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Abstract 
 
Title: Trust and Relationship Building during an International Market Expansion: The case of 
Elekta 
 

Course: Thesis for Master Degree in Business Administration 

 

Authors: Claudia Roppelt and Carlos Alejandro Royo Trallero 

 

Supervisor: Maria Fregidou-Malama, PhD 

 

Date: 01.06.2017 

 

Aim: The aim of this study is to investigate how relationships are built in a cross-cultural 

setting and to identify which interpersonal factors need to be taken into account to guarantee 

the successful creation of relationships. 

 

Methodology: The method of this study follows a qualitative approach through the gathering 

of empirical data. The case of the healthcare equipment company Elekta is selected for data 

collection from employees of the Brazilian and Swedish office. Interviews have been 

conducted face-to-face and through videoconference tools. The selection of interviewees is 

based on the role of the individual within the company and the involvement in the market 

expansion from Sweden to Brazil. Secondary data from scientific articles and academic 

journals is compared and analyzed with primary data. 

 

Findings: The establishment of relationships during an international market expansion is 

bounded to the cultural differences present between two parties. Among these differences 

language, communication, trust and local business practices play a role in the relationship 

building process. The use of local employees can reduce risks of an unknown market and give 

access to business networks. Relationships are essential for Brazilians and personal 

connections are more important than institutional relationships. Cultural differences should, 

however, not be completely adapted to the local market, since a mix of Brazilian and Swedish 

business practices has been shown to be advantageous. This is due to high reputation of the 

Swedish country of origin of Elekta and the favored Swedish business practices. Therefore, 

foreignness and cultural differences do not necessarily imply negative effects on relationship 
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building, but can have a positive outcome on the development of trust. 

 
Contribution: The study contributes to relational theories by providing new theoretical 

insight in the phenomenon of relationship building in a cross-cultural environment. It 

contributes to current academic studies, focusing on strategies to successfully conduct market 

expansions and establish physical presence in a foreign county. Furthermore, it gives new 

insight in relationship building practices in the healthcare sector. The study emphasizes the 

positive effect of culture in an international environment, which has been neglected in 

previous studies. 

 

Limitations: Since cultural aspects play a large role in this study, findings are specific to the 

Latin American continent. Responses obtained during the interviews were a product of 

questions aimed to the specific geographical area, in regards to the healthcare sector. 

Therefore, including additional countries in a same sector study may result in dissimilar 

results.  

 

Suggestions for further research: This research involves Brazil and Sweden as a cultural 

framework. Therefore, perception of the reputation of country origin and perception of 

cultural business practices may differ between other geographic locations. Further research 

should investigate on the differences of relationship building in other nations. This could give 

insight in positive and negative aspects perceived per country of another culture.  

 

Keywords: Relationships, Trust, Healthcare, Cultural differences, Communication, Brazil, 

Sweden, Elekta. 
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1 Introduction 
 
The first chapter acts as a preliminary description of the main points in this study. Starting 

with the background, fundamental information of the healthcare sector, relationships and 

trust are provided in a general context. Concepts, as the aim of the study and motivation, 

research questions and gap, limitations of the research and a brief description of the 

methodology are given. Lastly, the chapter ends by introducing the focus of the study, to 

create a bigger picture of the overall structure maintained throughout the research.  

 

1.1 Background 
 
The healthcare industry represents one of the most crucial services available for individuals 

around the globe. Despite differences between cultures, all human beings aim to keep a 

healthy condition to maintain their lives. The healthcare industry has, therefore, firm rules, in 

order to provide high-service quality with error-free care. (Hyman and Silver, 2004)  

 

The knowledge held by practitioners, such as doctors and medical specialists, provides the 

skill to conduct procedures that mitigate health issues. However, these skills would be 

inefficient without the existence of up-to-date and innovative equipment, designed to improve 

treatments. Yet, achieving advances in the healthcare industry regarding quality is complex 

and challenging. (Aveling, Martin, Herbert and Armstrong, 2017) 

 

The lack of necessary tools of innovation transfer can have a critical impact, not only on 

treatments, but also on the reputation and image of the company providing medical service. 

Negative word of mouth is hazardous and can cost hospitals between $6,000 and $400,000 

USD in lost revenues during a patient’s lifetime (Strasser, Scheweikhart, Welch and Burge, 

1995). Thus, hospitals take precautions when it comes to purchasing equipment. Some of the 

main factors examined by buyers when selecting a supplier include the quality of the product, 

price, delivery and the overall service received (Dickson, 1996).  

 

A healthcare equipment supplier must keep its products at the highest standard possible, to 

guarantee the best offer to buyers, seeking products that will improve performance. Therefore, 

a supplier’s efforts should be in line with the customer’s need (Bennion and Redmond, 1994). 

This helps to increase a firm’s efficiency. Hence, companies able to detect buyer needs and 
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requirements will gain an advantage within the marketplace (Lambert, Adams and 

Emmelhainz, 1997).  

 

If the supplier approaches the operation as a chance to build a relationship with its customer, 

the gap between both parties will gradually decrease. Such situation will facilitate future 

business activities for both sides. If the company selling the equipment maintains this 

strategy, it will be able to create further relationships with several new clients. Adding 

knowledge by engaging in relationships is key, since no company can afford to operate by 

isolating itself. (Möller and Halinen, 1999)             

 

It is, thus, important to gain access to networks, since these have unique resources and 

capabilities, which are connected to personal relationships. Yet, the development of networks 

requires intensive investment and existing relationships define a firm’s future operations. 

Therefore, it is essential to invest in proper networks that guarantee success in future business 

processes, since a diverse network can give companies a variety of future opportunities. 

(Håkansson, and Ford, 2002) 

 

In order to develop a proper business network, practitioners need to understand how 

relationships in businesses are build. Relationships can be seen as resources and, therefore, it 

is crucial to gain knowledge about the possible partner upon initial contact, to determine the 

value of the relationship. When the counterpart is determined to be of high value, defining 

which networks the partner is embedded in can give further information on business 

prospects. (Snehota, and Hakansson, 1995) 

 

When building relationships it is important not to neglect the fact that individuals are the ones 

operating. These individuals are not placed in isolation, and interaction can occur between 

various players. Knowledge and capabilities are formed through changes in individual 

behavior. Therefore, it is important to not only view the network as a whole when developing 

relationships, but to identify individual players in the process. (Snehota, and Hakansson, 

1995) 

 

Relationships require mutual interactions that reinforce each other. One important aspect of 

these interactions is good communication, which is often a missing aspect in cross-cultural 

relationships. Yet, especially in a culturally diverse setting communication is key to establish 
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a strong partnership. In various cases the presence of communication management can help to 

overcome these issues. Hereby, it is important to not only generate a bridge between 

companies, in order to achieve certain aims in communication, but again to also focus on 

individual relationships. (Harvey and Griffith, 2002) 

 

Since building relationships across countries often involves certain difficulties, good 

communication becomes even more important when dealing with relationships in foreign 

markets. Developing trust between two parties with different cultures represents a complex 

task and cultural differences stress the significance of strategy when approaching the foreign 

partner (Dietz, Gillespie and Chao, 2010). The reason for this complexity is that interaction 

may be subject to confusion, lack of understanding, discomfort as well as stressful conditions 

(Molinsky, 2007).  

 

Trust can exist on multiple levels and, thus, it is essential to understand how these levels are 

correlated to each other in a specific culture (Fregidou-Malama & Hyder, 2015). The 

development of trust differs highly between countries, with certain countries focusing on 

“relationism”, while others tend to concentrate on general trust. Hereby, relationism refers to 

trust directed towards a specific individual and general trust, to trust towards people overall. 

Therefore, it might be essential to identify which type of trust a culture is focusing on when 

building relationships. Additionally, during the trust development phase generalized trust may 

be beneficial to trigger a formation of relationships, while relationism can help to tighten 

already established relationships (Igarashi, Kashima, Kashima, Farsides, Kim, Strack, and 

Yuki, 2008). 

 

1.2 Research Gap and Motivation of the Study 
 
Previous research focuses on how culture influences the development of trust. In particular, 

studies concluded that culture can lead to conflict and can have an effect on the development 

of trust, which is crucial for building cross-cultural relationships (e.g. Ajmal, Hussain & 

Saber, 2012). Additionally, there are studies regarding the influences of different levels of 

trust on culture between the Swedish and Brazilian culture, which also view the specific case 

of Elekta (Fregidou-Malama & Hyder, 2015). 
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Even though, these studies focus on the healthcare sector when regarding trust (Fregidou-

Malama & Hyder, 2015), there is no research concerning how relationships are built across 

cultures within this sector. Research regarding relationship-building theories rather focuses on 

relationships in general, in relation to the specific examined culture (e.g. Cannon, Doney, 

Mullen & Petersen, 2010; Zhu, Nel & Bhat, 2006). The motivation of this research is, 

therefore, to gather data that can identify the main factors affecting the phenomenon of 

relationship building across cultures and to add new insights to previous research on the 

cultures of Sweden and Brazil and the specific case of Elekta.  

 

Through globalization geographical barriers between markets are eliminated and companies 

nowadays have the possibility to improve products and services through knowledge transfer 

between foreign markets (Doh, Husted, Matten and Santoro, 2010). More specifically, in the 

healthcare industry improvement of equipment cannot only result in enhanced products but 

also save lives. It is, thus, crucial to understand the phenomenon of relationship building 

across cultures in the healthcare industry. It is important to mention hereby that 

communication plays a vital role in the development of trust, since it can develop a strong 

connection between the two parties. It needs to be guaranteed that this communication is 

fluent to avoid misunderstandings due to cultural differences. 

 

1.3 Aim and Research Question 
  
The aim of this study is to identify the factors that influence the successful creation of 

relationships in a cross-cultural environment. In order to reach this aim, two main research 

questions are formulated: 

 

● How are relationships built in a cross-cultural environment? 

● What interpersonal and institutional aspects influence a successful creation of 

relationships in a cross-cultural environment? 

  

Although presented in a broader context, the research questions will be implemented into the 

healthcare equipment industry. The case of Elekta establishing physical presence in Brazil 

provides information for this study. Hereby, interpersonal aspects, such as trust, and 

institutional aspects, such as the connection between foreign offices may have an influence on 

the creation of relationships. It is important to mention that especially trust may play an 
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essential role in the healthcare sector, since it deals with the well-being of humans. Thus, the 

establishment of trust may be a crucial factor, in order to build a successful connection 

between the two parties involved. Therefore, findings may differ from other sectors, in which 

trust does not act as a major role when conducting business. Additionally, this research is 

conducted from the cultural standpoints of Sweden and Brazil. Therefore, there is the 

possibility that data from a contrasting cultural point of view differs. The expansion of this 

study to other geographical locations is limited. 

 

To conclude, it is beneficial to include a brief description of the company Elekta, which this 

study focuses on. Elekta is a leading innovator firm that specializes in the field of healthcare 

equipment to provide high quality treatment for conditions, such as brain disorders and 

cancer. The firm has strong presence in 26 countries and was, therefore, able to establish an 

extensive network across both geographical and cultural barriers (Elekta, 2017-03-09). 

 

1.4 Disposition 
 
Following the introduction, the next chapter incorporates a literature review, which gives 

insight in the theoretical background of relationship building and provides the theoretical 

framework for this study. Chapter three includes information regarding the methodology of 

this study. Chapter four presents data collected from interviews with company managers of 

Elekta and external experts in the healthcare industry. Chapter five analyzes primary and 

secondary data, to develop conclusive findings of this study, which are presented in chapter 

six.   
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2 Theoretical Background 
 
This chapter provides the theoretical background on the issue of building relationships 

abroad. Firstly, relationship theories give a guideline to understand what key aspects are 

important in relationship building. Secondly, the importance of trust in relationships abroad 

and in the healthcare sector is discussed. Thirdly, a comparison of the cultural dimensions of 

Sweden and Brazil provides an understanding of the differences that need to be taken into 

account when operating between these countries. Lastly, the theoretical framework is 

developed, which provides guidance for this study. 

 

2.1 Relationships 

2.1.1 Relationship theories 
 
The foundation of various studies regarding relationships is based on the social exchange 

theory, which states that all actions within social groups can be explained by interactions 

between individuals. Social exchange compromises the exchange of both tangible and 

intangible activities between two or more individuals. Social communication has the ability to 

reinforce relational behavior, which can, however, in return also result in a lack of a social 

reinforcement. Thus, relationships may terminate if social interactions are of low frequency. 

(Cook, Cheshire, Rice, and Nakagawa, 2013) 

  

Later theories, such as the social penetration theory, explain the development of social 

relationships. The social penetration theory states that loose relationships can evolve into 

closer relationship through the development of trust. Social reinforcement remains an 

essential role hereby, combined with self-disclosure acts, which are actions that reveal 

sensitive personal information to other individuals. Receiving positive reinforcements from 

another individual, results in higher self-disclosure towards the other person. These actions 

are enhanced when both individuals attain a positive feeling about the relationship. Thus, the 

closer the relationship is the more willing both parties are to disclose personal information. 

(Baack, Fogliasso, and Harris, 2000) 

  

An essential theory, in order to understand the importance of communication and information 

delivery, is the uncertainty reduction theory. This theory deals with the uncertainty of 

predicting another individual’s behavior and actions. When an individual has high uncertainty 

about the counterpart’s future actions, he or she is likely to seek further information. In 
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contrast, if uncertainty is low, little further information is required. (Kellermann and 

Reynolds, 1990) 

  

Uncertainty can be reduced through successful communication and non-verbal expressions. 

The more intense this communication is, the more uncertainty and information seeking is 

reduced. Therefore, communication is a key aspect, in order to build durable relationships 

between two individuals (Bradac, 2001). In relationships between organizations two types of 

relationship are identified. Firstly, the relationship between individuals of one firm with 

individuals of another firm and secondly, the institutional relationship between two firms. 

Therefore, when expanding abroad it is important to identify with which one of those two 

types of relationships a firm is dealing (Johanson and Vahlne, 2003). 

 

2.1.2 Relationships abroad 
 
Firms are generally embedded in business networks. Long-term relationships can aid 

organizations to enter these networks and, thereby, benefit from acquiring access to external 

resources. When expanding abroad external resources can be crucial for firms to survive in 

the foreign environment. Thus, it is extremely important for companies to gain access to these 

local business networks. (Holmlund and Kock, 1998) 

  

Furthermore, networks in the foreign country have the ability to reduce risk related to 

unknown markets (Harvey and Griffith, 2002). Having a strong connection to the local market 

can provide firms with the ability to enhance business opportunities. This is due to the reason 

that locals have a strong knowledge of market preferences, as well as cultural understanding. 

Especially in developing countries, supplier and buyer relationships are becoming of higher 

importance, in order to benefit from interconnected networks of local companies. Within 

these markets, relationship building involves a high frequency of communication (Belderbos, 

Capannelli and Fukao, 2001). 

  

During the internationalization of a firm, organizations are however often not able to establish 

a connection with locals in an appropriate way. A lack of knowledge of cultural differences 

and common business practices can be seen as the key hurdle of internationalization. 

Organizations generally tend to learn through experience while operating in the foreign 

market. In order to establish key relationships with locals, who can later on provide 
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companies with crucial information about market practices, experience can offer companies 

the ability to better evaluate business opportunities. Higher experience can, therefore, result in 

a reduction of uncertainty, related to operations in the foreign country. (Johanson and Vahlne, 

2003) 

  

Uncertainty while building relationships can be counterproductive for both the foreign partner 

and the organization itself. Risk associated with uncertainty in relationships has been shown 

to be one of the major factors that influence the success of a company’s internationalization. 

Thus, it is essential for companies to reduce this risk as much as possible. One beneficial 

strategy to diminish risk is the establishment of trust between the foreign partner and the 

company that wished to expand internationally. (Blomqvist, Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 

Nummela  and Saarenketo, 2008) 

 

2.2 Trust 

2.2.1 The concept of trust 
 

Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt and Camerer (1998, p.395) define trust as: “a psychological state 

comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the 

intentions or behaviors of another”. Hence, trust is associated with a feeling or a sensation 

that an individual is able to put his or her faith towards another person or institution, being 

sure that he or she will not be let down. It is important to analyze the two main parts of the 

definition mentioned above. The first one deals with the ability of placing yourself in a 

defenseless state within a risky scenario. The second part involves the feeling of hope about 

the outcome of a scenario being positive (Dietz, et al., 2010). 

 

Being able to blindly believe that another individual will do his or her best to ensure no harm 

is done in any way requires a high level of faith. This faith will depend on who is responsible 

for one’s well-being. Said entity can be either another human individual or an institution. 

Therefore, trust can be divided into two different types, social and institutional trust. 

(Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 1979) 

 

When it comes to the creation and establishment of trust between institutions, there are certain 

difficulties involved. Two parties engaging in business are commonly afraid of the other party 

taking advantage of the trust that is involved in information and resource sharing among 
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others. Hence, in order for institutions to trust each other, both their representative individuals 

(managers, CEOs, etc.) need to trust each other. It is essential incorporate direct interaction 

(especially face-to-face) between individuals representing different parties, in order to build a 

strong basis for institutional trust among companies. (Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011) 

 

These personal interactions are the tools that help create social trust as a stepping stone for 

two companies starting to build closer connection. When managers from two different parties 

increase the levels of mutual interaction, knowledge and understanding, they will begin to 

realize to what extend they can trust the other individual and identify the circumstances under 

which this trust can be identified as safe (Blois, 1999). Therefore, it can be stated that social 

trust is “conditio sine qua non” to achieve institutional trust. 

