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Problems Faced by Western Expatriate Managers in Eas-
tern Europe: Evidence provided by Finnish Expatriates in 
Russia and Estonia* 

Vesa Suutari** 

A common human resource management strategy among Western companies in 
international operations is the use of home-country expatriate managers al-
though expatriate adjustment has been found to involve difficulties. In the light 
of this the present study analyses the issues faced by Finnish expatriate manag-
ers working in Russia or Estonia. Three aspects were studied: adaptation to so-
ciety, adaptation at the work place, and company-level management problems 
with which expatriates have to deal in their managerial job. The results indicate 
that various kinds of problems appear in all these areas and that the prepara-
tion of both expatriates and companies entering these markets was usually in-
adequate.  
Eine unter westlichen Unternehmen alltägliche Personalmanagementstrategie 
ist der Einsatz von Managern aus dem Mutterland des Unternehmens, obwohl 
die Eingliederung von Mitarbeitern anderer Staatsbürgerschaft mit Problemen 
behaftet ist. Vor diesem Hintergrund analysiert die vorliegende Studie die 
Schwierigkeiten, denen finnische Manager bei der Arbeit in Rußland oder Est-
land begegnen. Drei Aspekten wurde dabei besondere Aufmerksamkeit gewid-
met: Anpassung an die Gesellschaft, Anpassung an den Arbeitsplatz und Mana-
gementprobleme auf der Unternehmensebene; alles Probleme, mit denen aus-
ländische Manager in ihrer Arbeit umgehen müssen. Die Ergebnisse der Studie 
zeigen, daß in allen diesen Gebieten verschiedenartige Probleme auftreten, und 
daß sowohl die Vorbereitung der Manager auf ihren Auslandseinsatz als auch 
die Vorbereitung der Unternehmen, die in diese Märkte eintreten, in der Regel 
unangemessen war. 
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1. Introduction 
The transformation of Central and East European societies has exerted tremen-
dous adaptation pressures on local enterprises and individuals. Under the still 
relatively new market conditions there is an extensive need to develop manage-
rial skills and thinking (see e.g. Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Holt et al. 1994; Lon-
genecker/Popovski 1994; Puffer/ McCarthy 1993; Wiley 1994). Recent surveys 
concerning Russian and Estonian managers indicate that local managers under-
stand this (Avraamova 1995; Filatotchev et al. 1996; Üksvärav/ Nurmi 1993). 
There are similar problems concerning the attitudes, skills and organisational 
behaviour of local non-managerial employees who have learnt to work under 
different systems and rules than the ones applied under market conditions. Re-
cent studies indicate that significant changes have already taken place although 
there is still a need for extensive transformation (Birch/ Pooley 1995; Fila-
totchev et al. 1996; Gurkov/ Kuz'minov 1995; Lipsitz 1995; Nurmi/ Üksvärav 
1993).  

Because of the pace of change, it has been commonly agreed that more informa-
tion is needed on the experiences of both local and international organisations 
operating in Eastern Europe (e.g. Frese 1995; Grancelli 1995; Gurkov/ Kuz'mi-
nov 1995; Veiga et al. 1995:20; Welsh et al. 1993). After the opening of East 
European markets, the cross-border business interactions between Eastern and 
Western Europe have increased substantially. Thus, the understanding of the 
transformation needs of East-European enterprises has become important from a 
Western company point of view if they are to be able effectively to manage op-
erations in Eastern Europe.  

International business operations frequently face many difficulties due to cross-
cultural differences (e.g. Bleeke/ Ernst 1991; Olie 1990). The evidence of Euro-
pean cross-border acquisitions indicates that the acquisitions rated as not meet-
ing their objectives had experienced unforeseen difficulties due to cultural dif-
ferences in 90 % of the cases studied (Norburn/ Schoenberg 1994). Frederick 
and Rodriques (1994:42) have stated that few Western managers dealing with 
acquisitions in Eastern Europe correctly anticipated the costs of restructuring 
and the difficulty of creating a business culture in formerly state-owned enter-
prises. It has also been stated for example that the interaction of Western man-
agers and Russian employees is very problematic (Shekshnia 1994:298), and 
that Western managers in Russia often fail to deal with the cultural differences 
that lead to different interpretations of roles, responsibilities and goals (Veiga et 
al. 1995:20). Similarly, Suutari (1998) has reported that Western managers 
commonly face strong adaptation pressures to change their leadership style in 
Eastern Europe. 

