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Abstract 
Title: Master Thesis 
Supervisor: Monika Müller 
Examiner: Anna Stafsudd 
Author: Anna Tommysdotter 
Date: 25th of May 2016  
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Introduction: This study is about organisational culture and different cultural 

influences in a cross-cultural environment at an IKEA office in India.  

Statement of Purpose: The purpose of this master thesis is to provide increased 

understanding of the cross-cultural setting in regards to conceptualisation of the 

concept of culture as well as sense-making and sense-giving processes of employees 

in a trans-cultural environment in India. The case study follows a social 

constructionist understanding of organisations, and can thus provide valuable insights 

into the field without attempting to offer normative solutions (‘the company should do 

this or that’) or predictive views (‘the company will suffer or have success because of 

this’).  

Research Questions: In what ways are employees of an IKEA office in India 

making sense of their complex cross-cultural environment? 

Theoretical Framework: The theoretical framework of this thesis is the 

conceptualisation of cross-cultural management in a transcultural setting. The 

literature on cross-cultural management is in this thesis seen as divided between 

culture as managed and manageable (organisations have cultures and culture is seen 

as an essence) and culture as being organic and developing through interaction (i.e. 

organisations ‘are’ cultures as culture is a non-essentialist, dynamic and on-going 

process of interaction). Woven into these above mentioned conceptualisation of 

culture are sense-making and sense-giving processes.  

Research Methodology: This qualitative case study of an IKEA office in India is 

based on semi-structured in-depth interviews (8) and observations at the research site 

in New Delhi, India.  

Findings: The findings show how sense-making processes of individuals – that 
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interact with sense-giving attempts in terms of ‘official’ cultural values and norms – 

construct organisational culture in the form of shared meanings, individual 

interpretations and on-going negotiation processes. Moreover, the findings also point 

to specific cultural influences that are based on the historical situation, i.e. the rule of 

the British Empire in India that lasted nearly two centuries and ended in 1947. 

Discussion: At the office in India, IKEA tried to influence employees through 

sense-giving processes by means of official corporate values, norms, policies and the 

actions by managers. These sense-giving processes, nonetheless, interact with 

individual and collective sense-making processes of employees and various cultural 

influences. For example, linguistic ‘barriers’ (which might influence the sense-

making processes of employees), different notions of time, or of how formal or 

informal the organisational context should be, influenced the employees’ 

understanding of the official cultural values of the organisation. Furthermore, special 

historical influences (in the case due to Britain’s rule over the Indian subcontinent) 

can create tensions around dominance and authority within the organisation.  

Conclusion: The case study that I present in this master thesis offers the following 

theoretical contributions to the literature on cross-cultural management: it takes the 

conceptualisations of culture in cross-cultural management and provides empirical 

insights based on the view of organisational culture as being constructed and 

negotiated in on-going interaction between individuals. Moreover, it adds a specific 

aspect to the literature on cross-cultural management, as it highlights the importance 

of special historical influences as additional factors that researchers need to consider. 

The practical recommendations that this study provides are – due to the nature of the 

constructionist approach – neither predictive nor normative. Nonetheless, the 

constructionist view of organisational culture in cross-cultural management can help 

people in various positions in organisations (e.g., shop floor employees, 

administrators, managers) in their attempts to analyse and understand the complexities 

of cross-cultural settings. Instead of finding a kind of ‘recipe’ or ‘best practice 

guidelines’, this view can make people aware of individual sense-making process and 

the negotiation of shared meanings, of experts of cultural knowledge within their 

firm, and of historical influences that can become important in the negotiation of 

shared meanings.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background & Problem Statement 
INTRODUCTION 

The initial theoretical inspiration to this thesis had its origin in Søderberg and 

Holden’s (2002) article Rethinking Cross Cultural Management in a Globalizing 

Business World. In short, the article presents critical thinking towards the general idea 

of culture as a static entity with “basic assumptions and beliefs” (Søderberg & 

Holden, 2002, p. 107) and of culture as a “learned body of tradition that governs 

what one needs to know, think, and feel in order to meet the standards of 

membership” (Kunda, 2006, p. 8). We refer to this static picture of culture as the 

essentialist viewpoint in seeing culture as an essence (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 

107).  

Because of new ways of communication as well as technological development in 

making it possible to interact with market and international businesses from all 

around the world (Adler & Gundersen, 2008, p. 8) Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 

103) consider the static approach towards culture as out-dated and non-realistic 

compared to the complex environments in today’s globalised business world. Instead, 

the authors suggest an alternative view in which the “growing complexity of inter- 

and intra-organizational connections and identities…in a globalizing business 

context” are taken into account. (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 103)  

This alternative approach towards a static and inflexible culture is in contrast a more 

organic and adaptable culture dependant on the individuals within the culture as they 

make sense of the reality they exist in (Geertz, 1966, p. 29). In contrast to the 

essentialist approach we refer to this more organic view of culture as the non-

essentialist culture (Søderberg and Holden 2002, p. 107) in which culture is 

continuously constructed through social interaction (Watson, 2001, p. 21).  

For simplicities sake I henceforth introduce the two main frames, most prominent in 

the theoretical research of this thesis, as “essentialist culture” (i.e. having a culture) 

and the “non-essentialist culture”(i.e. being a culture) (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 

106).  
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Moving forward and connecting culture to organisational aspects Fellows and Liu 

(2016, p. 251) recognise the problematic aspects of culture within organisations in 

where it is a guide for how things are to be done. The authors draw this discussion to 

the debate of whether the organisation has a culture or whether it is a culture (Fellows 

& Liu, 2016, p. 251), or as they put it in a more culturally contextually bound context 

“whether environmental factors causally impact the organisation or whether (large) 

organisations causally impact their environment”. Yagi and Kleinberg (2011, p. 633) 

also take note of the intercultural process in interaction between individuals in an 

organisational setting but also how the organisation sets structures and goals to 

achieve a specific “cultural outcome”.  

Bolman and Deal (2008, p. 269) discusses the two conflicting attitudes towards 

culture in terms of having a culture and being a culture. The authors suggest a mix of 

the two where culture is both a “process” in which participants create their reality 

and a “product” that has been moulded and shaped over a long time. Bolman and 

Deal suggest that over time organisations do develop beliefs and assumptions that are 

significant to the organisation (2008, p. 269) and the authors ask the question whether 

a strong organisational culture can indeed be turned into a profitable concept for an 

organisation.  

Not surprisingly a problem with the essentialist view is that its research, being 

normative and predictive, promotes methods and procedures produced to interlock 

cultural clashes on the basis that they are seen as difficult (Alvesson, 2013, p. 305). 

These normative and predictive procedures and methods quickly become out-dated in 

the fast paced business world (Romani, 2008, p. 4) where not only differences in 

cultural understandings and assumptions meet but also where quick ways of 

communication and therefore new collaborations between individuals occur 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 108). This new business world with technologies that 

let us interact with each other effortlessly across cultures is something that the authors 

working in the research field of cross-cultural studies as well as the practitioners 

within the business world must take into account. Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 

110) suggest that this revelation of a new business world has led to a new kind of 

“knowledge economy” where organisations face the struggle to enhance and 

reproduce the knowledge gained in a company in order to be applied in a wide range 

of situations in other areas of the organisation.  
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Having this knowledge aspect in mind, and considering culture as an organic 

movement, cross-cultural studies and culture in itself can be used and enhanced rather 

than prevented, undermined or limited (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 105). In this 

sense “Cultural differences can be used competitively” makes us change the way we 

look at culture in order to gain understanding as well as translate and define the 

cultural differences as advantages within the company (Hoecklin, 1995, p. ix).  

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 104 ff.) write that the typical focus on conflicts and 

misunderstandings in cross-cultural studies occur due to transcultural interaction. A 

reason for this is that the cross-cultural interaction and cultures are seen as complex 

and therefore must be managed (Hannerz, 1992, p. 9). Søderberg and Holden explain 

that because of this cross-cultural studies and “professional intercultural training has 

been characterized as the culture-shock prevention industry” (2002, p. 105).  

In contrast to the normative and prognostic methods of dealing with cross-cultural 

conflicts Geertz offer a constructionist view point of instead looking at the cultural 

understanding in the reality from the individual’s construct. An interesting example of 

this interpretation of meanings follows: did the boy simply twitch with his eyes, did 

he deliberately wink or did he sarcastically wink to ridicule someone else that 

winked? This is all in the eyes of the individuals making the interpretations and the 

intended meaning of the gestures. (Geertz, 1973, p. 6 ff.) 

To contribute to viewing culture as an organic process of interaction, Søderberg and 

Holden (2002, p. 113) thus provide a new definition of cross-cultural management: 

“The core task of cultural management in a globalizing business world is to facilitate 

and direct synergistic interaction and learning at interfaces, where knowledge, values 

and experiences are transferred into multicultural domains of implementation”.  

Intertwined into the cultural understandings are the concepts of sense-making and 

sense-giving. Fellows and Liu (2016, p. 247 ff.) suggest that sense-making is 

foundationally grounded in culture, both nationally and organisationally, as the 

culture itself constitutes of collective sense-making processes. Fellows and Liu (2016, 

p. 249) demonstrate the point further in the following quotation “Culture underpins 

the collective construction of meanings through convergence of common 

interpretation – collective sense-making”. More specifically to culture concerning 

organisations the authors propose that this very same collective understanding entails 
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organisational culture to encompass both “individual and collective sense-making” 

(Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 249).  

In the non-essentialist view of culture individuals create their interpretations through 

the process of sense-making, where individuals try to make sense of what they see 

and perceive (Weick et al., 2005, p. 411). Sense-making is in this sense a social 

process that requires the meeting and interaction of individuals to make sense of their 

everyday reality (Salzer, 1994, p. 19). While sense-making happens within the 

individual, Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991, p. 442) explain the concept of sense-giving in 

the organisation as creating a platform or an ambiance in which the sense-making can 

take place; sense-giving is thus an attempt for organisations to direct individual sense-

making into a desired orientation in which the organisation “try to sell their meanings 

and definition of the organization to others” (Salzer, 1994, p. 22).  

Moving on to looking more critically at previous research Søderberg and Holden 

(2002, p. 107) claim that the existing literature on cross-cultural studies has not been 

critical enough in the sense of a constructionist view that scrutinises core assumptions 

of organisational culture and of culture in itself. This lack of a more critical 

constructionist take on culture in the field often shows clear tendencies towards 

prognostic and normative problem solving methods, such as presented by Moral et al. 

(2014, p. 31) and Trompenaars & Hampden –Turner (1998, p. 20), instead of gaining 

a deeper understanding of what culture in its core entails in order to better keep up 

with the fast moving variation in cultural understanding in the globalised business 

world (Romani, 2008, p. 4). 

It is in this lacking, within the literature in the research field of cross-cultural 

management, studies need to reinvent frames (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112) 

into looking at culture as something evolving, produced and reproduced in the actions 

and interactions of individuals in their sense-making processes (Fellows & Liu, 2016, 

p. 247). This evolving and non-essentialist view of culture is instead of being 

prognostic and normative something that is unique to each and every individual and 

therefore cannot be generalised (Geertz, 1966, p. 21). In this we can also identify that 

a major problem in normative methods used and generated from practitioners and 

researchers in cross-cultural management studies is that they become redundant and 
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cannot be seen as an equally valued contribution in evolving the research field in its 

entirety.  

The importance of these constructionist takes on culture can, as I’ve mentioned, also 

be drawn to the enhanced ability to follow the fast moving globalised business world 

(Romani, 2008, p. 4). Here Søderberg and Holden propose that cultural differences, in 

the business world, are in fact not becoming smaller or merging into a much more 

unison form but they are being exhibited in different ways due to the process of 

globalisation, which consequently is a result of the fast moving technology enabling 

us to do business with almost every part of the world (2002, p. 108) According to 

Lockwood-Lee and Forey, G. (2010, p. 172), globalisation is in a sense inevitable 

because of the fact that if anything can be created or produced at a cheaper price in 

another part of the world it will be. 

This brings me to continue on introducing the study I have performed. The 

motivational factors for performing this study are, as I mentioned above, due to the 

globalized business world inevitably looking for new and cheaper ways of attaining 

economical success (Lockwood-Lee and Forey, G., 2010, p. 172) as well as 

aspirations founded in the ambition to expand the knowledge and increase the 

understanding regarding sense-making and sense-giving in a cross-cultural setting. 

Weick et al. (2005, p. 417) strives to elaborate on this cause as they acknowledge that 

any small amount of empirical research that has been performed on the subject area 

makes this kind of research on sense-making and sense-giving an important addition 

in enhancing the general understanding of the social processes. A social 

constructionist approach to management in complex trans-cultural environments can 

neither be normative or predictive (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112), and so the 

aim of this thesis is neither the first nor the latter.  

In the light of cross-cultural management research I therefore study how conceptual 

points – especially organisational culture as dynamic on-going process of interaction 

unable to being studied as scientifically fixed (Geertz, p. 5 ff.) – play out in a case 

study of an IKEA office in India, a country on an economical climb moving quickly 

to becoming a host of numerous international businesses partners (Pereira & Malik, 

2015, p. 358). India, which is the focal point of this study of cultural interactions, is 

one of the largest countries in the world and provides opportunities for organisations 
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based on the fact that the income is significantly lower than many other developing 

countries (Berg & Cardenas 2010, p. 11). However, even though the people and the 

work force are available at low costs in the country, it does not mean that the 

organisation will have success in a cross-cultural setting beyond the economic 

rationale. The reason for a company having difficulties in other regards to establish 

themselves in a new region can in fact have a strong correlation to the cultural 

sensitivity (Moran et al., 2014, p. 25) and the need for a company to have a successful 

cultural interaction, in both sense-making and sense-giving.  

According to research done by Pereira & Malik (2015, p. 363) there is a great interest 

in Indian research and research that stem’s from the Indian culture in a multicultural 

aspect. Pereira & Malink (2015, p. 363) have themselves performed studies that put 

traditional “indianness” in a cross-cultural setting where the emerging themes centred 

on how traditional Indian behaviour can impact success or failure and how it is as any 

culture so very well-grounded in the traditions, language and history.  

In this study I performed interviews at the IKEA office in India with people 

originating from different cultural atmospheres. The form of interviewing will play a 

key role since it is a telling way in the form of displaying the process of individual 

sense-making (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 117). To have the objective to be 

prognostic and identifying cultural differences and absolute truths is difficult in any 

interview but instead in the words of Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 117) “A 

narratological perspective on interviews can thus make it clear that the truth of the 

managers’ and employees’ stories may not lie in the facts they recount, but rather in 

the way they construct their stories and retrospectively try to make sense of a 

dramatic course of action and events.”  
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1.1.1 Research Question  

In what ways are employees of an IKEA office in India making sense of their 

complex cross-cultural environment? 

1.1.2 Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this master thesis is to provide increased understanding of the cross-

cultural setting in regards to conceptualisation of the concept of culture as well as 

sense-making and sense-giving processes of employees in a trans-cultural 

environment in India.  

The theoretical contribution of this study can enrich the field of cross-cultural 

management research, which has been described as often drawing on essentialist and 

functionalistic concepts (Søderberg & Holden, 2002). The case study that I bring 

forward in this thesis, in contrast, follows a social constructionist understanding of 

organisations, and thus can provide valuable insights into the field without attempting 

to offer normative solutions (‘the company should do this or that’) or predictive views 

(‘the company will suffer or have success because of this’).  
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Disposition 
The structure of the thesis is the following: it has 5 main chapters – Theoretical 

Framework, Research Methodology, Findings, Discussion, and Conclusion which I 

briefly summarise in the following paragraphs. 

In the theoretical framework I present different perspectives of cross-cultural 

management and the approaches to the notion of culture. In both subject areas the 

distinction of ‘culture as an essence – having a culture’ and ‘non-essentialist culture – 

being a culture’ is presented. The exploration of how sense-making and sense-giving 

influences culture is provided. Lastly, within the theoretical framework of this thesis I 

have touched upon the perspective of cultural imposition in regards to historical 

significance as it has an effect upon the situation at the research site.  

In the research methodology I explain the different choices I have made during the 

course of the thesis. I have motivated my choices of study as well as the methods I 

have used. The research methodology presents the content of the case study in detail.  

In the findings chapter I present the main themes and categories of topics discussed 

during the interviews. The themes touch upon the official organisational culture of 

IKEA presented in the office in India and its associated values and norms. It also 

shows how interviewees make sense of these values and norms and (re-)interpret 

them based on their individual cultural background. The chapter brings light to the 

main point of the important aspects of cultural challenges and presents the special 

surrounding influences that have effected the situation.  

In the discussion I discuss the main themes that emerged in the interviews to gain a 

deeper understanding of the case and connect the findings with previous research.  

In the conclusion I provide a summary of the key theories, findings, and analytical 

themes, point out the importance of the study, highlight its theoretical contributions 

and end with practical recommendations. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

In this theoretical framework I will present theories concerning culture and cross-

cultural management in and around organisations, make distinctions between 

organisations having a culture and organisations being culture, that is essentialist 

and non-essentialist cultures.  

2.1 Cross-Cultural Management 
International businesses can be traced back for centuries but today’s escalation in 

production and distribution has created new demands on the competitive international 

market (Adler & Gundersen, 2008, p. 8). Adler et al. (1986, p. 295) report: “The 

growing interdependence of national economies has created a demand for managers 

sophisticated in international business and skilled in working with people from other 

cultures.” According to Adekola & Sergi (2007, p. 7) not a single country in the 

world is entirely economically self-sufficient, and therefore the collaboration and 

interdependence of other countries and cultures becomes imperative. Adler & Jelinek 

(1986, p. 87) claim that in the global business world it is an impossibility to ignore 

other cultures and the implicit meanings and assumptions they bring to an 

international market and thus the ability an organisation has to compete on a global 

playing field. This being said the corporate advantages will be hindered if different 

cultural settings are not taken into consideration.  

In the 1980’s Adler and Jelinek (1986, p. 74) argued that culture in itself stands for a 

series of assumptions that individuals make that in turn create rules towards each 

other and towards other groups of people. That is, culture and its assumptions affect 

the individual as well as the collective levels. The background to why we need culture 

is, according to Romani (2008, p. 96), that without it we face a risk of the members in 

the community as well as the environmental factors tearing us apart, thus culture 

becomes imperative “for human society to survive”. Indeed this viewpoint is 

foundational in cross-cultural studies at large (Romani, 2008, p. 96).  

Yagi and Kleinberg (2011, p. 632 ff.) refer to the process of cultural interplay as a 

“negotiation” where the culture is ever changing and bending to different wills. This 

process of negotiation will be primarily influenced by the social interaction of those 
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involved and the reality of those who perceive and interpret it (Yagi & Kleinberg, 

2011, p. 632 ff.).  

According to Adler et al. (1986, p. 296) cross-cultural management research has 

strived to “describe and compare organizational behaviour across cultures, and, 

perhaps most important for managers, seek to understand and improve the 

effectiveness of people interacting with colleagues from different cultures”. In more 

simplified words Romani suggest the same in saying that the subject of cross-cultural 

management (2008, p. 17) concerns the study of the “relationship between culture 

and management”. Following this Adler and Gundersen’s definition on cross-cultural 

management (2008, p. 13) is: “Cross-cultural management explains the behavior of 

people in organizations around the world and shows people how to work in 

organization with employee and client populations from many different cultures. 

Cross-cultural management describes organizational behaviour across countries and 

cultures; and most important, seeks to understand and improve the interaction of co-

workers, managers, executives, client, suppliers, and alliance partners from countries 

and cultures around the world. Cross-cultural management thus expands the scope of 

domestic management to encompass international and multicultural dynamics.” Now 

according to Søderberg & Holden (2002, p. 111) this definition does not fully 

resonate with what they imagine cross-cultural management to entail, as the definition 

does not include making use of the knowledge that the cultural interaction produces 

within the organisation. The authors (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 113) claim that 

“the traditional way of looking at cross-cultural management in terms of the core 

problems and core solutions…is out of phase with the global business world, with its 

transnational companies, multicultural relationship management, networking, 

organizational learning, knowledge management, and “global connectivity”. Instead 

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 113) suggest their own “working” definition of 

cross-cultural management as follows: “the core task of cross-cultural management 

in a globalizing business world is to facilitate and direct synergistic interaction and 

learning at interfaces, where knowledge, values and experiences are transferred into 

multicultural domains of implementation”. In this definition the process of 

distributing and gaining insight from knowledge is much more imperative. The 

authors thus emphasises an interesting aspect of cross-cultural management in a 

global context where information flows through different surroundings and 
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atmospheres where different “language, worldview, value systems and assumptions” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 113) reign. These will in turn make dents and impacts 

that can make large imprints and alterations on the culture itself.  

