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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and context

The need for strong cross-cultural skills is increasing due to continuing globaliza-
tion. This is also evident in Finland, where in the year 2000, only around 1,42%
of the salaried workforce (aged 18-64) had a native language other than Finnish,
but by 2023, this number had risen to 9,71%. (Tilastokeskus 2025.) These demo-
graphic changes emphasize the increasing need for cross-cultural competence

in Finland.

The same need has also increased locally in Lapland. A 2022 study indicates that
approximately 58% of the Finnish population in Lapland is of working age, while
27% are retired. In contrast, 80% of the foreign population in Lapland is of working
age, with only 2,7% retired. Despite this, the study found that half of the foreign
population in Lapland remains unemployed, even as the Finnish workforce con-
tinues to age. Additionally, the study highlighted Lapland’s challenges in retaining
foreign workers, which is particularly concerning given the region’s growing la-
bour needs. The report suggests that due to the heterogeneous nature of foreign
worker groups, they often have culturally specific expectations and needs that
are not adequately recognized, leading to difficulties in workforce retention. This
underscores the importance of cross-cultural competencies at companies to im-
prove the integration and long-term employment of foreign workers in Lapland.
(MDI 2022.)

The commissioner company operates in the technology industry, which is repre-
sented by the Technology Industry of Finland work union. In an interview in mid-
March 2025, the union emphasized that Finland needs to make it easier for spe-
cialists in the field to move to and work in Finland long-term. Even though Finland
has a high unemployment rate, the industry pointed out that in the next decade,
between 6000-8000 people will retire from the sector yearly. Additionally, as the
industry is expected to start growing again, the usual yearly increase in personnel

during periods of growth based on historical data has been around two percent,



meaning that approximately 6000 new employees will be needed annually. With-
out a sufficient number of specialists, Finland’s technology industry could be at

risk of losing out on potential growth. (Teknologiateollisuus 2025.)

In addition to this broader trend, the commissioning company, BRP Finland, has
its own need to enhance its employees’ cross-cultural skills. Being a large inter-
national company, along with its global presence and the company’s shift toward
internationalization in the early 2000s, there is a further need to develop its inter-
national competence. Today, BRP operates multiple factories and offices world-
wide and follows a shared code of ethics that promotes diversity and inclusion
across all locations. (BRP 2025.)

When managed effectively, diversity and strong cross-cultural competencies can
bring significant value to a company by increasing creativity and improving prob-
lem-solving capabilities (Viitala 2021). However, despite these potential benefits,
Huhta (2023, 23) references a study by Williams and O’Reilly (1998), which found
that diversity can also slow down implementation processes and create chal-
lenges. Furthermore, research suggests that cross-cultural skills do not develop
automatically; they need active effort and training. (Trompenaars, Berardo,
Deardorff & Trompenaars 2012, 3-4.)

At BRP Finland, an increasing number of employees are managed by remote
managers from different cultural backgrounds at various BRP locations. As a re-
sult, the company has begun paying closer attention to the challenges employees
may face in these working relationships. This thesis applies Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions as a framework to identify key cultural differences and explore ways
to address them. While cross-cultural skills are not tied to any specific country,
this study will focus on three key locations with a high number of remote manag-

ers: Canada, Switzerland, and Belgium.

This research will be conducted using qualitative methods and will address the

following main research question:

How do cultural differences affect communication and collaboration between
Finnish employees and their remote managers from different cultural back-

grounds at BRP Finland, and how can these challenges be addressed?



To examine the current situation at the company, semi-structured interviews will
be conducted with selected employees who report to a remote manager. The
interviews will be transcribed and analysed thematically to identify patterns, cul-
tural differences, and potential challenges. The aim is to pinpoint the most signif-

icant differences and key challenges to develop practical recommendations.
The research will be guided by the following sub-questions:

1. What cultural differences are most relevant to the interaction between
Finnish employees and their remote managers from Canada, Belgium,

and Switzerland, based on Hofstede’s framework?

This question will help analyse the interview data and draw connections between
the responses of different employees. It will also provide insights into why certain

challenges may arise in communication and collaboration.

2. What best practices can BRP Finland learn from managers in Canada,

Belgium, and Switzerland?

The second sub-question aims to identify the positive aspects of working with
remote managers, particularly any processes or leadership approaches that Finn-
ish employees have found to be more effective or smoother compared to working
with local managers in Finland. Gathering this information is feasible, as most
employees with a remote manager also have prior experience working with a
Finnish manager within the company. This topic will be explored during the inter-

views to gain further insights.

3. What strategies can help Finnish employees navigate cultural differences

in communication and collaboration with their remote managers?

To provide meaningful recommendations to the company, the author will connect
the research findings to Hofstede’s cultural dimension framework. This will help
in forming a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and offering realistic

suggestions that could support employees to overcome potential issues.



Although Hofstede’s theory has been criticized for being outdated in some of its
dimensions, the author also explored Trompenaars’s and the GLOBE frame-
works. However, the GLOBE study was considered too extensive for the scope
of this research, while Trompenaars’s framework lacked sufficient empirical
grounding for the author's purposes. Hofstede'’s theory was ultimately chosen be-
cause it is still widely used and provides an accessible foundation for identifying

and discussing cultural differences.

Although all six dimensions of Hofstede’s theory serve a valid purpose, this study
will focus on the first five dimensions. The sixth dimension primarily examines
individuals’ perspectives on life and does not have a direct connection to work-

place dynamics in a way that would contribute to the research questions.

1.2 Commissioner overview

The commissioner has a long history in snowmobile production, and since 2003,
all manufacturing in Rovaniemi has operated under the name BRP Finland Ltd.
BRP’s main headquarters are in Canada, and it operates 11 manufacturing sites
and multiple offices across 18 countries (BRP 2025b). The company specializes
in recreational vehicles, including snowmobiles, ATVs, and motorcycles. Among
its products, the snowmobile brand LYNX, designed and produced in Rovaniemi,

has been the market leader in Scandinavia.

Globally, BRP employs approximately 20,000 people (BRP 2024). In the third
quarter of the fiscal year 2025, the company reported nearly 2 billion dollars in
revenue. However, compared to the previous year, financial performance has
declined due to high inventories in BRP’s network of resellers caused by lowered
demand due to inflation (BRP, 2024). This downturn has also affected BRP Fin-
land’s operations, leading to reduced production throughout 2024 (Yle 2024).

Despite these challenges, BRP Finland and its LYNX brand continue to expand.
Recently, the company announced new product releases for the coming year,
which will also be introduced to new customers in North America (BRP 2025c).
This expansion increases the company’s potential customer base and further

highlights the need for cross-cultural competencies across its workforce.
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2 CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION

2.1 Definition of culture

As the study aims to identify cultural differences, it is important to understand
what culture means. Research does not offer a single definition of culture, but it
can be described as a set of unwritten values, beliefs, and expectations collec-
tively shared within a group. The surrounding culture shapes what an individual
considers normal and influences their opinion on what is socially acceptable be-
haviour or communication. Hofstede has described culture as a mental program-
ming—a collection of patterns learned through everyday experiences. (Hofstede,
Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 4-7.)

There are also different types of cultures that influence individuals: national, or-
ganizational, and personal cultures. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 74—76.) While or-
ganizational or individual cultures may differ from the national culture, the national
culture still sets the tone for other cultural layers within the country. For this rea-
son, this thesis uses Hofstede’s national culture framework as its primary theo-
retical foundation. (Hofstede 2011.)

All types of cultures consist of multiple layers, which can be divided into visible
and invisible aspects. The visible aspects include observable behaviours and
practices, such as clothing or cuisine. Beneath these visible aspects are unspo-
ken cultural norms—implicit yet widely accepted habits and behaviour shaped by

shared interpretations. (Dolan & Kawamura, 2015, 75-76.)

For example, in Canada, making eye contact is considered polite and a normal
part of social interaction, whereas in Japan, it is often avoided. (Argyle, Hender-
son, Bond, lizuka & Contarello, 1986; Akechi et al. 2013.) Similarly, Canadians
tend to stand closer to each other during conversation than the Swiss (Sorokow-
ska et al. 2017). These examples illustrate how culture shapes everyday behav-

iour in subtle but significant ways.

The invisible layer of culture reflects deeper values of the society, such as
whether the focus is on the individual (") or the collective (“we”). These differ-

ences tend to be particularly noticeable between Western and Asian cultures. At
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the deepest level, culture consists of unconscious rules that are the most difficult
to recognize, as they feel natural and self-evident. These include underlying per-
ceptions of what is considered acceptable or unacceptable, for example, how
aging and elderly people are viewed. (Dolan & Kawamura, 2015, 74-76.) Such
deeper cultural layers often become visible only after prolonged interaction be-
tween people from different cultural backgrounds, or if someone acts in a way

that goes against these norms.

2.2 Organisational culture

Professional communication and behaviour are influenced not only by national
culture but also by the organisational culture of the workplace. Therefore, it is

essential to understand the concept thereof.

Organisational culture guides the employees’ everyday actions, even in situations
where they are not being directly monitored. Every company has its own culture,
whether consciously acknowledged or not. Leadership strongly influences this
culture, as employees often observe and model their behaviour after their leader,
who serves as a role model for acceptable and expected behaviour. (Luukka
2019.)

Ideally, an organization’s culture is built around its core values in a way that sup-
ports the achievements of its strategic objectives (Kulmala & Rosvall 2022).
Therefore, each company has unique needs for its organisational culture. How-
ever, culture is also shaped in everyday interactions between employees. Without
conscious efforts to lead and maintain the desired culture, it may evolve in unin-

tended and unwanted directions. (Luukka 2019.)

While national culture shapes what individuals perceive as acceptable or im-
portant, organisational culture determines which behaviours are considered ap-
propriate for achieving the company’s goals. As a result, the research findings
will reflect not only national cultural influences but also the specific culture of the
company studied. This is also why the study was approached as a case study —
to avoid overgeneralisation and better capture the unique context of the organi-

sation.
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2.3 Communication in an international setting

As the research focuses on understanding how cultural differences may influence
collaboration and communication, it is also essential to examine the concept of

communication and its broader implications.

Communication refers to the act of conveying a message from one individual to
another. In this process, the communicator attaches meaning to their message
and waits for the receiver’'s acknowledgement. (Mikkola & Valo 2020, 6) Some
studies have argued that communication is synonymous with relationships, due
to its fundamental role within them. It is also described as the force that shapes
people’s social reality. (Baxter 2004; Manning 2014; Mikkola & Valo 2020, 6.)

Communication has various forms, such as face-to-face interactions and remote
communication. While in-person communication includes non-verbal elements
like body language and facial expressions, online communication may occur
solely via text. This can increase the risk of misunderstandings. Nevertheless, an
increasing share of communication has moved entirely online. This is also the
case for the Finnish employees at the commissioner company who work with a

remote manager.

In a work setting, communication directly affects a team’s success, efficiency,
and productivity (Mikkola & Valo 2020, 1-6). It plays a key role in discussions,
debates, conversations, and feedback (Mikkola & Valo 2020, 3). The communi-
cation is shaped by both national and organizational culture. This is due to the
social expectations learned through shared values at both levels. (Keyton 2014;
Mikkola & Valo 2020, 6—-7; Mehra 2014, 2—6.) While communication at work can
be more formal and conservative, it is commonly adapted to the receiver, based
on their status and whether they are an internal or external stakeholder (Mehra
2014, 2-15).

