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up in the shadow of these important relationships. The statement, of increased need for 

relationship marketing, is proven more tangible in cross-border interactions and communications. 

Managers who are maintaining and establishing international accounts have to acknowledge 

cultural differences, norms and preferences when keeping their international key accounts 

satisfaction. However, the practice around how cultural diversity implement the relationship 

process is something that could be further explored. Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is to 

explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s relations with international key accounts. 

The thesis has a phenomenological approach, which aims at exploring personal business 

experiences of managers in practice. Thus, the aim is not to make general assumptions about 

either KAM, RM or business culture. The thesis is developed through five separate interviews 

with managers of different gender, practice and targeted customer culture. We mainly used 

Hofstede's (2017) framework when analyzing and discussing the implication of business culture 

on international relationships. Several strategies, both personal and business oriented, where 

noticed as a result of international and intercultural business collaborations. The result shows 

how complex the subject of business culture is and how limitations of managing cultural diversity 

can lead to conflicts and dilemmas. 
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1. Introduction 

A recent study, performed by the U.S Small Business Administration and mentioned in 

Veckans Affärer (2016), state that the buyer-seller relationship is more important than 

ever before. Fast digitalization and globalization of the business world are making more 

and more customers feel that their suppliers forget them. The feeling that suppliers forget 

their company has become the most common reason for customers to seek satisfaction 

elsewhere. Therefore, it could be argued that the product not is as important as the 

relationship. According to Lundalogik, the market leader in Sweden on customer 

relationship management (CRM), it is five times more expensive to gain a new client than 

it is to maintain an existing one (Isberg, 2015). A statement confirmed by the article in 

Veckans Affärer (2016).  

It is a struggle to sustain key customer accounts satisfaction. The work of maintaining 

sustainable key customer accounts is referred as key account management (KAM). 

Financial Times (2017) defines KAM as a company unit that evolves around customer-

oriented coordination, communication and interaction. Homburg, Workman JR. and 

Jensen (2002) state that there is a significant gap between the importance of KAM in 

practice and the research behind it. McDonald, Rogers and Woodburn (2000) explain the 

term KAM and its importance from a business perspective. They argue that change and 

maturity of the market are drivers for KAM relevance. As mentioned, due to fast 

digitalization, the world is, in a sense, getting smaller. Boundaries are being erased, and 

information can travel cross-borders, connecting the world of buyers and sellers giving 

KAM a bigger relevance in today's society. 

Dagens Industri (2014) states that cultural clashes have become a natural part of daily 

practice. Dagens Industri refers to this in the same way as Veckans Affärer (2016) that 

globalization has led to both internal and external cooperations. Firms can have a rapid 

growth by becoming players on the global stage much faster than previously possible, so-

called “born-globals” (Agha, 2016). Sebenius (2009) research on how cultural diversity 

implicates communication in cross-border relationships, and how it can occur conflicts 

and dilemmas on how communication and culture are managed. Sebenius (2009) further 

claims that the subject of balancing customer management with cultural diversification is 

very relevant.  
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When discussing and analyzing business culture, several dilemmas and conflicts of 

cultural diversity arise that needs to be accounted. For instance, language barriers, time 

perceptions, communication differences, etiquettes and general manners are some core 

elements that easily gets overviewed (Lewis, 2006; Hollensen, 2007). Adler (1991) 

argues that Cross-Cultural Management (CCM) is crucial to understand and improve 

interactions with clients and partners internationally. McLean and Lewis (2010) share 

Adler’s view and state that there are two key aspects of CCM, namely cross-cultural 

communication and cross-cultural awareness. McLean and Lewis (2010) states that by 

developing awareness and cultural adaptation on how to meet cultural clashes, is a way 

to minimize negative occurrences, conflicts and dilemmas. 

Hofstede (2017) has developed research and models that describe cultural differences. 

His research aims at providing a general preference in national business culture, to 

prepare cross-cultural business communication. However, the aim of this thesis is to 

explore further how cultural diversity implicates international business relationships. We 

aim to see how managers handle cultural conflicts and dilemmas when global companies 

communicate with their international key customers.  

1.1 Problematization 

KAM is a process for customer management within business-to-business (B2B) markets. 

The process involves creating and maintaining a long-term relationship between 

companies and its key customers (Millan & Wilson, 1999; Gezelius & Wildenstam, 

2007). The role as a key account manager contains a dynamic of satisfying customer 

needs and portray a deep commitment to the other party (Buttle, 2004; Story & Hess, 

2010). There are both quantitative and qualitative objectives on the relationship. The 

quantitative objectives, commonly referred to as hard criteria, are the ones that focus on 

creating productivity and mutual profitability. According to Boles, Johnston and Gardner 

(1999), the only criteria for being a key customer is that they generate the most business 

and therefore refer to hard criteria. However, Sharam (1997) states that the qualitative 

objectives are of equal importance. The qualitative objectives, referred to as soft criteria, 

are factors of engagement and commitment (Millan & Wilson, 1999). Culture is an aspect 

that mainly implicates the soft criteria. The basic ground of the buyer-seller relationship 

will differ, depending on what is the custom in the targeted culture (Sebenius, 2009).   
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Culture is a subject of extensive research, and numerous researchers have surveyed it. For 

the purpose of this thesis, the main cultural aspect treated will be business culture. The 

focus area will be conflicts and dilemmas that may arise through differences in 

communication and practice. Hofstede (2017) constructed surveys of many IBM 

employees in approximately 70 countries to grasp national business culture. The Dutch 

social psychologist has developed six cultural dimensions, providing a relative preference 

of national business culture. Samaha, Beck and Palmatier (2014) state that cultural 

characteristics implicate cross-border buyer-seller relationships. However, Sebenius 

(2009) provide several caveats in order to avoid cross-cultural fallacies. He compares 

culture, from a business perspective to an iceberg, meaning that what is visible on the 

surface is small compared to what lies underneath. Sebenius (2009) means that when 

different cultures interact, the collision might be that the parties overemphasize their 

differences. Trompenaar and Hampden-Turner (2013) state that the struggle in 

understanding different cultures is to believe that it is even possible. They further explain 

culture as the shared way groups of people understand and interpret the world. While 

cultural diversity should not be neglected, Trompenaar and Hampden-Turner (2013) 

share Sebenius (2009) statement, that problems can arise from overthinking one’s 

differences.  

McDonald et al. (2000) underline the importance of KAM as a cornerstone in creating 

sustainable international businesses. They argue that effective KAM leads to heightened 

profitability, increased sales and improved profitability, which ultimately are drivers of 

relationship marketing (RM). Samaha et al. (2014) state that culture has a significant 

effect on RM. Due to RM being interactions of social exchanges, influenced by cultural 

norms and perceptions, the expectations differ across countries. This difference needs to 

be accounted for to create and maintain sustainable cross-border relationships (Samaha 

et al., 2014). Samaha et al. (2014) use Hofstede’s dimensions when they theoretically 

elaborate on how RM should be moderated according to cultural diversity. The important 

part in making international relationships last is that they are based on mutual benefits. A 

cornerstone in RM is that both parties view the relationship from a win-win perspective 

(Samaha et al., 2014). However, cultural diversity implicates that different preferences 

color societies. Thus, the base of international relationships can differ depending on 

cultural characteristics.  
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There is, undoubtedly, a close and interesting connection between culture and how KAM 

approaches are alternated to maintain sustainable cross-border relationships. Research has 

been done in order to explain cultural diversity and how sellers can prepare themselves 

when doing business abroad (Sebenius, 2009). Fast globalization and digitalization are, 

in a sense, connecting the world which makes it easier for companies to branch out 

internationally. Therefore, international relationships become very tangible and obvious 

in day to day business practice (Agha, 2016). The same goes for the research regarding 

KAM and its importance as an organizational pillar. According to Andersson and 

Johansson (2015) KAM has grown to be a commonly implemented strategy in 

international companies. They further state that KAM has required organizational 

structures that enable managers to implement customer-oriented management fully. The 

practice around maintaining value through key customers has gained further 

acknowledgment in internationalization research. Ryals (2005) state that difference in 

perceived value within international cooperations is a contributing factor for KAM 

relevance.  

With primary and secondary data and the use of cultural theories, this thesis aims to 

provide additional insight into the practice of KAM, international communication and 

how cultural diversity is met. We will mainly use Hofstede’s theoretical framework when 

making assumptions of business culture in general and then provide examples drawn from 

informants’ experiences. This thesis develops from the problems stated in the previously 

mentioned articles. First of all, those poorly managed relationships between buyers and 

sellers have become the most common reason for companies to lose their key accounts 

(Blomquist, 2016). Moreover, second, that cultural clashes have become a natural part of 

the daily practice of international companies (DN, 2014). We will turn to experiences of 

managers who, in practice, work with international accounts. Thus, to explore how 

different cultural conflicts and dilemmas occur, as well as how they are encountered. 

1.2 Research purpose 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how managers maintain their relationships with 

international key accounts. As well as, to explore the perception of cultural conflicts and 

dilemmas in KAM practice with international key customers. Thus, the aim of this 

research is to: 
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Explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s relations with international key 

accounts.  

1.3 Limitations 

This thesis has chosen to focus on treating international companies with branches in 

Sweden and a global customer spectrum. Furthermore, the thesis will aim at exploring 

KAM processes within the segment of B2B and not business-to-consumer (B2C). The 

thesis has chosen to term the companies as small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

and large enterprises, according to Bolagsverkets (2017) recommended limit. 

1.4 Outline 

This thesis consists of six chapters. The thesis starts by presenting the background, 

problematization, research question and theoretical limitations. In the second chapter, we 

will present our research strategy and design, research philosophy, approach, choice of 

conceptual framework and choice of methodology. Following chapter contains a 

literature review where we present our used frameworks and prior research. Chapter four 

presents our time horizon, data collection, selection of participants, validity, 

transferability and ethical considerations. In chapter five we present and discuss our 

empirical findings. In the last chapter, six, we will present our conclusions, practical 

implications and suggestions for further research. 
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2. Research Method 

In this chapter, we will present our research method and the different choices of 

methodology. The purpose of this chapter is to argue for our used method. It contains 

research philosophy, research approach, choice of entry and choice of methodology.  

2.1 Research strategy and design 

A research strategy can be defined as the researchers’ method of answering his or her 

research question. Furthermore, it can be referred to the methodological link between the 

philosophy and data collection method (Saunders et al., 2012). Denzin and Lincoln 

(2008) describe research strategy as “what information most appropriately will answer 

the specific research question, the purposes of the study, and which strategies are most 

effective for obtaining it.”  

According to Saunders et al. (2012), a phenomenological angle of incidence aims to see 

the world from the informant’s perspective, which can be a challenge for researchers. 

Furthermore, this incidence fits complex business situations such as cultural conflicts and 

dilemmas. Personal conflicts and dilemmas can be seen as business situations that are 

unique and complex interactions where individuals and circumstances come together at a 

given moment (ibid). Denscombe (2016) writes that a phenomenon needs to be explained 

but only in a way which appears in our mind. Furthermore, he argues that researchers 

with a phenomenological angle of incidence focus on informant’s experiences. The 

experiences can be mixed, basic and unprocessed regarding that no analysis has yet been 

done (Denscombe, 2016). This thesis is inspired by this phenomenological research 

design since we will get the informants view on different conflicts and dilemmas in 

international business contexts.  

2.2 Research philosophy 

Research philosophy enables researchers to make assumptions about how they view the 

world. The assumptions that researchers make often support the research method and the 

selected strategies. This thesis has an interpretative research approach, which according 

to Bryman and Bell (2011) is described as a standpoint where knowledge is created 

through interactions between humans. This thesis is examining experiences, conflicts and 

dilemmas between humans and cultures. Thus, we need to understand how individuals 
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make sense of the world around them and to what extent they work with culture (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011).  

Since the data collection method in this thesis is interviews, the results bases on what the 

interviewees want to tell and not an objective reality. The interaction between us as 

researchers and the interviewees creates a knowledge of the interviewee’s personal and 

individual experience. This strategy links to interpretivism (ibid). Denzin and Lincoln 

(2008) agrees with Bryman & Bell’s view on analyzing personal experiences. 

2.3 Research Approach 

In research approach, three different methods are usually used; inductive, deductive and 

abductive. This thesis will use an abductive approach, which is a mix between inductive 

and deductive since we will commute between theory and empiricism to find links 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions will be used as a framework to 

identify cultural conflicts and dilemmas. Furthermore, both relationship marketing (RM) 

and key account management (KAM) will be highlighted throughout this thesis. Meaning 

that we have some insight of what cultural conflicts and dilemmas may look like, which 

is described as a deductive approach. On the other hand, the purpose of an inductive 

approach is to better understand the nature of a problem by identifying patterns and 

themes to create a conceptual framework (ibid).  

