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Abstract: This article explores the leadership and management styles of four distinct regions—the United States, Japan,
Germany, and Scandinavian countries—through the lens of cultural values and organizational practices. The research aims to analyse
how cultural norms shape leadership approaches, workplace dynamics, and business success. By examining examples from renowned
companies, the study identifies key contrasts and similarities, offering insights for businesses seeking to expand internationally. The
findings emphasize the importance of cultural awareness and adaptation in achieving effective cross-cultural collaboration and
sustainable growth in a globalized economy.
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1. Introduction

Leadership styles across the globe are as diverse as the cultures that shape them, deeply rooted in historical,
social, and economic contexts. This is an exploratory article that is going to uncover and evaluate the management styles
of four distinct regions—the United States, Japan, Germany, and Scandinavian countries—through the lens of cultural
and leadership values. The purpose is explanatory: to uncover what drives these leadership approaches and identify
workplace dynamics using as examples big companies from each region. By analysing these differences, we gain insights
into how cultural norms influence leadership and management, shaping the successes and challenges of businesses in
various environments.

Culture, often described as the collective programming of the mind, profoundly impacts leadership styles and
organizational behaviour. Leadership, in turn, plays a critical role in shaping the direction, performance, and ethos of any
business. Comparing leadership styles across cultures is crucial for understanding not just how decisions are made, or
teams are managed, but also how organizations adapt to global challenges, foster innovation, and sustain growth. In a
world increasingly interconnected by globalization, understanding these differences is vital for effective cross-cultural
collaboration and for businesses striving to expand their reach.

The nations chosen for this analysis—the United States, Japan, Germany, and Scandinavian countries (Denmark,
Norway, Sweden)—represent distinct cultural identities that highlight the diversity of leadership styles. These regions
differ significantly in their geographical positioning, historical development, and social structures, offering a diverse array
of contrasts. By diving into their unique approaches to management, this article seeks to shed light on the interplay
between cultural values and leadership.

2. Literature review

This study examines how national values and cultural behaviour shape management styles, drawing on key
theories in cross-cultural management. Central to the analysis is Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, which link cultural traits-
like power distance and individualism- to leadership and organizational practices.

Prior research shows that leadership is culturally dependent, with management styles varying according to social
norms. This paper builds on that foundation by analysing how cultural values directly influence leadership behaviour and
workplace dynamics in real business contexts.

The review sets the stage for a comparative study of leadership shaped by cultural frameworks, highlighting the
importance of cultural awareness in global management.

3. Research methodology
This study uses documentary analysis to compare leadership styles in the U.S., Japan, Germany, and
Scandinavian countries. Data was gathered from 2023-2024 annual reports of major companies’ origin from those
countries. (e.g., Apple, Sony, Siemens), Hofstede’s cultural database and multiple articles on management styles,
especially leadership styles in the subject countries.

4. Results and discussions
4.1 Management Description for Each Nation
4.1.1 United States of America
The first nation that I am going to talk about is the United States of America, which we know has provided us
with some great companies and examples of successful management. The leadership style goes hand in hand with the
values and roots of the US and some keywords that best describe it are equality, competitiveness, freedom, directness,
independence, progress & change, Success & achievement, diversity and efficiency.

146


mailto:mariastefania.pinter@ulbsibiu.ro

REVISTA STUDENTILOR ECONOMISTI SIBIENI — No. 13/2025

Individualism, one of the six dimensions identified by Hofstede’s cultural framework, examines “the degree of
interdependence a society maintains among its members.” The United States scores highly on this dimension, with a
notable score of 60, characterizing it as a predominantly individualistic culture. This emphasis on individualism is
reflected in the American value system, which prioritizes personal accomplishments, individual performance, and the
pursuit of significant achievements.

Their management style emphasizes on open and direct discussions between team members, managers and
leaders as Apple mentions in its annual report in the employee section-” Team members are encouraged to come to their
managers with questions, feedback or concerns”. The fact that they have this freedom of speech regarding their ideas
with their colleges and that managers/leaders are easily accessible and open to discussions shows a low power distance,
fact that is also supported by their low score of 40 in the power distance dimension- “this is also evidenced by the focus
on equal rights in all aspects of American society and government” (Country Comparison Tool).

Americans do anything they can to ensure employee satisfaction by making sure that all their needs are met, that
they are properly rewarded and that they feel like they are part of the greatest achievements of the company. These facts
have been observed in the case of Apple but also for Microsoft. Apple states in the annual report that “The Company
believes that compensation should be competitive and equitable and should enable employees to share in the Company’s
success. The Company recognizes its people are most likely to thrive when they have the resources to meet their needs
and the time and support to succeed in their professional and personal lives.” and also both of the companies pay special
attention to the benefits they offer to their employees but also invest in the growth of knowledge and evolution: “enable
our employees’ continual growth, and reinforce our culture and values”’( Microsoft annual report)

This positive attitude toward competition leads to great results and achievements, this trait of North Americans
management is shown in the high score of Motivation towards Achievement and Success (62), which reflects the fact that
they strive to be the best they can be, and leaders motivate their employees to reach beyond expectations.