 

2.2.2 Trust in cross-cultural relationships 
 
The scope of this study encompasses the creation of relationships during the course of 

conducting business abroad. The success of this procedure hinges on the ability to establish 

and maintain trust across cultural differences. It follows, that an inherent tendency among 

individuals has been to create relatively stronger connections with other individuals they share 

a common culture with, as mutual conceptions are more conceivable. It is, thus, reasonable to 

assume that countrymen are much more likely to develop trust amid one another as opposed 

to cross-cultural interactions. (Manev and Stevenson, 2001) 

 

Further, different cultural environments have evolved through an informal order whereby 

inherent attributes cause the particular group to behave in a certain way. These dissimilarities 

are the driving mechanism that acts to delay the development of trust between individuals 

residing from different cultural backgrounds (Yuki, 2003). Hereby, the difference in 

developing trust among cultures plays an important role. It has been shown that cultures 

generate trust in relation to different treats. For instance, certain cultures trust others, prior to 

knowing one another, based on belonging to a shared membership group. In contrast, other 

cultures trust an unknown individual based on the probability of sharing interpersonal traits 

(Yuki, Maddux, Brewer & Takemura, 2005).  

 

Depersonalized trust can play a significant role when trying to overcome the cultural gap. 

Depersonalized trust is the extent to which individuals chose to trust someone they do not 
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know on a personal level yet (Lindholm, 2008). Already complex when implemented with 

individuals with the same national background, this scenario becomes more challenging when 

applied to a cross-cultural context. Such difference relies on the fact that cultural connections 

ease the creation of trust between countrymen (Miller, Thomas, Eden, and Hitt, 2008). Yet, if 

performed correctly, this trust can lead to the establishment and preservation of exchanges 

among foreign companies, tightening the relationship (Brewer, 1981). 

 

Nevertheless, it has been shown that country of origin (COO) can play a vital role in the 

development of trust cross cultures and can reduce risk associated to foreignness.  When 

expanding abroad it is beneficial for companies to evaluate their reputation of COO, as well 

as the overall image of the firm in the foreign market. This can give first insight of a possible 

initial presence of trust in the host country. This phenomenon is linked to the risk perceived 

by future clients. Therefore, in an industry where risk plays a major role COO can give insight 

in the possibility of initial trust being present in the market. (Michaelis, Woisetschläger, 

Backhaus & Ahlert, 2008) 

 

Moreover, it has been found that COO can benefit companies in terms of brand image and 

improve a company’s reputation. Certain geographical locations come with an already 

established prestige in the eyes of society that provide a firm with additional recognition 

merely based on its origin, rather than its performance itself (Fregidou-Malama and Hyder, 

2015).  The cultural distance present among parties involved is not identified as a factor that 

will reduce the connection between trust and performance, but rather an aspect that affects the 

degree of trust. It is important to bear in mind that in every international relationship one 

party is identified as more powerful than the other. Although these types of international 

strategic alliances are seen to be based on reciprocal interdependence across both companies 

and their respective cultural backgrounds, it is essential not to neglect that one of the parties 

will attain a higher level of vulnerability than the other. (Luo, 2002) 

 

Therefore, companies must allocate their efforts into finding a steady balance and establish 

mutual trust in an attempt to build a bridge over the cultural gap. Hence, mutual trust between 

the participants, acts as an essential factor, in order to succeed at overcoming potential cross-

cultural conflicts. (Inkpen and Beamish, 1997) 
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2.2.3 Importance of trust in the healthcare sector 
 
Besides the cross-cultural environment, this study focuses on the healthcare industry. 

Particularly the medical equipment sector, designed for the treatment of health problems such 

as cancer and brain disorders.  

 

The first type of trust required in the healthcare industry is the trust between employees 

working within a hospital or clinic. This trust allows an individual to believe that he or she 

can count on coworkers, supervisors or the organization itself, which generates the motivation 

required to treat patients. Said motivation leads to completing tasks with higher energy levels 

to help patients. This confidence will be passed onto customers and patients transitioning into 

trust over time. This means that clients will put their health into the hands of a certain 

individual because of the trust generated through demonstration of health improvement. 

(Okello and Gilson, 2015) 

 

The quality of the final outcome is a combination of the service provided and the necessary 

tools to deliver it. As a result, the patient does not only see himself connected to the 

healthcare professional but to the entire organization. This leads to a situation where the trust 

built among employees of the organization and the trust created between the healthcare 

providers and the patient himself become connected (Gilson, Palmer and Schneider, 2005). 

Thus, representing an ideal scenario for the company, since the connection to the customer is 

stronger. This results in a higher possibility of the customer returning, due to the trustworthy 

bond that has been established. 

 

When a medical physician provides a patient with a treatment that reduces or eliminates pain, 

a sensation of trust is created among them. The patient believes that the knowledge of the 

doctor will help improve the current health status. The same scenario can be translated into a 

situation where the interaction occurs between a doctor and a company that produces the 

medical equipment necessary to treat patients. (Berwick, 2003) 

 

Therefore, the most direct path to increase the level of trust that people have towards the 

healthcare industry could be to improve the performance provided, since positive outcomes 

create trust. Such level of performance requires knowledge but also up-to-date equipment to 

place knowledge into action. For example, a race car driver may be the best in a competition 

but if the car he drives is slow his skills will not live up to the required level of performance, 
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similar to the healthcare industry. (Berwick, 2003) 

 

2.3 The Cultural Gap 

2.3.1 Understanding cultural differences 
 
Besides the previously explained factors, relationships and trust, the last factor that plays a 

crucial role throughout this study is culture. “The concept of culture is defined as the 

collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category 

of people from others” (Hofstede, 2011, p.3). Therefore, culture should not be mistaken with 

personality or character, as these features are exclusive to each individual. There are different 

types of groups to which the concept of culture can be associated to such as ethnic clusters 

(e.g. tribes), countries (in politics management or sociology) and organizations themselves 

(which applies to both sociology and management). (Hofstede, 2011) 

 

In a cross-cultural environment it is important to avoid stereotyping, since individuals from 

different cultures may tend to exaggerate or misinterpret the norms and values of others, thus 

leading to a misconception of the foreign culture. This can result in challenges when trying to 

identify common aspects and trends that could build a connection between both parties, as 

one is focusing on the aspects that differ the most from one’s own culture. (Trompenaars and 

Hampden-Turner, 2011) 

 

In order to gain realistic comparisons about two distinct cultures, it is helpful to define 

parameters to identify differences among them. Being aware of this situation, Hofstede 

developed his seminal theory by introducing four main cultural dimensions as a result of 

extensive qualitative research. These dimensions act as a guideline to differentiate countries 

when it comes to their respective cultures. (Hofstede, 1984) 

 

It is important to emphasize that although this theory may have been developed over 30 years 

ago, its validity and reliability reaches high levels. Consequently, it remains as on of the main 

sources for cultural dissimilarities. The four main cultural differences are identified as: power 

distance, individualism, masculinity and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1994). Throughout 

this study, the dimensions are not used as key points to analyze Brazil and Sweden, but the 

outcome when companies from both nations engage in cooperation and relationships at a 

business level.  
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In order to gain a better understanding of the dimensions, an explanation is provided: 

 

• Power distance: The degree to which individuals holding less authority within an 

organization admit that power is not equally distributed. (Hofstede and McCrae, 

2004). It shows the strength of a recognized hierarchy. Meaning, whether those 

occupying a lower position in the hierarchical pyramid see it as reasonable that others 

hold authority. (Vidal-Suarez, Gonzalez-Diaz and Lopez Duarte, 2013) 

 

•  Individualism: The level of interdependence kept by people within a specific culture 

between its participants (Hofstede and McCrae, 2004). Some cultures tend to have 

closer ties among their members, while individuals within other cultural groups act in 

a more solitary manner. Individualistic societies tend to care about their direct 

relatives and themselves, while collectivistic societies focus on the overall well-being 

of social groups (Hall, De Jong and Steehouder, 2004).  

 

• Masculinity: Relates to whether the reason that drives people towards doing 

something is a desire to be the greatest (masculine) or having a sense of appreciation 

for what they do (feminine) (Hofstede and McCrae, 2004). Individuals in certain 

cultures are motivated to be the best at completing certain tasks, while in other 

cultures people prioritize joy in what they do. In masculine societies the job represents 

a higher priority than taking care of others (Vidal-Suarez, et al. 2013).  

 

•  Uncertainty avoidance: How people within a particular culture tend to avoid certain 

situations they identify as a threat, due to the related ambiguity (Hofstede and 

McCrae, 2004). The lack of knowledge about the consequences an action may bring is 

not handled the same way in all cultures. Such unknown circumstances represent a 

threat for societies with high uncertainty avoidance levels, while low uncertainty 

avoidance cultures have no problem being involved in unknown or risky situations 

(Hall, et al., 2004).  

 

There is criticism regarding Hofstede’s model, as it is believed that he missed crucial steps 

needed for developing a rigorous cross-cultural research (Javidan, House, Dorfman, Hanges 

and De Luque, 2006). It is important to highlight that although Hofstede mentions gaps 

between cultures’ distinct dimensions, critics claim that these do not affect a company’s 
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decisions at the same level, since not many researches have investigated their impact (Lopez-

Duarte and Vidal Suarez, 2010). Moreover, Hofstede’s work was inspired by a project 

focusing on the company IBM. Yet, including solely one corporation has an effect on the 

validity of the study when applied to the global population (Javidan, et al., 2006).  

 

It is important to keep cultural differences in mind within a company employing a cross-

cultural workforce. Yet, this situation becomes more crucial when the cross-cultural scenario 

encompasses interaction between two different firms, as it will be discussed within the 

following section. 

 

2.3.2 Importance of culture when approaching cooperation 
 
The concept of culture encompasses assumptions common to a specific national or regional 

society, which can involve organization, religion, ethics, language as well as qualities of 

social nature (Chen and Staroata, 1998). It is important that these aspects are not taken for 

granted, when initiating interaction with a foreign organization. In fact, in numerous 

occasions, managers negotiating with a firm from another country have failed to achieve 

agreement due to neglecting the cultural gap (Tu, Lin and Chang, 2011). 

 

An extensive number of researches has proven that culture acts as one of the crucial aspects 

when negotiations are undergone between parties from different nations (Salacuse, 2004). 

Thus, making cultural awareness a key factor for managers dealing with international 

relations (Chang, 2003). Prior to engaging into any type of interaction, managers need to have 

a clear view of what they will encounter when facing a foreign firm. This step will provide an 

idea of differences among cultures, which will help managers to reach a better level of 

communication during negotiations, therefore, setting the stepping stone for the start of a 

potential long-term relationship (Gannon, 2001).  

 

Culture indirectly influences the negotiation methods utilized by managers (Guo, Lin and 

Wang, 2008; Salacuse, 2004). Previous success may be the reason why some strategies are 

more common in one country than another. Such success has to deal with a nation’s business 

environment, operating under specific conditions and cultural habits specific to that location. 

If neglected, these cultural habits could represent an even tougher barrier to overcome than 

economic or legal matters (Gulbro and Herbig, 1995). Negotiations within a cross-cultural 
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context are more complicated than intra-national negotiations, due to differences in 

languages, culture and thinking patterns (Tu et al., 2011). 

 

Therefore, cross-cultural scenarios reach a higher level of complexity when negotiators of two 

different countries engage in direct interaction. If the foreign company has followed the 

research process mentioned above, its managers will hold an advantage that helps to foresee 

specific mindsets adapted by the other party and understand concepts and ideas affected by 

local culture. (Gulbro and Herbig, 1995) 

 

Moreover, prior research will lead to selecting the most suitable methods and tactics to 

improve communication, which increases the chances of succeeding during the cross-cultural 

negotiation process. For instance, during an initial face-to-face meeting impressions will be 

made and the development of a positive image can be initiated. Thus, foreign negotiators 

usually tend to adapt strategies as the interactions process develops, in order to align their 

image with the local managers’ requirements. (Tu et al., 2011) 

 

2.3.3 The role of language 
 
A situation where a company and its subsidiary in a foreign country do not share a common 

language represents a tough barrier. Such barrier may have consequences, for instance a 

decrease of efficiency due to a slower implementation of business practices. Multinational 

companies expanding abroad often encounter this scenario. A firm cannot ignore such 

challenge when selecting strategies, in order to cope with language distances between its 

mother tongue and the subsidiary’s local language. (Harzing, Köster and Magner, 2011) 

 

It is undeniable that this barrier has an effect on the level of fluency that can be reached 

during the interaction process between the headquarters and the foreign subsidiary. A weak 

type of interaction between offices tends to have a direct effect on the communication 

department, thus, increasing the already large distance created by geographic locations.  

(Lopez-Duarte and Vidal-Suarez, 2010) 

 

Regarding the particular case of Sweden and South America, there is an example from the 

past that shows how differences in language can represent an issue. Back in 2002, a European 

company based in Argentina encountered a situation where due to the absence of a common 
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language, interaction between the home office and the subsidiary had to be conducted in 

English. However, the managers at the South American office were not nearly as fluent as 

those from the European. As a result, there was a low level of understanding, which 

aggravated the existing problems created by cultural distances and caused communication to 

become inefficient between the headquarters and the foreign subsidiary. (Gimenez, 2002) 

 

Such scenario relates to the case of this study since it refers to the high English fluency of 

Swedes in comparison to South Americans. Previous studies show that enterprises original 

from Scandinavian countries do not have the possibility to use their native tongue when 

expanding to a different nation, since it is merely spoken in foreign locations (Fredriksson, 

Barner-Rasmussen and Piekkari 2006). As a result, Swedish managers hold an outstanding set 

of English-speaking abilities, much higher than most of those coming from non-English-

speaking nations (Harzing et al., 2011). 

 

These consequences of language differences transcend to relationships with customers, 

including sales and training processes. Thus, firms have to consider employing skilled locals 

who have the knowledge of communicating perfectly in the local language. Some of the 

advantages of hiring local staff members include an understanding of not only the language 

but the also the culture of customers, as well as their needs. This option provides an easier 

adaptation to a new environment and avoids the risks brought by tough barriers such as 

foreign language (Fang, Jiang, Makino and Beamish, 2010). Thus, employing locals can give 

firms the opportunity of an awareness and understanding of the specific culture in the market 

(Fregidou-Malama and Hyder, 2015).  

 

2.3.4 Cultural differences between Sweden and Brazil 
 

The national culture represents a crucial element when adapting organizational and 

managerial strategies to a new location (Metters, 2008). Sweden and Brazil as well as their 

respective cultures differ on a high level when it comes to traditions, building relationship 

practices and trust development.  

 

It is important to add that although both parties need to adapt, in order to build a relationship, 

the foreign-country firm, in this case Sweden, is expected to experience a higher degree of 

adjustments to fit the requirements of the host country. Therefore, home-country managers are 
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usually the ones in charge of adapting their business practices when working across borders. 

(Cagliano, Caniato, Golini, Longoni and Micelotta, 2011) 

 

In order to determine possible required adjustments, it is beneficial to regard the differences 

in cultural dimensions of Sweden and Brazil, following Hofstede’s study. Figure 1 gives an 

overview of the scores of each cultural dimension.  

 
Figure 1 Cultural Dimensions Sweden and Brazil, Adapted from: Hofstede (2011) 

 
 
Power distance 

Due to the high academic level in Sweden, commonly lower level employees are able to take 

the right decisions and are expected to be part of decision making processes. Likewise, 

managers tend to consider the opinion of their subordinates and communication flow is 

smooth. Hierarchy is needed to build an administrative structure but that does not imply that 

managers are controlling. (Hofstede, 1994) 

 

On the other hand, Brazilians accept that hierarchy is given. People respect authoritarian 

levels and perceive low levels of equality as tolerable. Communication is based on respect 

towards supervisors. Additionally, a more informal style between those holding a similar level 

of power is common. (Hofstede, 1994) 

 

Individualism vs. collectivism 

Swedish culture expects individuals to take care of themselves, while looking after just direct 

relatives. The Scandinavian culture presents a loose attitude when it comes to personal ties, as 
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everyone is responsible for their own well-being. (Hofstede, 1994) 

 

Brazil tends to be a collectivist country, by creating tight relationships between the family 

core and direct relatives. This family-oriented mentality is expanded to the professional 

environment. Brazilians have a tendency to establish a relationship on a personal level prior to 

engaging in business activities. Once trust is created, the business relationship will continue, 

transcending to company-related matters. (Hofstede, 1994) 

 

Masculinity vs. femininity 

A balance between personal life and the professional career characterizes the Swedish culture. 

There is no sense of favoritism, which implies that the workplace is founded on solidarity and 

equality among its members. This part of the Swedish culture can be described by the concept 

of Lagom. This defines a balance between aiming not do too much nor too little, but to reach 

the optimal level. Lagom represents a state of successfully handling personal liberty with 

responsibility tagged to social purposes, as well as balancing one’s own opinion without 

engaging in arguments with others (Barinaga, 1999). There is a relaxed atmosphere within the 

Swedish environment, as extra work is implemented only when strictly needed (Hofstede, 

1994). 

 

Although Brazil is not categorized as a pure masculine society, the high level of femininity 

presented by Sweden shows a large gap in this dimension. The Brazilian culture maintains a 

balance between accomplishing work related tasks and achieving a level of work-life-balance. 

(Hofstede, 1994) 

 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

The Swedish culture is not particularly worried about unidentified or non-concrete outcomes. 

Due to this mindset, Swedish individuals are more skilled at managing risky situations. 