Misunderstandings and disagreements in communication often arise from differ-
ing expectations and interpretations. These differences are particularly pro-
nounced when individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds interact. (Mikkola &

Valo 2020, 9.) Research has shown that the risk of misunderstandings increases
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when individuals rely on previously learned, automatic responses and behav-
ioural scripts that may be interpreted differently in another culture (Mehra 2014,
2-6).

Communication in an international setting can also be challenged by language
barriers. Although English is widely accepted as the language of international
business, some cultures challenge this notion and oppose it. For instance, some
French speakers are known to strongly prefer using French. (Mehra 2014, 14—
15; Simon 2013.) This could be relevant in the commissioner’s case, since some

of the remote managers are located in predominantly French-speaking areas.

Another important difference in international communication is the distinction be-
tween high-context and low-context communication styles. For example, coun-
tries like Sweden are known for their low-context style: individuals are direct, ex-
plicit, and get straight to the point. Studies also suggest that Finland may belong
to this category. High-context cultures, such as France, rely more on implicit mes-
sages and indirect communication. The French often imply meaning rather than
stating it directly. (Mehra, 2014, 11-31.)

While low-context communicators may believe they are saving the listener’s time
by being clear and direct, their message can seem blunt to someone from a high-
context culture. Without an awareness of these differences, misunderstandings

and negative reactions can occur. (Mehra, 2014, 11-31.)

As demonstrated, communication can be a complex issue in multicultural teams,
where differing values and communication styles may create misunderstandings.
Nevertheless, effective communication and collaboration remain essential for
building cohesive teams and sustaining productivity. These challenges, however,

can be addressed through mutual understanding and good cross-cultural skills.

2.4 Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions

As the research uses Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, it is indispen-
sable to have a basic understanding of the model’s history. The theory is widely
recognized and even seen as the foundational framework of cultural studies. The

theory was initially introduced in 1980 with four dimensions and later expanded
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to six dimensions. (Geert Hofstede 2025.) While Hofstede’s model is the most
well-known, other notable cultural models exist, such as Trompenaars’ cultural
dimensions (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1998) and the GLOBE study
(2020), as well as Hofstede’s model specifically focused on organizational cul-
tures. (Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohavy, & Sanders 1990.)

This thesis primarily relies on Hofstede’s national cultural dimension theory due
to its extensive validation and widespread acceptance, making it a reliable frame-
work. Additionally, the limited number of dimensions makes interviews practical,
ensuring that discussions remain within a one-hour time frame. While the GLOBE
project could also have been an option, its 21 dimensions would have significantly

expanded the scope of research beyond what is feasible in the given time frame.

Lastly, as Hofstede’s theory is already over 45 years old, some may question
whether it is still relevant. After all, the world today is vastly different from when it
was originally developed, for example, due to the technological changes that
have occurred since then. Hofstede acknowledged that culture inevitably
changes, but he argued that this change happens very slowly. According to him,
the most visible changes are in wealthy countries becoming more individualistic,
and the rise of global news coverage has increased anxiety and, consequently,
uncertainty avoidance. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 473—474.)

Hofstede explains the slow pace of cultural change by pointing to the core values
of a nation, which he sees as the most stable part of culture. These values are
typically passed on to children from parents, who in turn learned them from their
own parents. Hofstede views technological change as merely affecting the sur-
face level of culture, observing that people continue to use new tools and tech-
nologies to express the same core values as previous generations. (Hofstede,
2010, 18-20.)

Despite this and other justified criticisms, the theory has also been shown to re-
main relevant today. Both the critical and supportive perspectives on Hofstede’s
work will be discussed within each individual dimension. Nevertheless, the author

maintains an open mind when interpreting the findings.

Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions are as follows:
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Power Distance refers to the degree to which inequality is accepted within a so-
ciety (Hofstede 2011, 9).

Uncertainty Avoidance measures a nation’s tolerance for ambiguity and risk (Hof-
stede 2011, 10).

Individualism - Collectivism assesses the extent to which a culture values per-

sonal independence over group cohesion (Hofstede 2011, 10-11).

Masculinity - Femininity reflects societal value patterns traditionally associated
with gender roles. Although this dimension has been criticized as outdated, it re-
mains useful in identifying the degree to which a country adheres to conservative

or liberal societal norms. (Hofstede 2011, 11-12.)

Long-Term - Short-Term Orientation was introduced in 1988 through a study with
Bond and later refined with Minkov. (Hofstede & Bond, 1988; Hofstede, Hofstede
& Minkov, 2010.) This dimension explores how societies perceive and prioritize

time scales in decision-making (Hofstede 2011, 13—15).

Indulgence - Restraint examines the extent to which a culture emphasizes per-

sonal enjoyment, freedom, and self-gratification (Hofstede 2011, 15—-16).

This thesis will focus on the first five dimensions to structure interview questions
and analyse the results. The sixth dimension, Indulgence versus Restraint, was
deemed less relevant for addressing the research questions, as it primarily
measures subjective well-being. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, 277-278.)
Additionally, the differences in score between the relevant countries on this di-
mension are minor, with a maximum variation of 11 points on a 100-point scale.
In contrast, the first five dimensions show more significant variations between
Finland and Canada, Switzerland, and Belgium, making them more suitable for

comparing cultural differences and potential communication challenges.

Finally, it is essential to recognize that cultural comparisons are always relative.
What is perceived as unusual depends on the referenced culture. To Americans,
Finns may appear very direct, but from a Finnish perspective, the Dutch may

seem direct.
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3 HOFSTEDE’S CULTURAL DIMENSIONS IN FINLAND, CANADA,
SWITZERLAND, AND BELGIUM

This chapter examines how Hofstede’s cultural dimensions influence work life.
While the nationality of remote managers does not always align with the country
in which they are located, the author and commissioner have agreed to mostly
focus on the managers’ location, as it is expected to shape the expectations

placed on the team and influence its daily practices.

The headquarters in Canada and the office in Switzerland are in French-speaking
regions, while the Belgian office is in a Flemish-Dutch-speaking area (BRP
2025d). As Hofstede’s framework provides specific scores for these linguistic re-
gions in the dimensions of Power Distance, Individualism, Masculinity, and Un-
certainty Avoidance, the regional scores will be used for these categories. How-
ever, for Long-Term Orientation, national-level scores will be applied, as regional

data is unavailable.

Each score reflects a country’s (or region’s) relative position on the cultural di-
mension in question (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 32-33). These scores

typically range from a minimum of zero to a maximum of 100 or above.

3.1 Power Distance

In Hofstede’s Power Distance dimension, Finland scores the lowest among the
four countries with a score of 33. Canada ranks in the middle at 54, followed by
Belgium at 61, while Switzerland has the highest score at 70. In a workplace
setting, this dimension reflects the typical hierarchy within the organization, indi-
cating how individuals interact with their supervisors and subordinates. (Hof-
stede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 57-59.)

The GLOBE study has also examined power distance in its cultural framework,
though the results do not fully align with those of Hofstede. According to Hofstede,
this discrepancy results from the different focus of the GLOBE study’s questions.
(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 63.) Nevertheless, the GLOBE findings are
consistent with Hofstede’s ranking for Finland and Canada in this dimension. Ad-

ditionally, France, which culturally influences both Switzerland and Belgium, is
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classified as a high-power distance country, which aligns with Hofstede’s region-

specific scores to some extent (House et al. 2014, 16-17).

In countries with a flat and more flexible hierarchy, such as Finland, employees
are accustomed to approaching people of higher status directly. They may not
even realise that such behaviour could be perceived as inappropriate in other
cultures. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 60—62.) House et al. (2014) also
describe how countries with low power distance tend to distribute power more
equally. Coworkers today may become managers tomorrow, and salary differ-
ences between job titles are generally lower. Employees expect to be consulted
in decision-making, even when the final decisions are made by managers. Lead-

ers are expected to earn their positions based on performance rather than age.

In cultures with high power distance, older individuals are traditionally expected
to be given more respect and authority than younger colleagues. Skills and sala-
ries vary more significantly based on title, and organisations often consist of mul-
tiple hierarchical levels. Employees tend to expect clear, top-down instructions
rather than independent decision-making. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010,
74—76.) According to the GLOBE study, people in high power-distance countries
prefer one-way decision-making processes directed from the top down (House et
al. 2014, 11-17).

As the differences in power distance are significant between Finland and coun-
tries like Belgium and Switzerland, the framework suggests potential for misun-
derstandings or friction. For example, a Swiss remote manager might feel un-
comfortable if Finnish employees express critical opinions directly or bypass them
when seeking guidance. Conversely, Finnish employees may feel excluded from
the decision-making process if their remote managers operate in a more hierar-
chical manner. Of course, these are only potential challenges; the reality may
vary and display more flexibility than the framework suggests. Still, the framework
highlights relevant differences, which are important to consider for improving in-

tercultural collaboration.
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3.2 Individualism versus Collectivism

In the dimension of Individualism versus Collectivism, Finland scores the lowest
with a score of 63. Switzerland follows closely with a score of 64, while Canada
scores 73. Belgium has the highest score at 78. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov
2010, 95-97.) A lower score indicates a tendency towards collectivism, whereas

a high score implies an inclination toward individualism.

The differences between Finland and Switzerland are insignificant, but the con-
trast, especially between Finland and Belgium, should be noted. This dimension
has also been shown to correlate with other studies, such as research conducted
by Smith, Peterson, Swartz, and Koopman (2002, 188-208). Despite some cor-
relations, Brewer and Venaik (2011, 436—445) have questioned whether this di-
mension should be renamed as Self-Orientation versus Work-Orientation to more
accurately reflect Hofstede’s original data. Either way, the dimensions remain rel-

evant for the purpose of this thesis.

In collectivist cultures, personal relationships take precedence over tasks. Trust-
worthiness within the group serves as a proxy for the company’s overall reliability.
Team members collaborate towards shared goals, and rewards are distributed
collectively. Managers in these cultures typically provide feedback privately to
avoid causing an individual to lose face or to prevent jealousy within the group.
Additionally, companies in collectivist societies tend to hire individuals who fit into
the existing team. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 105-123.)

Canada and Belgium both lean strongly towards individualism. In these countries,
tasks are prioritized over personal relationships. Employees are hired as individ-
uals and are expected to find internal motivation for their work. Performance is
typically rewarded on an individual basis, and feedback is more likely to be given
openly, even in front of colleagues, to motivate individuals to work harder. (Hof-
stede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 105-123.)

Studies have also indicated a link between the Individualism—Collectivism dimen-
sion and communication styles: collectivist cultures are often associated with
high-context communication, while individualistic cultures tend to favour low-con-

text communication. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 319-320.) In collectivist
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societies, protecting group harmony and maintaining shared values foster a com-
munication style that relies heavily on implicit understanding. In these high-con-
text cultures, messages are often conveyed through what is left unsaid or implied,
rather than being stated directly. In contrast, low-context communication is more
explicit — individuals communicate directly and clearly, leaving little room for am-
biguity. (Meyer 2014, 34—44.)