Previous studies in cross-cultural management show common themes such as what a 

culture is and how it is displayed in different settings (Romani, 2008, p. 19). Romani 

(2008, p. 19 ff.) claims that one overlooked theme in cultural studies is the merging of 

cross-cultural management and organisational culture. However, the organisational 

sense of culture in the field of organising culture in organisational studies was given 

much more explicit attention in the early 1980’s (Adler & Jelinek, 1986, p. 81). 

Within this, then new, research field the ambition was to understand how 

organisations handled culture in different senses. The studies concerned differences 

between organisational cultures, how individuals within the culture adhered to the 

organisational culture, and how theses individuals interact with each other (Adler & 

Jelinek, 1986, p. 81).  

Romani (2008, p. 19) identifies the different schools and viewpoints of cross-cultural 

management studies, which have been brought forth partially by the conflicting 

opinions in researchers due to the research field being relatively young and un-

established. In addition to this Adler et al. suggest that cross-cultural management 

research has moved from organisations having a domestic focus into holding a more 

international attentive, and far more realistic, view of the world today (1986, p. 296).  

The literature on cross-cultural management and organisational culture proposes 

different views about what we understand when we talk about a corporate or 

organisational culture. Whether organisational culture is something that an 

organisation emphasises or not, it does not change the fact that the cultural nature of 

the company influences employees in what way they act, think, belief in a set of 

socially shared meanings (Alvesson, 2013, p. 1). However, in regards to the concept 

of culture Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 107) call for more in-depth insights and 

reflections of the term ‘culture’. They criticise research for being too lenient and for 

not carefully and explicitly scrutinising the very concept of culture that serves as the 

base in “empirical studies and recommendations for business practices” (2002, p. 

107). Agreeing with this Romani (2008, p. 4) raises the issues of previous research in 

cross-cultural management being too normative and predictive and that the problem 
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with this view is indeed that this predictive approach cannot keep up with the 

variations and different dilemmas those organisations in cross-cultural settings 

encounter. The result of this approach is therefore an imposition towards being 

flexible to a multitude of settings as well as unwillingness to gain deeper 

understanding of crucial elements of culture in cross-cultural settings (Romani, 2008, 

p. 4).  

Even though research has been done on cross-cultural management Romani (2008, p. 

19 ff.) suggest that much more attention should be given to studies where cross-

cultural management and organisational culture can be looked upon together. Yagi 

and Kleinberg also show that today’s researchers call for more in depth studies on 

cross-cultural research in organisational settings (Yagi & Kleinberg, 2011, p. 629). 

The reason for the need for more research is according to Adler (1983, p. 231) that the 

business world has moved much faster than the academic world, and in this sense 

research has not corresponded well with reality. Adler (1983, p. 231) states that most 

of the research that covers the topic of international organisational behaviour fall 

under the category of looking at one culture separately, without integrating another 

culture. She here suggests that, for a long time; there has been a lack of an integrative 

view where two cultures are seen to interact. This knowledge gap in the field of 

international or cross-cultural studies has restrained the academic field.  

According to Adler et al. today’s situation seems to be crying out for cross-cultural 

management within the business world and she continues with stating that the 

situation today has created a need for new kinds of managers, which in turn also put a 

new kind of demand on the organisations in regards to their strategies, structures and 

resources to be able to satisfy a new global market and new comparative advantages 

that stretches for longer than they have before (Adler et al., 1986, p. 296). This new 

manager has, according to Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 109), emerged: “From 

being functional specialists, managers are becoming sophisticated generalists, able to 

manage a potpourri of projects, people, resources, and issues”. Thus, “Cross-

cultural management is a form of knowledge work” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 

109) where today’s leaders are adaptive and have versatile competencies where they 

can match different solutions to different areas and they are no longer specialist in 

their respective fields. The authors (2002, p. 109) conclude that cross-cultural 

management thus becomes “a form of knowledge work”.  
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Because of the research field being dominated by prognostic and normative studies 

(Romani, 2008, p. 17 ff.) the range of more in depth studies on understanding the 

social construction is needed. This calls for studies enhancing the social reality and 

social construction of organisations in a cross-cultural setting.  

Studies in social constructionist cross-cultural management research by Yagi and 

Kleinberg (2011, p. 649) has contributed in proving that interpretative research work 

does help to increase and widen the span of our understanding rather than what 

research of culture as an static entity would induce. The positive criticism on the 

interpretative studies is that they prove a deeper and wider understanding than the 

more predictive and normative studies (Romani, 2008, p. 43). More specifically Yagi 

and Kleinberg (2011, p. 649) claim that interpretative research has helped in 

answering and understanding the questions of “how, who, what, and why” in regards 

to cross-cultural management.  

There are some explanatory arguments to why the academic field of cross-cultural 

management has become hampered in its development (Adler, 1983, p. 231). 

According to Adler (1983, p. 231) funding is one major problem to why cross-cultural 

studies are difficult to perform. It is simply much more expensive to look at multiple 

cultural phenomena and their integration than to do a study on a single culture. 

Another problematic aspect concerns the methodological approaches with everything 

from finding a suitable collection of participants to practical implementation of the 

study through translation and administrative aspects. Taking all of these aspects into 

consideration it may not be very strange that cross-cultural studies have been lagging 

behind in its exploration and progress.  

In addition Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 110) state that the theoretical field of 

cross-cultural management has been lacking regarding the topic of learning in 

organisations. They mean that an organisation’s existence is dependant on how well 

the company can transfer and distribute knowledge. According to Søderberg and 

Holden (2002, p. 110) there is great insight and reflection to be made if information 

gathered is properly analysed and distributed throughout the organisation. 

Not surprisingly there is lacking knowledge in the research field of cross-cultural 

management as well as a debate on the concepts of culture. After this overview of 

cross-cultural management and the difficulties the research field is subjected to, I 
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present two major approaches to the notion of (organisational) culture in the literature 

on cross-cultural management. These two approaches are the following: first, 

“Culture as essence – Having a ‘culture’”; and second, “Non-essentialist culture – 

Being ‘culture’”  

2.1.1 Culture as Essence – Having a Culture 

Looking at culture as an essence entails that there are “basic assumptions and beliefs” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 107) that everybody take part in. On a collective level 

this means that people belong to groups or categories and it is from these that we get 

the foundation from which we make sense of our everyday interactions (Hofstede, 

1980, p. 18). Culture is therefore, in this view, something that an individual belongs to 

(Hofstede, 1980, p. 18 ff.). According to Moran et al. (2014, p. 11) culture “gives 

people a sense of who they are, of belonging, of how they should behave, and of what 

they should be doing”. Likewise culture in the belief of having a culture is explained 

as: “most broadly speaking, culture is “in the minds and hearts of men” – a learned 

body of tradition that governs what one needs to know, think, and feel in order to 

meet the standards of membership (Kunda, 2006, p. 8). Like the quotation above 

explains culture and organisational culture can be explained as something that 

governs us unconsciously (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 107).  

A common theme is the discussion on culture made by Hofstede (1980, p. 23 ff.) is 

how culture is seen as a premastered and patterned way of thinking. His own 

definition is as follows: “culture is the collective programming of the human mind 

that distinguishes the members of one human group from those of another”(p. 24). 

Hofstede (1980, p. 17) has this strict and rigid way of looking at culture on an 

individual level as well as on a collective level. Like the quotation above indicates we 

are, according to Hofstede (1980, p. 17), governed by the preprogramed “mental 

programs” that generate the assumptions we make in different situations. These 

mental programs are separated into either “transferred in our genes – or they can be 

learned after our birth” (Hofstede, 1980), p. 18.).  

Regarding instructing culture and promoting a common cultural understanding 

Hofstede (1980, p. 24) suggests “there must be mechanisms in societies that permit 

the maintenance of stability in culture patterns”. Hannerz (1992, p. 10 ff.) is a 

researcher that draws parallels between culture and the social structure that exists in 
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saying that there are ways of dealing with the relationship between the two. In short 

what he is suggesting are ways of controlling and directing cultural outcomes by the 

assistance of “power and material resources” (Hannerz, 1992, p. 15). Hofstede also 

brings forth norms as tools for a desired outcome in these societal desirable results 

(1980, p. 22 ff.), meaning that norms serve as something individuals strive to follow 

as doing so makes us feel a part of the group.  

When it comes to moulding culture, according to Hofstede (1980, p. 17 ff.) the 

individual input seems to be the one with the least to say. First of all an individual is 

shaped by the “universal”, which concerns the biological and genetic information 

over which we have little control. Secondly, our assumptions and beliefs are shaped 

by the “collective” in which our surroundings govern what we should think or feel in 

certain situations. Lastly, the “individual” has input in creating sense in situations and 

in interactions with others. Having gone over these steps the individual’s ability to 

create meaning has little control and instead we are and have always been 

unconsciously governed by external factors. Hofstede (1980, p. 17-19) 

If we now move onto culture being instructional in an organisational setting 

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 107) explain that the view of culture as manageable 

derives from a “managerial interest” where solving problems and issues concerning 

the organisational best interest by “manipulating the beliefs and language of the 

employees in order to build up a strong corporate culture”. In contrast to managerial 

interest on solving problems Adler et al. suggest (1986, p. 304) that few papers on 

cross-cultural research focuses on the advantages and benefits that cultural diversity 

can bring into an organisation. Hannerz (1992, p. 9), a researcher in cultural 

complexity, suggests that the easiest outcome would undeniably had been if we all 

shared the exact same meanings and assumptions, which means, “ total uniformity”. 

He suggests that the more complex the culture is the more possible cultural tensions 

there are (Hannerz, 1992, p. 9). When cultural integration runs smoothly it does not 

show but when cultural diversity creates tensions and problems then it becomes 

visible (Adler et al., 1986, p. 304). With the quote “Managing culture is often equated 

with changing culture” (2013, p. 182) Alvesson refers to the fact that organisational 

culture is often implemented due to the fact that existing differences in culture are 

seen as difficult. Continuing a discussion on this Adler et al. argue (1986, p. 305) that 

the importance is not to recognise the cultural diversity but to find suitable solutions 
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to problems due to cultural diversity. Cummings and Worley (2014, p. 99) argue that 

organisational culture consist of common understandings and shared assumptions 

within co-workers. According to the authors the organisational culture serves the 

purpose of directing employees towards organisational goals and ambitions 

(Cummings & Worley, 2014, p. 99). Plainly the view of the organisation as having a 

‘culture’ is a way of making the design and execution to be so that the employees’ 

aspirations and goals are set in line with the organisational objectives (Kunda, 2006, 

p. 9). Moran et al. (2014, p. 11) shares this linear view of culture where it can be 

moulded into a desired shape. Not unlikely the authors draw upon Hofstede for 

inspiration and support in their research (2014, p. 19). 

This perspective of organisations as having cultures is seen as a means of control and 

organised direction and in this is suggested that organisational culture is a tool for the 

organisations to use to their advantage (Alvesson, 2013, p. 84 ff.). Organisational 

culture can thus be depicted as having certain positions used as “building blocks” 

devised to have an intentional impact (2013, p. 74).  

Schein continues is stating that having shared mission or as he calls it “reason to be” 

is essential for an organisation (2006, p. 89). The traditional ways of controlling an 

organisational culture has often come in financial or authoritative power of 

compliance (Kunda, 2006, p. 11). However, managing culture does not necessarily 

entail financial goals and visions but more humanistic approaches to how the 

atmosphere and interaction between co-workers should be (Schein, 2006, p. 89). This 

more humanistic ways of shaping and guiding an organisational culture towards a 

desired direction comes in creating a connection in the form of common beliefs and 

understandings which in turn will make employees strive towards a common goal not 

because they are forced or coerced but because they feel a sense of commitment and 

identification with the organisational goals (Kunda, 2006, p. 11). In addition to this 

Cummings and Worley (2014, p. 99 ff.) argue that, even though, the organisational 

culture is established by the management of the organisation the culture itself is 

adopted and interpreted by the individuals within the culture and therefore it becomes 

a difficult task in managing and especially changing the culture.  

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998, p. 118 ff. & 157 ff.) are two advocates for 

managing culture in an organisational setting and they strive to offer normative and 
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predictive solutions to controlling culture. Indeed the authors do suggest that culture 

is a way of making sense in difficult dilemmas and conflicts (1998, p. 20) but they 

then offer ways in terms of managing these conflicts into organisational profitable 

outcomes. Schein is another researcher that does not shy away from shaping and 

forming culture in an organisational setting (2006, p. 87). Schein elaborates in 

suggesting that “the process of culture formation is, in a sense, identical to the 

process of group formation in that the very essence of groupness or group identity – 

the shared patterns of thought, belief, feelings, and values that result from shred 

experiences and common learning – results in the pattern of shared assumptions that 

I am calling the culture of the group.” (2006, p. 88). Here Schein suggests that the 

cultural outcome should be seen as both moulded through management as well as 

through the shared understandings within the group. However, even though a culture 

partially constitutes of shared beliefs and assumptions Schein also suggests that it is 

the manager that imposes his or hers beliefs onto the employees (2006, p. 225). 

Schein (2006) like other (Hofstede, 1980, Hannerz (1992) & Trompenaars and 

Hampden-Turner, 1998) researchers within the area of culture as an essence and 

culture as something individuals have or are a part of show tendencies towards being 

prognostic and normative in their research. Moran’s et al. (2014, p. 31) show a 

pragmatic and prognostic approach in suggesting “culture is fundamentally a group of 

problem-solvning tools for coping in a particular environment”. The authors even go 

as far as to suggest that having the know-how to manage culture is imperative if you 

are to work globally in a management position (Moran et al., 2014, p. 32):  

In addition authors like Schein (2006, p. 246) and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 

(1998, p. 20) give explicit examples and instructions in how to co-ordinate sense-

giving activities in order to project and create a certain cultural surrounding that will 

correspond nicely with organisational goals. Moran et al. (2014, p. 364 ff., 401 ff. & 

459 ff.) also show, in explicit way, how to handle the moulding of cultural differences 

depending on the culture and its geographical origin.  

Regarding managing different cultures in one organisational setting Adler presents 

explicit ways in intervening with cultural orientation in cross-cultural management. 

Adler presents three distinct results of cross-cultural interaction: Cultural Dominance 

includes one culture continuing to exist and dictate over another culture (Adler, 2000, 
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p. 125). Cultural Compromise entails the two interacting cultures to co-exist and 

make compromises to allow for both to exist in one location (Adler, 2000, p. 126), 

making them work together and successfully so. Cultural Synergy involves not 

allowing for different cultures to exist but rather creating a new culture where bits and 

pieces from both interacting cultures to exist (Adler, 2000, p. 127).  

According to Adler, to efficiently bring together different cultures in the workplace it 

is important to find cultural synergy (2000, p. 116). Cultural synergy involves 

identifying and describing the specific conditions of the situation and then assessing 

the underlying assumptions to find similarities and in the end find similarities within 

each culture to turn this into a cultural melting pot where only the best parts of 

different cultures exist and in which reflects a culture that everybody involved can be 

a part of (Adler, 2000, p. 119). Cultural synergy thus involves handling cultural 

diversity and creating cohesiveness and has become an important tool for 

multinational organisations in managing the similarities and differences in cultures 

within the organisation (Adler, 2000, p. 116). 

In managing a culture Moran et al. (2014, p. 25) suggest that managers in global 

positions must adhere to “cultural understanding” and “cultural sensitivity” in order 

to reduce cultural shock in order to create effectiveness within the organisation. 

Moran et al. (2014, p. xvii) suggest that the management in a cross-cultural setting 

strive to “empower themselves to leverage the power of culture to maximize 

organizational performance in a cross-cultural environment that will determine their 

success”. With this the managers have the efficiency and the organisational success as 

their top priority. Culture becomes nothing more than a means to an end when it 

comes to establishing a successful company through a uniformed cultural 

understanding.  

Having this said when it comes to maintaining culture in an organisational setting 

Hofstede (1980, p. 28 ff.) distinguishes between a variety of ways in which culture 

can have a deliberate affect within an organisation. Firstly, the culture that is set can 

have an impact of the distribution of power within the organisation. That is deciding 

who gets to decide what and what hierarchical levels that should exist. Secondly, 

culture can decide what alliances and partnerships that would arise. These alliances 

can also have an impact on the organisational ambitions and goals as well as the 
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structures and holistic organisational decisions being made. Thirdly, the values and 

assumptions set by the culture can have a direct impact on members of the 

organisation in regards to their mood, behaviour, how manageable the employees are 

and how compliant they are. In other words Hofstede (1980, p. 28 ff.) suggest that 

there is a great deal of power in cultural systems and by regulating them this power 

can be used in most parts of the organisation. 

Research performed by Walsh and Charalambides in 1990 as well as Miller and 

Tesser in 1986 (Bartunek, 1999, p. 40) explored and proved that indeed exposure to 

other train of thoughts and assumptions than those an individual is used to can have 

an altering affect on that individual and his or hers understanding new surroundings. 

When handling organisational culture as a tool, disregarding the deliberate affects it 

can have, let me also touch upon the some disadvantages to keep in mind. A problem 

can occur in the organisational culture being seen as a forceful and restrictive 

regulatory devise of how to act and behave (Alvesson, 2013, p. 56 ff.). In this case the 

culture can be viewed not as a complex system of shared meanings but an 

authoritative devise of a powerful force. Another difficulty in composing 

organisational culture, as a forceful implementation, is that it can be problematic and 

in some cases even hazardous to apply an organisational culture that covers all of the 

departments and areas of an organisation, both geographical and hierarchical 

(Alvesson, 2013, p. 57). Implementing a strong organisational culture that is so 

heavily connected with the employees self to attain ambition of working towards 

organisational cohesiveness and common goals can also have an unknowing impact 

on the employees self-sense (Kunda, 2006, p. 13).  

The aspiration in efficient organisational culture is to “shape the employees’ selves in 

the corporate image” (Kunda, 2006, p. 13) but this can weight heavily on the 

company’s right to make such a strong imprint on the individual where feeling, 

beliefs and thoughts can become altered. Within the view of culture as an essence 

there is also “blindness as regards social variation, diversity and power relations 

within a nation or an organization or between nations and organizations.” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 108). That is implementing culture as a forceful tool 

does not only influence the individual but can determine the interaction and 

interconnected relationships on a national and organisational level.  
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A perspective where managing the organisational culture to fall in line with the 

organisational purpose can in many cases seem tempting but Alvesson (2013, p. 54) 

propose that to manage the organisational culture on a long-term basis managers 

should identify “deeper and less-conscious aspects of cultural patterns”, which refers 

to behaviour that comes naturally rather than structurally in the form of a managerial 

cultural tool.  

Hofstede (1983, p. 76) suggests that even though the tools for managing culture are 

available changing it takes time because you have to consider that you are changing 

fundamental values and beliefs founded in inherent ways of thinking. Also Moran et 

al. (2014, p. 11) suggest that culture can be moulded into a desired outcome but it is a 

time consuming task that should be treated with patience. Schein continues on this in 

suggesting that cultural change is a long-term process that will be at its most 

beneficial if it is allowed to have its “trial and error” (2006, p. 294). This way 

management can see how the cultural assumptions they have tried to instil will work 

with the employees. However, such a time period can stretch over numerous years 

(Schein, 2006, p. 294) and that is not always a time perspective that is realistic in an 

organisational perspective. Also organisational cultural change and uniformity is so 

time consuming and can be so expensive that authors like Cummings and Worley 

(2014, p. 559) suggest trying other methods for creating cohesiveness in the 

organisation before turning to organisational culture.  

To summarise this essentialist view of culture and organisations as having cultures, 

the following can be said: culture, in this view, is manageable; in cross-cultural 

management two cultures can overlap, or actively be brought to overlap, and result in 

cultural synergy, i.e. a common system of shared meanings as a form of ‘solution’ to 

the problem of two different original cultures. In light of this organisational culture 

can turn into a ‘tool’ to manage employees and cultural differences into a desired 

cultural outcome.  

In the view of culture as an essence and as of something individuals and organisations 

have Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 108) criticise the concepts of having or belong 

to a culture where the members of a community are expected to share the same values 

and beliefs as the culture dictates. Søderberg and Holden (2002, p.108) write that this 

view can, for researchers, entail discouragement to recognising differences in 
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individuals in “social variation, diversity and power relationships within a nation or 

an organization, or between nations and organizations”. Instead the authors argue for 

another “conceptualization of culture” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 111) that has 

gained ground, where culture is - instead of the static mould with norms and beliefs - 

something that is “produced, reproduced, and continually changed by the people 

identifying with them and negotiating them in the course of social interaction” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112). In the chapter following I will elaborate on this 

view where culture is a social reality dictated by individuals partaking in that culture.  

2.1.2 Non-essentialist Culture – Being a Culture 

As a counter part to culture as an essence I now introduce the concept of non-

essentialist culture – a view of organisations being cultures. Here Søderberg and 

Holden (2002, p. 107) introduce culture in a much more organic way than the authors 

in the previous chapter.  

