Easy as PIE: Presenting in English. Presentations-1d

Background To Business in Sweden 

A belief in the genuine equality of individuals and the resultant desire for consensus are at the heart of Swedish business life.
Sweden, as has often been stated, presents a fascinating business model. It has proved to be a remarkably successful post-war economy, which has managed to combine both pro-business policies with the provision of an all-embracing welfare state. Indeed the 'social' policies once produced a famous remark from the mayor of Shanghai: “I like Sweden but you are just a bit too socialist over there”.

This seeming paradox can in large measure be explained by an understanding of one of the central Swedish characteristic - egalitarianism. A belief in the genuine equality of individuals and the resultant desire for consensus are at the heart of Swedish business life and explain both organizational structures and management approach in the country (see below).

A second, often quoted, surprise about Swedish business is the relatively large number of truly international companies emanating from a country with a population of less than nine million - Eriksson, Electrolux, Atlas Copco, ABB, Tetrapak; the list is almost endless. It is a truism that countries with small domestic markets need to internationalize to survive and prosper but few countries have been as relatively successful as Sweden on the world stage.

The third remarkable fact about Sweden is the enormous breadth of its industries. Sweden has significant companies in market sectors varying from electrical goods to vehicle manufacture, from telecommunications to pharmaceuticals and from mechanical engineering to chemicals. In addition, of course, it has companies with a global presence in all these industrial areas. 

Swedish Business Structures 

Swedish organizations tend to be less layered than in all other European countries

Flat management and egalitarianism sit very comfortably together and this accounts for the fact that Swedish organizations tend to be less layered than in all other European countries. The flatness of Swedish management structures is also mirrored in the levels of remuneration offered to different stratas within a company. A combination of tax regime and centrally agreed salary agreements have produced a country in which pay differentials are almost unbelievably low (although this is starting to change).

Structures are designed to be pragmatic and systematic and to allow people to perform their tasks effectively and with as little disruption as possible. This does not, however, mean that structures are extremely inflexible. Indeed matrix management, which works better in Sweden than almost anywhere else, leads to an openness of communication and freedom of information which many more hierarchical societies would find almost anarchic.

One key organizational necessity worthy of note is the absolute need for punctuality. Don't be late in Sweden if you want to maintain a professional image. 

Swedish Management Style 

The managers are seen more as facilitators or coaches

An egalitarian approach, which seeks consensus results, produces a very specific management approach. The paternalism, which can be found further south in Europe, sits uneasily with the average Swede and direct 'instructions' can be seen as embarrassing for all concerned. Therefore managers are seen more as facilitators or coaches who offer advice and suggestions. Bosses are not, necessarily, expected to know all the answers and it is assumed that the person performing a particular task is the most knowledgeable about that particular task.

One result of this approach is that decisions can be hard to reach and the process tends to be drawn out. It is important that the manager includes everybody in the process and that everybody's point of view is listened to and ostensibly valued. Many expatriates from countries where 'quick' decision making is highly valued can find this process extremely frustrating. It is dangerous to try to circumvent this process, however, as unilateral decisions are unlikely to be respected or adhered to.

As managers tend towards a consensual approach and openness of discussion, information tends to flow well between departments and functions. There also tends to be less social distance between managers and subordinates. Management denotes a level of work-related responsibility rather than a hierarchical status. 

