key in the as-

sessment of a leader by his or her followers, and to show what an effect it can 

have, I want to provide an example featuring Hillary Clinton during the Democratic 

pre-election process for the presidential campaign in 2008. After his very strong 

performance in other states, Barack Obama was the heavy favourite to win New 

Hampshire as well. While Hillary Clinton may not have won the pre-election alto-

gether, she was able to secure a surprising victory in New Hampshire thanks to 

her authentic behaviour. A particular incident, known as “Hillary Tears”, is credited 

as a decisive factor for her victory. When confronted by supporters on how she 

keeps going despite the overwhelming success Barack Obama enjoys, Mrs. Clin-

ton stumbled and was clearly uncomfortable. Fox News will report later that day 

that “for the first time in public Hillary Clinton evidenced the strain and stress…You 

see the emotion, you see the tears beginning to well in Hillary Clinton's face, and 

the voice cracks just a bit…We spoke with women voters after the interview, and 

many of them were moved by Hillary Clinton's show of emotion” (Ladkin & Taylor, 

2010, p. 64). 
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3.2 How Leadership is understood in the course of this thesis 

As the title of my thesis is “Different countries – different leaders? A thesis about 

cultural differences in Austria and Sweden and to what extent these cultural differ-

ences affect the leadership behaviour in small and medium-sized enterprises”, I 

want to define what I understand by “leadership behaviour”. 

As pointed out in 3.1, leadership takes place between two parties, leaders and 

followers. The way in which this interaction is happening and how the leader is 

trying to convey his or her message to the followers, is how I want to determine 

“leadership behaviour”. 

Therefore I went through the literature and filtered out behaviours that successful 

leaders exemplify. 

These are: 

 Understanding the importance of followership (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 

258) 

 Sensemaking as well as sensegiving (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258) 

 Integrity (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii; Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Ability to build and nurture relationships (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii) 

 Capability to build a community (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii) 

 Guiding vision of the future (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Passion (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Self-knowledge (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Maturity (development of leadership behaviour over time-span) (Bennis, 

2009, pp. 35-36) 

 Self-made (Bennis, 2009, p. 35) 

 Be the stories they try to convey (Practice what you preach) (Gardner, 

2011, pp. 9-10) 

The scenarios for the empirical part of this thesis are designed around these very 

leadership behaviours as well as around the findings gained through the GLOBE 

study. 
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This chapter about leadership is kept rather short, as the chapter discussing the 

GLOBE study (see: 5.2.3) deals extensively with leadership as well, describing 

cultural influences that have a major effect on leadership behaviour. 
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4 Small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) 

The fourth chapter of this master thesis gives an understanding of small and me-

dium-sized enterprises and outlines in detail the reasons why these kinds of enter-

prises are such an important factor for a sound economy. 

The sub-category 4.3 highlights that internationalisation can be a very promising 

field for SMEs – a business adventure which requires cultural competencies as 

well as knowledge of cultural differences.  

4.1 Definition 

To understand what is meant by “small and medium-sized enterprise”, it is primari-

ly important to define the term “enterprise”. 

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, an enterprise, which is a term that 

can be used as a synonym for business or company, is “an […] organization that 

makes, buys, or sells goods or provides services in exchange for money” (Merri-

am-Webster, Dictionary). 

For the term “small and medium-sized enterprises”, a number of slightly different 

definitions and interpretations exist about what it represents and what the parame-

ters of such a business are. 

To simplify matters and to ensure an identical initial position, the overall definition 

of SMEs determined by the Commission of the European Union is used for this 

thesis, which includes the following criteria (European Commission [EC], 2003, p. 

4): 

 The workforce consists of fewer than 250 employees 

 The annual turnover of the enterprise does not exceed 50 Million Euros (~ 

470 Million SEK) 

 The annual balance sheet total does not exceed 43 Million Euros (~ 400 

Million SEK) 
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On the basis of this definition, I chose the participants for the empirical part of my 

thesis. 

Within SMEs, two additional gradations exist, which are listed in order to ensure 

completeness of the definition (EC, 2003, p. 4): 

 Enterprises with fewer than 50 employees and an annual turnover, respec-

tively balance sheet, which does not exceed 10 Million Euros (~ 95 Million 

SEK) are referred to as small-scale enterprises 

 Enterprises with fewer than 10 employees and an annual turnover respec-

tively balance sheet which does not exceed 2 Million Euros (~ 19 Million 

SEK) are referred to as micro-entities 

The sector of small and medium-sized enterprises mainly consists of five key eco-

nomic sectors, where approximately 78% of all SMEs in the European Union op-

erate in (European Commission [EC], 2014, p.15): 

 Manufacturing 

 Construction, professional, scientific and technical activities 

 Accommodation and food 

 Wholesale and retail trade 

 Repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

When looking at how their business model is developed, SMEs enhance their 

businesses in a rather intuitive way and are more open to adapting it continuously 

compared to larger companies (Vanhaverbeke, Vermeersch & De Zutter, 2012, 

pp. 14-15). 

4.2 Importance of SMEs for the economy 

Looking at facts and figures, the numbers show that small and medium-sized en-

terprises play an important role for the European economy and various other 

stakeholders. 21 million SMEs throughout Europe provide work for 87 million peo-

ple, who represent roughly 67% of all European jobs. These enterprises generate 

about 3.6 trillion in value added. This means that 99 out of 100 businesses are 
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SMEs and two out of three individuals employed by a company work for a SME 

(EC, 2014, p. 6). 

SMEs are not only a European phenomenon. By looking at the bigger picture it 

can be seen that the economies in the US and Japan are also highly dependent 

on a strong performance of their SMEs and the people employed by them. The 

quantity of SMEs and value added generated by SMEs are largely similar to Eu-

rope (EC, 2014, pp. 43-44). 

Additionally, SMEs often bring innovation to a market, and with this new state of 

mind, they are often capable to fulfil the role of pioneers (OECD, 2005, p.9). 

Being innovators and pioneers is very important for SMEs themselves because of 

the increased competitiveness and pressure they face through bigger competitors. 

Price battles and industry shake-outs follow and most of the time the only chance 

to survive for SMEs is to find new ways of differentiating their products and ser-

vices from those of the competitor – by being innovative (Vanhaverbeke et al., 

2012, p. 14). 

Taking a closer look at the SME sector in Austria and Sweden, it can be seen that, 

on the one hand, both countries experienced a positive trend in the last year con-

cerning the number of enterprises, employment and value added, with growth 

rates between 0.5% and 3%. But on the other hand, it can be said that over that 

time span, SMEs all over Europe had problems developing their numbers, which is 

still largely due to the financial crisis in 2008 (EC, 2014, p. 19). 

4.3 Internationalisation of SMEs 

In today´s ever-changing world, internationalisation is a major topic of interest for 

companies of different forms and sizes. There are several drivers for international-

isation which encourage enterprises to think and act on a multinational level (Bör-

sig, 2005, p. 9): 

 Ongoing assimilation of consumer buying habits worldwide 

 Reduction of trade barriers 

 Faster ways of transportation and communication connected with less costs 
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When looking at internationalisation, the focus is mostly laid on multinational en-

terprises (MNEs), which are defined as companies that have their headquarters in 

one country, but operate in many different nations. Examples of such enterprises 

are Coca-Cola or Nike. However, by looking at the numbers displayed previously, 

which underline the importance of SMEs for the business world, it is also of great 

interest to look at SMEs in the context of internationalisation and how these enter-

prises can exploit the given possibilities (Kaupinnen & Juho, 2012, p. 201). 

Investigations by the European Commission show that major potential exists for 

SMEs to internationalise. Previous examples display that after the decision of 

SMEs to go international rewards follow, namely the increased possibility for 

growth and risk spreading. International SMEs grow faster and as a consequence 

need more employees, which lead to an employment growth of 7% compared to 

only 1% for SMEs solely operating nationally. The previously mentioned function 

as innovators also applies to a greater extent to internationally active SMEs. 26% 

of these enterprises introduce innovative products or services to the market, while 

SMEs on a national level are only accountable for 8% (EC, 2014, pp. 60-61).    

Another study, which was executed by the European Commission in 2009 based 

on a survey of 9.480 SMEs in Europe, showed that 25% of the SMEs in the Euro-

pean Union export or have exported at least once during the last three years, 

mainly to other companies but also to private customers located within Europe 

(EC, 2014, p. 62). 

The import is often the first step for an SME to engage in international activities. 

Overall, 42% of all SMEs were at one point engaged in some form of international 

business (EC, 2014, p. 62). 

Internationalizing business endeavours has major advantages for SMEs. First, it 

strengthens their long-term-competitiveness by creating faster opportunities for 

revenue growth. The possibility to exchange knowledge and the enhancement of 

capabilities respectively easier access to different resources can be seen positive-

ly as well (EC, 2014, p. 60). 
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Besides these advantages, SMEs also have to face internal respectively external 

obstacles when going international. The following table shows barriers to organisa-

tional success when conducting business abroad: 

Figure 4: Obstacles for SMEs when going International 

Internal obstacles External obstacles 

Lack of information or skills National and international administra-

tive rules 

Cultural differences Trade barriers 

Insufficient networks Problems locating possible customers 

Language barriers Technical regulations and standards 

Lack of access to necessary finance  

(Referring to: EC, 2014, p. 63) 

 

While most of the points mentioned in the table are self-explanatory, I want to ex-

plain the term “trade barriers” a bit further. 

Several different barriers exist for companies that want to sell their goods to poten-

tial customers in foreign countries. Tariffs or quantitative restrictions as well as 

government constraints such as “buy national” campaigns could be named as 

such obstacles. For some enterprises, restrictions on single sectors are important 

as well which make it impossible to sell certain items in a country, for example 

weapons or drugs (United States Trade Representatives [USTR], 2014, pp. 1-2). 

One major hindrance for many SMEs that want to internationalise is also that they 

often lack resources for their planned endeavours abroad and are therefore usual-

ly less well equipped (e.g. in-house expertise and financial or human capabilities) 

compared to larger companies (EC, 2014, p. 63). 

The importance of SMEs for the economic performance of every country and their 

contribution as provider of jobs and innovations make SMEs a crucial topic worth 

investigating in this thesis. 
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5 Cultural differences 

The following chapter gives a definition of what can be understood by culture and 

in further consequence by cultural differences. A closer look at important cultural 

studies follows, which lay the groundwork for the empirical part of this master the-

sis. 

5.1 Definition 

Almost as many definitions of “culture” as different cultures themselves around the 

world exist. For instance, already in 1952, over 150 differing viewpoints of what 

culture is existed and more definitions were added over the years that followed 

(Thomas, 2010, p. 19), 

I want to introduce this chapter with a very appropriate quotation by researcher 

Fons Trompenaars, who, by the use of a metaphor, puts in a nutshell how he sees 

culture. “A fish discovers its need for water only when it is no longer in it. Our own 

culture is like water to a fish. It sustains us. We live and breathe through it. What 

one culture may regard as essential – a certain level of material wealth, for exam-

ple – may not be so vital to other cultures” (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 

2012, p. 27). 

One broader way to understand culture, and the way the term is used by Geert 

Hofstede in his work, is to see it as “mental programs”. He sees culture as the pat-

terns of thinking, feeling and acting that one has learnt through a lifetime (G. Hof-

stede, G.J. Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, pp. 4-5). 

In today´s business world, where national borders more and more vanish, individ-

uals from different cultures are required to work together on a daily basis. Although 

these individuals have learnt and experienced different influences and are 

equipped with varying “mental programs”, it is crucial that cooperation and team-

work flourishes (Schein, 2012, p. 3). 
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The programming of one´s mind, which leads to the “software of the mind”, has its 

seeds within the family, starts at a very early age and continues within the neigh-

bourhood, school, workplace and living community. A large group of individuals 

represent the same mental program; hence they are seen as a culture (Hofstede 

et al., 2010, pp. 4-5). 

In most Western languages culture is defined in a narrow sense and means simply 

“civilization” or “refinement of the mind” that can be achieved through education 

and dealing with art and literature (Hofstede et al., 2010, pp. 4-5). 

Harry Triandis, an American psychologist, follows a similar concept by defining 

culture as the specific part of the environment that is created by humanity itself 

(Adamopoulos & Lonner, 1997, p. 48). 

Another point of view and a different definition is given in the book “International 

Advertising and Communication” by Sandra Diehl, Barbara Mueller and Ralf Ter-

lutter. They define the term “culture” as consisting of objective and subjective crite-

ria (Terlutter, Diehl & Mueller, 2006, p. 422).  
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The following chart shows an overview of these objective and subjective criteria. 

