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Tutor: Tobias Eltebrandt 

Title: The Influence of Culture and the Level of Acculturation on the Perceptions of 

Service Quality among the Customers with Swedish, Polish and Russian Backgrounds. 

Strategic question: How important is the customers’ ethnic background, culture and level 

of acculturation when choosing a provider of financial services?  

Research questions: If customers with Polish and Russian origin differ in their 

perceptions of the service quality attributes from Swedish customers, what kind of 

influence do culture and the level of acculturation have on their perceptions of service 

quality? 

Method: Apart from secondary data, the questionnaire results were collected as a source of 

the primary data. The study was conducted using both quantitative and qualitative methods. 

The questionnaire results were analysed in SPSS by applying T-tests, and the answers for 

the open-ended questions were analysed additionally.  

Theoretical Framework: The theories which were used include service quality 

dimensions, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the level of acculturation. The results of 

previous studies addressing the cultural influences on the service quality were applied 

extensively. The theories were chosen according to the purpose of the study and used in 

analysis in a comprehensive way.  

Conclusions: According to the study culture and the level of acculturation have influence 

on the perceptions of service quality. The Polish and Russian customers with the low and 

medium levels of acculturation have lower overall service quality perceptions compared to 

the highly acculturated customers with foreign background and Swedish. In particular, the 

perceptions of assurance and empathy dimensions are significantly different between the 

studied groups. 

Key words: Service quality, culture, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, level of 

acculturation, banking, Sweden  
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Background to this study 
This thesis is a part of a larger collaboration between students during the spring semester 
of 2009. The aim was to work together in order to collect more data and allow deeper 
analysis in the specific area chosen by each student-group. The goal was to come up with 
advice for banks on how to target immigrants in Sweden.  
During this process a common theoretical framework was decided on and a questionnaire 
was developed. The questionnaire was written in English and later translated to several 
other languages in order to reach some of the target groups that were not fluent in English.  
The chosen structure of each paper was to write it more like an article than a “traditional” 
master thesis. If a group decided to add more concepts on top of the ones agreed upon at 
the beginning of the project they will describe these in the paper. The following theories 
were used for the development of the questionnaire and much of the analysis:  
The dimensions of culture by Geert Hofstede, Consumer behavior, Acculturation, Culture 
(including language and religion), Demographics and the SERVQUAL model. During the 
courses leading up to the thesis all students had used the books below and were familiar 
with the content. A large amount of articles and books were also covered so the framework 
is not based on these books alone.  

• Fisher, Researching and Writing a Dissertation: A Guidebook for Business 
Students.  

• Grönroos, C, Service management and marketing 
• Jamal, A., Evans M.M., Foxall, G. Consumer Behavior 
• Cateora, P. and Ghauri, P., International Marketing 
• Porter, M.E.: On Competition 

 
Strategic question 
All groups agreed to use one or both of the following strategic questions and to find 
research questions related to these: 

• How important is the customers ethnic background, culture and level of 
acculturation when choosing a provider of financial services?  

• What are Swedish service-providers currently doing in order to target these 
customers and what adjustments would be most beneficial for them to implement in 
order to obtain more customers?  

Each project will be uploaded separately and available in DIVA.  
For further questions you can contact me on tobias.eltebrandt@mdh.se

//Tobias Eltebrandt 

   ii 

mailto:tobias.eltebrandt@mdh.se


 Table of Contents  
1. INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................. 1 

1.1 Background.................................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 The research question .................................................................................................. 2 

1.3 Target audience ........................................................................................................... 2 

1.4 Limitations................................................................................................................... 2 

2. METHOD .......................................................................................................................... 3 

2.1 Development of theoretical framework....................................................................... 3 

2.2 Data.............................................................................................................................. 4 

2.2.1 Sample .................................................................................................................. 5 

2.2.2 Questionnaire distribution .................................................................................... 6 

2.3 Measurement ............................................................................................................... 7 

2.3.1 Service quality dimensions................................................................................... 7 

2.3.2 Level of acculturation........................................................................................... 7 

2.4 Data Analysis............................................................................................................... 8 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK................................................................................... 11 

4. FINDINGS ...................................................................................................................... 15 

4.1 Swedish banking industry.......................................................................................... 15 

4.2 Foreign residents with Polish and Russian origin in Sweden.................................... 15 

4.3 Hofstede Cultural Dimensions .................................................................................. 16 

4.4 Results of the survey ................................................................................................. 17 

4.4.1 Open ended question .......................................................................................... 21 

5. ANALYSIS ..................................................................................................................... 23 

5.1 The influence of culture on the service quality perceptions: challenges and 

opportunities for the banks operating in Sweden ............................................................ 23 

5.2 The comparison of the overall service quality perceptions ....................................... 24 

5.3 Perceptions of reliability and responsiveness dimensions......................................... 25 

5.4 Perceptions of assurance and empathy dimensions................................................... 26 

5.5 Perceptions of tangibles............................................................................................. 27 

5.6 Empathy..................................................................................................................... 27 

6. CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................................. 29 

6.1 Summary of the study results .................................................................................... 29 

6.2 Directions for future research.................................................................................... 31 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................................................................ 32 

8. REFERENCES: ............................................................................................................... 34 

   iii 



 
List of Figures and Tables 

Figure 1 Gender characteristic of the sample ........................................................................ 5 

Figure 2 Age characteristic of the sample ............................................................................. 6 

Figure 3 Foreign citizens by country of citizenship (1978-2008) ....................................... 16 

Figure 4 Hofstede Cultural Dimensions Scores .................................................................. 17 

Figure 5 Sample for the two studied groups in respect with gender characteristic ............. 18 

Figure 6 Sample for the two studied groups in respect with age characteristic .................. 19 

Figure 7 Banks used by the respondents with Polish and Russian origin ........................... 21 

 
Table 1 Foreign-born persons by country of birth............................................................... 16 

Table 2 Mean scores for overall perceptions of service quality .......................................... 18 

Table 3 The Results of T-test .............................................................................................. 20 

Table 4 Mean scores of service quality dimensions for the foreign respondents with the low 

and medium levels of acculturation..................................................................................... 21 

 

 

   iv 



1. INTRODUCTION 
In this part background about the topic, research questions, target audience and 

limitations will be presented.  

 

1.1 Background 
There is a growing interest in examining culturally diverse markets in marketing literature. 

‘Cultural diversity’ term is used to explain the coexistence of a range of ethnic groups 

within particular country market (Snow, et al., 1996; Pires & Stanton, 2000; Bianchi, 2001; 

Jamal, 2003). Swedish market is becoming more heterogeneous as large proportion of 

population is represented by people with different ethnic backgrounds. The flow of 

immigrants to Sweden is constantly increasing. Therefore, the discussions about 

immigrants represented as a ‘new group of customers’ have arisen among researchers and 

business practitioners in Sweden (Landsberg, 2006).  

 

The changes in demographic characteristics of Swedish market create new opportunities 

for companies; although the complexity of dealing with culturally diverse customers can 

create challenges for them. This is especially important for financial service providers as 

they face fierce competition resulting from the similarity in their offerings. As a result, 

service quality is the only source of differential advantage over the competitors (Kangis & 

Voukelatos, 1997; Lopez, et al., 2007). In the areas of service marketing and relationship 

marketing the concept of service quality is widely applied for understanding customer 

satisfaction (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Furrer, et al., 2000; Grönroos, 2007). Several 

studies have examined the relationship between culture and service encounter satisfaction 

and determined that culture has important influence on the service quality expectations and 

perceptions (Bianchi, 2001; Donthu & Yoo, 1998; Furrer et al., 2000; Snow et al., 1996; 

Pires & Stanton, 2000). However, there is a gap within the literature that investigates the 

influence of culture on service quality perceptions. Moreover, this issue has not been 

addressed in respect with Swedish banking industry.  