An orthodox deductive approach would not fit our research since a deductive approach is 

based upon premises grounded on an existing theory which is tested by hypotheses 

(Saunders et al., 2012). Our research aims to find conflicts and dilemmas that may occur 

for managers while sustaining a long-term relationship with a foreign party. In order to 

understand different conflicts and dilemmas that may occur, an abductive approach is 

crucial since interviews will be used as the data collection method (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

2.4 Choice of methodology 

There are two different types of methods to be used when collecting empirical data; 

qualitative and quantitative (Denscombe, 2016). This thesis will use the qualitative 

method when collecting empirical data. The qualitative method is optimal since 

knowledge of a phenomenon is built, and we create an interpretative view. A quantitative 

method would not fit our research approach because it gives numerical data that renders 
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to a statistic result. Furthermore, a quantitative method would be more suited if the aim 

were to examine how many conflicts and dilemmas that occur for managers while 

handling international key accounts. Interviews are the most widely used method in 

qualitative research. An interview is flexible and gives the researcher plenty of data to 

analyze and later build a theory upon (Bryman & Bell, 2011). With the methodology of 

semi-constructed interviews, we aim to analyze the informant’s personal experiences of 

encountering cross-cultural conflicts and dilemmas (ibid).  

2.5 Choice of conceptual framework 

We will use Hofstede’s cultural dimensions as a conceptual framework to get an 

understanding of differences in business cultures and what may cause conflicts and 

dilemmas between managers and their international accounts. With the use of Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions as a benchmarking framework, we can link our analysis to prior 

research. However, the model will not color our findings but merely work as a tool for 

analyzing national business culture. The practice of KAM and RM are ground stones in 

our thesis and also some of the terms we have chosen to highlight in this thesis. 

2.6 Summary 

This thesis is based upon interpretivism and has an abductive approach. Since the aim is 

to explore conflicts and dilemmas that managers have encountered with international key 

accounts. A qualitative method with interviews will be used, in order to analyze what 

conflicts and dilemmas that may occur and how these can be prevented or how to handle 

these. The conceptual framework presented will be based on Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions. We will examine the term KAM alongside with the term RM. 
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3. Literature review 

In this chapter, we will define and elaborate several objectives. The purpose of this 

chapter is to clarify the objectives that are relevant to this thesis. It contains research on 

KAM as well as different views on business culture from the perspectives: conflicts, 

dilemmas and strategies.  

3.1 Introduction literature review 

The aim of this thesis is to explore and elaborate how the practice of key account 

management (KAM) is colored by cultural conflicts, dilemmas and more specifically, 

how international business relationships are maintained. In order to, more in depth, 

explore different practices of KAM and the implications of culture, it is necessary to 

define and narrow a few objectives. First, the KAM profession and importance for 

organizational value need to be further explained, as well as what separates key customers 

to ordinary ones. Relationship marketing (RM) and its connection to KAM and building 

long-term relationships will also be further acknowledged. Secondly, the concept of 

business culture needs to be elaborated around potential conflicts and dilemmas that could 

occur when balancing KAM with cultural diversity. We aim to explore the impact of 

culture on cross-border communication and international relationships. 

3.2 Key account management 

The importance of KAM when it comes to building long-term, sustainable, relationships 

between the buyer and seller is something that has been widely acknowledged in the 

literature. The concept of KAM is, as previously stated, deeply associated with the 

practice of RM. To study more in practice how managers handle cultural differences and 

moderate RM when dealing with their international key accounts is something that lacks 

in research.  

3.2.1 Key customers 

Cheverton (2012) states that the definition of a key customer is something that only can 

be explained if a company make the active choice in defining specific customers. He 

further elaborates that key customers are a few customers that, in one way or another, is 

linked closely with the organization. Millman and Wilson (1994) and Boles et al. (1999) 
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describes key customers in a more quantitative way. They state that a company’s key 

customers represent the largest amount of the purchase volume and that they produce up 

to 80 percent of the firm’s sales. Millman and Wilson (1994) also separate key customers 

to ordinary ones by claiming that the relationships are beneficial for both parties. Thus, 

sharing the view of several other researchers, that the mutual objective is the long-term 

benefit of all involved parties (Cheverton, 2012; Martin, Gutiérrez, & Camarero, 2004; 

Rylander, Strutton, & Pelton, 1997). 

3.2.2 Key account management 

As previously mentioned, the importance of KAM is underlined by McDonald et al. 

(2000). They argue that KAM is a necessity when it comes to increase sales, heighten 

profitability and improve productivity. Abratt and Kelly (2002) further explain that for a 

manager to maintain a fruitful relationship with one’s customer there need to be mutually 

beneficial goals. They argue that the success rate of KAM is predicated upon establishing 

a process for adding value on a consistent basis. The consensus that most previous 

research reach is that KAM is built around relationships. Cheverton (2012) points to 

KAM being a strategic plan when it comes to building long-term relationships with 

different activities. He further presents a more detailed definition of KAM (see Table 

3.2.2 Cheverton’s definitions). 

Table 3.2.2 Cheverton's definitions  

Cheverton’s definitions 

Long-term investment of resources in a smaller number of customers that are expected to give an excellent return.  

To lead cross-functional business teams that have defined goals, roles and commitments.  

A desire to understand the customer’s business and challenges better than the customer himself. 

To develop a customer-oriented offering to obtain competitive advantages and the status of being a key supplier.  

To share and structure plans for each key customer and incorporate these plans into the whole organization.  

To use customer profitability as the key measure of success. 

 

Cheverton’s definitions state that there are both qualitative and quantitative factors that 

define KAM. The mutual objective is that the practice of KAM is closely linked to 

establishing long-lasting relationships between the buyer and seller (Cheverton, 2012; 

Gezelius & Wildenstam, 2007). Mahdi and Nilsson (2015) and Gezelius and Wildenstam 
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(2007) further explain that a KAM-cooperation is defined by mutual understanding and 

awareness, from both the buyer and seller, that it is a long-term commitment. However, 

the literature shows different explanations on the KAM-process. The explanations have 

been created on personal interpretations and can be based on different cultural 

background (Cheverton, 2012; Millan & Wilson, 1999; McDonald, Rogers, & Woodburn, 

2000). 

3.2.3 Relationship Marketing 

Relationship Marketing was developed in the late 90s and, similar to KAM, focus on the 

interactions between buyers and sellers (Grönroos, 2008; Gummenson, 2002). Bruhn, 

Georgi and Hadwich (2006) defines RM as the practice of RM that refers to all marketing 

activities directed towards establishing, developing and maintaining successful 

relationships. Thus, RM is a form of marketing that separates itself from transaction 

marketing (TM). The biggest difference is the interaction with the customers. RM refers 

to building long-term relationships with the customers. The main aspect is to build 

relationships that will make the company competitive and provide profitable results 

(Ryals & Payne, 2001). Whilst, TM refers to gaining as much profit as possible from one 

single deal (Webster, 1992). The pillar of RM is that the value, brought by the 

relationship, exceeds the value that can be brought by TM. The value can be measured 

quantitatively by viewing revenues and shares, but the importance lies in the relationship. 

Both parties should view the relationship from a win-win perspective in the long-term 

(Grönroos, 2008; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

There are many similarities between RM and KAM. For instance, as mentioned before, 

both practices involve to actively working with developing and maintaining fruitful, long-

term relationships with customers. One difference is that RM does not define the practice 

around different customers, key and ordinary ones (Grönroos, 2008; Gummenson, 2002; 

Ryals & Payne, 2001). Gummenson (2002) highlights the complexity of building 

relationships that are based on mutual beneficial needs, as well as maintaining them. He 

refers to the influence of personal factors, such as cultural differences, which can make it 

difficult to establish a common ground. Grönroos (2008) states that there has been a 

change in what is expected of the relationship, from a customer standpoint. Grönroos 

(2008) states that customers need more attention now than previously custom in order not 
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to seek satisfaction elsewhere. Thus, Grönroos (2008) states that the practice of RM and 

KAM are more important now than what was previously custom. 

3.3 Business Culture 

Culture is a sensitive subject that has been treated by numerous researchers. Diverse 

definitions and contradicting views on culture have been developed over centuries. Thus, 

culture has a broad spectrum of definitions in organizational theory (Alvesson, 2015). 

This thesis will not define different levels of culture, such as national or individual, but 

mainly view the perspective of business culture. Hofstede (2017) define business culture 

as “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one 

category of people from another.” The definition expresses a form of “we and the others” 

feeling (Corvellec & Holmberg, 2010). Collective programming refers to a process that 

we are subjected to since birth. Hence, a process that creates culture. Distinguishes the 

members of one category of people from another refer to culture as a separation of 

individuals (Lewis, 2006; Hofstede, 2017; Gibson, 2002). Different characteristics of 

culture, such as whether individualism or collectivism color business culture and more 

importantly, for this paper, the importance of relationships in the practices of KAM 

(Sebenius, 2009). Kun-His Liao (2016) argues that knowledge of the target social culture 

is crucial to implement business-to-business sales service in international markets. Liao’s 

(2016) research, showed that specific cultural characteristics could be positively 

correlated with CRM and service performance. Liao (2016) specify his research towards 

Chinese cultural characteristics. He states that several specific features, regarding cultural 

characteristics, dominate Chinese organizational operations and interpersonal 

relationships. Liao’s (2016) research shows that to create long-lasting customer 

relationships, both KAM and RM should be moderated to fit the targeted culture of the 

customer. This research is similar to the statement of Samaha et al. (2014) that culture 

influences RM strategies. 

3.3.1 Cultural Conflicts 

Conflicts in business often arise from personal differences and how others interpret these 

differences. Conflicts occur when at least one party in an interdependent relationship have 

different interests. When facing communication across borders, culture or ethnicity 

barriers and conflicts become tangible. There will always be a distance between cultural 
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norms and preferences on how a relationship is established (Brett, Behfar, & Sanchez-

Burks, 2014; Hofstede, 2017; Lewis, 2006). Morosini, Shane and Singh (1998) define 

cultural distance as the degree of cultural norms that separates one country from another. 

Thus, sharing the view presented by Hofstede (2017). 

Hofstede (2017) has developed six cultural dimensions based on different values and 

norms within business associations. The dimensions that Hofstede (2017) provides are 

power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation 

and indulgence. Samaha et al. (2014) use Hofstede’s dimensions when claiming that 

culture has a significant effect on RM. They further state that culture is a key 

environmental force that shapes people’s norms, behavior and perceptions in different 

ways. Because RM interactions are social exchanges, these objectives become very 

perceptible (Samaha et al. 2014). Samaha et al. (2014) further claims that to avoid 

conflicts of cultural diversity, RM should be moderated. In most cases, customers have 

different needs, norms and preferences so the challenge lies in identifying these 

differences and moderate the RM strategy accordingly. This statement is also adaptable 

to KAM. When managers deal with international key customers, opportunity lies in 

identifying specific dos and don’ts of the subjected customer. However, there also lies 

fallacies and conflicts in overthinking one’s differences. As mentioned in the 

problematization, Sebenius (2009) refer business culture to an iceberg. Meaning that 

when different cultures interact, the collision might be to overemphasize the party’s 

differences instead of acting “normal”. Normal is referring to how one would act in the 

home market with domestic customers. In that sense, Sebenius (2009) statement is 

contradicting the claim of Samaha et al. (2014).  

Moreover, Sebenius (2009) used Hofstede’s dimensions when arguing for how cross-

border communications should be managed in order to avoid conflicts and fallacies. 

Sebenius (2009) research on how cultural characteristics implicates negations and overall 

communication in cross-border relationships. According to Hollensen (2007) and Hörlin 

& Gustafsson (2009) it is important to understand how these different values of culture 

can affect the communication process. Conflicts can arise from many different things. 

Such as; talking to the wrong person (high power distance), too much small talk before 

“getting to the point” (low masculinity) or by being too laid-back and focusing more on 

personality than profitability (low uncertainty avoidance). It is easy to spot clashes and 
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conflicts from what could be seen as simple communication (Hofstede, 2017; Samaha et 

al., 2014). One of the main forms of conflicts lies within expectations. Two parties, 

establishing an international relationship, will have a diverse expectation on the outcome. 

These expectations rooted in the cultures of the parties. Both are subjected to, and custom 

to, the domestic market (Miller & Bersoff, 1992). When making cultural assumptions, by 

for instance the use of Hofstede’s dimensions, these expectations become available. 