Figure 5: Criteria Culture consists of 

 

(Referring to: Terlutter et al., 2006, pp. 422-423) 

 

Objective criteria for instance include economic data such as purchasing power 

per capita, geographic data such as level of urbanisation of citizens as well as so-

cio-demographic data, which include age structure and the number of inhabitants 

living in a country. Also the political system of a country is part of this type of crite-

ria (Terlutter et al., 2006, pp. 422-423). 

Subjective criteria characterize a nation or culture and consist of values, attitudes 

and behaviours that are shared by a majority of a country´s citizen (Terlutter et al., 

2006, pp. 422-423). 
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Cultural values for example are the essence of a culture and therefore responsible 

for behaviours such as teamwork, participation or leadership behaviour (Smith, 

Peterson & Schwartz, 2002, p. 190). 

This leads to the conclusion that different behaviours are the result of differing val-

ue orientations. Different cultures and human groups face similar problems and 

obstacles with a limited number of solutions. How these challenges are solved and 

which behaviour is shown depends on the values of the people dealing with them 

(Nardon & Steers, 2009, p. 3). 

I use this approach and way of thinking to organise and analyse the empirical part 

of my thesis centred on scenarios where challenging decisions have to be made 

by the leaders of SME. The role of cultural influences in the decision-making pro-

cesses will be investigated as well as how the leaders deal with the presented 

problems and what kind of behaviour they show to solve them. 

5.2 Cultural studies and relevant research 

In the following subchapter, relevant cultural studies and a cultural training tool are 

explained in detail. Differing characteristics of the studies are highlighted and 

brought into context and a critical overview of their relevance to practice is shown 

as well. 

The focus is laid on the GLOBE study because of its independent approach and 

the actuality of the data, which separates the work of the GLOBE team from the 

studies of other researchers such as Hofstede. 

The findings of the GLOBE study as well as a training tool called “Cultural Assimi-

lator and Critical Incidents” are subsequently used for forming the basis for the 

empirical part of this thesis. 

5.2.1 Hofstede´s study 

Geert Hofstede conducted the major part of his study in cooperation with the mul-

tinational business company IBM. More than 116,000 questionnaires filled out by 

IBM employees in 72 countries between the years 1968 and 1972 provided an 
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immense data volume. Later he collected additional data from other populations 

that had no connection to IBM to broaden his research focus (Hofstede, 2001, p. 

xix). 

Hofstede identified four dimensions and later added a fifth one in order to reflect 

on problems each society has to deal with and to further show how these societies 

handle them in different ways. 

These five dimensions are named (Hofstede, 2001, p. 29): 

 Power Distance 

 Uncertainty Avoidance 

 Individualism vs. Collectivism 

 Masculinity vs. Femininity 

 Long-term vs. Short-term orientation 

Power Distance deals with the different ways in which societies handle inequality 

(e.g. in context of wealth or power) (Hofstede, 2001, p. 79). 

Uncertainty Avoidance shows how members of a society deal with the uncertainty 

that the future holds. This uncertainty of the future is a major part of human life. 

Hofstede described this dimension as how different societies and organisations 

make varying efforts to limit uncertainty through technology, laws and rules (Hof-

stede, 2001, p. 145). 

Individualism vs. Collectivism deals with the question how people live their lives 

together, e.g. in nuclear families, in extended families or even in tribes. The per-

ception if individualism respectively collectivism is favourable or not depends on 

the culture and their point of view (Hofstede, 2001, p. 209). 

The value an individual puts on his or her own welfare in contrast to the im-

portance of the group´s welfare is also a differentiating factor in this dimension. In 

very individualistic societies for example, members tend to execute actions that 

favour themselves even if that means that a group of people suffers through them 

(Rothwell, 2012, p. 22). 
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When comparing Hofstede´s work with the GLOBE study, which will be discussed 

in detail in the following sub-chapter, Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance 

were mostly adopted by the GLOBE team for their research. Individualism vs. Col-

lectivism is split up into Institutional Collectivism and In-Group Collectivism in order 

to increase validity and to maintain political correctness (Shi & Wang, 2010, p. 95). 

The next dimension Hofstede used is Masculinity vs. Femininity. To be able to go 

more into detail, the team of the GLOBE study split up this dimension into Asser-

tiveness, Performance Orientation, Gender Egalitarianism and Humane Orienta-

tion (Shi & Wang, 2011, p. 95). 

Hofstede described Masculinity vs. Femininity as how the roles of the sexes are 

distributed in societies and subsequently how these societies handle the gender 

roles. He points out that if a society tends to be more masculine or feminine, this 

has an effect on family life, education, relationships at the workplace and consum-

er behaviour (Hofstede, 2001, pp. 279-280). 

Hofstede´s final dimension is entitled Long-term vs. Short-term orientation. While 

he developed the first four dimensions from IBM sample, this fifth was created 

from a different one – it consists of students from 23 societies. This research was 

conducted around the year of 1985 (Hofstede, 2001, p. 351). 

This dimension inspired the one entitled “Future Orientation” in the GLOBE study 

(Shi & Wang, 2011, p. 95). 

Hofstede´s work and the theories he developed from it had and still have a tre-

mendous impact on the (business) world, its processes and people involved in it 

(Spector, Cooper & Sparks, 2001, p. 270). 

Through Hofstede the importance of investing in relocation training was first 

brought to the companies´ attention - training employees, who are relocating inter-

nationally, an understanding of their own cultural characteristics and those of the 

country they are transferred to. Thereby, they are able to maintain their working 

performance, continue being productive and effective and keep a sense of cultural 

balance by adapting to a new cultural environment while preserving parts of their 

own culture (Bing, 2002, pp. 82-83). 
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Another important point that companies can take from Hofstede´s dimensions is 

that one leadership style and way of employee supervision may work and is expe-

rienced as positive in one country, but can be counterproductive or even perceived 

in a negative way in another one (Bing, 2002, pp. 82-83). 

While Hofstede´s work was ground-breaking in a cultural context and paved the 

way for many studies that followed (e.g. GLOBE), it also showed several short-

comings and inconsistencies: 

 The data is outdated and Hofstede resists updating it (Brans, de Visscher & 

Vancoppenolle, 2009, p. 131) 

 Many more males than females were part of the sample (Emrich, Denmark 

& Den Hartog, 2004, p. 345) 

 For most of his dimensions he used the data of a single company (IBM) 

which limits generalisability (Spector & Cooper, 2002, pp. 176-177) 

 For the fifth dimension (Long-term vs. Short-term orientation) he had a dif-

ferent sample and the research was done at a different time, but Hofstede 

displays all of his results together as if they had been drawn from the same 

sample (Fang, 2003, p. 362) 

 Country scores were estimated for countries where no IBM subsidiary was 

present at that time (Schmitz & Weber, 2014, p. 15) 

Therefore, because of its importance for cultural perception and later research, it is 

a necessity to mention Hofstede´s work in my thesis. But due to these shortcom-

ings, just an overview is given and no detailed findings (e.g. for single countries) 

are displayed. Instead, the GLOBE study is discussed in detail with country scores 

and the influence culture has on the individuals living and working in a society 

(Spector et al., 2001, p. 281). 

5.2.2 Trompenaars´ and Hampden-Turner´s study 

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, like Hofstede, believe that a majority of man-

agement´s behaviour has its roots in cultural differences and that understanding 

these differences is the key to successfully manage international teams (Needle, 

2010, pp. 145-146). 
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To investigate this issue, a 10-year study encompassing approximately 15.000 

questionnaires and managers from 28 countries was carried out (Yeganeh, Su & 

Sauers, 2009, p. 11). 

According to Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, cultures distinguish themselves 

in three categories: The relationship with one another, how time is perceived, and 

the attitude towards the environment (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012, p. 

8). 

Emerging from this point of view, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner defined sev-

en dimensions of culture (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012, pp. 8-10): 

Relationship with one another 

 Universalism versus Particularism 

 Individualism versus Communitarianism 

 Neutral versus Emotional 

 Specific versus Diffuse 

 Achievement versus Ascription 

Time 

 Sequential time versus Synchronous time 

Environment 

 Internal direction versus Outer direction 

Universalism versus particularism distinguishes between cultures where it is clear-

ly defined what is good and right, in other words societies in which rules and regu-

lations are very important, and cultures where relationships are highly valued and 

unique circumstances have a greater impact on the decision making process 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012, p. 8). 

Individualism versus collectivism separates cultures based on individual versus 

group interests. The underlying question is if people function as individuals and 

therefore value their individual interests higher or if group interests are seen as 

superior (Gutterman, 2010, p. 2). 
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Neutral versus emotional views cultures from the perspective if and how their 

members show their emotions, from not directly revealing what one is thinking to 

clearly displaying emotions and feelings (Gutterman, 2010, p. 3). 

Specific versus diffuse addresses the topic if members of a society separate their 

private and working lives. Specific-oriented cultures clearly distinguish between 

these “two worlds”, while members of diffuse-oriented cultures set no clear distinc-

tion between their personal lives and how they behave at work (Gutterman, 2010, 

p. 3). 

Achievement versus ascription basically distinguishes between performance and 

status. Achievement means the things that one has accomplished during his or her 

life and bases his or her reputation and success opportunities on this performance 

while ascription means that more weight is attached to the status that is attributed 

to an individual. Reasons for gaining a certain status could be birth, gender or age 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2012, p. 8). 

Sequential time versus synchronous time distinguishes if members of a culture 

prefer to do things one at a time or different things at once. Cultures where se-

quential time is primary tend to put an emphasis on planning and following agen-

das, while, on the other hand, cultures with synchronous understanding of time 

follow agendas loosely and are comfortable doing several things in parallel (Gut-

terman, 2010, p. 4). 

Internal direction versus outer direction defines the degree to which members of a 

culture believe that they can control their environment as opposed to believing that 

their environment controls them (Gutterman, 2010, p. 3). 

The cultural dimensions Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner developed have been 

used in different fields, for example in the area of human resources, in internation-

al business negotiations and in leadership training (Gutterman, 2010, p. 1). 

While alike Hofstede, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner have contributed im-

mensely to an increase in cultural knowledge and an overall acceptance of cultural 

studies and investigation, their work is also susceptible to some shortcomings 

(Boga & Efeoğlu, 2016, p. 1124). 
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These are: 

 The borders of some of the dimensions are not clearly defined and an over-

lap exists (Specific versus diffuse, Universalism versus particularism and 

Individualism versus communitarianism) (Boga & Efeoğlu, 2016, p. 1124) 

 Overall the model is perceived as too complicated and in some areas too 

similar to Hofstede´s work (Boga & Efeoğlu, 2016, p. 1124) 

 The framework is not applicable to be used as a practical approach to 

measuring culture (Yeganeh et al., 2009, p. 12) 

 The database was created in an unsystematic manner as not always the 

same managers were interviewed to gather data for the various dimensions 

(Neumair, Schlesinger & Haas, 2012, p. 271) 

Therefore, as with Hofstede, I mentioned Trompenaars´ and Hampden-Turner´s 

work because of their importance for cultural perception and for other research 

that followed. Again, only an overview of their work was given and no single coun-

try scores or influence of the cultural dimensions on people living in such a society 

are provided. These detailed findings are displayed for the GLOBE study, which 

will follow in the next sub-chapter and will later be used in order to set up the em-

pirical part of my thesis. 

5.2.3 Project GLOBE 

The Project GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organisational Behaviour Effective-

ness) is a research project carried out in 62 societies worldwide. More than 17.000 

middle managers working in 951 organisations from the banking, food processing 

and telecommunication industries were part of the survey and asked to report their 

perceptions of their local culture practices and values (Javidan et al., 2005, p. 61). 

An extensive quantitative as well as qualitative research was conducted in order to 

investigate cultural differences between the selected societies (House & Javidan, 

2004, p. 10). Questionnaires, archival data, media analysis as well as individual 

and focus group interviews were part of the methods to generate data. The find-

ings of these research approaches were used to determine the GLOBE dimension 

and rank the countries according to their characteristics (Hanges, 2004, p. 91). 
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The aim of the GLOBE project was to explore the effects culture has on leadership 

and furthermore on organisational effectiveness, economic competitiveness of so-

cieties as well as on the human condition of members of the selected societies 

(House & Javidan, 2004, p. 10). 

In this way, GLOBE researchers wanted to increase relevant cultural knowledge of 

the reader and help him or her to perform well in cross-cultural interactions 

(House, 2004, p. 3). 

The GLOBE study built mainly on the work of Hofstede and Trompenaars, but 

adapted and enhanced the dimensions these researchers used (Ahlstrom & Bru-

ton, 2009, p. 58). 

