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FOREWORD


Culturally, politically, philosophically, the Nordic countries and territories have been at the forefront of much that is new and interesting in the Western world. Trendsetters in design, gastronomy, literature and visual art, the Nordics also draw attention today for their business practices and involvement in key international organizations. At an individual, corporate and societal level, the Nordics are gaining recognition for their distinct approach to leadership, as well as for contributions to the global community that are disproportionate to their relatively small size.


As explorers, navigators and political and educational innovators, the Nordic peoples have a rich heritage. This provides deep roots, traced back to the Viking era and before. Nine noble virtues can be derived from Norse mythology and applied in a modern, secular context. This heritage still informs how people in these northern nations live and work today. The global nature of business and communication in the twenty-first century means that the Nordic influence extends well beyond northern Europe. Their methods, values and leadership practices are woven into the DNA of international businesses founded in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, as well as in autonomous territories like Greenland. They are also exemplified by many Nordic practitioners who have chosen to work in other countries or for multinational organizations.


With this book we offer an outsider-on-the-inside and insider-on-the-outside perspective on Nordic leadership. As an American based in Denmark and a Dane based in the United States we have extensive experience working with Nordic organizations around the globe. In the following pages, our own stories are interwoven with those of a diverse range of interviewees, including business executives, entrepreneurs, activists, politicians, restaurateurs and athletes. These stories bring into focus some of the characteristics and behaviors that we associate with Nordic leadership.


Copenhagen and California, April 2018


Chris Shern and Henrik Jeberg





INTERVIEWEES
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NINE NOBLE VIRTUES
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Courage can be defined as the ability to confront fear, pain, danger, uncertainty or intimidation. It can be divided into physical courage—in face of physical pain, hardship and threat of death—and moral courage—in the face of shame, scandal and discouragement. In our modern world where only a few of us ever serve as warriors, courage can also mean exposing wrongful practices as a whistle-blower, or fighting against racism, sexism, misogyny etc.
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Truth is the state of being in accordance with fact or reality. It is sincerity in action, character and utterance. Having the quality of being free from pretense, deceit or hypocrisy. Being honest to one’s self and to others. One who is without truth can never be trusted.
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Honor is associated with a keen sense of ethical conduct which allows one to be regarded with great respect and esteem. A quality of worthiness and respectability that affects one’s social standing amongst kin and kindred. It is the regard of one’s worth and stature based on the harmony of one’s actions.
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Fidelity/Trust is defined as the faithfulness to a person, cause or belief which is demonstrated by continual loyalty, trust and support. To never turn one’s back and remain complete and undivided. To keep one’s word under all circumstances. The quality of being faithful and maintaining a firm adherence to one’s own moral values. Fidelity is an ancestor of the word trust and is used in synonym throughout the interviews.
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Discipline is associated with the suppression of base desires by restraint and self-control. When an individual uses reason to determine the best course of action regardless of their own personal desires, which may be the opposite of what needs to be done. To stay the course and have the strength to stick to what must be done, even when you don’t want to.
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Hospitality is defined as the relationship between a guest and a host, where the host receives the guest with goodwill. This includes the reception and entertainment of guests, visitors or strangers. Hospitality includes a notion of protection. A host not only provides food and shelter to their guest, but also makes sure they do not come to harm while under their care.
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Self-reliance is the state of reliance on oneself or one’s own powers and resources by not requiring any aid, support or interaction of others for survival. Self-reliance is the state of personal independence.
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Industriousness is working energetically and devotedly to complete a task or in life’s daily toils in a hard-working and diligent manner. Being careful and persistent in one’s work or effort. Not being lazy, but having great care in the steadfast application in one’s work and effort. Having a sense of industry and a strong work ethic.
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Perseverance is described as the steady persistence in a course of action or purpose. To never give up or surrender, especially in the face of difficulties, obstacles or discouragement. To try and try again until you get it done. Not losing heart and simply giving up or taking the easy way out.





