SIETAR Europa Congress 2007

Looking in a distorted mirror:  Western mis-perceptions of Eastern managers.

Priya Abraham and Elisabeth Cassels-Brown

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the re-emergence of the nation states in the former Eastern European block, the opportunity for Western corporations to expand their business reach into this formerly closed market has increased dramatically.  Renewed nation states such as Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, have been joined by other countries that have separated back to their ethnic origins (such as the Czech Republic and Slovakia in place of Czechoslovakia), and cultural diversity in the region has been legitimised.   Despite this increased diversity, these countries do seem to share some cultural norms, if only those imposed on them by those outside of the region.  Zurn & Checkel (2005) recognise these cultural phenomena as a form of European socialisation (in this case it appears to be Western European socialisation and Eastern European socialisation) which while it is conceptually appealing, has not yet been substantiated empirically.  The stereotypes typically espoused by each European region about the other offers some empirical evidence to challenge this view.

This former geographical area is referred to in this paper as ‘Central and Eastern Europe’ (CEE), while original EU members including the UK, Germany, Austria, etc are referred to as ‘Western European’ (a category which is also representative of the USA for the purposes of this paper).  This paper reports the experiences of managers in CEE organisations with regard to their working relationships with managers in WE organisations.  Overall the picture is not positive.  Managers in WE organisations have preconceived ideas of managers in CEE organisations and poor working relationships emerge as negative expectations drive behaviours, and vice versa, in a downward spiral.  There are cultural differences between the two that no doubt contribute to these difficulties.  For example, Fink & Meiereweret (2004) found that CEE managers tend towards a slow speed of solving tasks and long length of negotiations and decision making processes, stemming from their history of working in collectives and priority setting by supervisors.  The root cause of the poor relationships seems to be a lack of mutual trust and respect between the different cultural backgrounds, resulting in stereotyped interpretation of behaviour constructing a self-fulfilling prophecy.

This paper session will both present findings and collect data from the audience.  As a starting point, the audience will be asked the same questions as the sample were, and the session will end by looking at how the audience’s answers differ from the CEE sample presented.  The main body of the session will be the presentation of the research results derived from the CEE sample, and the discussion of the implications of the research for management practice and development both in CEE and WE organisations.  The results will also be discussed in light of  Sheridan’s (2005) work which endeavoured to identify intercultural leadership competencies for US leaders in the era of globalisation, Globokar’s (1997) work that reported early feelings of humiliation by a WE approach in a CEE organisation, Camiah & Hollinshead (2003) study of Russian and western expatriate managers, and Littrel et Valentin’s (2005) study that showed different leader style preferences between Eastern and Western European organisations.  The paper does not focus on cultural definitions in terms of Hofstede’s model of culture as this has largely been achieved by Ardichvili & Kuchinke (2002), but rather focuses on how the intercultural (mis)perception and differences impacts on people’s feelings and behaviours in the workplace.

The methodology underpinning this paper is a variation of critical incident technique incorporating storytelling.  A sample of CEE managers was sent an electronic qualitative questionnaire which asks them to recount a memorable incident that occurred when working with a WE manager/colleague.  The sample was asked to recount how they felt during the incident, how they did react, and how they would hope to react differently if the situation occurred again.  This is similar to the approach adopted by April, Ephraim and Blass (2006) in their study of diversity between the various ethnic groups in South Africa.  The data was analysed using content analysis to classify the textual information by reducing it to more pertinent and convenient bits of data with the help of Atlas ti, qualitative data analysis software.  The technique aims to make sense of, and draw valid inferences from the written word (Weber 1990).  The content was reduced into content categories according to Weber’s eight steps for coding, as agreed by members of the research team, and implemented to eliminate inconsistencies by a single coder.  Ultimately, category counts were used to assess the intensity of concern for the various categories and in developing the relationship maps between the categories.
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