Geertz (1973, p. 5) provides a most constructionist view on culture when he advocates 

that signs and interpretations decide culture. He means that we create meanings and 

significance in our situations and in our surroundings. These meanings and 

significances are “suspended in webs” (Geertz, 1973, p. 5) all around us. Having this 

said Geertz’s (1973, p. 5) conclusion on culture is not that it can be studied as 

scientifically fixed or as general assumptions on mankind but that cultural science is 

instead a search for socially constructed meanings. Yagi and Kleinberg (2011, p, 632) 

supports this in suggesting that culture as a clearly defined and stable entity where 

either organisational cultures or national cultures, or both clashes and create cultural 

conflicts and dilemmas would imply a strain and backwards thinking on the research 

subject as a whole. Instead considering culture as a fluent and moving movement 

adaptable and flexible would paint a more fair and evolved picture. Thus agreeing 

with the view Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 107) propose that the fact that the 

concept of culture has not been studied in its core has put a constraint on the 

recommendations as well as on the further research on the subject area of cross-

cultural management. Yagi and Kleinberg (2011, p. 632) also argue that applying a 

more constructionist and socially adaptable process into cultural studies would create 

a more fertile knowledgeable development rather than culture being looked upon as 

static and ever fixed. 
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Now let me introduce in more detail the constructionist take on culture in which the 

perspective of the non-essentialist culture or being a culture, is seen as a result of 

individual perception and making sense of specific situations (Søderberg & Holden, 

2002, p. 112). Within this view culture is continuously changed as it is interpreted 

over and over again by the social interaction of individuals (Søderberg & Holden, 

2002, p. 112). Meanings can be constructed in various ways, which implies that they 

can easily be misinterpreted, as something the sender did not intend. Geertz (1973, p. 

6 ff.) shows this in the following example.  

Someone can have an eye twitch, which there is no implicit meaning behind but 

simply a biological reaction. However, if someone twitches with one eyelid and does 

it with a significant intention it can instead be interpreted as a wink. This wink will 

instead be a deliberate gesture that will have an intended meaning for the recipient. 

Another person might see this wink and decide to copy it in a sarcastic manner. This 

wink or gesture will have a different meaning than the original wink. This one 

physical action can therefore be projected, reciprocated and interpreted differently 

depending on what the intention behind is. The intentions in the actions are dependant 

on the recipient’s understanding of the sign and therefore its ability to understand the 

intended message. The interpretation of the message it thus depending on the 

individual’s own construction of the reality they face and the conclusions they draw 

from it. Geertz (1973, p. 6 ff.) 

As individuals we are constantly creating our identities through this social interaction 

with each other and in this process we are also creating the culture (Watson, 2001, p. 

21). Culture becomes something that is constantly changing and the actions taken by 

individuals become a contribution to this changing culture. In this sense the actions of 

individuals become the actual culture itself. Having contributed to the culture each 

individual, in return, gets to take part and their involvement means not only that they 

contribute but also that they in turn get affected by the culture. In this sense all 

cultures exists from the interaction between individuals and the culture is a collection 

of personal beliefs and meanings that shared with others creates the culture itself. 

(Watson, 2001, p.21) 

Within organizations being cultures the culture is, as explained above, constructed 

through the interactions of those individuals affected by the culture. According to 
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Kunda (2013, p. 161) an individual’s self is a social product that is constructed “not 

only from spontaneous internal responses but from the processes of self-awareness, 

self-management, and self-display in the context of interaction”. Having this said, 

there is autonomy for individuals to freely create meanings and beliefs in situations 

and in this they create their own selves in the context of social interaction (Kunda, 

2006, p. 161). This would impose that control through culture within the organisation 

is not pre-designed and imposed but something created without a certain and 

predetermined outcome. As I’ve touched upon in the previous chapter many authors 

say that organisational culture can be deliberately moulded through managerial 

influence but it is hard to imagine that such a view on organisational culture can be 

sculpted in detail or have a predefined result (Parker, 2000, p. 220).  

The fluency and ever changing culture through social interaction also implies that 

research made on the subject cannot lead to predictable or general results that would 

fit to several organisational settings (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112). This would 

make the normative and prognostic research on manageable culture redundant. This 

also implies that studies being made on non-essentialist cultures have to consider the 

specific context of the case. To put it into more academic terms “the social 

constructionist approach is neither normative, nor prognostic” (Søderberg & Holden, 

2002, p. 112). In line with this Geertz (1966, p. 21) suggests that culture isn’t about 

looking for ways to generalise truths about common assumptions of meanings but 

culture is about looking deeper into what men or women perceive and how they in 

their own minds make sense of surroundings. Geertz writes about how some 

researchers can look for universal cultures that are institutionalised through 

legalisation, socialisation and other external factors that should form us into ways of 

thinking, but instead we should turn inwards and approach culture from the human 

construct of reality (Geertz, 1966, p. 22 ff.).  

What only adds to the complexity of cross-cultural management studies is how it 

covers a multitude of cultural interactions where each “individual embodies a unique, 

combination of personal, cultural and societal experiences” (Søderberg and Holden, 

2002, p. 112). As another layer of complexity cross-cultural management research not 

only concerns single sources but from two or more cultural orientations (Søderberg & 

Holden, 2002, p. 113). The complexity of including several cultural forms into the 

field of cross-cultural management studies adds the different milieus that each social 
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interaction and individual sense-making passes through (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, 

p. 113). Each milieu will alter the culture and thus have its profound affect on the 

individuals involved in the culture. The true expression of a culture comes in the form 

of behaviours and action that is exhibited from those within the culture (Watson, 

2001, p.112). In this there is also a challenge when considering all the values and 

beliefs that employees bring into an organisation, which is the fact that those values 

and beliefs might break up and turn the organisation into chaos (Watson, 2001, p. 

111).  

Søderberg and Holden (2002, 105) argue that the field of cross-cultural management 

insist on identifying problems and barriers. The problems they list are barriers related 

to interaction where “cultural differences are important enough to ruin a partnership 

that otherwise makes perfect economic sense” (Søderberg & Holden, 2001, p. 105). 

In situations where conflicts arises the common understanding for meanings are 

faulty. This is a result of the previously presented example from Geertz (1973, p. 6 

ff.) where people twitching or winking their eyelids have an already established 

meaning through making sense of common cultural interactions. By having the more 

in depth thinking introduced by Geertz (1966, p. 29) he encourages to look beyond 

the superficial similarities or dissimilarities of a cultural understanding to a close 

insight into the individuals within this culture and what they experience in their 

interactions in their day to day lives.  

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 105) suggest that the focus on problem areas is why 

the field of cross-cultural management have been seen as the “culture-shock 

prevention industry”(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 105). Søderberg and Holden 

(2002, p. 105) do not share the problematic view of cross-cultural management but 

see cultural diversity and the cross-cultural interaction as a leverage and advantage in 

the market and the industry. As the citation below suggests culture can and should in 

many cases be used as something beneficial: “To think about cultural differences as a 

source of competitive advantage, there must be a shift on assumptions about the 

impact of cultural differences…Culture should not simply be seen as an obstacle to 

bring business across cultures. It can provide tangible benefits and can be used 

competitively” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 106). 
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As a response to retaining the cultural diversity instead of moulding all individuals 

into aligning with one cultural understanding Holden (2002, p. xiii) suggests a new 

way of looking at cross-cultural management in a view where the research field is 

emphasised from a perspective where knowledge management in contrast with the 

globalising economy and business world is seen as the main factor. This view of 

looking at cross-cultural management becomes important because of the complexity 

and flexibility of culture and therefore the impossibility of exactly pinpointing culture 

in order to address it as a rigid factor of cross-cultural management. Therefore, 

instead of looking at cross-cultural management as something stable and fixed the 

culture itself is seen as a part of knowledge work where “the possibility of treating 

culture as an object of knowledge management and, by extension, as an 

organizational knowledge resource” (Holden, 2002, p. xiii). 

2.1.3 Knowledge work 

In addition to the chapter above, as well as touched upon previously in the theoretical 

chapter, let me now shortly elaborate on the knowledge aspect of cross-cultural 

management introduced by Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 109 ff.).   

With the ever changing nature of ‘culture’ through social interaction and with keeping 

in mind the complexity of passing through several surroundings Søderberg and 

Holden have developed a new definition of cross-cultural management research: “The 

core task of cross cultural management in a globalizing business world is to facilitate 

and direct synergistic interaction and learning at interfaces, where knowledge, values 

and experiences are transferred into multicultural domains of implementation” 

(2002, p. 113). This new definition on cross-cultural management calls for a new type 

of transferring knowledge through social interaction and by extent calls for an 

intentional push from the organisation to facilitate the knowledge that is vital to the 

continuation of the company. Due to Søderberg and Holden’s (2002) inclusion of 

knowledge in cross-cultural management I will now shortly elaborate on their 

observations on the matter.  

A lot of the knowledge that exist in an organisation comes in the form of human 

capital where employees carry important knowledge that they in turn have gathered 

during several years (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 109). The employees have 

become generalists when it comes to the specific organisation and it is therefore the 
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conclusion by Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 109) that cross-cultural management 

has in it self become “a form of knowledge work”. Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 

110) argue that one of the greatest challenges and therefore sources of useful 

information exist in cross-cultural management and as such pertains the “management 

of multiple cultures”.  

The importance of recognising the significance of this knowledge is not only crucial 

for an organisation but also for authors in the academic field for the research field to 

be developed (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 110). What Søderberg and Holden 

(2002, p. 110) are talking about is how companies have discovered that they need to 

create an environment where co-workers can transfer and distribute the knowledge 

they gather to other co-workers in different parts of the organisation, which they call 

organisational learning. The solution to this knowledge transferring comes in the form 

of communication and how to find ways to interact across cultures (Søderberg & 

Holden, 2002, p. 110). When an organisation reaches a stage where it can facilitate 

organisational learning it automatically becomes adapt in facilitating “knowledge 

creating” in which the communication on an organisational level as well as on an 

interpersonal level creates learning for each co-worker as they make sense through 

cross-cultural communication (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 110).  

2.2 Sense-making & Sense-giving  

Now, after introducing the views on having or being a culture I will in this following 

chapter discuss the sense-making and sense-giving processes that are heavily 

connected to social constructs of reality and cultural understanding.  

During the late 90’s there was a progression within the research field of social 

construction where sense-making came to play a more prominent role (Bartunek 

(1999, p. 40). Still, however many studies that have been performed on the subject of 

sense-making Brown et al. (2015, p. 266) suggest that no clear definition exists but 

only a general consensus on what the subject area entails.  

Maitlis (2005, p. 21) proposes that sense-making “allows people to deal with 

uncertainty and ambiguity by creating rational accounts of the world that enable 

action.” The quotation entails that meaning precedes action. That is individuals have 

to make sense of their surroundings before determining how to react and what the 

appropriate reactions should be. Following the socially constructed reality meanings 
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are firstly interpreted based on the contextual implications and the reacted upon as an 

interpretive process. (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 434). Thus the sense-making 

process derives from the individual and strives to make sense not only what 

individuals around you say or do but it also serves in taking in the all other external 

factors aside from human interaction (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442). While an 

individual is making sense of a situation he or she must ask questions regarding 

supposed meanings, changes in behaviour, processes or structure (Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442).  

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 115) and explain this sense-making process as the 

ever going process in which interactions are given meanings and in doing so create 

different social constructions. In this sense-making “organizational actors produce 

part of their environment while doing things with words and creating the materials 

that become the constraints and opportunities of this environment. Sensemaking is 

moreover a social process, taking place within a community that is viewed as a 

network of intersubjectively shared meanings sustained through the development and 

use of a common language and everyday social interaction.”(Søderberg & Holden, 

2002, p. 115). This resonates well with Weick’s et al. thoughts on the subject as 

sense-making being “a process that is ongoing, instrumental, subtle, swift, social, and 

easily taken for granted” (2005, p. 409). 

The sense-making process is about individuals collecting signals and leads in order to 

reach a conclusion on what action to take (Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 247). Or as Weick 

et al. explain it: “To make sense is to connect the abstract with the concrete” (2005, 

p. 412). More thoroughly Fellows and Liu (2016, p. 248) state that the individual 

sense-making processes goes through phases of “scanning” and “interpreting” 

before reaching the phase of “responding”.  

Weick et al. (2005, p. 411) illustrate this in an example of a nurse having to care for a 

baby under specific circumstances, the individual sense-making within the nurse is 

not controlled by any one else but herself. The outcomes and meanings she creates 

during her sense-making process is however a result of routines, models and training 

that she has gathered and acquired during her working experience and during her 

professional life. (Weick et al., 2005, p. 411) 
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Following up on Weick’s et al nurse example, according to Fellows and Liu (2016, p. 

247) the sense-making process is “retrospective”, in which all elements that are 

processed through an individual’s sense-making process are filtered through that 

individual’s past experiences and gathered knowledge. In this line of thought Fellows 

& Liu (2016, p. 247) argues that sense-making processes are highly affected by what 

culture either the individual has an inhabit connection to or what cultural surrounding 

the individual is currently exposed to, as culture is a result of historical successive 

development.  

Brown et al. mention Weick as a leading figure in the field of sense-making (Brown 

et al., 2015, p. 267). According to Weick et al. (2005, p. 409), sense-making is not 

only a way in which human behavior is taken into account and interpreted but it is a 

way in which words are turned into action and consequences. These actions are thus 

reactions to social situations (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). Weick et al. thus gives the 

following definition on sense-making: “Sense-making involves the ongoing 

retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are doing. 

Viewed as a significant process of organizing, sense-making unfolds as a sequence in 

which people concerned with identity in the social context of other actors engage 

ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues and make plausible sense 

retrospectively, while enacting more or less order into those ongoing 

circumstances.”. Another illustration Weick et al. uses to explain the process of 

sense-making is when he equates it with the questions “what’s the story here?” and 

“now what should I do?”(2005, p. 410). According to Weick et al. (2005, p. 410) it is 

not until the latter question is asked that meanings are created which in turn converts 

into actions. Hence, in the words of Weick et al. (2005, p. 415) sense-making “is 

about continued redrafting of an emerging story so that it becomes more 

comprehensive”.  

A disruption in sense-making is caused by communication not being received and 

reacted upon in the manner it was intended (Weick et al., 2005, p. 409). Another way 

of expressing it is that “an act becomes mistaken only after it has already gone 

wrong. As it is unfolding, it is not becoming mistaken at all; it is becoming.” (Weick 

et al., 2005, p. 412). This means that a disruption in the sense-making process isn’t a 

disruption until the individual has tried to make sense of the situation or the context 

and misread it as something other than what was intended. Let me here make the 
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connection to cultural clashes and differences in the intentions of individuals 

partaking in the sense-making process. Weick et al. (2005, p. 409) proposes that the 

natural outcome for such a disruption in sense-making is that individuals try to 

understand the issue at hand so that they as quickly as possible can continue on to 

produce actions towards the intended activity or progression. According to Fellows 

and Liu (2016, p. 246) people continually make sense of their surroundings in order to 

help them understand the world and the people interacting with them. In an 

organisational setting where individuals are free to create their own interpretations of 

situations risks such as misinterpretations that lead to missing organisational goals can 

occur (Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 246). While at the same time establishing collective 

sense-making processes can create more efficient paths towards organisational goals 

(Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 247).  

Brown et al. set sense-making in an organisational perspective and suggest that sense-

making has taken a larger role in management and organisational studies and is 

“associated strongly with research that is interpretative, social constructionist” 

(2015, p. 266). According to Weick et al. (2005, p. 410) organisational sense-making 

concern how the members of the organisation makes sense of events and contexts 

within the organisation. In line with this organisational frame Salzer (1994, p. 17) 

makes a valued distinction between different types of making sense of cultural 

phenomenon in and around organisations. The sense-making primarily comes from 

the individuals inside of the organisation in the form of them interpreting and 

describing the reality they are faced with in contrast to other individuals. In simpler 

terms, in sense-making the individuals make sense of the organisation (Salzer, 1994, 

p. 17). Sense-making is not only something that occurs in an organisational milieu but 

something that everybody does unconsciously to be able to interact and understand 

everyday occurrences (Salzer, 1994, p. 19). 

I now want to move on to including the sense-giving process and in doing so 

explaining the difference between sense-making and sense-giving. Gioia & 

Chittipeddi (1991, p. 443) explain the difference between the two processes as “i.e. 

the sense-making phases are those that deal primarily with understanding processes 

and the sense-giving phases are those that concern attempts to influence the way that 

another party understands or makes sense”. The authors continue in elaborating on 
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that the phases or processes does not counteract each other but can work parallel to 

each other in “cycles of cognition and action” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 443).  

Bartunek (1999, p. 38) takes after the mentioned researchers above in cross-cultural 

management in explaining sense-making to be the process within the individual in 

which the person makes sense of the reality in terms of processing information while, 

on the other hand, sense-giving is the process in which leaders or organisations 

intentionally provide certain information, guidelines and coaching for employees in 

order to direct their sense-making processes towards a specific outcome.  

Thus, the sense-giving process entails an intended change, or attempt to change, an 

actual situation (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 443) through intentional social 

intervention. As sense-making is a way of receiving influences an organisation can 

use this in creating sense-giving in the form of creating a concurring coalition of 

shard meanings (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 116). Therefore, as sense-making 

happens within the individual, in the projection of sense-giving processes the 

organisation can strive to create a platform or an ambiance in which the sense-making 

can take place; sense-giving is thus an attempt from the organisation to directly 

influence the individual sense-making into a desired outcome (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991, p. 442). In doing this an organisation can create a reassurance on the basis of 

social interaction.  

Salzer (1994) does not explicitly include the term ‘sense-giving’ in her literature but 

she does touch upon the concept of leaders and managers within the organisation as 

sense-givers where they work towards a desired outcome of set norms and meaning 

within the organisation through inflicting certain tools to create a desired outcome in 

the sense-making processes of other individuals in the organisation, “try to sell their 

meanings and definition of the organization to others” (p. 22). Søderberg agrees with 

Salzer in saying that in regards of sense-giving the leaders and managers become 

narrators that set the stories within the organisation (Søderberg, 2003, p. 10). The 

sense-giving process thus strives to be influential in altering social constructions so to 

make employees strive to work towards organisational goals (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 

1991, p.434).  

On the matter of inflicting organisational control through sense-giving Brown et al., 

(2015, p. 269) draw parallels between sense-making, sense-giving and power. In 
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particular the authors propose that any sense-making on an individual- or sense-giving 

on a collective level is not free of “self-interest” and therefore present some “power 

issues” (Brown et al., 2015, p. 269). Sense-giving processes in particular present 

given ways of thinking and inevitably strive to change exiting behaviour towards a 

desired outcome (Brown et al., 2015, p. 269).  

The organisational ways of inflicting sense-giving processes on their employees most 

often come in the form of stories used to portray what meanings, values and beliefs 

are to be central to the organisation (Søderberg, 2003, p. 7).  

However, there are numerous components that can be a part of the sense-giving 

processes. Bartunek (1999, p. 41) proposes that important aspect of a sense-giving 

process can be “organizational design and structure, organizational systems and 

procedures, rites and rituals, design of physical space, myths about people and 

events, and formal statements of organizational philosophy”. A large part of both 

sense-making and sense-giving is produced through storytelling where we see and 

perceive occurrences that we need to make sense of in order to react and take actions 

accordingly (Søderberg, 2003, p. 6).  

Even though Collins (2013, p. 45) in many regards see sense-giving through 

storytelling as to convey a certain kind of belief or meaning within the organisation he 

still leaves room for it in some cases not being a successful managerial tool. Indeed 

even though previous research states that altering an individual’s way of making 

sense is possible researchers like Smircich and Morgan proved in 1982 (Bartunek 

(1999, p. 41) that leaders or companies can not have total control over the individual 

sense-making through sense-giving. Here Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 116) 

emphasise that it is up to the individual to interpret and therefore the organisation 

have no real control in the social constructions more then giving inspiration as well as 

a foundation where the social constructionism can occur. The reasons for sense-giving 

not being as powerful and influential as hoped can also be because of the already 

existing “local sensemaking processes have outpaced managerial sensegiving” 

(Collins, 2013, p. 57). This can imply that the cultural local sense-giving and the 

contextual sensitivity that exists in one setting can be hard to have an effect on 

through organisational sense-giving.  
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It is worth mentioning another aspect to sense-making and sense-giving in terms of 

sense-making and sense-giving changing over time due to them being dependant on 

individual’s experiences as well as the potential opportunities and threats that might 

arise in an organisational process (Bartunek, 1999, p. 64 ff.).  

