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Abstract 

 

Internationalization is important for small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) since it 

is a way to survive and to grow. Emerging markets have enormous latent possibilities for SMEs 

but behind the possibilities there are potential risks linked to political and institutional factors, 

uncertain economic and market conditions, and unknown business environments. National 

culture is one of the factors that create distance between home and host countries. In this paper, 

the author intends to examine the importance of cultural distance in the internationalization 

process and the relationship between the international experiences and cultural distance. The 

author focuses on the internationalization process of Swedish SMEs in Russia.  

Since culture is a complex phenomenon, the author scrutinizes the nature of cultural 

distance by employing a qualitative method by in-depth interviewing of managers from two 

Swedish SMEs. The theoretical framework is important for the analysis and consists of the 

Uppsala internationalization model and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.  

Through the analysis of empirical data and previous research, the author finds that there 

are significant cultural differences between Russia and Sweden but the role of cultural distance 

in the internationalization process of the Swedish firms in Russia should not be exaggerated. 

The author’s conclusions are that cultural distance as a part of psychic distance has influence 

on the choice of entry mode though its impact is implicit and comes along with other factors. 

Another finding is that the international experiences of the firms have a great influence on the 

internationalization process - in the way that cultural distance becomes less important. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Sammanfattning 

 

Internationalisering är viktig för små och medelstora företag (SMF) då det är ett sätt att 

överleva och expandera. Tillväxtmarknader har stora latenta affärsmöjligheter för SMF men 

samtidigt finns det potentiella risker kopplade till politiska och institutionella faktorer, osäkra 

ekonomiska och marknadsförutsättningar, och en okänd affärsmiljö. Nationalkultur är en av de 

faktorer som skapar avstånd mellan hemmamarknad och utländska marknader. I denna studie 

avser författaren undersöka betydelsen av kulturellt avstånd i internationaliseringsprocessen 

och sambandet mellan internationella erfarenheter och kulturellt avstånd. Författaren fokuserar 

på internationaliseringsprocessen av svenska företag i Ryssland.  

Då kultur är en komplex företeelse undersöker författaren betydelsen av kulturellt 

avstånds genom tillämpning av den kvalitativa metoden i form av djupgående intervjuer av 

chefer från två svenska SMF. De teoretiska ramverken är viktiga för analysen och består av 

Uppsala internationaliseringsmodellen och Hofstedes kulturella dimensioner. 

Genom analys av empiriska data och tidigare forskning finner författaren att det finns 

betydelsefulla kulturella skillnader mellan Sverige och Ryssland, men betydelsen av kulturellt 

avstånd i internationaliseringsprocessen av Svenska företag i Ryssland bör inte överdrivas. 

Författarens slutsatser är att kulturellt avstånd som en del av psykiskt avstånd har inverkan på 

val av inträdessätt på den utländska marknaden, dock är påverkan implicit och kommer 

tillsammans med andra faktorer. Den andra slutsatsen är att företagens internationella 

erfarenheter har stor inverkan på internationaliseringsprocessen då det kulturella avståndet blir 

mindre betydelsefullt.        
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1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter the author explains the importance of the internationalization process for SMEs 

and cultural distance that influences this process. The author discusses different approaches to 

the internationalization process and motivates the choice of the Uppsala model for this study. 

Sweden and Russia are discussed specifically in the chapter. The author formulates the aim 

and research questions of the study. 

 

 

1.1 Background 

 

The successful development of small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is the 

framework for the economic progress in many countries. Especially, it concerns countries 

where SMEs dominate the local economy. The idea about Sweden as a country with an 

impressive number of large multinational corporations is inoculated in people’s minds, while 

99,4% of all firms in Sweden are classified as SMEs (Konkurrensverket 2009). Despite the 

prevalence in the number, Swedish SMEs face a hard competition in the local market. In order 

to maintain competitiveness and to continue growing, SMEs are motivated to expand 

geographically and internationalization becomes a path for growth for small firms.  While 

SMEs have a number of advantages over large firms in the internationalization process due to 

their size and flexibility to changes as well as a tendency to be more innovative, they are 

limited in their resources. SMEs are also different from large multinational firms by ownership, 

management system and organizational structure. These differences have a significant impact 

on the scope of the internationalization activities as well as the outcome of the 

internationalization process.  

It is important to keep in mind that every foreign market is unique and it requires a 

specific way of doing business distinct from that developed in the domestic context. 

Dissimilarities that exist between target markets and original markets render SMEs that operate 

perfectly in the original market prone to failure in acquiring the same results in foreign markets 

if they operate in the same way. Specifically, it concerns emerging markets characterized by 

political instability, complicated legal frameworks, bureaucracy and uncertain business 

conditions. This research provides a useful insight into the internationalization of SMEs in 

emerging markets by showing, on one hand, the opportunity to grow and, on the other hand, 

barriers to the international diversification due to the strong differences in conditions of target 
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and original markets. However, the main focus of this research is the internationalization of 

Swedish SMEs in Russia. The Russian market is very attractive for Swedish SMEs as it has 

enormous latent possibilities. Russia’s large resource base and rapidly growing domestic 

market are the challenges for foreign direct investors. Moreover, Russia’s membership of the 

WTO (World Trade Organization), though yet to be confirmed, opens up enormous business 

opportunities for foreign companies (Russia Business Forecast Report 2011). An eventual 

lowering of trade barriers and harmonization in regulations with international standards may be 

important incentives for Swedish SMEs in the market. At the same time, the nature of the 

Russian market is significantly different from the context of the Swedish market by 

institutional characteristics, legal framework, education, the social culture of the nation which, 

in turn, entails a high level of risk for Swedish SMEs. The analysis in this study illustrates the 

impact of the country’s cultural profile on the SMEs entrepreneurial outlook. The author 

believes that national culture may play an important role in the internationalization of Swedish 

SMEs in Russia as it influences the firms’ vision and strategy, their target market selection and 

entry mode choice. This research intends to examine effects that national culture brings into the 

internationalization process of Swedish SMEs in Russia. 

 

 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

 

1.2.1 The internationalization process approaches 

 

Internationalization is a phenomenon that has been taking significant place in 

international business research in the last few decades. The globalization era opened up 

enormous opportunities for business development over the national borders, and firms’ 

internationalization came into existence as the result of the removal of the barriers between the 

national and international markets. The internationalization term is used to refer to the 

geographical expansion of economic activities over a national country’s border (Ruzzier, 

Hisrich and Antoncic 2006). Originally, the concept was applied to large companies from the 

economic perspective, and only later internationalization became also associated with SMEs 

when small firms began to realize the opportunities to grow geographically. The step from 

staying within the national boundaries towards an active involvement in international business 

laid the foundation for the intensive discussion about SMEs internationalization.  
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While the internationalization concept has been widely used in the literature, it is 

important to dissociate the internationalization of SMEs and MNEs. Despite the advantages 

that SMEs have in comparison with MNEs, internationalization theories that outline MNEs’ 

internationalization strategies may be ineffective for SMEs due to SMEs’ size and constrained 

resources (Etemad 2004). Some researchers even argue that under the globalization conditions 

there is a growing need in the constructing a new theory that would give better perspectives on 

SMEs’ internationalization strategies and process (Etemad 2004; Ruzzier, Hisrich and Antoncic 

2006).    

There are several approaches to the internationalization concept and theories of 

internationalization. Here it is important to emphasize that, fundamentally, two main 

approaches serve as the basis for theoretical models of internationalization – the gradualist 

approach and the approach that promotes the spontaneous internationalization. Most  

researchers refer to the Uppsala model and Born global model that represent these contrasting 

approaches. The Uppsala model was developed by researchers belonging to so called 

“Scandinavian School” (Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul 1975). 

The model suggests that internationalization is a gradual process in which the firm increases the 

international involvement step by step. International operations appear as the outcome of 

incremental decisions due to market uncertainty, and they start with foreign markets that are 

similar to the home market. The central argument in the model is that the lack of knowledge 

about the foreign market is the main barrier to international activities. In order to eliminate this 

barrier, the market-specific knowledge should be acquired. By operating in the foreign market, 

the firm acquires necessary knowledge about the market. The concept of learning (first of all, 

through own experience) is of crucial importance in the Uppsala model (Forsgren 2001). 

Despite of the criticism that the Uppsala model got in the contemporary literature, it has 

occupied a central position in the research on internationalization. At the same time, the model 

may pale into insignificance as a consequence of the globalization of markets and hard 

competition. Lately, a new internationalization perspective emerged – Born Global – that 

suggests that more often firms start to act internationally right from their birth (Oviatt and 

McDougall 1994; Knight and Cavusgil 1996). The born global phenomenon contradicts the 

gradualist approach since a basic assumption of this perspective is that the international 

operations happen to come soon after the inception of the firms, and that the foreign market is 

more about opportunities for the firms rather than about obstacles. 

Both internationalization theories are suitable for SMEs but the author believes that when 

it comes to emerging markets, SMEs realize the high risks at the first market entry so the 
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incremental internationalization approach has better pre-conditions for the success on the 

unknown market. Since the Uppsala internationalization model concentrates on the stepwise 

way characterized by “learning by doing”, the model seems to be more effective for SMEs. 

Nordic scholars emphasize the relevance of the model for the market entry strategy and 

management of Swedish firms and they stress the significance of its incremental elements 

(Björkman and Forsgren 2000). 

Another reason why this study employs the Uppsala internationalization model is due to 

the author’s specific interest in cultural barriers to the internationalization process as the 

Uppsala model promotes the psychic distance concept. According to the model, the market 

selection and the entry mode choice is directly influenced by psychic distance between the 

home market and the foreign market (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). Entry into new foreign 

markets occurs in stages so the firm begins to export to a market with close psychic distance. 

The study draws attention to the fact that the psychic distance concept has been interchangeably 

used with the cultural distance concept in the literature while it is necessary to distinguish 

between them. The author sees cultural distance as an essential part of the psychic distance 

concept and promotes the independence of the term’s employment.  

 

 

1.2.2 Cultural distance in focus 

 

Cultural distance is a concept that is always interesting to investigate in relation to 

countries that seem to be rather contrasting than similar to each other by nature. Sweden and 

Russia are useful to compare due to significant dissimilarities that exist in different spheres 

between these two countries. Sweden that is characterized as a politically stable state famous 

for its neutrality during the twentieth century, and Russia which political, economic and social 

landscape was heavily marked by the collapse of the Soviet Union, and which democratic 

values are widely debated all over the world. Sweden that enjoys its high level of living 

standards and the developed welfare system, and Russia that just experienced the transition 

from centrally-planned economy to market economy and faces a high level of corruption and a 

growing gap between rich and poor as a big challenge. 

The enormous differences between the countries in all aspects make question the 

opportunities for internationalization of Swedish firms in Russia. The uncertainty factors and a 

lack of knowledge about the market create high investment risks for foreign companies. 

According to Jones et al. (2000), the major obstacles to foreign investment in Russia as an 
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emerging market are directly related to infrastructural factors and government policies. The 

intentions of business development in Russia have been continuously constrained by uncertain 

legal and political environment, unfavorable taxation framework and lack of institutional 

support for business. Along with unstable economic and market conditions as well as 

bureaucratic interference and the complex legislation system, and factors as criminality and 

corruption have also taken an important place in the decision of foreign managers to enter the 

Russian market (Fallon and Jones 2004).  Some researchers believe that informal rules and 

personal relationships are one of the key factors to the competitive advantage on the Russian 

market (Toppinen et al. 2007).  

The fall of the Soviet Union brought a substantial transformation not only of the political 

structure and economic system but also of the societal culture. The shift from a globally-

isolated country to a country with open borders as well as with “open mind” became a crucial 

moment in the redesigning of Russia’s cultural profile. In response to globalization, Russian 

firms started to engage in relations with foreign firms which had a significant impact on 

Russian business and management. It is important to understand that this transformation from 

the homogenous Soviet culture to the open mind-set of the transitional society was critical for 

the creation of modern Russia under Putin’s administration (Grachev 2009). In order to 

understand the phenomenon of modern Russia, it is worth to attempt to assess the Russian 

cultural profile in relation to other national cultures. The significant difference in cultural 

values and behaviors is important to pay attention to since it frames the interactions between 

Western and Russian managers. 

The efforts to give an insight on the position of Russia in cross-cultural space reflect the 

attempts to measure cultural distance. Some studies show that countries that are relatively close 

to Russia on cultural practices are those that either experienced the communist education 

(Poland, Slovenia, Romania etc.) or shared the Latin American cultural values characterized by 

traditional power distance, strong family ties and group networks (Grachev 2009). Surprisingly 

or not, Germanic countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, Norway etc.) along with 

Singapore were positioned as the countries with the highest cultural distance from Russia.  

Sweden is a typical example of the countries that, despite the geographic closeness, are 

greatly distant from Russia in cultural values and traditions (Fey 2005). On one hand, Russia 

offers attractive business opportunities for foreign firms so the interest of Swedish firms to 

start-up business in Russia has been increasing for the last ten years. On the other hand, the 

lack of knowledge about the country and the unexplored cultural environment create the fear of 

Russia which enhances cultural distance between Sweden and Russia at the individual level. 
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The fear of Russia originates in the historically formed negative image about Russia which is 

“successfully” promoted by Swedish media that picks up certain political and social topics and 

further develops the discussion that does not leave any space for the positive aspects and 

opportunities for Swedish firms in Russia. The picture conveyed by media about the economic 

and cultural gap is exaggerated and lead to that Swedish managers “prefer” to see Russia rather 

as a threat than as a new market for business development and they do not dare to step into 

Russia (Werner 2001; Amcoff 2003). The author is convinced that cultural distance between 

Russia and Sweden may seem to be greater at the individual level than it is at the national level 

since cultural distance may appear as a socially constructed phenomenon. This view arises from 

the reflection over the findings in the research made by Leonidas et al. (1998) who argue that 

managers have a great impact on the firms’ export behavior. Among the predictors for export 

performance, time spent abroad and foreign travel take an important place since these 

parameters are directly related to managers’ exposure to foreign cultures. By travelling and 

spending time abroad, managers are more likely to learn about foreign business practices and to 

gain knowledge about the international markets. The point is that differences in regulations, 

institutional systems, national cultures etc. may be barriers to exporting but the managerial 

perceptions of foreign markets influence export development and performance (Leonidas et al. 

1998). 

The intention of the author is to identify the perceptions of Swedish managers about 

cultural differences between Russia and Sweden. So, the analysis of cultural distance and its 

impact on the internationalization process of Swedish SMEs in Russia in this study is mainly 

made at the individual level. At the same time, the author questions the relevance of cultural 

distance nowadays as globalization has brought significant changes into the SMEs’ 

internationalization strategies so it becomes interesting to see whether cultural distance along 

with the internationalization model are still relevant. Since internationalization of SMEs 

proceeds in several steps, it is important to pay attention to the first step that the firms make in 

the internationalization process that is the entry mode choice of the firms. So, the first research 

question in the study is directed at the examination of the relationship between cultural distance 

and the entry mode choice: How does cultural distance influence the entry mode choice of 

Swedish SMEs in Russia? 

The study also involves Hofstede’s definition of national culture and his cultural 

dimensions (1980) in order to understand the meaning of culture and to identify cultural 

differences that exist between Swedish culture and Russian culture from the perspective of 

individuals. Hofstede’s dimensions became popular among researchers and found response 
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mostly in quantitative studies. The present study intends to evaluate cultural distance and it 

tests a qualitative approach to Hofstede’s dimensions which provides a certain value to the 

study.  

Except of the importance of cultural distance in the internationalization process, the 

author questions the issue of the impact of international experiences from the perspective of the 

Uppsala internationalization model. It is a controversial statement that while accumulating 

experiential knowledge, it becomes easier for the firm to enter foreign markets with greater 

cultural distance. Here the second research question emerges: Does cultural distance become 

less important in the internationalization process as Swedish SMEs accumulate international 

experiences? 