Due to all these characteristics of US management, we can state that they have participatory management and a
more transformational leadership that values innovation and creativity. Their way of thinking and leading is focused on
evolution and innovation by encouraging their employees “fo voice their opinions, take initiative, and show initiative”
(Traditional Leadership Styles, Chinese versus American).

4.1.2 Japan

Japan’s culture and values are deeply influenced by their religion and its beliefs. Shintoism which believes in
purity, harmony and family respect; the ethical philosophy Confucianism and Taoism religion that trust in balance
between human and nature lays the foundation for the core values of the nation: modesty, politeness, respect and social
harmony. Naturally, all these are reflected in their way of leading and managing businesses.

The most predominant aspect of their management style is the long-term orientation dimension with the
maximum score of 100 identified by Hofstede’s cultural framework. This attitude can be seen from their way of
recruitment to the way of innovation.

In Japan the employment system is a very carefully done part of the management because it lays the foundation
for a well-prepared human workforce, the personal recruitment being considered a long-term investment. This fact is
supported by Mitsubishi in their annual report by saying that: "Our people are our greatest strength.”. Their long-term
vision can be observed based on the statement provided by the same company: "We have developed a medium- to long-
term people vision designed to ensure that we can continue to recruit and retain high-quality talent (...) and train people
with the ability to anticipate changes in the business environment over the next 10 years."

Another practice some companies do under Japanese management is regarding lifetime employment, where
businesses hire people with the promise of keeping them until their retirement. This operation provides job security and
is a safety net for individuals that are not going to change their field of work.

Furthermore, their operational and innovation strategies are also focused on the long-term vision. Sony states
that very clearly in their annual report. "Sony consistently conducts management with a long-term perspective.”. Besides,
in the case of any difficulties, they do not let out of sight this approach: "Despite a challenging environment, all our
business segments remain agile in their operations, managed with a long-term view."

The main concepts of the Japanese management style are KAIZEN, NEMAWASHI and RINGI.

Kaizen, a Japanese term meaning "continuous improvement," emphasizes ongoing efforts to enhance processes
and systems for better performance. Initially popularized by Toyota in the 1980s, Kaizen fosters a culture of small,
incremental changes that collectively lead to significant advancements over time. This focus on innovation is reflected in
the high score of 95 in the Motivation towards achievement and success dimension, which classifies Japan as one of the
most decisive counties in the world.

The Japanese conglomerate, Mitsubishi confirms this approach as part of their management in the 2023 annual
report: "We are engaging in new business opportunities having built our industry connections over time and having
accumulated industry expertise and know-how by diving deep into each industry."”

Nemawashi and Ringi are connected because they proceed towards the decision-making process and the way of
communicating but also solving different challenges. The nemawashi method encourages open communication but first
making sure employees feel comfortable sharing ideas without fear of rejection. It emphasizes the value of consultation,
harmony, and inclusivity.
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The Ringi system is a collaborative decision-making method where ideas come along from lower to upper
management for review and consensus. It requires document circulation, collective approvals and even though this system
may be time consuming it ensures well-informed decisions and shared accountability.

These operational systems, especially Ringi, justify the medium score of the power distance (54) because the
decision-making process goes through each hierarchical layer until it reaches the top management. Another aspect that
has a connection with the Power distance score is their criteria of motivation and compensation. Seniority holds significant
importance in Japan, serving as the primary factor in determining salaries. This method reflects two main characteristics
of the Japanese system: employee’s loyalty for the company and long-term security for the employee.

4.1.3 Germany

Germany is the country with the best economy in Europe and is the third largest economy in the world after the
United States and China. But what makes Germany have such a great achievement and success? Their primary guiding
value in striving for excellence is their persistent commitment to performance orientation, followed by pragmatism,
brutally honesty, critical thinking and organization. All these core values lead the way towards a vigorous management
style.

In Germany, work is not a place for socializing, the relationships between employees, but especially between
superiors and subordinates are distant and cold. Even though there is a very professional and formal relationship between
them, the power distance index has a small score of 35 because “A direct and participative communication and meeting
style is common” (Country Comparison tool). Communication is straightforward and very honest since they go by the
principle to be “honest, even if it hurts”

Their way of working and thinking is very organized, structured and efficient. Germans are very fixated on
having a clear chain of command, followed by precise direction to maintain order and stay on track with the progress.
“Managers are expected to be decisive and assertive” (Country Comparison tool) is the explanation for their high score
of 66 in the motivation towards achievement and success dimension. The score is justified and is reflected in their efficient
way of getting things done.