In the literature on international human resource management (IHRM), difficul-
ties related to expatriation are commonly pointed out (see for example Black et 
al. 1991) although IHRM may still be regarded as a scientific field of study in its 
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infancy (Welch 1994a:140). For example, a clear majority of expatriate adjust-
ment studies have dealt with US expatriates and focused on cross-continental 
expatriation (Black et al. 1992:116). On the other hand, existing studies related 
to expatriation within Western Europe indicate that similar adjustment problems 
are usually faced also on such assignments (Brewster et al. 1993; Suutari/ Brew-
ster 1998). Due to reported difficulties related to international assignments, a 
need for developing more effective expatriate management practices has been 
widely recognised.  

On the other hand, the use of expatriates also brings clear benefits to the compa-
nies concerned and thus in many situations those are the best available options. 
The major benefits that expatriates may offer to international companies are con-
trol of foreign operations, integration and co-ordination of subsidiary practices 
in company policies, the transfer of organisational capabilities between organ-
isational units, the effective communication between foreign operations and the 
home country, and the development of internationally competent managers. In 
addition, it is often difficult to find sufficient numbers of high-capacity local 
staff. Because of such problems, a so-called ethnocentric approach, i.e. the use 
of people from the home country in key positions in foreign organisational units 
(see Heenan/ Perlmutter 1979:18), is still widely resorted to among international 
companies as a basic human resource management strategy (Martinez/ Jarillo 
1991; Welch 1994b).  

For the same reason, also West European companies operating in Eastern 
Europe largely use expatriates in the management of their local operations. Still, 
the research on the adaptation problems faced by such expatriates has been 
scarce. This study therefore tries to increase understanding of the problems 
which Western expatriates face in two East European countries, i.e. Russia and 
Estonia. The objective of the study can be specified in the following question: 
What problems do Finnish expatriate managers face when working in Russia or 
Estonia ? The problems which are faced will be studied at three different levels: 
a) problems related to the adaptation to the local community by expatriates (and 
their families), b) adaptation problems faced by expatriates at the work place, 
and c) additional company-level management problems which expatriates face 
in their managerial jobs. 

2. Expatriate adjustment 
Problems faced by expatriates during international assignments are dealt with in 
adjustment theories. One common model of international adjustment has been 
proposed by Black et al.(1991) on the basis of a literature review. In their model, 
the adjustment process has been divided into dimensions of adjustment to the 
general non-work environment, work responsibilities and intercultural interac-
tion. The model distinguishes also more specific factors influencing adjustment. 
Non-work elements influencing the adjustment included two factors which were 
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called family-spouse adjustment and culture novelty. Later, a social interaction 
factor has been proposed as an additional factor for the model (see e.g. Black/ 
Gregersen 1991; Kauppinen 1994). The second main element in the model, or-
ganisation culture, consisted of three factors: organisation culture novelty, social 
support and logistical help. Kauppinen (1994) has later suggested two additional 
factors influencing adjustment: perceived need for the expatriate by the host 
company and preparations for repatriation. The job environment element on the 
other hand consisted of four factors: role clarity, role novelty, role conflict and 
role discretion (Black et al. 1991). Black et al. have also included a fourth ele-
ment in their adjustment model. This element, named ”individual factors”, in-
cluded three subcategories: self-efficacy, relation skills, and perception skills. 

As already stated in the introduction, there have only been a few studies on ex-
patriation within Europe, but one recent study has been carried out by Suutari 
and Brewster (1998). That study indicated that difficulties were faced by expa-
triates within Europe in all three major areas of adjustment problems proposed 
in the model by Black et al. (1991). Starting from adaptation to social interac-
tion, it was reported that problems were faced in the form of inadequate lan-
guage skills and in the creation of contacts with local people. Adjustment prob-
lems appeared with regard to the general non-work environment also. Family-
related problems in areas like social interaction, job availability for the spouse, 
schooling of the children, and health care systems were commonly reported. Dif-
ficulties with practical arrangements were also commonly faced - often in the 
form of difficulties in dealing with local authorities, in arranging suitable ac-
commodation or in dealing with other arrangements necessary for daily life. Ad-
aptation to work and job responsibilities was another issue. Adaptation problems 
which can be linked to ‘organisation culture novelty’ in the model by Black et 
al. (1991) were commonly reported. Because that factor was criticized as being a 
very broad factor a further differentiation of adaptation problems into three ma-
jor groups was proposed by Suutari and Brewster: leadership styles, organisa-
tional systems and communication. Adjustment problems were commonly re-
ported in all these areas. In addition, job environment related problems appeared 
in the form of inadequate role clarity, role novelty and role conflict between the 
local unit and the headquarters. 