 

 

 

1.3 Aim of the study 

 

The aim of the study is to analyze the importance of cultural distance in the 

internationalization process of Swedish SMEs in the Russian market and to examine the 

relationship between the international experience and cultural distance at the individual level. 

 

 

 

1.4 Delimitation 

 

Barriers to the internationalization process of SMEs may include different factors in the 

result of existing dissimilarities between home market and foreign markets. The author chose to 

delimit the study to cultural factors that may influence the internationalization process. It is also 

important to focus on specific original and foreign markets since the internationalization 

process of firms operating in different countries entails different international experiences and 

knowledge. So, the author examines the internationalization process only by Swedish firms in 

the Russian market. 
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1.5 Disposition 

 

The paper starts with introduction presented in chapter 1. Background gives an 

understanding of the content of the paper and the importance of culture in the 

internationalization process. Different internationalization process approaches are further 

discussed in the paper while the choice of the Uppsala model is motivated. The author opens up 

the problem discussion of cultural distance and formulates the aim and research questions of 

the study. 

Chapter 2 illustrates theoretical framework where the Uppsala internationalization model 

is described. The theoretical part sheds light on the distinction between psychic distance and 

cultural distance defining the both concepts. Next, the paper presents critical aspects on the 

Uppsala model and the description and critique of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions which helps 

to evaluate cultural distance in the research. The theoretical part ends with a review and 

discussion of the previous research. 

Chapter 3 on methodology explains a choice of a qualitative research strategy applied in 

the study and the practical methods, mainly interviews, used for data collection. The sample of 

the study is clarified, and validity and reliability of the research are critically evaluated. 

Chapter 4 on empirical design presents the firms and managers’ profiles and results based 

on data collected through semi-structured interviews. The results are structured according to the 

areas of the further analysis. 

The analysis of the results is presented in chapter 5. The first part of the analysis reflects 

the internationalization process of the firms with the focus on the reasoning for entry mode 

choice in Russia, the role of the international experiences and factors that influence the 

internationalization process. The second part of the analysis of the firms is aimed at the 

assessing of possible cultural barriers in the internationalization process through the six cultural 

dimensions.  

Chapter 6 draws the conclusion of the study considering the problem statement and the 

aim of the study.  

Chapter 7 presents suggestions for further research in the area of the study.  

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

2. Theoretic framework 

 

The author illustrates internationalization from different perspectives and describes the 

Uppsala model as the most appropriate for this study. The author defines the psychic distance 

and cultural distance concepts and explains the distinction between them. Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions are presented as an important theoretic approach in order to understand cultural 

distance. The author also discusses critical aspects on the theories and the previous research.  

 

2.1 The internationalization process from different perspectives 

 

As it was noticed earlier in the problem discussion, the incremental internationalization 

approaches are more suitable for SMEs entering emerging markets than Born Global approach. 

There are different perspectives on the internationalization process in the process-oriented 

literature. One of the traditional internationalization theories is the product-life cycle model 

(Vernon, 1966) that argues that a new product, first of all, will be sold in the home country, and 

only after that in other markets. The model promotes production costs as a determinant for the 

internationalization process while classics Cyert and March (1963) proposed the behavioral 

view that is the learning-based internationalization process of the firm. Cyert and March’s work 

(1963) further influenced Nordic researchers who preferred to treat the internationalization 

process as the gradual process built on experiential knowledge and suggested the Uppsala 

internationalization model (Björkman and Forsgren 2000). 

The classical internationalization theories were further developed or complemented in 

different aspects. For instance, Welch and Luostarinen (1993) distinguished between inward 

internationalization and outward internationalization and argued that the first one has impact on 

the second one while Ahokangas (1998) took a resource-oriented direction and considered 

internal and external resources as the key to the development strategy and the 

internationalization process. The resource-based theory also draws the attention to the 

importance of the network since the network (and its actors) provides the resources for 

internationalization (Ruzzier et al. 2006). The network is an important issue in the 

internationalization process to pay attention to since the long-term business relationships were 

found by many researchers as the essential factors that have an impact on internationalization 

(Johanson and Mattsson 1988, 1993; Lehtinen and Penttinen 1999). Even Johanson and Vahlne 

(2009) reconsidered the Uppsala model and introduced business network relationships as a new 

and important element in the internationalization process. 
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Barrutia and Echebarria (2007) argue that the existing internationalization theories do not 

explain present international business behavior or predict business performance, and instead 

they promote an Internet-driven internationalization framework that incorporates the impact of 

the Internet into a successful internationalization process.  

It is interesting to notice that inspite of a wide range of the internationalization theories 

that the traditional research literature offers us, it is not really possible to pick up the right one 

in order to explain internationalization today. Axinn and Matthyssens (2002) discuss the 

turbulence of today’s “unlimited” world and that the established internationalization theories 

fail to grasp the changes that happen rapidly in the world. They state that the theories cannot 

accommodate the speed at which international business is developing. This view is important to 

take into account while making a choice of the internationalization theory to rely on since in 

this case, as the author believes, the choice should be motivated by the relevance of the theory 

for the study. A theoretic model that the author has chosen to apply in this study is the original 

Uppsala internationalization model (Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim-

Paul 1975). The author considers the model the most relevant for the study due to the presence 

of an important element in the model – psychic distance. The model proposes that on early 

stages of the internationalization process the firms are prone to start with countries that are 

psychically less distant from the home country. Since the author is initially interested in 

cultural factors and believes that culture may be a barrier to the internationalization process of 

Swedish firms in emerging markets, the Uppsala model appears to be the important 

internationalization perspective for this study. At the same time, keeping the focus on the 

Uppsala model, the author intends to examine whether there are other factors that are more 

important than culture that influence the internationalization process. 

 

 

 

2.2 The Uppsala internationalization model 

 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) belong the researchers of the Scandinavian School who 

developed the concept of the Uppsala internationalization model as a stepwise process. 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) argue that increasing involvement in a foreign country is the result 

of incremental decisions of the individual firm due to gradual adjustments to changing 

conditions of the firm and its environment. The main assumption of the Uppsala model is that 

the lack of market knowledge is an important obstacle to the development of international 
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activities. The essential element of the model is that the internationalization process of the firm 

starts in foreign markets that are close to the home market in terms of psychic distance. While 

acquiring the market-specific knowledge, the firm tends to expand the market activities and to 

move to foreign markets with higher psychic distance from the home market.  

The focus of the researchers is Swedish firms though they state that the 

internationalization model finds the empirical evidence in other countries as well. The Swedish 

firms obtain the market knowledge by taking small steps to outward international activities and 

by starting exporting to a country via an agent. Later on, they develop the international 

involvement by establishing a sales subsidiary, and possibly, a production subsidiary in the host 

country. What Johanson and Vahlne (1977) discuss in this case is the entry mode choice which 

always starts with exporting from their point of view. Since entry mode choice is one of the 

main issues investigated in the study, the term should be explained. Entry mode choice term 

refers to a decision to enter the foreign market, and it is usually related to the amount of equity 

invested (Tihanyi, Griffith and Russell, 2005). Equity market entries are represented by joint 

ventures and wholly-owned subsidiaries while other entry activities, for example, exporting, 

imply non-equity entries. Some researchers define entry mode choice as both equity market 

entries and non-equity market entries (Hulten 2009). The present study intends to identify 

initial entry activities that may be influenced by cultural distance, so both equity market entries 

and non-equity market entries are taken into account while defining entry mode choice. 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) distinguish between the state and change aspects of 

internationalization variables, where the state aspects are market commitment and market 

knowledge, and the change aspects are commitment decisions and current activities. In the 

mechanism of internationalization, an outcome of one decision becomes the input of the next 

(Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. The Basic Mechanism of Internationalization – State and Change Aspects  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Johanson and Vahlne (1977: 26) 
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In the model, market commitment – the resource commitment to the foreign markets – 

consists of two factors. The first factor, the amount of resources committed, may be compared 

to the size of the investment in the market. Another factor, the degree of commitment, means 

that resources located in a foreign market are considered to be committed to this market though, 

at the same time, the resources may be used for other purposes. Vertical integration of the 

resources generates a greater degree of market commitment as well as the more specialized 

resources correspond to a higher degree of market commitment. Market knowledge is supposed 

to be the base for commitment decisions. It is important since it gives the insight into the 

problems, risks and opportunities that the foreign market involvement entails. On the other 

hand, market knowledge brings the practical part of the information that varies from one 

market to another, for example, the present and future demand and supply, competition level. 

The researchers emphasize the critical importance of the experiential knowledge which they 

consider as the objective knowledge. Operating in the home market, the firm relies on the 

experiential knowledge generated during many years while entering the foreign market, the 

firm lacks the experiential knowledge specific for the market, and the only way to gain this 

knowledge is the operations in the local market. A foreign market expansion requires both 

general knowledge and market-specific knowledge. General knowledge reflects the overall 

picture about customers, products, marketing and administration methods irrespective of the 

geographical location. While entering the foreign market, the market-specific knowledge that 

characterize the market structure, national culture, business environment, customers comes to 

be the important link to the firm’s success and may be obtained only by experience.   

Market knowledge and market commitment affect both commitment decisions and 

current activities which, in turn, influence knowledge and commitment. Current activities are 

one of the change aspects presented in the model. The researchers argue that there is a lag 

between current business activities and their consequences. The consequences appear as the 

result of continuously repeated activities. The longer the lag, the greater the market 

commitment. The introduction of more complicated or more differentiated products takes 

longer time on the foreign market which increases the commitment as a consequence of current 

activities. Current business activities are the important source of experience. There may be two 

kinds of experience – firm experience and market experience. The way to obtain the market 

experience is to hire the personnel with experience but the learning process in the form of the 

integration of the new information from outside takes time before the firm acquires the market 

experience. The interpretation of the information to the firm is possible if the person 

responsible for the interpretation has the experience in the firm. Due to the fact that the learning 
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process is bilateral, the internationalization becomes the slowly incremental process. Johanson 

and Vahlne (1977) assume that the best way to reduce the time when the personnel gains the 

experience in the firm is to hire personnel that have already worked for the exporter in some 

ways or to buy the whole or a part of the firm. 

Commitment decisions are another change aspect in the Uppsala model. Decisions to 

commit resources to foreign operations are about decision alternatives that may exist and how 

the choice of those may be made. According to the researchers, the decisions appear in 

response to problems and opportunities on the market. They state that opportunities and 

problems are part of the firm and market experience since problems and opportunities may be 

discovered by persons who work on the market. The individuals that offer the solutions may 

work in the firm as well as they may come outside of the firm, for example, from organizations 

that the firm interacts with. The solutions to problems and the perceived opportunities lead to 

the extension of the operations on the market. The more market activities are exercised, the 

stronger the firm’s commitment to the market. Every additional commitment decision entails 

economic effects and uncertainty effects. The economic effects depend on the scale of 

operations on the market while the uncertainty effects depend on the interaction with the 

market environment. The commitments’ growth may be the result of the decreased market 

uncertainty brought with the knowledge acquired through the experience. However, the 

decrease of uncertainty about the market might not be reached if the market conditions are very 

unstable. The researchers also point out that the firm will not be the same vulnerable to the 

market instability, and the market uncertainty might play a less important role in the extension 

of the market operations if the firm has large resources to increase the market involvement or 

the firm takes a more aggressive approach toward risk.  

 

 

 

2.3 Critical notes on the Uppsala internationalization model 

 

Despite that the Uppsala model was welcomed in the business research and it was proved 

by several studies (Davidson 1983; Denis and Depelteau 1985), there are some critical aspects 

on this popular approach to the internationalization process.  

Björkman and Forsgren (2000) notice that there is a fundamental problem with the 

Uppsala model – the model fails to explain how experiential knowledge affects organizational 

behavior. The question of effects of experiential knowledge on organizational behavior also 
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depends on how experience is interpreted. Since the interpretation is made by different 

individuals and groups of individuals, it leads to systematic biases in the interpretation. As the 

researchers state, a basic assumption of the model is that people at the periphery are responsible 

for the foreign operations so their experiential learning and decision-making drives the 

internationalization process. But since the periphery consists of several individuals or groups of 

individuals with different interests and commitments, it is not clear whose preferences 

influence the foreign investment decisions which leads to a broader spectrum of 

internationalization routes than the model predicts (Björkman and Forsgren 2000; Forsgren 

2001). In addition to it, the model is much dependent on the stability of personnel over time 

(Forsgren 2001). If there are changes in the personnel structure in the foreign units over time, it 

means the changes in market knowledge and market commitments so the driving forces for 

commitment decision will be weaker which, in turn, decreases the stability of the 

internationalization process. The researchers’ comments are worth to pay attention to since the 

experiential knowledge is in the focus of the Uppsala model. At the same time, this critic is 

valid if a firm has an established subsidiary in a foreign market but not if a firm practices 

exporting which is the case in the present study. Though the author would agree that the 

changes in the personnel structure of the exporting firm may have an impact on the market 

knowledge and market commitments of the firm. 

Some researchers criticize the treatment of psychic distance in the model due to an 

increasingly culturally homogeneous world (Johanson and Vahlne 1990; Axinn and 

Matthyssens 2002) as well as they criticize the absence of network possibilities and entry 

modes with co-operation elements (Andersen 1997; Axinn and Matthyssens 2002). Axinn and 

Matthyssens (2002) also notice that a country portfolio logic is a missing element of the 

Uppsala model as well as of other traditional theories because it is necessary to see exporting 

not as a single activity but as a part of a firm’s portfolio activities. Another point of the 

researchers is that the Uppsala model is developed for manufacturing firms and it is not suitable 

for service firms since a firm’s first international activity is export driven which is not a choice 

for selling services. Axinn and Matthyssens (2002) support the critical view of Forsgren (2001) 

on the experiential learning and emphasize that the experiential learning is not important for 

high-tech markets and the new economy. Since the present research is limited to the 

manufacturing firms, the Uppsala model seems to be appropriate for this study. Moreover, the 

author does not see the Uppsala model missing a country portfolio logic, on the contrary, the 

model is concerned with the meaning of other international experiences for every single 

activity in a foreign market. 
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The original Uppsala model was also criticized by Johanson and Vahlne (2009) who 

made the significant changes in the model. In the later version, the researchers consider 

commitment to business network relationships instead of commitment to markets. They do not 

longer see the knowledge creation as an outcome of the firm’s own activities but they see the 

knowledge created out of the interaction with the firm’s partners. According to the revised 

model, psychic distance is no longer the problem but outsidership is the main obstacle to 

foreign market entry. Psychic distance still takes a place in the new model but, as the 

researchers state, the role of it has dramatically weakened (Johanson and Vahlne 2009). This 

critical note is important to consider since the network relationships come to be significant 

factors that influence the business development, though the author’s beliefs rely on the 

importance of psychic distance in the internationalization process. The author intends not to 

promote cultural distance as a concept but to examine whether cultural distance as an essential 

element of psychic distance is still relevant in the internationalization process. It means that the 

author does not neglect other factors that may be of some significance for internationalization.  

 

 

 

2.4 Defining psychic distance 

 

The Uppsala internationalization model sheds light on the term “psychic distance”. The 

lack of the knowledge about the foreign market happens to be due to differences between the 

home and the host countries related to psychic distance phenomenon. Johanson and Vahlne 

define psychic distance as “the sum of factors preventing the flow of information from and to 

the market” (1977: 24). The researchers give the examples of such differences like in language, 

education, culture, political factors, business practices, industrial development etc. But they 

acknowledge language and culture to be a significant difficulty in the internationalization 

process. This explanation is the extent of the discussion of psychic distance in the research 

presented by Johanson and Vahlne (1977).  