The most important of the 62 societies, which represent all regions of the world in 

which investigations took place, are displayed in chronological order in the follow-

ing table:  

Figure 6: Societies GLOBE Study 

Argentina England Mexico South Korea 

Australia France Morocco Spain 

Austria Germany The Netherlands Sweden 

Brazil Greece Portugal Switzerland 

Canada India Russia Turkey 

China Italy Singapore United States 

Denmark Japan South Africa  

(Referring to: House & Javidan, 2004, pp. 11-12) 

 

After conducting the study, the GLOBE research team was able to group 61 of 

them into ten distinct clusters (Gupta & Hanges, 2004, p. 183). 

The countries grouped in one cluster show a high degree of cultural similarity while 

countries included in different clusters exhibit cultural differences to miscellaneous 

extend (Center for Creative Leadership [CCL], 2014, p. 2). 
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The ten clusters are (Gupta & Hanges, 2004, p. 190): 

 Europe: Anglo Cluster (e.g. USA, Canada, England), Latin Europe Cluster 

(e.g. Italy, Spain, French), Nordic Europe Cluster (e.g. Sweden, Denmark, 

Finland), Germanic Europe Cluster (e.g. Austria, Germany, Switzerland) 

and Eastern Europe Cluster (e.g. Greece, Slovenia, Russia) 

 The Americas: Latin America Cluster (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico) 

 Africa: Middle East Cluster (e.g. Turkey, Morocco, Egypt), Sub-Saharan Af-

rica Cluster (e.g. Nigeria, South Africa) 

 Asia: Southern Asian Cluster (e.g. India, Thailand), Confucian Asian Cluster 

(e.g. China, South Korea, Japan) 

The team of the GLOBE study developed, similarly to Hofstede, nine cultural di-

mensions in order to classify the different cultural characteristics identified through 

the research process. Each of the 62 selected countries received a value/score for 

each of the nine culture dimensions, which are (House & Javidan, 2004, pp. 11-

13): 

 Uncertainty Avoidance (UA) 

 Power Distance (PD) 

 Collectivism I: Institutional Collectivism (Inst. C.) 

 Collectivism II: In-Group Collectivism (In-G. C.) 

 Gender Egalitarianism (GE) 

 Assertiveness (AS) 

 Future Orientation (FO) 

 Performance Orientation (PO) 

 Humane Orientation (HO) 

In each dimension, every country received a score within the range from 1 (low) to 

7 (high) (Ashkanasy, Gupta, Mayfield & Trevor-Roberts, 2004, p. 303). 

A description of each dimension and its implication follows as well as a listing of 

countries with high respectively low characteristics in each dimension. Additionally, 

focus is put on Austria and Sweden, the two countries of special interest for this 

thesis. 
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Uncertainty Avoidance (UA) describes to what extent members of a culture/society 

take actions to avoid uncertainty or if a certain level of uncertainty is accepted and 

tolerated within the culture/society. Those who try to avoid uncertainty do so by 

relying on social norms and rituals as well as through planning ahead and thereby 

trying to avoid unknown and unpredictable future events (House & Javidan, 2004, 

pp. 11-12; Sully de Luque & Javidan, 2004, p. 602). 

The following table shows the influence a high respectively low level of UA has on 

a society and its individuals: 

Figure 7: Influence Uncertainty Avoidance 

Societies with higher UA Societies with lower UA 

Interactions more formal Interactions less formal 

Contracts are put into writing Put more trust in the word of others 

High degree of documentation Low degree of documentation 

Risk-averse decisions Risk-friendly decisions 

Stronger resistance to change Less resistance to change 

Establish more rules in order to predict 

future behaviour 

Less rules predict behaviour 

Breaking rules less accepted Greater tolerance to breaking rules 

(Referring to: Sully de Luque & Javidan, 2004, p. 618) 

 

Countries that show the highest tendency towards Uncertainty Avoidance are 

Switzerland (5.42), Sweden (5.36) and former East-Germany (5.35). The lowest 

scores receive Russia (3.09), Hungary (3.26) and Bolivia (3.32) (Hanges, 2004, 

pp. 742-744). 

Austria and Sweden, the two countries of special interest for this thesis, both show 

strong tendencies towards UA. Sweden is even the country with the second high-

est score (5.36) while Austria makes it into the upper third with a score of 5.10 

(Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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Power Distance (PD) describes to what extent members of a culture/society ac-

cept and expect that power is distributed unequally and is concentrated at higher 

levels of a company or government (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 12). 

PD is an important aspect of a community´s and society´s culture and supports the 

behaviours shown in the following table: 

Figure 8: Influence Power DIstance 

Societies with higher PD Societies with lower PD 

A lot of different social classes Large middle class 

Power is seen as providing social order 

and harmony 

Power is seen as origin of corruption 

and dominance 

Some people have a lot of important 

information 

Information is shared among members 

of an organisation 

Some groups have less opportunities 

than other groups 

Equal opportunities for everybody 

Higher corruption Lower corruption 

(Referring to: Carl, Gupta & Javidan, 2004, p. 536) 

 

Countries which score highest on Power Distance are Morocco with a score of 

6.14., Germany (former East) (5.70) and South Korea (5.69) follow. The countries 

with the lowest scores are Denmark (4.14), South Africa (Black sample) (4.31) and 

the Netherlands (4.32) (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Looking at Austria and Sweden, both countries achieve similar scores: Austria 

5.00 and Sweden 4.94 (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Institutional Collectivism (Inst. C) describes to what extent individuals are encour-

aged by organisations as well as other institutions to share resources collectively 

and participate in mutual activities (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 12). 

Again, a table is used to show the effects high and low scores in Institutional Col-

lectivism have on people living in such a society: 
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Figure 9: Influence Institutional Collectivism 

Societies with higher Inst. C Societies with lower Inst. C 

Members are strongly connected with 

the organisation and make personal 

sacrifices to help the company reach its 

goals 

Members see themselves as independ-

ent from the organisation and want to 

bring in their unique skills and abilities 

Employees tend to stay with the same 

company over their whole career or just 

have a few job changes 

Short-term relationships between em-

ployees and companies – frequent job 

changes 

Groups make important decisions Individuals make important decisions 

Jobs are designed in groups Jobs are designed individually 

Promotions depend largely on what is 

equitable for the group and on seniority 

Promotions are based on the individu-

al´s contribution to success 

Avoid conflicts Solution-oriented conflict management 

Group is responsible for success of or-

ganisation 

Individuals are responsible for success 

of organisation 

(Referring to: Gelfand, Bhawuk, Nishii & Bechtold, 2004, p. 459) 

 

The countries which score highest in Institutional Collectivism are Sweden (5.26), 

Japan (5.23) and South Korea (5.20). The lowest scores achieve Greece (3.41), 

Hungary (3.63) and Argentina (3.66) (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

While Sweden has the highest score in Institutional Collectivism, Austria is in the 

midfield with a score of 4.34 (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

In-Group Collectivism (In-G. C) describes to what extent individuals are proud of 

and loyal to their families/organisations and the degree of cohesiveness (House & 

Javidan, 2004, p. 12). 
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The following table shows the influence In-Group Collectivism has on a society: 

Figure 10: Influence In-Group Collectivism 

Societies with higher In-G. C Societies with lower In-G. C 

Individuals are part of a cohesive group Individuals care for themselves and 

their close relatives 

Group goals more important than indi-

vidual goals 

Individual goals more important than 

group goals 

Slower pace of life Higher pace of life 

More indirect communication More direct communication 

Individuals prefer group activities Individuals prefer activities alone 

Individuals have less friends but friend-

ships are closer 

Individuals have a higher number of 

friends but contact is less close 

Greater distinctions between in-groups 

and out-groups 

Fewer distinctions between in-groups 

and out-groups 

(Referring to: Gelfand et al., 2004, p. 454) 

 

In-Group Collectivism is highest in Morocco (6.37), Georgia (6.18) and the Philip-

pines (6.14). The lowest scores could be achieved in Sweden (3.46), New Zealand 

(3.58), and Denmark (3.63) (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

As seen above, Sweden is the country with the lowest score in this dimension. 

Austria, on the other hand, is ranked mid-table with a score of 4.89 (Hanges, 2004, 

pp. 742-744). 

Gender Egalitarianism (GE) describes to what extent a culture/society tries to min-

imise differences between the roles of males and females while supporting gender 

equality (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 12). 

To differentiate societies, Gender Egalitarianism is one of the most fundamental 

ways. By looking at this dimension it can be seen how a culture dictates the roles 

men and women (should) have to fulfil (Messner, 2009, p. 20). 

Societies that focus on gender egalitarianism want to minimise differences (e.g. 

when both partners work full-time, they should share housework equally) between 
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the gender roles while other societies seek to maximize these distinctions (e.g. 

women should stay at home and take care of the offspring instead of pursuing 

their careers while their husbands work and earn the living for the family) (Bhate, 

2012, pp. 2-3). 

The subsequent table shows the effect high respectively low characteristics re-

garding Gender Egalitarianism have on societies: 

Figure 11: Influence Gender Egalitarianism 

Societies with higher GE Societies with lower GE 

Women have higher status and more 

responsible positions 

Women have lower status and less re-

sponsible positions 

Women have greater role in decision 

making 

Woman mostly have smaller role in de-

cision making 

Higher number of women are working Lesser number of women are working 

On average women are as educated as 

men 

On average women are lower educated 

than man 

(Referring to: Emrich et al., 2004, p. 359) 

 

The highest scores on Gender Egalitarianism can be experienced in Russia (4.07), 

Denmark and Hungary (both 4.02). Also Sweden scores high on this dimension 

with a score of 3.72 (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

A study carried out by the World Economic Forum in 2014 underlines the position 

Sweden has in this category. The developed Gender Gap Ranking, which includes 

differences between males and females regarding health, education, economy and 

politics, shows Sweden on the fourth place only behind its Scandinavian counter-

parts Iceland, Finland and Norway (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2014 (Report); 

World Economic Forum [WEF], 2014 (Rankings)). 

Referring back to the GLOBE study, South Korea (2.45), Kuwait (2.59) and Zam-

bia (2.88) achieve the lowest scores (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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Austria lies in the midfield with a score of 3.18 (GLOBE) and also has an average 

position in the Gender Gap Ranking (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744; WEF, 2014, 

(Rankings)). 

The dimension Assertiveness (AS) describes to what extent individuals in a cul-

ture/society are encouraged to be assertive, confrontational and aggressive in so-

cial interactions (Den Hartog, 2004, p. 395). 

The following table describes how high, respectively low, scores in assertiveness 

can affect people living in countries with these characteristics: 

Figure 12: Influence Assertiveness 

Societies with higher AS Societies with lower AS 

Sympathy for the strong Sympathy for the weak 

Competition viewed positively Cooperation viewed positively 

Success and progress important People and warm relationships im-

portant 

Direct communication e.g. talking about 

problems 

Indirect communication in order to 

“save face” 

Try to pursue control over the environ-

ment 

Exist in harmony with the environment 

Competition and results more important 

than relationships 

Equality and quality of life more im-

portant than success 

What you do is more important than 

what you are 

What you are is more important than 

what you do 

(Referring to: Den Hartog, 2004, p. 405) 

 

The following countries score highest on the dimension Assertiveness: Germany 

(former East): (4.77), Morocco (4.72) and Hungary (4.71). Sweden (3.41), New 

Zealand (3.53) and Kuwait (3.56) achieve the lowest scores (Hanges, 2004, pp. 

742-744). 

Austria and Sweden reach fairly diverse scores with 4.59 respectively 3.41 (Hang-

es, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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Future Orientation (FO) describes to what extent individuals in a culture/society act 

future-oriented and therefore prepare themselves for prospective occurrences via 

actions such as planning, investments and delaying gratification (House & Javi-

dan, 2004, p. 12). 

Future Orientation has an important value for many cultures all over the world and 

was an important characteristic in order to define cultural systems also in the past 

as it is used as a key factor when describing human behaviour (Ashkanasy et al., 

2004, p. 282 & p. 285). 

The following table shows how high, respectively low, scores in FO may influence 

members of a society: 

Figure 13: Influence Future Orientation 

Societies with higher FO Societies with lower FO 

Higher level of economic success Lower level of economic success 

Rather save for the future Rather spend now 

Organisations plan rather long-sighted Organisations plan rather short-sighted 

Organisations and managers are flexi-

ble and able to adapt 

Organisations and managers are inflex-

ible and resist adaptations 

Value long-term success more Focus on short-term rewards 

(Referring to: Ashkanasy et al., 2004, p. 302) 

 

Countries that score highest on Future Orientation are Singapore (4.88), Switzer-

land (4.80) and the Netherlands (4.72). The lowest scores receive Russia (3.06), 

Argentina (3.10) and Kuwait (3.18) (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Austria and Sweden, the two countries of particular interest for this master thesis, 

reach a score of 4.47, respectively 4.37, which shows no significant difference in 

this dimension (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Performance Orientation (PO) describes to what extent performance is valued and 

encouraged by members of a culture/society (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 13). 
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Performance Orientation is an important dimension when looking at cultures. It 

sheds light on how success is defined within a culture and how successfully or 

unsuccessfully members of that culture are treated (Javidan, 2004, p. 243). 