Hofstede (2017) states that some culture expects the relationship to be founded on 

personal liking, meaning that the personal chemistry between the buyer and seller is a 

vital part of the decision-making process. While other cultures focus more on facts and 

figures, making decisions strictly based on what revenue the relationship can bring 

(Hofstede, 2017). Worth mentioning is that the figures, presented by Hofstede, are 

relative preferences of national business culture. Thus, conflicts can arise by emphasizing 

the quantitative results. Personal opinions mostly fund relationships and these do not 

necessary align with the cultural dimensions.  

When analyzing different cultural conflicts and how researchers state that they should be 

managed, you come across many contradicting observations. If we use Sebenius (2009) 

research, for example, he partly claims that conflicts can arise from simply 

acknowledging one’s differences. However, he later states that cross-border 

communication should be moderated to fit the subjected customers’ culture to avoid 

potential conflicts and dilemmas. The same statement can also be applied for Hofstede 

(2017), who present general figures that can aid parties to prepare for international 

interactions and communications. However, at the same time, conflicts can arise from 

being too general and expect that national business culture is observed in the same way 

by everyone.  

3.3.2 Cultural dilemmas 

Kälvemark, Höglund, Hansson, Westerholm and Arnetz (2004) state that dilemmas occur 

when one knows the right thing to do, but institutional constraints or incentives make it 

difficult to pursue the desired course of action. Dilemmas are often hard to define or label 

because they are more personal and harder to solve and manage than conflicts. Dilemmas 

are often more in-depth developed around national culture and history (Samaha et al., 

2014). Discussing conflicts in cross-border communications smaller things as desired 

formality or deployment of emotions can be acknowledged (Hörlin & Gustafsson, 2009; 
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Hollensen, 2007). However, when you elaborate and refer more to cultural dilemmas, it 

concerns decisions or situations where contradicting choices need to be made. This is why 

most prior research, for instance, the previously mentioned theories provided by Hofstede 

(2017) concern cultural conflicts and not dilemmas.  

The easiest way of explaining a cultural dilemma is to draw examples from history. In 

2012 IKEA choose to moderate their marketing campaign in order to fit the targeted 

culture of Saudi-Arabia. In this specific case, the furniture company decided to remove 

all women from their marketing catalog. Due to extensive traditions in culture, women 

had still not gained equal rights and the same political legitimacies as men in Saudi-

Arabia. Therefore, to not conflict with the vice squad, IKEA decided to remove all women 

from their catalog (SvD, 2012). This case deals with a specific cultural dilemma, from a 

moral perspective. In IKEAs code of conduct, they state that they are supporting equal 

rights for men and women. However, when publishing a tailored marketing catalog, they, 

in a sense, contradict with their moral standpoint. Thus, IKEA was presented with a 

choice; to stand their moral ground, so to speak, or to cave so they could reach a larger 

spectrum of customers. As this specific case became a world news, it should be mentioned 

that IKEA did present a catalog featuring women the following year in Saudi-Arabia (DN, 

2013). Even though this case refers to a specific marketing event, it is easily applicable 

to KAM and international relationships. The perspective of handling international 

businesses, big or small, will be influenced by culture (Lewis, 2006; Hofstede, 2017; 

Gibson, 2002; Samaha et al., 2014). Prior research state that, history of different cultures 

have had diverse opinions of right and wrong. Hofstede (2017) and Hayton, George and 

Zahra (2002) state that business culture is affected and developed from fundamental 

norms of the national culture. Thus, the researchers are referring to basic moral 

standpoints, which is something that becomes tangible in international business 

communication.  

As previously mentioned, dilemmas can be hard, if not impossible, to generalize. Because 

they mostly root in personal moral standpoints. This is why the term is best presented 

from practice and for instance, by the example mentioned above. More specific dilemmas 

that arise when it comes to maintaining international key customers will be presented 

further on, from examples drawn from the conducted interviews. 
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3.4 Summary 

The objectives discussed, defined and elaborated above are, to some extent, generalized 

in order to further explain the aim of this thesis. However, this thesis focuses on exploring 

personal insight on KAM and cultural conflicts and dilemmas. Therefore, the data is a 

benchmark on these objectives, and will probably differ from the reflections of practice 

gathered from the constructed interviews. The information provided in this chapter 

mainly consisted of theories and models that will be used as a conceptual framework for 

our empirical analysis. The main theoretical framework that we will use is Hofstede's 

cultural dimensions. A case was presented to highlight how cultural dilemmas can look 

like. Key account management and RM has also been reviewed since KAM is the 

business-to-business way to keep contact and relations with customers. Reviewing 

Cheverton’s definitions on KAM, these definitions can be translated into the meaning of 

RM. The practice of RM focuses on the interaction between the buyers and sellers. 

Cheverton’s definition of KAM highlights the focus on understanding the customer and 

having a developed relationship with the customer. Thus, his research contributes to this 

thesis by explaining the practice and importance of KAM from a business perspective. 

Further, in order to define and narrow several individual’s experiences with cultural 

conflicts and dilemmas during international business, this thesis literature review capture 

generalized data of the concepts. The different concepts are highlighted in order to make 

the reader aware of potential barriers, conflicts and dilemmas that may arise in 

international business situations. In the discussion and analysis of this paper, potential 

similarities and differences with the conceptual framework versus the gathered results 

will be highlighted. The purpose of doing so is to further contribute and possibly confirm, 

prior research on the treated topics. 
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4. Empirical method 

In this chapter, the empirical method is presented. First, we present the research design 

and strategy and continuing with time horizon, data collection, selection of participants, 

reliability, validity and at last we are presenting our ethical considerations.  

4.1 Research process and choice of literature 

Our research process started with a literature search. The search for scientific articles was 

mainly done through Kristianstad University’s search engine Summon@HKR, a 

scientific article database. As a complement, we have also used the search engine Google 

Scholar. Key terms for the search were; key account management (KAM), relationship 

marketing (RM), cultural conflicts and cultural dilemmas. We combined these terms with 

others, such as; business and cross-cultural communication.  

We have focused on articles that are peer-reviewed since they consist of more valid 

information. Most of the articles come from journals that can be considered as high-

quality journals. For instance, Journal of Marketing and Journal of Business & Industrial 

Marketing. We have also focused on newly published articles to add relevance and new 

perspectives to the cultural dimensions. We have evaluated the articles to the best of our 

ability, resulting in some articles being used as guidance. These articles define what 

cultural conflicts and dilemmas mean as  concepts, rather than claiming them as a 

reference.  

4.2 Time horizon 

As mentioned earlier, this thesis aims to explore personal experiences of managers who 

interact with international accounts. The focus area is to explore cultural conflicts and 

dilemmas that arise from differences in culture. A period of fifteen weeks is the limit, and 

the conducted interviews are therefore within a short time perception. Therefore, the 

cross-sectional study is used in this thesis (Saunders et al., 2012). The thesis will research 

objectives and experiences without considering specific points in time. Another time 

perspective when performing a research study is the longitudinal study. The longitudinal 

study examines a phenomenon over a longer time and tries to answer the question whether 

there has been a change or not (ibid). Bryman & Bell (2011) state that data collected from 

a chosen population at a single point in time translates to a cross-sectional study design. 



 

20 

 

Again, referring to the aim of this thesis, a longer perception of time is not needed since 

we will ask for personal experiences without focusing on specific points in time. If we 

examined how the informant’s management of cultural conflicts and dilemmas have 

changed over time, a longitudinal study would be more suited. 

4.3 Data collection  

The empirical data collected in this thesis are based on interviews. According to Saunders 

et al. (2012) this type of data collection is known as a primary data method, meaning that 

new data is collected. We conducted all interviews together. Our empirical data is based 

on four physical interviews and one telephone interview. We both held the interviews by 

asking questions and follow-up questions to keep a flow in the interview. The telephone 

interview was chosen due to the informant's busy schedule. A telephone interview comes 

with both pros and cons. The informant may not feel as targeted as if a physical interview 

were held. Holding a telephone may lead to loss of gestures and interpretations of body 

language, though body language says a lot of what information the candidate shares 

(Saunders et al., 2012; Bryman & Bell,2011). 

4.3.1 Interview Guide  

DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) argue that semi-structured interviews are organized 

around a set of predetermined questions which are followed by so-called follow-up 

questions. The aim was to construct a dialogue between us as interviewers and the 

informants. Furthermore, Bryman and Bell (2011) state that a qualitative interview gives 

a better understanding of the informant’s point of view, which goes in line with the 

purpose of our thesis. 

Kallio, Pietilä, Johnson and Kangasniemi (2016) created a framework how to develop a 

qualitative semi-structured interview guide. The five-step process has inspired us into 

creating our interview guide. In the first step, we identified the prerequisites for using 

semi-structured interviews. This step aimed to evaluate the appropriateness of a semi-

structured interview according to the research question (Kallio et al., 2016). As we have 

argued for earlier, a semi-structured interview gives us the flexibility to ask follow-up 

questions which allows us to analyze the informant’s perception and opinion of cultural 

conflicts and dilemmas. The second step in Kallio et al.’s (2016) framework is retrieving 
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and using previous knowledge. The aim was to gain an adequate understanding of 

previous empirical knowledge (Kallio et al., 2016). In chapter 3, we reviewed relevant 

literature and managed to better grasp the research subject. The third step was to formulate 

a preliminary interview guide (see Appendix 1. First Interview guide) which aimed to 

direct the conversation towards the research question (Kallio et al., 2016). The interview 

guide consisted of two levels of questions where the base questions covered the basic 

research question and the follow-up questions captured a more emotional and in-depth 

objective in line with Kallio et al.’s (2016) suggestions. We aimed to use follow-up 

questions in order to direct the conversations towards the research purpose and to 

maintain the flow of the interview. We had follow-up questions prepared in the interview 

guide but also did not hesitate to ask follow-up questions impulsively. Thus, the dialogue 

is what we were looking for. In the fourth step, we pilot tested the interview guide to 

confirm the relevance of the content and to identify possible reformulations (Kallio et al., 

2016). The pilot testing of our first interview guide (see Appendix 1. First Interview 

guide) was performed on two informants. We made some adjustments resulting in that 

the interview guide we used in our study (see Appendix 2). The fifth and last step was to 

present the complete interview guide. The final interview guide was more logical and 

provided us with a useful mechanism that informants can respond to, connected with 

cultural conflicts and dilemmas that they have experienced and what strategies they have 

developed (Kallio et al., 2016). 

4.3.2 Interviews 

To receive as much data as possible out of every interview we recorded the conversations 

with each participant through iPhones. Worth mentioning is that all participant was 

consulted beforehand and later approved that the interviews could be recorded for 

transcriptional purposes. DiCiccio-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) argues that recorded 

interviews can eliminate difficulties in analyzing the data later on. Our main objective 

with the interviews was to seek the local knowledge of the informants and their 

experience of international business interactions. Alongside with this objective, we aimed 

to use the interviews as opportunities to gain knowledge in the interaction between us as 

researchers and the informants. Alvesson (2003) defines this as a reflexive approach to 

interviews. We started each interview with a summary of the research purpose. A problem 

with the choice of informing the participants beforehand can be that it implicated their 
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answers to fit our objective. Alvesson (2003) writes that what the informants say must be 

seen as a complex interaction where they may try to minimize embarrassment and 

feelings. Their view on us as novice researchers may construct an invisible hierarchy 

where they consider us too inexperienced. However, this was nothing that we experienced 

from our point of view.  

The reflexive approach to constructing interviews aligns with the purpose of this thesis. 

This reflexive approach works as a framework setting potential lines of thinking. 

Additionally, it enables us to think of theoretical ideas how to understand a complex 

matter rather than a definitive theoretical formulation (Alvesson, 2003). The aspects 

presented in this interview part were used as guidelines when we conducted the 

interviews. All interviews ended with us thanking the informants for their time, and we 

hoped that they also found value in the interview. At last, we ensured the informants that 

a paper copy of the transcribed interview would be sent to them for them to take out 

sensitive information or correct any of the empirical data. However, the participants 

remain anonymous and therefore none of them erased any information. We have not 

moderated any transcription material due to sensitive information. 

4.3.3 Data analysis 

When all interviews were conducted and the data was collected, the transcriptions process 

started. The transcription process was done separately and later on; we read through each 

other’s transcriptions. The purpose was to ensure that we did not influence each other in 

the choice of what to be considered as important data. By transcribing separately, we got 

more perspectives on the collected data and were able to analyze the informants’ 

perspectives. Align with our research question we tried to identify interesting experiences 

in the interview data. We used the headlines from the literature review (see Chapter 3) to 

separate and divide the data. Meaning that we categorized four themes with subthemes 

according to our findings in the interview data. To ease the transcription process, we used 

a free transcription tool online. With the tool, we were enabled to slow down the playback 

speed saving us much time. Except saving time, the tool ensured us that no word was lost 

due to not keeping up with the normal playback speed. 