The above classifications of problems of adjustment and factors influencing it 
will be used as a framework in the analysis of research findings on issues faced 
by Finnish expatriates in Russia and Estonia. In addition to issues usually cov-
ered in studies on expatriate adjustment, the present study adopts a somewhat 
broader view by studying company-level management problems which expatri-
ates face in their managerial jobs too. Thus, we are able to identify more clearly 
all the major difficulties faced by Western expatriates when working as manag-
ers in Russia and Estonia. 
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3. Characteristics of East European communities and organisa-
tions 
This section of the paper provides a brief examination of East European envi-
ronments and organisations in order to form a context-related preliminary view 
of the difficulties which may be faced by Western expatriates. Post-communist 
communities and organisations have been described as having characteristics 
which differentiate them from Western communities and organisations. Al-
though many East European countries have their own history and culture, after 
half a century of Soviet domination they also have much in common due to 
similar requirements imposed by the Communist system. For example, Nurmi 
and Üksvärav (1993) have with regard to Estonia stated that the fifty-year Soviet 
legacy has left its marks on the attitudes of the Estonian people and on the or-
ganisational cultures of Estonian companies. Still, it is also clear that there are 
differences between ex-communist countries due to their different histories and 
national cultures. 

According to Healey (1994:4) there have been many characteristics like the ear-
lier central planning framework, nascent market systems, inflation, lack of fiscal 
discipline, and economic recession which East European communities have 
commonly shared. From the point of view of Western expatriates, it is obvious 
that the standard of living is still usually much lower in that area than in West 
European countries and thus one could expect expatriates to face problems re-
lated to the general non-work environment.  

After the collapse of communism, East European economies have been unstable, 
which causes problems in managing business operations. With regard to local 
companies, the new environment of the enterprises has become much less pro-
tective, compared to the previous command economy situation (Grancelli 
1995:5). Fey (1995) reports that problems caused by an unstable environment 
are also commonly faced by Western joint ventures in Russia. The various kinds 
of regulatory guidance existing in the market economies did not exist under 
communist rule; a huge number of new laws had to be developed. Because of 
this, Western companies - and the local ones - have to accept that the 'rules of 
the game' are frequently changing. For example, according to Kossov and 
Gurkov (1995:22) there have been some estimations that amendments to tax 
rules are made every two working days. 

East European organisations have also been said to have many typical character-
istics which differentiate them from West European companies. The increasing 
interest in East European markets has been reflected in many recent writings on 
management and organisation in Russia or Estonia (see e.g. Garrison/ Artemyev 
1994; Ivancevich et al. 1992; Kozminski 1993; Liuhto 1991; Nurmi/ Üksvärav 
1993; Pearce 1991; Rappoport et al. 1993; Shekshnia 1994; Suutari 1998; Vla-
choutsicos/ Lawrence 1990). From such writings one can get a picture of organi-
sations which are hierarchical, bureaucratic and centralised in comparison with 
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Western companies (see e.g. Bollinger 1994; Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Ivance-
vich et al. 1992; Kozminski 1993; Liuhto 1993b; Nurmi/ Üksvärav 1994). Tech-
nologies and machinery are often outdated and there is furthermore a lack of 
capital to carry out any needed changes.  

From the point of view of leadership styles and management practices in Russia 
and Estonia, a major theme in the literature has been the discussion on the in-
adequate skills of local managers to manage business operations in a market 
economy. Even local managers have been reported to agree with this 
(Avraamova 1995:42; Filatotchev et al. 1996:94; Üksvärav/ Nurmi 1993:90). 
During the communist era the role of managers was mostly to solve daily 
operational problems (Puffer 1994:46). The leadership styles of managers in the 
East European area are commonly stated to be very authoritarian from a Western 
point of view (see e.g. Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Puffer 1994). In a recent study 
it was reported that both Russian and Estonian managers are less active than 
their Finnish counterparts in most areas covered by Western leadership theories 
(Suutari 1998). Issues like a lack of open communication and initiation of new 
ideas and practices have also been commonly discussed elsewhere in the 
literature (see e.g. Ivancevich et al. 1992; Kozminski 1993; Lawrence/ 
Vlashoutsicos 1990; Longenecker/ Popovski 1994; Nurmi/Üksvärav 1994).  