The following table shows some characteristics, societies with high respectively 

low scores in PO tend to have: 

Figure 14: Influence Performance Orientation 

Societies with higher PO Societies with lower PO 

Training and development important (Family) relationships important 

Results more important than people Loyalty and belongingness crucial 

Focus on performance Focus on quality of life 

What you do is more important that who 

you are 

Who you are is more important than 

what you do 

Feedback helps improvement Feedback is judgemental and leads to 

discomfort 

Bonuses and financial rewards are wel-

come 

Pay for achievement damages harmony 

Performance leads to promotion Age is important factor in promotion 

process 

“Can do” and “can now” attitude Low sense of urgency 

(Referring to: Javidan, 2004, p. 245) 

 

When looking at Performance Orientation, the highest scores are achieved by 

Switzerland (5.04), New Zealand (4.86) and Singapore (4.81). Greece (3.34), 

Venezuela (3.41) and Hungary (3.50) score lowest in PO (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-

744). 

Austria and Sweden rank at the opposite ends of the scale with 4.47, respectively 

3.67 (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Humane Orientation (HO) describes to what extent being fair, altruistic, friendly, 

generous, caring and kind to others are encouraged and rewarded by members of 

a culture/society (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 13). 
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Again, a table illustrates how these cultural dimensions affect the behaviour of 

people influenced by them: 

Figure 15: Influence Humane Orientation 

Societies with higher HO Societies with lower HO 

Others are important (e.g. family, 

friends, community) 

Self-interest prevails 

Kindness, love and generosity are im-

portant 

Pleasure, comfort and self-enjoyment 

are important 

Belonging to a group motivates people Power and material belongings moti-

vate people 

People support each other dealing with 

personal problems 

People are left alone with their personal 

problems 

Parents control children Autonomy among family members 

(Referring to: Kabasakal & Bodur, 2004, p. 570) 

 

When looking at countries under the light of Humane Orientation the highest 

scores are reached by Zambia (5.12), Ireland (4.96) and Philippines (4.88). Spain 

respectively Singapore (both 3.29) and former West-Germany (3.30) receive the 

lowest scores (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Austria and Sweden both are positioned rather mid-table with scores of 3.77 and 

4.09 respectively (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

5.2.4 Culture assimilator and critical incidents 

The culture assimilator, a training tool developed in the 1960s, is often used for 

cross-cultural education. It analyses the interactions in culturally heterogeneous 

groups and illustrates ways of becoming more sensitive towards different cultures 

and culturally motivated actions and thereby helps making conversations and in-

teractions more efficient (Kosowski, 2010, p. 368). 

The results of this process are behaviourally relevant indicators, which can be de-

fined as cultural standards for a specific country. This means that these behav-
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iours are the norm for the majority of the citizens of that given country (Thomas, 

2010, p. 24). 

The training will be performed with the help of critical incidents. Managers are con-

fronted with brief descriptions of situations that can be interpreted in different 

ways. Therefore, misunderstandings, conflicts or problems can arise because of 

cultural differentiations (Apedaile & Schill, 2008, p. 7). 

These incidents are used to prepare managers of a certain country before they are 

sent to a specific other country (e.g. German manager relocating to Austrian sub-

sidiary) (Thomas & Lackner, 2013, p. 14). 

To identify critical incidents, interviews with a number of managers of a certain 

country are conducted, who talk about difficulties they experienced while interact-

ing with managers of another specific country. Referring to the previously men-

tioned example of Austrian and German managers, this would mean that a num-

ber of German managers had difficulties to understand the reaction of the Austrian 

manager in a certain situation – they were confused and irritated because their 

Austrian counterparts did not behave as expected. If more managers encounter 

these difficulties in a similar situation, this incident will be included as part of the 

training program as a “critical incident” (Thomas & Lackner, 2013, p. 15). 

It is important to note that each critical incident gives only enough information to 

set the stage and to give a short description of the situation. No cultural differ-

ences that people bring to the table are described – these should be discovered 

over the course of the cultural assimilator (Apedaile & Schill, 2008, p. 7). 

After the managers have read the critical incident, they are confronted with four 

possible explanations for the situation. After reading the alternatives, they have to 

rate every one of them on a scale from “very accurate” to “not at all accurate” 

(Thomas & Lackner, 2013, p. 24). 

In order to give a better understanding of what the procedure looks like, an exam-

ple from the book “Beruflich in Österreich” (~ “Job-related in Austria”) is given in 

abbreviated form. The book is used as a cultural training tool for German manag-
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ers going to Austria and is available for other countries as well (e.g. for German 

managers going to China) (Thomas & Lackner, 2013, pp. 23-27): 

 

Example: The Meeting 

- Situation 

Mr. Schmitt (German citizen) was sent from the German parent company to the 

Austrian subsidiary in Vienna to work there as a manager. He has already familiar-

ised himself with his new tasks and now feels well equipped to have a meeting 

with the local general manager, Mr. Pichler (Austrian citizen), with whom he has 

not had the chance to talk before. He wants to talk to Mr. Pichler about a major 

project with a client. 

Therefore, he makes an appointment with Mr. Pichler. He believes that the meet-

ing will only last approximately 30 minutes and everything can be discussed with-

out much small talk. Mr. Pichler is very friendly and obliging but involves Mr. 

Schmitt in a long-lasting discussion about previous projects, personal matters and 

other small-talk. None of the information exchanged has anything to do with the 

topic Mr. Schmitt wanted to talk about although he tried to address it multiple 

times. 

Mr. Pichler ends the discussion after one hour with the explanation that he has 

another appointment to attend. Mr. Schmitt is left surprised and irritated because 

the actual issue was not discussed at all. 

How can the situation be explained? 

Read through the interpretations. Afterwards rate every interpretation on a scale 

from very accurate to not at all accurate. More than one interpretation can have 

the same score. Justify your choices. 
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- Interpretations 

a) Mr. Pichler just wanted to get to know Mr. Schmitt before talking to him in detail 

about the new project. 

b) Mr. Pichler believes that Mr. Schmitt can handle the project on his own and 

does not need any support from his side. 

c) Mr. Pichler does not really care about this project and does not understand why 

Mr. Schmitt wants to talk with him about it. 

d) Mr. Pichler already made experiences with German co-workers and wanted to 

test Mr. Schmitt. He noticed his impatience and is fed up with him. The supposed 

appointment is just an alibi to get out of the conversation. 

 

- Meaning 

Meaning of a) 

Mr. Pichler wants to get to know his new co-worker first before talking about busi-

ness. Sympathy and social warmth are a fundamental part of relationships in Aus-

tria. Having a good relationship in the office is of great importance as well in order 

to have a productive working environment. 

Meaning of b) 

Mr. Schmitt can see the conversations about previous projects positive and as a 

sign of trust because Mr. Pichler appreciates him by sharing these insights and 

sees him as a valuable team member. 

Meaning of c) 

At least Mr. Pichler takes a lot of time to talk to Mr. Schmitt and get to know him 

despite being under time pressure. If he did not value him as an important team 

member he would only send him a written information letter. 
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Meaning of d) 

From his experience with Germans, Mr. Pichler knows that Germans do not like 

small talk but rather start with the topic of interest right away. Mr. Pichler follows a 

different approach. By evaluating the situation, no indication is given that Mr. Pich-

ler had been angry and therefore pretended to have another appointment in order 

to leave the discussion. 

 

- Solution strategy 

From Mr. Schmitt´s point of view the appointment with Mr. Pichler is very important 

for the success of the new project. Mr. Schmitt knows that the two have not had 

the chance to really talk to each other yet, but that is not in the foreground for him 

at the moment. He wants to discuss the details of the project and make sure that 

during this conversation the two get to know each other better. 

By starting a casual discussion, Mr. Pichler wants to make a good first impression 

on Mr. Schmitt as well as creating a good atmosphere. He puts no emphasis on 

discussing the details and is satisfied with the chance to meet up and get to know 

the new German co-worker. Mr. Pichler seems to enjoy Mr. Schmitt´s company 

because otherwise he would not have talked to him for an extended period despite 

his time pressure. 

Mr. Schmitt needs to learn that in Austria, unlike in Germany or many other coun-

tries, people working together first tend to create a friendly environment and there-

fore need to get to know each other also on a private level. By interacting in such a 

relaxed conversation, both partners can learn about commonalities, such as simi-

lar hobbies, which create sympathy and might result in a personal relationship.  

If Mr. Schmitt has little experience in developing relaxed conversations in order to 

build up such a relationship, he should talk to his Austrian friends or colleagues to 

inform himself. 

These “critical incidents” have been used as an inspiration to develop scenarios 

for the empirical part of my thesis where difficult decisions have to be made by the 
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interviewed leaders. Detailed descriptions of these scenarios follow in the upcom-

ing chapter. 
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6 Combining Leadership and Culture and the use of 

Scenarios for the empirical part 

The insights gained through the theoretical part of this thesis are combined and 

used for elaborating scenarios that are the heart and soul of my empirical re-

search. 

6.1 Findings through GLOBE 

Therefore, the findings of the GLOBE study are put into context with the under-

standing of leadership. 

When looking at the results from GLOBE, Austria and Sweden, the two countries 

of interest for this thesis, show differences in various cultural dimensions, namely 

(Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744): 

 Institutional Collectivism 

 Assertiveness 

 Performance Orientation 

 Gender Egalitarianism 

 Uncertainty Avoidance 

On the basis of these findings, scenarios, which require difficult decision-making 

processes, are constructed and discussed with leaders of small-and-medium-sized 

enterprises in Austria and Sweden. 

By using the GLOBE study as the foundation for my empirical work, I am able to 

access a huge amount of representative data, which provides the major input for 

my scenarios, as 17,000 participants from 951 companies out of 62 societies 

worldwide were part of the GLOBE study (Javidan et al., 2005, p. 61). 
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6.2 Findings through the leadership literature 

Besides designing these scenarios according to the cultural differences the 

GLOBE study has shown exist between Austrians and Swedes, also core charac-

teristics of successful leadership are integrated into the scenarios. These were 

discussed in detail in chapter three and are: 

 Understanding the importance of followership (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 

258) 

 Sensemaking as well as sensegiving (Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258) 

 Integrity (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii; Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Ability to build and nurture relationships (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii) 

 Capability to build a community (De Pree, 2004, pp. x-xii) 

 Guiding vision of the future (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Passion (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Self-knowledge (Bennis, 2009, pp. 33-34) 

 Maturity (development of leadership behaviour over time-span) (Bennis, 

2009, pp. 35-36) 

 Self-made (Bennis, 2009, p. 35) 

 Be the stories they try to convey (Practice what you preach) (Gardner, 

2011, pp. 9-10) 

6.3 Scenarios dealing with “difficult decisions” 

I designed the scenarios around the mentioned leadership success factors as well 

as the findings gained through the GLOBE study. The concept of “cultural assimi-

lator and critical incidents” by Alexander Thomas is used as an inspiration for my 

scenarios as well. 

After finishing the desk research and before creating the scenarios I also got some 

input from leaders of SMEs. In two personal conversations, these leaders told me 

about their experience with difficult decisions and what obstacles they regularly 

face while leading their companies. These insights further helped me to make the 

scenarios as realistic and applicable as possible. 
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For choosing the participants of this thesis, I tried to make sure to select leaders 

from similar fields. Moreover, I only selected male leaders in order to eliminate 

possible differences between males and females. 

Furthermore, all discussions with the interview partners were held in English to 

guarantee situations as similar as possible. 

For my thesis, I have named these scenarios “difficult decisions” – therefore situa-

tions are created and described which put the leader in a dilemma and, as the 

name indicates, a difficult decision has to be made. 

In order to clarify this topic I am going to present the scenarios which I developed 

and used for the interviews as well as the cultural dimensions which were investi-

gated with each scenario. 

As mentioned previously, all scenarios are designed based on the GLOBE cultural 

dimensions, which showed significant differences between Austria and Sweden. 

Overall it can be said that the scenarios were built according to these dimensions 

in order to investigate if they have an effect on the leaders´ behaviours. 