(Litvin, Crotts and Hefner, 2004) 

 

One the contrary, the Brazilian society does not cope well with unknown situations. Norms 

are seen as a strict necessity and are meant to be followed at all time. Brazil is a country with 

certain safety issues, which leads to the need of following regulations and legal processes at 

all time to maintain control, thus avoiding any unnecessary risk. (Hofstede, 1994) 
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2.4 Theoretical Framework 
 
The theoretical framework is designed to give an understanding of the relation between the 

utilized theories and leads as a guideline for the empirical research. The theoretical 

framework has been retrieved from key aspects of theories used in the literature review. Table 

1 gives an overview of theories and their key statements. 

 

Number Theory Key aspects 

1 Building relationships All actions within social groups can be explained through 
individual interactions. Social communication reinforces relational 
behavior (Cook et al., 2013). Self-disclosure acts strengthen 
positive feelings about relationships (Baack et al., 2000). 
Uncertainty can be reduced through social communication, which 
in return intensifies relationship building (Johanson and Vahlne, 
2003). 
 

2 Importance of 
relationships in the host 
market 

Firms are embedded in a network of businesses in the home 
market. When expanding abroad it is crucial to build or enter 
foreign networks, to gain access to local resources (Holmlund and 
Kock, 1998). Locals can give insight in business practices in the 
host country and, thereby, reduce risk (Belderbos et al., 2001). 
Furthermore, locals can provide an understanding of the culture in 
the foreign market (Fang et al., 2010; Fregidou-Malama and 
Hyder, 2015) 

3 Trust and cross-cultural 
relationships 

Trust refers to the acceptance of vulnerability based on positive 
anticipations (Rousseau et al., 1998). Trust can exist on an 
individual or institutional level (Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 
1979). Trust is generally easier to develop among shared cultures 
(Miller et al., 2008). The establishment of trust can reduce risk 
associated with uncertainty, due to a cross-cultural interaction 
(Blomqvist et al., 2008). Reputation of COO has the ability to 
create initial trust (Michaelis, et al, 2008; Fregidou-Malama and 
Hyder, 2015). 

4 Trust in the health care 

sector 

Patients see themselves connected to the healthcare professional 
and the entire organization. Therefore, the connection of the health 
organization and the health care provider is essential to guarantee 
customer satisfaction (Gilson et al., 2005). The most important 
aspect of improving trust between the patient and the organization 
is to improve performance (Berwick, 2003). 

5 Cultural differences and 
relationship building 

Cultures can be categorized into different cultural dimensions 
(Hofstede, 1984; Hofstede, 2011) These cultural differences can 
lead to difficulties and failure of relationship building, if not 
properly addressed (Johanson and Vahlne, 2003).  
 

Table 1 Key aspects of phenomena discussed in the literature review, Source: Own, (2017) 
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The theoretical framework, presented in Figure 2 begins with the organization. The 

organization has the aim to be successful in a foreign market. It, therefore, has the need to 

build relationships with customers in the healthcare sector as well as its subsidiary. This is 

necessary in order to guarantee a successful market expansion (Holmlund and Kock, 1998; 

Belderbos et al., 2001). The healthcare sector requires strong connections and the need to 

develop trust. It is therefore important to build successful relationships with customers in the 

healthcare sector (Gilson et al., 2005; Berwick, 2003).  

 

Furthermore, relationships with the subsidiary, as well as with the customer, require strong 

relationship building, in order to close the gap of cultural differences (Hofstede, 1984). 

Therefore, it is important for the organization to build trust between individuals of the 

headquarters and the subsidiary, and between employees and customers (Johanson and 

Vahlne, 2003). The development of trust in these two entities can lead to the building of long-

term relationships (Inkpen and Beamish, 1997). Such relationships include the ones with 

customers in the host country, which will eventually be the reason why the company succeeds 

abroad. The established relationships can in return reinforce trust, which again tighten the 

closeness of relationships (Baack et al., 2000). 
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Figure 2 Theoretical Framework for Building Relationships, Source: Own (2017), Retrieved 
from: (Cook et al., 2013; Baack et al., 2000; Johanson and Vahlne, 2003; Holmlund and 
Kock, 1998; Belderbos et al., 2001; Rousseau et al., 1998; Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 1979; 
Miller et al., 2008; Blomqvist et al., 2008; Michaelis, et al, 2008; Gilson et al., 2005; 
Berwick, 2003; Hofstede, 2011) 
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3 Methodology  
 
This chapter provides an explanation of the utilized methods of research used in this study. 

Furthermore, it provides guidance on how empirical data is collected and analyzed and gives 

indications on the validity and reliability of the used data. 

 

3.1 Research method 

3.1.1 Qualitative research 
 
There are two types of methods that can be used for a study: qualitative and quantitative. 

Qualitative research refers the analysis of words, while quantitative research refers to the 

analysis of numbers. Quantitative research can, thus, explain certain numerical distributions 

more in depth than qualitative research (Bernard, 2011). The choice of qualitative or 

quantitative research can have an impact on the presentation and interpretation of results of a 

study. For instance, in cultural science values and emotions are of importance and subjectivity 

needs to be applied. Qualitative approaches can hereby aid to improve the interpretation of 

human interactions, which are difficult to quantify in numbers (Smith, 1983).  

 

Therefore the choice of method for this research is the qualitative approach, in order to 

guarantee the right interpretation of relational factors. A qualitative approach appears more 

suitable in this manner, than a quantitative approach, since it leaves room for interpretation of 

personal aspects regarding relationship building. Quantitative data can only provide limited 

answers to the stated research questions, due to the large involvement of inter-human 

processes. 

 

3.1.2 Case study 
 
Case studies are often used in qualitative social science research. Researchers claim that the 

difficulty of case studies often relies on the attempt to generalize findings. Yet, case studies 

should be viewed for one specific case only that concerned the study (Elman, Gerring and 

Mahoney, 2016). On the other hand, researchers have found that case studies are indeed able 

to view phenomena of a larger population. These argue that case studies are sufficient to 

determine generalized finings of new research (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

 

The sample selection in a case study is required to have the same objectives as a random 
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sample selection. Firstly, a sample selection needs to be representative and secondly, a 

valuable variation of samples connecting the theoretical backgrounds. Therefore, in a case 

study sample size and selection need to be considered, in order to reach data validity 

(Seawright and Gerring, 2008).  

 

The case of the Swedish health care company Elekta provides information for this study to 

determine new findings in the question of how relationships are built abroad and in the health 

care industry. The specific case of relations between the Swedish headquarters and the 

Brazilian subsidiary are investigated. The participants for this study are selected according to 

their experience level in these two markets and the value they can contribute to the study.   

 

3.2 Research Design 

3.2.1 Descriptive research 
 
Descriptive research focuses on creating understandable frameworks of events happening on a 

daily basis (Sandelowski, 2000). In descriptive research authors develop theoretical 

frameworks and make use of existing theories in order to analyze available data, rather than 

develop entirely new theories (Colorafi and Evans, 2016). Descriptive methods aim to 

investigate what data is available and what data needs to be found, in comparison to detecting 

the reason for a certain phenomenon. The implementation of a descriptive approach intends to 

validate available data with the inclusion of new information (Sandelowski, 2000). With the 

development of a theoretical framework and the analysis of new data the descriptive approach 

is, therefore, suitable for this study. 

 

3.2.2 Formulation of research questions 
 
The most important aspect of the formulation of a research question is the research ability, 

meaning that the question needs to be stated in a clear manner with a variable of concentration 

and a specified population. The research questions give guidance of the research design, such 

as descriptive or correlational research. Furthermore the question needs to be focused, feasible 

and ethical (O’Brien and DeSisto, 2013). In order to find gaps in existing literature it is 

essential to conduct an extensive literature review, which can give insight in the exiting 

theories in the field (Anastasiadis, Rajan and Winchester, 2015).  
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The defined research questions are formulated to meet these academic standards. A literature 

review has been conducted to find theoretical gaps that could indicate required further 

research. The research questions have therefore been stated to fill the research gap of building 

relationships in a cross-cultural environment.  

 

3.3 Data collection 

3.3.1 Primary data 
 
Primary data is data that is collected to solve the problem of a specific research. The 

collection of this data is conducted in a way that benefits obtaining an answer to the research 

question. Once data is available for the public it is considered to be secondary data. A 

common tool to obtain secondary data is the use of interviews. Interviews can be conducted in 

the form of surveys or personal interaction. (Hox and Boeije, 2005) 

 

The primary data for this study is collected through interviews, in order to get new insight in 

the phenomenon of relationship building within a cross-cultural setting. Primary data is 

analyzed and compared to the theoretical findings. Using interviews to answer the stated 

research questions is most suitable in this case, due to the ability to gain expert information in 

the field. Furthermore, interviews allow an in depth information gathering.  

 

3.3.2 Secondary data 
 
Secondary data refers to information that was originally collected for another research 

purpose and is used to support the findings of research questions. Finding relevant secondary 

data can involve certain problems, such as identifying appropriate sources, as well as being 

able to distinguish if data suits quality requirements for the study. A common strategy to find 

suitable secondary data is the use of data archives. (Hox and Boeije, 2005) 

 

Secondary data for this study is retrieved from online library databases from the University of 

Gävle, as well as Google Scholar. For further information regarding company details, data is 

collected from official websites. For certain detailed information, course books from the 

library of University of Gävle are used.  
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3.3.3 Presentation of interview data 
 
In the case of collection of data through interviews, researchers have two types of possibilities 

to present the interview data. Firstly, researchers can chose to transcribe interviews and 

secondly, researchers can chose to note essential parts of the interview. Hereby, time and cost 

involved with either method can be a factor of the decision. A transcription can for instance 

not include all environmental and interpretative factors of the verbally recorded interview. 

Researchers can decide whether to include nonlinguistic remarks, such as verbal expressions 

in the transcript. Transcripts can aid to find interview quotes that can be of value afterwards. 

On the other hand, researchers may decide to only note key aspects of a transcript. (McLellan, 

MacQueen and Neidig, 2003) 

 

In this study interviews are audio recorded and notes of key aspects are taken during the 

interview. Afterwards, interviews are transcribed and compared to the notes taken beforehand. 

This can give indications on the collected data and the most important factors of the 

interview. Non-verbal expressions are noted during the interviews, in order to be included in 

the general notes afterwards. This process increases the reliability of the study, since patterns 

of interviews can be indemnified. 

 

3.4 Interview structure 
 
Interviews can be hold in various different manners, such as questionnaires or semi-structured 

interviews. Questionnaires are often used in surveys when aiming to gain information form a 

large population. Questions in surveys are however clearly stated and often inflexible. In 

comparison, semi-structured interviews allow certain flexibility for the interviewer as well as 

the interviewee. In this type of interview, questions are prepared beforehand and can be 

changed during the interview process. This allows the interviewer to obtain a wider amount of 

data in fields that are considered to be important. (Clifford, Cope, Gillespie and French, 2016) 

 

In this study semi-structured interviews are conducted, in order to allow certain flexibility 

during interviews and give the opportunity to deepen information gathering from specific 

questions. During interviews the pre-defined questionnaire is used, interviewers do however 

add follow-up questions regarding topics that are considered to be of importance. Hence, the 

duration of the interview varies depending on the interviewee, position and company 

experience. The interview duration according to each participant is stated in Table 3. 
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3.4.1 Study participants 
 
The selection of a sample size and study participants is crucial for the validity of the research 

findings. Researchers need to carefully select participants according to their value and 

experience level. A sample size should be selected in order to reach data saturation, which can 

differ depending on the field of study. Research has shown that in interview-based studies a 

minimum sample size of 10 can reach high data validity. (Francis, Johnston, Robertson, 

Glidewell, Entwistle, Eccles and Grimshaw, 2010) 

 

The interview participants for this study are carefully selected according to experience level 

and value for this study. Participants include employees of Elekta and external experts on the 

Brazilian healthcare sector. External experts have been included in this study, in order to 

acquire an outside view of the Brazilian market, involving the healthcare industry, as well as 

cultural aspects. The total sample size of this study consists of 11. Table 2 gives an overview 

of the study’s participants, their position and their location.  

 

Number Participant Location Company General Information 
1  VP, South 

America 
(VPSA) 

Brazil Elekta Former manager of Elekta’s competitor 
Varian, with over 20 years of experience 
in the field. 

2 Product 
Specialist (PS) 

Brazil Elekta Used to work at a German company 
before Elekta. Moved to sales within 
technological knowledge in 2012. 

3 Sales Manager 
(SM) 

Brazil Elekta Working for Elekta since 2010. 
Specializes in service sales and upgrade 
solutions in Brazil. Previously worked for 
a hospital, which is the biggest customer 
of Elekta in Brazil.  

4 Marketing 
Manager (MM) 

Brazil Elekta Focuses on marketing operations, has 
been working at Elekta since 2012. 

5 Application 
Training Team 
Leader / 
Coordinator 
(TC) 

Brazil Elekta Former trainer for 6 years at Elekta, 
became a training coordinator for the 
company’s market in South America one 
year ago. 

6 Vice President 
of Sales and 
Marketing 
Eastern Europe, 
Middle East and 
Latin America 
(VPS) 

Stockholm Elekta Started in 1992 at Elekta’s office in 
Stockholm. Has 25 years of experience in 
sales and marketing, focusing on Elekta’s 
gamma knife.  

7 VP 
Neuroscience 

Stockholm Elekta Started working for Elekta in 1989, when 
there were only 25-30 employees 
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Sales and 
Marketing 
(VPN) 

worldwide, in offices in Sweden, France 
and USA. Was directly involved in the 
market expansion to Brazil. 

8 Chief 
Commercial 
Officer (CCO) 

Stockholm Elekta Started working for Elekta in 2008. Has 
been working for the company’s 
subsidiary in Hong Kong and is involved 
in business operations with Brazil since 
2012. 

9 Site Manager 
(SMS) 

Stockholm Elekta Over 40 years of experience in the 
medical equipment sector. Used to work 
at a hospital that is considered to be the 
“mother of Elekta”. 

10 Doctor (D) Spain External Over 30 years of medical experience in 
Spanish speaking countries, studied part 
of his medical degree in Brazil. 

11 Consultant (C) Brazil External Brazilian Ph.D. in molecular biology. 
Worked 17 years in life science industry 
in sales and marketing and 4 years as a 
consultant. Has helped Brazilian and 
German companies to expand their 
businesses. 

Table 2 Interview participants, Source: Own (2017) 

 

3.4.2 Interview channels 
 
Interview channels can consist of telephone, web-conference tools, e-mail or face-to-face 

interviews. Each type of channel is related to certain advantages and disadvantages. 

Telephone interviews for instance can lead to a lack of personal contact that would be present 

in a face-to-face interview. Web-conference tools allow the presence of visual traits that can 

increase the personal touch, compared to telephone interviews (Vogl, 2013). Nevertheless, the 

tools do not allow personal contact in the same extent as face-to face interviews (Clifford, et 

al., 2016). 

 

Interviews in this study are conducted via Skype (S), Cisco Webex (WX) and face-to-face 

(FF) in Elekta’s headquarters in Stockholm and external locations. Face-to-face interviews are 

chosen when possible, in order to not diminish personal factors of the interview setting. 

However, certain interviews at the Swedish headquarters were not possible to be held face-to-

face, due to time scheduling of interview participants. Interviews with the Brazilian subsidiary 

are held via Skype, due to the geographic distance. The interview language used is either 

English (E) or Spanish (SP). Table 3 gives an overview of the utilized channel, language and 

duration of each interview. 
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Number Participant Channel Location Language Duration 
1  VP, South America S Brazil E 1h 15min 
2 Product Specialist S Brazil E 1 h 
3 Sales Manager S Brazil E 1 h 15min 
4 Marketing Manager S Brazil E 1 h 15min 
5 Application Training 

Team Leader / Coordinator 
S Brazil E 1 h 

6 Vice President of Sales 
and Marketing Eastern 
Europe, Middle East and 
Latin America 

WX Stockholm E 1h 15min 

7 VP Neuroscience Sales 
and Marketing 

S Stockholm E 1 h 

8 Chief Commercial Officer S Stockholm E 1 h 
9 Site Manager FF Stockholm E 1 h 
10 Doctor FF Spain SP 1h 10 min 
11 Consultant S Brazil E 1 h 

Table 3 Interview channels, language and duration, Source: Own (2017) 

 

3.4.3 Interview questions 
 
Interview questions have been derived from the theoretical framework, in order to guarantee a 

complete collection of data required for the analysis. Questions are linked to the literature gap 

to assure an adequate answer to the research question. Table 4 gives an overview of the 

interview questions and their connection to the theory. Nevertheless, since this research 

compromised semi-structured interviews, questions were adapted to the interview flow. 

Eisenhardt (1989) claims that alterations to interview questions throughout the research 

process can give the benefit of being able to investigate specific opportunities that arise 

during interviews. 

 
Number Question Connection to Theory 

1 Could you please briefly introduce yourself, your tasks in 
the company and your working experience in the 
organization?  

This question can give indications on the 
suitability of the participant for the study 
(Francis et. al., 2010). 

2 Are you involved in business operations with 
Sweden/Brazil? 

This question can give indications on the 
suitability of the participant for the study 
(Francis et. al., 2010). 

3 Have you been involved in the market expansion to 
Brazil? 

This question can give indications on the 
suitability of the participant for the study 
(Francis et. al., 2010). 

4 If yes, could you please tell us how long you have been in 
contact with the Brazilian subsidiary/Swedish 

This question can give indications on the 
suitability of the participant for the study and 
the level of experience in the foreign market 
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headquarters?  (Francis et. al., 2010). 