A crucial part of this thesis, regarding data analysis, is the knowledge and information 

that was gathered from our informants’ experience. The information we have gathered is, 
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to some extent, sensitive to share. Privacy is something that has been emphasized with 

great importance and respect. We, therefore, let the informants read the transcription and 

waited for their approval before moving on to analyzing the information. An e-mail with 

the transcription attached was sent out and no information was deleted. One exception 

from this was an informant who did not need to read the transcription if he/she remained 

anonymous. Thus, none of the information is seen as too sensitive to share.  

4.4 Selection of participants 

This thesis is constructed on individual interviews that were held in the workplace of the 

research participants. Because the topic of interest is personal and dependent on different 

moral standpoints, several difficulties could occur if the construction of group interviews 

would be used. According to Bryman and Bell (2011) larger focus groups can be harder 

to manage, and information can be lost due to the number of participants. Meaning that 

some arguments may fade out regarding sensitive topics, voice volume and the fear to be 

biased. 

The participants of this research are managers who are working with, or have been 

working with, international key accounts to some extent. Company size and the amount 

of customers are two factors that we took into consideration. These two factors often 

implicate which employee who focuses on KAM. The participants were chosen 

dependent on which company they worked at, as well as the culture of their customers or 

targeted accounts. We wanted to study a wide spectrum of cross-cultural and cross-border 

interactions for the research purpose. Thus, the chosen participants work varied. Some 

participants work with in-house cross-border communication. Other participant work 

with external supplier cross-border communication and other participant work with 

external customer cross-border communication. Another factor that varied were the 

participants targeted culture, referring to which culture they mostly had contacted or 

experienced.  

After five constructed interviews, we were able to find connections with most continents 

of the world. Furthermore, the participant customers varied in size and structure. 

Moreover, the common ground of all participant was that they either worked or have been 

working in an international company with cross-border communication. However, the 

participants’ company business varied, as well as the size of their international 
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cooperations. All but one of the participants worked in large enterprises. All companies 

distributed products, but to different markets and with different customer segments. This 

was a conscious choice to explore whether differences in company structure, culture and 

practice would implicate the relationship process. 

4.5 Transferability 

The generalization of this thesis result is restricted since the population studied limited 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). A crucial part of a study is; into what other parts, situations and 

professions can the results be transferred too. Our results can be used in many situations 

and many professions. Any profession, managing international customers in Sweden, can 

take advantage of our results. For example, a junior professional can use our thesis to get 

knowledge on what conflicts and dilemmas that may occur. Furthermore, this thesis can 

also be used by seniors entering a new market with no experience of the targeted culture 

to view other experiences. Furthermore, the results of our study will not be generalized 

but taken into the specific and unique situations that may occur where one can find 

cultural clashes.  

4.6 Validity  

Validity is one of the most important terms within the empirical method. In general, the 

term is the extent to which conclusions and research are accurate to the real world. Gharui 

and Grönhaug (2005) state that there are four different types of validity for qualitative 

research; descriptive, interpretative, theoretical and generalizable. Because this thesis is 

based on qualitative data constructed from interviews, the interpretative and generalizable 

validity is most relevant. Interpretative validity refers to the degree of understanding 

research participants “inner words” (ibid.). Because this thesis aims to explore cultural 

conflicts and dilemmas, it could be argued that such situations are personal and company 

sensitive. Thus, we need to develop our interview guide to circumvent conflicts and 

dilemmas. Since we are two researchers, we thoroughly discussed and clarified the 

interpretation of each informant experience. Thus, this provided more validity to the 

thesis. According to Gharui and Grönhaug (2005), generalizable validity refers to whether 

the findings can be generalized, meaning that the conclusions would be similar with 

different research participants. As previously stated, we conducted separate interviews 

with diverse managers. Individuals are different and personal views implicate experiences 
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which make it difficult to draw general conclusions. However, it was interesting to see 

similarities and contradicting experiences in the practice and behavior of managers 

communicating with international key customers. 

4.7 Ethical considerations 

The thesis is based on semi-structured interviews, which was scheduled by texting, 

emailing, LinkedIn or cold-calling the participants. The direct contact enabled the 

informants to decline participation, whereas no further contact was upheld. If no response 

was noticed by email, text or LinkedIn, we sent out one reminder to ensure that the 

message had been received. Otherwise, no further contact was upheld. All interviews 

were voluntary and held in Swedish since Swedish is the native language of all 

participants. All interviews were held at the informant’s common workplace to make the 

informant feel as comfortable as possible. The data was then thoroughly analyzed and 

translated, so it reflected what the informants said. Furthermore, other ethical 

considerations upheld was the privacy of the research participants and informed consent. 

The participant’s real names and the company name were kept anonymous. Since the 

purpose of our thesis is to get personal experiences on cultural conflicts and dilemmas, 

the informants’ privacy is important. As we have argued earlier, culture can be a sensitive 

topic, especially talking about conflicts and dilemmas they have encountered. The 

participants were well informed of the subject areas of this research before the interviews. 

Informants have been encouraged to review the transcription from the interviews in order 

for us to get their consent. By letting the informants read the transcription, it eliminates 

the risk that sensitive information about the individual and/or classified company 

information is shared and published. 
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5. Empirical findings 

In this chapter, our empirical findings are presented according to the conducted 

interviews. The empirical findings are presented in four themes followed by subthemes 

and examples of quotes. 

5.1 Interview data 

We present four themes that we identified during five separate interviews. The themes 

concern the topics key account management (KAM), cultural conflicts, cultural dilemmas 

and strategies. Each theme will be presented with several subthemes. The subthemes are 

highlighted from quotes of the research participants and developed from their personal 

experiences. 

5.1.1 Key account management 

There is an overall consensus, from the informants’ experience, that the professional 

cross-border business relationship is more important than the distribution of product or 

services. An informant stated that “maintaining the customer relationship and being 

present is extremely important”. However, the base that set relationships differs in many 

aspects. For instance, perceived by the informants, the importance of relationship 

marketing (RM), business structure and business culture are factors that implicate the 

foundation of building or maintaining international relationships.  

Table 5.1.1 Theme Key Account Management  

Subthemes Example of quotes 

Relationship Marketing It is about making them feel for you, and not me trying to convince them with numbers 

It takes more time to build and establish a relationship with customers in Asia than in 

Europe. 

The important part is that we have established a relationship, then we can conduct 

business. 

Business structure we are pretty dependent on you and to have a good relationship to make sure that the 

cooperation is successful. 

It is a hierarchical factor… You do not say no to a strictly hierarchical organization  

Negotiations in large global enterprise, you could come in and dictate. The culture was: 

here I decide.  

Culture Asian cultures are extremely relationship-building, that is why they bring me gifts… 

American business culture tends to be more “straight to the bullet” so to speak.  

We cannot overlook the cultural differences between us…  

An interviewed key account manager stated that implications of cultural diversity in the 

practice of KAM are both obvious and relevant. Thus, he/she is in a sense confirming the 
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relevance of this thesis. The informant stated that most Swedish companies are sustained 

on export and the ability to branch out internationally. The company that he/she 

represented used local personnel and other distributors when conducting business 

internationally. The headquarters is positioned in Sweden, and it is also through there that 

most account management is maintained. Working with international KAM, most 

informants shared the same business structure. Diverse account interaction colored the 

everyday business practice. Travels are a natural part working with international accounts 

in order to obtain a sense of presence. An example provided by the previously mentioned 

key account manager, he/she could have very travel intensive periods. During these 

periods, he/she visited distributors and end customers in several markets of the world. 

When we discussed the practice of KAM with the informant, it was obvious that there 

was a strong need for obtaining a personal presence. Meaning that in order to maintain 

already established business cooperation, the relationship process is still very relevant. It 

was further stated that during periods where most business was conducted from the 

headquarter in Sweden, continuous communication was upheld through Phone calls, 

Skype and Facetime. However, the informant highlighted the need for personal 

interactions and social exchanges. A statement that all of the informants shared was that 

RM is very important. The interview data showed that, in most cases, it was necessary to 

establish a personal relationship before conducting business. 

All informants shared the experience that the KAM practice differs depending on the 

targeted company culture. An informant stated “in Asia, the small stuff can play a huge 

difference, such as saying the right things to the right people at the right time. Whilst 

business in Europe tends to be more direct and more dependent on the persuasion from 

numbers”. Thus, much like the previously mentioned statement from Cheverton, KAM is 

dependent on both hard and soft criteria. Although in this specific experience, the 

informant refers to the different culture of key accounts implicating whether soft or hard 

criteria is preferred and Cheverton provides a more generalized statement concerning 

KAM as a whole.  

5.1.1.1 Relationship Marketing 

A mutual statement we noticed during the five conducted interviews, is that Asian culture 

is perceived by the informants more oriented towards RM and the western world, where 
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Western Europe and the U.S are included, perceived more oriented towards transaction 

marketing (TM). Worth mentioning is that there is no structured map, claiming that one 

way works for all companies within a mutual sphere. According to the informants, all 

cross-border relationships need both RM and TM. However, a shared agreement was that 

RM is an advantageous strategy during the relationship process on the Asian market. 

Strict TM will, according to the informants’ experience, provide better results in western 

markets than eastern markets. All informants widely acknowledged the need for a deeper 

personal connection between buyers and sellers in Asian business ventures. A concept 

that was highlighted is guanxi. Park and Luo (2001) define guanxi as a cultural 

characteristic that has strong implications for inter-organizational and interpersonal 

dynamics in Chinese society. The concept refers to developing a web of personal and 

organizational connections to secure competitiveness. Guanxi is a Chinese concept which 

grew through cultural norms and business preferences within the national culture. 

However, due to the similarity with RM, implications of guanxi in business relationships 

could be noticed in most parts of the world. An informant, working with international 

supplier accounts, were having an annual business review for several Asian suppliers. For 

the review meetings to work accordingly and be efficient, he/she was acquired to visit 

each supplier one month prior the scheduled assembly. The sole purpose of the prior visit 

was to eat with the suppliers and preserve an already established relationship. The same 

business review could for European suppliers be held through emails, phone calls, skype 

or facetime. Other experiences state that European accounts tend to focus more on the 

products function or price, and therefore relationships can be based on looser terms with 

little or no personal interaction. Several informants argued that stricter TM-oriented 

strategies are found to be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve in Asian markets. All 

informants gave the view that personal interactions are still the single most effective 

foundation of international businesses in Asian markets. According to one of the 

informants, working with key account management, the Asian, Middle-Eastern and 

South-American markets can be seen as rather similar. The common ground when 

establishing long-term relationships is trust. An informant state “it is not enough that you 

come from a respectable company… you must also confess your color as an individual”. 

The statement is referring to the ability to show a customer that you are a trustworthy 

individual. According to the informants’ view, this can only be done by taking face to 

face meetings and by establishing a personal relationship based on mutual grounds. The 
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informant is continuously arguing for the relevance of RM over TM. Ryals and Payne 

(2001) state that the most important part in building long-term, fruitful relationships 

between buyers and sellers is personal interactions. Thus, the informant shares the view 

of the researchers and emphasize personal interactions as a pillar in establishing 

international business relationships.  

Moreover, the implications of guanxi, or namely the importance of relationship 

marketing, is perceived by the informants to have gained ground in most parts of the 

world. Even though the importance can be seen as more severe in the eastern markets of 

the world, the materiality should not be overlooked anywhere. However, based on 

different experiences of the informants, it could be argued that the structure of RM differ 

across markets. An international key account manager that we were in contact with had 

made the observation that relationship-building activities in Europe and the US, for 

instance, have become more and more efficient. The old stereotype where account-men 

wine and dine their key accounts to keep them satisfied is not a reality anymore. 

Nowadays you do not have to invite potential customers to exclusive restaurants or take 

them out for golfing weekends. According to the informant, this structure of chasing 

customers was left in the 90’s. Instead, the most important thing when chasing new clients 

is that both parties share a mutual goal and gain from the project. Thus, it could be argued 

that RM is still seen as the preferred way of doing business, but that the structure differs. 

This statement is perceived by the informant to apply to most parts of the world. 

Nowadays it is not usual that you go golfing with your Asian or South-American 

customers either. However, the relationship process is perceived more personal and 

dependent on the chemistry between the buyer and seller. So, restaurant visits can be seen 

as custom, but with the sole purpose of having a personal interaction before assembling 

business.  