PREFACE


One brand takes fire from another, until it is consumed,
 a flame’s kindled by flame;
 one man becomes clever by talking with another,
 but foolish through being reserved.


~ The Poetic Edda, Sayings of the High One, Stanza 57


The fact of being an underdog can change people in ways we often fail to appreciate: it can open doors and create opportunities and educate and enlighten and make possible what might otherwise have seemed unthinkable.


~ Malcolm Gladwell, David and Goliath


It is the evening of 27 June 2016. In the Stade de Nice, France, a group of soccer players and coaching staff are gathered near one of the corner flags. They face the ranked masses of their impassioned fans. The blue uniforms that adorn players and followers alike indicate that the post-match celebrations are being conducted by the Icelandic national team and their supporters.


There is another giveaway, which has drawn the admiring attention of both the media and soccer enthusiasts from around the world during the course of UEFA’s Euro 2016 tournament.


Everyone in this corner of the stadium, in the stands and on the pitch, has raised their hands in the air. To the increasingly rapid beat of a drum, the hands are clapped, each clap accompanied by a guttural cry. Huh! Initially, each cry is followed by a period of silence until the pace becomes so fast that it creates a wall of sound. The shape of the stadium has an amplifying effect. Even filtered via radio and television, it makes a significant impression. For some, at the grounds where the Icelandic team has played its matches, its effects are visceral.


Nicknamed the Viking thunderclap, the “Huh” has become the soundtrack to Iceland’s unprecedented progress in an international soccer tournament. What makes the clap so compelling is not that the fans clap in coordinated unison but that they are silent together. Their silence honors the players on the pitch, and it establishes a solidarity between the individual and the community that surrounds them. The silence creates small pockets of reflection, which soon give way to the fevered celebration with which the “Huh” climaxes.


This is Viking heritage reclaimed. The “Huh” connects the modern fans to their medieval forebears, while also serving as the rallying call of a nation accustomed to playing the role of the gritty underdog. Iceland, with a population numbering around 330,000, is one of the smallest nations ever to appear in a major soccer finals round. Earlier in the competition, it was estimated that around a third of the country’s population was then in France, one of the largest assemblies ever of Icelanders outside their own country. Now, the national team has just defeated England for the first time, knocking them out of the tournament, and progressing to the quarter-finals where they will face the host nation. There is cause for celebration.


Iceland’s victory is both a beginning and an ending. This is a singular achievement, taking the country into previously uncharted territory. It is also the culmination of a lengthy journey that has legacy thinking at its roots, an outlook requiring adaptive action in the present, always with the objective of future fruition and long-term gain. This has entailed the investment of a financial windfall from television rights in the grassroots of Icelandic soccer, with an emphasis placed on the development of facilities and coaching skills. It has also been witness to a master–apprentice relationship in the leadership of the national team, with the Swede Lars Lagerbäck working alongside and mentoring his Icelandic successor Heimir Hallgrímson.


Nordic people are shaped by the harsh environments they inhabit. Iceland is a volcanic island located on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge where the Eurasian and North American tectonic plates meet. In this sense, it is both of Europe and of America, yet of neither place. The region remains geologically active, subject to the movements of the Earth, the force of the seas and the wintry blanket that envelops it for extended periods each year. Such an environment establishes a certain spirit and fortitude, as well as an existential acceptance that, confronted with the ever-shifting forces of nature, there is always something bigger and more powerful than you. By necessity, Icelanders and the other Nordic peoples are responsive and adaptive. Their survival depends on it.


The allure of the underdog, the archetypal story of David against Goliath, has a strong appeal not only in Iceland but in all the Nordic nations. Individually and collectively, these are small countries whose role and international influence belie the modest size of their populations. Not only in sport but in the political domain, in relation to equality and human rights, in education, in art and design, in science and innovation, in popular culture and cuisine. Norse mythology of the Viking era, documented in Iceland in the form of the Edda and the sagas, is filled with stories of anthropomorphic gods getting the better of giants. The taking on of something bigger than oneself is a fact of life in the Nordics. Whether it is a farmer or fisherman confronted with an unpredictable environment, Nordic businesses competing in global markets, Iceland assuming the David-like role in the Cod Wars dispute with the United Kingdom, or each of the Nordic nations fulfilling roles in international communities and organizations, the story scales from the personal to the global.