In addition to differences between typical East European and West European 
managers, it has been widely agreed that attitudes, skills and work behaviour of 
local employees differ clearly from their West European counterparts. Thus, ef-
fective human resource management has been stated to be a key issue in the suc-
cessful transformation of East European organisations (see e.g. Frederick/ Rod-
rigues 1994; Gurkov/ Kuz'minov 1995; Ivancevich et al. 1992; Puffer/ 
McCarthy 1993; Shaw et al. 1991; Smith 1990). Similarly, in a survey concern-
ing Russian managers, effective motivation of subordinates was considered a 
major concern (Ivancevich et al. 1992:47). A view one gets from the literature is 
that work morale and efficiency at the work place have been very low (see e.g. 
Birch/ Pooley 1995; Holt et al. 1994; Longenecker/ Popovski 1994). A lack of 
independent initiative and quality thinking, and low ethical standards have been 
frequently discussed (see e.g. Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Grancelli 1988; 
Hertzfeld 1991; Kiezun 1991; Liuhto 1993b; Rapoport et al. 1993). Further-
more, overstaffing has been common because of the previous low level of effi-
ciency and cost consciousness. 

In the light of this, it is easy to predict that Western expatriate managers will 
face many difficulties because they have to deal with these differences across 
countries in order to be able to manage business units in Eastern Europe and to 
adapt themselves to the local community and organisation.  
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4. Methods 
The sample of the present study comprised 51 Finnish expatriates who were all 
working in Russia or Estonia. The study was carried out during 1996. 34 expa-
triates were interviewed and a further 17 expatriates responded to question-
naires. Due to the extensive transformation of East European economies, it was 
seen as necessary that the expatriates were working in their assignment during 
the time of the interviews and thus the interviews were carried out by telephone. 
The companies operated in a range of sectors of industry (metal, food, chemi-
cals, paper, electrical products and instrument manufacturing, telecommunica-
tion, and machinery and equipment manufacturing). The expatriates were all 
Finns of an average age of 39.4 years. A clear majority of them were males 
(69%) and had technical (27%) or business education (61%). Their international 
assignment had lasted 2.5 years on average and 49% of these expatriates were 
on their first assignment. All expatriates worked in managerial-level positions, 
as managing or vice managing directors, accounting managers, production man-
agers and area managers.  

During the interviews the expatriates were asked to talk freely about adaptation 
problems they had faced when they started work in a new country and in a new 
foreign organisational unit. Secondly, expatriates were asked to discuss com-
pany-level management problems faced by expatriate managers. They were also 
asked about preparation and the advice they would give to new expatriates on 
the basis of their experience. Open interviews were seen as the most appropriate 
research method because this allows the expatriates to talk freely about problems 
which they see as important. When questionnaires were used, the same questions 
were presented in a written form. Because the results of the two countries are 
mostly the same, they are presented together below. Where there are differences 
they will be noted.  

There are inevitably several limitations to the present study. First, the number of 
expatriates is not large. Second, all the expatriates are Finns, which causes limi-
tations to the external validity of the findings. Third, most expatriates were 
working in several major cities in Russia and Estonia, which are located near 
Finland. Because of these limitations, one should beware of making broad gen-
eralisations on the basis of the present findings, in particular with regard to Rus-
sia, which is an extensive country. 

5. Results: problems faced by Finnish expatriates and companies 
in Russia and Estonia 
In this section findings regarding adaptation problems reported by Finnish expa-
triates are presented. The presentation is divided into three sections. The first 
covers adaptation to the general non-work environment of society. Second, the 
adaptation at the work place is dealt with. Third, more general management 
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problems faced by expatriate managers in Russia /Estonia are considered. The 
major problems reported by Finnish expatriates can be seen in Table 1. 