The first scenario was built around the dimensions Institutional Collectivism, As-

sertiveness and Performance Orientation. All three sub-questions in this scenario 

included elements of all three cultural dimensions used for creating the scenario. 

Taking a look at Institutional Collectivism, Austria lies in the midfield while Sweden 

is the country with the highest score in this dimension. By using aspects of Institu-

tional Collectivism, I wanted to investigate if and how the interviewed leaders 

would compensate the overachieving employee or if the team would get credit for 

the success of an individual. The same can be said for the “Employee of the 

Month Award” in the second sub-question. Is such an award seen as valuable, 

used to praise an employee or does it go against the idea of appreciating team 

effort? Aspects of Institutional Collectivism were also used for the third sub-

question, addressing the situation of an underachieving employee. By including 

this dimension in the scenario, I wanted to find out how this situation would be ad-

dressed and how the leaders would deal with conflicts (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-

744). 
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Assertiveness, in which Austria ranks among the countries with the highest scores, 

while Sweden can be found on the other end of the scale, was used heavily in all 

three questions of the first scenario. I wanted to investigate, with whom the leaders 

would sympathise, with the strong performing Mr. Smith or with the social but un-

derachieving Mr. Kruse. Moreover, I intended to find out if competition between 

employees is perceived useful for company success and if success is more im-

portant than relationships or the other way round (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Performance Orientation was the third important cultural dimension for the first 

scenario. The results of the GLOBE study displayed Austria with a tendency to-

wards a high score as opposed to Sweden. The importance of results versus peo-

ple should be investigated (Mr. Smith versus Mr. Kruse) and if feedback is seen as 

something valuable or vilification of the employee. Moreover, I wanted to find out if 

bonuses are welcome within the enterprises or if it leads to discomfort and the fear 

of damaging harmony between the workforces (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

Scenario two deals with the GLOBE dimension Gender Egalitarianism. While Aus-

tria can be found in the midfield, Sweden is displayed as one of the highest scored 

countries. This dimension was used for the scenario to investigate the role of fe-

males within the countries of interest, Austria and Sweden. What is the status of 

women in these societies and are women equal to men regarding the job market? 

In this context, the topic of childcare and who is mainly responsible for the off-

spring, the man or the woman, was addressed as well in order to get an under-

standing of what influences leaders when deciding upon whom to employ (Hang-

es, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

The third scenario was designed after the GLOBE dimension Uncertainty Avoid-

ance. Although both countries scored fairly high in this dimension (Austria can be 

found in the upper-third, Sweden was the country which scored highest), it was 

chosen as part of the research. I was interested if the particularly high score of the 

Swedish society would be visible in the leaders´ action when confronted with the 

“difficult decisions” over the course of the cases and if differences to Austrian 

leaders would become visible. Therefore, I wanted to investigate how the leaders 

handle a situation of high uncertainty – a possible cooperation with a competitor 
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with lots of possibilities as well as risks. Will they insist on written documentation, 

lawyers and other action to minimize the risk or not? Additionally, I wanted to find 

out if an overall resistance to change can be noticed or if change is seen as an 

opportunity to develop (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

The leaders were presented the following three scenarios and had to put them-

selves in the place of a leader facing such situations. Afterwards, they were asked 

to express how they would act in the given situations. 

Scenario 1 (Dealing with Institutional Collectivism & Assertiveness & Performance 

Orientation) 

Imagine the following scenario: 

Mr. Smith is a long-time trustworthy and important employee of your company and 

deals with some of the most important clients/customers. Moreover, he has a high 

standing inside and outside the organisation. 

The yearly salary negotiations are coming up in a few weeks and you as a leader 

have to make some decisions. 

Mr. Smith, on the one hand, is doing an outstanding job, outperforming his col-

leagues but, on the other hand, also has some very committed assistants who get 

paid just the minimum salary, but provide very much support to Mr. Smith. Without 

them his strong performance would not be possible. 

How would you handle the salary negotiation? 

A friend of yours, who runs a similar business, has the same negotiations with his 

staff ahead of him. He is thinking about introducing an “Employee of the Month 

Award”. 

What are your ideas about such an award and could you imagine something 

like that for your enterprise as well? 

Another employee in the organisation, Mr. Kruse, struggles with his own sales 

numbers, but is very popular among his colleagues. He is always there to help and 

even stays longer hours in the office to help his peers get their work done. You 
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have also noticed that he consistently avoids confrontations and that he does not 

defend his point of view in discussions. Instead he agrees even if it is obvious that 

he thinks differently about a topic. 

How would you handle this situation?  

Scenario 2 (Dealing with Gender Egalitarianism) 

Imagine the following scenario, and please, answer as honestly as possible (no-

body reading this master thesis will know how you have answered each question): 

For a vacancy in your company several people apply. In the final round two possi-

ble employees remain, one man and one woman. 

The woman holds a master´s degree from a highly decorated University and has 

some working experience in a company similar to yours, while the man also has 

quality working experience, but a less impressive degree. The woman is a mother 

of two quite young children, but ensures you during the interview process that she 

and her husband share the workload at home and her family responsibilities will 

not interfere with her duties at work. 

Who would you employ? Why? 

How is the structure in your organisation? How many employees do you 

have and how many of them are females? Why? 

How do you think society as a whole in your country is handling the topic of 

gender egalitarianism (equality for men and women)? 

Scenario 3 (Dealing with Uncertainty Avoidance) 

Imagine the following scenario: 

You have the possibility to get access to a new market with your company and 

reach a very large number of new customers – this could be the final step which 

will make your enterprise really big and influential, and you could make very hand-

some profit. In order to achieve this, you will have to develop a new product and in 

the process cooperate with one of your biggest competitors called XY. The new 
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product development is a risky undertaking, and agreeing to a business venture 

with one of your main competitors could be precarious as well. 

Another fact that makes this decision even more difficult is a promise you made to 

your father, who founded your company, before he handed it over to you a few 

years ago. He had only one rule for you: “Never cooperate with the company XY!” 

Would you take this big chance, develop this new product and work together 

with this competitor? 

If yes: How would you ensure that the working process runs smoothly and 

important confidential data of your enterprise will not be stolen from the 

other company? 

After collecting data through the conducted interviews with Austrian respectively 

Swedish leaders of SMEs, I analysed the findings with the help of the qualitative 

content analysis according to Mayring. An overview of the analysis procedure can 

be found in the following sub-chapter.  

6.4 Qualitative content analysis according to Mayring 

The qualitative content analysis according to Mayring is very suitable for analysing 

transcribed interviews as it is possible to include huge amounts of data while also 

keeping the interpretative character of a qualitative analysis (Mayring & Fenzl, 

2014, p. 543). 

Therefore, I recorded the ten interviews that I conducted (five with Austrian and 

five with Swedish leaders of SMEs) and subsequently transcribed them. 

The initial point of the qualitative content analysis is to define categories and allo-

cate them to passages in the text (Mayring & Fenzl, 2014, p. 544). 

For that purpose, the text is scanned, relevant information is extracted and finally 

this information is connected with the fitting categories. (Gläser & Laudel, 2010, 

pp. 197-199). 
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With the qualitative content analysis and the extraction of valuable information, a 

different database compared to the primary text is created. This new database 

should include only the relevant data which is necessary to answer the research 

question (Gläser & Laudel, 2010, p. 200). 

An example of how I conducted the qualitative content analysis can be seen in the 

annex of my thesis. 
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7 Results 

The following chapter shows the results of my empirical research, executed with 

the help of scenarios and interviews. In order to ensure clarity, each scenario is 

split up according to the cultural dimensions it was built on, which are also used as 

categories in the qualitative content analysis according to Mayring (House & Javi-

dan, 2004, pp. 11-13) (see appendix for an example). 

Moreover, a distinction between the statements of the Austrian respectively Swe-

dish leaders is provided. Direct quotes from the participants are integrated in the 

explanation in order to make the text livelier and provide direct insights from the 

interviews. These statements are interpreted in order to underline their message 

and make the viewpoints of Austrian respectively Swedish leaders more apparent. 

7.1 Austria 

This sub-category displays the findings gained through the scenarios/interviews 

with Austrian leaders of SMEs. 

7.1.1 Institutional Collectivism 

The investigation on this dimension shows that the interviewed Austrian leaders of 

SMEs tend to reward individual performances if the contribution of the employee 

justifies doing so. Therefore, an employee who performs above average and 

whose work is seen as vital and important for the enterprise receives a generous 

remuneration for his or her contribution. 

“I would definitely give Mr. Smith a big raise of salary because he clearly deserves 

it. It seems like that without him, the whole company would perform worse.” (Inter-

view Partner No. 6, p. 18) 

“I would give him a huge pay rise because he is contributing a lot to the compa-

ny´s success. The fact that he is also handling some of the most important clients 

is huge as well. Without him I think we have a problem so I would try to make him 
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feel happy in order to stay with the company and continue being productive.” (In-

terview Partner No. 9, pp. 27-28) 

In this process, the Austrian interview partners would not only elevate an outstand-

ing employee´s performance by paying a higher salary, also individual awards, 

such as an “Employee of the Month Award” were overall seen as positive and rec-

ommended in order to demonstrate recognition. 

“[…] I´m totally for that. It´s a great way to appreciate his work.” (Interview Partner 

No. 7, p. 22) 

“I think that´s a very good idea. We have such a thing in our company as well.” 

(Interview Partner No. 6, p. 18) 

It also came up in several interviews that the Austrian leaders would encourage 

Mr. Smith to share his success story with his colleagues in order to help them per-

form better and increase the overall company performance. 

When talking about whom to reward for Mr. Smith´s success, only himself or his 

contributing assistants as well, the opinions differ. Therefore, no overall clear col-

lectivistic or singular appreciation approach can be identified. 

“I see him and his assistants as a group. They all are responsible for his success-

ful performance. Of course it depends how demanding and challenging the work of 

the assistants is but it seems like they make an outstanding job. Therefore I would 

give them a raise of salary as well.” (Interview Partner No. 6, p. 18) 

“(If the assistants should get incentives as well) […] depends on the contribution 

they make to his success.” (Interview Partner No. 10, p. 31) 

A lot of very interesting insights also surfaced when Mr. Kruse´s contribution to the 

company was discussed and the question came up how the interview partner 

would handle an employee who does not perform well but has other skills, mostly 

social ones, and moreover supports his colleagues a lot with their work. 

The overall tenor pointed in the direction that first, a meeting would be held to in-

vestigate the reasons for his shortcomings and discuss opportunities to help him 

improve his contribution. If afterwards the situation did not change for the better, 
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the employee and the enterprise would have to go separate ways, in other words, 

the company would release the employee. 

Clearly, a solution-oriented conflict management would take place. 

“I would talk to him of course, look what´s wrong and if I can do something to 

change his situation. Maybe he has some private problems that will be sorted out 

in the near future. If the situation isn´t changing ultimately we would have to go 

separate ways.” (Interview Partner No. 8, p. 29) 

“[…] performance is important. It´s nice that he is helpful and there for the others 

but he also has to think about his own responsibilities.” (Interview Partner No. 6, p. 

19) 

7.1.2 Assertiveness 

Aspects addressing the cultural dimension of assertiveness were integrated in the 

scenario around Mr. Smith and Mr. Kruse as well. 

The leaders of SMEs in Austria provided a pretty clear and consistent picture. Mr. 

Smith is viewed as a unique figure in the company because of his outstanding 

contribution. On the other hand, Mr. Kruse would have problems to survive in their 

enterprises because of his substandard performance even though he seems to be 

very popular among his colleagues as he is described as very helpful. 

If problems arise, in this case the weak performance of an employee, direct con-

versations are the preferred way of proceeding. If this way of proceeding is not 

fruitful, all Austrian leaders agree that dismissing the employee would be the una-

voidable final step. 

“[…] If the performance isn´t right – sooner or later we have a problem. In our 

company we share the workload among all of us. So if one person isn´t performing 

as expected, that´s not going to work in the long run.” (Interview Partner No. 7, p. 

22) 
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“I would make an appointment with him for a face-to-face talk. I would give him 

direct feedback and maybe also a training program would help to get him on the 

right track.” (Interview Partner No. 6, p. 19) 

Overall, it can be said that high value is put on performance. It is the overall goal 

every employee should strive for. Creating competition among the employees is a 

possible way to increase that. 

“It´s pretty simple. We see competition as a way to encourage our staff to perform 

better. In our business it´s all about selling products to the customer by giving 

them what they need, providing them with tailor made solutions if you wanna say 

so. By creating this competition with bonuses, awards and special recognition – 

we basically make them sell more and work harder.” (Interview Partner No. 6, p. 