Life in a Nordic nation like Iceland forges a certain outlook and mindset. This includes an acceptance that anything can happen, a phlegmatic attitude regarding adversity, a willingness to constantly adapt to contextual changes and an ability to put an array of alternative plans into effect when required. The compelling mixture of stoicism and responsiveness is ideally suited to the field of sporting endeavor. But it has resonance beyond the whitewash that marks out the field of play. It is why those in the stands can feel a connection to the exploits of their heroes in Iceland’s soccer team. Whether in adversity or triumph, their actions mirror the experiences of the fans themselves. The individual is reflected in the collective and vice versa.


This establishes a strong communal bond. It underpins the positive nationalism that manifested itself so joyously during the Euro 2016 tournament. Far from the xenophobia and fear of otherness that characterizes alt-right political rhetoric, the Nordic pride in their societies is a statement of shared roots and values, a common history and cultural heritage. Present in the moment, but bridging the past and the future, the Icelandic crowd in the Nice stadium signal a connection to their ancestors. With each cry of Huh, they celebrate the realization of a long-term plan and proclaim a Return of the Vikings.
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PART I


ROOTS








CHAPTER 1


NORDIC VIEWS


Do you know how to carve, do you know how to interpret,


do you know how to color, do you know how to question,


do you know how to ask, do you know how to sacrifice,


do you know how to dispatch, do you know how to slaughter?


~ The Poetic Edda, Sayings of the High One, Stanza 144


First, it is learned by doing. We cannot be taught the virtues. They are habits of thought and action, and the only way to gain them is to go out and try to do virtuous things. Eventually a habit is formed, and virtue becomes our new nature. Second, virtue is infectious; it can become endemic to a place. Our virtuous actions don’t just shape us; they shape society around us by helping to produce a tradition in which such behavior becomes meaningful and common. The more people who govern their own actions by a particular virtue, the more it becomes a norm that governs others.


~ Ian Goldin & Chris Kutarna, The Age of Discovery


It is May 2017. Henrik Jeberg is in the international departure lounge at Copenhagen Airport waiting to board a transatlantic flight to San Francisco. In the cacophony of sound that is the feature of any airport, he finds himself tuning in to the conversation of one particular business traveler. This man is engaged in a short but precise conversation with a colleague back at the office. "You'll find a solution! You have a free hand to solve this. Whatever you come up with I'll adjust my plans accordingly when I land. Bye." Trust, autonomy, adaptiveness. Yet another example of Nordic leadership in action.


The topic is one that has preoccupied us for many years. It has led us to go deeper, following our curiosity about the characteristics and behaviors associated with Nordic leadership both at home and abroad. As a Dane based in California’s wine country and an American based in Copenhagen, together we offer an insider-on-the-outside and outsider-on-the-inside perspective. In Chris’s case, he has lived Nordic leadership for much of his adult life. In Henrik’s case, it is his birthright, experienced during his own school days, practiced in fatherhood and business. It is something he always carries with him, regardless of where he finds himself around the globe.


Chris was born in rural Wisconsin. As with many in that north-central region of the United States, he has a mixed cultural heritage that can be traced back to Norway, Slovakia, Ireland and the Netherlands. That he has spent much of his adult life affiliated to Nordic organizations and living in Scandinavia speaks to his personal sense of adventure but can also be read as a homecoming of sorts, a return to his roots. Fluent in Danish, with a high level of competence in other Scandinavian languages, Chris nevertheless remains an Anglophone and will forever be an outsider in the country that he now calls home. Yet it is a status that he cherishes, his personal transatlantic bridging provides a purpose to the work he carries out with Henrik, helping companies internationalize their businesses from both a commercial and cultural standpoint. Chris belongs and does not belong, and this supplies him with singular insights about how Nordic leadership works and its relevance beyond the region itself.