 

Understanding the influence of culture and the level of acculturation on the service quality 

perceptions among customers with Polish and Russian backgrounds in Sweden is the focus 

of this study. This study seeks to identify how the Swedish service providers can allocate 

available resources in the most efficient way in order to fulfil the needs and requirements 

   1 



of the customers with Polish and Russian backgrounds and build effective relationships 

with them.  

 

1.2 The research question 
If customers with Polish and Russian origin differ in their perceptions of the service 

quality attributes from Swedish customers, what kind of influence do culture and the level 

of acculturation have on their perceptions of service quality? 

 

1.3 Target audience 
This study is conducted to inform the bank managers working on the Swedish market 

about the influence of cultural factors on the perceptions of service quality among the 

customers with different cultural backgrounds. Additionally, this project is targeted for the 

tutors in Mälardalen University and Master students, as well as for any audience interested 

in the service marketing field.    

 

1.4 Limitations 
In general, time restrictions and lack of financial resources can be considered as limiting 

factors. The study results could have higher reliability if the number of responses collected 

for primary data analysis was larger. Besides we have not conducted the pilot study in 

order to pretest the questionnaire before distributing among the target respondents. 

 

Such contingency variables as frequency of the service situation and powerful-weak 

customers that can influence the relationship between culture and perceptions of the 

service quality were not controlled in our study, thus, this can be seen as limitation.  

 

The usage of the scores to evaluate Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is another limiting 

aspect of our study. Due to lack of ability to evaluate Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on the 

individual level we have used the scores evaluated on the country level. Although based on 

the purpose of our study it would be more applicable to use the dimensions of culture 

operationalized at the individual level.  

 

After we had collected and analyzed the responses for the service quality dimensions we 

noticed that it would be more appropriate to use 7-point Likert scale to reveal more 

soundable difference in the answers.  
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2. METHOD 

 
This part will present how the research has been conducted. First, the development of the 

theoretical framework is discussed. Second, the description of the primary and secondary 

data used in the study is presented, followed by the explanation of the data collection 

process. Finally, the process of the data analysis is reviewed. 

 

2.1 Development of theoretical framework  
The theoretical framework adopted in this study has been developed based on the 

following concepts and theories: service quality dimensions, Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions and the level of acculturation.  We have decided to analyze the perceived 

quality by measuring experiences only over the five service quality attributes: reliability, 

responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles. According to Parasuraman (1988, p. 14) 

service quality is defined as the discrepancy between the consumers’ perceptions of 

services offered by particular company and their expectations towards companies that offer 

such services. Grönroos (2007, p.87-88) has recognized several validity problems 

connected to the measurement of expectations in SERVQUAL instrument and mentioned 

that “experiences are perceptions of reality, and inherent in these perceptions are prior 

expectations”.  Although there is a debate regarding the measurement of perceived service 

quality in the service marketing literature, we have chosen this approach and followed the 

argument proposed by Liljander that measuring only how customers experience the service 

using certain attributes with no comparison with expectations can be appropriate. This way 

of measuring perceived quality is mentioned to be easier for administering and analyzing. 

(Grönroos, 2007, p. 88) 

 

The researches examining the impact of culture on the service quality attributes have based 

their studies on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. While describing the results of our study 

we also have decided to refer to their analysis in order to support our conclusions. 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have been found to represent accurately the difference 

between cultures in spite of the criticisms regarding the internal validity of the dimensions 

and the method used for constructing the scale (Furrer et al., 2000, p.358). We have 

decided to use only three cultural dimensions, including power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, individualism/collectivism and refer to the scores of Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions for the countries studied.  The masculinity - femininity dimension and long-

term versus short-term orientation are not investigated in this study as we consider that 
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these dimensions are not strongly related to service quality. This can be supported by 

Donthu and Yoo (1998, p.180) who have excluded masculinity-femininity dimension while 

relating service expectations to the dimensions of culture. The long-term versus short-term 

orientation (the Confucian dynamic) is excluded from our study because this dimension 

has been developed in the context of Asian cultures that is not relevant for our study. 

 

Furthermore we find that acculturation theory developed in marketing literature can be 

applied in our research because it provides with the theoretical framework for studying 

consumer subcultures. Penaloza (1994, p. 33) offers the definition for the term ‘consumer 

acculturation’ which is determined as “the general process of movement and adaptation to 

the consumer cultural environment in one country by persons from another country”. The 

concept of acculturation is rather complicated issue that has become a point of controversy 

among the researchers. Most of studies discuss acculturation as a unidirectional change 

from the original culture to the host country culture that is also referred as ‘assimilation’.  

These models propose that acculturation occurs along a continuum and replacement 

eventually takes place. (Quester & Chong, 2001, p.203-204) As we are interested in 

determining the level of acculturation we have chosen to use the acculturation scale as a 

measuring tool for acculturation.  

 

2.2 Data 
In our study we use both primary and secondary data. We conduct the study using the 

primary data collected through questionnaires distributed among Swedish residents of 

different cultural origins. We have chosen the questions about the demographics, the 

questions about the service quality perceptions, the questions evaluating the culture and the 

level of acculturation and also the last open-ended question that asks about good and bad 

experiences with banks. The questionnaire has been translated into Swedish, Polish and 

Russian in order to reach the respondents who are not fluent in English.  

 

Data has been collected using non-random sample. Non-random samples have been 

criticized by traditional researches as they cannot be statistically assessed for 

representativeness. However, there is growing evidence that non-random samples can be 

credible if the selection of samples is done with the aim of representativeness in mind. 

(O'Leary, 2004, p. 109) Our research is not aimed towards the generalizability and 

representativeness, thus, we have chosen non-random sampling that has the credibility in 

context of our study.  
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Secondary data include the statistics about the Swedish residents with Polish and Russian 

origin that are the targeted respondents group, the general information about the 

competitiveness of Swedish banking sector and service providers operating on the market. 

We also use the scores of the Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, including power distance, 

individualism, and uncertainty avoidance.   

 

2.2.1 Sample  

The sample used in the study contains in total 165 respondents, including 126 respondents 

with foreign backgrounds born in Poland, the Soviet Union and Sweden and 39 Swedish 

respondents. The sample includes the respondents of different age, gender, who reside in 

Mälardalen region (Sweden).    The figure presented below describes the proportions of 

males which account for 39 per cent and females – 61 per cent among all 165 respondents.  

 
Figure 1 Gender characteristic of the sample 
 
The respondents have been divided into four groups according to the following age ranges: 

18-29 years old account for 48 per cent, 30-39 years old represent 27 per cent, 40-49 years 

old -  10 per cent and 50-66 years old – 16 per cent.  The figure below summarizes and 

demonstrates the proportion of respondents in each group.  
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Figure 2 Age characteristic of the sample 
 
2.2.2 Questionnaire distribution 
 
We have distributed the questionnaires using several ways. We have distributed the paper-

version of questionnaire for those respondents who have been approached directly and also 

for those respondents who are among our personal contacts extended using the snow-ball 

method. This is one of the non-random methods to collect appropriate amount of people. 