Moreover, another aspect to the matter is that the research field of sense-making and 

sense-giving isn’t as standardised as it might seem. Brown et al., (2015, p. 268) lift 

non consensus issues on the research subject such as whether sense-making is best 

seen as an individual process or a collective process, if it is a “daily or even moment-

to-moment basis” and if it is triggered by larger incident of by the smallest 

interactions, or even if it a retrospectively or future generated process. As most 

research fields the field of sense-making and sense-giving is divided by researchers 

and in many instances their separate opinions and thoughts on what the subject area 

should and does imply.  
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3 Research Methodology 

In this chapter I show the methodological set-up of the study and justify my choices 

regarding the ontological and epistemological approaches including the choices of a 

qualitative case study, subjectivism, and abduction. Moreover, I provide details about 

the methods used, but also on the research site and context as well as sample design. 

3.1 General approach 

3.1.1 Theory of Knowledge 

The ontological view concerns the precise nature of the reality (Denscombe, 2004, p. 

13) or as Widerberg (2002, p. 27) puts it the theory of all that exists. In this thesis my 

standpoint is a socially constructed reality, which entails that the different actors 

themselves create the reality that is being studied (Aspers, 2007, p. 28). The best way 

of understanding the socially constructed reality is to apply the ontological approach 

of constructionism, which is a context where social phenomenon is studied 

(Denscombe, 2004, p. 28). The ontological view of presenting what exists (Bryman & 

Bell, 2010, p. 33) is in this context complemented by how the everyday life presents 

itself in an intersubjective world, that is a world shared between individuals (Berger 

& Luckman, 1966, p. 37). The interaction between individuals is in fact what creates 

meaning and shared understanding (Berger & Luckman, 1966, p. 43). “Whatever 

patterns are introduced will be continuously modified through the exceedingly 

variegated and subtle interchange of subjective meanings that goes on”(Berger & 

Luckman, 1966, p. 44). The quote above refers to the fact that we continuously affect 

each other with our own thoughts and by doing this changing the thoughts and 

patterns of others as they reciprocate in changing us. This on-going process of 

negotiating and re-producing shared beliefs or practices is close to Salzer’s (1994, p. 

16) view that the organisational culture is not something an organisation has but 

something it is. This suggests that through the interaction of individuals 

organisational culture can change and become modified depending on the social 

interaction between individuals. 

In socially constructed research the researcher constructs a theoretical world but in 

contrast to the objective perspective, where the theoretical world is based on 

assumptions, the subjective perspective bases its theoretical world on the reality of 
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those that are studied (Aspers, 2007, p. 28). By viewing the case study’s cross-cultural 

setting I have been able to see socially shared constructed interactions between 

individuals exposed to this cultural experience. The findings presented and their 

methods of data collection draw upon this socially constructed view in ways of 

looking at the social interactions as well as orally evaluating these interactions with 

the participants of the study. Here in the socially constructed reality the culture that 

has been studied has occurred through “social processes and interaction produced in 

concrete situations” (Vom Lehn, 2014, p. 121). The culture is in accordance with the 

socially constructed perspective something that individuals together have created. The 

socially constructed reality, as I have experienced throughout the study, puts pressure 

on the researcher to explore and elaborate on the culture in his or hers own mind. 

Even though there undoubtedly is an examining aspect of this cultural study some 

argue that the social constructed realities exist in the ways of communication and thus 

would show itself in the research method of communication between the researcher 

and the interviewee (Vom Lehn, 2014, p. 121). Although interviews as told above are 

regarded to give a fair view of the socially constructed reality, the finishing product 

that is this paper will inevitably be of a socially constructed sort in the way that “the 

final product will be the researcher’s representation of the organization’s 

representations” (Salzer, 1994, p. 44). Thus, in this study the socially constructed 

reality becomes subjective, which entails that everybody involved construct, react and 

interpret this reality (Denscombe, 2004, p. 29). In this reality I have existed and 

interpreted and at the same time constructed the social reality. In addition to this, 

there is also a difficulty in social research where there’s always the possibility to 

reconnect the present research with future research to deepen or broaden or 

completely change direction of the research, which makes this kind of social 

constructionism more difficult to manage (Denscombe, 2004, p. 30). 

The epistemological standpoint concerns the notions of how humans create their 

knowledge of the world they live in (Denscombe, 2004, p. 13). In short the 

epistemological standpoint concerns the generation of knowledge (Widerberg, 2002, 

p. 27). When it comes to epistemology and the generation of knowledge Denscombe 

(2004, p. 30) claims that it is impossible to obtain objective knowledge when studying 

social phenomenon. Since my aim, as I have described previously, is to describe on-

going social processes of understandings that are grounded in shifting constructions 
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(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 115) I draw on interpretivism, a frame of mind built 

on understanding and interpretation (Bryman & Bell, 2010.p. 29). 

To be able to understand social situations I have had to create an understanding for 

the actions of those involved in the study, which interpretivism calls for (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000, p. 191). The interpretivist angle incorporates getting into the heads of 

those that are being interviewed and by doing so understand their thoughts and 

motivations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 192). Common for interpretivism is that the 

researcher works towards making sense of the meaningful actions between actors, that 

is to say that the researcher wants to create an in depth understanding of the actions 

and intentions of the actors involved (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 193).  

3.1.2 Logical Reasoning  

The question of whether a study is deductive or inductive depends on the role of the 

theories in the thesis (Aspers, 2007, p. 29). In quantitative research the method is 

deduction and theories are tested; in contrast in qualitative research, which is 

inductive, theories are generated instead of tested (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 40). An 

inductive approach also entails reaching a general truth about the situations that have 

been studied (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 3). However, the ever-changing social 

construction suggests that generalising (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 111) a study 

like this one is impossible since the case as well as the individuals interacting cannot 

be replicated.  

In this thesis I employ semi-structured interviews to attain the appropriate data. The 

theories would in this case study become something that emerges when empirical data 

has been collected and analysed (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 23). Strictly speaking, in 

this thesis, a theory would be generated rather than tested and in the meantime a 

theoretical framework will guide the reader. However, being that rigid in my analysis 

and attainment of a conclusion of my research is not realistic. Instead I apply an 

iterative approach (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 25) where I repetitively move between 

theories and empirical data so to assess and attain a better understanding of the 

theories and data included in the study. This movement between theory and empirical 

data draws on abduction – instead of induction or deduction. Abduction focuses on 

the understanding of situations and is a prominent tool in social science (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009, p. 4).  
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3.1.3 Subjective Research 

In qualitative research the researcher can either choose the path of being objective or 

subjective. In a subjective research design the researcher interacts with the 

participants and attempts to look through their eyes, while in the objective perspective 

the researcher ascribes actions and interests through the researchers own perspective 

(Aspers, 2007, p. 26). In accordance with the aim of this study, i.e. to gain insights 

and understandings of social situations and interactions from the perspective of actors, 

this thesis relates to a subjective perspective – although I cannot abdicate bringing my 

own perspective in, at least to a certain extent. In this subjective perspective, 

nonetheless, I aim to gain an understanding of the actors’ viewpoints and activities 

through their perceptions and opinions of certain situations (Aspers, 2007, p. 26 ff.). 

Denscombe (2004) put the organic and variable nature of the social constructionism at 

its main frames with this quote: “It is a social product, constructed in people’s 

consciousness and reinforced by their interactions with each other. It is a reality that 

only exists through the way people believe in it, relate to it and interpret it.” (p. 29). 

When interfering and analysing a cultural situation the only obvious choice is to apply 

a subjective perspective to truly understand the actions and attitudes of the 

participants. In this way, the subjective perspective gives voice to participants, as they 

share their perspectives and thus (co-) produce the findings. The participants are the 

one’s bringing forth the majority of the data that I will later categorise and that are to 

be discussed in the thesis, therefore they are also the one’s that in many cases govern 

the direction of the thesis (Aspers, 2007, p. 27). This becomes obvious in regards to 

the style of interviews where the participants have a large influence on the topics that 

are discussed.  

Understanding for cultural differences is depicted in my own frame of mind as well as 

the understanding being influenced by the preconceptions that exist not only with 

myself but also with the participants of the study. In lines with the social 

constructionism it is also important to realise that in striving towards understanding 

comes the inevitable hindrance for me, as a researcher, to be completely objective 

towards the research. The research is automatically coloured by expectations and the 

special circumstances that are encountered as well as the various languages that shed 

different lights and influences upon the research (Denscombe, 2004, p. 30).  
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3.1.4 Method of Inquiry 

The methods of research and inquiry pertain to the ontological choices and how the 

theories that are being used are being reflected in the research (Bryman & Bell, 2010, 

p. 41). As a researcher with a focus towards cultural aspects my aim is to understand 

what people are doing and why they are doing it. In this view culture is something co-

created in the interaction between individuals (Salzer, 1994, p. 16), which leads to the 

implicit meanings in people’s actions (Aspers, 2007, p. 40). 

Qualitative studies derive from the perspectives and actions of those being studied 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 7) while also having the ever-standing influences 

and company of the researcher as suggested by Denzin and Lincoln saying, 

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 

Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the 

world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series 

of representations, including fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 

recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or 

interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them”(Denzin & 

Lincon, 2005, p. 3). Qualitative research has its base in constructionism and how 

people perceive and interpret the social reality they interact within (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 40). In this sense the understanding of culture is prominent in the interpreting 

of my perception of the data collected through the eyes of the participants providing 

the information.  

3.2 Qualitative Case study 

This thesis centres on a qualitative case study, in which observations and interviews 

play a prominent role. The qualitative case study draws on ethnography, but is more 

limited in its time scope and focuses more on data from interviews rather than from 

observations. Moreover, the qualitative case study has similarities to the ethnographic 

approach in the way that I am focusing on cultural conflict studies and collecting data 

from interviews and observations. Thus, in order to observe but also to be able to read 

for example the body language of the participants during interviews I have performed 

the interviews and the observations at the research site of the IKEA office in India. 

However, this study will not be ethnographical in its true nature as it does not follow 
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the amount of time that should be spent on an ethnographical studies as well as there 

not having been an opportunity for me to integrate myself in the cultural interaction as 

would have been expected in an ethnographical study. It therefore better depict it as a 

qualitative case study.  

The advantage of this qualitative case study design is that it is flexible enough to 

include adaptions to emerging themes or topics (Aspers, 2007, p. 31). In the tone of a 

qualitative case study with ethnographical features the research must be flexible and 

able to take new directions depending on the environment.  

The role of researcher in a qualitative case study can vary depending on the research 

or study that is being performed. I will in this study and thesis have the role as 

observer as well as participant, which will entail primarily performing interviews 

however, some observations will be made but no real participation (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 343).  

The most important tool or instrument in qualitative research is the researcher 

(Widerberg, 2002, p. 16). It is between the researcher and the participant that the 

exchange of knowledge occurs and it is also between the two parties that the 

understandings emerge. In this thesis interviews and observations will be the most 

important and prominent instruments. As Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 111) 

inform in a qualitative case study such as this one, the information and data collected 

will also in its analysis be extremely sensitive towards its surrounding. And since it is 

perceptive towards the sense-making and sense-giving it is automatically constructive 

in its nature. 

3.2.1 Sample design  

The key to successful research is according to Denscombe (2004, p. 90) the 

availability of information and necessary resources. In relation to the study being 

centred at the IKEA office in India the resources as well as the availability of 

information was granted at an early stage in the process. This meant that the IKEA 

office in India was chosen because it was geographically located someplace where the 

cultural interaction would be prominent and where I, with certainty, could identify 

cultural mixtures as well as cultural conflicts. The office in India served the purpose 

of being an open enough organisation for me to be as intrusive as I needed in order to 

gather the right information. In addition to this my entry into the organisation through 
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a personal contact granted me with a surety that I would attain the number of 

interviews that I needed in order to perform the study. All of this encompassed, the 

IKEA office in India was the right research site, as it would serve its purpose of 

clearly displaying the sense-making and sense-giving processes and cultural 

interaction that I needed to identify as well as it being an easy access to the number of 

interviews that was needed.  

After establishing the right research subject the next step for the researcher is to make 

a connection or a relationship with the sources he or she want to use. This linking to 

the sources means more in social science as it often means to get the crucial approval 

to proceed with the research (Denscombe, 2004, p. 90 ff.). In this thesis a written 

confirmation was made to make the research in India possible. Each participant’s 

involvement was established with an oral agreement. The participants were located 

through my contact person in India who worked close to the participants and had the 

authority to contact them and schedule the interviewees. In addition to this other 

participants were located and recruited for interviews during the time I spend at the 

office at IKEA India.  

3.2.2 Point of entry 

Aspers (2007, p. 62) touch on the importance of before performing the study deciding 

on the entry and exit of the research field. In the thesis the importance to keep a set 

timetable has been crucial. The study in India was conducted during one week and as 

the study involved long-distance travels it became important for me to carefully 

prepare my entry beforehand, and with the help of my contact person, contacting and 

setting up interviews with the participants.  

My point of entry was in the form of a family member working at IKEA in Sweden. 

Aspers (2007, p. 72 ff.) points out that it is not uncommon for a researcher to use 

personal contacts to gain access to information that would be difficult to attain 

otherwise. Aspers (2007, p. 73) does not object to using personal contacts as points of 

entry but instead lists benefits of being able to use this kind of entry point. In my case 

the fact that the point of entry was a family member was a crucial point, as I could get 

in contact with a contact person at the IKEA office in India. This contact person 

suggested potential interviewees and assisted me in developing a suitable schedule to 

perform the study within the time parameters provided in India.  
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Aspers (2007, p. 72) presses the importance of maintaining a good contact with the 

contact person. I have therefore been attentive to keeping the contact person aware of 

progress I’ve made as well as asking questions regarding IKEA. Not only have I 

asked questions to gain useful information but also asking questions has been a way 

of keeping in touch and reassuring my contact person of my investment in and 

enthusiasm for the study.  

3.2.3 Participants 

The sample of participants were based on convenience and chain sampling (Bryman 

& Bell, 2010, p. 349), which entailed firstly that participants were selected based on 

their availability (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 125) and secondly that further participants 

were contacted through original participants of the study as well as through new 

contacts that would reveal themselves during the course of the study (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 126).  

The eight participants partaking in the case study originated from India as well as 

from Sweden. Some of them were newly hired and had not been exposed to the 

company culture for very long, others had been working for the company up to 18 

years and thus knew the organisational culture well. The participants’ national origin 

was India and Sweden, but participants from other nationalities were also a part of the 

study in the form of observations as they were located at the IKEA India office. 

Although there was a possibility of my contact person in India choosing participants 

that would portray IKEA in a certain light, I had the impression that they could speak 

freely with me, at least to a certain extent. Nonetheless, I was still aware of my role as 

a researcher, which had the possibility of impacting the social situation of 

interviewing and observing people in a complex corporate context in a way where my 

existence in that environment could affect what was said and done.  

3.2.4 Semi-Structured Interviews 

According to Bryman & Bell (2010, p. 361) in qualitative studies it is preferable to let 

the interview move in different directions. When it comes to the interviews in the 

thesis a thematic approach with semi-structured interview questions was adopted. 

There are some difficulties in reassuring a fair and fertile interview approach. What 

has been avoided in this thesis is the interview style where the questions simply are 

too concrete and explicit. The danger in asking too precise questions is that the 
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answers can be pre-imaginable by the researcher (Aspers, 2007, p.134). A better way 

of approaching this is to hold a thematic interview style where the participants can 

derive from a more open format of answering and the researcher and interviewer can 

create more of a discussion-based interview. I adopted the style of semi-structured 

interview questions, which left room for specific themes to be discussed. The semi-

structured interviews also gave the possibility for the participants to talk about 

whatever felt most important to them, in regards to the main subject (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 363).  

The interview questions were structured in a way where each question had 

complimentary keywords that would help, both the participants, and me to steer the 

conversation towards the desired themes. The keywords were also of great assistance 

when interviewees would get stuck either because they didn’t understand the question 

or because they didn’t know what focus to give in their answer. The following themes 

where discussed during the interviews: a typical workday, the introductory steps for a 

new employee, what organisational culture is at the IKEA office in India, similarities 

and dissimilarities, and the historical background of India. 

The data collection methods used in this qualitative study are supported by Søderberg 

and Holden (2002, p. 117) as they give room to different insights into similar 

situations as well as the views and mental pictures of those involved in creating and 

influencing the same culture. The advantage of using such a narrative as from the 

individuals partaking in the study will also contribute in opening up on how similar 

situations are being dealt with or experiences from people having very different 

worldviews. Søderberg and Holden (2002) also describe how the technique of 

collecting findings through interviews can also “make it clear that the truth of the 

managers’ and employees’ stories may not lie in the “facts” the recount, but rather in 

the way they construct their stories and retrospectively try to make sense of a 

dramatic course of actions and events”(p. 117).  

3.2.5 Observations  

Observations are tools for studying and interpreting behaviour and actions while 

interviews are a means of using oral conversation to attain explanatory stories and 

consequently understanding of the subject (Widerberg, 2002, p. 16). The interviews 

have in this thesis been the primary source of information, which meant that 
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observations has occurred but not emphasised. The observations were intentionally 

unstructured, which means that I tried to collect as much information about the 

surrounding environment and the interaction between participants as possible while 

the study progressed (Patel & Davidson, 2010, p. 94). The observations have been 

included in the data collection because observations concern all of our senses and can 

therefore give great value to the interpretation of a situation (Kylén, 2004, p. 98).  

3.2.6 Procedures 

Since studies in qualitative research often has an interest in what the participants say 

and do during the interviews it is preferable to record the interview (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 372), which in this study was no exception. There was a risk that a recording 

devise would put some of the participants off and make them uncomfortable (Bryman 

& Bell, 2010, p. 375). I had to accept this aspect and realise that some of the 

participants might not want to be recorded at all. However, in the case of this study no 

such objections were made. In any way a recording devise, as well as a back-up 

recorder, was used in every interview situation. The interviews lasted on average 

approximately 40-70 minutes, which according to Kylén (2004, p. 18) is the 

appropriate amount of time to be able to talk about several different areas and themes 

as well as dive into more depth with each theme.  

Field notes of observations during and outside of the interviews were used as a 

complementary source of information. Field notes would also compose of thoughts 

and reflections that arose during the study and especially during the time in India.  

3.2.7 Ethical Aspects 

The question of acting in a scientific ethical manner when performing a study entails 

what should be done with respect to an appropriate demeanour as well as in regards to 

the professional integrity of the researcher (Denscombe, 2004, p. 212). In the lines 

with protecting my own personal and professional integrity I have chosen to follow 

the guidelines set up by Vetenskapsrådet (2009, Forskningsetiska Principer), which 

include the demand for: information, consent, confidentiality and use.  

The demand for information requires having to provide information for the 

participants as well as any contact person of what the study entails and what part they 

are playing in it. The people involved need to be informed that they are participating 

voluntarily and that their participation can be terminated at any moment 
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(Vetenskaprådet, 2009, p. 7). The purpose of the study as well as my aim has been 

disclosed to participants before their participation. It has been very important for me 

to be as open as possible about the research I have performed since I have valued 

getting the approval from everybody involved as well as making the whole study run 

as smoothly as possible.  

The demand for consent entails having the consent from contacts and participants 

before actually embarking on the study as well as them having the option to remove 

themselves from the study (Vetenskaprådet, 2009, p. 9). No relationship of 

dependency should therefore exist between the participants and myself. However, 

even though I have tried not to create a relationship of dependability the fact has been 

that I have been dependent on the participants staying involved in the study and not 

decline interviews. I have been careful to make sure that the participants feel 

reassured in their role in the study and have asked them questions about everything 

from their consent of participation to recording devises. 

The demand for confidentiality entails the fact that no one participating in the study 

should, from the information provided in the text in the thesis, be recognisable, this 

entails them being anonymous (Vetenskaprådet, 2009, p. 12). In studies of a cultural 

sort Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 356) argues for the importance of maintaining an 

ethical approach and by doing so keep the participants anonymous. In the thesis no 

names and personal information will be revealed, other than such information that 

directly relates to the study, i.e. the nationality of the participant. Revealing the names 

of the interviewees will in no way benefit the study and they will therefore be 

anonymous. They will however be appoint fake names. This is because it will help in 

creating a fluency in the text. The fake names are derived from a national perspective, 

which will help with the understanding for individual cultural assumptions. For 

example an Indian participant will in the thesis be appointed with a traditional Indian 

name and vice versa for the participants of Swedish nationality.  

I have chosen to stay true and revealing the company name of IKEA as well as the 

location of the study. The reasons for this are that I have attained an approval to 

perform the study by a higher authority at IKEA India. For me to truly depict the 

situation as accurately as possible and to be able to, in the thesis, create an 
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understanding of the subject I feel that it is necessary to be open with the company 

information as well as the location. 