Psychic distance as the term was introduced by Beckerman (1956) though it was not the 

main focus of the researcher. Beckerman’ analysis is based on the country level and his 

assumption is that less-developed countries in Europe are more inclined to concentrate their 

trade than other countries. There is also a certain relationship between degree of development 

and “economic” distance. It is an advantage for a country to have “favourable” position, in 

other words to be “near” the “important” for trade countries. This causes speculations about the 
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effects of the transport costs. At the same time, the author poses another problem that makes 

countries distant – psychic distance. Psychic distance has the stronger effects in the case of the 

reduction of economic distance, or the change in the transport costs between countries. The 

choice between two countries that are similar in the sense of economic distance may be made 

by the evaluation of the psychic distance. 

 

 

 

2.5 Problems in the distinction between the concepts of psychic distance and cultural 

distance. Defining cultural distance 

 

Psychic distance (called psychological distance in some cases) as a phenomenon drew 

much attention of researchers interested in internationalization. At the same time, some 

researchers underline the importance of cultural factors in the internationalization process and 

they promote the term “cultural distance” (Barkema et al. 1996). This brings some confusion 

about the difference between psychic distance and cultural distance. Sousa and Bradley (2008) 

come into notice by emphasizing the general failure in the literature to make a distinction 

between these two concepts and by providing the analysis of the differences between psychic 

distance and cultural distance. The researchers’ assumption is that the main distinction between 

the concepts is based on a level of analysis. According to their view, psychic distance should be 

considered at the individual level while cultural distance should be assessed at the national 

level. Sousa and Bradley (2008) argue that the experience of the manager about the differences 

between the home market and the foreign market is a determinant of psychic distance, and it 

occurs at neither at the firm level nor at the national level, but at the individual level. At the 

same time, the concept of cultural distance has been used to consider the differences in national 

culture which should be perceived not at the individual’s level but at the national level.  

The researchers’ point about the necessity of the distinction between psychic distance and 

cultural distance is important but their assumption that the two concepts should be applied at 

different levels of analysis makes question their statements. Sousa and Bradley (2008) refer 

psychic distance to the individual’s perception of the differences and they state that “the 

individual perception is an interpretation of reality and is, therefore, highly subjective in terms 

of the individual’s experiences” (2008: 471). First of all, differences that exist between the 

home country and the foreign country expressed in the term of psychic distance are put at the 

national level since these differences concern the general dissimilarities in language, culture, 
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education, political and economic factors etc. But how these dissimilarities between countries 

are perceived by individuals is another question. For example, Beckerman (1956) explains and 

analyzes economic distance and psychic distance at the national level and his findings do not 

involve any individual perceptions. So, psychic distance is the term that is originally introduced 

at the national level. Secondly, when Sousa and Bradley (2008) argue that “instead of being 

concerned with the individual’s perception of differences, the cultural distance concept uses 

cultural values to assess the distance between nations and not individuals” (2008: 472), they do 

not consider that despite the fact that cultural values are different between nations, they may be 

perceived at the individual level. So, cultural distance as well as psychic distance is the concept 

presented at the national level since it intends to seize the differences between countries. The 

only difference between the concepts is that psychic distance is the broad concept and it 

consists of several dimensions which makes it more difficult to measure in comparison with 

cultural distance which is only one of the dimensions of psychic distance. This does not come 

explicitly from Beckerman’s study (1956) or Johanson and Vahlne’s definition of psychic 

distance (1977) but in both cases culture is a part of the psychic distance concept.  

Evans and Mavondo (2002) notice the change of the definition of psychic distance over 

time and they propose to define the term as “the distance between the home market and a 

foreign market, resulting from the perception of both cultural and business differences” (2002: 

517). The researchers are clear about cultural distance as one of the two psychic distance 

dimensions. They suggest a measure of cultural distance based on cultural differences between 

the home and foreign market. The proposed view on the cultural differences between countries 

arises from Hofstede’s (1980) dimensions of national culture and suggests individuals’ 

perceptions of the foreign country’s values and attitudes about power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, individualism and masculinity. Since cultural distance does not find a clear 

definition in the literature, the differences in national culture between countries will be taken as 

the basis to define the concept. Hofstede’s framework will be further used in the study in order 

to explain the cultural distance concept. 

 

 

 

2.6 Assessing national culture. Hofstede’s dimensions 

 

Since the main concern of the present study is directed towards cultural factors as the 

barrier to the foreign market expansion, cultural distance is a key concept in the analysis, and it 
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is regarded as an essential part of psychic distance. Cultural distance is a new concept in the 

literature, and it does not have a clear definition. In order to be able to apply the cultural 

distance concept and to answer the research questions, it is important to understand what 

culture means. 

There are multiple ways to assess culture, and at the same time, there is no one that is 

right. Culture has been difficult to conceptualize and scale (Shenkar 2001). It is obvious that it 

is not possible to find a universal instrument to measure culture but there have been attempts to 

define it. The classical approach to the meaning of national culture is based on Geert 

Hofstede’s classical framework “Culture’s consequences” (1980) where he introduced basic 

cultural dimensions. Later in 2001 he updated this version where he extended his IBM study 

and included replications by other researchers. 

Hofstede defines culture as “the collective programming of the mind distinguishing the 

members of one human group from another” (1980: 21; 2010: 6). He compares culture with 

personality emphasizing identity as the critical point. The difference is that in the first case, it 

refers to a human group while identity refers to an individual (Hofstede 1980). At the same 

time, culture should be distinguished from personality on one side and human nature on the 

other. Personality is inherited and learned, human nature is inherited while culture can be only 

learned (Hofstede et al. 2010).  

Hofstede (1980) notices that an organization also represents a group of people so the 

word “culture” can be also applied to organizations. In the later version, Hofstede et al. (2010) 

argue that national and organizational cultures are of a different nature since they are based on 

different mix of values and practices. National culture contains basic values acquired during the 

first ten years of our lives while values of organizational culture consist mainly of the 

organizational practices and they are acquired through work organizations. That is the reason to 

why not all cultural dimensions are applicable for all organizations. Hofstede et al. (2010) bring 

an example of a stress on customer orientation as the element of the sixth dimension that is 

highly relevant for service organizations but it may be unnecessary to apply to organizations 

manufacturing standard products in a competitive price market.  

Hofstede (1980) admits the complexity of culture but finds applicable dimensions to 

distinguish cultural values of one country from cultural values of another: 

- power distance,  

- uncertainty avoidance,  

- individualism versus collectivism, 

- masculinity versus femininity.  
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A fifth dimension – long-term versus short-term orientation - was added later as the result 

of the joint work of Hofstede and Bond (1984). The latest work of Geert Hofstede was 

published in 2010 together with other researchers Gert Jan Hofstede and Michael Minkov 

(“Cultures and organizations: software of the mind”). This work presents the full version of six 

cultural dimensions (the sixth dimension is indulgence versus restraint) in the present time. For 

this paper, the author prefers to use the updated version of 2010 as well as the original text of 

1980 where the deep analysis of the six dimensions is given.  

The fundamental issue of power distance is human inequality Hofstede (1980). Basically, 

the power distance dimension explains hierarchical order and distribution of power in a society. 

But inequalities can occur in such areas of the society as physical and mental characteristics, 

social status and prestige, wealth, power, laws, rights and rules. A high level of power distance 

is related to inequalities that exist in the society and that are accepted by its members. A society 

with a low degree of power distance attempts to maintain the balance in the power distribution. 

Hofstede (1980) states that inequalities of members’ abilities and inequality of power inevitably 

exist within organizations. In the low power distance workplace, power is distributed 

throughout the organization; every member has the right to speak out so the organization has 

the elements of democracy to a greater extent. In the high power distance organizations, 

superiors and subordinates accept the existing inequalities between them (Hofstede et al. 2010). 

Uncertainty avoidance is the dimension that describes how a society deals with risk and 

unknown situations. Hofstede (1980) considers uncertainty about the future as a basic fact of 

human life, and the ways to cope with it are accepted by the society in the form of technology, 

law and religion. For example, people in high uncertainty avoidance cultures try to maintain 

predictability of the situations through the acceptance of written and unwritten rules. Ways of 

coping with uncertainty are imbedded in culture, and they are reinforced through the 

institutions like the family, the school, the organization, and the state. Since different societies 

cope with uncertainty in different ways, it affects the ways they build organizations in a cultural 

process (Hofstede 1980). The organizations in uncertainty-avoiding countries have more formal 

and informal rules controlling the rights and duties of employers and employees, and people in 

such organizations feel more stress and they like to work hard and feel busy while the low-

uncertainty organizations consider it unnecessary (Hofstede et al. 2010). 

The fundamental issue of the individualism versus collectivism dimension is how people 

identify themselves in relationship to others. An individualist culture is characterized as loosely 

structured where every individual choose own interests before the interests of the group, while 

a collectivist society is tightly integrated, and its members tend to give priority to the group’s 
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values. In an individualist culture, employees are supposed to act according to their own 

interests though the interests of the employees and the employer should coincide. In a 

collectivist culture, an employer does not hire an individual but a person that will serve the 

interests of the group (Hofstede et al. 2010). 

The masculinity versus femininity dimension reflects social roles for the sexes in a 

society. Members of a masculine society believe in the strict distinction of those roles between 

men and women while feminine cultures are more consensus-oriented, and as a consequence, 

people tend to concern about the weak and quality of life. Hofstede et al. (2010) call a society 

masculine when emotional gender roles are clearly distinct: men are assertive, tough, and 

focused on material things, and women are modest and tender. If emotional gender roles 

overlap, then a society is called feminine. Handling of industrial conflicts is influenced by the 

masculinity-femininity dimension. In masculine societies, management tries to avoid dealing 

with labour unions while in feminine societies the negotiations are a usual way to solve 

conflicts. Organizations in masculine cultures stress the importance of results reward on the 

basis of equality while organizations in feminine cultures reward on the basis of equality 

(Hofstede et al. 2010). 

Long-term versus short-term orientation is the fifth cultural dimension which is related to 

the Confucian values. Long-term orientation is defined by an orientation toward the future 

which is characterized by persistence and thrift. Short-term orientation stands for the values, 

like personal stability, traditions, preservation of “face” and fulfilling social obligations, which 

is related to the orientation to the present and past (Hofstede et al. 2010). Wide differences in 

economic and social conditions are considered unacceptable in long-term oriented cultures 

while differentiation according to abilities is a sign for short-term oriented societies. It is worth 

to note that personal networks play an important role in long-term oriented societies (Hofstede 

et al. 2010). 

Indulgence versus restraint is a new cultural dimension that is related to subjective well-

being, or, in other words, happiness (Hofstede et al. 2010). Indulgence reflects people’s 

tendency to allow themselves life-enjoying and fun-related activities while restraint means that 

people restrain their needs in such activities by strict social norms and prohibitions.  

The cultural dimensions described above illustrate the societies in their pure expression 

of culture but assessing cultures, it is important to remember that real cases are somewhere in 

between the extremes (Hofstede et al. 2010). 
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2.7 Critical notes on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

 

Hofstede’s theoretical framework has been a subject to criticism from different researchers. 

Baskerville (2003) identifies several problems with Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. One of the 

problems is equating nation with culture since, as the researcher explains, a great number of 

cultures may be included in one nation. Except the problem of treating countries as units of 

analysis, Baskerville (2003) raises the issue of the difficulties of quantification of culture as well 

as she criticizes the weak theoretical basis provided by Hofstede and she sees Hofstede in the 

status of the observer outside the culture. The author of the present study may partly consider the 

validity of the note on equating nations with cultures presented by Baskerville (2003) though the 

author tends to recognize Hofstede’s careful examination of the theoretic approach to cultural 

dimensions. Hofstede (1980) distinguishes between different levels of uniqueness in human 

mental programming and discusses the learning of transferring collective mental programs during 

our entire lives. The author is prone to agree with Hofstede and to consider the existence of 

collective mental programs within a single country which makes it possible to treat countries as 

units of analysis. Jacob (2005) holds Baskerville’s view and discusses shortcomings of Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions from the perspective of crossvergence which is about fusing together of two 

or more cultures. The researcher makes a point that an individual is influenced by several sub-

cultures, so the meaning of national culture tends to vanish while cultural diversity expands within 

a single country as well as across nations. 

Furthermore, Baskerville (2003) underlines the problem of a lack of confidence in the 

assumption of stability of cultural differences over the time. Orr and Hauser (2008) use a similar 

argument against Hofstede’s dimensions though they do not reject the usefulness of the theoretical 

framework but they question its applicability to the present-day world. The researchers intend to 

evaluate the validity and reliability of Hofstede’s study by applying his methods to individuals 

from different companies (in contrast with Hofstede who made the studies only within IBM). They 

question Hofstede’s factor structure and find that the theoretic approach has to be re-examined 

within the context of early 21
st
 century due to dramatic changes in cultural attitudes and behaviors. 

The changes in political systems and appearance of free market economies brought the global 

perspective to the business and, in turn, influenced the cross-cultural relationships worldwide. At 

the same time, the researchers recognize the significance of Hofstede’s cross-cultural analysis and 

suggest making the additional research built on Hofstede’s dimensions adapted to the 

contemporary global environment. 
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The author agrees with the critics directed to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Today we live 

in countries with dispersed cultural borders where people tend to be representatives of different 

cultural groups. The further globalization leads to the deformation of the cultural purity concept. 

Nevertheless, the author is convinced that despite the presence of cultural mixes at the individual 

level, “the collective programming of the mind” (Hofstede 1980) that defines national culture 

tends to remain. People may combine different cultural practices into individual cultural 

experiences but they will always tend to share the common values and practices, and they will 

always tend to belong to a certain group of people as a way to identify themselves. Furthermore, 

the author will illustrate that national culture and cultural differences are perceived at the 

individual level and these perceptions are influenced by different factors, particularly by personal 

experiences. 

 

 

 

2.8 Previous research 

 

2.8.1 The role of cultural distance in the internationalization process 

 

Previous research on the role of psychic distance and cultural distance in the 

internationalization process provides different views. Some studies provide the empirical 

evidence of the strong influence of cultural distance on the entry mode (Barkema et al. 1996); 

other studies find cultural distance of little to no relevance at all (Ellis 2007). In order to 

contribute to the unbiased approach to the study, it is important to present not only the previous 

research that supports the hypotheses but also the research that would reject them. The 

intention is to present the latest research on the topic but even the “older” research is not 

disregarded in the present study as the significance of this is considered.  

In the most of the cases, the earlier research on psychic distance and cultural distance 

applies the quantitative methods. One of the researchers that used a lot of the statistical data is 

Douglas Dow who made a number of studies on psychic distance. Dow (2000) employs the 

statistical coefficients for the analysis of the data collected through a mail survey of small and 

medium-sized Australian manufacturing exporters. He measures the frequency of market 

selection and comes to the conclusion that psychic distance is a highly significant predictor. At 

the same time, he finds that geographic distance also appears to be a significant predictor of 

market selection though its effects are independent of psychic distance. The essential finding in 
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his work is that the impact of psychic distance on the market entry decision decreases with 

experience, in other words, after the first foreign market entry. Since Dow (2000) focuses on 

the exporters from the beginning, it is unclear whether the firms’ international activities further 

develop into the larger operations on the markets than just exports (for example, own 

subsidiaries in the foreign market) which does not give the perspective on the whole 

mechanism of the internationalization process. 

Many researchers explain cultural distance as the strong dimension directly linked to the 

success in the foreign market. For instance, Evans and Mavondo (2002) find the positive 

relationship between psychic distance, as a summary construct, and organizational 

performance. The positive correlation appears even if cultural distance comes alone. From their 

perspective, cultural differences are an important determinant as they affect consumer behavior. 

Through the examination of U.S. Internet firms, Rothaermel et al. (2006) found the statistical 

evidence for cultural distance as one of the strongest factors that reduce or increase the 

likelihood of international market entry. They prove the strong relationship between Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions and market entry; in the meantime the researchers recognize the 

moderator’s effects (the international market size) on the relationship.  

