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Cultural issues in global product realization processes 

The aim of the study is to inves�gate 

how Swedish companies work in global 

product realiza�on processes and deal 

with na�onal cultural issues. 

The study was conducted in five Swedish companies with long global experience and which iden�fied 

current global collabora�on of strategic importance to their businesses. The companies produced 

office products, industrial tools and machinery, and automo�ve products. Data were collected through 

13 structured interviews with different func�ons such as human resources, product development, 

trade union representa�ves, marke�ng/sales, project planning, and suppliers. 

The product realiza�on process consists of a number of phases: concept development, product 

planning, product/process engineering and produc�on ramp-up
1
. This requires collabora�on 

between several func�onal groups, processes, and projects. Today, this collabora�on increa-

singly takes place across na�onal cultural barriers, within a func�on, and/or with product de-

sign, produc�on and suppliers found in different countries. Earlier research has highlighted that 

important cultural dimensions, such as differences in power distance, individual vs. group iden-

�ty, and rela�on to �me and environment, influence the product realiza�on process
2
. Being able 

to efficiently deal with na�onal cultural factors in daily opera�ons may be one way to reach 

sustainability in the product realiza�on process in an everchanging context.  
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Six cultural dimensions
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Three of the Swedish companies highlighted specific intercultural 

development projects: 

• Building a new manufacturing plant in China – Challenges due 

to cultural differences and the different expecta�ons on the 

leadership were handled by developing a common produc�on 

strategy to support the leadership and bridge the cultural 

differences.  

• Purchase of a new assembly line to a Swedish plant from an In-

dian supplier –  The intercultural differences were dealt with by 

con�nuous cross-func�onal work, focus on visualiza�on and in-

creased level of details in the communica�on processes. 

• Development of new working methods for product introduc-

 ons where product development took place in Sweden and 

subsequent produc on in China – The intercultural differences 

resulted in communica�on challenges which were dealt with 

through increased visualiza�on and learning about each other’s 

cultures. 

 

Two companies had long global experience and worked strategi-

cally to bridge intercultural differences. This included: 

• Work with diversity, inclusive leadership and a toolbox to reach 

high innova on ability, a%rac ve work and company growth – 

With top management support, they promoted development 

of a company program to increase knowledge about the bene-

fits of diversity and inclusive leadership; focusing on learning 

and a toolbox integrated in all processes. 

• Joint effort from top management and the union to develop 

basic values for a global strong company culture and leadership 

– According to company values of developing “a strong healthy 

company that will sustain for a long �me”, strategy including a 

balance between the global and the local was developed jointly 

by management in collabora�on with the union.  

Power distance is the extent to which the less powerful members 

of organiza�ons within a country expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally.  

Uncertainty avoidance is the extent to which people feel threa-

tened by ambiguous or unknown situa�ons and have created beli-

efs and ins�tu�ons that try to avoid these.  

Individualism is the degree to which people see themselves 

func�on more as a community or individuals. It effects rela�ons-

hips between employers and employees as well as promo�on and 

hiring decision. 

Masculinity refers to what mo�vates people, wan�ng to be the 

best (masculine) or liking what you do (feminine). In a masculine 

society – driven by compe��on and success, sacrificing family and 

leisure for work, and status is naturally ascribed from birth, age, 

gender or wealth. 

Long-term orienta�on is the extent to which a society shows a 

pragma�c future-oriented perspec�ve rather than a conven�onal 

historical short-term point of view; including a sequen�al or 

synchronous way of working. 

Indulgement vs. Restraint shows whether enjoying life and having 

fun is allowed, or if society suppresses and regulates needs by 

means of strict social norms. 

The study shows that a combina�on of developed ways of working and collabora�on, learning, 

and leadership is needed to bridge intercultural differences and ramp-up cultural awareness in 

the companies. Dealing with cultural challenges include development of efficient cross-cultural 

collabora�on, which in its turn must be built upon management’s and employees’ awareness of 

the influence of cultural dimensions on the outcome of the product realiza�on process, develop-

ment of standardized development processes in which cultural aspects are taken into account, 

and competence development to enhance individuals’ cross-cultural collabora�on.  
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