The demand for use entails how the information that has been gathered is supposed to 

be used. It is not ethically approved to use any information for commercial gain nor 

should any personal information about the participants be used to affect those 

involved (Vetenskapsrådet, 2009, p. 14). From the start the conditions of the study has 

been very clearly set out, with my contact person in India, in regards to what the 

research will be used for and where the information is gathered.  

3.2.8 Data analysis 

A thorough review of the data collected on the research site is, according to 

Widerberg (2002, p. 145), the key to gain insights and theorise findings in a 

qualitative study and it is implemented by singling out themes within the findings. 

After each interview a transcription was made which served as a primary means for 

compiling the data. Whilst transcribing I could separate and distinguish different 

patterns and topics, which later became the primarily themes displayed in the 

discussion chapter into which I could put certain information collected.  

An important part of the data analysis came to light in the transcription of interviews. 

During this stage an analysis of the material gathered at the research site in India 

happened unconsciously (Patel & Davidson, 2010, p. 104 ff.) through transcription of 

interviews as well as the notes from observations. A gesture that someone made in the 

interview could at times give a whole new meaning to what they were saying. My 

ambition was to by recording the interviews and at the same time making notes of the 

body language of the participants the whole content of the interviews had made it to 

the thesis. 

The information displayed in the findings chapter is sorted into the major themes that 

presented themselves after all the information had been gathered from the research 

site. While describing the findings I have made the choice of giving Indian and 

Swedish names to those participants involved. This makes the findings chapter more 

reader friendly, but keep in mind that the names are not the original names of those 

participating in the study. The names do have correlations to the participants’ gender 

and nationality but in no other regard. Also since interviews have been conducted in 



	  

	   52	  

both English and Swedish a translation of quotes from Swedish to English has been 

done.  

After thematically presenting the information gathered at the IKEA office in India it is 

filtered through the theoretical framework as well as analysed through my main 

ambition to align and present the appropriate findings in regards to the research 

question. 

3.2.9 Criticism of the sources  

Thurén (2003, p. 8) explains the criticism of the sources as a method for noticing any 

imaginable errors in a source in the thesis. In this study criticism of the sources has 

primarily been used on the sources that composed the theoretical framework but I’ve 

also tried to incorporate this same critical eye to all sources of information used 

throughout the thesis. During interviews I have held the mind set that truths are 

temporary and ever changing and that situations often become more clear after some 

time has passed and more people have put their input and contribution in terms of 

additional information (Thurén, 2003, p. 19). This has been even more so important 

for me to apply in the cases of the theoretical framework where every little piece of 

information together has made a complete picture. Even thought the theoretical base 

of the study is centred on one source my ambition has been to combine the most 

relevant and explicit sources so that they together could create the most accurate and 

applicable theoretical picture. Even though my aim has been to use as many relevant 

sources as possible it is almost inevitable that some sources occur more than other 

because of the relevancy found in the different sources.  

There are four different principles to keep in mind when assessing the reliability and 

truthfulness of sources, namely: genuineness, time, dependability and tendency 

(Thurén, 2003, p. 21). The genuineness, in terms of the sources not being fake, will be 

assessed when looking at the number of citations the article or book has as well as 

looking at how esteemed the author is in his or her research field. The time aspect 

regards how time alter people’s perceptions of incidents or memories (Thurén, 2003, 

p. 21), which was something difficult to judge since the stories and memories in the 

interviews were the participants own and I couldn’t help with recollecting the ultimate 

truth. My primary objective was to try to keep true to this principle by estimating the 

realistic aspects of stories told during interviews as well as adhering to the 
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consistency in their stories and reflections. The dependability (Thurén, 2003, p. 21) 

was another difficult principle to consider but I did this by trying to listen for parts of 

the interview that the participants might have been influenced by others not to enclose 

or stories that might have been altered to portray incidents differently. The tendency 

regards how reliable the sources are in regards to the research field that they are 

derived from (Thurén, 2003, p. 21). If authors were a part of a specific research field 

he or she was prone to regard things similar, which made me willing to include 

authors that come from different research field to have some differences in opinions. 

This also had the risk of becoming a hazard and in the end presenting a theoretical 

framework derived from very different research fields. To be able to maintain the 

consistency and cohesiveness of the theoretical framework I decided to be careful and 

weight each source’s importance and contribution to the entirety. 

3.2.10 Measurements of Quality 

Instantly when a researcher starts the selection of what methods to use the questions 

of depicting “the right phenomenon or situation the right way” (Ekenberg & 

Hinnfors, 2012, p. 75) emerges. The measurements of quality are ways by which to 

assess and establish the quality in the research (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 306) giving 

reassurance to the quotation above. 

Credibility 

The credibility concerns the fact that several imaginable depictions of a social reality 

can exist and that it is up to the researcher to depict the reality in the most truthful 

manner (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307 & 397). In this study the credibility has been 

shown in the depiction of the data collected. The ambition has been to hold the most 

truthful depiction of the surrounding atmosphere as well as the information provided 

in the interviews and at the same time interpret them according to the theoretical 

framework in an iterative way. Painting a truthful depiction of the social reality and in 

this creating credibility has been done by making the data collected valid by getting it 

confirmed by participants (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307).  

Respondent/ Member Checks 

In lines with creating high credibility I have opted for the possibility to implement 

member checks and participation validation (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307). 

Validation in a study is where the researcher distributes the findings and results to 
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those participating, in the attempt to receive a confirmation that the researcher has 

depicted the data collected in a truthful and correct way (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 

308). The respondent/participation validation has in this thesis not been a mandatory 

process. Only in certain cases have I found it a contributing factor or a necessity to 

contact the participants to clarify information or to ask for more detailed information.  

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the question whether the research is general, at least to a 

certain extent (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307). I will only touch upon this very briefly. 

It is not the aim of social constructionism to generate theories to explain the social 

reality in general (Denscombe, 2004, p. 31). Since the research in most if not all 

regards is subjective it relates to a specific situation, which naturally limits 

possibilities of generalisation. This research is conducted in regards to a specific 

company and at a specific time and place. Speaking in general term, this thesis will 

not have a transferability that can be general to companies that also work in a global 

market. Of course there is transferability towards settings that are similar in both 

milieu and company wise. This is something that Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 307) 

refers to as “thick descriptions” in which rich depictions can be made of the details 

that a culture involves. However, this thesis is directed towards investigating very 

specific condition and does not strive to deliver results that can be generalised. 

Dependability 

To be able to create dependability in the thesis I had to apply a critical frame of mind 

where importance was put into giving a detailed review of every aspect of the study 

(Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307). Bryman & Bell (2010, p. 307) argues that a proper 

system of auditing is needed to make the research dependable. The process of 

auditing entails making sure that there is a proper account for all activity that regards 

the collection of data as well as the preparations made and the work after the data has 

been collected (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307). The ambition to maintain a high level 

of dependability has been shown in attempts to be self-evaluative. The dependability 

of the study will also be evident in giving an extensive and as detailed as necessary 

representation of the whole process of the study. 
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Peer review 

In the lines with keeping a high level of dependability in the thesis peer reviews and 

inspectors was used (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 307). Some auditing has been 

accessible and in some cases mandatory in the form of seminaries at Linnaeus 

University where the proceedings of the thesis was discussed. Other forms of auditing 

have occurred with an assigned supervising researcher who has overseen the process 

of the thesis on a more detailed manner than at the seminaries. During seminaries 

practically everything about the thesis has been discussed and choices have been 

defended to its core. The seminaries have shown to have an emotional support as 

well. By sharing experiences, aspirations and worries and by in turn be an emphatic 

listener support has been both received and given.  

Confirmability 

In research performed in the field of social science an ultimate truth is never a 

possibility and therefore the importance for the researcher to maintain that he or she 

has acted in accordance to having good faith in the study is crucial (Bryman & Bell, 

2010, p. 307). In respect to the confirmability I have tried to put my own values aside 

but in this study, with a focus on various cultural contexts that have a high social 

character, keeping my own pre-conceived notions out of the picture has proved a 

difficult next to impossible task. This is due to the fact that I myself am Swedish and 

that the possibility of me partaking, with my Swedish values, could have manipulated 

the thesis. This awareness, nonetheless, helped with keeping me attentive to the 

possibility of projecting my own values and beliefs.  

Authenticity 

Bryman & Bell (2010, p. 209) also talks about authenticity in the way of depicting a 

fair picture of the study by interviewing the people that can give a good representation 

of what is being studied. I deliberately interviewed people with Indian and Swedish 

nationalities as well as people with longer respectively shorter experience of working 

at IKEA because I strived to get a picture with thick descriptions that would translate 

well in regards to how this sample of interviewees could represent the office at IKEA 

India as a whole. There is in my study a high level of ontological authenticity in terms 

of making the participants attaining a deeper understanding of the social reality that is 

being studied (Bryman & Bell, 2010, p. 309). A pedagogical authenticity will go hand 

in hand with the ontological authenticity. By understanding the social reality the 



	  

	   56	  

participants will also receive a pedagogical authenticity by also receiving a picture of 

how others participants experience the environment they all interact within (Bryman 

& Bell, 2010, p. 209).  

3.3 Research Site and Context 

3.3.1 About IKEA 

In 1976 the founder of IKEA, Ingvar Kamprad, decided that it was time to put the 

successful concept of IKEA in writing (Sjöberg, 1998, p. 284). Kamprad decided on 

carefully and explicitly writing what in popular speech came to be called IKEA’s 

counterpart to the bible, which entails the product range, corporate culture, leadership 

and the company’s foundational values (Björk, 1998, p. 153). The document is called 

“En Möbelhandlares Testament” which translates to “The Testament of a Furniture 

Dealer” (IKEA’s website, 2014). The main reason for composing this document was 

so to create commandments and guidelines for the employees of IKEA to follow to 

reach success within the company as well as in the interaction with the environment 

outside of the company (Sjöberg, 1998, p. 284). There was also another reason for so 

explicitly writing down the values that Kamprad wanted to be central to IKEA. 

IKEA’s turnover and size had grown rapidly. Between the years of 1955 and 1975 the 

company’s sales had gone from 6 million kronor to 799 million kronor and the 

amount of employees had gone from 30 to 1938 (Sjöberg, 1998, p. 284). The rapid 

growth had prompted thoughts of how the IKEA culture would be able to be 

implemented and flourished in cultures that differed from the Swedish culture that 

IKEA had originated from. This worry of how well IKEA’s corporate culture would 

survive abroad helped to spur the creation of the IKEA Bible, “The Testament of a 

Furniture Dealer” (Björk, 1998, p. 153). 

Kamprad struggled with maintaining and spreading the corporate culture as the 

company was growing. However, the fast paced expansion of the company into new 

markets around the world during the 1970’s also created a new corporate culture 

where the cost consciousness came to be slighted. This was something that was 

extremely contradictory to one of the core and foundational values of the IKEA 

organisational culture. Already in the 70’s during the early expansion phase into new 

European markets the company struggled with keeping true to their foundational 

values. (Björk, 1998, p. 153 ff.) 



	  

	   57	  

Aside from the difficulties described above the 70’s, in most regards, reflected a 

flourishing time for IKEA. In the beginning of the 70’s Kamprad travelled to Austria 

and Switzerland to evaluate the possibilities of establishing the first stores outside of 

Sweden. IKEA established their first store outside of Scandinavia in Zürich in 

Switzerland. The style of the Swiss furniture market very much differed from the 

Scandinavian style, which meant that a successful establishment of an IKEA store in 

other parts in Europe was not a guarantee. The launching of an IKEA store in 

Switzerland was a success. Kamprad used a bold strategy of simply passing on all the 

concepts that had made IKEA successful in Scandinavia to a completely new market. 

The founder and entrepreneur believed in learning by doing and if a strategy or 

concept didn’t work they would simply have to adapt to find a new ways of fitting 

into the new market. (Björk, 1998, p. 141 ff.)  

However, no matter what IKEA department store you visit it will look the same. In 

this regards IKEA gives little concern towards acting according to local customs. The 

company has a strong profile that they work hard to stay true towards. (Lewis, 2006, 

p. 112) 

3.3.2 Special Cultural-Historical Influences partaking to India 

India is sometimes referred to one of the countries in the world that stand as one of 

the forefront of newly developing economies (Pereira & Malik, 2015, p. 357). 

However, Pereira & Malik (2015, p. 358 ff.) proposes that historically India has been 

a leading economy in the world during the past 2000 years and that the country “now” 

after the colonising and the new founded discovery of the global economy has “re-

emerged” as an up and coming economy. Due to the international exposure and 

international trade that was partly brought on by the British Empire and the 

technological advances that enable over sea communication and trade, India can today 

stand as a host to many international companies (Pereira & Malik, 2015, p. 358). 

Besides the international trade the overwhelming population of India has historically 

been an advantageous factor to economical gain and advancement (Pereira & Malik, 

2015, p. 359).  

According to Clegg (2010, p. 335), in regards to international trade with India, 

religion massively influence the Indian culture and thus a person’s sense of 

nationality. An assumptions that Clegg (2010, p. 335) makes is that a person in the 



	  

	   58	  

Indian society that would have strong religious affiliations would have a more 

difficult time adjusting to work that would differ from the Indian culture, which 

would result in a lower work performance as well as a higher turnover in employees. 

Other general factors that are listed as challenges specific to India are inadequate 

infrastructure; such as electricity and transportation, the quality of the work force – as 

in the wide spread illiteracy and the lack of economic reforms as well as the tendency 

for corruption that plague the country (Berg & Cardenas, 2010, p. 4). All of these 

factors will inevitably affect any organisation that establishes itself in India and will 

consequently affect the organisational culture and the individuals gathered within the 

organisation. In other regards India has a large population that has been influenced by 

the English language, but since it is such a large country the Indian English has 

created its own variation of English (Lockwood-Lee. & Forey, 2010, p. 173). 

Since the Indian subcontinent has been a British domination from the year of 1757 to 

1947 (Tomlinson, 1975, p. 337) I also want to touch on this dynamic to, later in the 

discussion, show how it can influence the field of cross-cultural studies in relation to 

our individual sense-making processes.  

Westwood (2006, p. 92) explains postcolonial as the state in which a region develops, 

either as a respond to colonial rule or simply as a natural development after being 

colonised. Another and wider explanation offered by Westwood (2006, p. 92) to 

colonialism is that “it deals with the varied effects of colonialisation on societies and 

cultures.”  

In many regards colonialism inhabited a suitable habitat for new knowledge and new 

technology to be explored and developed (Westwood, 2006, p. 102). Since 

colonialisation implicates new surroundings and perspectives it creates a fertile 

ground for problem solving and evolution in a way that might not had been available 

or gained otherwise (Westwood, 2006, p. 102). With this comes a certain amount of 

power of control. More explicitly Westwood explains it as “Western science and its 

other knowledge systems continue to be a part of the knowledge/power nexus that 

constitutes the asymmetrical structures of power and dominance that structure 

centre/periphery relations” (2006, p. 102). With this quotation Westwood not only 

show what kind of power western science had during colonial times but also exhibit 

how strong this control is today. This western structural scientific knowledge that 
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exerts a lot of control has the implicit meaning that any local or regional knowledge 

of either business of other cultural significance in undermined, excluded or even 

silenced (Westwood, 2006, p. 102). 

There is a problematic aspect to globalisation where “economic success is seen as 

cultural imposition” (Storey, J 2010, p. 108). This would imply that gaining success 

in a globalised society would mean to assert the organisational and economical power 

to make way in a new country regardless of the cultural situation.  

In any group or organisation the distribution of power is of great importance (Schein, 

2010, p. 101) and can be crucial for development towards organisational goals as well 

as to the outcome of the organisational culture. In this distribution of power we 

unknowingly allocate power in the form of a “picking order” (Schein, 2010, p. 101) 

where a formal or informal hierarchy is created.  

Another aspect of power that must not be forgotten is of a historical sort. History has 

shown us that the mixing of cultures and people has happened, “sometimes freely, 

sometimes by force” (Storey, 2010, p. 111). Power has historically been used to exert 

ideologies and changes to cultural settings through many extreme ways, which has put 

a large implicit meaning on how we today in many ways are seen separated into 

categories as human beings (Barrett, 2002, p. 50 fff.). 

3.3.3 The IKEA Office in India 

The research site of the empirical case study was an office in India where IKEA was 

in the process of planning the launching of the first IKEA store in India. This location 

was the ideal research site for this study on the interaction of organisational and 

broader cultural contexts.  

IKEA has been present in India for 28 years in the form of sourcing products from 

suppliers and then shipping the products all over the world. In India IKEA has 48 

suppliers and by that extent employ 400,000 co-workers. The ambition provided by 

IKEA is to open several stores across India with each store employing 400-700 co-

workers. Their new website of IKEA India emphasises that they do not only want to 

offer home furnishing product to the people of India but strive to create employment, 

manufacturing expand sourcing and “transfer knowledge and best practices”. 

(ikea.in, 2015)  
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IKEA displays ambition to learn about the country they are establishing themselves in 

by this citation from their website (ikea.in, 2015): “Day by day, IKEA is learning 

more about India- about Life at home in India, people’s frustrations, needs, dreams 

and aspirations through home visits, market visits, research studies, product testing 

and through our own coworkers.” 

 



	  

	   61	  

4  Findings  

In this chapter I present the findings from the interviews and observations made in 

India. I structure this section by emphasising the sense-giving and sense-making 

processes of employees and how these have acted in terms of challenges as well as 

opportunities. Lastly, I will go over tensions related to historical influences and 

cultural dominance that I have found profound in the interaction at the research site.  

I took the lift up to the 8th floor of one of the tallest buildings in the cyber city area of 

Gurgaon in New Delhi. Walking into the IKEA office I could have been in any IKEA 

office anywhere in the world. The IKEA furniture filled the spaces and on the wall 

were inspiring words like “honesty” and “openness” written in the typical IKEA font 

that you can find in any IKEA catalogue. The office was not very big but was full 

with people running back and forth in the hallways. The conference rooms were 

occupied with people in meetings and the whole office had an energetic vibe, as if it 

was waiting for something exciting to happen. The office was not crowded but 

certainly not empty. Approximately 50 employees, mostly from India but also people 

from all over the world, were running around. And it was here that I conducted the 8 

interviews that this chapter will present. The employees whose information is 

provided below were a mix of expatriates from Sweden as well as people originating 

from India. The mix in terms of ages was not that diverse since most of the 

individuals partaking were middle-aged, with the exception of one or two. Most of 

them were individuals with higher education in middle to higher management 

positions.  

4.1 Sense-making and Sense-giving at the IKEA Office in India 

4.1.1 New Employees: interaction in sense-giving and sense-making 

To be able to see the sense-giving processes implemented at an early stage within the 

organisation I here present how sense-giving, from the organisational point of view, 

was implemented as well as how sense-making, from the individual point of view, 

was demonstrated for someone not familiar with the organisational culture at the 

IKEA office in India.  



	  

	   62	  

During an interview with Maria1, an employee at the IKEA office in India, she 

explained the process in which a new employee gets to be introduced to the company. 

She said that on the first day of working at IKEA the newcomer is greeted by an HR 

representative with a bouquet of flowers. Actually, Maria explained that even before 

coming to work on your first day an IKEA product is sent to the new employees 

home. Later every newly hired employee gets to be introduced to the co-workers at 

the office simply by walking around and meeting them whenever they’re available.  

Gautam2 remembered his first day walking around and saying hello to everybody very 

clearly as a unique and welcoming way of getting introduced to the company. Maria 

explained that at first the introductory process is very practical; where to eat and so 

on. Later the HR representative at IKEA India will go through documents concerning 

the project in India, where they are in the process and what the aim is. In this, she 

explained, they continuously tie all the new information to the values and beliefs that 

govern the way the organisation does business. To many people meeting the IKEA 

organisational culture, in the situations described above, is according to Jiya3 a 

process of unlearning what you already know in order to learn something new.  

Another way of directly implementing and transmitting the values and beliefs as well 

as the platform in which shared meanings are going to be produced within the 

organisation was an introduction program called “the IKEA way”. According to Jiya, 

“the IKEA way” entails two days where the new co-workers go through condensed 

material on what IKEA is all about as well as the organisational culture and values. 

Having gone through the IKEA way recently Mala4’s view on it was positive. She 

said that besides introducing the IKEA organisational culture the IKEA way enabled 

her to give some input in what parts of IKEA she thought would work with the Indian 

culture and what parts might need improvement.  