Finnish communication is positioned between high- and low-context but tends to
lean towards the latter (Mayer 2014, 39). However, studies have shown mixed
results. These variations may arise from differences in organisational culture, or
depending on the country used as the comparison baseline. Also, while Finns
can be direct, they often avoid uncertainty and aim to maintain group harmony.
Therefore, some may soften their messages, particularly if they fear that their
words could have negative consequences or disrupt cohesion within the group.
In contrast, French, spoken in the company’s Canadian headquarters and parts

of Switzerland, is a high-context language.

While differences in preferred feedback styles under this dimension may lead to
friction between Finnish employees and remote managers, the framework sug-
gests that the greatest potential for misunderstanding lies in their differing com-
munication styles. If Finnish employees fail to recognize that certain messages
are conveyed implicitly rather than explicitly, they may perceive their managers
as vague or even misinterpret the intended feedback. Conversely, a manager

may interpret the Finnish communication style as overly direct and blunt.

3.3 Masculinity versus Femininity

In the Masculinity versus Femininity dimension, Finland scores the lowest with
only 26 points, followed by Canada with 45 and Switzerland with 58. Belgium has
the highest score among the four countries at 60. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov
2010, 141-143.) A low score represents high femininity, while a high score indi-
cates high masculinity. According to Hofstede, countries tend to display one dom-

inant tendency, even though individuals within a country may exhibit both mas-
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culine and feminine traits. In a workplace setting, this dimension highlights cul-
tural norms related to emotional expression, self-promotion, and approaches to

conflict resolution.

Although Hofstede refers to earlier studies supporting this dimension, Minkov and
Michael (2017) concluded that the original basis of the masculinity index did not
hold up under further scrutiny. Also, according to Hofstede, countries with strong
masculine tendencies often oversell their achievements and skills, ensuring that
their successes are visible. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 160-162.) It is
important to note, however, that many of the studies referenced by Hofstede are
over 30 years old, potentially limiting their relevance today. Still, as the dimension
continues to be widely used in research, it offers a useful framework for identifying
cultural differences, such as attitudes towards self-promotion that may not be

captured by other dimensions.

More masculine cultures tend to emphasize visible achievement and skill, often
adopting a “live to work” mindset. Conflicts in the workplace are more likely to be
approached head-on, with success defined by the strength of the argument. A
strong emotional tone of expression is also considered normal. (Hofstede, Hof-
stede & Minkov 2010, 161-167.) In contrast, feminine cultures like Finland gen-
erally avoid self-promotion, adopt a “work to live” attitude, and prefer to resolve
workplace conflicts through compromise and negotiation. Communication in fem-
inine cultures tends to be calm and neutral, with limited emotional expression to
prevent conflict. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 166-167.)

The framework suggests that several aspects of this dimension could potentially
cause issues. For example, the difference in emotional expressiveness may sur-
prise or cause discomfort in Finnish employees. Differences in attitudes towards
work could also lead to tension if expectations around the importance of work are
misaligned. Moreover, Finnish employees may understate their achievements,
leading to their contributions being overlooked. This, in turn, could result in frus-

tration if they feel that their skills are not being recognized.
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3.4 Uncertainty Avoidance

In the dimension of Uncertainty Avoidance, Finland scores 59 and Canada 60,
both falling within the mid-range. Switzerland follows closely with a score of 70,
while Belgium scores the highest among the countries with 97. (Hofstede, Hof-
stede & Minkov 2010, 192-194.) The higher the score, the less uncertainty is
tolerated, and individuals exhibit greater levels of anxiety, with a stronger emo-

tional need for predetermined rules and structures in the workplace.

While Hofstede has cited other studies supporting this dimension (2001, 196,
198-199), the GLOBE study’s attempt to measure uncertainty avoidance pro-
duced findings that negatively correlated with Hofstede’s. A separate study con-
cluded that although both models offer useful insights into uncertainty avoidance,
they measure distinct aspects of it (Brewer 2010, 1294-1315). Therefore, this
thesis focuses solely on Hofstede’s dimension to keep the analysis concise and

manageable.

In countries with strong uncertainty avoidance, work environments tend to be
highly structured, with numerous laws and regulations governing the actions of
both employees and employers. Individuals in these cultures are accustomed to
following clear structures in all situations and typically view such rules as neces-
sary for emotional security. They also tend to work diligently and maintain a visibly
busy appearance. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 203—-210.)

By contrast, countries with low uncertainty avoidance may find rigid structures
and rules unnecessary, time-consuming, and emotionally draining. These cul-
tures prefer fewer rules, applied only when necessary. Their approach to work is
also more relaxed: while they can work hard when needed, they place value on
rest and downtime. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 208-210.)

The framework suggests that the large difference between Finland and Belgium
could potentially present challenges. Belgians may feel anxious about the Finnish
more relaxed work approach due to not knowing precisely what their Finnish sub-
ordinates are doing. Conversely, Finnish employees may feel frustrated by the

number of rules or the degree of reassurance they are expected to provide. These
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kinds of situations could further widen the cultural gap between the countries.
(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 210.)

3.5 Long-Term Orientation versus Short-Term Orientation

In the Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation dimensions, Canada scored the
lowest with 36 points, followed closely by Finland with 33 points. Switzerland
ranks high at 74 points, while Belgium scores the highest at 82. (Hofstede, Hof-
stede & Minkov 2010, 255-258.) A high score indicates long-term orientation,
whereas a low score reflects short-term orientation. In workplace settings, this
dimension reveals whether employees are more likely to pursue short- or long-
term goals and how much importance they place on work-life balance. (Hofstede,
Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, 251.)

Although this dimension has shown positive correlations with other studies, the
GLOBE Project’s version, called “Future Orientation”, did not align strongly with
either Hofstede’s or Misho’s findings. It did, however, correlate with Hofstede’s
combination dimension of Long-Term Orientation and Power Distance (Hofstede,
Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, 259-260). This suggests that the GLOBE study may
have approached the topic from a different angle, which could explain the weaker
correlation in this specific area. A study by Minkov and Michael (2017) concluded
that Hofstede’s dimension remains relevant but noted that the original scope of
Hofstede’s work was limited by its national-level focus. They proposed renaming
the dimension “Flexibility-Monumentalism” to better capture its emphasis on

adaptability over time.

Countries with long-term orientation, such as Belgium, emphasize continuous
learning, adaptability, and self-discipline, placing significantly less importance on
leisure time. Long-term goals are prioritized, and individuals work hard to achieve
them. Plans for the future are often detailed and carefully conducted over a longer
time. (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010, 251.) In contrast, countries with short-
term orientation, such as Finland, place value on work-life balance and personal
freedom. Individuals are more motivated by short-term goals, and future plans
are typically less detailed and made for shorter time frames. (Hofstede, Hofstede
& Minkov, 2010, 251.)
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This framework suggests that differing core values around work-life balance and
goal setting could create challenges, particularly between Finland and Belgium.
For example, Belgians, who place less emphasis on leisure time, might expect
Finnish employees to prioritize work more. Meanwhile, Finns may outline a pro-
ject plan they consider sufficient, while a manager from a long-term oriented cul-

ture might find it lacking in detail.
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4 CROSS-CULTURAL SKILLS

As demonstrated in the previous chapters, the cultural gap between Finland and
Canada, Switzerland, and Belgium can be significant. To bridge this gap, cross-
cultural skills are essential. However, simply being in an international environ-
ment does not automatically enhance one’s cross-cultural competence. Develop-
ing such skills requires conscious effort, as personal growth in this area often
involves stepping outside one’s comfort zone. (Trompenaars, Berardo, Deardorff
& Trompenaars 2012, 1-4; Sanford 1966; Bennett 2008.)

Although leaders are responsible for setting an example by demonstrating re-
spect for others and providing guidance on overcoming cultural differences, ef-
fective communication is not solely dependent on a manager’s cross-cultural
skills—it requires effort from both parties. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 256—-264.)
This is particularly relevant in remote work environments, where most communi-
cation takes place through online tools, making it more challenging to interpret

facial expressions and vocal tones (Ferreira, Pereira, Bianchi & da Silva 2021).

While multicultural teams have the potential to enhance innovation, poor man-
agement of cultural differences can negatively impact team effectiveness (Adler
1997). Although many studies on this topic are older and have certain limitations
in scope, research consistently highlights the importance of strong cross-cultural

skills on both sides to improve communication and collaboration.

This chapter outlines the optimal conditions for developing cross-cultural compe-
tencies and the initial steps required to foster them. These insights will form the
basis for the recommendations presented later, which are grounded in the inter-

view findings.

4.1 Learning conditions for cross-cultural skills

Cross-cultural competencies can be learned and developed. These skills help
individuals navigate new environments by reducing stress and increasing their
sense of safety, especially in ambiguous situations. This, in turn, helps them

adapt to their surroundings, enabling smoother communication and interaction.
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Still, developing these skills requires a certain degree of risk-taking. Studies have
shown that individuals are more willing to take risks or try new things when under
short-term stress (Byrne et al. 2020). Therefore, stepping outside one’s comfort
zone — although stressful — can contribute to the development of cultural compe-

tence.

However, long-term stress can hinder and reduce people’s willingness to change
their behaviour (Hartney 2006, 12—13). This is particularly problematic in multi-
cultural environments, where self-reflection, behavioural adaptation, and cultural

flexibility are key.

The greatest factor influencing how much stress a person feels in a given situa-
tion is their own attitude towards it (Hartney 2006, 24-27). This suggests that by
being aware of cultural differences and approaching them with curiosity, individ-
uals can limit perceived stress in unfamiliar situations. Anticipating challenges
can make them feel less threatening and increase the potential for learning. When
individuals are able to manage their stress and feel successful in dealing with
cross-cultural situations, it boosts their self-confidence and promotes mental well-
being. (Colan & Kawamura 2015, 43.)

4.2 Steps to develop cross-cultural skills

Schwartz’s (2012) study of a sample of 67 countries suggests that people share
basic values related to biological, social, and welfare needs, both as individuals
and as members of a group. While recognizing similarities between diverse cul-
tures is valuable, even slight differences can lead to misunderstandings and dif-
ficulties between individuals. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 49.) Since each person’s
cultural background shapes their values and assumptions about what is good and
how things should be done, individuals may be surprised to realize how differently
other cultures approach the same issues. A lack of awareness of these differ-

ences can become a source of problems when working in multicultural teams.

Depending on an individual’s level of cross-cultural competencies, their behav-
iour can be either constructive or destructive. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 18;
Cross, Bazron, Dennis & Isaacs 1989, 13-17.) For example, a person lacking

cross-cultural skills may become trapped by their own perceptions, unable to see
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others as they truly are or to understand different cultural perspectives. As each
culture operates according to its own internal logic, which shapes common be-
haviours and expectations, this can easily lead to misinterpretations. Developing
cultural competence typically requires adjusting aspects of one’s own behaviour,
which demands humility, honesty, and courage. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 49.)
This is where self-awareness and an open mind support more effective interac-
tion (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 46—47).

The first step in developing cross-cultural skills is to become aware of one’s own
cultural background, values, and biases. This awareness helps individuals under-
stand why they may feel irritated when their own norms are challenged, which
supports better emotional regulation and reflection on personal behaviour. (Dolan
& Kawamura 2015, 135-142; Glazer 2016.) However, change is not trivial, as
people repeat habitual behaviours thousands of times in their everyday lives. De-
veloping cross-cultural competence, therefore, requires both a willingness to
change and practice in becoming comfortable with doing things differently. (Dolan
& Kawamura 2015, 43—-44.)