5 Which were the first steps you took to establish a 
connection to the Brazilian market/ Swedish 
headquarters/ Customers in Brazil?  

Connections to the new market are often not 
present yet, when expanding into a new 
country. Initial contact to partners in the 
market can be critical for the success of future 
business. Cultural knowledge plays an 
important role in the establishment of a 
connection to the new market (Johanson and 
Vahlne, 2003; Belderbos et al., 2001).  

6 What mediums did you use to establish contacts in/to the 
foreign market?  

It is crucial for companies to gain access to 
local business networks. However, there are 
different options, such as establishing private 
contact with a local. Thus, this question aims 
to find out which options were present and 
which one were chosen when it comes to 
implementing the expansion. (Holmlund and 
Kock, 1998) 

7 Do you think personal meetings are essential, to 
guarantee a relationship establishment or is it also 
possible to communicate via electronic tools, such as 
email, phone calls etc.? 

Choosing the most suitable level of 
communication will increase the chances of 
achieving success during cross-cultural 
negotiations (Tu et al., 2011). Hence, it is 
important to know if there is a necessity of 
arranging personal meetings to guarantee the 
relationship is solidified or new technologies 
such as instant messaging and 
videoconferences can act as a substitute to 
provide similar results. 

8 Were there any differences you noticed regarding 
relationship building during the market expansion to 
Brazil, when compared to Sweden? 

There are differences in Brazil and Sweden 
regarding cultural dimensions Hofstede (2011). 
The purpose of this question is to find a pattern 
between the dimensions and the link to a real 
life scenario. 

9 

 

If yes, to what extent did those differences make 
cooperation more difficult?  

Cooperation between managers from different 
countries can be unsuccessful if one of the 
parties (or both) does not understand the 
existing cultural gap (Tu et al., 2011). Brazil 
and Sweden being two different cultures, it is 
necessary to gain an insight on the level of the 
negative impact added by such a scenario. 

10 What did you do from your side to overcome these cultural 
differences?  

By conducting previous research a manager 
will have a clear view of the gap between both 
cultures, thus improving the level of 
communication (Gannon, 2001). This question 
is designed to find if prior research is sufficient 
to overcome cultural differences or if other 
additional methods are required to accomplish 
successful cooperation. 

11 Was there a lack of trust between individuals and/or 
companies in general and were you suspicious towards the 
foreign partner? 

The cultural distance between two parties of 
different backgrounds does play a role in the 
degree of trust. It is believed that people tend to 
trust those they share a common culture or 
nationality with, rather than a person from 
another cultural background (Luo, 2002). This 
question aims to investigate on trust levels in 
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an international setting during Elekta’s market 
expansion. 

12 How have the relationships between the Swedish 
headquarters and the Brazilian subsidiary evolved when 
compared to the beginning?  

The growth of a solid type of trust can lead to 
the establishment and preservation of 
exchanges and interaction between companies, 
with the outcome of bringing them closer 
together over time (Brewer 1981). The 
development of the relationship, based on 
interaction and trust over the time, experienced 
by participant of the market expansion can be 
an indicator of the progress achieved by both 
parties. 

13 How often are you in contact nowadays with the 
subsidiary/headquarter/customer to guarantee maintenance 
of the established relationships?  

Communication is a key aspect in order to 
build durable relationships between two 
individuals (Bradac 2001). The theoretical 
discussion includes the creation of 
relationships, as well as the maintenance of 
established connections and networks. This 
question aims to find a link between the 
academic view of this matter and the case of 
Elekta. 

14 Looking back at the process, is there anything you think 
could/should have been done differently? What would you 
suggest others when wanting to expand internationally, 
regarding relationships? 

This question balances the knowledge acquired 
through academic research and the decisions 
taken within a real life case. As an outcome it 
could provide indications for further research, 
in order to gain an idea of what would be the 
results if decisions were taken in a different 
matter. Furthermore, this question can cover 
certain points that the interviewee would like to 
add that have not been discussed before. 

15 Regarding future operations, is there anything that 
indicates changes of the organizational structure in Brazil, 
e.g. plans for expansion? 

This question can give insight in the future 
requirements of relationships in the South 
American market and future strategies. 

Table 4 Overview of interview questions and connection to the theory, Source: Own (2017) 

 

3.5 Presentation of Empirical findings 
 
The empirical section includes information gathered from 11 interviews. The structure 

adapted to explain the empirical findings is designed to match subtopics discussed during the 

interviews. These subtopics were identified from common patterns of the interviews. Such 

subtopics are defined as: 

 

A) The establishment of Elekta’s office in Brazil 

B) Relationship and trust with the Swedish office 

C) Staffing strategy for host-country subsidiary 

D) Global corporate communication 
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E) Cultural differences  

F) Customer relationship  

 

In order to gain an external point-of-view, two individuals unaffiliated to the company are 

consulted. The purpose is to obtain information about the field from an outside position, in 

order to compare Elekta’s situation to the perception of experts with years of experience 

within the field. Subtopics of externals are identified as: 

 

A) Cultural information 

B) Language 

C) Conducting business in Brazil 

D) Relationships 

 

3.6 Analysis of Empirical findings 
 
The selection of the analysis method to be implemented is subject to several factors, such as 

the area of study, the orientation of research questions, the identity of the authors and the 

experience among others (Braun and Clarke, 2014). Therefore, not all topics and contexts are 

suitable for every method available. The one chosen in this case is a thematic analysis, as this 

practice provides researches with a plan to find and analyze the different patterns created by 

the qualitative data collected (Clarke and Braun, 2013).  

 

In order to structure and analyze data the six following phases are used (Braun and Clarke, 

2006): 

 Phase 1: Getting familiar with own collected data 

 Phase 2: Identify codes 

 Phase 3: Detect themes 

 Phase 4: Review defined themes 

 Phase 5: Name the ultimate themes 

 Phase 6: Analysis of data 

  

Both primary and secondary information is analyzed, with the objective of identifying 

common patterns. The aim is to find if theories match the empirical knowledge, or if on the 

other hand, current academic work does not correlate with the empirical findings. Therefore, 
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empirical data gathered by interviews is investigated on how new insight affects the 

previously obtained theoretical information from academic articles, journals and books. The 

identified themes are demonstrated in point 3.5 Presentation of Empirical Findings. Table 8 at 

the end of the analysis provides insight regarding new findings and explanations on how the 

newly obtained information supports or differs from present scientific knowledge. Thematic 

analyses are considered to be a helpful instrument to analyze issues regarding healthcare and 

well-being (Braun and Clarke, 2014), thus, matching the specifications of this research.  

 
 

3.7 Validity 
 
In order to reach validity of the study it is important to consider certain factors. There are 

different types of validity in research such as face, construct and external validity. Face 

validity relates the ability of a reader to comprehend the validity of a method of research. 

Construct validity is especially important in non-face-to-face interviews, where questions 

cannot be further explained. It refers to the extent to which questions might be misunderstood 

and measurements have, therefore, been altered. External validity refers to the ability of 

generalizing of results to other situations. (Greener, 2008) 

 

This research included a sample size of 11, in order to be able to acquire a representative data 

collection. Study participants have been selected according to experience levels to collect data 

that is of high value and reduce errors in data related to an inability to answer certain 

questions. Face-to-face and Skype interviews allowed further explanation of questions, which 

decrease the possibility of misinterpretations of questions.  

 

3.8 Reliability  
 
Reliability is compulsory for research studies in order to generate transparency. This is 

necessary to ensure that future research is able to reach comparable results in the same 

research setting, or that researchers can ensure that results are valid. Only when these aspects 

are given a research can be reliable (Greener, 2008). Furthermore, reliable research should 

include a transparent data collection, in order for the reader to be able to follow the research 

methodology. This does not solely include verbal data collection but observation and 

comparison of collected information with secondary data (Minayo, 2012).  
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In this research data in the empirical part is structured into two different parts, in order to 

reach clarity for the reader: 

 

1. Data of Elekta employees who know the company and its operations  

2. Data of external sources that can give an outside point of view for non-company 

related matters (culture, language, etc.). 

 

Furthermore, answers of participants are structured in patterns that arose during interviews. 

This helps to generate comprehension for the reader on how data was collected and organized. 

All interview questions are provided in Appendix 1, interview participants and duration is 

given in Table 3, and interview data is provided in the empirical chapter, in order to generate 

transparency of the information collected for this study. 

 

3.9 Ethical consideration 
 

During the research process there are various aspects researchers need to take into account, in 

order to ensure ethical behavior. When interviewees are politely invited to conduct interviews 

it is helpful to provide information regarding the topic and interview questions, as well as an 

estimate duration of the event. This ensures that interviewees can be correctly prepared. In 

order to maintain a true and real track of the input collected from interviews it is advisable to 

record dialogues. Yet, it is essential for the researcher to obtain the permission of the 

interviewee. Offering the possibility of maintaining an anonymous status for the interviewees’ 

persona is advisable, as participants may provide delicate information about the company. 

(Driscoll, 2011) 

 

Various steps have been taken during the research process in this study, in order to follow 

ethical considerations. Firstly, for interviewees to understand the purpose and aim of the 

study, as well as the data that is necessary to be collected, invitation letters have been sent via 

email. An example of the letter is presented in Appendix 3. Furthermore, certain participants 

wished to be anonymous. Therefore, all interviewees are quoted with their job position code 

stated in Table 2, instead of their direct names. Additionally, prior to interviews, participants 

have been asked for permission to record the interview dialog.    



 34 

4 Empirical Findings  
 
The following chapter provides all primary data gathered from interviews with the managers 

of Elekta from Sweden and Brazil. Furthermore, the chapter illustrates data collected from 

external sources. Data has been structured by dividing it into the main themes identified 

during interviews. Recognized patterns and findings are summarized in tables in the end of 

this chapter. 

 

4.1 Empirical Data from Interviews with Elekta employees 

4.1.1 Establishment of Elekta’s office in Brazil 
 
Elekta is a Swedish company that specializes in the production and commercialization of 

medical equipment, as well as the proper training for its customers. The equipment is 

designed to treat health conditions such as those dealing with cancer and brain disorders. 

(Elekta, 2017-03-09) 

 

Although its headquarters are based in Stockholm, the firm has expanded throughout the 

globe, accounting for 3,600 employees worldwide. Nowadays, it has physical presence in 26 

countries and combined with its official distributors in many more countries, it provides over 

6,000 hospitals with the necessary equipment for the well-being of its patients. (Elekta, 2017-

03-09) 

 

Elekta divides its activities into two major fields, Neuroscience and Radiotherapy, whose 

main offices are located in Sweden and U.K. respectively. Besides the equipment itself, the 

company also develops the necessary software, in order to successfully operate the machines. 

Most of the work related with the software occurs at Elekta’s locations in the U.S. (VPSA, 

VPN, VPS, CCO, 2017) 

 
Elekta’s expansion to the Brazilian market was initially conducted through the use of 

distributors. Distributors are local companies that have knowledge in the market and are in 

charge of the sales of medical products from various firms. All operations during that time 

were handled from the Spanish office, due to the perception of the company of similar culture 

and language. This strategy was however found to be unsuccessful because of the distance to 

the South American market. Relationships were found to be difficult to build across countries 

and through distributors. Additionally, the Spanish office was not well perceived by 
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Brazilians, since the Spanish way of building relationships did not match the Brazilian 

culture. This had the effect that Elekta did not experience the expected sales of their products 

in the South American market. Another reason stated for a lack of sales was the missing 

support of the Swedish headquarters. 

 

Thus, Elekta decided to establish its own business unit in South America, due to the market 

size, the sales opportunity and a decreased distance to the customer. Swedish employees of 

the headquarters initiated the beginning stage of the Brazilian subsidiary. Interviewees stated 

that the expansion started with the acquisition of a Brazilian company with service engineers 

employed. This had the advantage of not having to train new engineers in the field. In order to 

be able to work independently, an engineer requires one-year training. Therefore, the 

acquisition of the Brazilian company brought various cost advantages with it.  

 

In order to build relationships with customers in Brazil the company had two strategies. The 

first strategy involved employing the competitor’s manager. This manager, now vice 

president of South America (VPSA), has over 20 years of working experience in the field and 

has long-term relationships to his customers. These customers chose to continue on doing 

business with the manager, even though he started working for the company’s competitor. 

The second strategy was to attend conferences and sales events to gain the opportunity of 

acquiring new customers. However, nowadays the company tends to meet already existing 

customers at these meetings, since the networks in the sector are rather small.  

 

When the first physical location in Brazil was established, the company employed a small 

team of Brazilian staff members. These members, such as the VP of South America, already 

had knowledge in the field, which had the advantage of being familiar with the local market. 

During the starting phase of the Brazilian office, employees received support from the 

Swedish headquarters. This involved Swedish staff members travelling to the headquarters in 

Brazil, as well as administrative, HR and financial support. Face-to-face meetings were 

initiated for training, sales meetings and support.  
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4.1.2 Relationship and Trust with the Swedish Office 
 
The contact with the Swedish office started in the beginning of the establishment of the 

Brazilian subsidiary. Not all employees nowadays are however in direct contact with the 

headquarters. Elekta started to penetrate the Brazilian market with their Gamma-Knife 

product, few years after the expansion to Brazil. Since this item is produced and distributed 

from Sweden, relationships of other employees with the headquarters became more personal. 

This was due to the reason that the subsidiary required support and training for sales for this 

specific product. 

 

The Vice President of International Sales and Marketing (VPS), as well as the Vice President 

of Neuroscience (VPN) stated that during the market expansion the Brazilian office received 

the necessary support from the headquarters. Nowadays the office is however self-sufficient 

and little support from the Swedish side is required. Therefore, employees are only in contact 

with the headquarters in case of required technical or knowledge support. Reporting from the 

Brazilian subsidiary is not referred to the Swedish office but is done via the American 

subsidiary. 

 

One aspect the VPSA however added was that training from the Swedish headquarters should 

be more frequent. It would be advantageous for the contact to customers to have Swedish 

sales and cultural trainings three to four times a year, since Elekta adopts a mixed strategy 

when contacting customers. Relationships with customers are established according to 

Brazilian business practices, do however include aspects of the Swedish business practices 

and culture, such as showing mutual respect. The frequent presence of a Swedish trainer at the 

Brazilian office would help to implement factors of the Swedish culture that are perceived to 

be positive by Brazilians. Training on Swedish business practices used to be more frequent in 

the beginning of the establishment of the Brazilian office. Nowadays, meetings are only held 

once to twice a year, with a weekly scheduled videoconference.  

 

For the Gamma-Knife project a new product specialist (PS) was put in charge working closely 

together with the VP of Sales (VPS) from the Swedish headquarters. The manager is 

American but has been working for Elekta for 25 years. The relationship to the Brazilian 

office involved initial face-to-face contact. The VPS tends to travel frequently due to his 

position within the company and was introduced to the product specialist during a business 

trip to Brazil in 2015. Yet, face-to-face contact is not the case in most situations, as 
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communication with employees stationed in other countries is mainly conducted via 

electronic tools. Therefore, even if contact is on a regular basis it does not necessarily mean 

that it is face-to-face. 

Even though, both offices are working on the same projects, the communication procedure is 

not always fluent. Due to the VPS’ busy schedule, communication from the Brazilian office, 

if help is required, is via email at first. If emails are not answered within a few days phone 

calls are initiated. Brazilian employees are aware of the vice president’s busy agenda and 

therefore adapt to the situation.  

 

During the first phase of the relationship of the new PS and the VPS, little time was spent to 

talk and exchange ideas regarding the project. It was rather a stage of getting to know each 

other on a personal basis prior to discussing business. Initial levels of trust between both 

parties were low, a situation that changed after realizing the skills and competencies of each 

other. Trust levels changed once the VPS realized that the product specialist had professional 

skills and competencies regarding sales concepts and Elekta’s products. “I presented the 

product to some customers together with him and he saw what I can do. Now he asks me to do 

certain things he would have not asked me in the past because he trusts me now” (PS, 2017).  

 

Although as explained by the PS, their interaction does not reach the extent of a friendship, 

due to both not meeting physically on a regular basis, he did admit that the relationship is 

open and trust is strong. The development of the relationship also influenced communication 

between the VPS and the PS. For instance the PS stated that the outcome of him sharing an 

idea in the past, when compared to now would be very different, due to the increase of trust 

experienced during the past year. This is the case since initial low trust was perceived as an 

uncertainty of the VPS reaction to sharing ideas. By increasing levels of trust the PS is certain 

that sharing ideas is perceived as positive from the VPS’s side. 

 

Moreover, an increase of trust was seen from the headquarters’ side. During the beginning 

stages of the Brazilian subsidiary budgeting, legal and physical issues were 100 % monitored 

and controlled by the Swedish office. The Swedish office was able to identify skills and 

competencies of the Brazilian side throughout the years, which lead to increased trust. Thus, 

nowadays the Brazilian office is able to determine its own budgets without the required 

approval of the headquarters. 
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4.1.3 Staffing strategy for host-country subsidiary 
 
The office in Sao Paulo is operated by a majority of Brazilians, which was a requirement of 

the company, in order to overcome cultural and language barriers. Employing locals resulted 

in a more effective performance within the Brazilian market. Nevertheless, interviewees 

stated that this strategy was not necessarily the best option when engaging in activities with 

the firm’s customers. As explained by the VPSA: “Brazilian people enjoy talking to 

foreigners and if you send a Swedish person to talk to the local customer he will be more 

effective than us. Having a Swedish person permanently at the office would be very 

beneficial” (VPSA, 2017).  