An important step in the introductory process to the IKEA organisational culture is, 

according to Anders5, to go and work in an IKEA store for a couple of weeks. He said 

that this was important to do as early on in the process as possible because it helped 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Maria,	  Interview	  conducted	  13th	  April,	  2015.	  	  
2	  Gautam,	  Interview	  conducted	  14th	  of	  April,	  2015.	  
3	  Jiya,	  Interview	  conducted	  13th	  of	  April,	  2015.	  	  
4	  Mala,	  Interview	  conducted	  14th	  April,	  2015.	  	  
5	  Anders,	  Interview	  conducted	  13th	  April,	  2015.	  
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the new employees to understand how their function comes into play with the totality 

of IKEA as well as helping them to gain an understanding of the different functions in 

the organisation. According to Lena6 they call the process of working in the IKEA 

stores “kaj till kassa” which roughly translates to “from dock to cash out” and will 

make the employee see the products moving from arriving in the store to being 

packed in a customer’s bag. Anders also said that going away and working at stores is 

something that even those employed for a longer time within IKEA get to do to make 

sure that they do not lose perspective and that they attain and maintain an 

understanding of the holistic picture of the company.  

4.1.2 Constructing Shared Meanings: expatriates and their influence 

My next theme touches upon the sense-giving processes in which expatriates and 

middle to higher managers strive to create a common platform for the individuals at 

the office. In this theme I can draw parallels to the creation of culture through sense-

giving activities that regulate the cultural outcome. 

Many of the interviewees candidly confessed to influence the people working with 

them to think or act in manners that (according to the interviewee) would be more in 

lines with the IKEA values and beliefs. In this way, many of the managers working in 

India created a common platform for the construction of meanings and beliefs within 

the company.  

Jiya said that there are a lot of people today working at IKEA who came from the 

Indian society and did not know about the organisational values at IKEA therefore the 

IKEA organisation needed to make an effort and create awareness right from the start 

when encountering new employees. She also mentioned that approximately 60 % of 

the people in retail, which are those focusing on deploying the new store in India, are 

Indian and completely new to IKEA. To uphold the shared meanings and beliefs that 

are the organisational culture Jiya believed that the leaders and managers played a big 

role in conveying these meanings and beliefs. She continued talking about the 

importance of keeping a good connection with the employees because they 

themselves become ambassadors for IKEA to their relatives and their friends and if 

they say good things about IKEA then their friends and families will too.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Lena,	  Interview	  conducted	  16th	  April,	  2015.	  
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Jiya was of the opinion that expatriates could and should spread the knowledge of 

deploying an IKEA store but also as ambassadors in working on teaching the IKEA 

organisational culture. Agreeing with Jiya was Anders who said that he was largely a 

part of IKEA India because he knew IKEA. According to Maria IKEA has a strong 

organisational culture, which is IKEA’s version of the Swedish culture. Jiya sees an 

importance of actually having people coming all the way from Sweden. She said that 

no other culture can spread and apply the IKEA organisational culture like the 

Swedish expatriates. Lena agreed with Jiya and said that IKEA organisational values 

are easy to understand in Sweden but not always as easy for people to understand 

abroad. Anders said that his main responsibilities included helping new employees 

from India to understand the IKEA organisational culture in the specific field that he 

works within. Anders explained that the Indian employees knew how to carry out 

their tasks but that it was Anders job to make sure that they carried out the tasks in 

line with the IKEA culture. Jiya mentioned that everybody looks up to the expatriates. 

They have more knowledge of the organisation and have lived the IKEA life often 

over a number of years.  

Although the employees gave the general impression that they liked basically 

everything at IKEA, some also uttered critical statements. Lena, for example, though 

she agreed with the favourable things said about IKEA she also thought that at times 

IKEA stands for things they do not really follow. She said that even though they say 

that they are open to new thoughts and sharing views and opinions where everybody 

can have a say, that does not really correspond with the reality. Lena explained that 

that is largely due to the expatriates and the whole company of IKEA being in a new 

country and interacting with so many new employees. According to Lena it is 

possible to discuss certain ideas but in the end how things get done are ultimately up 

to and decided by the expatriates.  

Anders also expressed some mixed feelings about IKEA in terms of what the 

organisational culture stands for and what actually happens in the company. He said 

that they portray themselves as very “goodie goodie” but that truth is that they, like 

all other companies, are in the market of making money and being a profitable 

company. He continued saying that of course he and many others within the company 

had been deeply disappointed if information about IKEA making ethically poor 

choices was a reality, but the truth of the matter is that they produce low cost furniture 
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and for IKEA to be profitable they need recurring customers who do not buy furniture 

that will last in someone’s home for 30 years.  

4.1.3 Various Perceptions of the ‘organisational culture’ at the IKEA office in 

India 

In contrast to the above theme/chapter in the text below I have gathered themes more 

aligned with the sense-making processes in terms of how individuals at the IKEA 

office in India perceive the culture that surrounds them. 

According to Maria her view of the projection of the organisational culture at IKEA 

India was that they never stop talking and acting on the values and beliefs within the 

organisation. She believed that the IKEA organisational culture is the company’s 

greatest business idea and something that they must maintain. Maria proceeded 

talking about how they try to project the IKEA beliefs and values in everything they 

do. Every text that is written, every add, and every marketing campaign should have 

the feeling of IKEA without having to explicitly show the IKEA logo. 

To Gautam organisational culture was everything you do at a company day in and day 

out. He said that it was all the little things that you do that create an environment that 

is hard to explain but easy to feel and understand. Raji 7’s perception of the 

organisational culture at IKEA with its beliefs and values was in his mind about 

openness and honesty in what you do and what you stand for. According to Diti8, the 

organisational culture at their IKEA office was that it was an open and supportive 

culture where you could see a lot of independence. In an interview with Mala her 

view of the organisation came in the form of freedom that could be seen in the way 

they were trusted to do their work without someone monitoring them. Mala said that 

the organisational culture was very human in the way that you can be yourself in a 

manner that is honest towards yourself and the people around you. Here Mala talked 

about not only her own perception and sense-making of the organisational culture but 

also how she sees it in relationship with the individuals she’s interacting with on a 

daily basis in the office.  

Concurring with Mala was Gautam with his perception of the organisational culture 

when he said that it is about being down to earth, respectful and humble towards 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Raji,	  Interview	  conducted	  16th	  April,	  2015.	  	  
8	  Diti,	  Interview	  conducted	  16th	  April,	  2015.	  
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people and to do things instead of talking about things as well as treating people with 

dignity and respect. Jiya’s perception of her workplace at IKEA was that it was a 

democratic place to work. She said that at IKEA different people from different parts 

of the world and with different backgrounds come together and work. “We are trying 

not only to work together with each other but also to find a connection about how we 

live and what our values are” (Jiya). 

4.1.4 Making sense of Official Corporate Statements and Values 

As an addition to the previous chapter this themed chapter serves as an extension of 

the organisational culture in how the individual perception of this culture is reflected 

and how the individuals are affected by this forthright organisational culture. Here, 

we can see how the individuals make their own sense of the outspoken organisational 

culture and its image.  

Jiya, who had been with IKEA for a long time, claimed that she hadn’t seen any 

changes in the core of the organisational culture; “The core remains the same” (Jiya). 

She said that people believe in the vision, which is to “create a better everyday life 

for the many people”(IKEA Vision, 2014). Maria explained that the vision “create a 

better everyday life for the many people” rules most, if not all, the decisions that the 

company needs to make. She explained that they take their vision into great 

consideration when deciding over where to open the IKEA stores, what prices to set 

as well as what wages to set for the employees and how to arrange the seating in the 

offices.  

Gautam explained that it is well known that IKEA is a company that will put in large 

orders, which will give you small profits but also a company that will work alongside 

you and treat you well. He told me a story of a large carpet supplier they worked with 

but eventually IKEA exited out and stopped the cooperation because the supplier did 

not work in conditions in accordance with IKEA guidelines and continuing working 

with the supplier and turning a blind eye to his business would set a bad example. 

What happened next, Gautam explained, was that the year after the supplier asked to 

start up the cooperation with IKEA again even though his business was doing better 

and he was making more money than if he had worked with IKEA. The reason for 

this, said the supplier, was because nowadays he simply couldn’t sleep at night. 

Gautam explained that when IKEA is cooperating they have a stress free relationship 



	  

	   67	  

in terms of the reassurance IKEA brings into the cooperation. This account indicates 

that it was important for IKEA to set an example for suppliers that they take their 

values seriously (even at a cost for the company itself). It is in this they can transmit 

meanings and beliefs. 

In many of the interviews I conducted the IKEA organisational values were often 

brought to attention. Raji suggested that the important organisational values include 

being cost consciousness and taking responsibility for your tasks and achievements. 

Here Raji’s opinion was that IKEA is a company where cost consciousness is 

incorporated into every element. But he said that even though the company is cost 

conscious they try to maintain a good balance with the other organisational values. 

Raji said that sometimes it could be a difficult choice weather to act on a more 

expensive alternative when making decisions. “There will always be contradictions 

(talking about values) and sometimes you try to find an easier way out” (Raji)  

But he also emphasised that IKEA is a low cost company and that the products that 

are produced are low cost alternatives. Raji said that in the end it is up to the 

individual to choose what will suit them and IKEA gives an array of possible offers 

but “you get what you pay for”. As it became apparent in the interview with Raji not 

only do employees at IKEA need to be cost-conscious when they make decisions that 

affect the customers but they need to be cost-conscious in, as Mala explained to me, 

not booking expensive flights when they travel or not having the luxury of staying at 

expensive hotel accommodations.  

However, Raji expressed that often they can take more expensive flights if it means 

that they can be home one day earlier to spend time with their families. He meant that, 

yes they are cost-conscious but they also in many cases try to balance the different 

values and by that see to the importance of a work life/family life balance. Raji said 

that there can always be contradictions between values but you have to try to find the 

right way. He proceeded talking about how it is not really much different from what 

choices he would make for himself “It’s not as if the company is different from me as 

an individual… I don’t see how the company’s interests could be different from my 

own”. 
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4.2 Challenges and Opportunities in the Sense-making processes of 

employees 

Not so surprisingly I encountered comments on cultural conflict during the 

interviews. Here I have combined the challenges and opportunities as well as the 

cultural conflicts that were most prominent. I have gathered this information in the 

following chapters in order to establish how cross-cultural interaction affected the 

cultural outcome.  

“It’s not as if the Indians are going to become Swedes or the Swedes are going to 

become Indianised because they are here. It’s to find a common meeting point where 

it has meaning for everyone involved…” (Jiya). 

When looking at the office, Maria explained, they have several nationalities and 

people with different expertise and experiences. She explained that it is not only for 

them to find a common understanding between these experiences and the 

organisational culture, i.e. constructed shared meanings, at the office in India, but also 

to find a common understanding with that specific composition of people that they 

interact with on a daily basis at the office. Maria elaborated in saying that it is about 

finding a way for this specific office in India because no situation is alike and you 

need to find a way that works for that specific setting. Maria expressed that the 

organisational values and culture of IKEA are global to all the stores and offices 

around the world but when you are facing several different nationalities you have to 

find your own way of making it work.  

Overall throughout the interviews there was an eager from every direction for the 

implementation of the department store to go over smoothly. No one, during the 

interviews, showed any inclination towards resistance towards creating shared 

meanings with a new set of people. However, it became apparent to me that the 

people chosen to make the IKEA department store in India has at large been hand 

picked to work not only as a group but to work towards the same goals with the same 

mind-sets and ambitions. Even though I could identify that the local interaction was a 

continuous processes of sense-making between individuals the organisation of IKEA 

had been as prepared for this as possible in picking managers and leaders that at best 

could portray the desired outcome in shared beliefs and values.  
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Jiya, an employee deriving from India, said that she believed that the IKEA 

organisational culture was not aggressive but gentle in how to interact with others. In 

any country where IKEA is active and different human beings of different beliefs and 

values meet Anders suggested that no culture could be identical to others since they 

all constitute of different compositions of individuals. Raji agreed with this in saying 

that he had witnessed the ‘IKEA culture’ in numerous countries and nowhere has the 

culture and the composition of people been identical. Raji expressed that the 

organisational culture changes depending on the different countries that it exists in. 

Raji’s explained the situation well when he said, “IKEA in India has adopted to the 

local reality”.  

4.2.1 Experiencing Similarities 

Jiya stated: “There are more similarities than differences!” Diti agreed and said in the 

interview that the IKEA organisational culture and the Indian culture were likeminded 

in more ways than less. Although the differences between the cultural experiences of 

the various employees were prominent (and created tensions, which I present in later 

sections), the employees also found some similarities.  

Jiya, for example, explained that there are a lot of similarities between the culture in 

India and the IKEA organisational culture. The foundational similarity she said was 

the basic need to be good. You want to be good by doing good things! Gautam 

expressed that he found similarities between the Indian culture and the organisational 

culture in the way that in both culture it is about treating people with respect.  

Maria suggested that in India people are typically very welcoming, which she thought 

was a similarity to the organisational culture she had experienced at IKEA, and which 

had made it easier for IKEA to get established in the country. Maria said that first and 

foremost togetherness is a very important thing at IKEA and that that is something 

that she perceived the people from India could relate to. According to Maria, people 

from India care very much for the family life as they often grow up in extended 

families and on a daily basis can have many family members to relate and cooperate 

with. The caring, Maria proposed, came to show in the Indian culture in the way that 

they look out for each other. If a co-worker in an Indian company would get sick and 

go to the hospital it would be customary for someone from work to go and visit, while 

in Sweden such things are very rare to happen. Here Maria said that she saw an 
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enhancement of the organisational culture in the office in India through local 

influences. 

4.2.2 Experiencing Differences 

4.2.2.1 Formality Versus Informality 

The interviews revealed that in the office at IKEA India issues around formality and 

informality were of great importance. These issues were most apparent in terms of 

formal or informal clothes, seating arrangement, and language. 

With respect to the topic of clothes, Jiya said that in many Indian organisations it is 

customary to dress up in a suit and tie and be very formal with each other. She told 

me a story of an encounter with an employee, who actually brought his tie in his 

suitcase to work for a long time because he couldn’t shake the old conducts that he 

had been surrounded with for such a long time of his career. Even Gautam told me 

that when he first showed up to work on his first day at IKEA he was wearing his suit 

and tie. Mala argued that the informality of the work place actually allowed for the 

employees to focus on their performance and to do their job instead of putting effort 

in what clothes to wear to fit into a certain frame. 

Moreover, according to Mala one of the most concrete differences she experienced 

during her time at the IKEA office in India was the flexible seating where people can 

sit down where ever they want when they come into the office in the morning. Even 

though she talked about missing having a set place for her to sit she does enjoy the 

fact that she, by having the flexible seating, gets to know new co-workers every day 

as well as dismantling the formality that can occur between hierarchical levels within 

the organisation. Gautam expressed that there are positives and negatives in 

everything and that the flexible seating could cause problems when you are trying to 

find someone that is not sitting in the same seat as they did the day before.  

Another topic that, according to the employees, was central with respect to the 

formality-informality-theme was the language. The contrast between the formality in 

India and the informality at IKEA comes to show, according to Anders, in the 

different ways you address each other. In India, Anders explained, it is customary to 

use Sir and Mam when you address someone while in the IKEA organisational culture 
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you either say the first name or maybe even ‘you’. The way you address others 

around is in accordance with what Mala expressed about hierarchical levels in India. 

4.2.2.2 The Linguistic Barriers and Misinterpretations 

Lena made a comment about the linguistic barrier. She said that even though many 

people originating from India do not have English as their first language they are, in 

many instances, more proficient in it than many expatriates at the office. At the IKEA 

office in India, Lena reports, there have been difficulties in creating common 

understandings. However, the problem in understanding has proved not to be so much 

in the linguistic proficiency but in the way that the language is used to explain things. 

Because of the English language proficiency in India Lena said that she expected to 

face minimal misinterpretations and misunderstandings but in reality a lot of 

misinterpretations of what was said occurred, which caused time delays. Sometimes 

in the interaction between people originating from India and expatriates, Jiya 

explained, it becomes evident that nobody wants to be rude or insensitive but what 

might mean something to one party can mean something completely different to the 

other party. These ‘linguistic barriers’ are thus important points for the creation of 

individual and shared meanings and employees have to learn that these barriers exist 

and how they can deal with them in a way that might lead to new and culturally 

sensitive knowledge. Lena, for example, said that when those situations arose she had 

to keep in mind that she has not been clear enough. 

4.2.2.3 Differences in The Notion of Time 

A big cultural difference that became evident in almost every interview was the 

concept of time and the issue of being on time. Jiya, for example, told me that often 

people originating from India tend to be late but it is not to be rude it is just something 

that is customary. Gautam told me a story on this subject where one of the expatriates 

coming to India had set a time to meet up with a supplier after lunch. The expatriate 

promptly had his lunch at 12.30 and at 13.00 he was sitting in his room ready for the 

meeting. However, the supplier didn’t show up until 16.00. When he was asked why 

he was late the supplier merely replied that he was not late, this was in fact after 

lunch. The different notions of time and perceptions of temporality – based, according 

to the interviewees, on cultural background –was thus sometimes hard to understand 

and interpret for people with a different set of cultural experiences. However, we also 

see that the interviewees were aware of these differences and had their own 
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interpretations. Mala, for instance, argued that the tardiness was just something that 

was engraved in the Indian culture and she emphasises that being late was not and 

should not be seen as something disrespectful but it is just how things work. 

4.2.2.4 Inherent competitiveness expressed at the IKEA office 

The Indian culture is according to Maria very competitive and that is something that 

is not in line with the organisational culture at the IKEA office in India. Maria 

continued saying that in India it is very important to go to the right schools and work 

towards certain goals in a competitive manner. Maria explained that at times she has 

to be extra clear around the office and explain that “it is not about competing with 

each other but instead I want you to succeed as a team, for us to succeed as a team”. 

The competitiveness in India comes, according to Anders, to show in the work life 

balance. Anders explained that people from India work much longer hours and do not 

have the balance between private life and work life as is aspired to have within IKEA. 

Anders also expressed a correlation to the competitiveness in India to loosing face and 

not being allowed to make mistakes. He said that at IKEA it is OK to make mistakes 

and to learn, but the Indian culture does not allow mistakes like that.  

4.2.2.5 Differences in everyday structure 

One cultural dissimilarity that has an apparent impact on the efficiency in the office 

was according to Jiya the fact that many of the expatriates, many Swedish people 

included, took an enormous amount of time getting consensus to reach a common 

understanding while Indian people would tend to “Just do it” and evaluate 

afterwards. She found that the reason for the consensus making was that Swedish 

people do not like conflict and therefore want everybody on board before they start 

something. 

Lena also mentioned a difference in how things are done in which causes time delays. 

She said that, in India, people are good at following instructions and when 

encountered with an unforeseen problem they often get stuck and wait for the next 

meeting to bring it up instead of working around the problem. Lena explained that in 

such a project as IKEA India the plans often do not concur with the reality and 

therefore you need to be able to think outside of the box.  
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4.3 Special influences on cross-cultural interaction in India 
To be able to clearly understand the cultural setting at the research site I have 

gathered information under this chapter that is themed on the cultural and historical 

impositions pertaining to certain significances in India as well as particularity at the 

IKEA office in India.  

Anders explained the IKEA organisational strength well in saying “an Indian IKEA 

organisational culture is based on some foundational IKEA values that IKEA does not 

want to compromise on and some form of Indian adaption”. What Anders is saying in 

terms of sense-making and sense-giving is that even though the sense-making process 

takes place individually the IKEA office in India will be rigid and insist on 

maintaining their foundational principles and values.  

Several co-workers expressed their concern for the power relationships that existed at 

the office in terms of the cultural dominance that IKEA brought but also power 

relationships that had occurred outside the involvement of the IKEA office. Many 

explained that these dynamics can be seen almost anywhere in the streets of India and 

they are being brought into the office at IKEA India as well.  

I here distinguish between special historical influences, which in turn, also influence 

hierarchical structures and the dominance of ‘Western’ knowledge in Indian society 

and business contexts.  

4.3.1 Historical Influences 

Anders told me that if you are white you automatically have another position in 

regards to status. Anders pressed that he was not sure if this has a historical 

connection but it could at times be quite evident in the interaction between 

individuals. Diti continued on that same track by saying that “because we were ruled 

as a colony for so many years, in general, Indians consider foreigners to be superior 

to them and you can see that even in the way we treat people here (at the office) it’s 

not the foreigners being superior it’s the Indians treating them (that way)”.  

Diti said “It’s almost like an unsaid thing…and that I find surprising because that is 

not the way India is today”. Indeed India today is a different place than during the 

time it was under British rule but the traces are still visible most prominently in the 

language and in the architecture but under the surface the times under the British 
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Empire have left a power dynamic that seems hard to shake. The people working at 

the office constitutes out of a lot of expatriates but also a lot of people originating 

from India. Although the majority of employees in the office appeared to be from 

India, expatriates seemed to take up a lot of room. They were more verbal and 

generally more extrovert than others in the office. A testimony to this is a quote from 

Lena saying; “I feel that there is a big difference in Indians coming into the company 

rather than expatriates or just someone from abroad. The Indians will be much more 

discrete and don’t say hello to everybody but the expatriates say hello to everybody 

when they arrive in the mornings”.  