Table 1: The major problems reported by Finnish expatriates working in Russia 
and Estonia 

 Percentage of respondents who re-
ported the problem in question 

A) General non-work environment  

 1. Practical arrangements 78% 

 2. Family-spouse adaptation 29% 

 3. Security issues 22% 

 4. Social interaction 16% 

 5. Culture novelty 14% 

B) Work and job responsibilities  

 1. Leadership styles 79% 

 2. Organisational systems 33% 

 3. Communication 27% 

C) Major company-level management problems  

 1. Frequent changes in legislation 53% 

 2. Interaction with public authorities 44% 

 3. Human resource management 38% 

 4. Too optimistic expectations 31% 

 5. Security issues  10% 

As can be seen from Table 1, with regard to adaptation to the general non-work 
environment the most common problems faced were practical arrangements. 
This gives support to the importance of practical arrangements as a separate ad-
justment factor as was also seen in a study concerned with a West European 
context (Suutari/ Brewster 1998). Black et al. (1991) discuss logistical help and 
social support as factors influencing adjustment and thus the focus is more on 
the role of the company or host-country employees to help with these arrange-
ments. Because of the lower standard of living, many expatriates reported diffi-
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culties in finding suitable accommodation. Availability of electricity, hot water 
and all kinds of services needed in daily life was found to be problematic al-
though several expatriates also commented that the situation has improved in re-
cent years, in Estonia in particular. About half the expatriate group reported that 
dealing with the public authorities was very difficult because of the extraordi-
narily high level of bureaucracy. 

 

Problems related to family-spouse adaptation did not appear as commonly as in 
many other adaptation studies simply because few expatriates had brought their 
families with them. One of the major reasons for this was that Finland is located 
so near to the cities in Russia or Estonia in which expatriates worked that it was 
possible to visit Finland frequently. All the expatriates who had brought their 
families with them reported family adaptation problems. Typically those prob-
lems included inadequate language skills, lack of outside family contacts and se-
curity issues. Those who had their children with them stated that they had prob-
lems because there were not very many friends or playing fields for them. In 
some cases the children were of school-age and that had caused additional prob-
lems. However, in some cities like Tallinn and St. Petersburg there were Finnish 
schools, which made the situation a lot easier. 

Security issues were often mentioned. Most expatriates talked about the stress 
which the fear regarding security caused, and in several cases real problems 
were also faced (for example, an armed robbery at home). Because security is-
sues were so commonly mentioned they were classified as a separate adjustment 
factor in the present study. Inadequate language skills and problems in creating 
contacts with the locals were mentioned as problems related to social interac-
tion. On the other hand, it should be taken into account that in Estonia one can 
manage with the Finnish language: which is of course a very important thing for 
expatriates. Furthermore, there are a lot of Finnish expatriates in Estonia to mix 
with and thus the need for local contacts may not be so extensive as is usually 
the case during expatriate assignments at least as far as personal comfort is con-
cerned. With regard to Russia, almost all expatriates already had some kind of 
language skills in Russian. The social interaction factor was here included in the 
general non-work adjustment dimension although in a model by Black et al. 
(1991) it is presented as a third dimension of adjustment. This was done because 
expatriates were asked about adjustment to the general environment and at the 
work place as separate questions. Problems related to social interaction appeared 
in both cases, as will be shown later. 

Furthermore, expatriates discussed at a more general level cultural differences 
which caused difficulties when one did not know for example how to act in dif-
ferent kinds of everyday situations. Several expatriates in Russia also mentioned 
that they had experienced a so-called culture shock during their assignment. 
Such difficulties can be linked to the culture novelty factor in the model by 



Problems Faced by Western Managers in Eastern Europe 

JEEMS 3/ 1998 258 

Black et al. (1991). In addition to these major problems, issues like pollution of 
the environment, the dirt of cities, and traffic problems were pointed out, but not 
frequently enough to be classified among the major adaptation problems.  

Adaptation at the work place was another matter. Almost all the expatriates re-
ported difficulties created by differences in leadership styles, hence supporting 
the identification of such a factor as a separate adjustment factor by Suutari and 
Brewster (1998). Two major issues were frequently pointed out. First, it was re-
ported that expatriates were required to use a clearly more authoritative style 
than they were used to. It was commented for example that "one has to be tough 
and give direct orders", and that "one has to be extremely authoritative". Second, 
expatriates often mentioned the need continuously to supervise the work of local 
employees because otherwise it was not carried out in the required manner. For 
example, it was stated that "one has to supervise the work in every work phase", 
and that "a manager has to be present all the time because otherwise they start to 
do whatever they want". In addition to these major issues, it was reported for ex-
ample that "one could not use team working with the locals". All these com-
ments give support to the picture of leadership styles in Russia and Estonia pre-
sented in the literature (see e.g. Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Liuhto 1991; Puffer 
1994; Suutari 1998). 