The method is applied especially if the difficult-to-find populations are being investigated. 

The snowball sampling plan is initiated when a single individual who possesses the needed 

characteristics is located and asked to contact the people he knows that increases the 

chances of distributing a wider amount of questionnaires. (Bernard, 2000, p.180) The 

snow-ball method has helped to secure the response rate and reach the targeted groups in a 

short period of time.  

 

Polish and Russian respondents have been reached during the visits to Västerås Catholic 

church, Arlanda airport and by telephone interviews. We have also contacted Polish and 

Russian organizations operating in Mälardalen region and established the contact with 

chairmen who are able to reach the targeted respondents in a short period of time.  In order 

to ease the procedure of filling in the questionnaire we have also created online surveys 

including Polish version on www.ankietka.pl, Russian version on www.createsurvey.com. 

Swedish respondents have been asked to take part in the survey while taking the train from 

Västerås to Eskilstuna and at Mälardalen University. The data have been collected during 

ten days period from May 2 to May 12, 2009.  In order to obtain valid and reliable results 

we have continuously controlled and kept track of the kind of respondents we have reached, 

particularly considering their demographic characteristics, length of residence in Sweden 

for non-Swedish respondents.  
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2.3 Measurement 
 
2.3.1 Service quality dimensions 

We use SERVQUAL scale adopted from Furrer et al. (2000) to measure the perceptions of 

the five service quality dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and 

tangibles. The questions represent 21 items of SERVQUAL developed by Parasuraman et 

al. (1991) and revised by Furrer et al. (2000). One more item about the convenience of the 

bank location has been added to ‘tangibles’. We ask the respondents to evaluate their 

service quality perceptions using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1-strongly disagree to 5-

strongly agree) when they deal with the Swedish banks. We find SERVQUAL dimensions 

particularly useful for our study because these dimensions have been identified from a 

similar type of service. (Parasuraman et al., 1991, p. 421) Moreover, the SERVQUAL 

dimensions are widely used in service quality literature.  

 

2.3.2 Level of acculturation 

The acculturation literature shows more support to the assimilation (linear) model of 

acculturation that has been predominant in studies of consumer subcultures (Quester & 

Chong, 2001, pp. 203-204). In our study we are interested in understanding how the level 

of acculturation among the customers with Polish and Russian cultural backgrounds effects 

their perceptions of service quality; therefore, we need to develop acculturation scale that 

can be used to evaluate the level of acculturation among these groups of customers. We use 

the acculturation scale presented by Quester and Chong (2001) and adopt part of the 

acculturation measures suggested by authors which fit the context of service situation.  

Further we discuss the measures which have been chosen for our study in more details.  

 

• Country of birth  

We make distinction between those born in Sweden and those born overseas. Those born 

in Sweden are more likely to be similar in their perceptions of service quality to the 

mainstream population. The overseas born include those born in Poland and those born in 

the Soviet Union or Russia.  

 

• Self-identification 

Following Hirschman (1981) Quester and Chong (2001, p. 206) state that “the degree of 

ethnic identification represents the internal beliefs of the person” that reflects the cultural 
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reality. This measure asks respondents about the cultural or regional group they most 

strongly indentify themselves with. We also ask the respondents to evaluate the degree of 

connection between a person and his/her cultural group.  

 

• Language  

As language is mentioned to be a key indicator of acculturation we include the language in 

the acculturation scale and measure language use including fluency in Swedish, the item 

about the language used in communication with banks (Swedish/English), and the item 

asking to evaluate the usage of Swedish as a first language. It has been discussed in the 

literature that there is a positive relationship between the familiarity with the language of 

the host country and the level of acculturation. (Quester & Chong, 2001, p. 206) 

 

• Ratio of time in Sweden / respondent’s age 

The previous studies have demonstrated the problem of using the length of residence as an 

indicator of acculturation and suggested to use the ratio of the length of residence in the 

host country divided by the respondent’s age (Quester & Chong, 2001, p. 207). In our 

study we use a similar ratio.   

• The nationality of friends 

We ask the respondents about the nationality of their closest friends and also ask about the 

second most common nationality to find out about the social networks and the reference 

groups by which respondents are surrounded. These two items also indicate the level of 

acculturation.  

 

Each respondent is given an acculturation score based on the acculturation scale. Items 

answered by respondents are equally weighted and then summed up to get a composite 

acculturation score for each individual. The sum of maximum scores for each item is used 

as denominator. Then the acculturation score is expressed as percentage. Acculturation 

scores are spread out against the range and the range is divided into three equal divisions to 

show three levels of acculturation: low, medium and high. 

   

2.4 Data Analysis  
After we collect the data and calculate the acculturation scores for the individual 

respondents with Polish and Russian origins we divide them into three groups based on the 
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acculturation level: low, medium and high. We use the scores for Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions: power distance, uncertainty avoidance individualism/collectivism to compare 

the cultural characteristics of Polish, Russian and Swedish respondents. Based on the 

scores, we assume the similarity between Russian and Polish respondents as the scores for 

Russia and Poland demonstrate that both countries are higher on power distance and 

uncertainty avoidance compared to Sweden, and show lower individualism, therefore we 

combine Polish and Russian respondents in our study. Then we calculate the mean scores 

that describe the evaluation of service quality perceptions for the five service quality 

dimensions as well as overall perceptions.  

 

In order to test and analyze the influence of culture on the service quality perceptions we 

use independent samples t-test. The data are analyzed using SPSS software. Independent-

samples t-tests are used to compare the mean scores of two different groups of people or 

conditions. While analyzing the results of t-test, first, it is necessary to see the results of 

Levene’s test for equality of variances. If Sig. value is larger than 0.05 the assumption of 

equal variances is hold. If the value of Sig. 2-tailed is equal or less than 0.05 then there is 

statistically significant difference in the mean scores on dependent variable for each of the 

two groups. If the value is above 0.05 then there is no statistically significant difference 

between the mean scores for the studied groups. (Pallant, 2007, pp. 177-179) 

 

We use t-tests to check that there is no statistically significant difference in overall 

perceptions of service quality between the respondents with the low and medium levels of 

acculturation. Therefore, we can combine the results of these respondents and analyze 

them as one group. The Polish and Russian respondents with the high level of acculturation 

demonstrate the similar evaluation of the service quality perceptions to Swedish 

respondents. And that allows us to analyze them together as one group as well. 

 

By this step we determine two groups of respondents whose service quality perceptions are 

going to be analyzed: the first group consists of the respondents with the low and medium 

levels of acculturation; the second group - the respondents with the high level of 

acculturation and Swedish respondents.  The service quality perceptions of the two groups 

mentioned above are analyzed to determine if there is a statistically significant difference 

in the overall service quality perceptions.  We also discuss and analyze each service quality 

dimension separately to assess if the two groups of respondents are significantly different 

in their perceptions. The service quality attributes are analyzed in order to develop the 
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implications for the service providers so that they can allocate the resources adequately by 

focusing on the certain components of service quality.   

 

The mean scores for each service quality dimension are compared for the respondents with 

the low and medium level of acculturation to find out which of them appears to be the 

lowest one, therefore, influences the overall perceptions in a negative way. These results 

are also considered in order to develop the managerial implications.  
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 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The value of an offering, within the relationship perspective, is created and perceived by 

the customers, partly in interactions between the customer and the service provider. 