18)  

7.1.3 Performance Orientation 

As assertiveness and performance orientation are two dimensions that are closely 

related with each other, also some similar factors are decisive for these dimen-

sions. 

The focus on feedback, training and development, on the one hand for Mr. Kruse 

to strengthen his performance and on the other hand for using Mr. Smith´s attrib-

utes by giving him the opportunity to pass on his knowledge, were visible here. 

The high value placed on results in contrast to how people are viewed in the en-

terprises was flamboyant as well. 

 “Results are very important and it seems like Mr. Kruse isn´t delivering as ex-

pected. I mean, he seems like a great guy, helping out others and so on but in the 

end reaching the numbers is very important.” (Interview Partner No. 9, p. 29) 

“I kind of get the impression that he is lazy. I don´t know. Being friendly and helpful 

is of course a good thing but he also has to be productive to help the company. 

[…]” (Interview Partner No. 10, p. 31) 
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With this dimension the question if performance is awarded and recognized and 

what, in the first place, leads to the promotion of an employee, played a crucial 

role as well. 

The Austrian leaders generally indicated that they were willing to recognize overa-

chieving employees and would not shy away from singling out employees for their 

performance, may it be for a good or bad one. 

“I would address the problem first within a face-to-face situation. Maybe he needs 

additional support to do a better job. Additionally I would address the topic also in 

a group meeting.”  (Interview Partner No. 8, p. 25) 

7.1.4 Gender Egalitarianism 

The scenario dealing with gender egalitarianism overall showed that Austrian 

leaders would mostly prefer a male employee over a similarly educated female 

one. Out of the five leaders interviewed, three disclosed that they would hire the 

male applicant while the other two would slightly prefer the male, but would give 

the woman a consideration as well. 

The reasoning for opting against the female employee is mostly due to the lead-

er´s observation of the current distribution of childcare responsibilities in Austria, 

where it is mostly the mother who has to take care of the offspring. 

“[…] I have the feeling that I would be on the safer side if I hire the man. Let´s be 

honest. It´s always the woman who stays at home if the child is sick.” (Interview 

Partner No. 6, p. 20) 

Another reason for choosing the man as the new employee was the woman´s 

possible absence from work due to another pregnancy. 

“[…] From the 10 women working in our enterprise at the moment, four are on ma-

ternity leave. That´s really challenging. Of course, somebody can always get sick, 

a burnout or stuff like that, but getting pregnant is an additional possibility of leav-

ing the company for a certain period of time. Don´t get me wrong, I appreciate eve-

ry woman that can handle job and family and balance it but I have to admit that I 
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have rarely experienced that. When the kid is sick, guess who is staying at 

home…it´s always the woman.” (Interview Partner No. 10, p. 32) 

Even the two interview partners who would consider employing the woman in that 

given situation were sceptical towards the possibility of losing the new female em-

ployee due to pregnancy or childcare duties.  

In this context, the current situation in Austria regarding childcare was viewed criti-

cally and might even have a major impact on the conditions women face in the 

workplace. The payment gap between men and women was pointed out in this 

context as well. This fact makes it difficult for many couples to split childcare and 

often impossible for men to stay an extended period of time at home because they 

are still responsible for the majority of the family´s income and all members are 

highly dependent on the man´s full salary. 

“In our company we pay men and women the same amount of money for the same 

job. But overall there is quite a big gap. I think there is still a lot of work to be 

done.” (Interview Partner No. 7, p. 24) 

Another reason for the aversion to employ the female could be the recent change 

in the society and modified living standards, which are connected with a new role 

for women that includes covering both their duties at home and their responsibili-

ties at the job. This new role requires more and more women to work extensive 

hours, while a few decades ago, most females exclusively stayed at home taking 

care of the children. 

“The situation in Austria isn´t an ideal one – I guess we can all agree on that. So-

ciety has changed a lot over the last few decades. When I was a child the majority 

of mothers stayed at home taking care of their kids. Today almost every mother 

has to work. That makes things difficult of course, to organise everything at home.” 

(Interview Partner No. 8, p. 26) 

“[…] our society has changed a lot recently. Before it was always the woman tak-

ing care of the family, the man taking care of the income. I think we all have to 

adapt to the fact that it´s not like that anymore.” (Interview Partner No. 10, p. 32) 
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7.1.5 Uncertainty Avoidance 

The Austrian leaders mostly had a homogenous view of the topic of uncertainty 

avoidance. Four out of five leaders could imagine working together with a competi-

tor and accept risks and uncertainty in exchange for the opportunity to make the 

company more successful. 

The main concern and an area of special focus was the way corporate secrets are 

handled in such a cooperation. Can these secrets be kept and is there a clear al-

location of tasks between the two companies in this situation. Additionally, such a 

venture would also have to make great sense for the company and the opportuni-

ties would have to be promising as well. 

“If it makes sense from a business point of view I would do it”. […] If you don´t go 

forward, you go backward. If it makes sense you should take risks. Often that pays 

off in the end. (Interview Partner No. 8, p. 27) 

“The business opportunity seems promising – so it sounds like a good idea to real-

ly look into it.” (Interview Partner No. 7, p. 24) 

“I would start really simple, by doing a pro- and contra list. If the advantages are 

clearly there I would go for it.” (Interview Partner No. 10, p. 33) 

In order to reduce uncertainty, written rules and guidelines are a prerequisite as 

well as bringing in lawyers in order to be on the safe side. 

“I think the leaders from both companies should write a manual about how pro-

cesses should be done and carried out.” (Interview Partner No. 8, p. 27) 

“I would work together with some very good lawyers. You have to agree on what 

can be shared with the other company in order to make the cooperation work and 

what should be kept secret. You never ever want to give away your secrets. That´s 

what makes you special as a company.” (Interview Partner No. 7, p. 24) 
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7.2 Sweden 

In this subchapter, the empirical findings from the scenarios/interviews with the 

Swedish leaders of SMEs are provided. 

7.2.1 Institutional Collectivism 

The Swedish interview partners collectively praised the importance of the group 

when talking about the outstanding performance of Mr. Smith in the first scenario. 

The overall tenor was that without the contribution of his colleagues and especially 

without the support of his assistants, his performance would not have been as 

special as it was. 

“I would discuss it with Mr. Smith. You are doing a good job but without the other 

guys you may not be able to do so. […]” (Interview Partner No. 1, p. 2) 

One interview partner even specifically mentioned all the other members of a 

company who play a key role in order to make one individual perform well. 

“I see that this guy, let me look mhm Mr. Smith is his name, is really important for 

the company. But could he do it without the others? You mention his assistants. 

They support him very well and make his performance possible. But there are for 

sure others who help him perform so well, IT people, back office, other colleagues, 

to name a few. […]” (Interview Partner No. 3, p. 10) 

It can be said that while some leaders would give little incentives to Mr. Smith and 

his assistants, they always wanted to award both, Mr. Smith and his assistants, 

often even the whole team would have got a bonus. 

“[…] We split up the provision among all employees and everybody is happy in the 

end.” (Interview Partner No. 5, p. 16) 

Singling out individuals for their performance, not only through monetary incen-

tives, was widely seen negatively. Therefore, the “Employee of the Month Award” 

was not understood as a good idea by the Swedish leaders. 

“[…] it´s about the contribution of the whole team. There is no I in TEAM.” (Inter-

view Partner No. 3, p. 10) 
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Some very interesting findings could also be identified when analysing Mr. Kruse´s 

situation and how the Swedish interview partners see his mediocre performance 

but on the other hand also his helpfulness towards his colleagues. 

“[…] also Mr. Kruse has to be valued. […]” (Interview Partner No. 2, p, 8), a quote 

by one of the Swedish leaders, can be seen as the general opinion of his country-

men. An obvious sympathy for Mr. Kruse and a willingness to help him perform 

better could be experienced. 

“[…] I would ask him if he needs something in order to perform better. If I could 

support him with something. I have the idea that if you have a discussion about 

what can you do well? Where do you have problems? What is fun? What is not 

fun? If I talk about that openly and find out how I can help you, for example with 

education program, then a lot of things can be solved.” (Interview Partner No. 1, p. 

3) 

In connection with this, there was also a very interesting point of view on how to 

look at the contribution of an employee in the first place and thereby how to as-

sess it. According to the Swedish leaders, not only numbers, hard facts and fig-

ures should be taken into consideration, but also other parameters to determine if 

an employee is performing well. 

“[…] What I find critical is if you just look at success based on numbers. That´s not 

how I understand a company should be run. There´s much more to it. How you 

help each other for example, what you contribute to the company, if you are willing 

to learn, how you approach things, if you want to educate others, and so on.” (In-

terview Partner No. 2, p. 8) 

7.2.2 Assertiveness 

This dimension further shows how the Swedish leaders of SMEs view Mr. Smith 

and Mr. Kruse. These two unlike employees contribute differently to the success of 

the enterprise. 
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The overall theme was that Mr. Kruse, even though his performance is not out-

standing, was viewed as an important piece to the success story of the enterprise 

and it was widely believed that his contribution can be seen as valuable. 

“[…] We understand our company here as a big team where we help each other 

wherever we can. That is crucial. You also mention Mr. Kruse in that scenario. He 

may not be as productive as Mr. Smith but he has for sure also great value for the 

company because he helps others. So like the assistants and like Mr. Smith, also 

Mr. Kruse has to be valued. Everybody contributes to the success of the compa-

ny.” (Interview Partner No. 2, p. 8) 

Relationships were highly valued by the Swedish interview partners which was, on 

the one hand, manifested in the way they collectively praised the importance of the 

team for the success of single individuals as well as for the company and, on the 

other hand, in their appreciation of Mr. Kruse´s contribution. 

The Swedish leaders described themselves and their workforce as more than just 

a partnership of convenience. People should feel happy and surrounded by friends 

when they are at the workplace. In the eyes of those leaders, such a surrounding 

increases the performance of the employees. 

“[…] We even hug our colleagues when they go on vacation. We also share what 

we have done on the weekends. We are kind of a family.” (Interview Partner No. 1, 

p. 6) 

The importance of relationships and functional teams can also be seen in the way 

the Swedish leaders want to see their employees approach tasks. Across the 

board, a collective approach to handling business was the preferred course of ac-

tion and therefore, cooperation with colleagues was seen as key in order to cope 

with the tasks. 

“For example, when one of my employees doesn´t have the time to go to a real 

estate, a colleague of him or her is there to help. Next time it´s the other way 

round and then he or she can return the favour. […]” (Interview Partner No. 5, p. 

16) 
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If problems arise, like in the example with the mediocre performance of Mr. Kruse, 

the Swedish leaders overall preferred direct communication in order to sort things 

out and improve the situation. Besides addressing topics, even uncomfortable 

ones, directly also constructive proposals for solutions were the way of proceed-

ing. In this case support such as training programs or a new range of duties for Mr. 

Kruse were brought up. 

 “[…] I always encourage my people to discuss things openly. […]” (Interview Part-

ner No. 3, p. 10) 

7.2.3 Performance Orientation 

Assertiveness and performance orientation are two dimensions that are closely 

related to one another. Therefore, also similar factors are influence these dimen-

sions. 

As mentioned above, the idea of working within a functional group where one likes 

to spend time with his or her colleagues and also shares private topics was overall 

described as a desired situation and preferred to a contrary understanding of busi-

ness that only revolves around effectiveness and efficiency as well as sales fig-

ures and profits. 

“[…] there often exists the credo that only the sales numbers are important and 

motivation is often executed through bonuses and incentives on an individual lev-

el. I opted for a different approach and more and more competitors are switching 

to our strategy because our people are happy and stay longer in our company.” 

(Interview Partner No. 5, p. 16) 

Feedback was described as a vital tool for addressing a topic in case of problems 

and finding a solution.  

“[…] I´m always very direct. It´s all about open communication, doesn´t matter if an 

employee does something right or wrong.” (Interview Partner No. 1, p. 3) 

The topic of awarding a single employee respectively a group of employees for an 

outstanding contribution evoked mixed emotions by the Swedish interview part-

ners. Some were for, some against giving bonuses or incentives. The Swedish 
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leaders who opted for giving incentives stated that this should only take place in 

an appropriate fashion, while the others preferred to give bonuses to all employ-

ees because every single one of them would contribute to the company´s success 

via his or her performance. 

“[…] it´s great to encourage individuals who do a great job but it´s still a team effort 

and without help from the others, Mr. Smith wouldn´t be able to perform so well.” 