5.1.1.2 Business Structure 

As mentioned, there are more implications on cross-border relationships and international 

KAM than the preference of RM. The second objective that we got from the informants 

is diverse business structures. International business relationships can, for instance, be 

affected by company size and organizational structure. The informants’ experiences show 

that small-to-medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are making more decisions from a win-
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win perspective than larger enterprises. An important factor when establishing 

international experiences, from an SMEs perspective, is that the parties are dependent on 

each other. A company that we were in contact with made the active choice to establish 

relationships with actors within the small-to-medium segment mainly. The reason is that 

it creates a co-dependent relationship, in contrast to making business in the large 

enterprise segment where they would be a smaller, non-vital player. This could lead to 

threats or actions of replacement, making the smaller company more dependent on the 

bigger one. However, experiences state that this factor can differ across cultures. An 

informant states that it is easier to “get thrown out” from European partnerships. He/she 

elaborates the statement by claiming that European companies have a higher turnover of 

people. Meaning that a person that you establish a relationship with may not work in the 

same position or even the same company a few years later. However, another informant 

shared the same observations but on the Chinese market. The informant stated that China 

is an economy on the rise with a lot of technically gifted workers. There is a high 

competition for technical knowledge, and therefore, according to the informant, it was 

not uncommon that the person you have established a relationship with receives a better 

offer elsewhere. Thus, the outcome from both observations are similar but regarding 

different markets and cultures. 

Through several interviews, we received statements from the informants’ that business 

size influences the relationship process. For instance, an informant who targets Asian 

supplier accounts state that smaller businesses, often family owned, have a more 

conservative way of conducting business. The informant stated that a common mentality 

of family owned businesses translates into “my dad did it this way… it is about 

established relationships and the fact that this is our livelihood”. The quote refers to an 

RM business strategy that derives from inherited knowledge and shared experiences. 

SMEs usually do not possess the same muscles and structure as larger enterprises. An 

informant, with experience of working in a large global enterprise, claimed that there are 

strategic differences when it comes to establishing new international relationships. The 

experience stated that a larger firm has more incentives to dictate the relationship on their 

terms. The informant’s observation aligns with the previously mentioned strategy. To 

only focus on conducting business with SMEs creates a codependency that can be hard 

to achieve otherwise. The experience is later acknowledged by another informant, 
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describing the business culture of SMEs in the following way; “we are pretty dependent 

on you and to have a good relationship to make sure that the cooperation is successful”.  

5.1.1.3 Business Culture  

The third implication on international account management and cross-border 

relationships is business culture. The term has already been mentioned, to some extent, 

due to culture influencing marketing preference and business structure. All informants 

agree that culture affects the practice around establishing customer relationships but to a 

different extent. Though several of the informant’s experience, culture can be more or 

less tangible. The culture of larger global enterprises can, without forming a conclusion 

or statement, be seen as somewhat generalized. According to shared experiences and by 

quoting an informant culture is, in a sense, “being flattened out”. The informant refers to 

the era of internationalization, creating business cultures of several different nationalities. 

Thus, similarities can be found that define overall business culture in all parts of the 

world. However, the same informant state that “cultural differences should not be 

neglected… they are extremely important when you are to create a win-win situation”. 

Similar to the statement by Samaha et al. (2014) regarding the gound-stone in RM, the 

experience confirms that the foundation of an international relationship is to create a win-

win situation. A key account manager that we interviewed further stated that it is very 

important to acknowledge cultural diversity in order to understand specific customers. 

He/she elaborates by saying that there are huge differences in how we think and act in 

business situations. Things that are seen as obvious by one culture may be interpreted 

completely different be another. The informant stated that both hard criteria and soft 

criteria could be managed differently. When it comes to hard criteria several variances in 

how to conduct business or marketing plans arise. For instance, time perceptions of 

business projects and, more obvious, language barriers in translating important 

documents. The informant points to differences in how to manage specific customer 

relationships as soft criteria.  

According to several informants and as previously stated, the business structure can 

influence the overall culture of the company. An international key account manager stated 

that they have not only made the active choice in conducting international partnerships 

with SMEs, but that company culture also influences their choice of international 



 

32 

 

distributors. He/she states that it is important that the distributors business culture radiate 

both passion and drive. He/she further state, “for us, it is extremely important that we find 

the right player to work with”. The right player, in this case, refers to distributors who 

have a culture that fits their qualifications of being a fair company. Moreover, most 

informants shared a view of KAM that is similar to the one mentioned in the literature 

review (see Chapter 3). Meaning that the most important part is that the relationship is 

established on a mutual understanding of a long-term commitment. Without providing 

general statistics all informants argued that this statement divers across borders and 

dependent on culture. Thus, KAM practice is deeply implicated from cultural 

characteristics. An informant stated “it is through this that you create a reliable and 

satisfied customer” when arguing for cultural awareness in international business. 

The informants perceive culture as a factor that needs to be taken into account when you 

run an operative business on the international market. The informants’ experience shows 

that it is impossible to conduct business the same way everywhere. Different barriers and 

incentives can influence account management and cross-border communication. Several 

informants state that it can be hard to establish a close business relationship in the Asian 

market via telecommunication. As mentioned the Asian culture is more oriented towards 

RM, but another contributing factor to face-to-face communication being the desirable 

choice is that messages can be lost in translation. It should not be expected that English 

capabilities are an actual skill. A manager that we were in contact with had several 

experiences of using an interpreter during negotiations. According to the informant, an 

estimation of 50-75% of time spent in the communication process could be seen as wasted 

due to translation.  

As mentioned, we have only been in contact with Swedish managers who are raised by 

Swedish norms and values. Several informants state that Swedish culture is preferable 

when doing international business. The expression “Swedes are masters of consensus” 

occurred during an interview. The term refers to Swedish culture being tolerable and 

passive, for better or worse. According to several experiences, Swedes make an effort to 

assure that people are satisfied and that mutual understanding is found. However, being 

masters of consensus is not all positive. An informant states that Swedish culture can be 

“wimpy customizable,” meaning that we have learned to adjust according to the acting 
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custom. To make strict decisions, which sometimes can be necessary, is to some extent 

seen as a poor quality within Swedish society.  

5.1.2 Cultural Conflicts 

In the following section, we present the informants’ experienced cultural conflicts. This 

thesis is based on the assumption that cultural diversity implicates the relationship process 

when companies communicate with international business accounts. Thus, the term 

conflict is used as a theme to analyze experiences where cultural diversity has become an 

obstacle. However, we do not in any way state that cultural diversity bread conflicts 

between international business partnerships. Moreover, we have divided cultural conflicts 

into three subthemes; Hierarchy, Language and Traditions & Society. To ease for the 

reader, we have highlighted and summarized quotes from the interviews in a table (see 

Table 5.1.2 Theme Cultural Conflicts). All informants have in some degree been exposed 

to a cultural conflict caused by different factors. We have seen conflicts ascend from 

gender, company size and wrongfully interpreting another culture. 
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Table 5.1.2 Theme Cultural Conflicts 

Subthemes Example of quotes 

Hierarchy .. individuals may consider that they have the right to review the TMT’s decision… 

meaning that the agreed decision gets overruled. Thus, alternating the process.  

… and do not need to go further than Denmark to encounter hierarchies. They have a much 

more straightforward culture. 

… those countries where it is very hierarchical. It requires that you bring the top managers 

or the sales manager. 

Language Language is not to be underestimated; language is a tricky barrier that is not connected to 

culture.  

… I mean that 50-75% of the time during meetings are lost due to translation. 

It takes much more “get to know each other time” in Thailand than in the USA, since we 

know the language. Not specifically the English the language but the language of doing 

business. 

Traditions and Society ...when I visited Peru to interview cotton farmers to talk about the future… I asked what 

goals they were setting and what they aimed to achieve next year. They did not understand 

the question, so their response was “We will see”.  

You must accept the fact that everything does not work as it does in Sweden. 

When I was in Jordan to sell a big project, the customer and I had an agreement, but he 

still required 5-6 more meeting where we should sit and drink tea. For me it was 

frustrating, but for him, it was some kind of ritual, so I had to go with him. 

5.1.2.1 Hierarchy 

In all interviews, we continuously got confirmed that hierarchy differs between cultures. 

For example, in China and Asia in general, it became clear that speaking to the right 

person in a meeting can be crucial to close a deal. Another example of this is one interview 

where the informant told us that some cultures demand that the CEO is present when the 

regular customer visit takes place. Hierarchical differences and following problems 

become evident on the European market as well. Two informants stated that crossing the 

Swedish border to Denmark can be enough to see a cultural impact in hierarchical 

differences. One informant was talking to a Danish sales director in a private meeting. 

When they talked with each other in private, the Danish sales director used a friendly 

tone. However, when the sales director got a phone call he directly became hierarchically 

superior to the person on the phone. The informant further explained that this 

phenomenon differs a lot from Sweden. He/she stated that Swedish people do not distance 

themselves hierarchically to their subordinates. Several informants explained these 

conflicts by referring to the Swedish “Jante-law,” stating that everyone is equal and it is 

considered distasteful to brag. As previously mentioned, another informant refers to 

Swedish people being “masters of consensus”. He/she elaborates by stating that the worst 

thing you can do in Sweden is to make decisions based on your needs or personal gain 

and by acting like a boss you can be considered rude. Making decisions can be seen as 

running over people’s values and removing their freedom. This was also mentioned by 
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another informant who said that Swedish people are seeking for consensus. He/she further 

said that long negotiations are custom before making a decision in Swedish culture. 

Swedes then tend to be good at sticking to and executing the chosen strategy. However, 

on the contrary, one informant stated that that Danish people might agree with you and 

say that they will execute the mutual decision, but later decide on a strategy that they 

considered to be more beneficial. The informant further says that dealing with other 

cultures requires a need for detail control to assure that the determined strategy is 

executed. The same experience was confirmed by another informant who said that people 

from China, which he/she worked with, never said no to the informant directly. However, 

the result of the decisions was something else than what had been determined. According 

to the informant, Chinese culture tends to share objectives of Swedish culture. A 

similarity, for instance, is always to seek consensus, and not openly disagree with the 

other party. The key word is “openly,” because as the informant stated, the two parties, 

one of Swedish culture and one of Chinese, reach a mutual understanding. However, that 

did not necessarily mean that it was followed through in the same way.  

Not counting Germany and Italy, where a clear hierarchy is visible, an informant stated 

that hierarchical structures differ between Europe and Asia. An organization with equal 

revenue in Asia was centralized where the CEO was calling all the decisions, while it was 

decentralized in Europe. Due to hierarchical structures influencing the decision-making 

process, it also implicates the practice of establishing business relationships. One 

informant said that it does not matter how good relations the informant managed to build, 

it was always up to the top management team (TMT) to make a decision in the end. No 

matter how strong relationship the informant had with the customer if the TMT had a bad 

relationship with the counterpart’s TMT the deal was off. The informant has experienced 

this several times, and the company he/she represent are finding strategies to handle these 

situations the right way.  

One informant stated that hierarchy could be crucial regarding subservience for the 

customer. It is not uncommon, during negotiations, that the parties disagree or have 

contradicting opinion on organizational questions. However, even if your opinion is more 

favorable than the superior’s, it can be considered rude to go above your superior in the 

hierarchy. The informant specifically mentioned Asian culture as an example where 

hierarchies implicate the overall business structure and strategy.  
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5.1.2.2 Language 

It can be crucial to understand and be able to interpret what the customer says and what 

the message is to avoid a conflict. This aspect was regularly resending in the interviews, 

and the biggest barrier was the language itself. The language barrier should not be 

underestimated since all languages have their proverb with different meanings. One 

informant was sitting in a meeting with a Korean prospect and thought the deal was 

closed. However, it was later showed that the meeting went, as the informant said, 

completely wrong when asking their translator. Thus, as Hofstede (2017) and Samaha et 

al. (2014) stated, it is easy to spot clashes and conflicts from what could be seen as simple 

communication. The informant’s explanation is that in Korea and China, maybe Asia in 

general, they are quiet or agrees hence they do not want to humiliate others. As previously 

mentioned, one estimation from an informant was that 50 – 75 % of the time in a meeting 

was taken by translating. The informant further argued that language can become a 

conflict if you chose not to use a translator but speak the language yourself. The informant 

mention three reasons to not speak the language yourself; the risk of not being able to 

formulate what you mean, they do not want to disappoint you and therefore provide false 

expectations and that they understand nothing of what you have said.  

We got the perception of this phenomenon from two other informants. They often referred 

to that a yes can mean one thing in one culture but something completely different in 

another culture. This was particularly evident in Asia and southern Europe. One example 

from an interview was that the informant received gifts and presents every visit to their 

Chinese HQ. The informant told them that the gifts were unnecessary and that they did 

not have to buy anything. They responded by agreeing and saying that they would not 

buy more gifts to the informant. However, the following time the informant visited the 

HQ another gift was received, meaning that in some cultures people say one thing but 

execute something completely different. As a Swede, you could also get an answer that 

could be considered rude and provocative but have a completely different meaning in the 

customer’s perspective.  