 

The reason behind this is that Brazilians see the Swedish reputation of the company as 

prestigious. Interviewees claimed that Brazilian customers are more likely to trust a Swede 

than a Brazilian, due to the fact that Sweden is a developed country. On the other hand, it is 

more difficult to establish trust with individuals of emerging markets, due to the fact that 

customers believe that local employees do not understand the products the same way staff 

members from the developed country do. Local employees are seen to only be told how to sell 

the products by the headquarters, without the actual product knowledge.  

 

Interview participants stated that employing a small number of Swedes in the Brazilian office 

would be beneficial for sales. The disadvantages are however high costs of employing 

Swedish staff members. Due to an expatriate status these employees would generate large 

expenses for the company and there is no evidence that advantages of higher sales would 

outweigh the financial cost. Employees added that employing a Swede is not required at the 

moment, since trust between Brazilian employees and local customers is already well 

established and Swedes do attend important sales meetings. 

 

4.1.4 Global Corporate Communication 
 
Elekta’s offices span a network worldwide. Communication between offices is not directed 

towards one location and offices are interconnected. Thus, the Brazilian subsidiary is not 

solely in contact with the Swedish headquarters but also with other subsidiaries. The offices 

that the Brazilian subsidiary is communicating with the most are the Swedish, the U.K. and 

the U.S. office. Global corporate communication is important for Elekta since production and 

distribution are not centralized. Products are produced in different locations and each office 
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has different expertise regarding certain products. Therefore, subsidiaries need to be able to 

communicate with each other, in order to acquire necessary information.  

 

The company’s network is strong and well-managed. Elekta has established a corporate 

Skype account, which allows all of its employees to be in contact within one click. 

Additionally, the firm created a database where an employee can access information of any of 

the company’s workers, in order to arrange phone calls or send emails to require information. 

Thus, employees of Elekta are able to constantly communicate across global offices, even 

though employees might not know each other in person. As an example the PS mentioned that 

he contacted a colleague in England the week prior to the interview regarding an IT matter.  

 

When it comes to training, employees of Elekta Brazil make use of the corporate 

communication system. In case of a problem, trainers firstly contact the regional department. 

If the regional department cannot solve the problem they reach out to the European main 

department for help. Throughout the years training coordinators have built relationships with 

European and American employees. Therefore, it is possible in some cases to directly contact 

the right people for the specific situation.  

 

Figure 3 describes the connection of the Brazilian office to the U.S., U.K. and Swedish office. 

These three offices were included in the figure, since they were discussed during interviews. 
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Key: 

 
Figure 3 Structure of communication across offices, Source: Retrieved from Elekta interviews 
(2017) 

 

4.1.5 Cultural Differences 
 
Cultural Differences from a Brazilian Point-of-View 
 
The employees interviewed from the Brazilian offices had an international background and 

have experienced working environments with mixed cultures. Therefore, cultural differences 

are noticeable for staff members, however employees said they are able to adapt to these 

differences. When asked about the main cultural differences between Sweden and Brazil 

interviewees agreed on the fact that dissimilarities do exist.  

 

Interviewees explained that Europeans are not as fast-paced and pressure Brazilian employees 

less, when compared to the North Americans. Europe was often compared to the North 

American office in interviews, since the communication with the U.S. office is frequent and 

the main competitor in Brazil is an American company. Additionally, Elekta’s employees 
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considered Brazilians to be different from Europeans, since in South America time perception 

and organization are different.  

 

The one cultural difference that was stated to be the most noticeable was related to time and 

scheduling. It is usual in South America to attend a meeting or business date after its 

scheduled time. When inquired about the consequences of this on the relationship with the 

Swedish contact, the PS explained that it did not represent an issue: “Usually people 

understand how we work here so it was never a big problem for us and was solved very 

easily” (PS, 2017). He stated that the person coming from Sweden has to make a bigger effort 

adapting to the local culture, rather than the Brazilians adjusting their habits to the foreign 

partner. 

 

It was also stated that there is a different approach in Brazil when it comes to the way guests 

are treated. The training coordinator (TC) added that when visitors from other offices of 

Elekta come to Brazil they are generally invited for dinner and lunch. The Brazilian staff 

members also try to guide guests through the local city and make them feel welcome.  

On the other hand, when the TC visited the European office relationships were solely based 

on a professional basis and employees were more distance. Therefore, the TC was on her own 

exploring the foreign city and stated that it was more difficult to build relationships with the 

Europeans than it would be in Brazil: “In Brazil everyone is very welcoming, especially in 

Sao Paulo where Brazilians from all different areas come together. We try to help each other 

and people are warmer compared to how it felt in Europe. It is our culture to build 

relationships with everyone we meet and it is a very important aspect for us” (TC, 2017). 

The training coordinator gave an example of a real life situation, in order to explain the 

cultural differences she has identified between European countries and Brazil when it comes 

to the training department: “When there is a problem with the equipment not working when 

training a customer, Brazilians try to do everything they can to fix it, even though it is not 

their duty, but the engineer’s” (TC, 2017).  

This was explained as Brazilian customers seeing the company as a whole, rather than 

differentiating the tasks of the training team with those belonging to the engineers or 

maintenance department. On the other hand, in Europe employees would notify the person 

responsible for the maintenance of the machine, due to the fact that customers in Europe 

know that a trainer’s job is to train, rather than repairing the product. Interviewees argued that 



 42 

Brazilians and Europeans do not only have different business practices but also different 

relationships with the customers.  

Despite cultural differences, Elekta incorporated Swedish business practices into the Brazilian 

market. Emphasizing the Swedish origin of the company is perceived 100% positively, as 

stated by the sales manager (SM). Staff members in Brazil are trained on Swedish sales 

strategies and include these in the relationship building aspects of the Brazilian culture. 

Differences that were pointed out were the respect given towards individuals. As the VPSA 

argues: “In the Swedish business practices you are seen as a person, not just as a number. 

This has an enormously positive effect on our customer relationships” (VPSA, 2017). 

 
 
Cultural Differences from a Swedish Point-of-View 
 
One main difference between Sweden and Brazil noticed from the Swedish side was the high 

rate of employee turnover. The VPS in Sweden added that Brazilian employees tend to 

change positions and companies on a frequent basis. This affects Elekta by experiencing high 

losses in recruitment processes, as well as training. The reason for the frequent change of 

position was related to the BRIC country environment, since in a growing economy a change 

of employment means a higher income with each change.  

Therefore, employees tend to change positions after one year. This has an effect on the 

relationships built within the company. The SM argued that a strategy to maintain employees 

working outside the office, such as sales men travelling through the country, is to invite them 

to the subsidiary on a frequent basis. Furthermore, the VPN stated that it is important to stay 

in contact with employees working in the field. Therefore, instant messaging and video 

conferencing tools are utilized to maintain the relationship and reduce the high turnover in the 

company. 

Furthermore, a difference in time perception was also noticed from the Swedish side. Workers 

stated that meetings do not start at the exact time they are scheduled. It was however also 

added that the difference in time perception does not have any large negative impact on 

working practices. As the VPS added: “We know that people in Brazil see time differently 

than we do in Europe. When I travel to Brazil I am aware of these differences and try to 

adjust to them. They have found their own way of working efficiently” (VPS, 2017). However, 

he also stated that in Brazil due to the importance of building relationships the sales process is 

longer than in Europe. 
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It is important to add hereby that interviewees from the headquarters stated that cultural 

differences between Sweden and Brazil do not have any negative effects on business and 

relationships. On the one hand, this is due to the reason that locals employed have good 

market knowledge. On the other hand, it is due to the fact that Brazilians admire the Swedish 

origin of the company. Therefore, cultural differences have rather positive effects on 

relationship building. 

 

Language Adaptation 
 
Language is an important factor for the company’s success. Since Brazil is the hub office for 

all Latin American customers, it is a requirement for all employees to speak fluent 

Portuguese, Spanish and English. This is due to the reason that some customers do speak 

English or Spanish. Employees stated that customers like to receive service in their native 

language and even though Elekta has previously tried to conduct training with a translator, 

clients prefer immediate contact with the trainer or sales manager. One of the main aspects 

addressed during the interview, when it comes to relationships and trust, was language. 

Employees of the Brazilian office never felt the need to learn Swedish, as Swedes know how 

to communicate in English, the official language of Elekta.  

 

Regarding the communication within the office in Brazil, although everyone speaks 

Portuguese, emails are written in English. The reason for this is that emails are forwarded to 

other offices and writing in a common language facilitates communication between offices: 

“At the office we write in English but we talk in Portuguese” (SM, 2017). Employees 

travelling from the Swedish office often also know Spanish, which helps when interacting 

with other Latin American customers. Interviewees stated that, therefore, there was never any 

specific issue regarding misunderstandings due to a foreign language. 

 

Yet, language may present itself as a barrier when engaging in interaction with Brazilian 

customers. In Brazil not everybody speaks English, therefore, being able to communicate in 

Portuguese is an advantage to get closer to a current or potential customer. When asked about 

the VPS ability to speak Portuguese, the product specialist explained: “He already speaks 

both English and Spanish and he does not have time to learn Portuguese now, since he travels 

a lot; also he does not talk to customers, just us” (PS, 2017). However, he believed that the 

VPS would try to learn the local language if it was necessary to conduct business activities.  
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Cultural gap in Elekta 

It appears that there are cultural differences between Sweden and Brazil. However, none of 

the interviewees stated that these differences have a demolishing effect on relationships 

between the two offices. Reasons for his might be the intercultural experience of employees 

from both locations and the view of the Swedish origin.  

 

On the other hand, the company managed to reduce the cultural gap in the Brazilian market 

by employing locals. This had the advantage that recruits have the knowledge of local 

business practices. Therefore, cultural differences between Sweden and Brazil only have a 

small effect on customer relationships when engaging in direct contact with Swedish 

employees. Effects on customer relationships of Swedish employees in the Brazilian market 

are however rather seen as positive, due to the high reputation of the COO.  

 

4.1.6 Customer Relationships 
 
Relationships with customers of Elekta are present on different levels. Customers are in 

contact with sales managers, service engineers and trainers. Customers in the healthcare 

sector are not solely limited to one individual person but are comprised of a large amount of 

decision takers. Relationships generally start with doctors of hospitals, since these have best 

knowledge on which products are required. Decisions for purchases are taken with doctors, 

administrators, financiers and can rise to the government level in public hospitals.  

 

Customer Relationships with the sales managers 
 
Elekta has three sales managers to support 120 customers. Since Elekta focuses on long-term 

relationships, these customers are continuatively visited for meetings every 60 - 90 days. 

Meetings with customers are held in person, in order to facilitate communication. The 

Marketing Manager (MM) stated that face-to-face meetings help build trust and lead to the 

relationship growing stronger. Meetings are preventative in order to maintain equipment and 

guarantee client satisfaction, due to the possibility of certain issues arising. For instance, an 

Argentinian client experienced difficulties with a product and was unable to use equipment 

for a long period of time. Yet, the company managed to solve the issue and due to the trust 

built between the two parties over a long period of time the problem was solved without any 

negative consequences for the relationship.   
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Furthermore, Elekta tries to stay in contact with its customers as much as possible outside 

scheduled preventative meetings. On the one hand, clients are able to immediately get in 

contact with employees via instant messaging in cases of product issues. On the other hand, 

Elekta is meeting its customer face-to-face if the possibility arises. For instance, during 

congresses employees invite customers to personal meetings. If these congresses take place in 

Sao Paulo clients are invited to the office, which gives Elekta the possibility of strengthening 

contacts and solving any problems customers are facing. The VPSA stated that face-to-face 

contact is crucial, in order to maintain long-term relationships. 

 

Interviewees argued that there is a necessity to adapt to every customer’s needs individually, 

not to the country as a whole. There are different approaches when it comes to interactions 

with customers from public and private sectors. Within the public sector, Elekta needs to 

demonstrate its competencies and state its offer to the hospital. It is important to point out that 

such offer cannot be changed after its submission, due to legal regulations. Public customers 

are funded by the government and have a fixed budget. Therefore, the lowest price wins if 

products offered by competitors are comparable. 

 

On the other hand, the private sector may require a longer interaction and negotiation process 

before products are sold. Based on past experiences, interviewees explained that sales depend 

on the customer’s economic resources and required financing: “We can sell a product in one 

meeting or in 15 meetings; it may take up to three years to sell a product” (VPN, 2017). One 

strategy that Elekta utilizes in its sales, in case of any doubt of a potential client, is to 

demonstrate the equipment on an already installed site. This has the advantage of the 

customer being able to see the medical products first hand and the satisfaction of the already 

acquired customer. 

 

The transfer of the VPSA from the competitor to Elekta included relocation of customers. The 

VPSA argued that in Brazil personal relationships are more important than the relationship to 

the company. Therefore, long-term customers decided to reallocate to the new company. The 

VPSA responded that relationships to the company are important, since customers need to be 

able to identify themselves with the firm. However, personal relationships are the priority for 

Brazilians. In contrast, the SMS in Sweden stated that the relationship and identification with 

the firm is more important than personal contact with employees. This is due to the reason 

that in Sweden employees do not build personal relationships on the same level as Brazilians. 
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Customer Relationships with the trainer 
 
The first contact between a trainer and a customer generally takes place in a hospital. Training 

sessions are scheduled when new products are being purchased and last three to four days. 

During these sessions customers are trained on how to use the medical equipment. Training 

days are not limited to training but are also an opportunity to build stronger relationships with 

the customer. For instance, sessions include lunch and coffee together with the customer, 

which gives the possibility for interaction on a more personal level. After training days, 

clients are in close contact with the trainer and are able to contact these if there is any doubt 

on handling the equipment.  

Training sessions are an important step in Elekta’s customer relationships, since they are a 

crucial step to develop the company’s image of the customer. During training days the 

customer becomes more involved with the company and certain negative aspects of the 

training can have an impact on the customer’s satisfaction. The training coordinator argued 

that in Brazil customers do not separate the equipment from the trainer or the company, which 

can be seen in satisfaction surveys after the training. In cases where there were issues with the 

equipment customers rated the trainer’s personal performance lower, even when the 

performance was not correlated to the lacking equipment. Therefore, the training coordinator 

stated that it is important to provide the customer with an overall positive image of the 

company, since small negative aspects can have a large effect on the satisfaction. 

 

Understanding customer needs 
 
The interviewees stated that in the healthcare sector it is extremely important to not only 

understand verbally expresses customer needs but also the unstated customer need. The 

VPSA explained for instance that in Brazil technical systems are less developed. Elekta’s 

equipment however involves high level of technological software and computer systems. 

Customers are, therefore, not able to handle the equipment and require special training on 

software and computer systems. Without this special training, clients would be left unsatisfied 

with their product. 
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Future relationships 
 
Elekta’s neuroscience sector accounts for 30% of the Brazilian market. The main competitor 

Varian (an American company) owns 70% of the market share. The difference relies on the 

fact that Varian has over 40 years of physical presence in Brazil. It therefore has a large list of 

contacts and holds long-term experience in the country. Yet, interviewees stated that Elekta’s 

main advantage is stronger relationships with the Brazilian customers. The CCO argued: 

“Our employees go the extra mile to satisfy the customer. We ensure that the relationship 

with the customer is always at a high level” (CCO, 2017). The difference compared to 

Varian’s relationships was seen when the competitor changed its sales team to new recruits, 

which had an effect on sales and relationships. On the other hand, Elekta’s sales team has 

between five to seven years of experience in Brazil in which the company trained and 

maintained core salesmen since the beginning.  

 

Although Elekta has offices in the main countries of business, the current locations might not 

be sufficient. Brazil is a large nation, and some cities are five hours away by plane. As the 

CCO states: “The main difference in the Brazilian market is the size of the country. Service 

engineers need to be placed in cities where customers are located, in order to reach these 

more efficiently” (CCO, 2017). Hence, there is a necessity to saturate the market with more 

engineers, to be closer to the company’s customers. This is important since Elekta is 

experiencing problems with customers of large distance to the Sao Paulo office. For instance, 

the company faced problems with a client located in the Amazon region. Trips to this region 

were not only costly but made communication difficult. Solving the problem and designing a 

compensation plan took over two years.  

 

Nowadays, Elekta has one salesperson in the north of Brazil dealing with sales but not 

communication at a higher extent. Elekta is most likely to remain its current organization in 

Brazil but more personnel will be hired, in order to maintain relationships within an 

increasing pool of customers. Since close relationships with customers are essential for the 

company, Elekta’s future may require an expansion throughout South America. The decision 

for establishing a new physical location in Latin America is determined by factors such as the 

market potential and risk due to a country’s political instability. Elekta started to build its first 

physical office in Mexico and representatives are already present in Colombia. 
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4.2 Empirical Data from Interviews with External Sources 
 
In order to compare the information gathered from employees of Elekta located in both 

Sweden and Brazil, this study has taken into account data obtained from external sources. 

Such sources have acquired knowledge about the healthcare sector in Brazil throughout 

academic stages and professional careers. 

 

4.2.1 Cultural information 
 
According to external sources, Brazilians adapt a relaxed attitude towards life. One of the 

sources explained that the first thing you learn when moving to Brazil is that there is no rush, 

or as they say, “tranquilo”. An example of this was given when it comes to scheduling a 

meeting with people, not just regarding business activities but also when it comes to merely 

social encounters: “If you have set a time to meet someone at 18:00 it is not unusual for the 

other party to show up at 18:30 or even later” (D, 2017). This is something that can be 

extended to the rest of Central and South American population.  