4.3.2 Hierarchical structures 

The historical influences mentioned above can also be found in the hierarchical 

structures that dominate official and business contexts today. India is according to 

Mala very hierarchical and this is shown in the power relationships between 

individuals. Mala explained that if the boss in an Indian company tells you to do 

something you do not question it but just make sure to get it done. Raji suggested that 

the way the Indian managers work is that they are more demanding and that they want 

the boss employee distance to be clear and outspoken. Anders told me a story that 

portrays a distinctive separation between managers and employee. He said that 

sometimes when he has business meetings with Indian companies he asks if they care 

for some tea or coffee and if they say yes he simply responds that then they have to 

together go to the cafeteria and get it. Anders said that the people he sometimes has in 

meetings are so very accustomed to people bringing them those things that at times he 

has had business men standing in front of the coffee machine not knowing how to 

operate it. With the traditional hierarchical relationships in Indian society and 

business contexts, people can expect higher influences and authority as they reach 

higher positions. Anders told me that in India they give a lot of respect to the elders so 

if you are older you are more likely to gain more respect than younger people. This 

was also something that was evident at the office at IKEA India. “Maybe it’s another 

mind set and you have to work harder to cut down the hierarchical values” (Diti).  

4.3.3 Dominance through ‘Western’ Knowledge 

Lena told me that in India everybody has a position, that’s why it is important for 

expatriates coming here to set an example and show that everybody is allowed to talk 

to everybody. Lena explained that the hierarchical levels create problems in how the 
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people originating from India give more respect and attention to foreigners and 

expatriates than their own Indian co-workers. She said that it is unfair that the 

expatriates and the foreigners in the company are prioritised. Diti also recognised this 

problem happening in the office. She said that it is not something out in the open but 

it is there and it is not coming from the expatriates she explained saying that “it’s not 

the foreigners being superior, it’s the Indians treating them (that way)…it’s almost 

like an unsaid thing”. 

“The order I’m talking about is not organisational, an organisation needs 

organisational hierarchy to function that I think is there, but beyond that there is a 

hierarchy” (Diti). The hierarchical levels described in the previous quote between 

expatriates that come into a country with a certain knowhow can be a very 

problematic aspect for a company. Gautam told me a story about a colleague of his 

working for a company that was trying to establish themselves in India. The problem, 

Gautam explained, was that the company didn’t seem to be able to maintain any 

personnel. Gautam said the senior management team, comprising of expatriates, at the 

company was using their power of knowledge as a tool to degrade newcomers to the 

company and not treating them as human beings.  
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5 Discussion 

In this chapter I will go over and analyse the findings in accordance with the 

literature presented in the theoretical framework, such as the different 

conceptualisations of cross-cultural management. More specifically, I look at the 

differences in which sense-giving and sense-making influence the desired culture and 

the actual ways in which the individuals interpret and affect the culture. 

5.1 Influencing through sense-giving 

A common thread within the literature on organisational culture and especially cross-

cultural management is the ambition from an organisational perspective to be in 

control of the cultural interaction on an individual as well as on a holistic 

organisational level (Salzer, 1994, p. 16). We saw in the findings of the case study 

that this also happens at the IKEA office in India from the very first day an employee 

sets his or her foot on the department floor of the office. As Maria explained even 

before the employees first day the office sends a gift in the form of an IKEA product 

for the new employees to familiarise themselves with. As we also learned from the 

findings section an employee is introduced to the organisation by as early on as 

possible partaking in an informative program on the overall concept of IKEA and the 

ambition IKEA has in India. Even though this introductory process might not be in 

the form of sense-giving through storytelling (Collins, 2013, p. 43), it is a kind of 

sense-giving in the way that the organisation tries “to sell their meanings and 

definitions of the organization to others” (Salzer, 1994, p. 19). According to the 

participants in the study it became apparent that overall the organisation strived to 

have as much control as possible of the organisational culture through influencing 

employees to create a platform where the employees could meet to share the same 

beliefs and assumptions about IKEA India. That is to say the organisation tries to 

form, create, and influence the individuals within the company to a certain frame of 

mind (Schein, 2206, p. 88; Søderberg and Holden, 2002, p. 107; Alvesson, 2013, p. 

84 ff.). This reasoning agrees with the IKEA office influencing through their sense-

giving processes such as “from dock to cash out”, “the IKEA way”, and the IKEA 

values written on the walls of the IKEA office in India.  
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Kunda (2006, p. 11) argued that the more traditional ways of controlling 

organisational culture comes in the form of financial or authoritative power. Although 

the case study is not about these forms of control, it is still interesting to see that cost 

consciousness has been built into the normative set of values at IKEA in general and 

at the office in India. The IKEA office in India has included cost consciousness into 

one of their foundational values in such an extent that during an interview with Raji 

he concluded that in fact cost consciousness was so decisive and resilient that it would 

overrule a better and more sustainable choice regarding products. In other regards I 

could not see that the IKEA office used, pressured or by any other means exerted 

financial or authoritative power. However, traditional power as financial or 

authoritative is something that an organisation can never escape no matter how they 

portray it, organisations to some extent depend on revenue, expenditure, effective 

decision making and consequently on financial matters and hierarchical support. 

Hence, traditional means of control are inevitable.  

However, researchers (Kunda, 2006, p. 11; Schein, 2006, p. 89) argue that 

organisations today use more humanistic approaches, based on norms, values and 

beliefs, to create togetherness within an organisational setting. The values that the 

office at IKEA India promote through their sense-giving attempts to illustrate this 

approach, which became apparent, for example, when Jiya suggested that IKEA 

wants to be good by doing good things.  

As Søderberg and Holden (2002, p.108) mention the view of creating a culture 

through an intentional construction of beliefs and meanings can easily be closed off to 

recognising differences in “social variation, diversity and power relationships within 

a nation or an organization, or between nations and organizations”. On a note more 

anchored in reality I want to argue of the actual possibility of this happening. For the 

IKEA office in India this could be a possibility. The organisation and the managers 

attempt to purposely create influences, through e.g. writings on the walls of example 

“cost consciousness”, “humbleness” and “togetherness” as well as through 

constantly talking about the IKEA values as constant reminders in making sure each 

individual is working towards ‘IKEA standards’. Theses influences – in terms of 

sense-giving – should thus ensure that employees work in line with the (official) 

organisational values and perceive their tasks in line with these organisational values. 
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In this way, the organisation is trying to close off other mind-sets that are not seen to 

fit within the work place.  

The office in India is in this view running a risk of having a very homogenous group 

of people working there. However, if this is positive or negative is a whole other 

matter in itself. What happens is that the company risk creating a work force that is 

very homogenous, which means that they’re alike and will most probably work well 

together. Also, my firm opinion is that a work force that is too homogenous can also 

be counteractive as I suggest that conflicts and disagreements are a healthy 

contribution to the progress in any organisation. Likewise Alvesson (2013, p. 56 ff.) 

proposes the same in stating that an organisational culture can be too restrictive and 

regulating in determining how the employees should act and behave. A consequence 

of this is that when organisations strive to manage and uniform diversity in cultural 

assumptions due to cultural conflicts (Moran et al., 2014, p. 31) useful cultural 

diversity can be overlooked. In this regard the IKEA office in India falls under the 

very first problematic situation expressed by Søderberg & Holden (2002, p. 105) 

where organisations in cross-cultural settings will see cultural differences as obstacles 

rather than leverages or key competitive advantages.  

Alvesson (2013, p. 57) and Batunek (1999, p. 40), like Søderberg and Holden in the 

paragraph above, realise the implication managed cultures can have on the individual 

and they recognise that there are some risks with an organisation being too controlling 

in the values and beliefs they project upon their employees in the sense-giving 

process. Also Kunda (2006, p. 13) suggests that the individual’s self-esteem or self-

sense may be altered should the organisational sense-giving be too constricting for the 

individuals. Kunda explains this risk coming to show when the organisation tries to 

“shape the employees’ selves in the corporate image” (2006, p.13). During the 

interview with Raji we can clearly identify this identification with the IKEA office’s 

sense-giving as he says that “it is not as if the company is different from me as an 

individual … I don’t see how the company’s interests could be different from my 

own” (Raji). This shows a clear impact on an individual scale in term how the 

individual identifies with the organisation and how it does in fact impact an 

employee’s self sense.  
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We have seen in previous paragraphs that the official version of the organisational 

culture that IKEA promotes at the office in India is a strong influence for employees. 

Nonetheless, if we take the viewpoint of organisational culture as being constructed 

by individuals making sense of their reality (Watson, 2001, p. 21; Geertz, 1973, p. 5; 

Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112), the organisational influence can never be total. 

The findings show that individuals interpret the meaning of official values differently 

in various situations and what the organisational culture generally means to them. The 

individuals in the study engaged in sense-making and in constructing shared meanings 

were partly influenced by the official norms and values but also their own experiences 

and cultural backgrounds. This leads to an interesting shift in balance on how much 

the sense-giving processes can influence the individual sense-making. In connection 

to the research case study at hand, this elaborates on how much the sense-giving 

processes and the control the IKEA office in India exert and impose influence over 

the individual sense-making processes of the individuals that in themselves are to be 

seen as the creators of the culture (Geertz, 1973, p. 5; Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 

111). 

The study, as we have seen, shows how sense-giving and sense-making necessarily 

interact and result in the construction of shared meanings but also more individual 

interpretations of the cultural norms and values. The IKEA office in India tried to 

control the cultural outcome as much as possible through sense-giving processes such 

as “The IKEA way”, “from dock to cash out” and through different means such as 

words from the IKEA organisational culture on the walls. Moreover, employees from 

Sweden – as representatives of not just dominant ‘Western’ knowledge but also the 

very origin of the cultural values, at least according to IKEA – were in place to make 

sure that the foundations of the organisational culture were as much as possible 

incorporated into the everyday life at the IKEA office in India. The IKEA office in 

India has clearly tried to establish what they perceive the culture of the organisation 

should be, instead of adhering to what the cultural situations at hand actually might 

be. However, the findings also emphasise “local sensemaking processes” outpacing 

“managerial sensegiving” (Collins, 2013, p. 57). We saw that local and individual 

sense-making processes at the research site also influenced how employees translated 

organisational values into practice. Both processes, sense-giving attempts designed by 
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the management and sense-making processes of employees – were in fact a part of the 

local ‘organisational culture’.  

5.2 Sense-making in everyday cultural experiences 

The idea of culture as a non-essentialist concept through sense-making where it is 

“produced, reproduced, and continually changed by the people identifying with them 

and negotiating them in the course of social interaction” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, 

p. 111) serves as a direct opposite to the image of culture as something static. In 

accordance with Berger & Luckman (1966, p. 43) the findings of the study in many 

regards show culture as mouldable and socially constructed through the interactions 

of those involved.  

The producing and reproducing of culture becomes highly visible in the case study as 

individuals interact and together change each other’s beliefs, norms and ways of 

thoughts. During the study the sense-making processes became evident in the 

reactions of interviewees as they encountered cultural dissimilarities and then dug 

deeper to understand why the dissimilarities occurred and to find common ground in 

the procedures of how they continuously interacted and reacted. For example when 

linguistic barriers and misunderstandings occurred the participants explained that they 

had to first understand where they went wrong and then move on to find an 

understanding. Lena explained that when those misunderstandings arose she chose to 

be insightful and evaluate what she could have done to cause the misunderstanding 

and how she could avoid similar misunderstandings in the future. In this perspective 

we can identify a clear correlation to the non-essentialist concept of culture where the 

individual in lines with a constructionist mind set makes sense of a specific situation 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112) and thus through interpretations create the 

culture itself (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). Within the cultural dissimilarities at the IKEA 

office in India we can through the example on conflict above recognise the sense-

making processes in which the continuous reaction, production, and reproduction of 

understandings to find common ground occur (Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 247; Weick et 

al., 2005, p. 411). These sense-making processes then define ‘culture’ (Geertz, 1973, 

p. 5), in terms of common understandings between each other as is displayed in the 

example above regarding creating understanding and overcoming linguistic barriers. 
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Søderberg & Holden, (2002, p. 112) also mention collective shared meanings and 

individual interpretations of meanings: employees make sense of specific situations 

individually and it is therefore the individual who interprets and creates the culture we 

typically call ‘organisational culture’. Within the IKEA office in India and during the 

interviews with the participants, individual sense-making became apparent when 

participants not only made sense of the surrounding factors of various Indian cultural 

influences but also of the sense-giving attempts that existed within the office. For 

example, different individuals in this study took more or less different values to heart 

when considering all the different IKEA values that were conveyed in and around the 

office at IKEA India. While certain participants made strong connections to cost-

consciousness, others could tie a stronger bond to trust, or felt more naturally inclined 

towards the sense of responsibility and autonomy. As for Anders, sense-making was 

especially noticeable when he mentioned that he had to learn how people addressed 

each other with Sir or Mam and how that showed itself to be different then what he, 

on an organisational level, was used to. We can conclude that making sense of each 

situation like this, no matter big or small, influences each individual’s contribution to 

the shaping of the common understandings and the culture (Watson, 2001, p. 21). In 

fact they all share the same culture but the differences in interpretations when asked 

about different parts of the culture supports the individuals construction of the reality 

at hand (Geertz, 1973, p. 6 ff.)   

The different answers to when I asked each participant what part of the organisational 

culture they favour most or what parts they felt strongly about can also allow for us to 

see that the culture was not one and the same to each of the participants. Each 

interviewee had different answers to what the essence of the culture entailed, which 

illustrates how fluent and dependent on sense-making a culture is. This part of the 

study touches on an interesting theoretical critique concerning common 

understandings and shared cultural assumptions (Watson, 2001, p.21). What the 

dominant literature is often missing is the recognition of autonomy and self-made 

cultural understandings that are in place for each individual and is consequently 

specific and unique to each individual (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 107). Kunda 

(2013, p. 161) also suggests this individual independence explains that each 

individual is a social product, and it freely creates meanings and beliefs for itself and 

its understanding in putting itself in the context of social interaction.  
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An interesting phenomenon during the interviews was that each participant said “we” 

and talking about the culture at the office as if it was something that they all had the 

same picture of. At times it seemed as if the participants took for granted that 

everybody else shared the same view they themselves expressed. In fact, this was not 

the case at all. Many of the participants expressed different things and I could easily 

see how many of the cultural dissimilarities occurred, as stated by Geertz (1973, p. 6 

ff.) the meanings are dependant on being correctly interpreted by the receiver. My 

conclusion is that the cultural dissimilarities occurred because each of the participants 

went into each interaction with an expectation to be understood. When a 

misunderstanding then occurred it was created because of differences in each sense-

making process, which, in turn, led employees to create yet a new set of meanings for 

that specific situation to resolve the misunderstanding (Søderberg, 2003, p. 6).  

Nonetheless, considering all the values and beliefs that employees bring into an 

organisation can also be a challenge, (Watson, 2001, p. 111), as those values and 

beliefs might, in the most extreme scenarios, turn the organisation into chaos. One 

example in the case study, not of chaos but the most prominent cause of conflict and 

misunderstanding, were the linguistic barriers that existed. It seemed as if at these 

linguistic barriers the sense-making processes were at their most sensitive stage. The 

linguistic matters caused severe misunderstandings where individuals had to begin 

again to make sure they understood each other. Other matters, such as the differences 

in the notion of time and the differences in competitiveness in the everyday work life, 

showed to be connected to customs and norms and were more acceptable and 

understood but when the ways of communication failed the cooperation suffered the 

most. However, looking at the differences and the similarities that the interviewees 

mentioned, the similarities such as the need to be good and the welcoming nature of 

all parties in the cross-cultural management interaction, showed to cover larger areas 

of what might be considered important. The dissimilarities, such as hierarchical 

levels, formality and differences in notion of time were in contrast showed to cover 

smaller areas. This meant that there was no explicit or noticeable danger for the 

cultural differences turning the state of the IKEA office in India into chaos (Watson, 

2001, p. 111).  

Furthermore, the study also showed that these processes of individual and collective 

sense-making turned some of the people at the research site into ‘cultural experts’ 
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who were aware of all the different cultural influences. For example, interpretations 

of linguistic barriers were known and handled and sorted as new knowledge through 

past mis-interpretations. The ‘cultural experts’ expressed the correlation in the 

differences in notion of time to inherent behaviour due to different cultural 

backgrounds. Also, awareness towards higher status of knowledge from expatriates 

showed itself as some sort of culturally sensitive knowledge. We saw in the findings 

section that they were often able to express this knowledge explicitly, but given that 

culture is also about implicit and underlying assumptions, we can assume that they 

know much more than they were able to express. In this way, the study also showed a 

glimpse of how a focus on culture as on-going interaction and interpretation is an 

important part of cultural “knowledge work”. (Søderberg and Holden, 2002, p. 110) 

5.3 Cross-cultural environments and special influences 

The findings of the case study also pointed to special influences on sense-making 

processes of employees that were due to the history of India and its connection to the 

British Empire. According to Tomlinson (1975), the British had been the dominant 

power in the Indian subcontinent from 1757 to the transfer of power in 1947 (p. 337). 

These centuries of Britain’s domination left marks on this subcontinent and its people; 

for example, English, that had been the only official language during the British rule 

with respect to administrative and educational matters, is still one of the primary 

languages (along with Hindi) and the main language of the government; it serves as a 

kind of lingua franca between different dialects and regional languages.  

The cultural complexity of ‘culture’ in a constructionist stand-point, being dependant 

on the individuals with all its “personal, cultural and societal experiences” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 112), transitions to the historical impact that has 

imprinted on the society in India. Therefore, the legacy of the British Empire, 

however, also has effects on the micro-level of society and has been a long-lasting 

impact even on individual sense-making processes, as findings of the case study 

indicate. Cultural clashes are in its base differences in social patterns as well as 

clashes of “emotional and existential character” (Stier, 2009, p. 148). Stier (2009) 

continues with situations as such resulting in a feeling of lesser understanding where 

the individual cannot comprehend the social situations that dictate in a manner that 

they are accustomed to. This also correlates with Geertz (1973, p. 6 ff.) example of 
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only understanding a wink if already established customs in interpretations are in 

place. 

In the case of the IKEA office in India there were some general factors that can and 

should be included as major influences into an individuals sense-making processes. 

Historical influences of domination and integration through the British Empire -  

“sometimes freely and sometimes by force” (Storey, 2010, p. 111) -, as mentioned, 

have left their imprint on the cultural environment(s) in India. At the IKEA office in 

India, traces of this imprint also became apparent as part of the cross-cultural setting. 

One interviewee put it well in saying that “because we were ruled as a colony for so 

many years, in general, Indians consider foreigners to be superior to them and you 

can see that even in the way we treat people here (at the office)” (Diti). This idea of 

superiority of foreigners, for example, became visible in the ways in which employees 

with an Indian background acted in contrast to those that arrived to the office from 

abroad. As those arriving from abroad were more vocal and socially took up more 

space people originating from India seemed to take a back seat.  

The historical influences on culture often lead to the establishment of certain 

categories for human experience (Barrett, 2002, p. 50 fff) and it takes active efforts to 

become aware of these influences and become detached from that frame of mind. The 

embedded influences left in India due to historical influences has affected the 

individual construction and sense-making. At the office at IKEA India these effects 

were not directly visible, but during the interviews participants explicitly referred to 

the sovereignty that ‘western’ knowledge and consequently people originating from 

the ‘western’ societies had. Lena, not originating from India, expressed the concern of 

the unfairness of people being prioritised because of their skin colour or what cultural 

background they have. Diti as well expressed similar thoughts but continued with that 

in the office “it’s not the foreigners being superior, it’s the Indians treating them 

(that way) …it’s almost like an unsaid thing”. The quotation has direct implication to 

the expatriates coming to the office in India to work in establishing the organisation 

and superiority that is given to them. The superiority given to foreigners has unfair 

advantages and consequently has profound implications in making the expatriates 

“knowledge managers” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 110) possessing vital 

knowledge to the organisation. 
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This idea of superiority of foreigners might not always have to do with the historical 

influences but can also be the result of an organisation being so overtaking in its 

dominance and influence (Westwood, 2006, p. 102). We saw this influence in the case 

study when the management of IKEA and the office in India tried to determine 

organisational values and norms through sense-giving. For example, Anders 

explained that IKEA does not want to compromise on some of their values, which 

indicates the extent of how much IKEA tries to control the cultural outcome. The 

sovereignty thus came in the form of influential sense-giving processes and the 

ambition to exert as much influence as possible was impossible not to pick up on.  