With regard to organisational systems, 31% of the expatriates reported difficul-
ties. This supports the classification of such an adjustment factor as a separate 
factor. First of all, many expatriates stated that in local organisations there has 
been a very high level of formalization and thus the employees expect their job 
descriptions to be very clear and the limits of their responsibilities to be clearly 
defined. Expatriates state for example that "the work of employees has to be or-
ganised very specifically", and that "there has to be clearly defined tasks and 
rules". Second, it was reported that bureaucracy in the functioning of organisa-
tions was very marked. Third, it was commented that many functions common 
in the West (like marketing) have not appeared in East European organisations 
at all. Similarly, the tasks of the management group and the Board were unclear 
to the locals and had to be explained. All in all, the interpretation of tasks in 
general was totally different from Western approaches and caused communica-
tion and other problems. The evidence again supports the view given in the lit-
erature (see e.g. Bollinger 1994; Garrison/ Artemyev 1994; Ivancevich et al. 
1992; Liuhto 1993b; Nurmi/ Üksvärav 1994; Suutari 1998). 

Many expatriates had met difficulties due to differences in the mode of commu-
nication. This was not related only to inadequate language skills - other difficul-
ties were also faced. First of all, in line with the comments presented in the lit-
erature (e.g. Ivancevich et al. 1992; Kozminski 1993; Lawrence/ Vlashoutsicos 
1990; Longenecker/ Popovski 1994; Nurmi/ Üksvärav 1994; Suutari 1998), it 
was commented by many expatriates that the local communication style was not 
so open as that in Finland. Hence, it was not easy for expatriates to get into the 
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organisation or to get the information they needed. The communication style in 
Estonia and Russia was less direct than in Finland. Furthermore, it was stated 
that it was very difficult to start a critical discussion of existing problems. 
Rather, expatriate managers had to identify problems by themselves and then 
order someone to take care of them in a defined manner. 

Comments related to the job environment (i.e. role clarity / novelty / conflict / 
discretion) were not commonly reported although for example several comments 
related to role novelty did appear. This might be at least partly due to the fact 
that the expatriates stressed more the problems related to the lack of experience 
of locals with respect to organizational roles than problems related to their own 
role. In addition to the major groups of adaptation problems at the work place, 
several other issues were raised, though less frequently: the misuse of company 
property and involvement of employees with the black market, quality and effi-
ciency problems, different ways of interpreting contracts, a fear among locals of 
contacting public authorities, and no strict adherence to timetables. 

Company-level management problems in conducting business in Russia and Es-
tonia were also explored in order to get a broader view of difficulties faced by 
Western expatriate managers. The most common difficulties at company level 
concerned frequent changes in legislation. The changes were reported to be so 
frequent that it was almost impossible to keep up with them. The laws and regu-
lations are often very complex and it was hard to interpret them. This finding is 
in line for example with the finding by Fey (1995) regarding common problems 
in joint ventures in Russia. The second major area of problems was interaction 
with the public authorities. The public authorities are very bureaucratic. Expatri-
ates reported for example that "you must have local people to help you with the 
bureaucracy", and that "it is very difficult to know where one can get informa-
tion". 

Expatriates also frequently reported problems related to human resource man-
agement. Human resource issues thus play a central role in the success of com-
panies in Eastern Europe (e.g. Frederick/ Rodrigues 1994; Gurkov/ Kuz'minov, 
1995; Ivancevich et al. 1992; Shaw et al. 1991; Smith 1990). In the present 
study, expatriates found it difficult to recruit employees with adequate profes-
sional skills. It was also commented that one should avoid recruiting local em-
ployees who are over 30 years old because they are too used to the traditional 
customs. Similar findings have been reported in the literature (Liuhto et al. 
1993). On the other hand, other expatriates point out that age is highly respected 
in Russia, and that young people do not have the necessary personal contacts 
which are important in the local culture. The major differences between Finnish 
and local employees was reported as a lack of individual initiative among local 
employees. Local employees are not willing to take responsibility, their level of 
performance is low, and quality thinking is not common among them. Several 
expatriates also mentioned that local employees might have several jobs at the 
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same time and that the stealing of company property was a common problem. 
All these observations give support to the picture presented in the literature (e.g. 
Gurkov/ Kuz'minov 1995; Liuhto 1993a; Puffer/ McCarthy 1993; Shaw et al. 
1991). Because of these facts, the training needs of local employees were seen as 
extensive. Traditional training methods did not work with local employees, and 
expatriates were trying to develop more efficient ones. 