Therefore, while using the service, the value is partly created exclusively by customers and 

partly ‘co-created’ by both parties involved (Grönroos, 2007, p.27). The service quality 

concept has been differently defined in the literature, focusing on meeting the requirements 

and needs of customers, and how well their expectations are matched by the service 

provider (Lewis et al., 1994, p.4). Customers’ perceived quality is a function of the 

experiences during service processes and its outcome and also of customers’ expectations 

(Grönroos, 2007, p.247). 

 

If service expectations are met, then the service quality is perceived to be satisfactory. 

When expectations are exceeded, it leads to perceived quality that is more than satisfactory 

and tend towards ideal quality (Parasuraman et al., 1985, p. 48). The importance of service 

quality is emphasized especially in highly competitive markets. The service quality serves 

to be the only mean of differentiation in financial service institutions, as products offered 

by competitors are the same or similar (Wang et al., 2003, as cited in Lopez et al., 2007, p. 

261). Thus, the service provider must exceed or meet the expectations of its customers in 

order to be successful. Lopez et al. (2007, p. 262) states that retail banks that operate in 

culturally diverse markets encounter a complex challenge of considering different 

customer perceptions of service quality.  

 

Expectations are influenced by a variety of factors, which might not be within the control 

of the service firms. One of the factors that influences on service quality expectations and 

perceptions is cultural element. Thus, proper understanding of cultural influences on 

expectations can help firms design their service packages and enhance service quality 

(Snow et al., 1996, p. 34).  Bianchi (2001, p.50) also states that the intangible and 

inseparable characteristics of services are especially susceptible to the influence of culture. 

Moreover, Furrer et al. (2000, p. 356) discusses that the influence of the cultural elements 

is significant for the services that involve a high degree of interaction between customers 

and service providers.  

 

Donthu and Yoo (1998, p.179) have contributed to service quality literature that 

investigates the effect of culture on service expectations. Using the Hofstede’s dimensions 

of culture operationalized at the individual level and the dimensions of service quality from 
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the SERVQUAL scale, authors develop and test hypotheses relating dimensions of culture 

with service quality expectations for banking services. According to Donthu and Yoo 

(1998, p.179), service quality expectations and the effect of marketing efforts on service 

quality might be different in different cultures; hence, it is important to understand the role 

of culture in service quality management.  Following Hofstede, the authors propose that 

when the cultural heterogeneity within a country is great, use of term national culture may 

be improper to define cultural characteristics of a country. Donthu and Yoo (1998, p. 183) 

define subculture as “a unique combination of cultural dimensions that goes beyond 

geographic boundaries of countries”. The authors provide an example of immigrants that 

may represent extreme cases as they can maintain and develop the subculture that is 

different from the culture in which they live. They also discuss that immigrants identify 

themselves with their homeland culture until they become accustomed to the new culture 

of the host country (Donthu & Yoo, 1998, p.183). According to the study results 

consumers vary in overall service quality expectations as well as in their expectations on 

each of the dimensions as a result of different cultural orientations, thus, service providers 

targeting immigrants should not treat all the customers as being the same. In particular, the 

study shows that the customers who are collectivist and high on power distance have low 

overall service quality expectations. (Donthu & Yoo, 1998, p.148) 

 

Pires and Stanton (2001, p.610) examine the issues of marketing services to ethnic 

consumers in culturally diverse markets and propose that while mainstream consumers 

might rely on their past experience with service providers the inexperienced consumers 

with foreign background do not have this knowledge about the new market. Besides the 

authors state that communication difficulties involve more than language problems. 

“Meaning and context are important in defining a “normal” way of doing things, as are the 

way service personnel and customer address each other (…) and how culturally aware and 

sensitive are the parties to the service delivery” (Pires and Stanton, 2001, p. 610).  

Interaction with others is easier and less cognitively challenging if both parties hold similar 

attitudes, values and experiences (Smith, 1998, cited by Pires and Stanton, 2001, p. 610). 

Pires and Stanton (2001) state that awareness about communication difficulties induce 

inexperienced customers with foreign background to apportion the blame for service 

failure and do not consider service provider being solely responsible for the performance 

ambiguity (Bendapudi and Berry, 1997, cited by Pires and Stanton, 2001, p. 610). 
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Furrer et al. (2000) continue the research that integrates the Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

with SERVQUAL dimensions. The authors develop and test a complete set of hypotheses 

relating each of the five cultural dimensions to each of the five SERVQUAL dimensions. 

The study conducted by Furrer et al. (2000, p.363) shows that there is a significant 

negative relationships between power distance and reliability, and responsiveness, as well 

as significant positive relationships between individualism and the two mentioned service 

quality dimensions. Donthu and Yoo (1998, p. 184), as well as Furrer et al. (2000, p.363) 

propose that customers who are high on power distance are more likely to tolerate failures 

from service providers, therefore they do not expect high reliability in their relationship 

with them. This group of customers also does not consider responsiveness as being very 

important. Furrer et al. (2000, p.360) suggest that in cultures with a high degree in 

individualism customers are more independent and expect the service provider to be 

efficient and provide the prompt services right the first time. According to the study of 

Furrer et al. (2000, p.363) there is a significant negative relationship between 

individualism and both, assurance and empathy dimensions. Furrer et al. (2000, p.360) 

characterize individualistic customers as being self-confident and self-responsible, thus, 

their expectations of assurance are low. As for the empathy dimension, the authors propose 

that individualist customers expect to be treated as individuals but they do not require the 

service provider to demonstrate empathy during the service encounter. Moreover, the 

results of the study conducted indicate that there is a strong positive relationship between 

uncertainty avoidance and both assurance and empathy dimensions. (Furrer et. al., 2000, p. 

360, 364) 

 

Bianchi (2001) addresses the effect of cultural differences on service encounter satisfaction 

and proposes the conceptual model which can be used to analyze the relationship between 

cultural differences of customers and providers and service encounter satisfaction. The 

model includes cultural differences described using the Hofstede’s cultural dimensions; 

two variables: mutual understanding and congruency in expectations, and two moderator 

variables: the level of intangibility of the service and the degree of proximity between the 

customer and the service provider (Bianchi, 2001, pp.47-48). The interaction between the 

service provider and a customer during a service encounter is an important factor in 

determining the overall service satisfaction (Solomon et al. 1985, quoted in Bianchi, 2001, 

p. 46). If both service provider and customer belong to different cultures, then the service 

encounter is defined as inter-cultural. The expectations of both parties while the inter-

cultural service encounters are likely to differ, as they are affected by their cultural 
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backgrounds. This in turn can lead to misunderstandings and lower customer satisfaction 

levels. (Bianchi, 2001, p. 46) 

 

During the interaction, the customers and service providers’ unique ‘makeup’ composed of 

their beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, knowledge and previous experience intersects. 