5.4 Synopsis of Insights  
In taking the insights gained from the findings of the case study and connecting them, 

I can now address the research question that I mentioned in the beginning: In what 

ways are employees of an IKEA office in India making sense of their complex cross-

cultural environment? Moreover, a synopsis of the insights allows me to critique the 

essentialist views of culture and cross-cultural management by means of the findings 

of the case study. 

The synopsis of the insights of the case that I presented in the previous sections paint 

a picture of ‘organisational culture’ as something that is flexible, dynamic, negotiated, 

and composed of shared meanings and individual interpretations. In this fluent 

cultural construct the employees at the IKEA office in India made sense or their 

complex surroundings in individual interpretations that, in turn, depended on, for 

example, linguistic understanding, concepts of time and dynamics between formality 

and informality.  

We saw that the notion of culture involves individual and collective sense-making 

processes (in balance with sense-giving attempts by means of ‘official’ cultural values 

and norms), in the construction of shared meanings that are based on these sense-

making processes and various cultural influences, and special influences that, in this 

case, were a part of the specific historical situation of the country. With this in mind, I 

want to elaborate on dominant definitions of cross-cultural management in the 

literature by adding the insight and peculiarities of the case study at the IKEA office 

in India.  
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Adler et al. mention that the aim of cross-cultural research (1986, p. 296) is to 

“describe and compare organizational behaviour across cultures, and, perhaps most 

important for managers, seek to understand and improve the effectiveness of people 

interacting with colleagues from different cultures” In this statement Adler et al. uses 

a rather pragmatic and normative approach to cross-cultural management as 

especially the mentioning of “effectiveness” illustrates. Such pragmatic, prognostic, 

and normative approaches to organisational culture can be found in the research of 

Cummings and Worley (2014, p. 99) suggesting organisational culture as a 

management tool for the organisation, Alvesson (2013, p. 74) suggests organisational 

culture as “building blocks” to create an intended impact, and lastly Moran et al. 

(2014, p. 32) even go as far as to suggest than an organisation cannot be without a 

manageable organisational culture in a globalised world. 

In addition to the pragmatic aim of cross-cultural management research presented by 

Adler et al. (1986, p. 296) a more thorough and detailed definition of cross-cultural 

management itself is also presented by Adler (see Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 104): 

“Cross-cultural management studies the behaviour of people in organizations around 

the world and trains people to work in organizations with employee and client 

populations. It describes organizational behaviour within countries and cultures; 

compares organizational behaviour across cultures and countries: and perhaps, most 

importantly, seeks to understand and improve the interaction of co-workers, clients, 

suppliers, and alliance partners from different countries and cultures. Cross-cultural 

management thus expands the scope of domestic management to encompass the 

international and multicultural spheres”. In this definition there is a strong sense of 

two different ‘cultures’ interacting and being compared to each other as static forms 

simply crashing into each other but not truly interacting in a sense-giving or sense-

making sort of way. Here Adler shows a rather straightforward and blunt approach to 

the concept of culture in which cultural synergy where cultural differences are 

determined on the basis of the cultural beliefs and assumptions to be able to determine 

cultural overlaps (Adler, 2000, p. 119). In this approach there is a profound fixed 

notion of the concept of ‘culture’ as something static and as something that when 

differences and overlaps have been discovered they can be mended and bent to an 

organisational will. In the lines of Hofstede (1980, p. 23) culture is thus suggested as 

premastered and limited in regards to individual right or ability to make sense. The 
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cultural synergy that Adler (2000, p. 119) speaks of is hard to imagine, in accordance 

with the research from the site in India and the literary foundation on culture as 

individually owned and organic in its development (Geertz, 1973, p. 6ff.; Watson, 

2001, p. 21; Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 107) Let me make this explanatory 

argument, a cultural synergy is impossible without firstly looking at the ‘culture’ at 

hand. 

In light of this, Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 111) hold the view of culture as 

consisting of individuals bringing in different cultural assumptions and thus as a 

constructionist process where continuous sense-making and sense-giving creates an 

understanding both for the individuals and the population at large. In this sense 

culture is not static and overlapping but fluent and moving back and forth into 

different meanings as the continuous interaction between different influences and 

individuals occur. This iterative and interpretative approach towards culture thus 

helps in answering the underlying questions of “how, who, what, and why” (Yagi & 

Kleinberg, 2011, p 649) as well as “now what should I do?” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 

410). 

Consequently, Søderberg and Holden have presented strong critique towards 

researchers for not explicitly examining the concepts of culture in terms of having a 

culture or being/belonging to a culture (2002, p. 108).  

Regarding sense-making no clear definition exists but merely a general consensus on 

what the subject entails (Brown et al., 2015, p. 266). Nonetheless, according to 

Søderberg and Holden most researchers insist on holding a static view of ‘culture’ 

(2002, p. 107), which often results in research being prognostic and normative, as also 

suggested by Romani (2008, p. 17 ff.). In this way the researchers also hinder the 

research from a more insightful understanding of what ‘culture’ is in each individual 

study and how it is constructed and brought into being in the interaction between 

individuals (Geertz, 1973, p. 6ff.; Watson, 2001, p. 21). 

These limitations brought on by the fixed notions of ‘culture’ are especially central to 

the case in this study as well as in regards to the different theoretical frameworks 

presented. As this study portrays a constructionist mind set, the thought of several 

individuals being forces or coerced into one and the same ‘culture’ seems highly 

unlikely to resemble the reality. Even though individuals might be seen as to share the 
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same ‘culture’ it is, as has been showed in the case of this study, doubtful that they 

have the exact same thoughts and views on everything in regards to the ‘culture’ at 

hand. The findings section show that the cross-cultural setting at the office in India is 

not just a matter of two platforms of cultural assumptions interacting with each other, 

but of several individual’s interactions and attempts of a joint creation of meanings, 

norms and assumptions in cultural values. Thus my opinion is that putting two 

‘cultures’ next to each other is in its most evident stage disregarding that the notion of 

‘cultures’ are about dynamic, changing and on-going processes of interaction. The 

findings of the study demonstrate the dynamic and on-going qualities through the 

varied forms of cultural assumptions each individual brought into play and the 

plentiful ways, which the interviewees’ sense-making processes interacted with sense-

giving attempts of the management by means of an ‘official organisational culture’. I 

can here support this claim in how the participants continuously expressed differences 

in many cultural aspects within the perception of the organisational sense-giving as 

well as in the individual perception of each other and the ‘culture’ they experienced 

they shared. In this perception and sense-making of situations the ‘culture’ occurs 

within each individual as well as for the population at large (Adler & Jelinek, 1986, p. 

81) The mixed emotions and expressed differences and cultural clashes from the 

participants as well as my own perception of having been in India and witnessed the 

cultural differences that occur on a societal level as well an in the individual 

interaction, I would not conclude that a cultural synergy would be a possibility for the 

IKEA office in India. The ‘culture’ is interpreted over and over again (Søderberg & 

Holden, 2002, p. 112), as we have seen during the exploration of the findings. It is 

therefore impossible to determine a culture or cultural understandings for that matter 

as something static or overlapping, like suggested by Hofstede (1980, p. 23 ff.) in 

how our ways of thoughts are already premastered and decided without the 

individual’s autonomy. Thus (as identified in the case study concerning this thesis) 

this invalidates or at least seriously questions the notion put forth by Adler in her 

definition (see Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 104) as well as the concepts put forth by 

Hofstede (1980, p. 18) as culture as a static and rigid entity. Furthermore it questions 

models for cultural dissimilarity and cultural synergy work (Adler, 2000, p. 116) as 

well as pragmatic, predictive, and normative managerial work on culture 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998, p. 118; Schein, 2006, p. 225; Moran et al., 

2014, p. 364 ff.) 
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On another spectrum of the definition on cross-cultural management provided by 

Søderberg and Holden (2002, p. 110) they recognise the importance of the knowledge 

that is created in cross-cultural management and how this knowledge is to be used for 

giving an optimal amount of value. Søderberg and Holden’s own definition: “the core 

task of cross-cultural management in a globalizing business world is to facilitate and 

direct synergistic interaction and learning at interfaces, where knowledge, values and 

experiences are transferred into multicultural domains of implementation” (2002, p. 

113) shows a much more tangible and thorough study of the knowledge and how to 

facilitate it while taking heed to the individual interaction that is the fluent foundation 

of cultural interaction. Søderberg and Holden present the reasons for cross-cultural 

management turning into knowledge work as the individuals working aren’t simply 

niched or specialised in the same extent today as they used to be but instead they have 

transformed into “sophisticated generalists, able to manage a potpourri of projects, 

people, resources, and issues” (2002, p. 109). This corresponds quite well with what 

we saw about the importance of expatriates in the case study of the IKEA office in 

India.  

What was evident in my experience in India was the way the interviewees handled 

knowledge and how everyone had their own experiences and solutions to everyday 

problems. The participants partaking in the interviews had experiences in different 

areas and could therefore resort to different solutions, some more compatible to the 

situation at hand than others. Many consciously or unconsciously took on the roles as 

“knowledge managers” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 110).  

However, using the knowledge to resolve problems is according to (Søderberg & 

Holden, 2002, p. 110) not enough but a manager needs to “Become adapt at 

translating new knowledge into new ways of behaving”. Adler et al. also touch on the 

new demand “for managers sophisticated in international business and skilled in 

working with people from other cultures” (1986, p. 295). My findings take part and 

elaborate on this part of cross-cultural management where it at the research site 

existed both experts brought in from abroad and local expertise. An example of this 

separation of expertise was explained by Anders who said that he was brought in as 

an expert on how to work in lines with the IKEA values, meanwhile the people he 

worked with originating from India were experts in how to perform the tasks 

demanded in the Indian habitat. In this sense the research site showed a cultural 
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diversity seen as something advantageous (Hoecklin, 1995, p. ix), making use of all 

their accessible knowledge. However, in knowledge work the transferring of 

“knowledge, values and experiences” (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 105) is equally 

important. In the case of the office at IKEA India this did not appear. The dependency 

of those individuals carrying this crucial knowledge proved imperative and therefore 

it cannot be argued that the transferring of the information was at its peak. My 

findings led me to believe that at the IKEA office in India many problems seemed to 

be resolved without proper documentation hence loosing the possibility to provide the 

same insights into other geographical areas or functions. Also, without this insightful 

process the organisational will lose insight into how, where and why the problem 

occurred. There are lessons to be learned that, in the case of this study, were being 

overlooked. Instead of shining light on the roots of the problem the most common 

mode would instead be to attack the actual problem to quickly find a suitable solution. 

The managers acting in the roles of knowledge managers thus become indispensible 

to the organisation.  

The complexity within ‘culture’ comes in the form of what each individual bring to 

the sense-making processes, such as their background and previous knowledge 

(Weick et al., 2005, p. 411) as well as the sense-making processes “retrospective” 

nature (Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 247). The diversity in experiences and knowledge 

that each individual carry with them can consequently serve as an organisational 

diversity and competitively advantage (Hoecklin, 1995, p. ix). These advantages in 

viewing culture as an on-going and dynamic process with individuals constantly 

contributing with new information and assumptions in interactions, interpretations 

and negotiations with each other highlights the constructionist process and contributes 

to the potential insights in knowledge work (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 109). In 

this learning the organisation has the opportunity to learn about local norms and 

values instead of trying to adapt them to ‘official’ standards. The understanding of 

interpretation of cultural values through different individuals can lead to new shared 

meanings; seeing that individuals’ interpretations of norms and values are not a threat 

to official values, but just a natural and inevitable process.  
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6 Conclusion 

In the conclusion I summarise the most important themes from the theoretical 

framework, findings chapter and analysis. I point out the theoretical contribution of 

the thesis and mention recommendations for future studies within the research field as 

well as practical recommendations. 

Main theories 

Søderberg and Holden’s (2002) article Rethinking Cross Cultural Management in a 

Globalizing Business World has been an influential theoretical inspiration to this 

thesis in how it describes a critical frame of mind towards research on cross-cultural 

management in regards to managing culture in a prognostic and normative way (2002, 

p. 105 ff.). With the authors’ definition of cross-cultural management as: “the core 

task of cultural management in a globalizing business world to facilitate and direct 

synergetic interaction and learning at interfaces, where knowledge, values and 

experiences are transferred into multicultural domains of implementation” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 113) they offer a critical view of organisational 

culture that is less normative and static than views presented by Hofstede in 1980 and 

more recently in 2006 by Kunda as well as the more pragmatic and predictive views 

represented by Moran et al (2014) and Trompenaars and Schein (2006) . Concurring 

with this more organic and vivacious view of culture is for example Geertz (1973, p. 

5) and Watson (2001, p. 21) in suggesting a constructionist view of culture that stems 

from the individual’s ability to make sense of the reality. Critical views on 

organisational culture has called for more in depth and constructionist scrutinising of 

what ‘culture’ really is (Søderberg and Holden, 2002, p. 107) and thus the static view 

on ‘culture’ mainly represented and argued for by Hofstede as something an 

individual belongs to (Hofstede, 1980, p. 18 ff.; Holden, 2002, p. xiii) rather than 

something an individual is, becomes obsolete. The theoretical framework in this thesis 

has mirrored these contrasting views of culture as non-essentialist and culture as an 

essence (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 106 ff.), i.e. culture as something 

organisations ‘have’ and organisations as ‘being’ culture.  

Woven into this cultural understanding are the concepts of sense-giving: as in how 

organisations strive to influence employees to create coalitions of shared meanings 

(Gioia & Chittenpeddi, 1991, p. 443), and sense-making: in how individuals 
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continuously create their own constructs in making sense of their reality (Weick et al., 

2005, p. 411) as well as through social interaction scan, interpret and respond in 

interaction with other individuals (Fellows & Liu, 2016, p. 248) in order to reproduce 

meanings and understandings (Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 115).  

Main Findings 

The findings illustrated how the IKEA office in India attempted to use sense-giving as 

a kind of managerial ‘tool’ of cross-cultural management. These attempts are 

exhibited through formal processes such as “from dock to cash out” where the 

employee works in the department store to gain a more holistic picture of how the 

organisation works. Another of these sense-giving processes is “the IKEA way” 

where the employee is, in more explicit ways, instructed and informed in what the 

official standards and values of IKEA are. Other more informal processes were 

exhibited in the form of managers influencing employees by expressively making sure 

they work in lines with the IKEA values as well as the employees constantly being 

reminded of the organisational sense-giving through words representative of the 

aspired culture written on the walls as well as talked about frequently.  

What became apparent after gathering the data for the study was that during the 

interviews each individual had their own sense of the ‘culture’ at the office in India, 

which indicated that the ‘culture’ they thought they shared was in fact perceived 

differently for each and every one of them. The ‘culture’ was necessarily not 

completely different, as they did share foundational understandings, which made it 

possible for them to work together, but they still had various different interpretations 

of certain different terms or values. These differences showed themselves to be results 

of different sense-making processes (Weick et al., 2005, p.411) as well as information 

being interpreted and reacted upon in different ways for each participant (Fellows & 

Liu, 2016, p. 247).  

Even though individual sense-making at the research site in India seemed to be the 

major contributor to the cultural understanding and assumptions, organisational sense-

giving attempts still had some impact as they provided general guidelines for the 

employees. Findings point to a certain balance between sense-giving and sense-

making processes. Moreover, as some local cultural influences were not part of the 

official cultural values or sometimes even contradicted them, i.e. formal vs. informal, 
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sense-making processes also sometimes led to a different understanding of official 

values or resulted in a kind of compromise situation: ‘Yes, we know that this value is 

meant like that, but it does not work in that sense here’. All these processes together 

created a complex interplay of meanings and interpretations.  

Cultural differences were often due to the individual sense-making processes, in 

which ‘culture’ was created differently for each individual partaking in the study. This 

showed that ‘culture’ is fluid and ever-changing through social interaction between 

individuals (Geertz, 1973, p. 5; Søderberg and Holden, 2002, p.112). The view of 

‘culture’ constructed through individual sense-making and social interaction, as ever 

changing and on-going thus questions earlier – and often essentialist and normative - 

cross-cultural management as culture being managed like “building blocks” 

(Alvesson, 2013, p. 74) in order to lead to efficient and organisational prosperous 

results (Cummings & Worley, 2014, p. 99; Adler, 2000, p. 116). 

Importance of this study 

This qualitative case study examines the research field of cross-cultural management 

research in a critical manner. Theories on cross-cultural management theories are 

being put under pressure in evaluating their validity by using the example of the 

IKEA office in India and the interplay of the social interaction in terms of sense-

giving and sense-making.  

Furthermore, this study shines light on the historical significance that has influenced 

the situation at the IKEA office in India. By having the ability to include a frame of 

dominance through historical influences we can identify unique factors that serve as a 

valuable addition as not all case studies have suppressing and dominating themes 

embedded in their set-up.  

The importance of the study also lies in the critical evaluation of Søderberg and 

Holden’s arguments when it comes to a deeper understanding of what ‘culture’ is 

(2002, p. 107) as well as scrutinising other theoretical contributions to the field of 

cross-cultural management research such as the normative and predictive approaches 

supported by Hannerz (1992, p. 15), Cummings & Worley (2014, p. 99), Moran et al. 

(2014, p. 11) and Schein (2006, p. 246). It is my personal belief that I, with this study, 

can support the research of culture being organic and fluent and in this contribute in 

diminishing the historically standardised view of ‘culture’ as a stable and fixed entity 
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(Holden, 2002, p. xiii), thus contributing in looking with more evaluating eyes at ‘the 

heart of culture’.  

Theoretical contribution to the literature on Cross-Cultural Management 

In this qualitative case study the concept of ‘culture’ as something static (Holden, 

2002, p. xiii) and preprogramed (Hofstede, 1980, p. 17) as well as implicated by 

Adler (2000, p. 116) in the notion of cultural overlapping and “effectiveness” (Adler 

et al., 1986, p. 296) shows a pragmatic, predictive, and normative approach, which I 

here criticise. Instead adhering to Søderberg and Holden’s non-essentialist concept of 

culture (2002, p. 107) and Geertz’s (1973, p. 6 ff.) ambition to understand culture by 

looking at the individuals partaking in the culture shows culture as a fluent stream of 

social interaction. This study has uniqueness in its application of the cross-cultural 

frames at an organisation situated in India, thus fulfilling the lack in previous research 

by looking at cross-cultural interaction in combination with organisational culture 

(Romani, 2008, p. 19 ff.) as well as looking at a constructionist take on cross-cultural 

interaction instead of the normative and prognostic approaches (Romani, 2008, p. 4; 

Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 107). The cultural outlook as non-essentialist 

illustrated with empirical facts and in this the arguments and opinions from the article 

“Rethinking Cross Cultural Management in a Globalizing Business World” 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002) is conceptualised in a new setting. 

I also add yet another aspect in terms of historical influence. This study adds the 

component of a setting that has been dominated by British ruling (Tomlinson, 1975, 

p. 337) and, in this, adding specific insights concerning historical significant 

influences. In the setting of the case study we can see how influential the historical 

significance is and how pivotal the individual sense-making process is to the creation 

of the ‘culture’.  

Further research: Recommendations for future studies 

Further studies on cultural interplay and exchange in a cross-cultural setting would 

have the ability to contribute both to the practical nature of the organisation that is 

being studies but also in the form of a theoretical contribution to a specific research 

field such as cultural exchange in and around a multinational organisation.  
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Historical significance and its aftermath centred within an organisation is an 

interesting subject and one that has been touched upon in this thesis but deserves to be 

further researched. The dominance of Western knowledge and its influence brought in 

by the employees of multinational companies in developing and third world countries 

has been tangible in this study and therefore further studies that investigate this 

subject should be encouraged.  

Practical contribution: Recommendations to Practice 

The insights of the study also have implications in form of practical recommendations 

for the people working at the office at IKEA India– employees and managerial 

employees – in these cross-cultural settings.  

What is problematic about the static and normative overlap view of culture is loosing 

sight of specific details, misinterpretations of employee behaviour, missing chances of 

creating new values that are sensitive to local norms instead of insisting on 

implementing ‘official’ organisational standards. Letting the constructionist 

standpoint and natural progression of ‘culture’ through individual sense-making take 

place also enables the cultural diversity to be used instead of trying to hem it 

(Søderberg & Holden, 2002, p. 105; Hoecklin, 1995, p. ix). In this cultural diversity a 

new kind of knowledge work can be found where individuals are used much more as 

local expertise rather than having expertise brought in from abroad (Søderberg and 

Holden (2002, p. 110).  

This study follows the constructionist approach and is neither predictive nor 

normative but can contribute in helping people in various positions in organisations to 

understand the complexity and their attempts to understand their own cross-cultural 

setting. Though the study does not and should not, under the constructionist 

prerequisites (Geertz, 1966, p. 21), strive to be generalised it does offer an awareness 

of the sense-making processes as well as the context and historical significance of an 

organisation’s setting.  
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