 

The Brazilian consultant (C) stated that there are indeed cultural differences in a scenario such 

as this one. While Brazilians tend to be more emotional and person oriented, Swedes focus 

heavily on rational beliefs and tasks. According to the C, although each culture places its 

focus on what seems to be completely opposed priorities, this gap can be overcome through 

mutual adaptation. However, this adjustment is more likely to be made by the Swedish 

individuals as Brazil is the host country.  

 

Brazilians like to share their opinion with their colleagues and they expect to be heard by 

whomever they are talking to, hoping for open and fruitful discussions. On the other hand, 

they usually take critics personally rather than objectively and constructive, due to their 

emotional culture. Swedes who engage in cooperation with locals need to be aware of the way 

ideas are expressed, especially dealing with political matters. Overall, Swedish people need to 

make an effort to adapt to Brazilian business practices, as locals understand the needs of the 

market and the customers. This way it will be more likely that relationships are created for the 

long-term.  
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4.2.2 Language  
 
According to the Spanish doctor (D) some Brazilians (and South Americans) speak English, 

which benefits foreigners when it comes to engaging in communication. The Brazilian 

consultant (C) supported this statement, by stating that although some Brazilians do speak 

English, within business environments not all managers and employees are comfortable not 

speaking their native language. This can result in insecurities and, thus, using a translator may 

be helpful in some occasions.  

 

4.2.3 Conducting business in Brazil 
 
When asked about the proper way to conduct a market expansion in Brazil, the local 

consultant relied on her experience in the sector, by suggesting to start establishing 

distributors. This way the Swedish firm would gain valuable knowledge about the market 

environment. Looking towards future business, she stated that it would be necessary to open 

an office to establish physical presence, something essential to achieve success in the long-

term. If the market share experiences a large growth throughout the continent it would 

important to establish a second office in a different country. She recommended choosing 

countries with a stable political system such as Chile, Peru, Colombia or Argentina and 

avoiding others like Venezuela due to political risk.  

 

When opening a subsidiary in the host country, the Brazilian consultant was quite confident 

about the staffing strategy: “I would recommend having mostly local employees and a 

Swedish General Manager (GM)” (C, 2017). Having a Swedish GM would be beneficial for 

customers, as Brazilians have a high opinion about European citizens, as well as appreciating 

and respecting the Swedish culture.  

 

Governmental relationships in the healthcare equipment industry may be more sensible to 

legal regulations in a foreign county. In the case of Brazil, it was explained that the National 

Sanitary Surveillance Agency (ANVISA), represents a hurdle. The health and sanitary control 

institution in Brazil is usually inefficient and has special rules. This may be identified as a 

challenge. Generally, the agency requires a visit to the site where the European party produces 

machines and audit is a must. In addition, the consultant mentioned that registration of 

medical devices in Brazil is a slow and cumbersome process.  
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4.2.4 Relationships 
 
When it comes to engaging in business relationships with Brazilian firms, it is not possible to 

follow the European mindset of initiating business at a fast pace. There is a crucial step to be 

followed, which requires both parties to get to know each other at a personal level. Brazilians 

love to share personal information with others, an opportunity they identify to get closer with 

the objective of progressively gaining trust. The consultant emphasized this aspect: “This 

attitude should be respected by the foreign party” (C, 2017). The process may be long but as 

she explained, once the Swedish company gathers the locals’ trust, Brazilians have the 

characteristic of being very loyal. Trust often plays a crucial role in any type of business and 

Latin countries tend to provide their local suppliers with support, especially from 

governments and hospitals. Therefore, although it requires time to initiate business with a 

Brazilian party, the trust obtained as a result of the relationship results in benefits for both 

parties involved.  

 

4.3 Presentation of Empirical Findings 
 
The last part of this section includes the empirical findings obtained from the interviews.  

Findings have been divided into two tables (Table 5 and Table 6) according to the types of 

individuals interviewed. Each table is divided into the subtopics discussed, providing the final 

outcome obtained from the inputs by the participants. In addition, Table 7  lists the non-verbal 

and lingual observations identified during the interview. 

 

A) Empirical findings from Elekta’s employees 

THEMES EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

Establishment 

Elekta’s office in 

Brazil 

• Physical presence of staff members of the headquarters was 

important during the market expansion.  

• Through acquisition of a Brazilian company Elekta managed to 

obtain trained engineers in the field.  

• The recruitment of the competitor’s manager (VPSA) allowed the 

company to acquire new customers.  

• The Brazilian subsidiary received support from the headquarters 

during the beginning phase. 

Employees of the • Employees are mainly Brazilians, in order to gain knowledge of the 
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Brazilian 

subsidiary 

local market and reduce cultural and lingual differences.  

• The company tries to keep a strong connection with sales managers 

working outside the office. 

Relationship and 

trust with the 

Swedish office  

• The Brazilian office is self-sufficient.  

• Relationships to the Swedish headquarters are not necessarily 

established between all employees.  

• There is contact between the two offices; it is however not always of 

physical type.  

• Trust between the two offices increased through the years. 

Global corporate 

communication  

• Global offices are embedded within the company’s network. 

• Employees are able to communicate without direct personal 

knowledge.  

• The company’s corporate language is English.  

Cultural 

differences  

• Main cultural differences are related to the way relationships are 

built, time perception and employee turnover.  

• Language plays an important part in reducing cultural differences. 

Customer 

relationship  

• Customer relationships are one of the key components of the 

company’s success in Brazil.  

• Strategy is meant to be implemented to build long-term relationship.  

• Frequent personal contact is important to maintain these 

relationships. 

Future endeavors 

• In order to be physically present in other locations across South 

America, Elekta is opening new offices.  

• Offices are essential for guaranteeing long-term relationships in new 

markets. 

Table 5 Empirical findings from Elekta’s employees, Source: Own (2017) 

 

B) Empirical findings from external sources 

THEMES EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

Cultural 
differences 

• Brazilians are more emotional and person-oriented while Swedes 

follow rational beliefs and a task-oriented focus.  

• Locals like to share their ideas and be heard, but take critics 



 52 

personally. 

• Differences on time management due to the Brazilian relaxed attitude 

towards life; foreigners need to adapt. 

Language 

• Not all Brazilians speak English, even within the business 

environment.  

• Some Brazilians may feel insecure about their English skills; a 

translator could be helpful in some occasions.  

Doing business in 
Brazil 

• Start with distributors to acquire local knowledge and then establish 

an office for physical presence. 

• Be careful about selecting the next country for expansion, avoid  

nations with unstable political systems.  

• Employ a majority of locals and a Swedish as GM; take advantage of 

Brazilians’ high opinion of Sweden. 

• ANVISA can be a challenge, due to slow processes and requirements 

demanded by such governmental agency. 

Relationships 

• Establishing a personal relationship is the sine qua non in order to 

initiate business operations.  

• Not possible to follow a European mindset for business relationships, 

the Brazilian way needs to be respected. 

• Once local trust is achieved, Brazilians are very loyal. 

Table 6 Empirical findings from external sources, Source: Own (2017) 

 
 

C) Observations during interviews with Elekta employees 

 
OBSERVATION 

 
DESCRIPTION 

 
English language During the interviews it could be seen that the English spoken by 

Swedish participants was more fluent compared to the Brazilian side. 
This could be seen in accents as well as clarity of answers. 

Response to 

cultural differences 

When asked about cultural differences, all interviewees from the 
Brazilian office did not have immediate responses about the negative 
effect of culture. Compared to other questions, interviewees required 
time to reflect on this question. However, answers were stated rather 
positively.  

Table 7 Observations during interviews, Source: Own (2017)  
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5 Analysis 
This chapter is designed to combine the information collected within the theoretical 

discussion with the insight gathered from interviews. The framework for this section will 

follow the patterns identified among the empirical findings with the goal of finding conformity 

or differences with academic research utilized in the literature review.  

 

5.1 Introduction 
 
Within the theoretical framework the main fields of study are presented. Relationships, trust 

and culture represent the three principal pillars this study is based on, prior to the collection of 

primary data. In the theoretical discussion these topics are further investigated to gain a 

theoretical background for conducting interviews with managers and employees of a medical 

equipment company. Theories involve relationships, the health care industry and cross-

cultural environments.  

 

The empirical part follows the task of gathering direct information with experienced 

individuals within the market expansion, in order to analyze data within the theoretical 

framework. The information gathered represents real life situations and experiences dealing 

with the company’s situation in Brazil, the environment and the progress of the relationship 

from the beginning of the subsidiary until today.  

 

5.2 Conducting a Market Expansion in Brazil 
 
When establishing business in Brazil it is important to gain necessary knowledge about the 

country and its market, prior to engaging in larger investments. Gulbro and Herbig (1995) 

argue that local culture and concepts are best understood by having access to host-country 

individuals. By utilizing distributors in the beginning the foreign firm can get familiar with 

the new environment and establish a physical location when necessary information and 

contacts are obtained. Harvey and Griffith (2002) stated similar indication about how local 

contacts are able to minimize risk. Thus, having physical presence allows the firm to stay 

closer to its customers, providing the possibility of improved service.  

 

In the case of Elekta, the firm initially also decided to penetrate the Brazilian market through 

distributors. This strategy has however been found to be non-beneficial. Reasons stated for 
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this were the differences in culture, as well as the distance to customers. If social interactions 

are of low frequency it can have an effect on the relationship building and result in 

termination of the relationship. Hereby, tangible and intangible social exchange is an 

important aspect (Cook et al., 2013). This phenomenon was seen in the case of Elekta as well, 

where interviewees stated that the lack of personal contact resulted in an impossibility of 

building relationships with customers. Due to this reason the company decided to establish a 

physical office in the market.  

 

The company gained the opportunity of proximity to customers through the establishment of a 

physical office. The acquisition of a Brazilian company provided Elekta with trained 

engineers in the market. When expanding abroad it is important for companies to gain 

external resources (Holmlund and Kock, 1998). Through the acquisition of the local firm 

Elekta guaranteed gaining first access to these required resources.  

 

Theories state that a strong connection to the local market is crucial for obtaining business 

opportunities, due to local knowledge and access to business networks (Belderbos et al., 

2001).  Elekta’s vital step in gaining access to the local market was the recruitment of the 

competitor’s long-term manager. It was seen that through this contact the firm was able to 

acquire a large amount of customers and engage in business activities in the foreign market. 

The VPSA stated that he has been involved in long-term relationships with customers 

beforehand. These required frequent interactions and initial building of trust. Trust has the 

possibility to evolve loose relationships into close ones and in return, closer relationships 

include higher levels of trust (Baack et al., 2000). These levels of trust with the customers in 

the case of the VPSA helped to transfer customers to Elekta. 

 

Trust can be developed on an institutional or individual basis (Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 

1979). Social trust is essential to achieve institutional trust (Blois, 1999). In the case of Elekta 

in Brazil, however, it appeared that social trust is of higher importance than institutional trust, 

since the change of institution did not have an effect on social trust. Brazilians appeared to 

rather trust an individual than the institution as a whole, as compared to the findings from the 

Swedish site, where individuals trust an institution because of its reputation in the market and 

later on build a connection with the sales manager. Therefore, it appears that the importance 

of institutional trust and social trust depends on the culture and the market. Furthermore, the 

possibility of initial trust being present in the market may decrease the need for the 
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development of institutional trust, since individuals may already trust the organization due to 

its COO. 

 

When it comes to staffing, it is recommended to employ a majority of Brazilians and a Swede 

as GM, in order to gain rich knowledge and expertise provided by local workers. It has been 

noted by academic research that cross-cultural scenarios are more complex than intra-national 

scenarios. Consequently, the use of locals provides information necessary for a foreign firm to 

understand the environment abroad (Tu et al., 2011). Furthermore, Swedes supervising 

operations overseas can help remain close contact of the headquarters to the subsidiary.  

 

Regarding Elekta, mainly local Brazilians are employed in the Brazilian subsidiary, with a 

small number of other South American staff members. Elekta used this strategy to gain local 

knowledge. Theories state that contact with locals in the market is crucial for business and can 

give insight in business opportunities (Johanson and Vahlne, 2003). In the case of Elekta 

using locals helped to reduce the cultural gap.  

 

It is important to add hereby that Elekta’s employees do not see solely employing local 

employees as the best strategy. As added by various interviewees it would be advantageous 

for the company to employ Swedish staff members at the Brazilian location, in order to have 

the “foreign factor” and increase trust. This statement is controversial to theories that argue 

that it is more likely to trust individuals from one’s own country than foreigners (Miller et al., 

2008). It appears that in in this particular scenario trust is rather related to the reputation of 

COO and the enjoyment of business practices than sharing the same culture. This seems to 

especially apply to cases where business is done in an emerging market and developed 

country companies are believed to be trustworthy. 

 

The high reputation of Sweden’s COO might have had an effect on the initial trust already 

present in the Brazilian market. As it has been shown in studies, in an industry where risk is 

generally involved in business operations a positive reputation of COO can lead to initial trust 

(Michaelis et al., 2008). This phenomenon might have helped the company to decrease the 

negative aspects associated to foreignness, which have a negative effect on the development 

of trust. 

 

The relationship to the Swedish headquarters has been present since the establishment of the 
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Swedish subsidiary and trust levels have increased throughout the years. As the VPSA 

explained, trust levels were different in the beginning of the establishment. For instance, the 

Swedish office constantly monitored sales and budgeting. However, nowadays the 

headquarters provide budgets without necessary permission. This conforms to theories that 

argue when relationships are not established uncertainty is high and further information about 

the counterpart is required (Kellermann and Reynolds, 1990). Through communication this 

uncertainty can be reduced and trust is built (Bradac, 2001). 

 

Through the expansion of the Gamma-Knife into the Brazilian market, the Brazilian office 

started to have more frequent interactions with the Swedish market. The VPS was and is in 

charge of the connection between the two offices. Initial contact has however been rarely 

conducted in person and face-to-face contact between the locations is only present once every 

half a year. Even in the initial phase employees stated that personal contact was not of high 

importance. Furthermore, communication between offices is possible without face-to-face 

meetings. It appears therefore, that in the case of Elekta staff members were able to develop 

trust, without the necessary frequent face-to-face communication. Even though employees are 

spread across global locations a feeling of unity through the company image might have 

helped to support the trust development and reduce foreignness (Brewer, 1981). This sense of 

unity can be improved with intense two-way communication. This will help strengthen the 

connections between coworkers in different locations leading to a deeper level of trust. 

 

Uncertainty is often present when individuals do not personally know each other (Kellermann 

and Reynolds, 1990). Before the introduction of the Gamma-Knife into the Brazilian market 

the VPS of the Swedish office did not know several employees in the subsidiary. Even though 

he was physically present in Brazil only on a few occasions, he did attend several sales 

meetings. In these meetings the VPS was able to observe abilities of the sales team, which 

resulted in higher responsibilities given by the manager. Uncertainty can be reduced through 

communication and information seeking (Bradac, 2001). Therefore, in the case of Elekta the 

phenomenon of uncertainty reduction through information seeking could indeed be seen. 

 

The Brazilian office is not solely connected to the Swedish headquarters but also to other 

subsidiaries of the company. The firm is embedded in a network of global offices that 

communicate with each other. Theories argue that businesses embedded in networks have 

better opportunities to access capabilities and resources from players within their network 
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(Håkansson, and Ford, 2002). In the case of Elekta, it can indeed be seen that the company 

benefits from a globally connected network of its offices. This is due to the fact that 

employees are able to source information from staff members in other office locations. This 

way, employees are ensured to receive the required information in an efficient approach.  

 

Employees of Elekta state that communication across offices is generally not required to be 

face-to-face and stakeholders do not necessarily know each other on an individual level. 

However, theories claim trust is easier created when individuals have the possibility to engage 

in face-to-face interaction (Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011). It appears that information sharing 

through an institution does not require the same levels of trust. This might be due to the fact 

that a common origin of working for the same company already established initial 

institutional trust among members (Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 1979).  

 

One issue Elekta is facing in the establishment of the physical office in Brazil is the high 

employee turnover rate. This can especially be seen in the sales department, due to sales 

managers not being present in the physical office. Theories state that a lack of social 

reinforcement can have a negative effect on relationship building (Cook et al., 2013). It 

appears that this lack of reinforcement has an impact on the relationships sales managers 

experience towards the company. Therefore, these staff members might not feel as included in 

the company as permanent office workers. The sales manager in the Brazilian offices has 

added that as a preventative method, he invites field workers to the office on a regular basis, 

in order to give these a feeling of inclusion. Moreover, the VPN of the Swedish offices added 

that sales managers are constantly connected to the firm via instant messaging not to feel 

isolated, which increases social interaction (Cook et al., 2013). 

 

5.3 Overcoming Cultural Differences 
 
Brazilian view 
 
Academic studies reveal that being aware of how cultural differences may play a role in an 

international scenario is crucial for relationships to be developed positively (Chang, 2003). 

Following this belief, all of the local individuals working at the Sao Paulo office agreed that 

there are some cultural differences between the subsidiary and the Swedish side. Interviewees 

also admitted that they have been able to adapt to such dissimilarities thanks to previous 

international experiences.  
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This interview question, however, required a longer time to answer compared to the other 

questions. This might be due to the reason that employing locals reduced cultural conflicts, 

especially when dealing with customers in the Brazilian market. This indicates that local 

employees have the benefit of cultural knowledge of the host country and are able to decrease 

cultural gaps (Belderbos et al., 2001). Time management seems to be the main difference 

identified by the Brazilian side. Brazilians tend to attend meetings after the original scheduled 

time. Such habit has, however, not arisen any type of issue, as individuals travelling to Brazil 

often know about these types of practices.  