Secondly, communication patterns familiar within one’s own culture shape expec-
tations for social interactions (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 115; Hall 1960.) Some-
one who has only experienced one cultural context may be unaware of alternative
communication styles. For example, in some Asian cultures, a direct message
might be so confronting that they are unable to process it and instead ignore it
entirely, while a Western person may miss a strongly implied but indirect “no.”
This highlights the need to understand high- and low-context communication. Ad-
ditionally, many cultural elements are not immediately visible; attentive listening
is key to uncovering underlying values. (Trompenaars, Berardo, Deardorff &
Trompenaars 2012, 119-123.)

Lastly, attitude plays a significant role. Being open-minded and respectful despite
personal differences and showing empathy towards others supports effective
communication. Curiosity fosters dialogue and connection, while a sense of hu-
mour, especially about oneself, can help navigate ambiguous situations. (Dolan

& Kawamura 2015, 43—-44.) Empathy and an effort to see the world from another



27

person’s perspective are essential to adapting and finding common ground.
(Trompenaars, Berardo, Deardorff & Trompenaars 2012, 98—-100.)

As highlighted, cultural awareness can be developed through active learning to
observe and appreciate both similarities and differences. This approach encour-
ages individuals to notice cultural dynamics and apply their awareness in actions
and decisions. (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 73; Lynch & Hanson 1992.) It also sup-
ports understanding of how one’s behaviour may be interpreted by people from
other cultures. (Trompenaars, Berardo, Deardorff & Trompenaars 2012, 174-
178.) Ultimately, developing cross-cultural skills enhances the ability to correctly
interpret unfamiliar cultures and their people (Dolan & Kawamura 2015, 43;
Mendenhall & Oddou 1985).

4.3 Context-communication and cross-cultural skills

The previous chapters explored communication in terms of directness and emo-
tional expression. However, context-communication goes deeper, referring to the
implicit knowledge and shared assumptions that people within a culture use to
interpret meaning. (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 2012, 111.) The concept of
context in communication became widely known through the work of Hall and his

colleagues between the 1950s and 1990s.

While Hall's theory of communication context broadly describes communication
as synonymous with culture itself (Hall & Hall 1987, 3; Hornikx & Le Pair 2017),
this thesis focuses on a more specific aspect within low- and high-context com-
munication: the shared contextual understanding in interpersonal interactions.
This includes culturally shaped expectations around small talk, the purpose of
meetings, and appropriate ways to say “no”, as they have a strong impact on

work life.

Individuals from low-context cultures typically avoid small talk and get straight to
the point, whereas high-context cultures often place greater value on relation-
ships, which leads to more small talk and an emphasis on building personal rap-

port before addressing business topics. This difference is also evident in meeting
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practices: while low-context communicators tend to prioritize efficiency and deci-
sion-making, high-context communicators may seek group consensus or wait for

a leader to announce their decision on a topic. (Mehra 2014, 21-22, 25.)

The contrast between directness and indirectness is especially apparent in how
people say “no”. In low-context cultures, people are often clear and direct, saying
“yes” when they agree and “no” when they do not. In high-context cultures, disa-
greement is often communicated indirectly, using polite expressions such as “We
appreciate the efforts you have put into this. Let me consider the idea.” These
responses are designed to “save face” and maintain harmony in the relationship.
(Mehra 2014, 24.) When interacting with high-context communicators, it is im-
portant to focus not only on what is said, but also on what is meant. As Meyer
(2014, 50) explains, understanding implied meaning is essential with this kind of

interaction.

Without awareness of these cultural differences, individuals may easily become
frustrated or misinterpret one another. Low-context communicators may perceive
indirect responses as evasive, while high-context communicators may view di-
rectness as insensitive. Such misunderstandings can lead to confusion and
strained relationships (Meyer 2014, 51-52; Mehra 2014, 22.)

By adopting a cross-cultural mindset and learning about different communication
styles, individuals can better interpret key messages, respond appropriately, and
build stronger interpersonal relationships. It is not enough to communicate clearly
and simply — effective cross-cultural communication also requires sensitivity to
other potential needs, such as relationship-building. Whether the goal is to estab-
lish rapport or reach a quick decision, understanding these cultural dynamics
helps both parties achieve more productive and meaningful outcomes by enhanc-

ing communication and collaboration between the parties.
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5 RESEARCH METHODS

The research methods used in the thesis were carefully selected to support an-
swering the research questions. The thesis employs a qualitative case study ap-
proach, and the data was collected through semi-structured interviews. The tran-
scribed interviews were then analysed thematically. This chapter introduces the
research methods in detail, explaining why they were chosen and how they were

used throughout the process.

5.1 Qualitative case study

The research questions were developed based on the commissioner’s needs,
which focused on cultural differences and cross-cultural competencies. The core
aim was to find out whether there are cultural differences between Finnish em-
ployees and their remote managers from Canada, Belgium, and Switzerland, and
how these possible differences would affect their communication and collabora-

tion.

Answering these questions required understanding what culture and communi-
cation are, and how they affect working habits in the selected countries. While
culture is shared, it is personally experienced. As the focus was on people’s ex-
periences, behaviours, and perspectives in depth, qualitative research was cho-
sen as the most fitting option, based on Creswell’s (2014) study. While a quanti-
tative approach could have been used, relying solely on numerical data would
have risked overlooking important insights into workplace dynamics and commu-
nication. A qualitative approach allows for deeper exploration through individual
interviews, making it more suitable for addressing the research questions. It is
also recommended for situations where little is known about the topic prior to the
research. (Gahuri 2004, 7—8.) This was relevant for the study since it was the first

time this topic was researched at the commissioner company.

As the study aims to understand the current situation of Finnish employees with
remote managers at the commissioner company, a case study was recom-

mended to explain situations (Gahuri 2004, 16-25). A case study method also
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ensures that the findings reflect the specific context of the commissioner com-
pany, rather than generalizing the findings too broadly. For example, the com-
missioner’s organisational culture influences the results, and since only the com-
pany has that specific culture, the findings cannot be generalised for use in other
companies without adjustments. This also allows for the creation of suggestions
that are the best suited to this particular case. The case study method is also
mentioned as being appropriate for research that aims to answer questions such
as “How should [something to be done]?” and when dealing with real-life phe-
nomena. (Yasir, Ammar, Muhammad, Sana 2019.) This approach allowed the

study to focus on individual interactions, further supporting its use.

To identify and compare cultural differences between Finnish employees and re-
mote managers, Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory was selected as the theo-
retical framework. While other frameworks exist, Hofstede’s model was chosen
due to its well-tested and structured approach, which aligns with the study’s ob-
jectives. It also includes a limited number of dimensions, which facilitates keeping

the research scope manageable.

5.2 Semi-structured interviews

Initially, the author considered using surveys to collect data from a large group of
potential participants, but realised that this approach would not provide the depth
needed to sufficiently understand the current situation. Semi-structured inter-
views are recommended for case studies, as they allow interviewees to express
their own perspectives. Therefore, the author chose to conduct one-hour, semi-
structured interviews, which offered flexibility to follow up on interesting or unex-
pected points raised by the interviewees. (Gahuri 2004, 40.) This method has
also been cited as an effective way to ensure that all necessary data on each

topic is collected (Bryman 2016, 10).

A semi-structured interview means that the interviewer prepares a set of ques-
tions in advance. During the interview, if the interviewees say something relevant
or particularly interesting, the interviewer can explore the topic further with follow-
up questions to gain a deeper understanding of the situation. (Gahuri 2004, 40—
41.)
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The interview questions were designed in accordance with Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions, with a particular focus on workplace interactions and challenges.
Research ethics were carefully considered in the design of the interview to ensure
that participants felt comfortable and able to speak openly. This was also one of
the reasons the author chose to conduct the interviews individually rather than in

a group setting.

As the quality of interview data also depends on the selection of participants (Ga-
huri 2004, 40), the interviewees were selected in collaboration with the commis-
sioner company’s Human Resources manager. This allowed the author to quickly
identify employees who had a remote manager from one of the relevant countries
and to ensure a relatively balanced group of participants. Based on this infor-
mation, the author then contacted potential interviewees independently via email,
introducing the interview agenda and asking whether they would be willing to par-
ticipate. One interviewee approached the author independently, and otherwise,
nearly all contacted potential participants responded positively within a few hours
to two days. The interviews were organized based on the schedule of the inter-

viewees, usually within a week of initial response.

The author interviewed six Finnish employees and three remote managers. While
the interview structure was mostly identical for both groups, the questions were
slightly adjusted to fit their respective roles. The interviews were conducted be-
tween mid-February and early March 2025 via Google Meet, which is a reliable
tool made available by the commissioner for the process. At the beginning of
each interview, the author introduced themselves, explained their background,
outlined the basic idea of the thesis, and described the purpose of the interview.
All interviewees were informed of their rights to refuse to be recorded or to with-

draw their participation, even retroactively, until the beginning of April.

The interview questions were not provided to participants in advance, as the au-
thor aimed to obtain the most authentic and spontaneous responses possible.
While this approach was likely appropriate, it is possible that some insights were
missed, simply because certain thoughts may not have occurred to the inter-

viewee during the interview.
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Each interview was planned to last at most one hour. The author monitored the
time spent on each dimension to ensure that all key questions were covered while
still allowing time to follow interesting leads. All interviews lasted between 45 and
60 minutes. A more structured interview format could have allowed for shorter
sessions or the inclusion of multiple cultural frameworks while staying within the
time limit. At the same time, some relevant information would not have been ob-

tained other than in semi-structured interviews.

All interviewees permitted the interviews to be recorded. The interviews con-
ducted in English were transcribed using Google Meet’s built-in transcription tool.
However, since this feature was not available for Finnish-language interviews,
Microsoft Word’s transcription tool was used instead. All of the transcripts were
manually reviewed and corrected, as recommended by Widodo (2014). This way,
the author was able to ensure accuracy, especially in Finnish interviews, where

dialects posed challenges for automated transcription.

The transcription process was done within two days of a recording to keep the
workload per interview manageable. Transcription was completed by the end of
March. The author removed parts of the recordings that were considered irrele-
vant to the results, typically the introductory section, the explanation of interview-
ees’ rights, and closing remarks. The final number of transcript pages analysed
was 185.

5.3 Thematic analysis

As the interview questions contained clear themes, the author chose to use the-
matic analysis for data interpretation. Thematic analysis is also particularly well-
suited for handling large volumes of data (Braun & Clarke 2006). This approach
provides tools to identify patterns and deeper meanings within qualitative data. It
is also useful for uncovering contradictions in responses. For instance, a Finnish
employee might state that they do not feel pressured to work overtime at all, yet
later responses may reveal subtle expectations to work beyond contractual
hours. This became especially relevant after a couple of interviews, when the

author noticed discrepancies between participants’ perceptions and the actual
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realities they described. These emerging contradictions motivated the author to

explore these themes further.

In thematic analysis, it is essential to become familiar with the data (Braun &
Clarke 2006). After completing the interviews, the author listened to each record-
ing multiple times, carefully corrected the transcripts, and read through each tran-
script several more times to ensure no important details were overlooked. To
conduct the analysis, the author used a software tool called Taguette. This tool
was selected for its user-friendly interface and local functionality, as it runs en-
tirely on the user’'s PC and does not require internet access. Since each interview
question was linked to a specific Hofstede’s cultural dimension or a sub-question

of the research, the initial labelling (coding) process was relatively efficient.