Another crucial part considering language is the importance of interpreting and 

understanding what the customer says and means. Several informants stated that in Asia, 

for example, it was crucial to know who is in charge of the opposing party. Knowing who 

is in charge is not always easy to guess, and an informant state that it is often the quiet 
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one. Again, referring to the importance of interpreting how the other part is expressing 

themselves. One informant shared this expression, “This is the reason why we have two 

ears and one mouth, listen closely and chose your words wisely”. One informant 

mentioned that on a previous job; they ranked customers regarding the extent to which 

they knew the language, the culture and what their preference. 

When one informant discussed business strategies with an Asian counterpart, the 

interpretation became very important. For Swedish people, and people in Europe in 

general, strategies are set in a time perspective of 3-5 years. While in Asia a business 

strategy may last 150 years. If neither of the parts is lighted on the time perspective, the 

discussion becomes relevant, and a conflict is most likely to occur. Moreover, this 

phenomenon does not only refer to business strategy but regarding how the culture does 

business. Both parts have agreed to make a deal but how they are working to reach the 

goal can interpret very different. The informant further compares this to seeing the same 

picture. If one part sees a triangularly shaped picture, but the counterpart sees a square 

shaped picture, the discussion becomes irrelevant.  

5.1.2.3 Traditions and society 

Except for hierarchy and language, we have observed a third recurring factor from the 

informants that has led or can lead to a cultural conflict, traditions, and society. One 

example where this became obviously was when one informant was agreed with the 

customer but wouldn’t sign the deal. The informant had to visit the customer five or six 

more times to drink tea and talk about private life before signing the deal. One informant 

had scheduled two meeting in Hong Kong with six hours’ gap between the meetings. It 

resulted in that the informant got stuck in a taxi for 8 hours’ and missed the second 

meeting.  

One informant talked about working time and expectations on how fast some work should 

be done. For example, in Asia when a problem occurred the informant’s company got a 

call that they need to fix a problem tomorrow. The informant said that it is not possible 

since we got a process plan to follow and the issue can be fixed in two weeks. The 

response from the customer was that they do not care about the company’s plan, we need 

a solution now. The issues were fixed two weeks later, but the tolerance is much lower in 

Asia than in Europe. He further referred to Europe, particularly Sweden, as a methodic 

culture where everything shall follow processes. This kind of methodic approach does not 
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work in Asia where problems and issues are to be fixed at the moment. Furthermore, the 

informant said that in China weekends was not used for a time off. Also, working on 

evenings was considered as normal and almost necessary. 

Two examples of when cultural differences regarding traditions and society have been 

evidently being when one informant had a customer from Iran to visit them in Sweden. 

The informant took them to eat and all of a sudden, the Iran’s had ordered pork. According 

to Islam, pork is forbidden to eat. For this time, it went fine, and the informant did not 

say anything as the Iran’s seemed pleased and happy. The other example is when another 

informant was visiting Peru to interview cotton farmers. The informant stated “In Sweden 

and other Western countries we plan for the coming years budget, marketing plan, how 

much shall we grow. However, this became evident when I visited Peru where I asked 

them what their plans were for next year. Moreover, their response was like, we will see”.   

Small details like handing a business card correctly to dress properly and greet right were 

mentioned in all interviews, particularly evident in Asia. As two informants said, it can 

be crucial to know where the boss should sit in a meeting. One informant stated that 

“There is a lot of cultural differences and the only thing to do is to accept and keep it in 

mind”. 

5.1.3 Cultural Dilemmas 

Dilemmas can be seen as a taboo topic of discussion when sharing experiences with 

researchers. We came across a few specific dilemmas that some informants had 

experienced. The experiences were not necessarily labeled as a dilemma from a 

professional standpoint, but the situation clearly falls within the spectra of the definition 

that we discussed in Chapter 3. A few situations where cultural clashes have interfered 

with personal values have been acknowledged. 

Table 5.1.3 Theme Cultural Dilemmas 

Theme Example of quotes 

Dilemmas ... our distributor told us, since we were two women, not to shake hands but wait, or 

else it could be seen as insulting.  

You did not know the details when you came down the first time. It was a bit 

surprising. 

Of course, it creates friction when you are stuck to be the “foot-soldier” for someone 

with narcissistic characteristics. 
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A key account manager who had experience of working with Iranian customers said that 

the first contact was surprising. The female informant had, before the first visit, be 

notified about specific dos and don’ts in Iranian culture from a local guide. For instance, 

women were to cover their hair at all times when being in contact with the customers. 

Moreover, during greetings or goodbyes, the key account manager was not allowed to 

shake hand with a male individual. The action could be seen as an insult, and therefore 

not appropriate during business negotiations. The informant stated “Of course we knew 

that they had a different approach and we were expecting to be treated differently. 

However, we did not know the details… it was a bit surprising”. The situation clearly 

contradicts with Swedish custom and the experience were seen as unpleasant by the 

informant. The Swedish company has now made the active choice to not put female key 

account managers as responsible for Middle-Eastern customers. The solution is seen as 

an improvement both for personal and business-related reasons.  

A second dilemma that was acknowledged evolves around both business structure and 

business culture. As mentioned, the two objectives implicate one another and can, 

therefore, be generalized in this specific situation. An informant stated that larger 

international enterprises have a more deciding business culture. Companies that he/she 

had experience of working with had a superior business culture where customers or 

supplier were expected to feel grateful for doing business with them. According to the 

informant, the superior culture was not necessarily translated down through the corporate 

latter. Several informants had experience of working in a company with a clear corporate 

hierarchy, followed by a culture of superiority or power. Moreover, the process of 

establishing or maintaining relationships are often decentralized to middle managers. The 

contradicting cultural norms or values can create a friction if the corporate leader is 

showing different traits. We encountered experiences of working for a leader with 

narcissistic traits. The informant was stuck in a “foot soldier” position where he/she had 

to stick to the business strategy, even though it did not align with the personal 

characteristics of the informant. Another informant stated that even though leadership 

should never be seen as a dictatorship, it is not a strict democratic process. However, 

when situations like this occur the manager that handles the specific account have the 

opportunity to use it to their advantage. One informant stated that there are more pros 
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than cons to having leaders with hierarchical traits. “You can use it to your advantage, 

turn it to a situation where you bond with the receiving party,” the informant says.   

5.1.4 Strategies 

After conducting five separate interviews regarding the topic of key account management, 

cross-border relationship and the implication of culture, several strategies occurred in 

order to ensure maximum utilization. Two specific strategies were identified; business 

strategies and personal strategies. Both strategies concern how to best prepare for 

international customer communication in order not to fall for potential fallacies. In the 

same way as prior chapters, the strategies are drawn from personal experiences of the 

informants.  

Table 5.1.4 Theme Strategies  

Subthemes Example of quotes 

Business Strategies We have chosen not to partner up with the biggest distributors because then we 

would be a small player.   

We sent many employees to cultural education before they were sent to different 

countries.  

It is essential to be local and have any form of local presence.  

Personal Strategies I have the ability to adjust according to the targeted culture.  

… to listen and have respect for the individuals (customers). 

We (Swedes) are internationally famous for being masters of consensus.  

5.1.4.1 Business strategies 

In cultural diversity and its implication on the relationship process is not an unknown 

subject. International companies are well aware of differences in norms and 

preferences, but also laws and national codes of conduct. Laws and different codes of 

conduct can easily be identified through literature or, as in the previously mentioned 

experience, by the use of local guides. However, the other objectives, norms and 

preferences of conducting business, the soft values as one informant stated, can be 

difficult for companies to identify. Even if companies feel comfortable of operating on 

international markets, as we already presented, several conflicts and dilemmas can 

occur. Through the experiences of managers working on an international spectrum, we 

noticed that even this topic, of cultural conflicts and dilemmas, is rather acknowledged. 

In order to utilize each international business relationship, companies have developed 

specific strategies.  
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An overall business strategy that was identified is the choice of distributors. An informant 

stated, “We have chosen not to partner up with the biggest distributors because then we 

would be a small player”. He/she further stated that by implementing their organizational 

goal with their international partners, the company that the informant represented ensure 

continuous business value. This statement can, to some extent, be seen as one of 

Cheverton’s definitions. Cheverton (2012) state that in order to maximize KAM value, 

parties need to share and incorporate plans of its customers. Thus, when the company the 

informant work for creates value by implementing business goals within their customers, 

they create maximum KAM value. The informant also argues for the need of common 

goals and a codependent ground in international relationships. Which is similar to the 

statement previously mentioned by Abratt and Kelly (2002). The researchers’ claim that 

in order for KAM to work the relationship needs to be based on mutually beneficial goals.        

 

Another clear strategy that almost all company representatives mentioned was 

recruitment. Due to cultural implications being a well-known factor, companies work 

actively to ensure that cultures are met in the right way. Several informants mentioned 

language barriers and difficulties in understanding the underlying message during 

negotiations as a potential conflict. Therefore, companies tend to recruit representatives 

with the local cultural background. An informant stated that “you have to be able to act 

in the local market with the local language and in the local culture” when explaining how 

to run an operative business from Sweden on the Asian market. He further elaborates that 

cultures tend to interpret communication and messages differently, and therefore an easy 

way of avoiding misinterpretation is to hire local representatives with the right technical 

knowledge. Both knowledge regarding the products and company but, perhaps primarily, 

about the cultural norms and preferences of the receiving party. The same experience is 

confirmed by another informant, who dealt with an in-house human resource on a global 

stage. Even though the case does not specifically focus on account management, the 

essence of the example is relevant. The informant stated that when finding the right 

representative for a specific position, he wanted the candidate to be from the local culture. 

He/she elaborates by stating “that it is about the ability to adjust and handle the local 

culture and understanding the local norms”. Gummenson (2002) referred to the influence 

of personal factors, such as cultural differences, that could make it difficult for two 

separate parties to establish a common ground.  By using the strategy of hiring local 
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personal, companies erase these barriers of cultural difference and enables a mutual 

standpoint.  

We asked an international key account manager whether he/she believed that the markets 

that he/she targeted were a deliberate business strategy influenced by the manager's 

personal characteristics. The informant stated that companies probably should work that 

way, but that it was not a strategy that the company he/she represented had adapted. It is 

further stated that they do not choose key account manager markets based on individual 

competencies and that this is something that you will have to learn. The same informant 

presented another strategy that was unique in the context of the other informant's 

situation. When establishing new international relationships, his/her company often sent 

the CEO or Sales Executive during the first contact. Whether this is a managerial strategy 

to show deeper commitment for the potential customer or if it has more success rate 

remains speculative. However, it was possible to draw similarities with the experiences 

of another informant. He/she stated that several aspects of the targeted company need to 

be taken into account. For instance, company size, company representative, culture and 

the difficulty of a product or service. The informant state “revenue can play a great deal 

when it comes to how many meetings that are required before a deal is set”. He/she further 

elaborates by stating that the different aspects affect the maintenance of an international 

partnership. “Culture can also have a general implication on how you maintain 

international business”, the informant explains that if a business relationship is mistreated 

different cultural characteristics becomes tangible.  

Another strategy that the informants mentioned was education. Several informants had 

experienced the use of external educational companies that focus on cultural 

management. According to several informants, there are companies working specifically 

to teach about how to manage different business situations. An informant elaborates and 

states that “it is about the ability to manage the other party and find a win-win situation”. 

The educations specify towards cultural management and how to not fall for fallacies.  

One informant had experience with a company that implemented cultural management in 

the early employment stage. The large international enterprise used a two-year trainee 

period when employing new people. During the two years, the candidates conducted three 

projects in three different nations and were given the opportunity to perform the fourth 

one. All project was held on different continents, and it was about learning how to work 



 

43 

 

in different cultures. For the candidates to fully understand the different cultures, they 

were all given a local mentor. The mentor provided the opportunity to discuss specific 

situations, both from a cultural perspective and by sharing experiences of working with 

different projects. The informant state “to have a mentor from another continent and 

culture is fantastic, because you get the opportunity to discuss with them”.  

5.1.4.2 Personal strategies 

When it comes to personal strategies, we got interesting aspects regarding personal 

strategies that the informants had developed through their experiences. All candidates 

mentioned that culture is best managed through experience. “There are shortcuts, like 

those on the internet where you can search for cultural differences. Where you put people 

from all over the world in different categories like femininity... However, otherwise there 

are no shortcuts, the only thing in order to learn other cultures is to start working with 

them” one informant stated. He/she further said that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions were 

“…surprisingly good”. However, a consensus was that research could be helpful in a 

preparatory stage but to fully learn a targeted culture; you need to work with interactions 

actively. Meaning that the being on site and in contact with other cultures is the best way 

to learn how to manage international business relationships.  