The decision-making process goes by the same principles, it is methodical and goes from top to bottom on the
hierarchical scale, German leaders pay special attention to the details, making sure there is no ambiguity or room for
misunderstanding. Because of this structured decision-making process, they are very rigid in the face of changes along
the way. Their uncertainty avoidance score of 65 shows that in the moment of planning they also focus on stability and
risk assessment; they are very attentive to all the factors that can jeopardize the wellbeing of the company. Siemens
mentions in their 2023 annual report all the risk management measures they took to be well prepared for any challenges.
“We have implemented and coordinated a set of risk management and control systems which support us in the early
recognition of developments that could jeopardize the continuity of our business. The most important of these systems
include our enterprise-wide processes for strategic planning and management reporting. Strategic planning is intended
to support us in considering potential risks and opportunities well in advance of major business decisions, while
management reporting is intended to enable us to monitor such risks more closely as our business progresses(...)Risk
management at Siemens builds on a comprehensive, interactive and management-oriented Enterprise Risk Management
(ERM) approach that is integrated into the organization and that addresses both risks and opportunities”

Volkswagen Group, the German automotive conglomerate presents their internal management. “The operational
medium-term planning that is conducted once a year and generally covers a period of five years is incorporated into the
strategic planning as a key management element of the Group. Medium-term planning forms the core of our operational
planning and is used to formulate and safeguard the requirements for realizing strategic projects designed to meet Group
targets in both technical and economic terms”. This statement emphasizes their organized and performance-oriented
management style and how vital it is to align day-to-day operations with long-term goals. Also, this type of approach is
in line with the classification the German culture falls in for the long-term orientation, which classifies them as a pragmatic
country.

4.1.4 Scandinavian countries- Denmark, Norway, Sweden

I chose this region and studied these counties as a group because they are very similar and are known for their
common principles and ways of doing things. The main characteristics of the Scandinavian countries' culture are
openness, equality, innovation, cooperation and a great focus on education. All these features are clearly reflected in their
way of leading.

The most outstanding trait of their management style is the high degree of involvement and cooperation at the
workplace. Their flat management structure allows great participation from all the employees which leads to an abundant
flow of ideas, this approach justified the low score in the power distance dimension (as it can be observed in fig.1). The
Norwegian oil company, Equinor stands by this practice, and they mention the following statement in their 2023 annual
report: "Creating a great place to work: In Equinor, everyone is involved in the development of the company... We respect
employees’ rights to organize and to voice their opinions.". Another certification of the involvement and participation of
employees is given by the Sweden automotive company, Volvo Group: “Understanding that the Volvo Group’s success
depends on people moving the company ahead”

Their very low score on Motivation towards Achievement and Success which classifies them as a consensus
county reveal multiple facts about their leadership. The first one would be their importance for work life balance, but it
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also returns to the participatory way of management. By definition a consensus nation “is one where quality of life is the
sign of success” (Country Comparison tool), Sweden has the lowest score of 5 and is described as “incentives such as
free time and flexible work hours and place are favoured” (Country Comparison tool). Effective management in these
contexts emphasizes a supportive approach, prioritizing the well-being of employees and encouraging participative
decision-making processes. Consensus-building is the key managerial strategy for Denmark, Norway and Sweden,
reflecting the societal value placed on equality, openness, and the overall quality of professional life.

The substantial score in individualism fosters open and direct conversations which supports their outgoing
attitude at the workplace. Combined with a low power distance results in leaders who are open to feedback and prefer
collaborative decision-making. Based on these characteristics we can safely say that the Scandinavian countries adopt a
democratic leadership style.

Motivation
Power - . towards
Individualism . . . Indulgence
Distance Achievement and Avoidance Orientation

Uncertainty Long Term

Figure 1. Hofstede dimensions for Scandinavian Countries
Source: The cultural factor

4.2 Comparison
When analysing the management styles of the United States, Japan, Germany, and Scandinavian countries, it
becomes evident that cultural values profoundly shape how leadership is approached, and businesses are managed.
Although each region has its unique characteristics, several contrasting elements stand out, from workplace interactions
and decision-making processes to hierarchical structures.

4.2.1 Employee Participation and Hierarchical Structures

Scandinavian countries exhibit the most participatory and involved management style among the regions studied.
Their flat hierarchical structure encourages active involvement from employees at all levels, allowing ideas to flow freely
and fostering innovation. In contrast, Germany’s rigid hierarchical scale demands to have a clear chain of command, with
decisions typically flowing from the top down. This structured approach, while effective for maintaining order and clarity,
can sometimes limit the creative contributions of lower-level employees.