First, the author coded the transcripts using descriptive and meaningful labels.
These labels were then reviewed for recurring patterns to identify commonalities
across participants’ responses. The patterns were further analysed to determine
overarching themes and their connection to the theoretical framework. This pro-

cess followed the typical steps of thematic analysis. (Bacon-Shone 2022.)

The analysis was completed in late March 2025. It resulted in the identification of
nine main categories, which are presented in the next chapter, along with recom-
mendations for the commissioner based on the most essential findings. In addi-
tion, the author created a company-exclusive guidebook, primarily intended for
Finnish employees who work with remote managers in the three selected coun-

tries.
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6 RESULTS

The key findings can be summarized as follows: The Finnish tendency toward
low hierarchy, combined with a rather direct, low-context communication style,
can be unusual for individuals from countries with higher hierarchical structures.
This cultural difference can cause confusion and misunderstandings. Although
major issues have mostly been avoided so far, there is a clear potential for mis-
understandings, and it is recommended that this be proactively addressed to pre-

vent future challenges.

Finns may also misinterpret indirect, high-context communication, leading to sit-
uations where they do not fully grasp the significance of the feedback they re-
ceive. This can result in mutual frustration. Furthermore, Finnish employees are
generally not accustomed to promoting themselves and tend to rely on their work
to “speak for itself.” As a result, they may miss valuable opportunities or inadvert-

ently signal to their managers that they are not interested in career advancement.

Coupled with a higher degree of uncertainty avoidance, particularly a reluctance
to engage in unfamiliar or uncertain situations, Finns may spend excessive time
trying to solve problems independently that could be more efficiently resolved

through collaboration.

Stronger emotional expressions may also be perceived by Finns as aggressive,
which may lead to non-urgent, though important, issues being left unspoken. In
addition, some Finns may view the strong work-focused attitudes prevalent in
certain other cultures as “outdated”, although these perceptions may simply re-

flect differences in national values rather than judgements about modernity.

Overall, the findings were organized into nine main categories, each containing

multiple related themes. A detailed description of all findings is presented below.

6.1 Background

The interviewees’ professional backgrounds highlighted five main themes: Previ-
ous International Experience, Current Global Teams, Role of Canada, Managers’
Backgrounds, and Role of the COVID-19 Pandemic.
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Firstly, the employee’s previous experience varied significantly. While a few in-
terviewees had a long history of working in international environments, some
joined an international team for the first time. Most of the Finnish employees had
no prior education in cross-cultural skills. Some reported having occasional inter-
national interactions in their earlier Finnish teams, but others had not previously
used English as a work language. Many Finns applied for their current interna-
tional roles because they were encouraged by team members to apply. Overall,
the Finns interviewed expressed satisfaction about working in international
teams, even though some had heard concerns beforehand that such roles could

involve less autonomy and a heavier workload.

The second theme concerned the composition of current global teams. Most
teams shared similar characteristics: all the Finnish employees worked in inter-
national teams made up of members from multiple nationalities. As the commis-
sioner company in Finland is dominated by Finnish employees, this represented
a substantial change for many. Often, they were the only Finn in the team, alt-
hough there were some exceptions. While the teams had designated operating
locations, where some employees and a manager were located, many team
members worked fully remotely. As a result, all important meetings offered op-
tions for remote participation. Most communication within the teams happened

through emails, chats or video calls.

Thirdly, almost all Finnish employees mentioned frequent interactions with Can-
ada, even when their manager was not located there. English was reported as
the main working language, but some teams also occasionally used French,

which, in some cases, caused frustration among the Finnish employees.

Fourthly, the interviewed managers had several things in common. All of them
had lengthy experience of working at BRP, some for over 15 years. It was also
not uncommon that the manager had a diverse background or was located in a
different country from their nationality. The study hinted that a manager’s cultural
background may be a stronger influence on their communication style than their
current location. However, in some cases, local culture also had a strong impact

on ways of operating, such as in the Flemish area of Belgium.
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All remote managers showed a clear awareness of cultural differences and
demonstrated good cross-cultural understanding. They mentioned how manag-
ing multicultural teams had given them perspective and allowed them to compare
Finnish behaviour with that of other nationalities. They also described efforts to

adapt their own management style to better connect with their subordinates.

Finally, both employee and manager groups reported the impact of COVID-19.
As many had transitioned to remote work during the pandemic, the workforce
became even more internationally diverse. At the same time, the tools for remote
collaboration improved significantly. One downside however, was that face-to-
face meetings decreased, which, for some employees, increased feelings of iso-

lation and loneliness.

6.2 Power Distance

According to Hofstede’s framework, Finland exhibits a low level of Power Dis-
tance, especially in comparison to the other countries examined. Based on this,
it was expected that Finns would demonstrate low-hierarchy tendencies and pre-
fer to participate in decision-making processes. The findings supported this ex-
pectation and revealed three main themes: Giving Feedback to Managers, Hier-

archy in Teams, and Decision Making.

Firstly, all Finnish interviewees reported that giving feedback to their remote man-
agers was easy, with an average score of 9,8 when asked to give a rating from 1
to 10. The few lower scores were primarily attributed to physical distance or the
general difficulty of giving negative feedback, rather than issues related to hier-
archy. When asked how well their remote managers received feedback, some
respondents noted that both they and their remote managers communicated di-
rectly, making feedback easy to give and receive. Others mentioned that feed-
back occasionally led to further discussions, but overall, managers reacted posi-
tively.

Secondly, hierarchy emerged as a significant theme. The findings demonstrated
clear low-hierarchy behaviour among Finnish employees: they gave feedback

freely, expressed their opinions openly, and interacted with colleagues at all lev-
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els without hesitation. Although the author initially expected that this might pre-
sent challenges for managers from more hierarchical cultures, none of the man-
agers interviewed reported it as problematic. However, Finnish employees them-
selves observed that some teams operated with stronger hierarchical structures
than what they were accustomed to in Finland. In cases where a Finn bypassed
a colleague in a higher position, tensions occasionally arose. Finns had mostly
recognized these cultural differences on their own and adjusted their behaviour

to avoid further conflicts.

The third theme concerned decision-making. Hofstede’s model suggests that em-
ployees from low Power Distance cultures, such as Finland, expect to be involved
in decisions beyond their immediate tasks. Since the three other countries exam-
ined generally scored higher in Power Distance, it was anticipated that there
would be less employee involvement in broader decision-making. The findings
partially confirmed this: while managers reported involving employees in deci-

sion-making, many Finns felt excluded from broader decision-making processes.

Further analysis revealed a difference in how “decision-making” was understood.
Finns often expect to be included in decisions beyond their own scope of work,
such as choices regarding tools, work methods, and team-wide processes. Man-
agers, by contrast, typically referred to decisions directly related to individual job
responsibilities. This discrepancy reflects cultural views: in high Power Distance

cultures, broad decision-making is often considered outside the employee’s role.

Although this mismatch was mostly noticed by Finns, the resulting frustration was
relatively mild, and most employees accepted the situation. Nevertheless, clari-
fying expectations around decision-making could further strengthen collaboration

between Finns and their remote managers.

6.3 Individualism versus Collectivism

According to Hofstede’s framework, Finland had the lowest Individualism—Collec-
tivism score among the four countries, with 63 points. This led to the expectation
that, while the most collectivist of the studied countries, Finns would still lean
rather toward individualism and exhibit low-context communication. It was also

anticipated that the trend toward individualism would be even stronger in the other
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countries. However, the results for this dimension were somewhat surprising. For
this category, the analysis produced two main themes: Preference for Receiving

Feedback and Teamwork.

While individualistic countries typically prefer receiving feedback in front of oth-
ers, the findings revealed a different pattern. Although all the Finnish employees
appreciated receiving feedback and recognition for their work, they preferred it to
occur in one-to-one meetings. Receiving praise in front of a large group often felt
uncomfortable. Although Finland’s score on the individualism-collectivism scale
leaned toward individualism, this finding aligns more closely with the norm of col-
lectivist cultures, where public praise can sometimes lead to jealousy or other

conflicts.

The remote managers, originating from more individualistic countries, may not
have been fully aware of the Finnish preference for receiving feedback. Never-
theless, they also preferred to provide feedback mostly during one-to-one meet-
ings, typically on a weekly or monthly basis. Therefore, potential cultural differ-

ences in this area had not caused any noticeable friction.

The second main theme highlighted teamwork, where Finns also appeared to
lean slightly more toward collectivism. Although many employees worked inde-
pendently, they still felt that remote teams placed even greater emphasis on indi-
vidual success, whereas in Finland, the focus was more strongly on team suc-
cess. One interviewee described this as follows: “It feels like in Finland, a team
becomes more like a close-knit group that is working and moving forward to-
gether. However, here people are working individually. When work is done alone,
the mistakes feel bigger on a personal level, and even the wins seem less valu-

able.”

Finns seemed to place greater emphasis on sharing skills and knowledge to sup-
port the overall success of the team. The importance placed on the team was
also noted by some remote managers. They observed that Finns often over-
looked potential cultural differences within their teams that could otherwise have
led to conflicts. Instead, Finnish employees appeared to prioritize maintaining
harmony within the groups. One manager commented: “It seems like they have
all chosen not to go that way [get irritated by the difference].” This observation
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further supports the finding that teamwork was strongly emphasized by the Finn-

ish employees.

Interestingly, the behaviour of the remote managers was also somewhat contrary
to expectations based on the framework. They appeared to place more emphasis
on team spirit than the model would predict. Managers actively fostered a strong
sense of team cohesion and sought to create psychologically safe environments
where open discussions could take place. While this behaviour did not entirely
align with Hofstede’s framework, it makes sense in a managerial role, where en-
suring smooth collaboration and minimizing conflicts among subordinates are es-
sential responsibilities. Some managers even demonstrated a willingness to go
to great lengths to build trust and strong communication within their teams. As
one manager described: “But you're going to have to give something. Without
anything in return. Then there is a great connection there. No matter where you
are, no matter the language, no matter the country, because really, you have a

trustworthy group of people.”

While some small cultural challenges were identified within this category, they did
not cause significant issues for collaboration. The managers’ strong efforts to
maintain a positive team spirit likely played a key role in this. In the future, simply
being aware of the existing cultural differences may further help bridge any re-

maining gaps.

6.4 Communication

The analysis found that Finland exhibited a strong tendency towards a low-con-
text communication style, which was noted by both, Finnish participants and re-
mote managers. This was likely further reinforced by the Finnish cultural norm of
low hierarchy. The category of communication produced four main themes: Low-
Context Communication, Email Communication, Directness Towards Upper Man-
agement, and Reactions to Feedback.

While Finns generally did not feel the need to read between the lines in conver-
sations, some noted that they occasionally had to clarify meaning: “So, do you
want me to do this, or what do you mean?” Two possible reasons emerged for

this. First, remote managers from other cultures may have been more talkative,
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causing the main request to become buried within a wordier explanation. Second,
the differences between low- and high-context communication styles may not
have been immediately apparent to the Finnish employees, as they were accus-
tomed to an explicit communication style, and may therefore have overlooked the

main request.