 

Moreover, foreigners coming to Brazil are meant to make the effort to adapt to the 

circumstances of the new environment. Such mentality follows the pattern investigated by 

academics regarding how cultural differences affect the selection and implementation of 

methods by foreign managers, during interaction processes (Guo, et al., 2008; Salacuse, 

2004). Furthermore, it is shown that adaptation can be improved by relying on information 

about the local culture, in order to predict differences and gain an advantage to understand the 

other party’s habits (Gulbro and Herbig, 1995).  

 

It was noted that Brazilians are more welcoming to foreign guests when visiting for training 

or meetings, in comparison to Europeans, who limit interaction to merely professional 

matters, with no emphasis on personal relationship. This can be explained by the 

individualistic attitude in Nordic European countries, as individuals are prone to take care of 

themselves and direct relatives (Hall, et al., 2004). On the other hand, Brazilians extend that 

care to the professional environment as well, like it can be seen in other collectivistic cultures 

(Hofstede, 1994). Hence, Brazilians identify this situation as a lack of comradeship among 

coworkers overseas.  

 

Another cultural difference addressed deals with the way employees in Brazil perform their 

duties compared to Europeans. Brazilians believe that even when a problem is not directly 

related to their tasks they are required to go the extra mile to solve the issue, if it involves 

interaction with a customer. On the other hand, Europeans seem to concentrate solely on their 

tasks and pass on problems to the responsible department.  

 

This phenomenon is related to the type of relationships Brazilians build with their customers 

compared to Europeans. Therefore, not only the perception of an employee on what tasks 
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their jobs requires, but also the view of clients regarding the duties of an employee varies 

depending on the geographical location. This is an important aspect to keep in mind, as 

research has proven that a customer’s perception based on his or her culture may represent a 

difficult challenge to overcome for a firm operating abroad (Gulbro and Herbig, 1995).   

 

Swedish view 
 
Theories state that it is imperative for a company going abroad to adapt its business practices 

to the new environment, in order to succeed during the adaptation process (Metters, 2008). 

Managers from the main office in Sweden explained that although adaption to cultural 

differences requires time, it is essential to undergo this adaptation process when entering a 

new cultural location. Nevertheless, managers also stated that a complete adaptation to the 

Brazilian culture is not favorable. Thus, Elekta chose to implement a mixed strategy of 

combing Swedish with Brazilian business practices when in contact with customers.   

 

As previously mentioned Brazilians tend to differ on the perception of time compared to 

Swedes, as they do not share the strict meaning of scheduling in Sweden. In addition, a large 

number of academic studies shows that negotiations between parties from different countries 

are severely affected by the cultural gap existing among them (Salacuse, 2004). This aspect 

becomes of high importance in processes such as the sale of a product to a customer. Unlike 

in the Scandinavian country, the sale process takes a longer process in Brazil, due to the 

relationship building mentality. This involves knowing the supplier at a personal level and 

initiating the transaction once the relationship has been established. This correlates with 

academic research that indicates the Brazilian culture having the creation of trust as the “sine 

qua non” condition for conducting business (Hofstede, 1994).  

 

On the other hand, there are circumstances that are difficult for a company to control. As it 

has previously been noted the high employee turnover rate of employees demonstrates an 

issue for Elekta. It has been explained by the VPN that Brazilians have the mentality of 

switching jobs frequently to increased salaries, which represents a threat for Elekta, spending 

resources on training employees for a long-term basis. This mentality by locals does not 

conform to Hofstede’s statements of Brazilians being collectivistic, both in their personal and 

professional lives (Hofstede, 1994).  
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Meaning, someone who has a family-oriented view in the workplace is not likely to abandon 

his or her colleagues for greener paths. This contrast could support the case made by Javidan 

et al. (2006) regarding the validity of Hofstede’s research as it was solely motivated by the 

needs of one company, in this case IBM. However, it is important to add that a lack of 

collectivism may only apply to the high turnover rate of trainers and engineers, since the 

reason for a sales manager leaving the company might be due to the lack of the previously 

stated social reinforcement. 

 

Academic work suggests that managers implement necessary strategies to reduce the cultural 

gap (Cagliano et al., 2011). In the case of Elekta managers did adapt to Brazilian business 

practices to some extent. It appeared however that employing local workers, in comparison to 

employing solely Swedish people that adapted to the Brazilian culture, reduced the cultural 

gap and decreased the need for adaptation. It is important to add that even though Elekta 

employs locals, these individuals are still trained according to Swedish business practices. 

The company consciously implements cultural training, since Brazilian customers speak in 

favor of the Swedish culture.  

 
 
External view 

One of the main cultural differences pointed out by the external sources dealt with the 

motives that drive Brazilian and Swedish lives. Brazilians follow their emotions and are 

person oriented. On the other hand, Swedes choose to base their decisions on rational believes 

and remain task-oriented. The person-oriented behavior of Brazilians can be related to the 

collectivistic Brazilian culture, which indicates that individuals care for the well being of 

group members. On the other hand, the task-orientation of Swedes might be related to the 

individualistic culture of focusing on one’s self. 

 

Hofstede’s research (2011) identifies the Swedish culture with a score of 5 as feminine and 

the Brazilian with a score of 49 higher in masculinity. However, the emotional orientation of 

Brazilians might be better explained with a higher femininity score when compared to 

Sweden, due to the attitude of showing appreciation and caring for others. On the other hand, 

the Swedish perception as explained by the interviewee is focused on following tasks and 

being job-driven, which correlates with the masculine pattern (Hofstede, 2011). Therefore, it 

seems that the dimensions previously identified do not quite correspond to the findings in this 

study. Thus, making a case in favor of the critics’ belief that Hofstede’s model may have 
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missed key steps required for the creation of a cross-cultural study (Javidan et al., 2006).  

However, it is important to mention that the Brazilian way of “going the extra mile” to satisfy 

customers could either be related to a true caring about the customer’s well-being, which can 

also be connected to the group-orientation in collectivistic cultures, or to a strive to 

accomplish one’s job in the best way possible. Depending on the true reason behind these 

actions Brazilians could be either identified as feminine or as a masculine culture with 

collectivistic traits. 

 

Being emotionally driven Brazilians take critics personally, rather than using the information 

in a constructive manner to add knowledge to personal beliefs. Luo (2002) explained that in 

every international relationship one of the parties will feel a higher level of vulnerability. 

Such feeling can be triggered by too harsh criticism of the home-country side. Swedes being 

foreigners in Brazil it is imperative to make an effort to adapt to the cultural gap, so these 

differences do not transcend to business-related matters. 

 
 
Language adaptation 
 
During the selection of the main factors affecting the adaptation to a foreign location, the 

differences between languages spoken at the home and host country represent one of the 

biggest challenges. Although Elekta’s office in South America is located in Brazil, it is 

responsible for business activities throughout the entire Latin American continent.  While 

Portuguese is the official language of Brazil, the rest of the continent’s population and 

Elekta’s customers speak Spanish.    

 

Therefore, the firm established the requirement for all employees of the office in Sao Paulo to 

be able to speak Spanish and Portuguese, in order to directly interact with clients. Theories 

argue that a lack of local knowledge is likely to have a negative effect in a subsidiary’s 

productivity (Harzing et al., 2011). As it can be seen in Elekta the acquisition of local 

knowledge helped to increase communication flows and build relationships more efficiently. 

The Brazilian office does employ a small number of Colombian workers for the Spanish-

speaking market. Since the Latin market is growing there is a need for individuals who not 

only know the Spanish language but also the Latin American culture. This conforms to 

theories that claim locals can provide valuable insight on cultural and linguistic aspects (Fang 

et al., 2010; Fregidou-Malama and Hyder, 2015).  
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Communication between the headquarters and the subsidiary is in English. Academic research 

states that, selecting a language spoken by both sides provides with a common ground to 

which both parties can easily adapt (Harzing et al., 2011). Since there are no Swedes working 

permanently in Brazil or Brazilians working in Sweden, it is advantageous to speak the 

common language, rather than learning each other’s native tongue. The latter would represent 

too much of an effort for a small amount of return.  

 

The Scandinavian office holds a higher level of English speaking expertise compared to the 

Brazilian office, as it was observed during interviews. Studies show as well that since 

Swedish citizens learn English from a young age, English-speaking levels are high 

(Fredriksson, et al., 2006). On the other hand, Brazilian’s did show that their level of English 

was fit to establish fluent communication between offices. Some theories state that too much 

of a gap between language skills may lead to an increase in already existing cultural 

differences, as the communication’s efficiency decreases (Gimenez, 2002). This was not the 

case for Elekta since the recruitment process involved the demonstration of language skills. 

 

Overall, Elekta’s employees communicate in English across subsidiaries, but depending on 

the office’s location, the company does include a set of individuals who can communicate 

with customers in their native language and understand the local culture. This, results in an 

improved service designed to establish long-term relationships. 

 

When analyzing the importance of language outside the company, within the market as a 

whole, not all South Americans speak English, even within the business environment. These 

results are tied to the theories that identify language differences as a factor that may lead to 

lower efficiency and slower progress (Harzing et al., 2011). This leads to some Brazilians 

feeling insecure when dealing with an individual with higher language skills. Such insecurity 

is driven by the fact that in this case Swedes have a considerably higher level of English-

speaking skills than locals (Fredriksson, et al., 2006). Although including a translator was 

suggested in some occasions, having an interpreter may have a negative effect on the 

development of trust, as distances between parties increase. Such case raises a challenge, 

when developing a strategy to overcome the language barrier (Harzing et al., 2011). 
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5.4 Building Relationships with customers 
 
Customer relationships are one of the most crucial parts of Elekta’s success in Brazil. 

Theories state that face-to-face interaction is important to build trust between two parties 

(Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011). Furthermore, communication is an essential tool to strengthen 

relationships (Bradac, 2001). Both of these strategies have been found to be beneficial for 

Elekta, in order to increase trust and maintain long-term relationships. On the one hand, 

Elekta schedules preventative meetings to guarantee face-to-face meetings with customers. 

On the other hand, the company used each opportunity available to arrange a physical 

meeting with the client. Furthermore, through instant messaging the customer is constantly in 

touch with the company, which reduces distance between meetings.  

 

Theories argue that trust is related to having faith in another individual that no harm will be 

done (Bachmann, 1998; Luhmann 1979). In Elekta’s case it can often be seen that consumers’ 

doubts about purchasing equipment are related to an uncertainty of harm being done once 

products are acquired. To reduce these doubts the company demonstrates already existing 

sites to potential customers, to be able to provide a real life experience. Visiting these sites 

helps customers to demolish any doubts and increase the trust in the supplier.  

 

Trust in the healthcare sector involves a large amount of individuals that take place in the 

decision making process (Okello and Gilson, 2015). Customers see the organization as a 

whole and the final result has an effect on the perceived image of this organization (Gilson et 

al., 2005). This phenomenon could be seen in Elekta’s sales process where various individuals 

of the healthcare sector are involved. Relationships are built with each player, in order to 

guarantee a successful sale. This also involves providing the customers with proper training.  

 

Customers perceive Elekta as an organization in general and do not separate between 

individuals. It has been argued that Elekta’s products and all processes involved in sales need 

to be effective. If one compartment of these processes fails, it will have a negative effect on 

the doctor, the hospital and Elekta. Therefore, the customer’s trust relies highly on the overall 

performance, which conforms to the theories’ statements (Berwick, 2003). 

 

Academic studies indicate there are differences when it comes to the behavior adopted by 

different cultural parties (Yuki, 2003). As explained by the external sources as well as Elekta 

employees, Brazilians require long periods of personal relationship building prior to engaging 
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in business activities. This can be explained by cultural dimensions theories of collectivism 

and uncertainty avoidance. Collectivism implies that individuals are group orientated, which 

might explain why it is important for Brazilians to build relationships.  

 

Moreover, in the Brazilian culture individuals are not comfortable with unknown situations. 

Thus, a way to avoid uncertainty is to gather information necessary to get to know the 

opposite party, which refers to the high uncertainty avoidance of Brazilians (Hofstede, 1994). 

This is contrasting with the European attitude of approaching professional relationships by 

engaging directly in business activities. In the case of Sweden this seen as Swedes not being 

particularly concerned about ambiguity of a situation, as they rely on their strong skills to 

manage risks and challenges. Furthermore, the Swedish individualism implies that people are 

not focused on building relationships in groups (Litvin et al., 2004).  

 

As personal information is exchanged trust, keeps on growing. Once this trust is mutual and 

strong, Brazilians will remain loyal to the foreign firm since a tight bond has been created 

among parties. This view is correlated with the view by Brewer (1981) that explains how 

although time consuming, a strong level of trust can facilitate a better exchange between firms 

and narrow the distance.  

 

Additionally, it has been stated by study participants that relationship building is unique in the 

Brazilian culture. As it could be observed, during interviews employees from the Brazilian 

side engaged in small talk and, thereby, generated a stronger personal connection compared to 

Swedish interviewees. Therefore, it can be said that the importance of relationship building in 

Brazil is a unique attribute of the Brazilian culture (Hofstede, 2011).  

 

Elekta’s future in the South American market is strongly based on relationships. Similar to the 

reason for the market expansion to Brazil of gaining closer proximity to the customer, new 

offices are being established. In order to take advantage of local knowledge, these offices are 

comprised of local staff members. Thus, Elekta uses comparable strategies to the Brazilian 

office in new markets. The large size of Brazil requires a saturation of maintenance engineers 

around the country, in order to guarantee meeting customers face-to-face on a frequent basis. 

The strategies used by Elekta comply with academic studies that indicate local knowledge 

provides access to external resources (Harvey and Griffith, 2002), and that stress the 

importance of physical connection with the customer (Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011). 
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Table 8 gives and overview of the findings of the analysis in respect to the conformity of 

primary data of the gathered interviews to secondary data of the literature review. 

 

Phenomena Description Sources Conformity 
with 
primary 
sources 

Description/ 
Differences found 

Networks 
abroad 

Entering networks 
abroad is crucial to 
gain access to 
external resources. 

(Holmlund and 
Kock, 1998)  
(Harvey and 
Griffith, 2002)  
(Belderbos et al., 
2001)  

Yes Elekta experiences large 
advantages in recruiting 
locals that had knowledge of 
the Brazilian market and was 
able to acquire a customer 
share.  

Social 
interaction 
and 
relationship 

In order to build 
relationships frequent 
social exchange is 
required. 

(Bradac, 2001)  
(Baack et al., 
2000) 
(Cook et al., 2013)  
(Bachmann and 
Inkpen, 2011)  

Yes The importance of frequent 
social interaction can be seen 
in various situations such as 
with customers, sales 
managers and the 
headquarters. 

Social vs. 
institutional 
trust 

Social trust is 
important in order to 
be able to build 
institutional trust 

(Johanson and 
Vahlne, 2003) 
(Bachmann and 
Inkpen, 2011)  
(Blois, 1999)  
(Bachmann, 1998; 
Luhmann 1979)  

No The importance of 
institutional or social trust 
depends on the culture and 
market 

Uncertainty 
and 
relationship 
building 

When individuals do 
not know each other 
on a personal level 
uncertainty is high. 
This uncertainty can 
be reduced through 
communication and 
information sharing. 

(Bradac, 2001) 
(Kellermann and 
Reynolds, 1990) 

Yes Uncertainty was high in 
initial meeting phases of 
individuals involved in the 
market expansion. This 
uncertainty was reduced 
throughout time through 
obtaining new information. 

Trust in the 
healthcare 
sector 

Trust in the 
healthcare sector 
needs to be built 
among a large share 
of individuals. 
Patients and 
customers view the 
organization as a 
whole, which has an 
effect on the 
organization image. 

(Okello and 
Gilson, 2015) 
(Gilson et al., 
2005) 
(Berwick, 2003) 
(Fregidou-Malama 
and Hyder, 2015) 
 

Yes The sales process involves a 
large amount of decision 
takers. Negative experiences 
with the company/hospital 
are projected onto the entire 
organization. 

Trust and 
foreignness 

Individuals are more 
likely to trust others 
that are of the same 
cultural group. There 

(Luo, 2002) 
(Manev and 
Stevenson, 2001) 
(Miller et al., 

Partly Brazilians are more likely to 
trust a Swede than a 
Brazilian. This might 
however be related to the 
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Table 8 Conformity of primary data in comparison to secondary data, Source: Own (2017)   

is more suspicion 
towards out-group 
members. COO can 
however have a 
positive effect on 
initial trust levels. 

2008) 
(Michaelis et al., 
2008) 
(Fregidou-Malama 
and Hyder, 2015) 

prestige view of the Swedish 
COO. 

Cultural 
differences 
 

Cultural differences 
hinder cooperation 
with foreign partners 
due to cultural gaps. 

(Tu et al., 2011) 
(Brewer, 1981)  

No 
 

In the case of Elekta 
different cultural origin 
provided positive aspects for 
corporation. 

Language One party having a 
higher level of English 
than the other may 
difficult interaction 
and communication. 

(Gimenez, 2002) 
(Harzing et al., 
2011) 

Yes When one of the sides does 
not speak a neutral language 
such as English as fluent as 
the other party, the first one 
feels vulnerable which leads 
do a decrease in progress and 
efficiency.  