As a young man, a short period of study in Aalborg—his first taste of life in the Nordics—was followed by more extensive travels through Europe, exercising a wanderlust he had first experienced hitch-hiking across the United States. He returned to his homeland where he completed a degree in International Relations at the University of Minnesota. Chris then embarked upon a professional relationship that would endure for more than two decades, entering the Scandinavian Airlines (SAS) Management Trainee Program. His career with the airline took him from Seattle to New York to the head office in Stockholm to Copenhagen and, finally, to Milan. Denmark exercised the strongest hold, the home of his children, and it was to Copenhagen that he returned and reinvented himself once he took the decision to part ways with SAS.


While still at SAS, Chris studied for an MBA at the Henley Business School in Denmark. It established a new connection with executive education that resulted in Chris joining the board of International Management Education (IME), deepening his interest in Nordic leadership and its practice in different contexts. Eventually, in 2016, Chris assumed a dual managing director role with oversight of both IME and Henley Business School in Denmark.


Henrik was born into a middle-class family in Copenhagen. Life was comfortable and school was easy, which led Henrik to seek knowledge and experiences elsewhere. From a young age, he demonstrated entrepreneurial prowess, with various small business initiatives to make money funding his fascination with technology and the acquisition of the latest gadgets. Surrounded by smart people at high school and university, however, Henrik learned how to stretch himself academically too, realizing the benefits of effort and application.


Lifelong learning characterizes Henrik’s approach to study, paid endeavor and play. This is evident in the variety of ventures he has been involved in, his work in the public, private and start-up sectors, as well as his formal education. Over the years, he has gone on to acquire a Master’s degree in Electrical Engineering from the Technical University of Denmark and another business-oriented degree from the Copenhagen Business School. He also has spent time studying at the CIO Academy in Oxford, at the INSEAD campuses in both Singapore and France, and at Stanford University, where he focused on entrepreneurship. His engineering background and interest in computer science have provided firm foundations—administrative and leadership experiences adding further strings to his bow. Even during the period of his Master’s degree, Henrik was providing consultancy services via his own business and picking up other work as an audio-visual technician at high-profile conferences.


Following graduation, the natural choice for Henrik as a longterm career was that of a chief information officer. At the time, this was a relatively new kind of executive role reflecting the increasing importance of digital technologies in business and government. His chosen career path has led to Henrik working for prominent organizations, including Carlsberg, Gartner, Navision and the Danish Ministry of Finance. This has taken him from Denmark to Southeast Asia to Australia to France to California, where he now works with Chris at Advant Partners and has a role with Hampleton Partners where he advises on mergers and acquisitions. He and his family have settled on a vineyard, establishing their own label, Odin Wine, which acknowledges their Norse heritage. Today, Henrik straddles the boundary between big business and the start-up community. He draws on his personal experience regarding the application of Nordic leadership and its modification for different cultures and business contexts.


In researching this book and reflecting on our own stories, we have enriched our understanding of the subject through extensive interviews and conversations with a host of theorists and practitioners across a range of industries and disciplines. These include politicians, academics, entrepreneurs, business executives, consultants, philosophers, economists, environmental activists, sports people, lawyers and historians. They come from many walks of life, from different social, cultural and geographical backgrounds. Yet together they offer great understanding of and insight into Nordic leadership.


The Nordics include the Scandinavian nations of Denmark, Norway and Sweden, their neighbor Finland, the island-nation Iceland, the autonomous territories of the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Åland, and the Sámi regions that extend eastwards into Russia. Many of the interviewees for this book hail from the Nordic area. But not all. Several are part of other cultures and have a connection to the Nordics through family, study or work. Their perspective brings another dimension to the insider–outsider approach that Chris and Henrik applied to their research. So too the nuances unveiled by several people who have lived and worked in more than one Nordic nation or territory.