Through this time they search for common features so as to reduce the uncertainty, and the 

failure to do so might lead to miscommunication (White and Härtel, 2004, quoted in 

Bianchi, 2001, p.6). The studies suggest that the mutual understanding is related to the 

congruence in expectations between service provider and customer during the service 

encounter. If both individuals differ in expectations, then the performance of the service 

provider will not meet the customer’s expectations, and in turn lead to misunderstanding 

between them (Biddle 1986, quoted in Bianchi, 2001, p. 48). Service providers from 

different cultures may fail to meet the expectations of customers, as they base their 

performance on the expectations of customers that do not match the culturally determined 

expectations of customers (Solomon et al. 1985, quoted in Bianchi, 2001, p. 49). In 

particular, the author discusses that collectivist customers expect greater empathy, caring 

and respect from the service providers compared to the individualistic customers. Bianchi 

(2001, p. 49) also proposes that customers from high power distance cultures while dealing 

with the service provider from a low power-distance culture may feel that they are treated 

too egalitarian and not respectful.  

 

Tsoukatos and Rand in their study assessed the effect of culture on the importance of 

service quality dimensions to customers in Greek retail insurance. The results of their 

analysis confirmed the previous findings of Furrer et al. (2000) that expectations are 

influenced by culture which in turn determines the importance of the service quality 

attributes to customers (Tsoukatos and Rand, 2007, p.480). In particular, the results of the 

study indicate that the relationship between the cultural dimensions and tangibles is non-

significant (Tsoukatos and Rand, 2007, p. 478). The authors propose that the customers’ 

expectations affect the service quality perceptions. Thus, they suggest that managers 

should focus on culture during the decision making process, particularly with respect to 

resources allocation and quality efforts. (Tsoukatos and Rand, 2007, pp. 480 –481) 
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4. FINDINGS  
 
In this part the results of the questionnaire will be introduced. The collected secondary 

data concerning foreign residents with Polish and Russian origins in Sweden, brief 

information about the banking industry in Sweden and the scores for the Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions will be presented. 

 

4.1 Swedish banking industry 
The Swedish economy is developing into service-based with more than two-thirds of GDP 

formed in service sector. In particular the role of financial services industry is increasing.  

Due to the deregulation of the financial sector in the early 1990s, Swedish banks started to 

face higher competition. (Encyclopedia of the Nations: Sweden. Country overview, 2009) 

 

The financial sector has been expanding rapidly during the last decade as existing 

companies have broadened their business and many new players have entered the market. 

Banks account for 40% of the players on the financial market as per 2005.  Commercial 

banks, foreign banks, savings banks and co-operative banks are four main types of banks 

operating on the Swedish market. The largest banks among Swedish commercial banks are 

Swedbank, Svenska Handelsbanken, Nordea and SEB; together they account for about 

75% of the total assets. Although these four banks share many similarities, they differ in 

many ways, for example, in terms of client-type, pricing and distribution channel. The big 

four banks cannot be viewed as homogenous group as they compete with all other players 

and with each other. During the past decade the niche banks and the branches of foreign 

banks have gained a higher market shares on the Swedish market. Niche banks such as 

SkandiaBanken, Länsförsäkringar Bank and ICA Bank are gradually expanding their range 

of services but they are still focused on retail banking. (Banks in Sweden. Facts about the 

Swedish banking market, 2006, pp. 1-5) 

 

4.2 Foreign residents with Polish and Russian origin in Sweden 
 
According to the report of the Department of Statistics (Sweden) the most frequent groups 

among the immigrants, after Swedish and other Nordic citizens are persons with Polish or 

Iraqi citizenship. In particular, 45 per cent of Polish citizens were granted residence 

permits due to employment (Migration 2005: Immigration, Emigration and Asylum 

seekers, p. 17). 
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The table presented below summarizes the amount of foreign-born persons by country of 

birth for the years 2000 and 2008. It also shows the percentage change in the number of 

residents with foreign origin for the studied groups within the period from 2000 to 2008.  

 

Country of birth 2000 2008 % change 

Poland 40123 63822 37 % 

Russia 6523 13464 51 % 
 
Table 1 Foreign-born persons by country of birth  
*Selected numbers from the tables downloaded from Statistics Sweden  
 
The graph presented below shows the change in the number of foreign citizens by country 

of citizenship (Poland, Russia and the former Soviet Union) for the period from 1973 to 

2008. After Poland became the member of the European Union in 2004, a number of 

Polish immigrants in Sweden increased rapidly (Statistics Sweden, 2009). 

 
Figure 3 Foreign citizens by country of citizenship (1978-2008)  
*Selected numbers from the tables downloaded from Statistics Sweden 
 
According to the projection of the Department of Statistics the total number of persons in 

the working population (age 20-64) will increase by 300 000 in year 2060, moreover, those 

born abroad will account for the entire increase in the working population (Statistics 

Sweden, 2009, Population Projections 2009-2060). 

 

4.3 Hofstede Cultural Dimensions  
The graph presented below shows the scores for three cultural dimensions of Russia, 

Poland and Sweden developed and estimated by Geert Hofstede.  Russia and Poland are 

significantly higher on power distance and uncertainty avoidance dimensions compared to 

Sweden. Sweden appears to be higher on individualism dimension compared to both 
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Poland and Russia. The scores of power distance dimension for Russia, Poland and 

Sweden are 93, 68 and 31, respectively; the scores of individualism for these countries are 

39, 60 and 71; and the scores for uncertainty avoidance are 95, 93 and 33.  
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Figure 4 Hofstede Cultural Dimensions Scores 
*Geert Hofstede Cultural Dimensions (2009) 
  The scores for Russia and Poland are estimated values 
 
 

4.4 Results of the survey 
After the acculturation score was calculated for the respondents with foreign background 

the respondents with Polish and Russian origins were divided into three groups based on 

their level of acculturation. The total number of respondents was 165, among which 38 

respondents were determined with the low level of acculturation, 40 - with the medium one, 

48 - with the high, and 39 Swedish respondents. After the mean scores were calculated for 

all the respondents we were able to run T-tests to determine that, first, there is no 

statistically significant difference in the overall service quality perceptions between the 

respondents with the low level of acculturation and those with the medium one, second, 

between the respondents with the high level of acculturation and Swedish mainstream 

respondents.  

The table presented below describes the results of T-tests conducted to find the similarity 

in the overall service quality perceptions between the respondents with the low and 

medium levels of acculturation, as well as between the respondents with the high level of 

acculturation and Swedish respondents.  
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Group* 

Overall Service 

Quality Perceptions 

Means 

Difference 

Significant at the .05 

Level? 

Sig. 

 (2-tailed) value 

Group 1 

Group 2 

3.557 

3.789 
No 0.056 

 

Group 3 

Group 4 

4.046 

3.969 
No 0.609 

 

Table 2 Mean scores for overall perceptions of service quality  
 
*Group 1: Polish and Russian respondents with the low level of acculturation 
  Group 2: Polish and Russian respondent with the medium level of acculturation 
  Group 3: Polish and Russian respondent with the high level of acculturation 
  Group 4: Swedish respondents 
 
 

The similarity in the service quality perceptions of the mentioned groups allows us to form 

two groups of respondents: the first group – Polish and Russian respondents with the low 

and medium levels of acculturation, the second – Polish and Russian respondents with the 

high level of acculturation and Swedish respondents.  

We also checked that the two groups of respondents as described above are similar in 

respect with gender and age characteristics. The figure presented below demonstrates the 

proportion of males and females among the respondents for both groups.  

 
Figure 5 Sample for the two studied groups in respect with gender characteristic 
 
As for the age of the respondents the two groups share similiar characteristics. We 

calcuated the means of age for the two studied groups: the first group represented by the 

Polish and Russian respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation have the 

mean of age equal to 33,33 while the other group which includes the Polish and Russian 

respondents with the high level of acculturation and Swedish respondents have mean of 
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age equal to 36,18. The figure presented below demonstrate in more details the proportion 

of the respondents divided into four age groups.  