Many Western companies in Russia and Estonia start with too optimistic expec-
tations which are impossible to meet. Expatriates commented for example that " 
everything takes more time than expected", "the basic issues do not work out as 
easily as in Finland", and that "it takes clearly more time to start a business over 
here than expected". This causes extra pressures on the expatriates because often 
expectations from the headquarters were not realistic. Some expatriates argued 
that companies should be prepared to develop their business little by little and 
prepare themselves well for local markets before entering. With regard to secu-
rity it was commented that expatriates should "prepare themselves well for secu-
rity problems"; "stay in legal business only, because otherwise there will be 
problems with the Mafia"; and "check the background of business partners care-
fully". 

In addition to these problems several other ones were mentioned occasionally. 
For example, it was stated that cultural differences are very difficult to deal with, 
and that promises are not kept equally well by business counterparts as in Fin-
land. Lack of capital in Eastern Europe, eagerness of local shareholders to take 
the money out of a company as soon as possible rather than to invest it, and long 
payment times had also caused problems. The basic understanding of business 
principles is poor among local employees and planning and budget making is 
problematic because locals are not oriented to the future. 

There were also some differences between expatriates' experiences in Russia and 
in Estonia that should be pointed out. First, expatriates in Estonia reported that 
things have developed quickly and circumstances do not any longer differ so 
clearly from Western ones as they used to do. Furthermore, the transformation 
within companies was stated to be quite rapid, although at the same time it was 
commented that it is difficult to get rid of old customs. A similar picture of quite 
rapid transformation in_Estonia has been reported by Nurmi and Üksvärav 
(1994:5). 

6. Conclusion and implications 
All in all, various problems were faced by Finnish expatriates in Russia and Es-
tonia. The results of the study also indicated that previous classifications of ex-
patriate adjustment, problems and factors influencing them, were found to be 
useful. In particular, when combined with existing knowledge of special charac-
teristics of East European communities and organisations, the literature could 
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provide a good preliminary understanding of problems faced by Western expa-
triates in Eastern Europe. The major problems were faced in the same areas as in 
a study concerned with the West European context. However, this does not 
mean that the problems were very similar although they were related to issues 
like leadership styles and organisational systems in both cases. In addition, some 
special characteristics like the frequent emergence of security issues appeared in 
the East European context. 

One of the causes of the problems faced by expatriates themselves was inade-
quate preparation for the international assignment. In a similar manner, expatri-
ates commented that the preparation made at company-level before entering 
Russian or Estonian markets was often inadequate and thus the expectations 
were reported to be too optimistic. Among the present expatriates, 62% thought 
that their preparation for the assignment was inadequate. Among those who con-
sidered that their preparation was sufficient the majority consisted of those expa-
triates who had earlier expatriate experiences (40% of the expatriates had such 
experience) and / or longer prior experience of East - European markets. When 
some preparation was received, a prior visit to the foreign unit (50%) and lan-
guage training (41%) were the most common forms of preparation. 25 per cent 
of the expatriates had also sought information on their own initiative, most often 
from the literature. Job-related training had been received by every third expatri-
ate, and country-/ culture-related training only by 13 per cent of the expatriates. 
Almost half of the expatriates (42%) left for their international assignment with-
out any preparation at all. Several expatriates were quite pessimistic about the 
possibilities of receiving relevant training before assignments, because very few 
Western people have the necessary understanding of Eastern Europe to provide 
up-to-date training. 

As the results of the present study indicate, Eastern Europe is not an easy area 
for Western expatriates. In order to be able to help new expatriates to learn from 
the experiences of previous ones, the expatriates were asked what kind of advice 
they would give to a new expatriate going to Eastern Europe. The results can be 
compared with findings from expatriation within the West European context 
(Suutari/ Brewster 1998) in order to discover some special features of Russian 
and Estonian markets from the point of view of Western expatriates. The most 
commonly given bits of advice are presented in Table 2. 