Mayrhofer (2004) does not focus on cultural distance directly but examines different 

factors that may influence market selection and entry mode choice recognizes cultural 

differences to be important to take into account. He explains the home-country effects on the 

choice of entry mode and finds the relationship between the national environment of the firm 

and entry-mode strategies. Among the factors that the researcher assesses, cultural dimensions 

appear to be the significant variable that had an impact on the entry mode choice though the 

influence of this factor is not clearly established. 

More recently, Lopez-Duarte and Vidal-Suarez (2010) analyze a database on FDIs made 

by means of wholly owned subsidiaries and joint ventures by Spanish companies and they 

examine the effect of external uncertainty on entry mode choice. The researchers suggest that 

two uncertainty dimensions – cultural distance and political risk – and their interaction 

influence the choice of entry mode. At the same time, the researchers unbundle language from 

the cultural distance language and find that language is a key factor that influence the choice of 

entry mode for managers that intend to expand through FDIs. As Lopez-Duarte and Vidal-

Suarez (2010) notice themselves, it is important to keep in mind the type of industry (the study 

mostly represents service firms). Another issue here that the researchers do not consider is the 

significance of geographic factor since there are firms that are located in the European 

countries as well as firms in Latin America. 
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This note on a type of industry and geographic factor makes reflect over that probably 

cultural distance is not the only factor that determines entry in the foreign market but it is the 

interaction between different factors that brings the success. In his article, Ghemawat (2001) 

promotes the view that distance influences different types of business in different ways. 

According to his argument, in assessing opportunities of foreign market expansion it is 

important to consider industry sensitivity to distance as well as to distinguish between various 

dimensions of distance. Cultural distance as one of four dimensions has an impact on 

consumers’ product preferences, so it may be critical for consumer goods while being less 

important for steel business, for example. From his point of view, it may be wrong to say that 

one type of distance is more significant than another without taking the industry characteristics 

into account. 

A number of studies show the results that contradict with the evidence of the strong 

effects of cultural distance. For example, Ojala and Tyrväinen (2007) investigate the priority in 

the target country selection by SMEs in the software industry in Finland. They argue that the 

determinant for the market country choice is the size of the software market. Geographic 

distance comes to be the second criterion in the market preference while the findings do not 

support the studies that suggest that cultural distance is the prevailing factor in the target 

country selection. 

Tihanyi, Griffith and Russell (2005) makes the secondary research in order to measure 

effects of cultural distance on the entry mode choice. The researchers analyzed 67 articles, and 

the meta-analytic results indicate the strong negative relationship between cultural distance and 

entry mode choice for US-based MNEs. On one hand, their study has a certain value since it is 

based on several researches on cultural distance and it comprises those findings into one result. 

On the other hand, the study raises some doubts on the result due to several reasons. First of all, 

it is difficult to put all findings on one scale due to the use of different measures for the same 

construct. Secondly, the researchers consider moderator effects: culture distance measurement 

instrument, firm origin, industry type, country of investment, and sample time frame. They 

admit that the original correlations could provide the results that indicate that cultural distance 

was positively related to entry mode choice. Moreover, the research was carried out in relation 

to the large-sized companies. It is essential to keep in mind that results for MNEs may be much 

different from results for SMEs due to the specific nature of SMEs and MNEs. 

The recent research on cultural distance is more concerned with the relevance of the 

distance concept in international business. There is a growing tendency in the opinion that 

developments in transportation system and advanced information and communication 
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technologies have led to a less distant world (Zaheer and Manrakhan 2001; Hamill 1997). 

Brock, Johnson and Zhou (2010) addresses the question about the role of distance in today’s 

global business environment for internationally-oriented small firms. They examine small firms 

from the US, UK and Germany operating in high technology sector. Their conclusion is that 

business distance (measured by economic, cultural and geographic distance) still matters in 

today’s globalized world. But economic and geographic distance have a greater impact on the 

choice of a country market while cultural distance become more significant in later stages of 

the internationalization when the firms deepen their entry modes.  

In summary, the prior research is divided into the studies that find support for cultural 

distance as the factor that explains entry mode choice (Rothaermel et al. 2006; Mayrhofer 

2004), and the studies where results fail to provide statistical evidence of significant 

relationship between cultural distance and the choice of entry mode (Ojala and Tyrväinen 

2007). There are also a number of researchers that consider cultural distance to be important 

but not determinant for country preference and entry mode choice (Ghemawat 2001). On one 

hand, one may suggest that cultural distance does not bring the complete explanation to the 

entry mode phenomenon; it is more convenient to look at the set of various factors that frames 

distance. On the other hand, the conflicting results of the studies form the cultural distance 

paradox that may be also explained. As Brouthers and Brouthers (2001) state, investment risk 

moderates the relationship between cultural distance and the entry mode choice: the entry mode 

selection is influenced by cultural distance as well as by investment risk perceptions. 

 

 

2.8.2 Cultural differences between Russia and Sweden 

 

The author considers that it is important to illustrate cultural differences and similarities 

between Russia and Sweden from the perspective of different researchers. This is crucial for 

understanding of cultural distance between Russia and Sweden and it will be further used to 

complement the primary data analysis. The starting-point is the description of national cultures 

of Sweden and Russia by Geert Hofstede. On the Internet home page, Hofstede
1
 presents the 

information on the cultural characteristics of different countries from the perspective of five 

cultural dimensions. Cultural dimensions of Russia and Sweden are demonstrated in Figure 2. 

 

                                                           
1
 Geert Hofstede (online) http://geert-hofstede.com/  

http://geert-hofstede.com/
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Figure 2. Comparison of cultural dimensions between Sweden and Russia 

 

  

Source: Hofstede
2
  

 

According to the figure, national cultures of Russia and Sweden are measured on a 100 

point scale in relation to five cultural dimensions: power distance index (PDI), individualism 

versus collectivism (IDV), masculinity versus femininity (MAS), uncertainty avoidance (UAI) 

and long-term versus short-term orientation (LTO). Unfortunately, the data on the sixth 

dimension are not available.       

 

Power distance 

According to Hofstede
2
, Sweden, with a score of 31, is characterized as a country with 

low power distance. Power is decentralized, and control is disliked. Swedish managers rely on 

the experience of the organization members while employees participate in the decision-

making process. In the strong contrast to Sweden, Russia is scored by 93 points and it belongs 

to the most power distant societies in the world. High power distance leads to a great 

importance of status symbols, and the status roles are represented in all areas of business 

interactions. Fey (2005) explains the high score of Russia on the power distance index by the 

Russian history of totalitarianism and tight control prior to communism which contradicts 

Swedish culture that prefers the principle that everyone should be equal and approachable as 

well as the need to achieve consensus. 

                                                           
2
 Geert Hofstede (online) http://geert-hofstede.com/  
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Grachev (2009) analyzes the data from the GLOBE (Global Leadership and 

Organizational Behaviour Effectiveness) survey and applies the leadership dimensions to 

Russia. These dimensions are a bit different from Hofstede’s cultural dimensions but they have 

much in common. Concerning the power distance dimension for Russia, Grachev’s conclusion 

is much similar to Hofstede’s and Fey’s opinions. Grachev (2009) scores Russia high on the 

dimension and explains that the strong centralization of power was prevalent in pre-

revolutionary Russia as well as in the communist era. The researcher also notes that even the 

post-communist period of democratic reforms did not bring the expected democracy. 

Moreover, he states, that Russia is moving back to the traditional center-oriented model.  

Another view on power distance in Russia is presented by Naumov and Puffer (2000) 

who made a questionnaire research among Russian respondents and applied Hofstede’s 

dimensions in order to describe national culture of Russia. The researchers define Russia as 

moderate in power distance (score 40 compared to 93 by Hofstede
3
) and explain it with 

economic reforms and the separation of economic power by private business from political 

power by federal and local authorities. 

 

Individualism versus collectivism 

According to the figure, Sweden is an individualistic society where individuals are tend 

to take care of themselves and their families only. The organizational management is a 

management of individuals, and the employer-employee relationship is based on mutual 

advantage. A lower score of 39 for Russia means that Russian society is characterized as much 

less individualistic in comparison with Swedish society. Hofstede
3
 states that relationships are 

crucial in everyday life as well as in successful business negotiations for Russians.  

The inclination of Russian society to collectivism is explained by Fey (2005) in relation 

to historical tradition of social collectivism. Communism did not encourage individualistic 

behavior since it was considered destructive to group harmony. Even after many years of 

Communism, Russians continue to keep the collectivist approach in the relationships. Fey 

(2005) also notes that Sweden is scored much higher on individualism than Russia since the 

divergence of views and actions is marked by much higher tolerance in Sweden than in Russia.  

The observations by Katsioloudes and Isichenko (2007) support Hofstede’s and Fey’s 

assumptions on the collectivistic approach to Russian culture, and they emphasize the 

importance of joint effort contribution in business which determines the success of international 

                                                           
3
 Geert Hofstede (online) http://geert-hofstede.com/  
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joint ventures in Russia. The researchers suggest that since the Russian economy is not 

completely out of the transitional period from central planning to a free market, the Russian 

managers mostly rely on the collectivistic approaches to business which may contrast with 

western individualistic approaches to business deals. The ability of Western managers to adjust 

to the remaining post-communism collectivism in the mind of Russians is the important factor 

of success. 

It is interesting to note that some researchers argue that Russia’s position in transition 

brings strong individualistic elements into Russian national culture. Grachev’s (2009) 

conclusion on the individualism/collectivism dimension is different from Hofstede’s statement. 

The researcher agrees that Russia is used to be collectivist due to the historically limited 

individual freedom. But economic transformation is turning Russia into a more individualistic 

society. Meanwhile, there are striking contradictions between individualistic behavior of 

Russians and their active networking for survival (often in criminal context). Naumov and 

Puffer (2000) also consider Russian culture moderate in individualism/collectivism (score 41) 

due to the transition period in the Russian history. From their point of view, the shift from 

collectivism to individualism was hastened by perestroika and later economic reforms. 

 

Masculinity versus femininity  

As it is demonstrated on the diagram, both Russia and Sweden are scored low on the 

masculinity dimension, 5 and 36 respectively. Sweden is a very feminine society where people 

try to keep the life-work balance. Hofstede
4
 describes Sweden as a “lagom” culture which 

means something that is not too much and not too little but something in the middle. Swedish 

are characterized as people that try to resolve conflicts by compromise and negotiations, and 

they value equality, solidarity and high quality of life. People do not boast or try to seem to be 

better than others. Illustrating Russia as having low masculinity score, Hofstede
4
 warns that this 

may seem to be surprising due to the importance of status symbols (which makes Russia high 

power distant society). The dominant behavior may be acceptable from bosses but not from 

other employees. Russians are modest about their personal achievements and capacities, and a 

big part of the society is expected to live on a low salary and a very modest standard of living.  

Naumov and Puffer (2000) score Russia on the masculinity dimension even higher than 

Hofstede
4
 does – 55 scores compared to 36 scores by Hofstede which makes the difference in 
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masculinity between Russia and Sweden more significant. The researchers do not explain the 

phenomenon of the gender role equality in Russia but according to their analysis, in relation to 

the distribution of social roles for men and women, Russia comes to be a bit more masculine 

than a moderate society.  

Describing gender egalitarianism in Russia, Grachev (2009) notes that in pre-

revolutionary Russia, the gender roles were clearly defined and separated. But Stalin’s regime 

and World War II led to the decreased male population and the employment of women in the 

traditionally men’s work places, even in heavy industries. The Soviet regime supported the 

equal access for men and women to education, social and economic benefits. Grachev’s results 

reflect the gender equality in the Russian society but at the same time, the researcher pays 

attention to the gender gap in employment and organizational practices. The researcher also 

notes that the Communist party brought the elements of feminine culture by promoting jobs 

related to caring for other people. 

 

Uncertainty avoidance 

According to the figure, scoring 29, Swedes have a relaxed attitude to uncertainty and 

they try not to construct rules if they are not necessary. People practice flexible working hours 

and do not strive after hard work. In contrast to it, Russia is highly scored (95) on the 

uncertainty avoidance index. Hofstede
5
 describes Russians as feeling much threatened by 

ambiguous or unknown situations so the establishment of the complex bureaucracy is a way to 

avoid these. Russians prefer to have full information before negotiations, and a detailed 

planning is usual among Russians. But presentations are either not prepared or very well-

prepared. Meeting strangers, people tend to conduct themselves with formality and reservation. 

Fey (2005) also mentions that Russians strive after the increased security about their future 

which indicates a high degree of uncertainty avoidance.  

These findings contradict with the findings by Grachev (2009) and Naumov and Puffer 

(2000). Grachev (2009) states that uncertainty avoidance is the dimension that Russia displays 

a low score on and which he interprets as “uncertainty acceptance”. He refers to the risk-taking 

style of Russian managers and their quick adjustment to the rapidly changing conditions. From 

the point of Naumov and Puffer (2000), uncertainty avoidance of Russian s is pretty high (68 

points) but significantly lower compared to Hofstede’s score. The transformation of Russian 

                                                           
5
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society into a market-oriented economy led to a greater uncertainty avoidance. The researchers 

also find that the score varies significantly among different occupations.   

 

Long-term versus short-term orientation 

Hofstede
6
 scores Sweden for 20 points on long-term orientation and describes the country 

as short-term oriented society. Swedes have respect for traditions; they are not much prone to 

save and to achieve quick results. There is no score available for Russia but other researchers 

provided results on this dimension. In the research by Naumov and Puffer (2000), Russia’s 

score is 59 points which indicates at a bit higher than moderate behavior of Russians in relation 

to the long-term/short-term orientation dimension. Grachev (2009) describes the difference 

between values and practices of Russians due to significant changes in people’s attitudes to the 

future. He explains that the period of communism brought the strong belief of the society in a 

better life, and by this, it led to the limited future orientation. The political instability in the 

1990s did not let people trust the government so people did not rely on savings. The future 

perspectives came in the 2000s. The political and economic stabilization encouraged people to 

think and act strategically and to be optimistic more about optimistic about the future. So, the 

future orientation of Russians has been dynamic, and the tendency for long-term orientation is 

increasing. 

 

To sum up, Russia and Sweden have significant differences in the cultural dimensions. 

According to Hofstede
6
, Russia has extreme scores on power distance and uncertainty 

avoidance while it is more or less moderate in relation to individualism and masculinity. 

Sweden is highly scored only on individualism and it has very low score on masculinity while 

the Swedish society is considered moderate on other cultural dimensions. The results by other 

researchers mostly confirm Hofstede’s conclusions (Naumov and Puffer 2000; Fey 2005; 

Grachev 20009) though there are some contradictions in the findings. For example, Naumov 

and Puffer (2000) find Russia moderate on power distance but they score Russia much higher 

on the masculinity dimension than Hofstede
6
 does. Grachev (2009) states that individualism is 

much stronger for Russia than Hofstede
6
 finds it. Uncertainty avoidance is also interpreted 

different by Naumov and Puffer (2000) and Grachev (2009): it is significantly lower in 

comparison to Hofstede’s and Fey’s results. 
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The contradicting results show that perceptions about differences in culture between 

Russia and Sweden may vary essentially depending on when research was made, among what 

groups of respondents and some other factors specific for every single research. But despite 

these variations, the most of the findings illustrate the cultural gap which indicates at 

significant cultural distance between Sweden and Russia. 

It is worth to note separately the view of Fang (2006) about the applicability of 

Hofstede’s dimensions, for example, to Swedish culture. Fang (2006) tries to capture dynamics 

and paradoxes of national culture and suggest that Hofstede’s approach is too static and bipolar 

for analyzing national cultures. For example, Fang (2006) agrees with Hofstede that Sweden is 

the world’s most feminine culture but he argues that the country also has a masculine face. He 

explains his point of view by the examples of the fast internationalization of Swedish firms and 

a great number of large companies per capita. The researcher states that masculinity may be 

expressed in different ways, for example “talking to Swedish and Scandinavian businesspeople 

as a whole, you realize immediately that they still want to be called Vikings” (Fang 2006: 80). 