Remote managers noted that, while Northern Europeans in general tend to be
more direct than others, “Finns take this a step further”. Several Finns even re-
ported that they found people from other cultures to be “lacking directness.” Even
though some managers were not initially accustomed to such directness, they
ultimately found it beneficial when interacting with Finnish team members. As one
remote manager explained: “With other team members, sometimes | have the
feeling that when you say something [you mean something else]. But yes, with a
Finn, | know when something is not going well or they are not in a good mood, |

can tell it directly.”

Open communication was seen as particularly valuable in remote work settings,
where unaddressed issues could escalate quickly. It appears that Finnish direct-
ness contributed to a stronger sense of mutual trust between remote managers

and their Finnish employees.

However, this strong directness also presented challenges. One Finnish partici-
pant mentioned that they initially communicated as directly as they would in Fin-
land. Later, they realized that if they were too blunt, their message was some-
times dismissed as too harsh. However, when they softened their wording, their
message was taken more seriously: “Then | saw that if the message was slightly
softened, it might be taken immediately with courage to approach. But if the mes-
sage is too harsh, its edges need to be smoothed out before being able to discuss
it further.”

Remote managers also found Finnish meetings somewhat perplexing. In contrast
to many other nationalities who are naturally more talkative, Finns appeared com-
fortable with silence, even in work-related meetings. While a Finnish team might
regard a 30-second pause in a meeting as completely normal, a remote manager
could find these silences unsettling, potentially interpreting them as a sign of trou-

ble or confusion.
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The second theme concerned email communication. This appeared to be an area
where Finnish directness could lead to misunderstandings. Due to cultural differ-
ences in communication styles, a direct email from a Finn might come across as
impolite or blunt to someone from a different cultural background. This could re-
sult in conflicts, as recipients would interpret the message based on their own

cultural norms.

One participant described Finnish emails as following a basic format: “We [Finns]
write messages in the format of an introduction, topic, thanks, and bye.” Some
Finns had received feedback that adjusting their tone and enhancing politeness
and including small talk could be beneficial for getting their point across more
effectively. However, not all participants fully agree with the necessity of this ad-
justment. This was also noted by a remote manager: “During soft skill training,
the Finns may not have fully understood what we were practising.” This suggests
that Finns tend to move quickly to the central topic, whereas some other cultures
expect more time spent on building a personal connection before discussing the

main topic.

The third theme was directness towards upper management, where misunder-
standings can sometimes occur. While a Finn’s immediate team and direct man-
ager may have learned to understand their communication style, this was not
necessarily the case for those less familiar with Finnish norms. As one inter-
viewee described: [After a Finn gave direct negative feedback in a meeting to a
higher-up] — “I noticed that they did not take it the same way [as me]. Having
worked with [a Finn] for many years, | understood that it was not personal, only
business-related, but | could see that they were not used to someone being that
direct to them.” This could lead to misunderstandings where a Finn could be per-

ceived as insensitive.

The fourth and final theme was receiving feedback. This aspect particularly stood
out to some remote managers. Finns were observed to challenge their managers’
feedback, including positive feedback. As one manager put it: “They are direct in
the sense that they openly challenge feedback, even when it is positive. It is usu-
ally well received, but when the feedback is less positive, they may question it

more, engaging in a back-and-forth discussion.” This behaviour suggests that
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Finland’s low-context communication style, combined with its low-hierarchy work

culture, influences how Finns respond to feedback.

As the findings suggest, cross-cultural communication is not straightforward. Dif-
ferences in communication context strongly affect both oral and written commu-
nication and shape whether communication is more task- or relationship-focused.
These findings highlight the importance of investing in cross-cultural communica-

tion skills, particularly in remote and international settings.

6.5 Masculinity versus Femininity

According to the framework, Finland was expected to exhibit more feminine char-
acteristics in this dimension — an expectation that the analysis confirmed. The
analysis produced five main themes within this category: Language Barriers,
Emotional Output, Conflict Resolution, Self-Promotion, and Position of French

Canada in Hofstede’'s Framework.

Firstly, Finns frequently mentioned that in some meetings, small talk was con-
ducted exclusively in French, even when team members who did not speak
French were present. This may be linked to a more masculine attitude, where
individuals assume it is each person’s responsibility to make efforts to include
themselves, i.e., to learn French rather than expecting everyone to speak Eng-
lish. From a Finnish, more feminine and collectivist perspective, this was some-
times perceived as inconsiderate. These occurrences were present in all three

countries, creating barriers for collaboration.

Another key finding is related to emotional output. In more feminine cultures, such
as Finland, it is usually preferable to stay calm and aim for emotional balance. In
more masculine cultures, on the other hand, it is common to express emotions
more openly and strongly, engaging in intense discussions on various topics.
Finnish employees may perceive these stronger emotional expressions as a form
of aggression: “Sometimes their speech speeds up, and in certain situations, you
can sense a bit of heightened energy. It's not exactly the same, but when a situ-
ation arises that sparks discussion, their conversations tend to take on more of a

debate-like tone.”
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As a result, Finns may avoid raising certain issues to prevent uncomfortable sit-
uations. This concern was mentioned only by the Finns and not reflected in the
perspectives of remote managers. While this cultural difference was not said to

have caused notable issues, it could lead to missed valuable discussions.

The third theme was conflict resolution. While some Finns reported occasional
conflicts within their teams: “We have a large, truly international team, so tensions
can easily arise. Even though our team is close-knit and works well together, the
conflicts are not internal but rather directed elsewhere.” Most Finns had not ob-

served conflicts within their teams.

Similarly, remote managers had encountered only a few issues within their teams
and reported that the teamwork had mostly been smooth. When the remote man-
agers were asked how they handled conflicts, they all described situations in
which they tried to speak with both parties and help them understand each other’s
perspectives. All of them agreed that conflicts most often stemmed from personal
stress or misunderstandings, which could be resolved by mutual understanding:
“But | think the important thing is to sit down with the people involved, try to un-
derstand one person’s perspective and why this friction has started, and then
hear the other person’s point of view.” And “I believe that, in many cases, conflicts
— at least in my view — are simply due to misinterpretations or misunderstand-
ings.” This type of conflict solving is closer to more feminine cultures, aligning well

with how Finns are accustomed to resolving conflicts in workplaces.

The fourth key finding is related to self-promotion. The analysis highlighted that
Finns tend to underpromote themselves. It was also noted that Finns tend to fo-
cus more on their shortcomings than on their achievements. Additionally, they
may operate under the assumption that “someone will recognize my hard work”
without actively promoting themselves, which in an international setting, may
mean that their contributions go unnoticed. As a result, some Finns could have
missed out on career opportunities: “We have a lot of talented people here in
Finland, but since Finns are generally not as outspoken as Americans or Cana-
dians, who tend to promote themselves more, | believe we've missed many op-

portunities. The positions often go to those who are able to communicate well.”
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Finally, the results raised many questions regarding Canada’s position on this
dimension. For example, the high self-promotion tendencies suggest that Canada
may be more masculine than the framework had initially indicated. The author
later observed that Canadian behaviour aligned much more closely with French

or American behaviour across several dimensions.

While this category reveals many cultural differences, the most urgent one that
would have the strongest impact on the Finns’ communication would be address-
ing the lack of self-promotion. Additionally, understanding the differences in emo-
tional output could potentially encourage Finns to bring up all the important mat-
ters on their minds. It would also be advantageous for Finnish employees and the
human resource department to regularly remind remote teams of the designated

working language.

6.6 Uncertainty Avoidance

Although Finland had the lowest score among the four countries in this dimen-
sion, it still leaned towards above-average levels of uncertainty avoidance. This
tendency was also confirmed by the research findings, as all of the Finnish par-
ticipants reported being hesitant to act in uncertain situations. The analysis iden-
tified three key themes within this category: Unclear Situations, Managers’ Un-

certainty, and The Amount of Information.

Unclear situations emerged as a major theme that significantly shapes how Finns
behave in work life. All of the Finnish participants reported that they would imme-
diately seek clarification if instructions were unclear in any way: “l don't like to
walk on the grey area. It's much easier when things are black and while. [If so,]

I's easier to come back to it [the topic] later on.”

Remote managers also observed that Finns often avoided tasks they felt uncer-
tain about. While Finnish employees did ask for clarification in unclear situations,
remote managers noted that they tended to ask fewer questions than employees
from other cultures. When a Finn does ask a question, it is often complex, indi-
cating that they have already attempted to resolve the issue independently: “The
people in Finland are not going to come up with random questions, without first

trying to find information on their own. When they can'’t find the solution, that’s
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when they’ll ask, but they make the effort 100%.” And: “I can tell you, when a
question comes from a Finnish person, be ready. It might not be as easy to find
information or give an immediate answer.” While this behaviour was not viewed
negatively, some managers noted that it could sometimes be more efficient to
take the risk and simply ask others, as doing so might ultimately save everyone

time.

The second theme is Managers’ Uncertainty Avoidance. While the interviewed
managers generally believed that Finns performed their work reliably, some Finn-
ish employees reported experiences in which their activity appeared to be dis-
creetly monitored — for example, by receiving seemingly casual emails that were
easy to respond to quickly: “Or they might send confirmation messages to check
if you respond at a certain time, which can sometimes happen. — I've received
messages that were kind of like check-up messages.” This kind of activity tracking

was perceived rather negatively by Finnish employees.

Additionally, some of the countries typically sent the most urgent tasks via chat
messages. This practice, which allowed for immediate confirmation (e.g., through
read receipts), may have developed as a strategy to reduce uncertainty. Some
Finnish employees also reported being asked to provide proof of work, particu-
larly for less visible tasks: “If you were not present [in the system] for two hours,
you would start receiving inquiries about your whereabouts — Well, you had been
filling out an Excel sheet.” While this behaviour may stem from stronger uncer-
tainty avoidance, it could also be explained by the fact that other countries may

not track working hours, but rather completed tasks or daily work attendance.

Lastly, Finnish employees noted that most of the other countries provided more
information upfront compared to Finland. Often, countries with higher uncertainty
avoidance tend to provide more detailed information in advance to reduce ambi-
guity. Many participants found the increased upfront communication positive, as
it helped them to get started more quickly with new tasks. However, at times, the
sheer volume of information led to stress, as Finns had to invest time in evaluating
which information was necessary and how to ensure they could locate it later

when needed: “Sometimes you just need to take a moment to process everything
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and make sure you can absorb all the information. It's also about storing it some-
where so that when you need it later, you can find it. That’s the challenge — being

able to locate the instructions when the time comes.”

The results suggested that Canada displayed notably higher uncertainty avoid-
ance tendencies than the framework had originally indicated. The author believes
that the French language and culture may have a strong influence on these find-
ings, as France scores very highly in uncertainty avoidance. These tendencies
could also reflect organizational culture. The key element for Finns to address
from this category would be the fear of appearing foolish when asking simple
questions — even if doing so could save time. This hesitation may lead to delays

and can hinder effective collaboration.

6.7 Long-Term Orientation versus Short-Term Orientation

The framework suggests that Finland would be short-term oriented, and this find-
ing was supported by the analysis. The themes that emerged within this category

were Motivation and Ambition, Work-Life Balance, and Future Planning.