As can be seen from the table, the most commonly given piece of advice was re-
lated to the need to be patient and have a high level of tolerance. This finding is 
clearly related to the specifics of East European markets, because it was not re-
ported in the study within West European expatriation. Expatriates offered com-
ments like "try to be very patient because everything takes so much time"; "try 
to stay calm even when issues don't go like you planned"; and "be prepared for 
hard work, because it takes a long time before any results are achieved". It was 
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also commented that expatriates should be very flexible and tolerant of stress, 
and that this should be taken into account when expatriates are selected.  

 

Table 2: Expatriates' advice to future expatriates 
1. Be patient and have a high level of tolerance 

2. Acquire good language skills beforehand 

3. Obtain knowledge of the country and its culture and history 

4. Be careful concerning security issues     

5. Try to adapt your thinking and behaviour to local customs 

6. Don't go to Eastern Europe as "a great Western master"  

7. Discuss with earlier expatriates 

8. Make a prior visit to the country / organisation 

9. Take care of your family during the assignment 

10. Make sure that you have good professional skills in your new job 

About half of the expatriate managers also stressed the need for acquiring good 
language skills beforehand and for obtaining prior knowledge of the characteris-
tics of the local community and culture. These comments are in line with find-
ings in earlier expatriate research. A second commonly offered piece of advice 
which did not appear in the study within the West European area, was the impor-
tance of security. It was commented that "one should take care of security issues 
as well as possible", and that "companies should formulate specific security 
rules for their employees both for work time and free time". 

The fifth most commonly given piece of advice was that expatriates should ac-
tively try to adapt their own thinking and behaviour so that it is appropriate for 
an East European context. Thus, the picture is partly similar to that which 
emerged in the study of Western-Europe expatriation. In the present study expa-
triates stated that "Finnish models cannot be applied in the East European con-
text as such"; that "one must also himself be prepared to adopt his working style 
and not just expect locals to adapt their styles"; and that "one has to be prepared 
to adapt himself also and to respect the local system". It was also stated that 
"cultural differences are so extensive that it takes two thirds of our energy to 
cope with those and thus it leaves only one third for work". 

A third distinctive piece of advice to new expatriates when compared to findings 
from the West European context, was the suggestion that expatriates should not 
be arrogant and behave as if they were the only ones who knew how things 
should be carried out (i.e. one should not behave like a great Western master). 
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For example, one expatriate said that "Russian people are not always willing to 
adopt Western methods but would rather like to develop their own applications 
of such methods". Furthermore, expatriates commented that "many Western 
businessmen do not honour local manners at all and insult local people, but one 
should not behave in that manner because they will remember it for a long time". 
This supports the view by Holt et al. (1994:137) who have commented that the 
Russians do not for example adopt Western practices easily without testing and 
resistance (see also Frederick/ Rodrigues 1994:46; Holt et al. 1994:137; 
Shekshnia 1994). 

The rest of the advice was similar to that reported in a study by Suutari and 
Brewster (1998). One should consult with expatriates who have earlier worked 
in the country in question, make a prior visit to the country in order to get things 
arranged, take good care of ones family during the assignment, and take care 
that one has good professional skills for the new job. Among those who brought 
their family with them, the importance of family-related preparation and ar-
rangements was frequently mentioned. Other advice includes "create good con-
nections with important locals because personal relationships are here very im-
portant when doing business", "be careful with taxation issues", "take care of re-
patriation issues beforehand", and "have realistic objectives from the begin-
ning". 

Looking at these comments and the results of the study from a company point of 
view, many implications appear. First, clearly most expatriates felt that their 
training was inadequate and thus they had faced more problems than would have 
been necessary. This is supported by a review of studies on expatriate training 
because it was found that training had been considered useful when received 
(e.g. Black/ Mendenhall 1990). Expatriates' advice presented in Table 2 points to 
other specific areas which companies could take into account in their expatriate 
management practices, and indicates several special characteristics of East 
European environments as compared with West European environments. The re-
sults also indicate many common company-level management problems in op-
erations in Eastern Europe. These findings should help companies to know more 
about what to expect and to prepare themselves better for operations in Eastern 
Europe. As many expatriates commented, Western companies' expectations are 
usually too optimistic. For example, the training needs of local employees are 
extensive and time consuming. Recruiting employees was described as one area 
in which companies should be very careful. Furthermore ”companies should be 
prepared to meet surprises related to personnel issues". The importance of good 
preparation for security issues also appeared frequently both at individual and 
company level.  
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