He has a good point but at the same time, he lacks the academic proof for his argument. The 

author agrees that there is no national culture that is pure in relation to masculinity/femininity, 

individualism/collectivism or other dimensions, which is also an issue in the later work by 

Hofstede et al. (2010). But the author considers Hofstede’s dimensions helpful to define the 

main cultural characteristics of nations. It is reasonable to understand cultures in mixed forms 

but it is more important to see the features that prevail over other cultural characteristics 

within one country. It is also necessary to emphasize that Hofstede’s dimensions are applicable 

only if one culture is compared to another. The comparative element makes the countries’ 

scores on the dimensions meaningful.  
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3. Methodology 

 

The chapter explains the choice of a qualitative research strategy as well as it presents a case 

study as an applied method for the whole research, and interviews as a method for data 

collection. Validity and reliability of the research are evaluated by the author as well as 

material for the research is critically discussed.    

 

3.1 Research strategy  

 

This study is based on the qualitative research strategy. This choice was made due to 

several reasons. First of all, in order to assess the possible methods of the cultural distance 

evaluation, many empirical studies in this area were reviewed. The most of the studies on 

cultural distance (Barkema et al. 1996; Dow 2000; Ellis 2007; Ojala and Tyrväinen 2007) 

applied the quantitative methods based on the regression analysis. Since the intention was to 

make a deep analysis of a limited number of cases, the quantitative approach did not seem to be 

suitable for this kind of study. So, the choice of the qualitative strategy looks like a decision to 

go against the stream. The author admits the risk of fallacy in the own study when there is no 

enough support from the previous research side. At the same time, this generates new 

opportunities for qualitative methods in the further research. 

Secondly, since the study is aimed at the investigation of the relationship between 

cultural distance and the international experience at the individual level, and it is more 

important for the author to understand the nature of cultural distance from the perspective of 

the managers’ perceptions about the influence of cultural distance, the quantitative approach 

would not be able live up the expectations from the study. The qualitative strategy helps to 

avoid a static view on the complex phenomenon of cultural distance and to reach a better 

explanation for the effects of cultural distance in the internationalization process. The 

employment of qualitative methods in the study gives valuable insights in people’s perceptions 

about Russian national culture that might have been missed in the case of quantitative methods. 

Beside the traditional view on qualitative research as “in depth” research, Barnham (2010) 

finds that qualitative research does not simply attempt to explore what people think but it 

attempts to understand how they think. Through understanding the structure, it is possible to 

uncover the meaning of what they think. Bill (2010) argues that even if qualitative research 

gives imperfect facts, the researcher is able to understand and explain them while “objectivity” 
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can ignore data important for an adequate understanding. At the same time, quantitative 

research that represents “objectivity” does not promote the researcher’s often unsystematic 

views what is significant and important but it gives the opportunity to effectively interpret the 

data and to get the impartial results (Bryman 2008). 

 

 

 

3.2 Methods and deductive reasoning of the research 

 

The author investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, so a case 

study method is applied in this paper. Merriam (2010) defines a qualitative case study as an 

intensive description of the entirety and analysis of a single entity or phenomenon. The 

researcher states that a case study method is directed at the examination of overall factors 

(variables) of the phenomenon while survey methods (for data collection) are applied in order 

to examine a specific factor (variable). A case study builds on the qualitative information 

collected through interviews, observations or documents. Interviews here are a method 

(technique) for data collection. 

Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad (2010) explain that the choice of a method for data 

collection depends on several factors, for example the nature of the study, the unit of enquiry, 

the size and spread of the sample, scale of the survey. The main method employed in this study 

is interviewing. Since the qualitative research is concerned with obtaining the detailed 

information about cultural barriers that exist in the internationalization of Swedish SMEs in 

Russia, in-depth interviews are in the focus of the research. The preference of interviewing as a 

method is determined by the opportunity to pursue the information in a profound way through 

the respondents’ experiences about cultural distance. The interviews let the author understand 

the meaning of what the respondents said, and ask follow-up questions when it was necessary 

to clarify the respondents’ opinions. According to Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad (2010), 

interviewing is appropriate for a study of opinions/preferences of persons with a small size of 

the sample (which is the case for the present study), and it gives a higher response rate and it is 

the essential method if more accurate data is required. The researchers also notice three main 

problems in conducting the personal interviews: inadequate response, non-response and 

interviewer’s bias. If the first two problems can be overcome by improving the techniques of 

interviewing, the last problem is not possible to overcome completely as interviewers are 

human beings but standardization of interview procedures may be a way to minimize bias in 
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the interview (Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad 2010). For this study, the author assumes that 

there was some bias in the interviewer’s behavior while the problem of inadequate response 

was solved with the help of questions leading to more explicit way of expression of 

respondents’ opinions. 

An alternative method to the interviewing in this study would be focus groups. The focus 

groups method would let the author bring a small number of subjects around cultural factors for 

the discussion which would make the participants express their opinions freely. This would be 

a great advantage for the author to get the respondents to be more open about the subject while 

being emotionally involved in the discussion. The focus groups method also brings the 

opportunity of allowing participants to probe each other’s reasons for holding a certain view 

and to bring other interesting and important issues to the discussion (Bryman 2008). But this 

method is inconvenient in relation to the scope of this research. First of all, because it would be 

very expensive to arrange the gathering of several managers of Swedish SMEs with the 

international experience of the business operations with Russia. Another reason to reject the 

focus groups method is that the author’s intention is not just to develop the discussion around 

Russian culture from the managers’ perspective but to get the answers about certain cultural 

dimensions – the answers that clarify these dimensions. These answers are supposed to give the 

author a deep insight into the cultural dimensions that create cultural barriers in the business 

internationalization. In this case, the interviews have a purposive structure which would be 

more difficult to maintain if the focus groups method is employed. 

Direct observation as a qualitative research method would be another way to conduct the 

qualitative study due to its advantages for understanding the emotional reactions 

(Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad 2010) but it also has certain problems for this type of research. 

It would be impossible to get the evidence of the impact of cultural factors on the 

internationalization process by observing. Even through the participant observations, it is not 

thinkable to observe the internationalization process. The internationalization process is not 

one-time event but it is a long process, the knowledge of which is possible to acquire only 

through the experiences (as the discussed internationalization theory states). So, the observation 

method does not meet the requirements of the author. 

As the author already mentioned above, the purpose of the employed techniques is not 

only to get the respondents to talk but to get them to follow a certain structure. That is why the 

author chose semi-structured interviews instead of unstructured interviews. The intention is to 

explore the cultural distance phenomenon through the personal perceptions of the managers 

about culture. The phenomena of culture and cultural distance are very complex and require a 
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certain theoretical approach. The author relies on one of them – the cultural dimensions 

suggested by Hofstede – and uses a structure in the in-depth interviews in the present study in 

order to be able to pick up the information that reflects the author’s concerns. The interview 

process is still flexible as it is supposed to be in the qualitative research but there is a focus on 

specific issues so, the complexity of the phenomena may be clarified. 

Most often, qualitative research is considered to be inductive in nature which is one of 

major differences from quantitative research (Bryman 2008). Qualitative research follows an 

inductive process when theory comes to be a result of the collection and analysis of data. 

Despite this classical view, many researchers find deductive procedure to be worthwhile in 

qualitative research (Kenneth 2000; Berg 2001; Patton 2002; Bryman 2008). It becomes more 

usual to test theories in qualitative studies instead of to generate theoretical issues out of the 

data. This is the case in the present research: a deductive process is employed, and two 

theoretical approaches are presented.  

 

 

  

3.3 Formulating the interview questions 

 

Since the author expects to get the answers that reflect the managers’ perceptions about 

cultural distance through the cultural dimensions by Hofstede, the more specific issues should 

be addressed in the questions. Considering the research questions to be answered, the interview 

questions are divided into four topic areas: 

1. Introduction 

2. International experiences of the firm 

3. Perceptions about Russia and Russian market 

4. The impact of culture on the internationalization process 

Almost all the questions are open-ended. During the interviews, beyond the main 

questions the researcher asks other kinds of questions (for example, follow-up, specifying, 

direct and indirect questions) in order to make the respondents clarify their answers and to keep 

a certain structure in the answering. 

The introduction questions aim at the information about the firm. The respondents are asked 

to tell about the firms. When it is necessary, the interviewer asks the additional questions 

(business areas; period of establishment; a number of employees; products etc.). 
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Defining the international experiences topic, the author found useful the research by Hulten 

(2009) where he describes the interviews with Swedish SMEs that had established business in 

Russia. He highlights experiences of managers responsible for operations in Russia, identifies 

initial entry modes, current position in the Russian market and expansion plans of the firms. 

Similar to this, the interview questions in the present study intend to define the international 

operations of the firms before entering Russia as well as reasons and mode of the entry. 

The further concern of the author is to pass on to factors that influence the 

internationalization process of the firms and to find out what place cultural distance takes 

among these factors. The author employs Hofstede’s theoretical approach to culture (1980; 

2010) in order to formulate the questions in a way that they would help to achieve the 

understanding of the managers’ perceptions about Russia and Russians and to interpret the 

perceptions through the six cultural dimensions. The fundamental principle was to use 

connotations of every dimension index differences that Hofstede (1980) presents in his book, 

and the most appropriate for this study connotations were chosen; the author also used the 

explanations of every cultural dimension in the workplace (Hofstede et al. 2010). 

The questions are constructed in the way that would let understand whether there is an 

impact of cultural factors on the internationalization process. Some questions explicitly intend 

to get the respondents to reflect over the impact of the cultural aspects while other questions 

concern cultural distance’s impact in an implicit way. 

 

 

 

3.4 Data collection and criteria for the choice of Swedish SMEs 

 

The source data of the study are mainly based on primary data. The primary data 

collection proceeded in the form of interviewing which is of a great importance for the outcome 

of the study since the analysis is based on the results of the interviews. The interviews took 

place in Stockholm and they were carried out with two mangers from two Swedish firms. Every 

interview took between 40 and 60 minutes and was recorded in order to make it easier for the 

interviewer – to focus on the respondents’ answers and to make the full transcript of the 

interviews for better analysis.  

Though this research is based on the empirical data collected through the interviews, it 

involves the discussion and analysis of articles and research literature which gives a better 

picture of the firms as well as it gives a better understanding of cultural distance between 
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Sweden and Russia at the level different from the individual level of analysis. The theoretical 

issues applied in the study are important for the data analysis. 

The initial intention of the author was to select Swedish firms that expanded into the 

Russian market. Due to the necessity to narrow down the focus of the research, the choice was 

made in favour of small- and medium-sized enterprises. Since Swedish large companies that 

have already established in Russia, for example IKEA, get a lot of attention in media, it seemed 

to be more interesting to illuminate problems that SMEs face when they try to expand 

geographically, especially in Russia. At the same time, the necessary criteria were that the 

firms would fit into the category of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and they 

would belong the same type of industry. Due to the criteria, the focus of the study is two 

Swedish firms – Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB - that categorized as SMEs.  

In Sweden the definition of the European Commission is applied to SMEs. SMEs are 

divided into three categories – micro-, small and medium-sized firms. Nordic Flanges AB and 

Alvenius Industrier AB are categorized as medium-sized enterprises due to the definition – 

medium-sized enterprises have less than 250 employees, and their annual turnover or balance 

sheet total does not exceed 50 million euro or 43 million euro, respectively (Konkurrensverket 

2009): 

- Nordic Flanges AB has 70 employees and the company’s turnover for 2011 is 218,7 

Mkr (according to the interview); in 2010 the company had 55 employees, and the 

turnover was 169,5 (Affärsdata 2012); 

- Alvenius Industrier AB has 60-65 employees depending on a season and the company’s 

turnover for 2011 is 145 Mkr (according to the interview); in 2010 the company had 43 

employees, and the turnover was 122,7Mkr (Affärsdata 2012). 

Problems that SMEs face while starting operations in foreign markets vary between 

different industry sectors, so it was important to choose and specify industry. Due to a better 

developed network in the steel metal industry and the access to the information, two firms were 

selected on the basis that they ran business activities not only in the Swedish market but they 

also operated on the international arena, including Russia: 

- Nordic Flanges AB is a firm that manufactures flanges in stainless steel and special alloys 

as well as it distributes flanges, fittings, bars, pipes and sheets from other manufacturers. 

The firm has export experiences in Russia, and it plans its further expansion in the form of 

a subsidiary. 

- Alvenius Industrier AB is a firm that manufactures spirally welded steel pipes, pipe fittings 

and couplings in pressure vessel carbon steel. The firm is currently active in exporting to 
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Russia within “snowmaking” branch, and it intends to develop business in other branches 

as well, for example, mining industry. 

 

 

 

3.5 Evaluating the research: validity and reliability 

 

Bryman (2008) states that the issue of validity would seem to have little bearing on 

qualitative research since measurement is not of a great concern of the researchers. Validity is 

high if we measure what we are supposed to measure. When it concerns qualitative studies, it is 

difficult to keep away unobserved and immeasurable elements. The present study’s focus is 

cultural distance which is difficult to evaluate and measure. The author does not intend to 

measure cultural distance but to understand the meaning of the concept in order to find out 

whether it influences the internationalization process. The author attempts to precise the 

evaluation of cultural distance by applying the cultural dimensions based on Hofstede’s 

theoretical approach. The complexity of the cultural distance phenomenon makes the 

evaluation problematic and leads to weaker validity. 

External validity which refers to the degree to which findings can be generalized across 

social settings represents a problem of qualitative studies (Bryman 2008). The possibility of 

generalizing the findings of the present research is limited due the small sample of Swedish 

SMEs (two firms) and the focus on the manufacturing industry within steel metal products. The 

small sample size causes the decreased precision while focusing on one industry sector leads to 

the limited representativeness of the findings. At the same time, the clear focus on the certain 

type of industry strengthens the representativeness of the findings for this type of industry 

rather than if the sample would consist of the firms from different branches. 

External reliability means the degree to which a study can be replicated and it is of a 

concern for qualitative research since a study can never be replicable due to the constant 

changes in social settings and circumstances (Bryman 2008). The present research examines 

cultural distance between Russia and Sweden and its impact on the internationalization process 

at the individual level, in other words, from the perspective of the individual perceptions of the 

managers. The perceptions change all the time due to new international experiences of the 

managers as well as due to their personal experiences about Russian culture, so replicating the 

study two years later may bring very different results. Meanwhile, the author attempts to 

strengthen the study’s reliability through the complete description of the methodology. 
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Another problem of the study that the author considers necessary to point out is that some 

could question reliability of the study due to the Russian nationality of the interviewer. Since 

the interviewer intends to interpret the perceptions of the interviewees about Russia and 

Russian culture, there is a risk that some negative perceptions and experiences were not 

expressed by the interviewees which creates the bias in the findings. The interviewer tried to 

reduce this risk by showing for the interviewees the academic interest and the impartial attitude 

to the research. 

 

 

 

3.6 Discussion of material 

 

The present study is based on the interview results as well as on the previous research. 

The sources of previous research are evaluated by the author as reliable: the author chose 

articles from databases that are widely used by most of researchers. Reports that the author uses 

in the research are from the authorities’ web sites which is an indicator of reliability of reports 

as sources of the present research. The author may question the information from the firms’ 

web sites as one of the sources but since the author uses this information only as the 

information about firms’ business area, this does not undermine reliability of the whole study. 
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4. Emprical design 

 

In this chapter the author presents the firms and managers’ profiles as well as results based on 

data collected through the interviews. The author illustrates results structured according to the 

topics of the analysis.  