Chris likes both to encourage and tease friends and colleagues in the Nordics. It is not hard to understand why. “This is your time,” he tells them. “The world is looking at you.” Without doubt, there is a Nordic zeitgeist that is drawing others in as the story continues to unfold. By way of example, in the lead up to Christmas 2016, any visitor to a British bookstore would have found it difficult to avoid the tables overburdened with hefty tomes dedicated to such topics as hygge (the conceptualization of cozy), fika (a small communal meal), Nordic cuisine and wood-cutting techniques. 2017 held out the promise of yet more Nordic lifestyle books, dedicated to the Swedish concept of lagom (just the right amount) and the Norwegian and Danish notion of friluftsliv (outdoor living). This latest wave of enthusiasm in the United Kingdom for customs Northern follows close on the heels of a global fascination with the literary, cinematic and televisual manifestations of Nordic Noir. The small screen has been filled with season after season of subtitled explorations of the darker side of humanity, presented in muted tones and varying degrees of existential angst—or with remakes of the same in English, French and Spanish, adapted for local markets.


Yet the artistic and cultural interest in the Nordics represents but the tip of the iceberg. The Nordics have been attracting attention for any number of political, societal, design, environmental, educational and economic reasons. For example, numerous mentions of Denmark were made by candidates during the 2016 US presidential elections. In his 2011 book The Origins of Political Order, political economist Francis Fukuyama identifies “Getting to Denmark” as the ideal goal for establishing societies that are creative, peaceful, inclusive and prosperous.


According to regular studies and surveys, the Nordic nations are among the happiest places to live—although one interviewee for this book mischievously suggests that this is because people in these countries have low expectations; after half a year in the darkness of an extended winter, just seeing some sun, feeling its warmth on your skin, is enough to bring a smile to the face. Then again, a willingness not to take oneself too seriously could be another source of happiness. So too being surrounded by the natural beauty of the mountains, forests, fjords and polar ice caps, or the elegant urban design of Nordic cityscapes, friendlier to the pedestrian and cyclist than the car driver. But this acknowledgment of happiness is offset to some extent by the melancholia that is a characteristic of many aspects of Nordic culture. This is evidenced, for example, by the philosophy of Søren Kierkegaard, the paintings of Edvard Munch, the theatre of August Strindberg and Henrik Ibsen, the cinema of Ingmar Bergman or the music of Jean Sibelius.


There are any number of other spheres where the Nordics feature prominently, serving as a source of inspiration for others. Many of the Nordic nations practice an innovative and successful approach to learning, not only for the school-aged but for infants and adults too, from the forest pre-schools to N. F. S. Grundtvig’s folk high schools to the universities and business schools. Finland, in particular, attracts much attention today for its ideas about mainstream education and its relevance to later life. The region also is at the forefront of the development and harnessing of sustainable energy sources. Norway may have rich oil reserves, but other Nordic nations have exploited both hydro and wind power, their initial forays in these fields now widely imitated by other countries.


The Nordics also are admired for the advances they have made in equality and human rights, leading the way, for example, with freedom of information, free speech, same-sex marriage and women’s emancipation. In Lars Rebien Sørensen, they have a figure who has been recognized as the best chief executive in the world during his tenure at Novo Nordisk. In Noma, an establishment frequently acknowledged as the best restaurant in the world, forever pushing at the boundaries. In the Lego Group, the world’s most powerful brand. In Iceland’s Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, the first woman to be democratically elected president of a state. In Carl Theodor Dreyer, Ingmar Bergman and Lars von Trier, figures who changed the language of cinema. The same can be said in the fields of architecture, design, software, medicine, biotech, quantum physics, fertility treatment, classical music, painting, theatre and literature. The Nordics are often to be found at the vanguard of creativity and innovation. One quantifiable measure is the fact that although the Nordics account for only 8% of European GDP, the Northern countries account for 50% of the European start-ups that exceed the $ 1bn valuation, achieving “unicorn” status. On a global scale, the Nordics account for 2% of global GDP, but produced 7% of the 2016 exits valued above $1bn.