 
Figure 6 Sample for the two studied groups in respect with age characteristic 
 
After we found that gender and age characteristics are quite similiar for the studied groups 

we could conclude that variations in gender and age would not have influence on the 

validity of the study.  

 

The next step was to run T-test to find out if there is a statistically significant difference in 

the overall service quality perceptions between two groups. After that we tested if there is 

statistically significant difference in the perceptions of each service quality dimensions 

separately. The assumption of normal distribution was held for all the T-tests with 95 % 

confidence interval of difference.   The table below summarizes the results of the statistical 

tests. Sig. (2-tailed) values, presented in the table, were compared with 0.05 and based on 

that we concluded about if the difference in the perceptions between the studied groups is 

statistically significant. If the value in a Sig. (2-tailed) column is equal or less than 0.05 

then there is a significant difference in the mean scores for each of the two groups. (SPSS 

survival manual)  

 

Group* Service Perceptions Means 

Difference 

Significant at 

the .05 Level? 

Sig. 

 (2-tailed) 

value 

 
 

-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Overall Service 

Perceptions 

3.703 

3.914 

 

Yes 

 

0.025 
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-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Reliability 

3.900 

4.011 

 

No 
0.284 

 

-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Responsiveness 

3.752 

3.923 

 

No 
0.158 

 

-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Assurance 

3.759 

4.045 

 

Yes 
0.007 

 

-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Empathy 

3.474 

3.810 

 

Yes 
0.005 

 

-  Group 1 

-  Group 2 

Tangibles 

3.632 

3.779 

 

No 

 

0.143 

 
              Table 3 The Results of T-test 
 
               *Group 1: Polish and Russian respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation 
                 Group 2: Polish and Russian respondent with the high level of acculturation and Swedish    
                                 respondents 
 
 

The Polish and Russian respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation have 

significantly lower overall service quality perceptions compared to the respondents with 

the high level of acculturation and Swedish. The perceptions of two groups on reliability 

and responsiveness dimensions, as well as on tangibles are not significantly different, 

while they show statistically significant difference on the perceptions of assurance and 

empathy dimensions. 

 

The last step was to compare the means for the perceptions of each service quality 

dimension among the Polish and Russian respondents with the low and medium levels of 

acculturation. The mean score for empathy dimension appeared to be the lowest among all 

the service quality dimensions. The table presented below summarizes the results of means 

scores calculated for the Polish and Russian respondents with the low and medium levels 

of acculturation.   
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Service Quality Dimension Mean Score 

Reliability 3.900 

Responsiveness 3.752 

Assurance 3.759 

Empathy 3.474 

Tangibles 3.632 

 
Table 4 Mean scores of service quality dimensions for the foreign respondents with the low 
and medium levels of acculturation 
 
Among the respondents with Polish and Russian backgrounds about 35 per cent mainly use 

the services of Swedbank, about 30 per cent are customers of Nordea, about 20 per cent are 

customers of SEB, and 10 per cent – Handelsbanken.   

        

Swedbank

Nordea

SEB

Handelsbanken

Scandia

ICA

Sparbanken

 
 
 Figure 7 Banks used by the respondents with Polish and Russian origin 
 
 
4.4.1 Open ended question 

The respondents were asked to give some examples of good or bad experiences they had 

with the bank that strongly affected their opinion about it.  We have collected 30 replies for 

this question from the respondents with Polish and Russian origins that describe both 

positive and negative experiences with banks.  We have summarized the replies and found 

that in general there was much more negative feedback from the respondents with foreign 

background.  

 

While evaluating the promptness of the service only 2 out of 30 replies include positive 

comments, compared to 8 negative ones.  In respect with the friendly and polite attitude 
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from the bank employees, 3 respondents commented positively on this, but 4 respondents 

found that employees appeared to be impolite and inattentive towards the customers. In 

particular, one respondent described the experience when the bank omitted important 

information that resulted in dissatisfaction that the bank did not have the customers’ best 

interest at heart. One respondent have noticed that language used for the communication 

with bank influences the attitude of the employee towards the customer: if Swedish 

language is used the employee appears to be more polite. As for the level of professional 

knowledge, only 1 respondent expressed positive opinion on this while 3 persons stated the 

opinion that the employees did not have enough knowledge to deliver the service.   

 

The large amount of negative comments (8 responses) is connected with the discrimination 

due to customers’ origin. Several respondents expressed their opinion directly applying the 

term ‘discrimination’.  Another important issue that was brought up by the respondents is 

the problem with opening the bank account. The 9 respondents out of 30 state that they 

have not received clear and specific information regarding the regulations for opening bank 

account that are applied for the customers holding foreign passport. Several respondents 

also state that banks are not willing to offer Internet banking service to the persons who do 

not understand Swedish. 
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5. ANALYSIS 
 
In this part the results of our study are discussed and analyzed. First, the challenges and 

opportunities for the banks operating in Sweden concerning the influence of culture on the 

service quality perceptions are discussed. Second, the influence of culture and the level of 

acculturation on the overall service quality perceptions is analyzed and discussed with 

respect to studied groups. Then, the results for reliability and responsiveness dimensions 

are discussed, followed by the analysis of assurance and empathy dimensions, as well as 

tangibles. The last section discusses separately empathy dimension that has the lowest 

mean score for the respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation.   

 

5.1 The influence of culture on the service quality perceptions: challenges 

and opportunities for the banks operating in Sweden 
 

Nowadays market environment in the Swedish banking industry is categorized by 

increased competition that creates the pressure for the banks to keep the customers; 

therefore, the service quality must be continuously improved.  The service quality appears 

to be crucial mean of differentiation due to the similarity in products and services offered 

by different banks. The banks in Sweden are operating in the culturally diverse market 

categorized by the increasing number of customers with foreign backgrounds, including 

the large number of residents with Polish and Russian origin. That creates the challenges to 

understand the need of those customers who hold different cultural values and attitudes, 

but at the same time these groups of customers can become the source for the potential 

growth. If the banks successfully meet or even exceed the expectations of culturally 

diverse customers that will create new opportunities for them.   

 

Due to deregulation of the Swedish financial sector, foreign banks have started to enter the 

Swedish market. Although at current moment the big four banks - Swedbank, Svenska 

Handelsbanken, Nordea and SEB are the main players on the Swedish market the branches 

of foreign banks and  the niche banks - SkandiaBanken, Länsförsäkringar Bank, ICA have 

been expanding their operations and have been gaining higher market share.  The market 

environment in Sweden is continuously changing towards greater heterogeneity, thus, it is 

important for the service providers to face the challenges and recognize the opportunities. 

The banking services are categorized by the high degree of interaction between the 

customers and service personnel; therefore, the cultural elements have significant impact 
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on the service perceptions of customers. The recognition and careful examination of the 

relationship between the cultural elements and the service quality perceptions may provide 

useful insights for the Swedish banks and help the service providers to allocate resources in 

the most efficient way.  