Starting with motivation and ambition, nearly all respondents indicated that Finns
are motivated primarily by short-term goals. They typically do not engage in ex-
tensive long-term planning but tend to react to present situations. In contrast,
remote managers were perceived as adopting a long-term perspective: “l [a Finn]
don’t usually look far ahead — They [managers] likely have a longer-term per-
spective than | do.” Another interviewee stated: “It came up in a conversation with
my manager that they are thinking about my career path, even looking five years
ahead. That made me feel like, OK, someone is clearly considering it. It's more
about them being interested in what I'll be doing in a few years and, in a way,

making sure there’s some direction for my career development.”

Both Finnish employees and remote managers also observed that Finns gener-
ally do not express strong ambitions to advance in their current positions. One
Finnish employee stated: “| don’t have any specific goals for the future.” A man-
ager similarly noted: “There is not as much ambition to grow professionally as
there might be in some other countries.” It was mentioned that individuals from

other nationalities tended to express stronger ambitions to advance and climb
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into higher positions as quickly as possible. The author would also argue that the
perceived low ambition may be compounded by the Finnish tendency to engage

less in self-promotion.

While managers from Belgium and Switzerland were seen as more long-term ori-
ented, there were conflicting views regarding Canada. Some participants per-
ceived Canada as similar to Finland, while others described it as highly focused
on work and achievements. This finding was somewhat surprising, as the original
framework places Canada close to Finland. However, Canada appeared to be

more long-term focused, potentially due to French cultural influence.

The second key finding concerned work-life balance. The Finnish attitude toward
work prioritizes ‘working to live’ rather than ‘living to work.” Managers also ob-
served that Finns were particularly strict about their working hours: “They can be
quite strict, like, ‘No, if | work an extra half hour, I'll log it in the system so | can
take that time back later’ or something along those lines.” One of the managers

noted: “I think in Finland you focus a bit more on your work-life balance.”

In international teams, Finns perceived their working hours to be longer, and it
was common to receive chat messages as late as 6:00 PM, even though Finnish
working hours typically ended around 4:00 PM. This made Finns feel as though
they were expected to work longer than their contracts stipulated, which led them

to become even stricter about adhering to their working hours.

The third key finding concerned future planning. Based on the theoretical frame-
work, the author initially anticipated that cultural differences might lead to friction
regarding future planning and work-life balance. However, no such issues
emerged during the interviews. Although differences were apparent, Finnish em-
ployees were comfortable providing additional details when requested, and man-

agers seemed to accept the Finnish approach to work-life balance.

Although this theme revealed several cultural differences, managers described
Finns as loyal employees who reliably fulfilled their duties. Nevertheless, it re-
mains crucial for Finns to set clear boundaries regarding working hours and com-
municate them effectively to their remote managers. The author found it surpris-

ing that the differences in planning did not cause notable friction. However, the
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potential misinterpretation of Finnish career ambitions, caused by limited self-

promotion, should be acknowledged and addressed.

6.8 Additional findings

The analysis also produced three additional relevant themes, which did not fully
align with the framework and were grouped separately. These recurring themes

were categorized as Regulations, Blind Spots, and Occupational Culture.

Firstly, all Finnish participants noted that their remote managers sometimes strug-
gled to keep up with Finland-specific work structures and regulations. The rele-

vant details have been shared with the commissioner.

The second theme identified was blind spots. Finnish employees generally re-
ported enjoying work in highly diverse teams, which were perceived as more re-
laxed and socially open. However, this also raises questions about whether
Finns, due to their low-context communication style, tend to interpret statements
too literally and may form a more positive impression of a message than was
intended. By recognizing these blind spots, one may further enhance the effec-

tiveness of the best practices discussed in the following section.

This issue may apply, for instance, to the feedback received from remote man-
agers, as all Finnish participants reported that the feedback they received was
highly positive and supportive. It is important to consider that, in some cultures,
such as the United States, a phrase like “this could be done a bit better” may
imply that immediate improvement is expected. A Finn, however, might interpret
this as a non-mandatory suggestion. Furthermore, in certain cultures, negative
feedback may be given in the form of positive feedback that deliberately omits

the matters expected to be acted upon. (Meyer 2014, 61-88.)

The final theme was occupational culture. A remote manager pointed out that,
despite cultural differences, certain roles tend to attract individuals with similar
values. For example, employees working in sales or customer service may differ
significantly from each other within the same nationality but may display greater

similarities with counterparts in the same roles across other national cultures.
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This observation aligns with Hofstede’'s concept of occupational culture. (Hof-
stede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010, 268—369.) However, the author chose not to
focus on this aspect, as it would have widened the scope of the research beyond

its intended purpose.

6.9 Best practices to be learned from remote managers

Despite the challenges, all Finnish employees expressed a generally positive ex-
perience working under a remote manager. While some participants found it dif-
ficult to articulate specific reasons for this preference, the interviews consistently
highlighted several key aspects that were especially appreciated. The findings
emphasized the managers’ strong soft skills, which were categorised into five
main themes: Appreciation, Feedback, Team Building, Empathy, and Cross-Cul-
tural Skills.

The first theme was appreciation. The Finnish employees noted that in Finland,
it is not frequent to receive feedback, expressions of gratitude, or recognition for
one’s work. However, all the Finnish interviewees found it positive to be recog-

nized, citing it as one of the reasons they preferred having a remote manager.

The second theme was feedback. Finnish employees reported that they found it
easier to receive feedback from remote managers and that the feedback was
offered regularly, even without being prompted, and perceived it as encouraging
and constructive. Some employees also mentioned receiving practical, real-life
examples that helped their work processes: “My manager helped even more and
provided guidance and examples on how to move forward and achieve results.”
Overall, Finnish participants emphasized that frequent expressions of apprecia-

tion and recognition of their work significantly increased their motivation.

The third theme was team building. Although Finnish employees felt that their
tasks focused more on working as individuals, remote managers were praised for
their efforts in fostering a strong team spirit. The managers were reported to es-
tablish a clear sense of purpose, which helped create shared values among team
members. Some Finnish employees even appreciated small talk at the beginning

of meetings, as it lowered the barrier for further communication. Another human-
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oriented practice noted was that participants would keep their cameras and mi-
crophones on to at least greet each other in every meeting. Several employees
also highlighted that their teams celebrated successes more frequently than they

were accustomed to in Finland, which was perceived positively.

The fourth theme was empathy. Remote managers were commonly described as
having strong interpersonal skills and a high level of empathy toward employees
and their personal lives: “Yeah, and then this thing where they are also interested
in a person’s personal life outside of work.” They were seen as actively contrib-
uting to the creation of psychologically safe environments where employees felt
comfortable speaking openly. Support was often tailored to employees’ individual

needs, reinforcing a sense of care.

The final theme was cross-cultural skills. The analysis showed that remote man-
agers were generally more aware of cultural differences and were able to adjust
their communication and leadership style accordingly. A remote manager ex-
plained: “And if I'm going to talk with a Finn, | should adapt by presenting sum-
marized, clear points, and that’s it.” This level of cultural awareness and flexibility

contributed to better mutual understanding.

Overall, Finnish employees expressed a high level of satisfaction with their re-
mote managers and international teams. As one of the aims of the research was
to identify transferable best practices, these findings have been shared with the
commissioner company’s human resources team to support potential improve-

ments in managerial approaches and internal collaboration.

6.10 Suggestions for the company

As the findings demonstrate, several cultural differences between Finnish em-
ployees and their remote managers were identified that could affect communica-
tion and collaboration. While it is not feasible to address every issue at once, the
following suggestions focus on key findings that are likely to have the most effec-

tive and immediate impact.

The most crucial findings concern Finnish self-awareness, a preference for direct,

low-context communication, and a relatively flat hierarchical structure, including
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shared decision-making practices. Additionally, the Finnish tendency to under-
state one’s achievements, avoid unfamiliar situations, and expect low emotional

expressiveness is addressed.

First, as with anyone developing cross-cultural competence, it is essential to un-
derstand one’s cultural background — an idea emphasized in the chapter on
cross-cultural skills. Accordingly, the author has created a commissioner-exclu-
sive guidebook that includes a section on typical Finnish behaviours. This section
draws from cultural dimensions discussed in this thesis as well as interview in-
sights. It aims to help Finnish employees recognize their deeply rooted cultural
values and behavioural patterns, and enable them to better manage stress in
unfamiliar situations as well as understand that different approaches to work can
be equally valid. This awareness supports smoother collaboration across cul-

tures.

For example, managers from cultures with higher uncertainty avoidance may re-
quire more information, request additional proof, or check up on employees more
frequently. If Finnish employees interpret this behaviour as a way to be reassured
rather than a form of control, they may find it easier to maintain constructive and
trusting relationships. By consciously adapting to different cultural expectations,
Finnish employees can improve their professional relationships and increase the

likelihood that their perspectives are also acknowledged.

Second, while self-awareness provides an important foundation, expectations re-
garding hierarchy and participation in decision-making also deserve attention.
Unclear expectations or exclusion from decision-making processes can hinder
collaboration. To address this, the author recommends that Finnish employees
initiate open discussions with their managers about cultural differences, particu-
larly regarding hierarchy, to clarify mutual expectations for workplace behaviour.
Such dialogue fosters shared understanding. In addition, Finnish employees
should clearly express their interest in participating in decisions, as this may not
be expected from subordinates in more hierarchical cultures. Making this interest

explicit increases the chances of being included.
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Third, communication style differences should be addressed. While the remote
managers interviewed had generally adapted to Finnish directness and even ap-
preciated it, others unfamiliar with Finnish culture may perceive such directness
as insensitive. In particular, Finnish emails that go straight to the point can seem
cold to those from high-context cultures. To address this, the guidebook includes

a section explaining low- and high-context communication styles.

However, as communication preferences are often deeply rooted and difficult to
change, the author also recommends that the company organize a workshop for
employees working with remote managers. Since communication styles can be
experienced as personal and slightly sensitive, such a workshop should be held

in a supportive and familiar environment.

Interactive exercises can help participants understand how different styles may
lead to misunderstandings. For instance, in some Asian cultures, laughter may
indicate discomfort, whereas Western colleagues might interpret it as a positive
sign. Likewise, addressing differences in emotional expression across cultures
can make certain behaviours feel less confrontational, encouraging more open

and continuous dialogue.

Exposure to different perspectives may help Finnish employees recognize that
softening a message does not compromise authenticity but increases the likeli-
hood that the intended meaning is understood. The workshop could provide a
practical opportunity to safely practise adapting communication styles to different
conversation partners, which is an ability that, as noted in the section on cross-
cultural skills, typically requires stepping outside one’s comfort zone. Moreover,
becoming more familiar with diverse communication patterns can help Finnish
employees better interpret feedback and messages from their managers, sup-

porting more balanced and effective communication.

Fourth, the findings indicated that the other countries included in the study are
more masculine, and therefore, self-promotion is more culturally accepted and
expected. Finnish employees may find such behaviour uncomfortable or unnec-
essary, as they expect personal success to be recognised by their work. How-
ever, in more masculine cultures, visibility plays a central role in being acknowl-

edged. Although this issue did not emerge as a major source of conflict, Finnish
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employees may still benefit from developing this skill to avoid having to justify
their contributions and to ensure their efforts are recognised. This can be done in
one-to-one meetings by telling the manager what the Finn has done and achieved

in between the meetings.

In addition, since Finns often avoid uncertainty and fear being judged or ridiculed,
the author recommends that they practise stepping out of their comfort zones and
seek support from others when needed. Doing so not only fosters a stronger
sense of team spirit but can also enhance overall team efficiency and communi-

cation.