We live in times of extreme uncertainty, yet the Nordic nations seemingly have found a way to navigate through them. They have managed so far to combine free-market capitalism and a well-structured welfare state, to balance purpose with sustainable profit, enabling a strong sense of community and respect for the environment, and instilling a collaborative approach that scales from the individual to the societal level, founded as it is upon trust-based relationships. Their societies promote the autonomy of the individual in service of the collective. The collaborative emphasis in their project-based school work contrasts sharply with the promotion of competition that characterizes many other cultures, which rely on quantification, assessment and league tables. Collaboration and cooperation are effective in the workplace and in coalition politics in the Nordics because they come naturally. This way of thinking and acting is what people have known all their lives.


In May 2016, during his last year in office, US President Barack Obama hosted the leaders of the five Nordic nations at a state dinner in the White House. The President’s toast to his guests was one of cultural collage, acknowledging their Viking heritage, folk school tradition and leadership on matters relating to equality and climate change. Obama concluded by recognizing their global role. “I’ve said it before and I will repeat, they punch above their weight. In their values, in their contributions, not just to making their own countries function well, but to make the whole world a better place makes them one of our most valuable partners everywhere in the world.” David stands shoulder-to-shoulder with Goliath.


The economist E. F. Schumacher argued that small is beautiful. In this sense, the Nordics achieve a confederacy of beauty, stronger than the sum of their parts, like the Icelandic soccer team. Individually each of the nations is small but collectively they represent one of the larger global economies and exercise a disproportionate influence on world matters. Politician, activist and poet Birgitta Jónsdóttir indicates that with small nations it is easier to quickly reach critical mass, enabling change, getting things done. The flip side, of course, as witnessed in Iceland’s recent history, is that small communities can become breeding grounds for nepotism. Checks and balances are required to ensure that the faith placed in leadership and in the state are not abused. Individuals cannot abdicate their responsibility to the institution while still retaining a sense of entitlement.


Today, the Nordics have found strength in numbers, united by similarities, benefiting from nuanced differences, whether of language or landscape or practice. They will joke about one another’s leadership competencies, the Finns’ speed to action, the Swedes’ paralysis by consensus, but it is a familial, friendly kind of teasing. Together they form the Nordic Council, individually they participate in international communities. All are members of the United Nations; Denmark, Finland and Sweden of the European Union: and Denmark, Iceland and Norway of NATO. Historically, however, the region has endured periods of volatility, invasions, shared monarchies and independence struggles. From the middle of the nineteenth century, shadows have been cast by larger, militarily-potent neighbors: Germany to the south, Russia to the east and the United States to the west. As with their Viking forebears, whose reach extended to all points of the compass, the modern Nordics have found a way to be connectors. For example, it was Iceland that facilitated the 1986 Cold War summit between Reagan and Gorbachev. More recently, it is the burgeoning Nordic tech sector that is seeking alliances in an emergent Chinese market. The Nordic outlook is global rather than insular, commanding respect on the world stage.


Trust lies behind the perception of Nordic success. It has been a recurrent theme in every interview conducted for this book. Trust is the glue of Nordic societies, implicit in interactions between people at one level and between the member states of the Nordic Council at another. It is commonplace for citizens to trust institutions and government; the payment of high taxes, for example, understood as a signifier of the faith vested in the welfare state. As the telephone conversation that Henrik over-heard suggests, it is usual for leaders to trust the judgment and action of their colleagues, and for team members to feel confident that they share a common purpose with their bosses. In global terms, incidences of political or corporate corruption in the Nordic nations are rare, the recent Icelandic examples are anomalies that prove the rule. When they are unearthed, a sense of betrayal manifests itself at a societal level. A breach of client or citizen trust, on occasion, can be dealt with far more harshly than other forms of criminal offence such as theft or even murder. In the latter, the victims are few in number, in the former, a multitude is affected and the system requires rebalancing due to the breach of the very fabric that these nations are built on.