As previously mentioned, to be on site is more important when doing business in the 

Asian market and is implicating personal RM. It can also be related to a personal form of 

guanxi, referring to social connections being the foundation of a business relationship. 

Another informant shares this statement of having a local presence. He/she states that in 

order to maintain international key account relationships it is important to know the other 

party. “You need to travel to their location and spend time with them. Only then it is 

possible to see how they work and understand their plans and goals.” Referring to 

Cheverton’s (2012) definitions of key account management, one is a desire to understand 

the customer’s business and challenges better than the customer himself. Through several 

interviews, this definition becomes directly related to the mentioned strategy of 

understanding a targeted customer. Thus, both KAM and RM is implicated by personal 

strategies on how to acknowledge customers unique characteristics.  

An informant stated that to achieve successful international KAM you need to focus on 

the client. In one way or another, it needs to be accepted that business does not work the 
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same way everywhere. The key account manager gave an example where different time 

perception became obvious. In the specific situation, he/she had had approximately five 

meetings with the client representative and a mutual understanding was reached. He/she 

wanted to make the deal in a timely fashion and collect the billings for his/her company. 

However, in the culture of the targeted client, it was custom to have more social 

interactions before reaching the final stage of signing a document. Whether this a form of 

power play or if it simply is a relationship-building activity is hard to define.  

The informants mentioned the use of personal networks dealing with other cultures in the 

interviews. Most of the informants can be seen as a senior, regarding international 

business experiences. Thus, they already have a well-established network of both 

consultants, suppliers and customers. An informant shared the experience of changing 

employment while remaining customer segment. In his/her current employment, when 

there is a need of hiring consultants, they mostly choose previous business associates. 

The informant states that business networks are very important and that it is easier to use 

already established relationships. 

As mentioned, an informant referred Swedes as masters of consensus. He/she referred to 

personal characteristics of the Swedes people being adaptable to international business. 

The same informant stated that while globalization is flattening out culture; cultural 

diversification should not be neglected. The ability to adapt according to culture is an 

incentive for Swedish companies to branch out internationally. According to the 

informants’ experiences, cultures with a clear hierarchical structure can have a harder 

time establishing international relationships. The Swedish business culture is colored by 

a desire to be understood and the goal of reaching a mutual gain. Moreover, this could be 

a contributing reason for Swedish people’s will to negotiate and communicate across 

borders. 

Furthermore, the informants stated that the importance of RM had colored their personal 

characteristics. Most informants that we were in contact with had more extrovert 

characteristics than introvert. Meaning that they are more relationship oriented and 

understand the importance of personal interactions. An informant stated that “it is, of 

course a strength in the line of work,” when referring to the pros of being extrovert when 

it comes to international key account management.  
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5.2 Analysis and Discussion 

While exploring cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s relations with international 

key accounts, it is necessary to acknowledge that the data is not generalizable. Situations 

that is seen as a conflict or a dilemma by one individual might not be interpreted the same 

way by another. Personal characteristics, culture, gender, customer segment, place of 

employment and many other objectives implicate international business interactions. 

Prior literature state that conflicts in business often arises from personal differences and 

how others interpret the world. Furthermore, facing communication across borders, 

culture or ethnicity barriers and conflicts become tangible. This means that there will 

always be a distance between cultural norms and preferences on how a relationship is 

established (Brett et al., 2014; Hofstede, 2017; Lewis, 2006). Thus, it needs to be further 

stated that this thesis is inspired by a phenomenological research design since we have 

seen different conflicts and dilemmas based on five informants experience. Therefore, it 

is not possible to draw general assumptions or statements regarding for instance; KAM, 

RM or business culture. The interview data can also not be used as general confirmation 

of prior research statements. However, several statements of prior researchers are visible 

in the presented experiences. The interview data present examples drawn from reality on 

how to deal with cultural diversity, account management and different business practice.  

The presented experiences show how a selection of managers, with different business 

background and current practice, work with international business relationships. 

Although it is not possible to make generalized statements, the data can be used by a wide 

spectrum of workers who are planning on or currently is, working with international 

accounts. The data states that experience is preferable to research on how to meet other 

business cultures. Thus, by the presented data this thesis contributes in showing how 

different business situations, implicated by culture, can arise and how they are managed.  

Ones again it is necessary to highlight that this thesis is inspired by a phenomenological 

approach. Our research approach aims at exploring personal business experiences of 

managers in practice. Thus, the analysis and discussion of the informants’ experiences 

through Hofstede’s (2017) cultural dimensions do not reflect general assumptions of prior 

literature. However, we can point to both similarities and differences with Hofstede’s 

(2017) framework and the interview data. For instance, one informant stated that time 
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perspective differs between Asian and American customers. He/she further state that 

when writing up a contract, Chinese customers tend to view the relationship from a more 

long-term perspective whilst American contracts usually continuous three to five years. 

This statement is drawn from one informant’s experience but can be seen as contradictory 

to the general figures of national culture provided by Hofstede. Hofstede’s (2017) figures 

show that China has a lower score than the United States on uncertainty avoidance. The 

dimension and Hofstede’s result states that Chines culture is more flexible and 

comfortable with not knowing what the future might hold, while American culture is 

showing opposing traits. Thus, in this specific experience the two views, the informants 

and Hofstede’s, are contradictory.  

An example that can be confirmed by Hofstede's national figures is the dimension of 

power distance. A mutual consensus of all informants was that organizational hierarchy 

is uncommon in Swedish companies as opposed to both other Western and Eastern 

markets. For instance, Hofstede’s (2017) framework show that Chines culture has a very 

high score on power distance, while Swedish culture presents a relatively low score. This 

result shows that Chinese business culture accepts inequalities and that formal authority 

influences individuals. Swedish culture shows contradictory results. Thus, this dimension 

and Hofstede's result is directly apparent. However, regarding the same dimension, two 

informants stated that Danish business culture is more hierarchical than Swedish culture. 

The two informants had both experienced working with Danish companies and state that 

the hierarchical order clearly conflicts with Swedish norms. This, however, is not 

something that is apparent in Hofstede's figures, where Sweden present a higher score 

than Denmark. This should mean that Swedish business is more hierarchical than Danish, 

but from both of the informants’ eyes, this is contradictory.  

Several informants stated that Swedes are masters of consensus. The informants referred 

this statement to Swedish individuals’ ability to adapt according to a targeted culture. In 

Hofstede’s (2017) framework, Sweden shows a relatively low score on uncertainty 

avoidance. As earlier mentioned, a low score on this dimension represents a society that 

is flexible and spontaneous. However, the figures also represent a society that is tolerable. 

It could, therefore, be argued that the statement, masters of consensus, is apparent in the 

framework.  
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A third example, where the theoretical framework became directly apparent is the 

dimension of individualism. An informant, who had much experience working with 

Chinese customers, stated that companies often are family owned, traditional and 

conservative. We previously mentioned this quote regarding business culture in China, 

“my dad did it this way… it is about established relationships and the fact that this is our 

livelihood”. China shows a low score on the individualism dimension which translates 

into a society where people act in the interest of others and not themselves. It also states 

that promotions and hiring considerations are often found with closer personal groups, 

such as family. Moreover, a low score of individualism represents a business culture 

where personal relationships are more important than an individual or volatile business 

connections. Thus, dependent on the informant’s experience in this specific dimension, 

we argue that Hofstede's figures are tangible.  

Furthermore, through a consensus of all research informants, we argue that culture has a 

strong impact on the relationship process. Cultural diversity implicates both the practice 

around maintaining already established relationships and the work of getting new 

customer accounts. The statement from Samaha et al. (2014) that RM should be 

moderated according to the targeted customer culture become visible in several 

informants’ experience. At the same time, statements that cultural diversity is becoming 

less tangible in large international enterprises could also be seen from the informants. 

Thus, similar to Sebenius (2009) research that cultural diversity should not be 

overemphasized. The informants shared a perception that business relationships are more 

dependent on the social interactions than the distribution of products. Thus, creating a 

perception that is similar to the purpose of this thesis.  

Through all interviews, it was obvious that KAM and RM are deeply connected. We argue 

that the foundation of successful international businesses is to create customer 

relationships based on social exchanges. As presented from the informants’ experience, 

the extent to which account management needs personal commitment divers across 

markets, businesses and cultures but it is still relevant in most international relationships. 

Moreover, the relationships should be a win-win commitment for both parties and to 

achieve that mutual trust is needed. Several informants stated that it is important to show 

interest in the client, or other targeted account, to build credibility and trust. Due to 

differences in culture and practice, the work of building trust may take more or less time, 
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which is clearly anchored in the preference of RM. Some of Cheverton’s definitions of 

KAM can be linked to our informants’ experiences. To be integrated with the customer 

through a long term relationship built on mutual trust ensured the informant’s company 

to get a high value of KAM. Just as the informant stated, that by choosing who the 

company partner up with enables them to know that they do not get put on a shelf 

somewhere.  

Through the informants’ experience, it is obvious that some data align with prior research. 

For instance, the topic mentioned above regarding the structure of successful RM. Several 

researchers claim that for RM to work accordingly, it needs to be based on mutual trust 

and a win-win situation. Prior research also states that the value in international 

cooperations can be measured by viewing revenues and shares, but that the importance 

lies in the personal relationship between buyers and sellers (Grönroos, 2008; Morgan & 

Hunt, 1994). Thus, we can see several similarities between the informants’ experience of 

working with international accounts and prior research on the topic. Furthermore, in 

cultures, more influenced by RM than by transaction marketing (TM), the relationship 

process may require more time and stronger personal connections. An informant further 

explained that more extensive relationship-building activities could help companies 

maintain their international key accounts. He/she presented a situation where a customer 

was about to quit the cooperation with the company he/she represented. The company 

then started to set more meeting on site and tried to better listen to the customer’s criticism 

and evaluation. It all resulted in a renewed partnership that was based on even stronger 

connections than before. This type of experience shows how important KAM and RM 

can be for companies. Further, this experience shows that the relationship is more 

important than knowing the targeted culture. If a company misbehaves a relationship, the 

culture tends to fade out. Then the customer’s company size, culture or product becomes 

irrelevant.   

We could also observe, according to the informants’ view, several differences in practice 

between SME’s and large enterprises. Business cultures differ between company 

structures and influence the way business is upheld. On the one hand, SME’s tend to have 

a humbler way of conducting business and strive more on finding common ground and a 

win-win situation for the involved parties. The informants stated that SME’s conduct 

international business relationships based on codependency. On the other hand, several 
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informants had experience of working in large enterprises that showed less consideration 

for the other party. One informant even stated that the culture of larger enterprises could 

present characteristics similar to a dictatorship, due to a stronger negotiation power. Strict 

business structures could also be reasons for personal dilemmas. The presented dilemmas 

mostly concern ethical or moral dilemmas. Meaning that different moral codes of both 

internal and external parties interfere with one another which creates complex business 

situations. Hofstede (2017) and Hayton, George and Zahra (2002) state that dilemmas 

and culture are affected by and developed from basic moral standpoints. Thus, the prior 

research on dilemmas that may occur in international business situations align with the 

experiences of the informants. Moreover, we received more data on cultural conflicts than 

we did on cultural dilemmas. The lack of dilemmas can be explained by an unwillingness 

to share situations where cultural dilemmas occur or that such situations appear less 

frequently than conflicts. As one of the informants’ stated: “At the end of the day, both 

parties are dependent on making business”. Meaning that creating a dilemma doesn’t 

serve any purpose since a company is dependent on their relationships.  

This thesis shows that several conflicts can arise during international business 

collaborations. We point to three main topics of conflict situations; hierarchy structures, 

language barriers and differences in tradition and society. The topics need to be 

acknowledged when conducting and maintaining international business relationships. 

Most data received from the informants regarding cooperation is in the Asian markets, 

where differences in culture are very tangible. On the Asian market, it is explained that 

continuous communication, interaction and social exchange is the recipe for successful 

international business. Furthermore, we viewed a consensus between the informants that 

RM is the primary option for marketing but that the structure can differ between markets. 

While Asian countries tend to rely on personal interactions, phone calls, email or Skype 

can be sufficient communication methods on Western markets.  