4.2.2 Decision-Making Processes: Japan vs. Germany

Even though Japan and Germany have similarities in the hierarchical structure and into the relationship expected
between superior and subordinate. The decision-making processes reflect their distinct cultural priorities. Japan employs
a bottom-up approach, where ideas originate at the lower levels and gradually work their way up the hierarchical ladder
through practices like Nemawashi and Ringi. This collaborative method ensures that all voices are heard, and decisions
are well-informed, though it can be time-consuming. Conversely, Germany adopts a top-down approach, where decisions
are made by senior management and passed down through the ranks. Subordinates expect clear directions and instructions
to follow. While this method may be quicker and aligns with Germany's structured ethos, it leaves less room for lower-
level input.

4.2.3 Focus on Employee Satisfaction: USA vs. Germany

When it comes to prioritizing employee satisfaction, the United States stands out for its emphasis on ensuring
workers feel valued and engaged. Companies like Apple and Microsoft actively invest in competitive compensation,
benefits, and professional growth opportunities, all aimed at enhancing employee satisfaction and retention. In contrast,
Germany, while highly efficient, does not place the same level of importance on this regard. They do not seek this kind
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of belonging to the workplace because German businesses focus more on performance and results, with less attention
given to creating a workplace centred around employee happiness or personal fulfilment.

4.2.4 Workplace Atmosphere: Scandinavian Informality vs. German Formality

Speaking of German formality, one of the most evident differences lies in the workplace atmosphere.
Scandinavian countries are known for their informal, egalitarian work environments where employees and leaders interact
on a first-name basis and foster a sense of community. This contrasts sharply with Germany's formal and professional
atmosphere, where there is a clear distinction between superiors and subordinates. In Germany, work is a place for
structured execution, not socializing, and relationships tend to remain professional and distant. While both approaches
are effective within their cultural contexts, the informal atmosphere of Scandinavia encourages collaboration and open
dialogue, whereas Germany’s formality ensures precision and order.

4.2.5 Free Communication: United States vs. Japan

Both the United States and Japan value open communication, but they differ significantly in their handling of
uncertainty. In the United States, free communication is tied to low uncertainty avoidance, meaning that employees and
leaders are more willing to take risks and embrace change without fear of failure. On the other hand, Japan's high
uncertainty avoidance reflects a significant reluctance to make mistakes, which can lead to meticulous planning and a
cautious approach to decision-making. While both countries encourage dialogue, the cultural attitudes toward risk and
error are vividly different.

For companies aiming to expand their operations internationally, recognizing and adapting to these cultural variations
is not merely beneficial—it is essential. A management style that thrives in one country may falter in another if it does
not align with local expectations and values. For instance, a U.S.-based company entering the Japanese market must
understand the emphasis on long-term orientation, collaborative decision-making, and harmony, which differ
considerably from the more individualistic and direct communication style prevalent in the United States. Similarly,
businesses expanding to Scandinavia must be prepared to embrace a participatory leadership style and prioritize work-
life balance, values that are less emphasized in other regions like Germany.

5. Conclusions

Understanding the diverse management styles of the United States, Japan, Germany, and Scandinavian countries
underscores the profound influence of cultural values on leadership and organizational practices. Each region’s approach
to hierarchy, decision-making, employee engagement, and workplace dynamics is deeply rooted in its history, cultural
and societal norms. Scandinavian countries promote equality and participation, fostering a collaborative and inclusive
work environment. Germany, with its structured and formal approach, emphasizes precision and efficiency. The United
States balances innovation and employee satisfaction, while Japan focuses on harmony, gradual innovation, and
meticulous decision-making. These differences highlight the importance of cultural awareness in an increasingly
globalized business landscape.

Cultural divergence can lead to misunderstandings, reduced employee morale, and even operational
inefficiencies. Conversely, companies that invest in understanding and respecting cultural differences position themselves
to build stronger relationships with local stakeholders, enhance employee satisfaction, and achieve sustainable success.
Conducting thorough research and tailoring strategies to align with the cultural and leadership expectations of the target
country is not just a strategic advantage—it is vital for long-term success.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of leadership styles reveals that culture is not a secondary factor but a
core determinant of how businesses operate and succeed. As globalization continues to integrate markets and industries,
the ability to navigate cultural nuances becomes a critical skill for leaders and organizations. By appreciating these
differences and approaching international expansion with cultural intelligence, companies can unlock new opportunities
and thrive in the global marketplace.
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