For both Italian lawyer Massimo Caiazza and Finnish entrepreneur Mika Anttonen, the assumption of trust in a Nordic context has an accelerating effect corporately, societally and politically. Trust-based relationships quickly move things forward in business meetings, between companies, between Nordic nations, and in an individual’s relationship with the state. There is less of a need for preamble, for getting to know one another, for weighing other people up and gaining understanding of them. Meetings, even when there is an underlying desire for consensus, can move rapidly to the discussion of detail necessary to make decisions. Such blind faith in other people and their good will, however, is not without its pitfalls.


In the late 1990s, a couple in Brooklyn had their child removed from them and temporarily put into foster care. The offence for which the Danish mother and US-based father were arrested and charged was neglect. Their crime? Leaving their daughter in a stroller on the street while dining in a restaurant. What is commonplace in Denmark, founded on the expectation that other people will do the right thing, proved to be a criminal offence in the United States where the default is distrust of others in a competitive society. The story neatly demonstrates the strength of trust in Nordic societies while also highlighting what some perceive as a shortcoming. Namely that an over-reliance on trust is a sign of naivety, that it leaves the individual, the organization or community vulnerable to exploitation. This is a perspective that several non-nationals—such as Mel McCall of the United Kingdom and Carmen Sanz of Spain—who have spent time either living in the Nordics or working overseas with Nordic companies, were quick to share with Chris and Henrik.


Massimo has gained admission to the bar in both his native Italy and in Sweden. His life is multicultural, not only requiring linguistic fluency in Italian, Swedish and English, but necessitating a deep understanding of social norms in the different nations. He has admired the effects of a Swedish education on his own children, yet he has had to work hard to overcome his own social conditioning in Italian society. In a telling insight, Massimo comments that in Italy the only people who are trusted are members of your own family. Distrust of the institution, of the state, of outsiders, is a given. There is a tendency towards secrecy and closure rather than the openness and trust that characterize Nordic societies. A similar observation was made by Mika regarding what he has witnessed during time spent in Greece, especially in the wake of the financial crisis that has impacted the country in recent years. Authority and institutions are treated with deep suspicion, security is sought in the family.


Ally Jiang is Chinese. She has worked in the fields of learning and development and talent management at the Carlsberg Group both in China and Denmark. More recently, Ally has joined Saxo Bank, based in Copenhagen. One of the most striking things she has noticed about working in Danish companies is that, on entering a room, it is far more difficult to identify who the leader is than in a Chinese organization. In a Danish company, there is less overt hierarchy, less focus on quantification, less command-and-control, than Ally encountered under Chinese management and leadership. During her time in Denmark, Ally has found that greater emphasis is placed on people, their participation and the realization of their potential than in China. Carmen echoes these sentiments in a different international context, distinguishing between Spanish business culture and her experiences representing Norwegian organizations via the chamber of commerce she runs in the Madrid area.


The democratic impulse, the need for consensus, can at first be unnerving for outsiders more used to an authoritarian style of leadership. Certainly, Chris struggled with the requirement to express a view when he first started working in Sweden. He was not simply being told what to do but was expected to participate in the decision-making process. He needed to have an opinion and show willingness in sharing it. At some point, though, discussion stops and the leader decides, talk transitioning into action, with ownership and accountability clear for all.


Like Chris, Annelise Goldstein, a human resources executive, has a hybridized US–Danish outlook. She has a parent from each country and has spent time living in both. Her formative years, though, were spent in the United States, so returning to Denmark has required adaptation, not just linguistically but behaviorally too. Annelise, like many interviewees, comments on the low power distance evident in many Nordic companies. This manifests itself not only in their flatter organizational structures but also in the more equitable, closer pay ratio between the highest and lowest earners. The egalitarianism and wealth distribution of Nordic societies is neatly captured in a passage from Peter Høeg’s novel Frøken Smillas fornemmelse for sne (Smilla's Sense of Snow). “Seen from my perspective, Denmark’s entire population is middle-class. The truly poor and the truly rich are so few as to be almost exotic.” Annelise also appreciates the accessibility of senior Nordic leaders. During her time at Novo Nordisk, for example, she valued how leaders were available to talk to, how they listened, how they sought out the opinions of other people.
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