(Interview Partner No. 4, p. 13) 

“I would talk to Mr. Smith and his assistants and congratulate them for their great 

contribution, maybe give them a little bonus, for example a wellness trip. The way I 

run my company isn´t to single out individuals for doing something good or bad, I 

focus on showing the importance of being a functional team. Everything else will 

sort itself out most of the time.” (Interview Partner No. 2, p. 8) 

7.2.4 Gender Egalitarianism 

The question whom to employ, a man or a woman, if both were more or less 

equally qualified, was answered very clearly by the Swedish interview partners. All 

five participants shared their understanding that gender plays no role when decid-

ing on a future employee, even if the woman, as mentioned in the given scenario, 

had to take care of two children together with her partner. 

“In this case the woman addresses the topic of her kids very openly. […] If she can 

explain it plausibly that she and her partner can manage the kids without any im-

pact on her job then I don´t see that as a problem. […]” (Interview Partner No. 4, p. 

14) 

Four out of the five Swedish leaders disclosed that for them, gender played no role 

at all in this decision-making-process. They further discussed that they already 

have female employees at the moment or are willing to do so if the opportunity 

arises in the future. 

“[…] I would love to have a girl working here. That would hopefully give the organi-

sation another dimension. We don´t think the same and that could be a very good 

thing for the company.” (Interview Partner No. 1, p. 5) 
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One Swedish leader would even prefer to hire the female in that given situation 

because she seems a bit more educated and is responsible for managing her 

family at home, including two kids, which was seen as quite impressive. 

As gender is apparently not the decisive factor in the employment process, the 

Swedish leaders came up with other parameters. 

The question if the future employee fits to the company is the most crucial one. 

Therefore, soft skills such as trustworthiness, commitment and motivation are im-

portant characteristics that are investigated before deciding on a candidate. Over-

all, it was also expressed that willingness to learn and social behaviour towards 

colleagues, which is in line with the requirement of a “company fit”, are fundamen-

tal in this context. 

“[…] (we would employ…) the one that fits best to the company. Look, we have 

more than 20 employees at the moment. Everybody who is determined and willing 

to learn can work here. It doesn´t matter if he or she is young or experienced, if it 

is a man or a woman, I simply don´t care as long as they want to be here and fit to 

us, our organisation.” (Interview Partner No. 2, p. 8) 

“For me, it´s always about the willingness to learn. […] Social skills and the moti-

vation the person has are important for me.” (Interview Partner No. 1, p. 5-6) 

The overall situation of gender egalitarianism in Sweden was perceived positively. 

The participants acknowledged that Sweden has already done a lot and undertak-

en major steps in order to enhance the situation for women on the job market. Ad-

ditionally, the Swedish interview partners observed, that also an improved equality 

in the context of child care and division of housework between men and women is 

visible. In this context, they have noticed a change in the Swedish society over the 

last couple of decades. 

“I think it´s really good. Women earn mostly the same as men and issues such as 

childcare or housework are split up a lot better than before. The last few decades 

were a big step in the right direction as far as I´m concerned.” (Interview Partner 

No. 5, p. 17) 
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“[…] some friends of mine. They start having kids and almost all of them share the 

responsibilities with their wives and girlfriends. That´s how it should be done. […]” 

(Interview Partner No. 3, p. 11) 

7.2.5 Uncertainty Avoidance 

Addressing the topic of uncertainty avoidance, the overall tenor of the Swedish 

leaders was unanimous as well – being rather conservative and avoiding uncer-

tainty, or to put it in other words, sticking to a known situation and known circum-

stances in opposition to taking risks. 

The given situation of a possible cooperation with a competitor, which encom-

passes opportunities but risks as well, was therefore seen critically by all interview 

partners. 

“I think I wouldn´t do it, […]. Working together with such a big competitor seems 

not very appealing to me. There is more to lose I guess.” (Interview Partner No. 3, 

p. 12) 

If a leader decides to at least consider such a collaboration, the advantages clearly 

need to outnumber the risks. It was also noticeable on numerous occasions that 

the Swedish leaders see their teams as a “second family” that they feel responsi-

ble for. Such a cooperation, which was viewed as a risky undertaking, could not 

only bring the future of the leader´s business in danger; it could also make their 

employees lose their jobs. 

“I would analyse the situation and ask myself: What´s in it for us? If it´s a promis-

ing situation then I could think about it, only if the risks aren´t too high. I have a 

responsibility for my family but also for my employees. They are like a second fam-

ily for me. So I couldn´t risk putting their jobs in danger. […]” (Interview Partner No. 

2, p. 9) 

Apart the findings mentioned above, which all point in the direction of strong un-

certainty avoidance, the participants also set a focus on the importance of lawyers 

and detailed written contracts, also indicators for high uncertainty avoidance, in 

order to protect one´s own enterprise. 
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The fears of having important data stolen or strengthening the competitor in the 

long run were also brought up as reasons for opting against such a cooperation. 

The overall theme was that a fruitful collaboration can only take place if both part-

ners trust each other. This is widely believed not to be the case if two major com-

petitors agree to work together. 

“[…] I think we would need to hire good lawyers to come up with contracts that 

protect our ideas and also our other business assets. It must be really a great op-

portunity for me and my company to do such a thing. I think that can backfire pret-

ty badly. If the competition knows our secrets we have a huge problem. That´s 

what makes us special.” (Interview Partner No. 2, p. 9) 

“I think contracts are a must here, written ones. Being prepared for every possibil-

ity. But in the end I´m not sure if that´s a good idea altogether.” […] (Interview 

Partner No. 4, p. 15) 
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8 Discussion of results 

This chapter provides a discussion of the results gained through the empirical part 

of my thesis. In addition to that, I will draw connections to the theoretical part and 

thereby embed my findings in the insights developed through the desk research. 

For this purpose, each of the cultural dimensions of the GLOBE study in which the 

two countries of interest, Austria and Sweden, differ is discussed separately. Pos-

sible differences in behaviour between the leaders of these two countries, based 

on the given answers during the interviews/scenarios, are pointed out as well and 

it is evaluated if these findings show conformity with the insights gained through 

the GLOBE study. 

8.1 Institutional Collectivism 

When comparing the Austrian and Swedish interview partners, the former show a 

tendency towards low Institutional Collectivism while the answers of the latter indi-

cate that the Swedish society scores high in this dimension. 

This leads to the assumption that both groups of leaders would honour an out-

standing performance of one of their employees. 

The Austrian leaders would award Mr. Smith for his performance and even would 

not shy away from honouring him for his contribution by giving him an individual 

award, for example the “Employee of the Month Award”. 

The Swedish leaders on the other hand, were not in favour of rewarding Mr. Smith 

extensively. It was repeatedly pointed out that without the contribution of his col-

leagues, especially by his assistants, his superb performance would not have 

been possible. The overall tenor was that the whole team should be rewarded and, 

in contrast to the Austrian, only in a modest amount. 

A clear differentiation could also be experienced when addressing the case of Mr. 

Kruse, who struggles to fulfil his own sales targets but is always willing to help 

others and thereby supports the team. 
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The uniform opinion of the Austrians indicated that Mr. Kruse would have to 

change his way of behaviour drastically and improve his own contribution, knowing 

that otherwise Mr. Kruse and the enterprise would have to go separate ways. 

The Swedish leaders on the other hand saw this situation as more complex, in-

stead of only black and white (improve or be dismissed). Some of them would 

even appreciate Mr. Kruse´s behaviour because of the fact that he is contributing 

to the team success by supporting his colleagues, while other Swedish leaders 

would try to support him and find out what they could change in order to help him 

improve his performance. 

Both countrymen were in favour of discussing the matter first with Mr. Kruse 

or/and in group meetings and thereby give him the chance to improve respectively 

change his behaviour before taking further actions. 

These answers and their reasoning clearly showed the two differing views about 

Institutional Collectivism and underlined one of its main parameters, namely who is 

responsible for success. The Austrian leaders saw success connected to the per-

formance of single individuals, while their Swedish counterparts linked success 

with everyone involved in it, the team. 

This overall theme indicated the way both groups of leaders approach tasks, per-

formance evaluation, decision-making and the way jobs are designed, only to 

name a few. The difference is if these tasks are understood as team achievements 

or the responsibilities of individuals. 

The findings from my empirical research on this dimension overall go hand in hand 

with the insights gained through the GLOBE study, which showed that Austria is 

ranked midfield in Institutional Collectivism while Sweden is displayed with the 

highest score among all countries investigated (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 

8.2 Assertiveness 

Looking at the next cultural dimension that was part of my scenarios, Assertive-

ness, again strong differing views between Austrian and Swedish leaders could be 

detected. 
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The Austrian leaders showed a tendency towards high Assertiveness while the 

answers of their Swedish counterparts pointed in the opposite direction. 

Referring to the insights gained from the Austrian leaders, Mr. Smith was praised 

for his strong results while Mr. Kruse was seen critically because his individual 

performance lagged behind expectations. The Swedish leaders, on the other 

hand, showed sympathy for Mr. Kruse and valued his overall contribution to the 

wellbeing of the team as well as his support for his colleagues. 

Creating competitive situations as a motivating factor for leading teams was also a 

point of discussion. The Austrian leaders mentioned that competition among their 

workforce was encouraged also by actions such as granting individual incentives 

and the “Employee of the Month Award”. The Swedish interview partners wanted 

to highlight the importance of the team and unanimously believed that cooperation 

produced better results than competition. 

The Swedes also pointed out the importance of a warm, friendly and open rela-

tionship among their team members and hence the creation of a familial atmos-

phere at the work place as a prerequisite in order to be successful. The Austrians, 

on the other hand, conveyed the idea that results and success come first and 

foremost. 

Both groups of the interviewed leaders stated that they would address problematic 

situations directly instead of opting for an indirect communication. Mr. Kruse would 

be approached in order to find out what hinders him to perform better. 

Apart from the uniform way both groups of leaders would address problematic sit-

uations, the findings I gained through my scenarios were again in line with the re-

sults the team of the GLOBE presented. In the dimension Assertiveness, the 

GLOBE study displayed Austria and Sweden with different scores, showing that 

Austria has a strong tendency towards high assertiveness while displaying the op-

posite for Sweden (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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8.3 Performance Orientation 

For the cultural dimension of Performance Orientation, the statements of the lead-

ers from both countries overall showed no clear indication towards a high or a low 

score. 

Although some points of difference existed between Austrians and Swedes, other 

topics concerning performance orientation showed similarities as well. 

Both groups of leaders mentioned that they would see training and development 

as important tools in order to increase employee performance, namely the situa-

tion of Mr. Kruse where all leaders indicated that support would be provided first, 

for example entrusting to him different tasks. In this context, a consensus also ex-

isted concerning the importance of feedback, as Austrian and Swedish leaders 

understand direct feedback as essential in order to change and develop their 

workforce as well as address difficult topics and overcome obstacles. 

However, differing viewpoints between Austrian and Swedish interview partners 

were noticeable in this dimension as well. Regarding what is more important, re-

sults or people – the Austrian viewpoint what you contribute to the success of the 

enterprise is prior to who you are as a person is in contrast to the Swedish point of 

view, where who you are is more important than what you do as an individual. 

Another point of difference in this dimension was the previously mentioned way, 

rewards, awards and incentives are handled. Austrian leaders preferred these ac-

tions to honour certain employees for their great success while their Swedish 

counterparts see this modus operandi as possibly diminishing the harmony and 

neglecting the idea of seeing the whole workforce as one team. 

In the GLOBE results, Austria showed a tendency towards high Performance Ori-

entation while Sweden ranks at the opposite end of the scale. These results are 

supported by the way Austrian and Swedish leaders looked at the topics of what is 

perceived as more important, results or people, and if rewards are overall viewed 

positively or not during my scenarios (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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However, both groups of leaders put a strong emphasis on training and support to 

develop employees and direct communication was valued equally as well. 

8.4 Gender Egalitarianism 

Gender Egalitarianism is the next dimension used in the scenarios for my thesis. 

On this dimension, great differences between the Austrian and Swedish interview 

partners were displayed. 

The question whom to employ, a male candidate or a similar, even slightly better 

qualified, female one, was the topic of this scenario. The female applicant had a 

family with two kids. She mentioned that she shared the duties at home with her 

partner and hence received support in this way. 

It was very interesting to see how differently this scenario was assessed by the 

interview partners from Austria respectively Sweden. 

The Austrian leaders would overall prefer hiring the male candidate mainly be-

cause for them it was evident that the woman would miss a fair amount of time at 

the workplace because, despite her statement that her partner would support her, 

the belief persisted that in the end, it is mostly the female who has to take care of 

the offspring if a child gets sick or other problems occur. According to them, this 

reflects the current situation in Austria concerning the topic of childcare. They ar-

gued that in most cases in a partnership, the man is still responsible for the major 

part of the income and therefore, the family simply cannot afford to miss a portion 

of his salary by letting him stay at home taking care of the children for an extended 

period of time. 