 

5.2 The comparison of the overall service quality perceptions  
 
The results presented above indicate that there is statistically significant difference in the 

overall perceptions of service quality attributes. The customers with Polish and Russian 

backgrounds characterized by the low and medium levels of acculturation have appeared to 

perceive service quality significantly lower than those with the high level of acculturation 

and Swedish respondents. Applying the scores of the Hofstede cultural dimensions, 

respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation are different from Swedish 

population and highly acculturated customers with foreign background. Particularly, the 

differences appear on power distance and individualism / collectivism.   

 

The study of Donthu and Yoo (1998) indicates that customers, who are high on power 

distance and are collectivist, have lower overall expectations.  The lower expectations have 

impact on the service quality perceptions in a way that experienced service quality is 

evaluated higher than it is in reality. Therefore the difference between the overall 

perceptions of service quality among the studied groups might appear to be even greater. 

The lower level of the overall service quality perceptions among the respondents with the 

low and medium levels of acculturation results from the fact that those customers are not 

fully accustomed to the host culture and might encounter communication difficulties due to 

language and cultural differences. The customers with the low and medium levels of 

acculturation can be categorized as inexperienced customers who do not have significant 

knowledge about the new market and experience in dealing with  banks in Sweden and in 

this way  are different from the mainstream customers who may rely on their experience 

during the past service encounters.  

 

As banking services are characterized by a high degree of person-to-person interaction, 

therefore, the customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation have lower 

perceptions compared to Swedish and highly acculturated customers with foreign 

background due to inability to communicate effectively with the service provider.  The 

differences in attitudes, values and experiences between the Swedish service providers and 
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customers with foreign background have a negative impact on the effectiveness of 

communication that leads to discomfort for both sides.  

 

Thus, it is crucial for the service provider to understand the impact of culture on the service 

quality perceptions among customers with foreign background and be able to adapt to 

cultural differences that might occur during the service encounters.  

 

5.3 Perceptions of reliability and responsiveness dimensions 
 

Our results indicate that there is no statistically significant difference in the perceptions of 

reliability and responsiveness dimensions between the studied groups. It is shown that the 

respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation perceive reliability and 

responsiveness dimensions in the similar way as the highly acculturated respondents and 

Swedish customers. We can apply the results of the study of Donthu and Yoo (1998) as 

well as the study of Furrer et al. (2000) to discuss the expectations of the studied groups, as 

service quality perceptions are the function of expectations. Our results that do not reveal a 

significant difference in perceptions between the studied groups can be due to the lower 

expectations regarding reliability and responsiveness dimensions based on their cultural 

characteristics of being high on power distance and representing the culture with a high 

degree in collectivism. Therefore, this group of customers evaluates the service quality on 

reliability and responsiveness dimensions higher than it is in reality. 

 

Additionally, the customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation are aware of 

own communication difficulties during the service encounter; therefore they will not solely 

blame the service provider for the failures in service delivery. That does not imply for the 

mainstream customers who have clear expectations about the performance of the service 

provider and are not willing to tolerate the failures.  

 

The Swedish service provider that can be described as individualistic will try to deliver the 

service based on his own expectations of what the customer values and will demonstrate 

high reliability and confidence that are ideal for the individualistic customers but are not 

required and valued in the same way by the collectivist customers. The differences in the 

cultural values, attitudes and expectations during the service encounter between the service 

provider and the customer with foreign background influences the service quality 

perceptions of reliability and responsiveness.   
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The results of the open ended question only include few comments regarding reliability 

and responsiveness dimensions compared to a large number of responses about assurance 

and empathy. Therefore, the respondents do not reveal that reliability and responsiveness 

are of high value for them. This additionally supports the results of the statistical test for 

the perceptions of reliability and responsiveness dimensions. Mainstream customers expect 

that the service provider delivers service in a timely manner, as well as offers accurate 

service right the first time without any failures.  

 

It is important for the service provider to understand the differences in expectations of 

customers with foreign background because this customer group values prompt and 

reliable service less than the mainstream customers. Moreover, it is necessary to consider 

the fact that the collectivist customers may accept and tolerate failures in service delivery 

to greater extent than the Swedish customers. 

 
5.4 Perceptions of assurance and empathy dimensions 
 

The results of the study show that there is a statistically significant difference in the 

perceptions of assurance and empathy dimensions among the studied groups. Our results 

indicate that the customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation perceive the 

service quality on assurance and empathy dimensions significantly lower than the highly 

acculturated customers and Swedish. The customers with foreign background who are not 

fully accustomed to the host country are high on uncertainty avoidance and demonstrate to 

be collectivist; therefore, they value the knowledge and courtesy of employees as well as 

the ability of the service provider to convey confidence. Furthermore, this group of 

customers expects the service provider to demonstrate caring and individualized attention 

and to have their best interests at heart. As indicated by the results, the expectations on 

both assurance and empathy appear to be too high, therefore the perceptions of those 

attributes lead to low perceptions of the service quality on these dimensions among the 

respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation.  

 

The Swedish service provider holding the values of individualistic society and 

demonstrating low uncertainty avoidance is different from the customers with the low and 

medium levels of acculturation in their attitudes and expectations about the service 

delivery. Therefore, the needs of the customers seeking for the individualized attention and 
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at the same time demonstrating lack of self-confidence are not met successfully during the 

intercultural service encounter.  As the service providers assume the similarity between the 

mainstream customers and the customers with different cultural background they 

demonstrate the same attitude and behavior as in dealing with Swedish customers who are 

high in individualism and low on uncertainty avoidance, therefore, do not need to be 

assured.  

 

Thus, it is crucial for the service provider to recognize necessity to demonstrate higher 

assurance and empathy while dealing with foreign customers. If the service provider 

focuses on the needs and requirements of the customers with foreign background who are 

not fully acculturated to Swedish society and tries to match their expectations of being 

assured and treated with empathy, the customers will perceive the service quality higher.  

 

5.5 Perceptions of tangibles  
 

As it is indicated in the results of the study, there is no statistically significant difference in 

the perceptions on tangibles dimension. Cultural factors have greater impact on the 

intangible characteristics of services. Banking services are characterized by high 

intangibility, therefore, we can see that both studied groups which are different in culture 

and the level of acculturation perceive tangibles dimension on the similar level.  In this 

way our results also support the study of Tsoukatos and Rand (2007) that indicates that the 

relationship between the cultural dimensions and tangibles is non-significant. Thus, 

tangibles dimensions due to the low importance in respect to culture and the level of 

acculturation is excluded and will not be considered for the managerial implications.  

 
5.6 Empathy  
 
The results show that the perceptions on empathy dimension among the customers with the 

low and medium levels of acculturation are the lowest compared to other four service 

quality dimensions. The service provider is expected to understand the needs and 

requirements of the customers and give individual personal attention while solving the 

customers’ problems. It was discussed in the previous sections that the customers with 

foreign background who are not fully integrated into the Swedish society hold high 

expectations in respect with empathy dimension. This group of customers represents the 

values and attitudes of the collectivist society and is high on power distance; therefore, 

they perceive the way Swedish service provider treat them being too egalitarian, while 
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expecting greater empathy and respect. The results show that those expectations are not 

met successfully during the service delivery.   