 

4.1 The Swedish firms’ profiles 

 

4.1.1 Nordic Flanges AB 

 

Nordic Flanges AB is a Swedish firm that manufactures standard and special flanges in 

stainless steel and special alloys. Another business area of the company is trading – the 

company distributes flanges, fittings, bars, pipes and sheets in stainless steel and carbon steel. 

The history of Nordic Flanges AB begins in 1971 with a family-owned firm Rupes Verkmetall 

that was a stockholder of flanges and fittings. The early market of the company is pulp and 

paper industry. In 2004 Rupes Verkmetall merged with BÅEM company into Nordic Flanges 

AB, and the markets. By that time, the company expanded the market and supplied such 

industries as paper mills, oil and gas as well as ship building. In 2006 Nordic Flanges AB was 

bought by the investment company Vinovo AB. 

Nordic Flanges AB is located in Sweden with its production workshop in Själevad and 

two sales offices and warehouses in Stockholm and Vellinge. The company’s products are 

widely used in many industries: paper mills, oil and gas, chemical industry, ship yards, nuclear 

power plants.  The company’s main market is Scandinavia, and it has agents in Norway, France 

and the United Arab Emirates. The company also exports the products to other parts of Europe, 

Asia and North America, totally 26 countries. Today Nordic Flanges AB is one of Europe’s 

leading manufacturers of forged flanges in stainless steel grades. The vision of the company is 

“Nordic Flanges shall be the preferred supplier of flanges in Europe”
7
.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 Nordic Flanges AB (online) http://nordicflanges.se  

http://nordicflanges.se/
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4.1.2 Alvenius Industrier AB 

 

Alvenius Industrier AB is a Swedish manufacturer of spirally welded steel pipes, pipe 

fittings and couplings in pressure vessel carbon steel; it supplies its customers with complete 

quick connection pipe systems. Alvenius Industrier AB was founded in Sweden, 1951, and 

since 1990 it belongs to the Boxholm Group. The first company’s activity was the delivery of 

steel pipe systems to mining and civil engineering companies in Zambia, Congo, South Africa 

and the Philippines. About 15 years later, the company started to supply pipe systems for 

snowmaking and today it cooperates with ski resorts and snowmaking equipment suppliers in 

Scandinavia, Eastern Europe, France and Spain.  

In the beginning of the nineties, the company entered a new market of thermoplastic 

coated steel pipes that are used in the areas where a good corrosion protection is required. 

Today Alvenius Industrier AB has five market segments: fire protection, industry, mining and 

tunneling, snowmaking, and general. The company is a supplier of pipe systems with export to 

40 countries around the world, three offices in Europe and the distribution network in Europe, 

Africa, Asia, North and South America. The vision of Alvenius Industrier AB is “to be a world 

leader in the manufacturing of quick connection steel pipe systems with low weight and 

excellent corrosion protection, within selected market segments”
8
.  

 

 

 

4.2 The respondents’ profiles 

 

One respondent was interviewed from each company: Johan Isaksson from Nordic 

Flanges AB and Lars Bergström from Alvenius Industrier AB.  

Johan Isaksson works at Nordic Flanges AB as market manager / business area manager 

(trading products). He is a 43 years old man, with incomplete university education in Business 

and corporate finance. Johan has been working at the firm for 21 years, appointed to the 

position of market manager since March, 2012. He is in charge for sales of trading products 

within Sweden as well as other markets outside Sweden. 

Lars Bergström works at Alvenius Industrier AB as export manager. He is a 32 years old 

man, with Bachelor degrees in Mechanical engineering and in Marketing and management. 

                                                           
8
 Alvenius Industrier AB (online) http://alvenius.com  

http://alvenius.com/
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Lars has been working at the firm for 6 years, as export manager for 2 years. He is mainly 

responsible for sales in other markets than Sweden.      

 

 

 

4.3 Interview results 

 

4.3.1 Interview with Johan Isaksson, Market Manager / Business Area Manager Trading 

Products, Nordic Flanges AB  

 

4.3.1.1 International experiences of Nordic Flanges AB 

 

Johan Isaksson tells about the company’s first international experiences: Finland and 

Norway were first foreign markets. He cannot say exactly when and how the firm started to 

export to other countries but Sweden has always had close business relations with these 

countries. The decision to start business activities in Russia was made in October, 2010, and the 

company started the market survey and market visits. The decision to start business with Russia 

was motivated by the fact that Russia is a big market and it is one of BRIC countries (Brazil, 

Russia, India and China) that is characterized with the quick growth and high development 

factor. The first contacts with Russian customers were established through some companies in 

Finland who helped with recommendations. 

 

 

4.3.1.2 Problems on the way to Russia 

 

The biggest problem that Nordic Flanges AB had to deal with was logistics including 

customs procedures. In order to have an access to the market, it is important to have a great 

knowledge about administration and customs regulations as well as good contacts. After 

dealing with this kind of a problem, they realized that they would need staff with knowledge in 

language, cultural awareness and knowledge about how to interact with Russians on their 

terms. Johan thinks that language is a pretty big barrier. Though some Russians speak English, 

when it comes to the business discussions, they prefer to speak their native language otherwise 

they feel insecure in the negotiations.  
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Right now Johan is convinced that it is difficult to make business with Russia on distance 

from Sweden so it would be easier to have local staff in Russia. In general, Johan thinks that it 

is possible to make business from Sweden but much depends on a type of product that a 

company sells. But it is not a case for Nordic Flanges due to the structure of the business and 

products.  

 

 

4.3.1.3 Perceptions about culture and differences between Russia and Sweden  

 

Assessing cultural differences between Russia and Sweden, Johan describes Russians as 

more direct in communication. The second difference is an attitude to time. When it comes to 

business meetings with Russians, it is important to be well prepared to the discussion in order 

to have a concrete and constructive dialogue. It contradicts with the Swedish way of 

negotiations since in Sweden making meetings is a way to socialize. People discuss general 

terms they seldom get to the real business deal or action. One more difference is that Russians 

do not have a certain agenda of meetings like Swedish usually have. For example, people can 

enter or leave the meetings without any announcement about it, so it is better to be prepared to 

it, determined and flexible. Johan also states that it is important to be tougher in negotiations 

from the Swedish point of view. At the same time, Johan does not think that these differences 

were a problem for the company, on the opposite, it was a challenge. Since Johan thinks that if 

a company decides to enter Russia it is better to adapt to Russian conditions, if the company 

does not adapt, then it is better not to start. 

Describing the relationship between managers and their assistants, Johan believes that 

Russian organizations have a strong hierarchy in their nature. This opinion is based on the 

communications with other companies experienced in business with Russia. Johan himself had 

a positive experience of quite equal relationships but this is mostly linked to small companies.  

Talking about the professionalism of Russian managers, he considers Russians as well-

educated and very experienced professionals but from the point of Swedish ethical values they 

are different. They are not necessary polite but determined in their points of view. “They are 

very skilled in speaking but less skilled in listening”, explains Johan. Russians give a picture of 

that they are professional and having control over every detail but in fact they often use their 

assistants in order to understand all the details. Johan also thinks that Russians like Swedish are 

good in handling stress but they are more prone to express negative emotions which probably 
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come as a result of situations where they experience stress and pressure but in general it did not 

create any problem during negotiations.  

Johan describes the decision-making process in Russian organizations as an individual 

process. It is difficult for him to say how it works internally but from his experience of business 

meetings with Russians, it is not the case when a decision comes as an outcome of the team-

work.  

The respondent agrees with the description of Russian culture as “macho culture”. One 

can feel it through Russian men’s manners to talk, move and express their opinions. Especially, 

it is obvious during negotiations: Russian men are tough, it is difficult to change their point of 

view if they believe in something; they may be rude if they strongly disagree with partners in 

conversation.  

Johan’s first contacts with Russian customers happened to be in the most of the cases via 

women that he perceives as professional, well-educated and skilled in the language. At the 

same time, he thinks that Russian society is not equal in relation to gender roles since the top 

management is presented by men in 98% cases but the society trusts women as professionals. 

According to Johan, Russians can easily talk about things that are not related to business. 

Even more than Swedish people do. Though it is not possible at the first step of acquaintance 

with Russians; it seems that they need time to get to know their partners. But Johan also notes 

that it is difficult to get Russians to relax since they try to communicate within certain social 

rules. Even being tough is one of these social rules. Johan did not experience some specific 

traditions within Russian business since Russian business is more about people’s behavior, 

manners and attitudes.  

Johan perceives Russians as thinking in long-term perspective since they always think 

about consequences that certain decision may entail, and they always explain such 

consequences. At the same time, Russians prefer to get results quickly. Because of this, Johan 

applies certain routine when it concerns Russian customers. The main principle is to give the 

feedback as soon as possible since Russians do not like to wait. It also creates certain risks, for 

example, if he makes an offer for products with 5 weeks delivery time, some customers expect 

to get the products earlier than in 5 weeks and put the pressure on the company.   
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4.3.1.4 The change in the perceptions about the Russian market and its impact on the 

internationalization process 

 

Before Johan started to work with Russian customers, he had strong personal opinions 

about Russians. For example, Russians drink a lot of vodka; Russia is an extremely corrupted 

country; a big social gap between poor and rich; environmental pollution. A lot of negatives 

things were linked to Russia. It was a picture about Russia that many Swedish people share. 

After visiting the country and meeting people, Johan still has this picture about Russia but 

“much less of everything”. For example, he thinks that Russians probably drink vodka but not 

when it comes to business. He gets this question many times from Swedes, and he answers that 

it is not really true. He describes Russia as an amazing country in different aspects and a land 

of opportunities. In general, he says that his attitude and feelings about Russia are much more 

positive now, and he even says that he became less afraid of Russia.  

Johan explains that the previous export experience helped in making first steps towards 

the Russian market. The experience in different types of business administration concerning 

export activities was a good foundation (export order handling, delivery and packing) though 

this experience is not fully applicable to Russia. 

Johan states that knowledge and time gives the experience, and he is sure that this 

experience helps further establish business in Russia. The more he gets to know Russia, the 

more he knows about how things work there and the easier it becomes for him to work with 

Russians. Johan thinks that Russia has own rules, traditions and cultural heritage that are 

different from Western European. The knowledge about it is not possible to get through reading 

but through the own experience. People have to accept that the Russian society will never be 

equal, and “Russia will never be another Europe”, so it is important to accept Russia as it is and 

to adapt to it. 

The most important knowledge that the company acquired is small insights in the Russian 

business, rules, the way that companies interact and they are structured, administration, cultural 

values, and Russian mind-set. Right now Nordic Flanges AB has a small regular export 

business to Russia and the company is still at the entry level planning to establish a local 

company in Russia within one year. But Johan also believes that this experience from Russia is 

applicable for some other countries, for example Brazil, due to the same type of problems and 

challenges. 
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4.3.2 Interview with Lars Bergström, export manager from Alvenius Industrier AB  

 

4.3.2.1 International experiences of Alvenius Industrier AB 

 

Lars Bergström tells about the countries that the company works with today as well as 

how they usually start to sell to other countries than Sweden. Since Alvenius Industrier AB is 

more than 60 years old, it is difficult for him to tell exactly when and how they started 

exporting. Under a certain period the company was much bigger than it is now and it had 

several offices outside Sweden (even in the South Africa), then it became small again, and now, 

step by step, the firm is growing. Alvenius Industrier AB has a strong position in the mining 

industry, so when they work on a project in one country, they get an inquiry from another 

country due to the spread of the information within the industry since they have good 

references. Another way for the firm to put a foot in a new country is visiting of the exhibitions. 

The focus of the company is the European market since the products are expensive and the 

transport costs are high but if they do not decline inquiries from other countries outside Europe. 

The entry into the Russian market began via “snowmaking” projects in 2007. Russia was 

an attractive market for the company, and they knew that it would come several interesting 

projects in the nearest future. So, Alvenius Industrier AB organized the search of potential 

agents in Russia with help of Swedish Trade Council, and visited several Russian companies 

within “snowmaking” branch. Along with the market visits, the good references made an 

important contribution into the business establishment in Russia. Alvenius Industrier AB sold 

much to the Eastern Europe, for example, to Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, and it had good 

references from some companies in France. Some French customers recommended Alvenius 

Industrier AB as a reliable partner for the Russian companies.  

In answer to the question about how the previous international experiences helped to start 

business in Russia, Lars says that without their export experiences to so many countries (for 

instance, dealing with customs, contract conditions) it would have been more difficult to enter 

the Russian market.  

 

 

4.3.2.2 Problems on the way to Russia 

 

Answering the question about the biggest problem that Alvenius Industrier AB 

discovered while entering Russia, Lars states that they did not find some special problems but 
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there were business-related problems that usually appear when the firm starts exporting in a 

new market lacking the experience from it, for example, administrative problems concerning 

documentation, payment conditions that should be applied (which are different from payment 

conditions in European countries). 

 

 

4.3.2.3 Perceptions about culture and differences between Russia and Sweden  

 

Lars’ perceptions about cultural differences between Russia and Sweden are that Russia 

is culturally not so far from Sweden. “I feel more like Russian than French, for example”, says 

Lars though it was difficult for him to explain in which way he feels it. 

Lars further tells about his perceptions about Russian organizations. He thinks that they 

are more centralized than Swedish organizations, and this is the top managers who make big 

decisions while those employees who have lower positions in the organization do what they are 

told to do. In Sweden (at least in small firms) employees have closer relations with the CEO. 

Anyway, Lars does not think that this difference influenced their routine; he just notes that it 

probably caused longer time to get answer on certain questions but it was not a problem.  

Concerning the professionalism of Russian managers, Lars does not consider some 

special differences; he thinks that Russian managers are good at what they do. The only little 

problem that he sees here is that sometimes it is difficult to know what the real positions of 

people that work in Russian organizations. The position “manager” specified in a business card 

does not necessary means that a person has a power to take decisions but in reality this person 

could have a role of an assistant. 

Describing Russians in relation to stress and self-abandonment, Lars Bergström does not 

see a big difference from managers in other countries. He explains that they are careful, for 

example, with documentation, and they prefer to be well-prepared before taking any decision. 

But it concerns managers in all countries, especially if it is a big project. The only feature of 

Russians that is related to stress is their quickness, or it is better to say their intention to get 

questions answered as soon as possible. For example, it is a usual situation that they have a 

question and they send an e-mail, and if they do not get the answer within ten minutes, they call 

by phone in order to speed it up. Lars also explains this feature as that Russians are not used to 

think in long-term perspective.  

He also thinks that there are small differences in the decision-making process between 

Russia and Sweden: in Sweden a decision comes out of a group-work while in Russia it is more 
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at the individual level though Russian managers rely much on the technical specialists in order 

to make sure that everything is in order.  

Talking about the gender role equality within Russian organizations, Lars’ experience is 

that there are more men at the top manager positions, and women usually take the positions at 

the middle level or lower. Lars perceives Russia as a less sexually equal country in comparison 

with Sweden. The interviewer also asked whether Lars associates Russia with “macho” culture 

– the image of Russians that is usually promoted by Swedish media. According to his point of 

view, it seems that Russians try to live up to that traditional image that exists among foreigners. 

Probably in reality there is no this “macho” culture but it is just a role that Russians perform. 

The interviewer was also interested whether Russians easily talk about their families or some 

private things. Lars thinks that it is more individual: it depends on a person and how close the 

relationship with this person. But in general, Russians are pretty like Swedish in this way. 

Answering the question about the traditions and norms within Russian organizations, 

Lars does not find any specific Russian-related traditions in the business environment. 

Thinking about social norms, he repeats that there is probably just a role that Russians play in 

order to look like foreigners expect them to look.  