Furthermore, we noticed several strategies used within international KAM and RM. The 

strategies were presented on two topics; business and personal. When it came to business 

strategies, it was shown that companies use education and prior research when preparing 

workers for international business interactions. Even though the informants shared the 

opinion that the best education is given from actively working with and being in contact 

with other cultures, several informants stated that prior research could help during the 
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first customer contact. Recruitment of personnel is another strategy. Most informants 

stated that the company they represented actively worked with recruiting personnel that 

would fit international business situations. The strategy was tailored towards specific 

cultures, referring to the previously mentioned examples of hiring local personnel. The 

recruitment process is linked to the example presented in the third category of personal 

strategy. Where an informant stated that personal characteristics, such as introvert vs. 

extrovert traits, should be mentioned. Whether hiring extrovert individuals is a conscious 

business strategy or if individuals with such traits are drawn towards jobs where customer 

interactions are common remains speculative.  

A reader should be made aware that even if there are similarities between the informants’ 

experience, as well as similarities with prior research, the data is based on individual 

objectives and can therefore not be generalized. However, based on statements from 

several informants, research on international business and cultural implications can help 

the relationship process early stages. So even though some informants state that cultural 

implication is becoming less tangible, a consensus was that it should never be neglected. 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s 

relations with international key accounts. Through the experiences of five separate 

informants, this thesis covers a wide spectrum of international account interaction and 

communication. It further elaborates on how shared experiences can help the relationship 

process of international business. Thus, this thesis can provide necessary guidelines on 

how to maintain and obtain international accounts satisfaction. It also provides several 

fallacies, based on the informants’ experiences, that may occur during cross-border 

communication. Furthermore, readers can take part of several strategies developed by 

international companies, both SMEs and large enterprises, that support international 

business collaborations.   
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6. Conclusions 

In this final chapter, the thesis will be summarized and concluded. We will present our 

findings and argue for our thesis contributions and suggest implications for future 

research.  

6.1 Summary  

Firstly, fast globalization of the business world has made the relationships between buyers 

and sellers more important than ever before. Veckans Affärer (2016) state that the 

relationships are more important than the distributed products. Secondly, Dagens Industri 

(2014) state that cultural clashes are a natural part of global operations. Therefore, the 

purpose of this thesis is to explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s relations 

with international key accounts. The thesis focus area is to explore the topics key account 

management (KAM), relationship marketing (RM) as well as cultural conflicts and 

dilemmas from an experience perspective. Five separate interviews were conducted to 

highlight different experiences on wide spectra of international account management. 

From the informants’ experiences, we noticed two strategies of cultural management; 

business and personal. Worth to mention is that the data is based on individual 

experiences and therefore the thesis does not provide any generalizable figures.  

6.2 Findings 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas managers may 

encounter and how these situations are handled. Furthermore, this thesis was developed 

from the fact that KAM and RM have become very important since poorly managed 

relationships with customers have led to a loss of customers and revenue (Blomquist, 

2016). After conducting all interviews, we found several recurring reasons that lead to 

conflicts. For instance; hierarchical barriers, language barriers and barriers regarding 

traditions and society. Considering KAM and RM, previous literature is on the same line 

as the informants’ perspective on the importance of their implication on international 

business. How cultural diversity was handled by the informants in this thesis differed. 

Some of the informants argued that by working with different cultures, you learn and get 

experience. Further leading to minimizing the risk of cultural conflicts and dilemmas. 
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Others used their personal network to hire a native speaker who could interpret and, to 

some extent, builds a bridge for them to use. We could all in all see different management 

approaches to handling cultural diversity with their international key accounts. Apart 

from this, we would like to lift some interesting aspects in how to prepare and maintain 

international key accounts. 

First of all, we suggest that the research of KAM should be integrated with culture. Since, 

as we have mentioned, the world is getting more and more globalized, we come in contact 

with different cultures every day. Furthermore, KAM and RM have become more 

important than ever before. Culture is not only tangible when doing business 

internationally but also when conducting business in the domestic market. Larger 

international companies, as well as international SME’s, are often in contact with cultural 

diversity within the company walls. Thus, KAM concern a direct contact with customers 

and every step in the KAM process becomes exposed to culture. Therefore, we argue that 

integrating a cultural aspect in the general KAM-definition can serve a beneficial purpose. 

The importance of interpreting and understanding different cultures can be valuable in all 

steps of a KAM-process.  

Secondly, culture can be hard to interpret and understand, and the informants used a 

reactive approach in most cases or did not consider culture beforehand. A pro-active 

approach to culture is something that can be further developed. In the interviews, we have 

experienced that not everyone is capable of dealing with cultural diversity. Individuals 

that are introverted and with a tunnel vision could be exposed to more cultural conflicts 

than an extroverted individual. According to several informants, due to introverted 

individuals and people with tunnel vision may lack the ability to understand differences. 

The interview data states that cultural diversity could be managed through an ability to 

adapt according to the targeted account. Thus, people with a tunnel vision may only see 

things from their perspective. The disability to not see things from other perspectives 

creates a tension that can lead to more conflicts in between the parts.  Therefore, we see 

that a pro-active solution in the recruitment process would eliminate potential cultural 

conflicts and dilemmas. Since, according to the informants’ view, the company’s product 

itself is not as important as the relationship is between the parties. A good salesperson in 

a national market may not be a good salesperson in a globalized market. Considering 

recruiting open-minded individuals can be a pro-active solution to eliminate cultural 
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conflicts and dilemmas, by embracing the concept of being masters of consensus and by 

adapting according to cultural norms and preferences of targeted cultures. To further 

confirm this thought of cultural adaptation, informants who had a strategy of recruiting 

local professionals as representatives in their home market was shown to be a beneficial 

pro-active solution. 

Thirdly, we noticed that one of the informants was taking advantage of his/her 

professional network. Contacting professionals in the personal network who know the 

culture, which later builds the relationship with the prospects, minimizes the risk of 

cultural conflicts. In all interviews, all informants agreed that culture is best learned by 

working with different cultures. The consensus was that experience seen as more relevant 

than research. Moreover, who are more experienced in a culture than a professional raised 

and grown in the targeted culture? Outsourcing a service like this costs money, but the 

price of outsourcing can be considered as low bearing in mind the risk of losing a key 

customer.  

At last, the informants view concluded that SME’s are more dependent on a win-win 

situation, to maintain international key accounts, than larger enterprises. While larger 

enterprises could dictate the demands in the relationship, an SME’s main focus is to create 

a mutually beneficial situation. At the end of the day, the relationship between the parties 

are professional, and both are dependent on each other to keep the business going. This 

dependency could lead to that culture is seen between the fingers and the focus shifts 

towards coming to an agreement and not focusing on conflicts and dilemmas.  

6.3 Contributions 

This thesis purpose was to explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in manager’s relations 

with international key accounts. The interview data show specific situations and events 

where such topics became tangible. This thesis biggest contribution is that we, through 

the informants’ eyes, get an insight to how cultural conflicts and dilemmas occur in 

practice. Also, it is necessary to take into account that each informant act in an individual 

way. According to our phenomenological approach, we have seen conflicts and dilemmas 

through the informant's eyes. Therefore, it is not possible to make statements on specific 

does and don’ts in international business but only in the specific situation. However, we 
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have observed several similarities between prior research, for instance, Hofstede’s 

theoretical framework, which confirms the relevance of the similarities. Based on several 

informants’ experience, this research can assist managers in maintaining and establishing 

international business relationships. It should be mentioned that we also noticed several 

statements from the informants that contradicted with prior research. Thus, conflicts and 

dilemmas can occur when making too general assumptions on cultural differences.  

We argue that this thesis is relevant for a spectrum of managers that are working with 

international business accounts or people who want to gain deeper knowledge in the 

practice of international managers. For practical reasons, the thesis does not aim to 

provide general figures of national business culture or to provide a specific guide in how 

to maintain international accounts satisfactions. However, it presents experiences of 

managers who, on a daily basis, work with these topics. Thus, it can provide assistance 

when establishing and maintaining international business accounts. The most important 

implication we can draw from this study is that culture cannot be controlled, which makes 

it difficult to prevent conflicts and dilemmas at any general level. On the other hand, we 

see the value of visualizing the personal strategies from the informants that have been 

formatted through practical experience. 

6.4 Future research 

Based on our findings we recommend other researchers to develop further the practice of 

KAM and RM as well as how culture implicates international business relationships. 

There are some limitations of this thesis that future research can help reduce. Based on 

the wide spectrum of interview data that is explored in this thesis from five informants, 

future research could gain even more knowledge and more personal strategies by 

interviewing more individuals. In this thesis, we made a choice to interview Swedish 

managers in companies with branches in Sweden. Therefore, we recommend other 

researchers to interview a broader spectrum of informants when it comes to both gender, 

culture and practice. The interview data covered experiences of customer interactions in 

most parts of the world but to a different extent. It would be interesting if other researchers 

focused on exploring cultural conflicts and dilemmas in international businesses with 

markets that were less emphasized in this thesis such as Africa, South- and North 

America. 
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6.5 Critical review 

The research purpose of this thesis was to explore cultural conflicts and dilemmas in 

manager’s relations with international key accounts. The interview data show specific 

situations and events where such topics became tangible. We present no quantitative data 

and the results can therefore not be generalized. Also, it is necessary to take into account 

that each informant act in an individual way. We have observed several similarities 

between prior research, for instance, Hofstede’s theoretical framework and Cheverton’s 

definition of KAM, which confirms its relevance. However, in order to gain a more 

generalizable result, we would need to collect more interview data and personal 

experiences or perhaps provide quantitative results through a different research aim and 

different method. Culture as a phenomenon is hard to re-experience since every individual 

is different and interpreting differs. Therefore, culture needs to be interpreted from 

situation to situation.   
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Appendix 1. Preliminary Interview Guide 

Interview guide 

 

Hur identifierar du nyckelkunder och hur påverkar det arbetsuppgifterna? 

Vilka kriterier bestämmer om det är en potentiell nyckelkund? 

Använder du samma kriterier för både inhemska och internationella kunder? 

Samlar du information om dina internationella kunder? 

När etableringen av en internationell relation med utländska nyckelkunder är det genom 

personliga möten eller annat? 

- Nu fokuseras frågarna på specifika kulturella händelser. 

Samlar du information om kulturella normer och regler för dina internationella 

nyckelkunder? 

Hur arbetar du med att upprätthålla långsiktiga kunder? 

I vilken mån byter du din praktik kring KAM med internationella kunder?  

Kan du dela specifika händelser när kulturella skillnader har varit betydande/påtagliga? 

Varar det beroende på TC (toppklienter, vilket betyder kundrepresentant) och hur 

förhållandet fortsätter? 

Är kulturella skillnader mer betydelsefulla när man gör affärer ansikte mot ansikte eller 

annat? 

Går kulturella skillnader "minska" när förhållandet går framåt? 

Kan du dela med dig av någon erfarenhet där kulturella skillnader har förstört en relation? 

Om ja, hur kunde man undvika detta? 
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Appendix 2. Interview Guide 

Intervjuguide  

Presentation av arbetet. Presentation av Respondenten samt Företaget. 

 

Intervju: 

Beskriv dina vardagliga arbetsuppgifter. 

Arbetar du idag med kundrelationer? Både kunder på hemmamarknaden och 

internationella? 

Hur arbetar du med kundrelationer? Skiljer sig arbetet åt mellan kunder? Vad tror du är 

den största orsaken till olika behov? 

Tror du kulturella normer och perspektiv påverkar relationsprocessen? På vilket sätt?  

Har du någon erfarenhet av när kulturer krockar i relationsprocessen? Hur gjorde du i 

detta tillfälle? Kunde det förhindrats? Hur hanteras skillnaderna (innan, under och efter, 

vilka vänder du dig till)? 

Fler erfarenheter? 

Vad har du tagit med dig från de här situationerna?  

Går det att göra antaganden till att kunder från särskilda kulturer kräver viss form av 

relationsbearbetning? 

Hanterar du framtida internationella kundrelationer annorlunda utifrån dina tidigare 

erfarenheter? 
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Appendix 3. Translated Interview Guide 

Interview Guide  

Presentation of our thesis purpose. Presentation of Respondent and Company. 

 

Interview: 

Describe your everyday tasks. 

Do you work with customer relationships today? Both domestic and international 

customers? 

How do you work with customer relationships? Does the work differ between customers? 

What do you think is the biggest reason for different needs? 

Do you think cultural norms and perspectives affect the relationship process? In what 

way? 

Do you have any experience of when cultures collide in the relationships? How did you 

handle this situation? Could it be prevented? How are the differences handled (before, 

during and after, what are you dealing with)? 

More experiences? 

What have you learned from these situations? 

Can it be assumed that customers from specific cultures require a different form of 

relationship processing? 

Do you handle future international customer relations differently based on your 

experience? 

  