 

The results of the open ended question presented in findings reveal that several 

respondents have expressed dissatisfaction over the way employees treated them during the 

service delivery, including inattentive attitude and ignorance to the customers’ problems, 

lack of individualized attention, failure to demonstrate that the bank has best interest at 

heart.  There were very few positive comments regarding the empathy. The context of 

intercultural service encounter includes the issues of how culturally aware and sensitive the 

both parties taking part in service delivery are. The service provider’s attitude and behavior 

towards customers with different cultural backgrounds affect the level of customer’s 

satisfaction, therefore it is important to demonstrate cultural sensitivity and avoid 

evaluating customers based on preexisting attitudes.  

 

The importance of empathy dimension for the customers with the low and medium levels 

of acculturation is revealed in a large number of the respondents’ comments describing 

their experience with Swedish banks that negatively influenced their perceptions of service 

quality.  If the service provider alters the services to match the expectations of customers 

who especially value the empathy they may enhance the service quality and increase the 

efficiency of service delivery.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
 
6.1 Summary of the study results   
Given the greater heterogeneity of the Swedish market and the highly competitive 

environment of the Swedish banking industry, service quality and the influence of culture 

on the perceptions of customers with different cultural backgrounds have become 

increasingly important. The scope of our research covers the retail banking industry in 

Mälardalen region (Sweden). The research project has been based on primary and 

secondary data and combined both quantitative and qualitative methods. We have 

undertaken this study to determine if there is a significant difference in the perceptions of 

service quality among the customers with Swedish, Polish and Russian origins.  Based on 

the comprehensive analysis of findings using the theories and concepts presented in the 

literature, we have confirmed that there is a significant difference in the perceptions of 

service quality among the customers with Swedish, Polish and Russian origins. We have 

indentified and analyzed the two groups of customers that are different in their overall 

service quality perceptions. The first group is represented by Polish and Russian 

respondents with the low and medium levels of acculturation identified using the 

acculturation score. Applying Hofstede’s cultural dimensions this group is characterized by 

being high on power distance, uncertainty avoidance and holding the values of collectivist 

society. The second group includes Polish and Russian respondents with the high level of 

acculturation and Swedish respondents. This group of respondents is described as being 

low on power distance and uncertainty avoidance with high degree of individualism. 

 

 The cultural characteristics of the customers have impact on their expectations that leads 

to even greater difference in their overall service quality perceptions that it is indicated in 

our results.  We have shown that the Polish and Russian customers with the low and 

medium levels of acculturation have lower overall service quality perceptions compared to 

the highly acculturated customers with foreign background and Swedish. Communication 

difficulties, lack of experience in dealing with Swedish banks, and cultural differences, 

faced by foreign customers, have a negative influence on their ability to communicate 

effectively and result in lower perceived quality.  

 

We have tested the influence of culture and the level of acculturation on the perceptions of 

each service quality dimension for the studied groups. In respect with reliability and 

responsiveness dimensions our results do not indicate a significant difference in the 
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perceptions of the respondents. Considering the influence of culture on their expectations 

and the fact that perceptions are the function of expectations we can conclude that the 

difference between the two studied groups exists in reality even if not revealed by the 

survey results. Cultural characteristics and awareness of communication difficulties of the 

foreign customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation influence them in a 

way that this group does not value prompt and reliable service as much as the mainstream 

customers do.  

 

 In respect with assurance and empathy dimensions the results indicate that there is a 

statistically significant difference in the perceptions between the studied groups.  The 

foreign customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation perceive the service 

quality on assurance and empathy dimensions significantly lower than the other group. 

This result is due to the fact that foreign customers who are not fully accustomed to the 

host country expect high level of assurance and value individualized attention provided by 

the bank employees.  

 

As for the tangibles dimension, the results do not show significant difference in the 

perceptions between the studied groups. Taking into consideration the high intangibility of 

retail banking service and the fact that culture has greater impact on the intangible 

characteristics of services, we can conclude that the tangible dimension do not need to be 

addressed by service provider seeking to match the expectations  of culturally different 

customers. 

 

 Empathy attribute is evaluated by the respondents with the low and medium levels of 

acculturation as the lowest among the five service quality dimensions. It is important for 

the service providers to improve the service quality in respect with empathy dimension. 

The cultural differences between foreign customers with the low and medium levels of 

acculturation and the Swedish service provider lead to the situation when the expectations 

regarding the individualized, caring attention provided by the service provider are not met 

successfully during the service delivery.  

 

The results of this research project are important because they provide the useful insights 

of how culture and the level of acculturation influence the perceptions of service quality 

among the customers with Polish and Russian backgrounds. In the following part we 
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discuss the managerial implications for service managers that provide directions for 

improving the service quality for banking industry in Sweden.  

 

6.2 Directions for future research 
The study can be repeated on a larger sample of respondents in order to verify the results 

of this research project. The geographic area of the research might be also extended to 

collect data in other regions of Sweden. Further research can be conducted by controlling 

contingency variables, such as frequency of the service situation and powerful-weak 

customers in order to study the relationship between culture and perceptions of the service 

quality. Moreover, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions need to be operationalized at the 

individual level in future studies.  Several studies have questioned the assumption that 

SERVQUAL dimensions are the same in different cultures. (Furrer et al., 2000) Further 

research might be conducted to find whether other service quality dimensions may be 

determined in respect with the studied market.   
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Based on our study results there is a number of issues that need to be considered by the 

banks operating on the Swedish market in order to effectively face the changes that occur 

in the demographics of domestic market. Recognizing the influence of culture on the 

service quality perceptions we will give the recommendations of how the banks can deal 

with Polish and Russian customers who are not fully accustomed to the Swedish society 

and allocate the resources in the most efficient way. 

 

With the information provided by this research the providers of retail banking services will 

gain better understanding of the service dimensions they need to focus on in order to 

improve the perceived service quality among Polish and Russian customers with the low 

and medium levels of acculturation. Taking into consideration which of the service quality 

dimensions these groups of customers value the most the service providers will avoid 

unnecessary expenses which are spent on the service quality programs focused on the 

dimensions of the least importance.  

 

Our findings have revealed that reliability and responsiveness dimensions are valued by 

Polish and Russian customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation in lesser 

degree than by mainstream customers. Therefore, the banks should reallocate the resources 

spent on these two dimensions to the ones which are especially important for this group of 

customers.  

 

The banks operating on the Swedish market should differentiate the service offering by 

focusing on assurance and empathy dimensions in order to match the expectations of 

Polish and Russian customers with the low and medium levels of acculturation. The banks 

should provide training programs for their employees to create the cultural awareness and 

sensitivity which can help to improve the communication effectiveness during the service 

encounter. The training should also help the employees develop the professional 

knowledge and ability to be trustworthy, as well as to show the caring and individualized 

attention. The employees should also demonstrate less egalitarian attitude while delivering 

the service for Polish and Russian customers who are not acculturated to the host country. 

Altering the services by emphasizing empathy dimension the service providers can 

enhance the service quality and increase their profitability.  
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Based on the respondents’ feedback about their experience with banks in Sweden, Polish 

and Russian customers who are not fluent in Swedish are willing to have Internet banking 

service offered in English language. Offering the Internet banking service in English can 

help the banks provide personalized service to the customers with lower expenses. Another 

issue that should be addressed is the need for the specific regulations regarding the 

possibility for the foreign residents to open the bank accounts.  

 

The overall recommendation for the banks operating on the Swedish market is that by 

prioritizing and concentrating on assurance and empathy dimensions the bank managers 

can make the right decisions regarding resource allocation and can effectively plan the 

expenditures for personnel programs, service upgrading and improvement.  
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