Additionally, women were somehow seen as being hold back by all the changes in 

the Austrian society over the last few decades. Before, most of the women stayed 

at home taking care of the offspring while their partners were responsible for 

providing the income while nowadays, women often have to combine their duties 

at home with their responsibilities at the job. 

Another factor, against hiring the female applicant, was the possibility of her be-

coming pregnant again in future and thus missing months if not years on the job. 
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This was seen as especially critical by the interview partners as all of them are 

leaders in small-and-medium-sized enterprises. The workforce in all of their com-

panies consists of a relatively small number of employees and missing one key 

contributor for an extended period of time would be critical for their business. 

The Swedish interview partners had a completely different point of view regarding 

this topic. Gender was overall not seen as a decisive factor, at least not in a nega-

tive way for the female applicant. The qualification and education and most im-

portantly if the applicant would fit into the enterprise would determine whom to 

employ. One interview partner even favoured the woman because managing a 

family and a job requires a tremendous ability to handle several challenging situa-

tions at the same time. 

Additionally, they mentioned that they would favour a mixed workforce of males 

and females because of differing ideas and ways of thinking and that adding a 

woman to a solely male dominated company would give the enterprise a new di-

mension. 

The Swedish interview partners perceived their society very positively regarding 

gender egalitarianism, in contrast to the Austrians. In Sweden, payment, although 

it is still not totally equal between men and women, is distributed much fairer today 

and also child care and work in the household are split up way more equally now-

adays than decades ago. 

The findings I have gained through my empirical research go hand in hand with 

the results the GLOBE study as well as the World Economic Forum display. Both 

rank Sweden in a prominent position regarding the equality of men and women 

while Austria holds an average position in both rankings (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-

744; WEF, 2014, (Rankings)). 

8.5 Uncertainty Avoidance 

Concerning the cultural dimension of Uncertainty Avoidance, the interviews with 

Austrian as well as Swedish leaders showed that both groups have a tendency 

towards high uncertainty avoidance, although the degree largely differs. 
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The situation described in one of the scenarios was that a possible cooperation 

with a competitor could bring the company major success and a handsome in-

come, but, on the other hand, also obstacles exist – confidential information could 

get stolen and used by the competitor for future projects and trust issues between 

both enterprises could be a topic hindering the success of a possible cooperation. 

The majority of the Austrian interview partners could imagine working together with 

the competition. In order to protect their corporate secrets, written rules would be 

negotiated and the help of a lawyer would be sought as well in order to be on the 

safe side. The Austria leaders would carefully analyse the possibilities and risks of 

such a cooperation and only opt for it if the possible advantages outweighed the 

potential risks. 

The Swedish leaders interviewed, on the other hand, mostly showed an aversion 

towards a possible cooperation and perceived the level of uncertainty as negative 

and therefore would prefer to avoid it.  

Again, the previously mentioned aspect that the Swedish interview partners see 

themselves and their employees as a “second family” played a major role in that 

dimension. They believed that, if something went wrong, they would not only put 

the continuity of their own company in danger, but also the jobs of their employees 

if the enterprise ultimately had to close down because of a failed cooperation. 

In order to get involved in a possible cooperation, the advantages need to clearly 

outnumber the risks and detailed contracts as well as the help of lawyers are 

needed to protect their own company. Due to all these rules and regulations, 

which are a prerequisite for such a scenario to take place, the Swedish interview 

partners argued that such a collaboration built on mistrust could possibly not be 

fruitful. Therefore, it is overall not seen as a good idea to establish such a coop-

eration from their point of view. 

These findings gained through my empirical research are congruent with the re-

sults from the GLOBE study. According to GLOBE, both countries, Austria and 

Sweden, show a high tendency towards uncertainty avoidance, while Sweden 
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even is the country with the highest score on this dimension (Hanges, 2004, pp. 

742-744). 
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9 Conclusion 

This final chapter of my master thesis closes the cycle as I will discuss the answer 

to the research question, implications for intercultural leaders, possibilities for fu-

ture research as well as the limitations of my work. 

9.1  Answer to the research question 

With this thesis, I aimed to answer the research question, which was stated in the 

first chapter, formulated as follows: 

To what extent do different cultural backgrounds explain how leaders of 

small and medium-sized enterprises in Austria and Sweden deal with diffi-

cult decisions? 

In order to determine the different cultural backgrounds I executed an extensive 

research and filtered out five cultural dimensions, developed by the researchers of 

the GLOBE study, on which the countries Austria and Sweden differ. 

These are (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744): 

• Institutional Collectivism 

• Assertiveness 

• Performance Orientation 

• Gender Egalitarianism 

• Uncertainty Avoidance 

Based on these findings and research in the field of leadership, I constructed 

“scenarios” for the empirical part of my thesis, where leaders of SMEs in Austria 

and Sweden had to deal with difficult decisions to investigate the reasoning behind 

their proposed actions. The idea for the layout of the scenarios was inspired by the 

psychologist Alexander Thomas, who developed a similar tool for intercultural 

training of managers. 
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My research revealed that the interviewed leaders of SMEs in Austria and Sweden 

showed significant differences in their proposed actions when it came to difficult 

decisions. 

Hence, the research question can be answered by concluding that cultural back-

ground indeed appears to have a major impact on decision-making and the way 

leadership is carried out. 

The dimension of Institutional Collectivism showed that Austrian leaders value in-

dividual success higher than team spirit and are also willing to honour certain em-

ployees for their contribution. The Swedish leaders had an oppositional opinion, 

having a “team first” mentality perceiving the workplace as a “second family”. Sin-

gling out individuals for their performance therefore diminishes this “us mentality”. 

Assertiveness also brought up differing views by these two groups of leaders as 

the Austrian interview partners put a strong emphasis on results and (sales) fig-

ures while their Swedish counterparts addressed the importance of team spirit 

here as well and valued other forms of contribution higher instead of looking al-

most solely at facts and figures. 

Performance Orientation is closely related to Assertiveness and points in the same 

direction, although similarities could be observed on this dimension as well. Both 

countrymen prefer open feedback and address topics directly with their employ-

ees, also if they are difficult and uncomfortable. 

Gender Egalitarianism revealed extensive differences between Austrian and Swe-

dish leaders. The Austrians would prefer to hire a male applicant instead of a simi-

lar, or even slightly better qualified, female one, who is the mother of two young 

children. These leaders perceived their own culture as difficult for women to man-

age their duties at work as well as taking care of their offspring because the gen-

der roles are still interpreted in a very static way. The female would have to take 

care of the children and possibly miss extended hours at the workplace because 

due to a child´s illness, or even a longer period of time, due to another pregnancy. 

For Swedish leaders, gender did not seem to be a topic of much concern. They 

could imagine hiring the woman because of the fact that having a diverse work-
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force of males and females was seen as positive and productive. What is most 

important for them is that the applicant fits into the company and not if the new 

employee is male or female. 

Uncertainty Avoidance could be detected in the answers of both countrymen. The 

scenario of a potential cooperation between the own company and a competitive 

enterprise was discussed, which showed, however, that certain degrees of uncer-

tainty avoidance existed in the answers of the Austrian and Swedish leaders. The 

majority of the Austrian leaders could imagine cooperating with the competing 

company in case of a promising deal for their own enterprise, while their Swedish 

counterparts neglected such a possible collaboration right from the beginning as it 

was seen as a risk not worth taking. The Austrians as well as the Swedes both 

would insist on written contracts and the support of a lawyer in such an undertak-

ing. 

These differing answers and viewpoints between the Austrian and Swedish lead-

ers concerning the scenarios affirm the findings of the GLOBE study´s team and 

answer the research question of this thesis by showing that cultural background 

appears to have a major impact on how leaders of small and medium-sized enter-

prises in Austria and Sweden deal with difficult decisions (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-

744). 

9.2  Implications for intercultural leaders 

Besides highlighting that differing cultural backgrounds and influences indeed 

change the behaviour leaders of SMEs display, this thesis overall also aims at 

pointing out that leader have to pay extra attention when dealing with people from 

varying cultures. Leading a workforce with employees from different cultures or 

going abroad working for a company or setting up an own enterprise – these are 

just a few of countless scenarios where cultural knowledge and sensitivity are key 

in order to perform well and keep the workforce motivated, focused and on board. 

These competencies are becoming increasingly important, as our world is getting 

more and more international and connected. Staying in one company over the 
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course of one´s working life has become seldom and a myth of the past and work-

ing together with international colleagues as well as dealing with customers from 

all over the world is often the norm today. 

9.3  Possibilities for future research 

If more financial and time-based resources were available, and these resources 

were used to hire a market research institute, it would be possible and beneficial to 

carry out the same qualitative research method I used for this thesis but with a 

much larger sample. 

For that purpose, the same scenarios and interview techniques could be used, but 

the number of interview partners could be increased drastically. Still motives and 

reasons could be investigated but additionally, a representative result could be 

achieved through working with a larger sample. 

The team behind the GLOBE study used such an approach when carrying out 

their research programme. 

Moreover, further research could concentrate on other countries as well and 

thereby give additional important insights of cultural influences on leadership be-

haviour in SMEs. 

Another interesting topic for investigation and a research which would directly build 

on my work done with this thesis would be to go one step further and research the 

implications of the differing scores in the various cultural dimensions between Aus-

tria and Sweden. Thereby it would be possible to find out if, for example, the high 

score in the dimension Assertiveness is positive for the success of the SMEs in 

Austria or if the Swedes have better results due to their low score in that dimen-

sion. Therefore, I would advise carrying out a qualitative and quantitative research, 

again similar to the one done for the GLOBE study, to get representative results 

for the SMEs in Austria and Sweden. 
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9.4 Limitations 

As mentioned in 9.3, I wanted to investigate the reasons behind the action of the 

leaders. Thereby, the only possibility to proceed was to conduct a qualitative re-

search where I opted to present scenarios to the leaders of Austrian and Swedish 

SMEs. In these scenarios they had to deal with difficult decisions, and were inter-

viewed while working through these scenarios. 

A limitation of such a qualitative method, due to a limited number of interview part-

ners, is that the results are not representative and cannot be used as a generalisa-

tion for all leaders of SMEs in these two countries. 

Therefore I heavily based my scenarios on the results of the GLOBE study. The 

Project GLOBE (Global Leadership and Organisational Behaviour Effectiveness) is 

a research project carried out in 62 societies worldwide. More than 17.000 middle 

managers out of 951 organisations were part of the survey and asked to report 

their perceptions of their local culture practices and values (Javidan et al., 2005, p. 

61). 

As mentioned before, the team of the GLOBE study combined quantitative and 

qualitative research methods and thereby was able to investigate the underlying 

motives of a large number of interview partners (House & Javidan, 2004, p. 10). 

By creating my scenarios based on these findings, I was able to use the repre-

sentativity of the GLOBE study to a certain extent also for my thesis. The dimen-

sions used to uncover cultural differences between Austria and Sweden by the 

GLOBE study were used as the main themes for my scenarios. 

On top of that, I interviewed two leaders of SMEs before developing these scenar-

ios in order to get a better understanding of real life problems and obstacles lead-

ers in this field have to deal with. 

Additionally, I confronted every leader with the same three scenarios to ensure 

that all interview partners have the same initial situation to deal with. I also con-

ducted an extensive research of SMEs beforehand and only picked companies 
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from similar fields in order to minimize differences naturally occurring when com-

paring businesses from differing fields. 

Furthermore I only selected male leaders in order to exclude a potential gender 

bias. 

With this thesis, I only investigated cultural influences on leaders of SMEs in Aus-

tria and Sweden. Therefore, I consciously excluded leaders of other forms of en-

terprises (e.g. MNEs) and did not investigate cultural influences on behaviours of 

leaders stemming from other countries. 

I decided to write my thesis about leaders of SMEs because these leaders are ex-

posed more to the cultural influences of the society they operate in compared to 

leaders of MNEs (Graham, 2014, pp. 92-93). These enterprises often have guide-

lines from their international headquarter which they have to follow and can, at the 

most, only adapt slightly to regional peculiarities (Scheffknecht, 2011, p. 73). 

Moreover, I limited my research to the countries Austria and Sweden on the one 

hand because of their severe cultural differences displayed through the GLOBE 

study and on the other hand because of my Double Degree Program, where I had 

the chance to live and study for an extensive period of time in Krems, Austria and 

Kalmar, Sweden. By living in both cultural surroundings I was able to gain lots of 

insights and more importantly conduct interviews with leaders of SMEs in both 

countries (Hanges, 2004, pp. 742-744). 
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