 

 

4.3.2.4 The change in the perceptions about the Russian market and its impact on the 

internationalization process 

 

Lars states that in the beginning of their “journey to Russia” they expected it to be a 

complicated and difficult process. But surprisingly, it was easier than they had thought. They 

discovered that people in Russia were very open for new contacts and new ideas. He thinks that 

Russians are good enough at English, though it often happens that Russian managers do not 

speak English at all but it was not a problem since at the meetings there was always someone 

who helped to interpret. In general, Lars thinks that the firm’s attitude to Russia became much 

more positive compared to their attitude in the beginning.   

Lars tells about Alvenius’ present position in Russia: they are currently working on a 

project in Sochi where the company delivered pipes for transportation of water to snowguns. 

They have got some new contacts with companies within the same branch and they plan to 

develop their network in Russia since they consider reconstruction of ski resorts in Russia. 

They are planning to exhibit in Moscow in order to strengthen their brand name and find the 

potential partners. The company also intends to develop business in Russia within mining. 
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Assessing the firm’s business in Russia in general and the knowledge that they acquired 

from the experience, Lars is convinced that Alvenius has further good opportunities in Russia 

since Alvenius is a small firm that is flexible to the wishes of their Russian customers and it 

gives all support that the Russian customers do not find in other European companies. He 

thinks that it is important not to be complicated. It is important to remember that Sweden and 

Russia are quite similar in relation to culture which makes it easier for Swedish firms to enter 

Russia than for French or Spanish companies, for example.  
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5. Analysis of the results 

 

In this chapter the author analyzes the results from the interviews. The analysis is presented 

from the perspective of the Uppsala internationalization model and Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions. The first part of the analysis presents factors that influence the entry mode choice, 

and the impact of the international experiences of the firms on cultural distance. The second 

part of the analysis stands for possible cultural barriers in the firms’ internationalization 

process. 

 

5.1 The internationalization process of Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB in 

Russia 

 

5.1.1 The entry mode choice  

 

The entry mode in the Russian market for Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier 

AB was export. The decision to start export to Russia was a well thought-out choice in both 

cases. According to the Uppsala internationalization model, this makes a sense since firms tend 

to develop the internationalization process in small steps rather than by making large foreign 

production investments at single points in time (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). Johanson and 

Vahlne (1977) state that exporting occurs via an agent (independent representative), and, by 

that, they mean that an agent is the link between the company and its customers in the 

exporting process. Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB use trading companies and 

distributors in Russia in order to promote their products to end-users. The role of trading 

companies and distributors is similar to the role of agent; the only difference is the formality of 

the relationship. 

The choice of Russia as a foreign market was motivated by the existing business 

opportunities for the companies. Both companies tried to get the full information about the 

business possibilities in the Russian market through the market surveys and market visits. By 

gathering the information (knowledge) about the existing opportunities in the market as well as 

risks and problems, the firms reduced the market uncertainty. According to the Uppsala model, 

the market uncertainty is reduced through interactions and integration with the market 

environment. By this, the firms prepared for making the commitment decision, and chose the 

entry mode in the Russian market. 
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It is also interesting to note that the access to the Russian market occurred through the 

contacts with the foreign business partners (in France and Finland) that had good relations with 

Russian companies. This indicates the importance of the business relationships in the 

internationalization process that was pointed out by some researchers (Lehtinen and Penttinen 

1999; Johanson and Vahlne 2009). At the same time, the author interprets the network as an 

important element in the internationalization process but not in the same way as Johanson and 

Vahlne describe it the updated version of the Uppsala model (2009). The interaction with the 

partners in other countries did not create the market knowledge for Nordic Flanges AB and 

Alvenius Industrier AB and did not influenced the entry mode choice of the firms but it opened 

up the access to the Russian market. The further analysis illustrates the role of the international 

experiences and their influence on the entry mode choice of the firms.    

 

 

5.1.2 The role of the international experiences 

 

Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB are the firms with the wide and diverse 

international experiences.  The both managers from the companies believe that these 

experiences had a certain influence on the decision to start business with Russia. According to 

the respondents, the export experiences concerning the administrative routine of the order 

handling and logistics were essential for starting export activities in Russia. The previous 

export experiences of the companies reflect their general knowledge that does not depend on 

the geographical location of the market (Johanson and Vahlne 1977) but that is the core of the 

export business. Having a large portfolio of export experiences, the firms apply the export 

routine skills to the Russian market, so that Russia becomes just one of the firms’ export 

markets. This makes the author think that the previous export experiences of Nordic Flanges 

AB and Alvenius Industrier AB make cultural distance less important in the further foreign 

expansion since the firms are used to follow the export routine that may vary a bit from one 

country to another. In the meantime, this also may mean that cultural distance does not 

influence the entry mode choice of the firms. Since they are used to export to other countries 

than Sweden, the firms just apply the same export model to the foreign markets, and the choice 

of the market strongly depends on the existing business opportunities: both companies explain 

the attractiveness of the Russian market. This result greatly corresponds the finding of Ojala 

and Tyrväinen (2007) who reject the impact of cultural distance on the market selection and 

argue that the size of the market is the determinant for the decision-making about the foreign 
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market selection. The author’s result also confirms the findings by Brock et al. (2010) who 

promote economic and geographic distance as the factors that influence the market selection 

and entry mode choice though the researchers also admit the importance of cultural distance in 

the internationalization process.  

Along with the general knowledge about export to foreign markets, due to the interview 

with Johan Isaksson, these experiences are not fully applicable for Russia since Russia is 

different from European markets. As Johan explains, Russia has own rules, traditions and 

cultural heritage that make Russia different. He means that the company lacks the market-

specific knowledge that Johanson and Vahlne consider as the crucial element of the Uppsala 

internationalization model and define as “knowledge characteristics of the specific national 

market – its business climate, cultural patterns, structure of the market system and 

characteristics of the individual customer firms and their personnel” (1977: 28). The author 

interprets the respondent’s answer as the collective words (rules, traditions and cultural 

heritage) for many factors that are specific for the Russian market. The market-specific 

knowledge may be acquired, according to the model, only through the experience. Johan’s 

answer confirms this aspect of the Uppsala model since the respondent notes that the 

knowledge about Russia is not possible to get through reading about it but through the own 

experience. The interesting moment in Johan’s answer is that he talks about traditions and 

cultural heritage which means that in his mind this makes the Russian market different from 

other foreign markets that Nordic Flanges AB is used to deal with. This difference may be also 

interpreted as an obstacle that is linked to cultural distance as the part of the psychic distance 

phenomenon. Lacking the market-specific knowledge about Russia (in the form of rules, 

traditions and cultural heritage) creates cultural distance which, in turn, leads to the barrier in 

the internationalization process and to the difficulty to make the decision about the entry mode 

choice. The results in the previous research by Evans and Mavondo (2000) and Mayrhofer 

(2004) overlap the author’s findings on the importance of cultural distance for the entry mode 

choice of the firms. 

Talking about cultural distance, it is worth to look closer at the international experiences 

of Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB. Lars Bergström tells that Alvenius 

Industrier AB has a wide range of export experiences from different parts of the world, and he 

also mentions that the company exported in countries of the Eastern Europe. Nordic Flanges’s 

international experiences are based on export activities in the Scandinavian market but, as 

Johan Isaksson states, the firm also has customers in Estonia, Latvia and Poland which is the 

similar international experience to Alvenius Industrier AB. According to the results from the 
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interviews with both firms, there were no explicit statements from the respondents that the 

export activities in the countries of the Eastern Europe influenced the firms’ choice to start 

exporting in Russia. But the author noticed that the respondents mentioned the export in the 

Eastern Europe since they unconsciously associated Russia with the Eastern Europe. Using the 

Uppsala model, the author may suggest that the firm’s export experiences in the Eastern Europe 

made it easier to start export in the Russian market since Russia is culturally close to many 

countries in the Eastern Europe due to the common Slavic roots. This means that in some way, 

Russia became culturally less distant market, or cultural distance became less important for the 

firms, as their previous international experiences had been connected to the countries that are 

culturally close to Russia. This result is important to relate to Dow’s findings (2000). The 

researcher, like the author, states that the impact of psychic distance (in the case of Dow’s 

research) on the market entry decision decreases as the international experiences grow. 

 

 

5.1.3 Factors that influence the firms’ internationalization process 

 

Before discussing culture, the author asked the respondents about problems that the firms 

had to deal with while entering the Russian market. The intention of the author was to see 

whether the respondents would name cultural factors as one of the problems before the direct 

discussion about culture. Surprisingly, but Lars Bergström could not find any specific 

problems. The only problem that Alvenius Industrier AB had experienced while starting export 

activities in Russia was administrative questions that usually take place when the firm starts 

export in the unknown market. 

The similar problems related to the administrative routine Nordic Flanges AB had. 

Though the impression about the problems linked to the Russian market is much stronger for 

Johan Isaksson than for Lars Bergström. According to the interview results, the author finds 

logistics and customs as the most serious problem for Nordic Flanges AB, or it is better to say 

that the knowledge about how logistics and customs work is the missing part for the successful 

firm’s operations in Russia. Another problem is the language. Johan states that it is important 

to employ persons who can deal with these problems through their knowledge in the language, 

culture and the ways to interact with Russians.  

There are three moments to pay attention to in the answers of the respondents. First, the 

administrative problems and language are directly related to psychic distance according to the 

definition given by Johanson and Vahlne (1977) which means that this is the most important 
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factor that influences the internationalization process of Alvenius Industrier AB and Nordic 

Flanges AB.  

Second, the respondents do not name cultural factors among the problems but Johan 

Isaksson names the importance of having personnel that speaks Russian, that is familiar with 

Russian culture and that can communicate with Russians “on their terms”. This clarification 

indicates that culture has been also a problem for the firm though the respondent does not tell 

about it explicitly. Russian culture and interaction with Russians “on their terms” are the words 

that specify the impact of cultural factors. The firm lacks the knowledge in Russian language 

and knowledge about Russian culture that it attempts to acquire through employing personnel 

that has this type of knowledge (Johanson and Vahlne 1977). The next step for Nordic Flanges 

AB is local staff in Russia which means a subsidiary of the firm since Johan is convinced that it 

is the best way for the company to make business in Russia. It means that the entry mode 

choice of Nordic Flanges AB is export despite the necessity for the firm to have a subsidiary in 

Russia. This is due to the lack of the market-specific knowledge (administration, language and 

culture). While acquiring the knowledge and experience about the market and reducing the 

market uncertainty, the firm decides that it is better to expand the operations and to have a local 

staff in the country. The more knowledge the firm generates, the stronger is the commitment to 

the market. This also reflects the important point in the Uppsala model: at the time of entry to 

the market, the firm does not have the experience but through a long learning process in 

connection with current activities, it generates the market experience. That is why 

internationalization is the incremental process and it proceeds slowly (Johanson and Vahlne 

1977).  

The third moment to pay attention to is that Nordic Flanges AB has experienced greater 

problems at the entry to Russia than Alvenius Industrier AB did. The reason to it may be the 

difference in the firms’ export routine and type of products. Johan states the business in Russia 

is possible to develop in different ways, and export is one of them. Export may be a suitable 

way for one company but not for another. The author finds that Alvenius Industrier AB export 

to Russia without direct dealing with logistics and customs problems since the firm’s customers 

themselves take care of the transportation and customs procedures. In contrast to it, Nordic 

Flanges AB’s customers not always take care of these problems so that the firm is forced to 

deal with it itself. Another difference between Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB 

is the type of products. Alvenius Industrier AB export pipe systems which are expensive while 

Nordic Flanges AB’s products are more simple and much less expensive which makes that 

often the transport and customs costs exceed the cost of the flanges so the company is 
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competitive in the Russian market if it exports flanges in large volumes. As Johan states, the 

large volume export is possible to make only for projects but not for stockholding which is due 

to the feature of the Russian market. That is why it is reasonable for Nordic Flanges AB to 

further develop business in Russia and to open a subsidiary there.  

 

To sum up, export was chosen as the entry mode in the cases of both firms. It confirms the 

essential assumption of the Uppsala model about internationalization as the incremental 

process. However, the author comes to contradicting conclusions about the impact of cultural 

distance on the entry mode choice of the firms: cultural distance does not influence the entry 

mode choice since the firms adjust their export routine to the country’s specific conditions, and 

cultural distance is a barrier in the internationalization process which influences the entry 

mode choice of the firms. The author also identified the implicit impact of cultural distance on 

the entry mode choice. The international experiences are found to be important in decreased 

cultural distance between the home country and the foreign market. This part of the analysis 

also shows the difference in the perceptions about a scale of problems at the entry to the 

Russian market. 

 

 

5.2 Cultural differences between Russia and Sweden 

 

When the respondents got the direct question about cultural differences between Russia 

and Sweden, one of them (Lars Bergström) could not identify any difference since from his 

point of view, Russia is culturally close to Sweden. Another respondent (Johan Isaksson) 

identifies several differences concerning communication and negotiations though he does not 

think that these differences created any problem for the firm. Further, the respondents were 

asked more specific questions concerning their cultural experiences about Russia in order to get 

a deeper understanding about cultural differences between the countries and their influence on 

the internationalization process of the firms. The interpretation of the respondents’ answers was 

made from the perspective of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.  

 

5.2.1 Power distance 

 

One of the dimensions to look at Russian culture through is power distance. Both 

respondents state that Russian organizations are centralized and their structure is built on a 
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strong hierarchical order. The respondents’ answers demonstrate large power distance within 

Russian organizations. Lars Bergström explains that there is a gap between top managers and 

subordinates; subordinates are not supposed to express their opinions or practice any power but 

they have to do what they are told to do. This is what Hofstede et al. (2010) describe in large-

power-distance organizations – existential inequality and centralization of power as much as it 

is possible. Lars also explains that this feature makes Russian organizations different from 

Swedish organizations where there is a close relationship between managers and their 

subordinates. Hofstede’s results
9
 on the power distance dimension for Russia and Sweden as 

well as the studies by Fey (2005) and Grachev (2009) confirm the author’s conclusion. The 

author argues that the difference between Russian and Swedish cultures which from the 

perspective of the power distance dimension “strengthens” cultural distance between the 

countries. Despite the significant difference in power distance between Russian and Swedish 

organizations, the respondents do not find big problems that this difference may cause. It just 

may be reflected in the longer routine process.  

At the same time, it is important to question the respondents’ cultural experiences since 

the respondents beliefs are not necessary based on the actual experiences but they may be based 

on perceptions that had had place in the respondents’ mind before their contact with Russia. For 

example, Johan Isaksson was asked why he thought that Russian organizations had a strong 

hierarchy, whether it was due to his own specific experience. He answered that he had heard 

much about it from the firm’s partners that worked with Russian companies. He, personally, 

experienced quite equal relationships between managers and subordinates but he also states that 

this is common for small organizations, and he expects that in large organizations the 

inequalities are much stronger. Considering this answer, one may suggest that cultural distance 

in terms of power distance is constructed in the mind of the respondents on the basis of the 

communication with other people rather than it is experienced through own practices. This also 

may be an indicator that power distance is not necessary high in all Russian organizations but it 

varies depending on the organization’s size which makes Naumov and Puffer’s (2000) 

argument about moderate Russian culture reasonable.  

 

5.2.2 Uncertainty avoidance 

 

The tolerance for uncertainty is partly a matter of personality, partly a matter of culture 

(Hofstede 1980). Uncertainty avoidance may be expressed in different ways. The author chose 

                                                           
9
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several elements of the dimension to look at. Stress and self-abandonment are some of these 

elements that let distinguish between countries with low and high uncertainty avoidance 

indexes. People in cultures with high uncertainty avoidance level are usually more exposed to 

stress than people in low uncertainty avoidance cultures. The respondents do not see Russians 

as more exposed to stress than Swedish, and they assume that Russians and Swedish handle 

stress in the same way. However, the respondents also clarify that there are some situations 

when Russians express some degree of stress. For example, Johan Isaksson tells about 

Russians’ inclination to express negative emotions. This may indicate the presence of stress and 

self-abandonment in Russian culture which seems to be different from Swedish culture from 

Johan’s point. Another indicator of stress is the intention of Russians to get quick response to 

their questions. As Lars explains, the high degree of impatience does not have a place in 

Swedish culture. The clarifications given by the respondents may be interpreted in the way that: 

- In the beginning, the respondents could not relate the word “stress” to something 

specific, so they assumed that the way people feel stress and handle stress does not bring any 

difference between Russian and Swedish cultures; 

- Later, when the respondents found the examples that may show situations where 

Russians express stress, they found that there are features that characterize Russian culture and 

make it different from Swedish culture.  