Adaptation Foreign-country 
managers are expected 
to adapt to the ways of 
doing things in the 
host-country based on 
the needs of the 
environment 

(Guo, et al., 2008) 
(Salacuse, 2004) 
(Metters, 2008) 

Partly Brazilians expect Swedes to 
adjust practices to fit the local 
culture. Swedish managers 
agree with this being a must. 
Swedish business practices 
however are as well of high 
importance in the Brazilian 
market. 

Personal vs. 
business 
relationships 

Personal relationships 
are a necessary step 
for business 
relationships in South 
American cultures 

(Hofstede, 1994) Yes Brazilians spend a large 
amount of time getting to 
know the other party on a 
personal basis prior to 
engaging in business. 

Collectivistic 
vs. 
individualistic 
cultural 
dimension 

Brazil is characterized 
as a strongly 
collectivistic country. 

(Hofstede, 1994) No The high turnover rate 
experienced with locals who 
leave for a better job with 
higher pay, does not match 
the collectivistic mentality of 
caring about colleagues and 
staying together.  

Masculinity 
vs. femininity 
cultural 
dimension 

Sweden as very high 
feminine country in 
comparison with 
Brazil 

(Hofstede, 1994) No Brazilians follow their 
emotions and are very-person 
oriented, caring about others’ 
well-being. On the other 
hand, Swedes base their 
decisions on rational beliefs 
and are task-oriented rather 
than letting emotions run 
their focus.  
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6 Conclusion 
 
The final chapter concludes the findings of this study, aiming to answer the two stated 

research questions. Theoretical, managerial and societal implications are given. Moreover, 

limitations are provided and suggestions for future research are discussed. 

 

6.1 Findings  
 
Data for this study is gathered from academic resources and a qualitative approach with a data 

set of 11 interviews. Findings of connection and conformity of primary and secondary data is 

presented in the analysis. These findings provide answers to the two formulated research 

questions, with the theoretical framework acting as guidance for the outcomes of this study.  

 

The first research question of this study is “How are relationships built during an 

international market expansion?”. The literature review gives insight in essential steps that 

need to be taken into account during relationship building. This process includes self-

disclosure acts, personal contact, information sharing and intense communication. Through 

these aspects parties can build new relationships with previously unknown individuals. 

Relationships are built according to benefits that these provide. Therefore, relationships that 

create an access to local networks and external resources in the host market are of high 

priority. 

 

Empirical findings show that relationships during an international market expansion are built 

with close contact to the market. Individuals need to be open to engage in interaction and 

communication with others, which includes the exchange of information from one to another. 

Disclosing personal information for instance has been shown to reduce uncertainty involved 

to unknown individuals. In the real life situation of Elekta, this is seen by demonstrating 

essential skills for a task that indicate obligatory proficiencies to perform a job.  

 

Personal contact occurs in the case of physical presence in the host country, as well as face-

to-face contact with customers and local employees. Only through the establishment of close 

contact with the market, the company was able to build relationships in the host country. 

Furthermore, support of the headquarters is important to establish a close connection between 

offices and guarantee successful training. This involves information sharing across offices 

regarding technical as well as administrative and cultural information transfer.  
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The second research question of this study is defined as: “What interpersonal and 

institutional aspects influence a successful creation of relationships in a cross-cultural 

environment?”. Theories in the literature review state that a cross-cultural environment 

requires a higher degree of trust among individuals due to increased uncertainty of the 

unknown party. The lack of adaption of the individual to the cultural environment can result 

in a failure of relationship building. Furthermore, research states that the cultural gap can have 

a negative impact on the success of relationship building, as it may be a barrier to overcome 

when aiming to establish the trust needed in order to build relationships.  

 

Primary data indicates that foreign origin can have a positive effect on the creation of trust 

and in return on the success of building relationships. Merging local business practices with 

home county culture has been shown to be advantageous, when aiming to build long-term 

relationships. Interpersonal aspects that affect the successful creation of relationships 

therefore are: personal contact, the fitting accuracy of the culture of the COO with the host 

market culture and frequency of communication. 

 

To conclude, this study gives new insight in relationship building in a cross-cultural 

environment. One of the main aspects found in this study is that culture does play an 

important role in developing trust and building relationships. Foreign culture, however, as 

indicated in former studies, does not necessarily imply a negative consequence on the degree 

of trust and success of relationship building. As shown, the culture of the home country can 

have a positive effect on trust development. Hereby, it is meant that not only the 

representation of COO is advantageous but also cultural business practices that are favored in 

the host country.  

 

Furthermore, this study indicates that relationship building is of different importance in 

countries and requires intensive communication and physical contact. The study, therefore, 

contributes to relational theories by providing new theoretical insight in the phenomenon of 

relationships in a cross-cultural environment.  
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6.2 Theoretical Implications  
 
Prior research has identified the need to adapt to the local culture and the necessity to gain 

access to local resources (Holmlund and Kock, 1998; Belderbos et al., 2001). Empirical data 

found that this phenomenon is indeed important when conducting business abroad. However, 

factors that do play an important role in the need for adaptations are related to COO, as 

indicated by Michaelis et al. (2008), and the acceptance and conformity of foreign business 

practices.  

 

Trust can increase when emphasis is put on the COO of the company and home country 

business practices are mixed with host country’s culture. This strengthens findings of the 

study by Fregidou-Malama and Hyder (2015) that COO has a positive influence on the 

development of trust. However, foreignness does not certainly have a negative effect on the 

development of trust as indicated by Miller et al. (2008). The study therefore raises the 

question what aspects of a culture might imply a positive effect on the development of trust 

and relationships. This gives indications for further required research in the area of 

relationship building, to better identify the positive aspects of culture required to be enhanced.  

 

Few past studies focus on the differences of relationship building across industries and 

cultures. Prior research does indicate that trust plays an importance role in the healthcare 

sector (Blois, 1999; Fregidou-Malama and Hyder, 2015) does however not include the issue 

of building cross-cultural relationships. It is shown that doubts about the counterpart in the 

healthcare sector might be stronger than in other sectors. Furthermore, the importance of 

relationships is highly related to a nation’s culture, which has an effect on the behavior 

adopted by that country’s individuals. The study therefore added new insight in the 

importance of relationship building and the specific differences across cultures in the 

relationship building process. Thus, this research contributes to relationship building theories 

by indicating the possible differences of trust among industries, while adding the factor of 

cross-cultural relationships. 

 

The new insight gathered in this study requires an adaptation of the initial theoretical 

framework. The adapted framework is shown in Figure 4. The first point of adaptation is the 

action of building relationship in the healthcare sector. Hereby, the type of preferred 

relationship relies on the culture. Building institutional or personal relationships might be of 

different importance, depending on a nation’s culture.  
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The second point of adaptation is the significance of taking cultural gaps into account. It is 

important to add that specific foreign cultures can have positive effects on relationships in the 

host country. Hence, cultural differences during market expansions should not solely be seen 

as negative, as indicated in former studies. It is important to be aware of advantages of foreign 

cultures and initial trust levels that can be generated through the emphasis of these attributes. 

Aspects of the initial theoretical framework that have not been changed in the adapted 

framework have been found to conform to empirical findings.  

 

 

 
 
 
Key: 
 

 
Figure 4 Adaptation of Theoretical Framework for Relationship Building, Source: Own 
(2017), retrieved from Figure 2  
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6.3 Managerial Implications  
 
During an international market expansion with the establishment of physical presence, home-

country managers need to be aware of crucial steps, necessary to be taken, within the non-

familiar environment. In the case of Elekta’s office in Brazil, we have learned that although 

the office is located in Sao Paulo, it acts as a hub for the company’s operations and activities 

throughout the entire South American continent. When dealing with more than one country 

sharing similar cultures and languages, the help of local individuals can be vital for an 

organization’s success.  

 

It is important for companies to understand differences in relationship building practices 

among countries. Hereby, especially the types of relationships that are important in the market 

need to be identified. Hiring local employees is usually a priority among companies 

expanding its physical presence abroad. If properly trained, employing a majority of skilled 

local workers not only fulfills the professional demands of a firm, but more importantly, helps 

narrow the gap between cultures. Thus, acting as a bridge to connect the foreign enterprise to 

a market that offers a high level of potential. This bridge resulting from the interaction of 

local employees at the subsidiary represents a crucial stepping-stone to increase knowledge 

about the needs of current and potential clients. Thus, employing local workers helps to gain 

knowledge about the host country and create customer relationships. 

 

Furthermore, the home country culture is an indicator for the possibilities of establishing trust 

in the host market. Certain cultural aspects are perceived as prestigious, such as the Swedish 

mutual respect towards the other party. Mixing these aspects with local business practices can 

have a positive impact of the development of trust in the foreign market. Therefore, not solely 

employing local employees but also having representative of the headquarters can be 

beneficial for companies wanting to establish trust abroad. 

 

The headquarters in the home country need to provide support to the subsidiary. Cooperation 

between both locations needs to be intense and mutual, in order to overcome the geographic 

distance that may difficult obtaining closure. Nowadays, due to technological advancements, 

managers can utilize a broad arrange of tools that allows staying in contact with subsidiaries 

overseas on real time. It is highly advisable to schedule periodic videoconferences or phone 

calls on a regular basis to keep track of the progress and identify issues to be avoided.  

 



 72 

Furthermore, trips to the subsidiary are recommended, as face-to-face interaction provides a 

clearer view of the situation in the foreign office. These measures are designed to help 

strengthen the relationship between home and host country, leading to frequent interaction 

and information exchange. Thus, the possibility of achieving mutual trust is higher. At the 

same time, this trust eases communication between both parties, allowing for an improved 

transfer of information.  

 

6.4 Societal implications 
 
The medical equipment sector deals with services and products that are crucial for patients’ 

health. Therefore, processes that are influencing the final service and outcome need to be 

adjusted to achieve the best possible result. As seen throughout this study, relationships are 

able to decrease uncertainty and improve trust. This trust needs to be established, in order to 

guarantee the best possible treatment for patients.  

 

Building and maintaining relationships in the healthcare sector has, therefore, an effect on 

patient’s health and satisfaction. Improper training for instance can have an impact on 

treatments. It is essential to make use of relationships, in order to identify customer needs to 

be able to offer the best solutions available. With long-term relationships suppliers are aware 

of their client’s needs and can adapt services accordingly. Hence, the successful creation of 

relationships is crucial for the medical industry. 

 

6.5 Reflection 
 
Prior to collecting primary data, the results for this study were expected to be different from 

the findings obtained. Studies about culture often focus on the negative effect the cultural gap 

has on building relationships, if not properly managed. These indicate that adaption to the 

local culture is required to conduct business successfully, which is as well stated in this study. 

Yet, this study additionally found interesting indications on the positive influence of culture 

during the development of trust. When asked about the negative effects of cultural differences 

interviewees did not have immediate responses. Participants rather focused on the positive 

effect of Swedish cultural training and the Swedish representation. Therefore, the study 

indicates that it is important to determine which cultural factor may be perceived positive 

from the foreign side and do not need to be adapted to the local culture.  
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The data for this study is carefully selected, in order to reach validity. Participants of this 

study have long-term experience, which provides legitimate new acquired information in the 

field of relationship building. Within the cross-cultural setting of this study, the key factors 

are the establishment of relationships, trust and communication.  

 

The information gathered in the theoretical discussion is carefully chosen, in order to fit the 

scenario of a market expansion from Sweden to Brazil. Such information focuses on helping 

to create a theoretical framework, basing its foundations on the interconnection between 

building relationships, communication and establishing trust. The framework is developed 

within a scenario where two cultures meet, in order to deal with the commercialization of 

high-end medical equipment.  

 

The same context applies to the effort of acquiring empirical insight by conducting 

interviews. Since chosen participants are managers of Elekta from Brazil and Sweden, the 

focus remains to be pertinent to the process of moving to Brazil, in order to establish and 

maintain business. Therefore, the findings of this study are meant to be applied to the 

specified framework. Involving different cultural backgrounds may result in altered findings. 

 

Furthermore, even though participants with high experience levels are selected for this study, 

data is gathered from one company. Interviewees have claimed that Elekta’s main advantage 

is the connection and relationship to customers. Including Elekta’s competitor in the data 

collection could give insight in the actual differences of the companies’ relationship building 

strategies. 

 

6.6 Suggestions for further research 
 
Findings have shown that relationship building and trust development is correlated to culture. 

COO and cultural business practices can have an effect on the degree of trust. Therefore, 

future research should focus on which aspects of culture are perceived as negative and 

positive by other nations. 

 

Healthcare services are present around the globe and companies are operating in various 

different locations. There is the possibility that in a market expansion to another county, such 

as the Asian or African continent, relationship building requires a different approach and 
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foreign business practices are perceived differently than in Brazil. Further research should 

identify if possible cultural differences keep on playing a vital role when expanding abroad. It 

is hereby important to focus on negative, as well as on positive aspects of foreign culture.  

 

Furthermore, including a wider range of healthcare providers from different origins can 

provide insight regarding dissimilarities of positive aspects related to foreign culture, with a 

comparison of foreign factors in a host market.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 – Interview Questions Elekta Employees 
 

1) Could you please briefly introduce yourself, your tasks in the company and your working 
experience in the organization?  

2) Are you involved in business operations with Sweden/Brazil?  

3) Have you been involved in the market expansion to Brazil?  

4) If yes, could you please tell us how long you have been in contact with the Brazilian 
subsidiary/Swedish headquarters?  

5) Which were the first steps you took to establish a connection to the Brazilian 
market/Swedish headquarters Customers in Brazil?  

6) What mediums did you use to establish contacts in/to the foreign market?  

7) Do you think personal meetings are essential, to guarantee a relationship establishment or 
is it also possible to communicate via electronic tools such as email, phone calls, etc.?  

8) Were there any differences you notices regarding relationship building during the market 
expansion to Brazil, when compared to Sweden?  

9) To what extent did those differences make cooperation more difficult?  

10) What did you do from your side to overcome these cultural differences?  

11) Was there a lack of trust between individuals and/or companies in general and were you 
more suspicious towards the foreign partner as you would be to a local?  

12) How have the relationships between the Swedish headquarters and the Brazilian 
subsidiary evolved when compared to the beginning?  

13) How often are you in contact nowadays with the subsidiary/headquarters/customer to 
guarantee maintenance of the established relationships?  

14) Looking back at the process, is there anything you think could/should have been done 
differently?  What would you suggest others wanting to expand internationally, regarding the 
building of relationships? 

15) Regarding future operations, is there anything that indicates changes of the organizational 
structure in Brazil, e.g. plans for expansion? 
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Appendix 2 – Interview Questions External Experts 
 

1) Could you please introduce yourself, and briefly explain your working experience?  

2) Do you have any knowledge about Elekta, a Swedish company that specializes on medical 
equipment?  

3) When engaging in cooperation between a Brazilian and a European company (Swedish if 
possible) what are the main cultural differences that should be taken into account?  

4) How could the Brazilian and European side overcome such differences?  

5) Do you believe the Brazilian subsidiary should employ mostly locals or is it necessary to 
have European workers as well?  

6) Throughout interviews with Brazilian managers from Elekta, we have been told that 
Brazilians hold a high prestige for Europeans (especially Swedish individuals since the 
company’s HQ is based on Stockholm), have you seen or experienced that belief throughout 
your professional career?  

7) When it comes to doing business it has been identified throughout our interviews that 
unlike Europeans (Swedish), Brazilians tend to know the managers of the other party on a 
personal level first rather than going straight into business. What are the benefits of such 
strategy?  

8) Language has been identified as a key factor when Europeans expand their business to 
Latin America. To what extent in your experience do language differences represent a barrier 
in a field such as the medical equipment one?  

9) Regarding customer relationships, Elekta managers stated that although it is a crucial 
matter, long distances between cities in Latin America it is a challenge to stay closer to the 
clients. Do you think having distributors throughout the continent is enough or would it be 
necessary to establish additional offices to improve a firm’s physical presence in Latin 
America?  

10) Elekta is considering opening new locations in Latin America; however some countries 
present certain degree of political instability (E.g. Nicolas Maduro expropriating a General 
Motors plant in Venezuela last month). To that extent does this represent a challenge or risk 
for a foreign company?  

11) The healthcare field can be seen more critical than others, considering that the well- being 
of human lives is at stake. How does trust play a role on strengthening relationships with 
customers in this field within Brazil and Latin America?  

12) New medical equipment products must be approved by the FDA, in order to be 
commercialized. Do you believe that the different practices implemented in Europe and Brazil 
may lead to a company having to adapt its products in order to sell them in that South 
American country?  

13) What would be the steps or process you would follow in order to successfully establish a 
medical equipment subsidiary in Brazil (how to minimize risks, gain market share, establish 
relationships, etc.)?   
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Appendix 3 – Invitation Letter for Interviews 
 

Good morning Mr/Mrs XXXX 

First of all, thank you for showing interest on helping us get the valuable information needed, 
by conducting an interview with you.  

As mentioned, the topic of our thesis is: "The effect of cultural differences on relationship 
building during an international market expansion" 

We have prepared a series of questions, we believe will help us focus on the key point that wil 
act as the main pillars throughout this study. Such questions are attached in this email so you 
can have an idea of what our empirial data section will look like.  

When it comes to the time and date for the interview, we understand that April may be a busy 
month due to the end of your fiscal year. Therefore, we are completely open to allocate 
enough time for the date you consider most suitable.  

We would suggest to hold a first interview next week. From our side, Tuesday 04.04. or 
Wednesday 05.04. would be suitable. Please let us know if you would have time at any of 
these two days. If not, there is not problem to schedule the interviews for another day. 

Thank you again for your help and the interest shown. 

Best regards, 

Claudia Roppelt and Alejandro Royo 
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