Furthermore, while Finnish employees typically value work-life balance, col-
leagues from other cultural backgrounds may place a stronger emphasis on their
careers. Although individual values should always be respected, an open-minded
attitude toward differing priorities is recommended. At the same time, Finnish em-
ployees need to communicate their boundaries to maintain a sustainable work-
load. The author also recommends that the human resources department brief
all remote managers on the Finnish practice of tracking and adhering to contrac-

tual working hours, as some countries track work in other measures than hours.

Finally, the best practices observed among the remote managers across all three
countries were primarily related to soft skills, such as appreciation and empathy.
The author recommends that the company invest in soft skills training for manag-
ers. To assess the effectiveness of such training, baseline data should be col-
lected on current team dynamics, followed by evaluation after the training to iden-
tify changes. If necessary, the training programme can then be refined to meet

its objectives more effectively.

By addressing these key findings, the company is likely to improve not just com-
munication and collaboration between Finnish employees and remote managers
but also the leadership qualities of its local managers. Encouraging open dia-
logue, increasing the visibility of employees’ contributions, and reaching a mutual
consensus for interpreting feedback are all steps toward building a more inclusive

and effective international working environment.
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7 DISCUSSION

The thesis was created to address a real-life need identified by the commission-
ing company: establishing a baseline understanding of cross-cultural communi-
cation and collaboration between Finnish employees and remote managers. The
research questions were agreed upon in cooperation with the company. It was
also decided that data would be collected through interviews, with participants
selected in consultation with the human resource manager to ensure relevance.
This was especially important as the remote managers’ backgrounds varied sig-

nificantly.

Selecting the theoretical framework was relatively straightforward after reviewing
different models and critiques. The framework was defined before the semi-struc-
tured interviews began, to ensure alignment with the interview questions and to
enable relevant follow-ups that would deepen understanding of the key topics.
The nine interviews were scheduled to last one hour, produced 185 pages of
transcripts, which were manually corrected. The combined length of the tran-
scripts was more than the author had anticipated. Had the research been con-
ducted as a quantitative study using a questionnaire, the number of participants
would likely have been higher, but the findings would have been more limited and

likely less insightful.

The data was analysed using thematic analysis, which was a suitable choice for
handling a large volume of qualitative data. This phase was the most time-con-
suming part of the research, as it involved identifying recurring patterns, connect-
ing them to the framework, and carefully determining which findings were relevant
for this thesis and which should be included only in the company-exclusive guide-
book. The results and suggestions presented in this thesis successfully address
both the research question and sub-questions. The findings were comprehensive

enough to support both a full thesis and the separate guidebook.

For future research, a follow-up study conducted six months to one year after the
initial research could help assess whether the measures implemented based on

the guidebook have achieved the desired outcomes.
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The author further recommends a more targeted study focusing specifically on
Canadian remote managers, as the findings often deviated from the framework’s
expectations about Canada. In addition, nearly all Finnish employees with a re-
mote manager also frequently interact with colleagues from Canada, further un-

derlining the need for a more in-depth study.

The research contributed greatly to the author’s ability to develop concrete strat-
egies for business situations that could benefit from increased awareness of cul-
tural differences. In addition, it has strengthened the skills for identifying underly-
ing key elements, providing a point of reference for cross-cultural competence,
and offering solid approaches for addressing potential issues. Altogether, this has

significantly defined the author’s expertise in the field of international business.

7.1 Research ethics

Research ethics were an essential aspect of this thesis, and the author took them
seriously. This research involved not only a major company but also individuals
who could have been put at risk by sharing their subjective experiences. There-
fore, every step of the research process followed ethical guidelines to ensure both

the integrity of the study and the protection of participants.

According to the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2003), good
research practices include establishing an environment that provides proper guid-
ance throughout the process, thereby ensuring the quality of the study. Key prin-
ciples include reliability, honesty, and transparency. For example, the interview
questions used in this thesis have been designed to be as neutral as possible,
allowing participants to express their views without being influenced by the phras-
ing. The author also treated the participants respectfully and remained account-
able for the final publication. They also acknowledged the potential for bias in
interpreting the interview transcripts, particularly because Hofstede’s cultural di-
mension framework may have created certain expectations. Being aware of this,

the author remained open-minded about unexpected patterns in the data.

The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK) outlines eight key ar-
eas for ensuring good research practices. Research organizations are responsi-

ble for providing students with the necessary knowledge of research ethics and
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adequate mentoring throughout the process, as they have done in this case. Re-
searchers must adhere to truthfulness and obtain all permissions required to con-
duct their studies. The author ensured that all necessary permissions were ob-
tained for conducting their studies. Transparency is also crucial, particularly in
cases where data from external organizations or commissioners is used. Further-
more, data management and research collaboration must be carefully considered
to maintain ethical standards. (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity
TENK 2023, 11-15.) The data for the thesis was stored on two password-pro-
tected devices (a PC and a laptop), accessible only to the author. The data was
not shared with or given to any third parties and was processed solely by the
author. All the interview data was permanently deleted upon the release of the

thesis.

Beyond procedural guidelines, research ethics also involve respecting individu-
als. In this thesis, the author ensured that participants were not treated merely as
sources of data but as individuals whose dignity must be upheld. This included
providing them with all necessary information about their participation and ensur-
ing their voluntary and informed consent. The principle of beneficence was fol-
lowed by minimizing any potential psychological or social harm that could arise
from participation. For instance, interview citations were anonymized so that no
individual could be directly identified. Justice was also considered, as only those
who were relevant to and could also benefit from the research were asked to

participate, avoiding unnecessary burden on others. (Mack et al. 2005, 8.)

Throughout the research process, the author ensured that every potential partic-
ipant was fully informed about who was approaching them, the purpose of the
study, and the time commitment required. Before any interviews were conducted,
a permit was first obtained from the company’s human resources manager. After
this, the interview requests were sent, specifying how personal data would be
handled, the potential benefits of participation, and the measures taken to miti-
gate risks. (Mack et al. 2005, 10-11.) These measures include modifying the col-
lected data so that no individual could be identified from the quotes — this was
also clearly communicated to participants. They were explicitly asked for permis-
sion to record the interviews, which was clearly informed about in the interview

invitations and reconfirmed orally before the interviews began. They were also
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informed that they had the right to withdraw their data from the study until the
beginning of April 2025.

The author has requested the commissioner to share the thesis with all Finnish
employees and their remote managers, regardless of actual participation, ensur-
ing that everyone involved can access the study’s outcomes. This approach al-
lows for broad access to the findings while avoiding selective distribution, which

could risk unintentionally revealing participants’ identities within the company.

7.2 Reliability of work

This chapter discusses the reliability of the research by evaluating the suitability
and execution of its methods. A qualitative approach was deemed most suitable,
as it enables the exploration of personal experiences, essential when studying
culture. (Creswell 2014; Hammarberg, Kirkman & de Lacey 2016.) Furthermore,
qualitative research is especially valuable when addressing topics that have not
been previously studied, as it provides rich, in-depth insights through words ra-
ther than numerical data (Ghauri 2004, 7-8). A case study approach is recom-
mended when aiming to explain complex, context-bound, and situational phe-
nomena, as it helps avoid oversimplifying the topic. (Moilanen, Ojasalo & Ritalahti
2022; Ghauri 2004,16—25.) This approach allowed for the consideration of both

national and organisational culture.

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions were chosen as the main theoretical framework,
as they offer a practical structure for examining cultural differences in a work set-
ting. The model was applied as a guiding framework rather than a rigid rule, with
its limitations carefully acknowledged. For example, in the case of Canada, a

stronger French cultural influence was observed than the model suggests.

Semi-structured interviews were employed to collect data, as they provide flexi-
bility while enabling the exploration of relevant themes (Ghauri 2004, 40; Bryman
2016, 10). Interviewees were selected in collaboration with the human resources
manager to ensure the relevance and quality of the employees’ experiences and

the collected data.
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The primary limitation of the study was the scope of the interviews, which was
affected by time constraints. The initial goal was to interview at least two Finnish
employees and two managers from each relevant country. Ultimately, six Finnish
employees and three remote managers participated. While quantitative methods
could have increased the sample size, they would have lacked the depth neces-
sary to examine subjective experiences and nuanced cultural challenges. Despite
the relatively small sample size, the interviews yielded rich insights, with the re-
sults being consistent, as many of the key findings appeared in each interview.
Semi-structured interviews allowed participants to share their experiences freely,
which maximised the quality of the responses. (Bacon-Shone 2022; MacDonald
& Headlam 2009, 39-43.)

Another challenge stemmed from the complexity of the managers’ cultural back-
grounds, which turned out to be more diverse than initially anticipated. However,
participant selection was conducted in cooperation with the company to ensure
that the data reflected real working relationships. The quality and consistency of
the interviews, along with their alignment with the theoretical framework, suggest
that the collected data can be considered reasonably reliable. Several key find-
ings emerged repeatedly across both employee and manager interviews, further

supporting this conclusion.

The interview questions were not shared with participants in advance, in order to
avoid idealistic responses and to encourage authentic reflections. While this ap-
proach carried the risk of participants overlooking certain points during the inter-
view, it was believed to yield more genuine data. All interviews were conducted
one-on-one to ensure that participants felt comfortable and free of judgment.
Finnish participants were offered the option to be interviewed in Finnish, which
supported more natural expression. On top of this, research ethics were also con-

sidered essential in ensuring the reliability of the study. (Cohen & Crabtree 2008.)

The author acknowledges that personal expectations may have influenced follow-
up questions or the interpretation of responses. To minimise potential bias, all
interview data were carefully reviewed to identify the actual intent and implica-
tions of participants’ answers. Although transcription tools were used, each tran-

script was manually validated and corrected for accuracy, as is recommended.
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(Widodo 2014) Only non-relevant beginning and ending sections were trimmed

to reduce the volume of data without affecting the core content.

Due to the extensive amount of data (185 pages of transcripts), thematic analysis
was selected as the most suitable method of analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006).
This method is well-suited for small sample sizes and facilitates the identification
of both explicit and implicit themes (Guest, MacQueen & Namey 2019, 8-10). It
revealed recurring patterns and underlying challenges that participants may not
have fully articulated. After familiarising themselves with the material, the author
organised the content into relevant themes and analysed them in greater depth.
While thematic analysis allows flexibility in identifying themes, the author re-
mained mindful of objectivity to ensure accurate insights and meaningful recom-
mendations. The analysis followed the standard protocol of identifying recurring
patterns, linking them to the theoretical framework, and developing coherent cat-

egories and themes for the results. (Bacon-Shone 2022.)

As previously mentioned, the main limitations of the study were time and scope.
Nevertheless, participant selection was carried out with utmost care and in close
collaboration with the company to ensure the relevance and quality of the data.
Each interviewee contributed a valuable perspective, deepening the understand-
ing of current company challenges. The author maintained an open-minded ap-
proach throughout the research process, with the aim of providing the commis-
sioner with feasible, insightful, and actionable recommendations. However, the
need for further research is acknowledged. Future studies focusing on a single
country at a time could help to refine or more clearly validate the findings pre-
sented here, as such an approach is recommended for assessing the reliability
of qualitative results. (Hammarberg, Kirkman & de Lacey 2016; Morse & Richards
2002.)
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