Stress and managers’ professionalism as the elements of the uncertainty avoidance 

dimension do not give the complete picture about the differences in this cultural dimension 

between Russia and Sweden. It is easier to interpret the answer concerning self-abandonment 

of Russian managers - it indicates the significant difference between Russian and Swedish 

managers. 

The degree of managers’ professionalism also tells about people’s uncertainty avoidance. 

In countries with high uncertainty avoidance, a manager must be an expert in the field he 

manages (Hofstede 1980). Concerning the professionalism of Russian managers in comparison 

with Swedish managers, the respondents do not see a big difference. As Lars explains, Russians 

prefer to be well-prepared and to possess detailed information but that seems to be a usual for a 

manager in any other country than Russia. Despite the positive description of professionalism 

of Russian managers, Johan notes that when it concerns details, Russian managers prefer to rely 

on their assistants though it does not have much impact on their professionalism and being 

experts. 

According to Hofstede et al. (2010), corruption and bureaucracy are correlated with 

uncertainty avoidance. More corruption and bureaucracy are perceived to be related to 
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countries with strong uncertainty avoidance. Johan Isaksson states that bureaucracy is 

extremely developed in the country, and he also describes Russia as a very corrupted country 

though he did not experience the situations linked to corruption. His answer shows that he feels 

a large gap between Russia and Sweden since they are very different in terms of level of 

corruption and bureaucracy. Corruption and bureaucracy are the elements of the uncertainty 

avoidance dimension that point out that Russia is culturally much distant country from Sweden.  

The analysis of the perceptions about corruption and bureaucracy gives a better 

understanding of the uncertainty avoidance dimension and makes state that Russia is 

characterized as a country with much stronger uncertainty avoidance in comparison with 

Sweden. This interpretation is different from the findings of Grachev (2009) and Naumov and 

Puffer (2000) who describe the tendency of Russian culture towards low uncertainty avoidance. 

The author admits that her conclusion about uncertainty avoidance in Russian culture may be 

different or even similar to the findings of Grachev (2009) and Naumov and Puffer (2000) if 

more elements of the cultural dimension are taken into account like the researchers refer to 

quick adjustment to the rapidly changing conditions and the transformation of Russian 

economy into the market economy. 

 

 

5.2.3 Individualism /collectivism 

 

According to the countries’ description by Hofstede
10

, Russia and Sweden represent 

collectivism and individualism, respectively. Surprisingly, the interview results illustrate the 

opposite situation. Both respondents are convinced that Russians are more individualistic while 

Swedish express collectivism in a greater extent. This opinion is based on the managers’ 

perception about how the decision-making process is built in Russian organizations compared 

to Swedish organizations. The respondents state that the team-work is not a part of a routine 

within Russian organizations as Russian managers are prone to make decisions individually 

without relying on other employees’ views and opinions. It is worth to note that the difference 

of the author’s results from Hofstede’s findings may be due to the fact that the author mostly 

assesses differences in organizational cultures while Hofstede
10

 describes national cultures. 

Analyzing cultures expressed within organizations, the author has a limited number of 

dimensions that are fully applicable to culture as a whole. At the same time, some researchers 
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do not support Hofstede’s evaluation of Russian culture (Naumov and Puffer 2000; Grachev 

2009). They assume that the transition period in Russia brought the significant changes in 

people’s beliefs and attitudes, so nowadays Russians tend to be rather individualistic than 

collectivistic.  

Another point that the author would like to make is that these results may be also referred 

to the power distance dimension since they demonstrate the tendency to power centralization 

which makes Russia a large-power-distance country. 

 

 

5.2.4 Masculinity /femininity 

 

The masculinity/femininity dimension is possible to evaluate from different perspectives 

(Hofstede et al. 2010). In the present analysis, the author choses the most applicable of them – 

the gender equality perspective and associations of Russian culture with “macho culture”. 

Gender equality is the central element of the dimension to use for the assessment of cultures in 

relation to masculinity/femininity (Hofstede et al. 2010). The respondents’ perception about 

Russia is the strong inequality in gender roles. The respondents’ argumentation is built on their 

experience of distribution of top managers’ positions among men and women. They state that 

the top management is dominated by men while women are given smaller roles in the 

management hierarchy though Johan also notes that women have an important role in Russian 

organizations. The respondents compare gender equality in Russia and Sweden, and they admit 

much greater inequality in gender roles in Russia.  

The author’s intention while asking the respondents about “macho culture” is to find out 

how much the respondents associate Russian culture with masculinity. The respondents agree 

with the description of Russian culture as “macho culture”. Johan Isaksson confirms the image 

by describing Russian men as tough, decisive, and rude which corresponds the definition of a 

masculine society “men are supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success” 

(Hofstede et al. 2000: 140). Meanwhile, Lars Bergström assumes that this may be just an image 

that Russians try to live up to. 

Due to the results of the analysis, the author argues that two elements – gender equality 

and masculinity expressed through “macho culture” – illustrate Russia as masculine culture. 

As the respondents find essential differences in gender equality and the expression of “macho 

culture” between Russia and Sweden, the author states that these differences make cultural 

distance significant in terms of masculinity/femininity between Russia and Sweden. These 
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results do not fit with the previous research findings. Hofstede
11

 scores low both Russia and 

Sweden on masculinity though there is a big difference in the scores on the cultural dimension 

which partly confirms the author’s finding. The author’ result correspondents the findings of 

Naumov and Puffer (2000) who define Russian society as masculine but the auhtor’s view 

about Russian culture as strongly masculine still contradicts Hofstede
11

 and Grachev (2009).  

 

 

5.2.5 Long-term orientation/ short-term orientation and indulgence/ restraint 

 

Long-term versus short-term orientation is used to analyze people’s orientation toward 

the future (Hofstede et al. 2010). Lars Bergström relates this dimension to Russians’ 

persistence on quick response and results. On one hand, it explains the expression of stress, 

and, on the other hand, it reflects Russians’ short-term orientation. Johan Isaksson perceives 

Russian culture both with long-term orientation and short-term orientation elements. As he 

explains, Russians always try to foresee future consequences of every decision, and they prefer 

to get the feedback as soon as possible which make them oriented more for the present than for 

the future. On the basis of these results, the author argues that Russian culture represents the 

mixed form of the orientation toward the future – both long-term orientation and short-term 

orientation are applicable to Russia. This partly overlaps with other researchers’ results. 

Grachev (2009) explains Russian culture as dynamic in the future orientation though it tends to 

increase its long-term orientation.  Naumov and Puffer (2000) also consider Russian society as 

moderate on the long-term orientation dimension  

Indulgence/restraint is a new dimension and it reflects people’s attitudes to life and 

happiness in general. This dimension is more difficult to evaluate in business context in 

comparison with other cultural dimensions (Hofstede et al. 2010). The respondents state that 

Russians can easily talk about their families or something that is not related to business but it 

also depends on personality and time of acquaintance. The important point here is that it is 

difficult to get Russians to relax since communications occur within certain social norms, or, as 

Lars assumes, Russians perform a specific role in the business communication. This explains 

Russian culture as restrained due to the existence of unspoken social norms of behavior.     
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To sum up, the analysis of the results through the cultural dimensions gives an insight in 

cultural differences between Russia and Sweden. Power distance and uncertainty avoidance are 

found to be significant in Russian organizations which makes Russia a culturally distant 

country from Sweden. According to the analysis, individualism and masculinity are strong 

dimensions of Russian culture, and that also confirm cultural distance between the countries 

since Sweden is seen to have more collectivistic and feminine culture. Long-term/short-term 

orientation and indulgence/restraint are little investigated dimensions but anyway, the author 

finds cultural differences even here. The results partly confirm and partly contradict the 

findings from the previous research. Analyzing the respondents’ perceptions about cultural 

differences through Hofstede’s dimensions, the author comes to the conclusion that cultural 

distance is significant between Russia and Sweden from the perspective of the respondents but 

though cultural distance had the influence on the firms’ approach to the export routine in 

Russia, it has not been a great problem for the firms’ internationalization process. It is also 

worth to note that for Nordic Flanges AB the discovered cultural differences between the 

countries seem to be more significant than for Alvenius Industrier AB. 

 

 

 

5.3 The change in the perceptions about Russian culture and its impact on the 

internationalization process 

 

The changes in the respondents’ attitudes to Russia are obvious from the results. Both 

respondents find that the practical export experiences in Russia turned their beliefs and 

attitudes into more positive. They also admit that this experience made them less “afraid” of 

Russia. Moreover, the respondents tell about further expansion plans in the Russian market. 

This confirms Johanson and Vahlne’ statement about the importance of the experiential 

knowledge for the successful internationalization process (1977). According to the respondents, 

this knowledge is also applicable for other countries that are psychically close to Russia, for 

example Brazil, so cultural distance as a part of psychic distance becomes less significant for 

the firms as they accumulate the international experiences. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

In this chapter the author presents the main conclusions of the research considering the aim of 

the study and the research questions. 

 

Cultural distance has received a great attention in the international literature as its effects 

on SMEs’ internationalization process raised a debate among researchers. This study aims at 

the analysis of the importance of cultural distance in the internationalization process of 

Swedish SMEs in the Russian market and the analysis of the impact of the international 

experiences on cultural distance. The author chose two Swedish firms – Nordic Flanges AB 

and Alvenius Industrier AB – that practice export activities in Russia and plan further 

expansion of operations in Russia. In order to make the analysis, the author applied the Uppsala 

internationalization model and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. The Uppsala model helped to 

investigate the steps of the internationalization process of the firms and the role of cultural 

distance as an essential part of psychic distance in the internationalization process. Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions were applied in order to reach a better understanding of cultural differences 

between Russia and Sweden and to examine their capability of creating cultural distance 

between the countries. The data for the analysis were collected through the semi-structured in-

depth interviews of two managers from Nordic Flanges AB and Alvenius Industrier AB.  

As result of the deep analysis of the interviews, the author came to conclusions that are 

presented below: 

1. Russia and Sweden differ in the cultural dimensions in a great extent. Power distance, 

uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism and masculinity/femininity are found 

to be the dimensions that the countries mostly differ in. Long-term/short-term 

orientation as well as indulgence/restraint also imply some differences in Russian and 

Swedish cultures. The respondents’ perceptions about cultural differences reflect the 

significance of cultural distance between the countries. Despite that Nordic Flanges AB 

experienced greater cultural distance than Alvenius Industrier AB did, the analysis of 

the perceptions about these differences illustrates a little impact of cultural distance on 

the firms’ internationalization process. 

2. By applying the Uppsala model, the author found that the firms followed the 

incremental process of internationalization in Russia by starting with export activities. 

The experiential knowledge was found to be the significant factor that defined the 

firms’ internationalization process. 
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3. The findings acquired through the applying of the Uppsala model are controversial. 

Cultural distance appears to be a barrier in the internationalization process since it 

influences the entry mode choice of the firms. The impact of cultural distance is implicit 

since the respondents themselves do not see culture as a problem. At the same time, 

cultural distance comes to be insignificant for the entry mode choice since the firms 

followed their export activities routine, so they applied the same export model to Russia 

that they usually apply to other countries. These finding indicate that the impact of 

cultural distance on the entry mode choice is limited. 

4. So, answering the first research question: How does cultural distance influence the 

entry mode choice of Swedish SMEs in Russia? The author comes to the conclusion that 

cultural distance influences the entry mode choice but significance of its impact is not 

clear since the impact of cultural distance tends to be implicit, and other factors also 

influence the entry mode choice in combination with cultural factors.  

5. The analysis of the results showed that the international experiences have very 

important role in the internationalization process of the firms and they influence the 

impact of cultural distance. So, answering the second research question: Does cultural 

distance become less important in the internationalization process as Swedish SMEs 

accumulate international experiences? The author comes to the conclusion that cultural 

distance becomes less important in the internationalization process as the firms 

accumulate international experiences. 

6.  The author considers the contradicting findings in the analysis, and sees it as a 

disadvantage in the study. So, even deeper investigation of the managers’ perceptions is 

required in order to reach more precise results. The author also admits that the narrow 

sample and the focus on the manufacturing steel metal industry do not let apply the 

findings to firms operating in other types of industry and other branches. 
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7. Suggestions for further research 

 

In this chapter the author presents and motivates two topics for further research 

 

The influence of cultural distance on the internationalization process is an interesting area 

for further research. The author suggests topics for further research as follows: 

- Cultural distance as an independent part of the psychic distance concept. This suggestion is 

based on the author’s note that the terms “cultural distance” and “psychic distance” have 

been used interchangeably in the previous research so it is important to give a better 

understanding of the distinction between the concepts. 

- The significance of cultural distance in the internationalization process in emerging markets. 

Since there is much quantitative research on the impact of psychic distance (or even cultural 

distance) on the firms’ internationalization, the qualitative research would contribute into the 

deeper understanding of the relationship between cultural distance and the 

internationalization process. Emerging markets are of a particular interest in this area as the 

author considers their features that may reflect a greater impact of cultural distance on 

internationalization. The author also notes that it is worth to pay attention to the influence of 

personal perceptions about culture that, for example, originate in the information presented 

by media. The problem of overlapping of the personal perceptions prior to the international 

interactions and the perceptions based on the international experiences needs to be further 

investigated. 
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9. Appendix 1. Interview questions 

 

1. Please tell about your company 

2. What countries does your company cooperate with in relation to sales and in what 

way? 

3. How did you start your first sales activities in other countries than Sweden? 

4. When and how did your company start the sales activities in the Russian market? 

5. Why did you decide to start business with Russia? 

6. What did you discover as the biggest problems while dealing with Russia? 

7. What cultural differences do you see between Russians and Swedish? 

8. Did you find it to be a problem when you started doing business with Russians? 

9. How would you describe the relationship between managers and subordinates within 

Russian organizations compared to Swedish organizations? (Strong hierarchical 

structure?) Was it a problem for you? 

10. How would you describe the professionalism of Russian managers compared to 

Swedish managers? 

11. How would you describe Russians and Swedish in relation to stress? Did it cause any 

problem for you? 

12. What is your experience about formal and informal rules within Russian organizations 

in comparison with Swedish organizations? 

13. What do you think about the decision-making process in Russian organizations 

compared to Swedish organizations? Does it appear to be decisions generated by a 

group or by one individual? 

14. There is a certain image of Russian culture as a “macho” culture in Swedish media. 

Do you agree with it? Why? 

15. How would you evaluate the gender role equality in Russian organizations from your 

experience? 

16. Do you think that Russians easily talk about their private life and their families 

compared to Swedish? 

17. How easy is it, you think, to get Russian managers to relax while talking to them? Do 

you see any social norms that they follow? 

18. Did you find any traditions within Russian organizations? 

19. How do you perceive Russians in relation to long-term thinking (orientation toward 

the future)? 
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20. How had you perceived Russia and Russians before doing business with Russia and 

how has your view changed since that time?  

21. What is your current business position in the Russian market and how do you plan to 

further expand in the Russian market? 

22. What do you find as the most important knowledge about the Russian market that you 

have acquired? Does it make easier for you to further develop business in Russia and 

probably in other markets similar to the Russian market? In what way? 

 


