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Ethical values adaptation in international B2B
relationships: case of Russian immigrant

entrepreneurs in Finland
Olga Dziubaniuk andMaria Ivanova-Gongne

School of Business and Economics, Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland

Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to explore how Russian-origin immigrant entrepreneurs manage to adapt their business-to-business (B2B) relationship
management practices and moral concerns to the business ethics of their country of origin and of the host country via the prism of ethical relativism.
By focusing on the ethical values of immigrant entrepreneurs in a business relationship context, the study aims to extend the currently limited
understanding of these issues in the B2B marketing field.
Design/methodology/approach – A qualitative approach is applied to provide findings from eight in-depth interviews with first-generation
Russian entrepreneurs living and doing business in Finland. A narrative approach to the data analysis is used, in particular by applying a thematic
analysis of the collected interviews because of the focus on the personal experiences of the interviewees.
Findings – The results illustrate how the immigrant entrepreneurs adapt to ethical values and norms in Russia and Finland and how they enact
those values in B2B relationship management in the countries. Immigrant entrepreneurs share several national and ethical backgrounds, which may
influence their interaction in international markets, helping them adapt to country-specific business ethics.
Practical implications – The results imply that managers should acquire knowledge on ethical norms at the global level and at the national level,
where they aim to expand their business. Productive business relationships involve the premises of honesty, transparency, fairness toward business
partners and minimizing opportunism. However, business relations between developed and emerging markets may demand relativism when
addressing ethical behavior.
Originality/value – This is one of the few studies that explore the ethical values of immigrant entrepreneurs in the context of international business
relationships. The study contributes to the limited literature on ethics in the fields of B2B marketing and immigrant entrepreneurship. The authors
encourage further research on ethical values adoption by immigrant entrepreneurs, which is an essential topic in times of increased workforce
immigration.

Keywords Russia, Finland, Business ethics, Immigrant entrepreneurs, Relativism, Ethical adaptation

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

As an essential part of any type of business endeavor, business
ethics has received more attention over the past several decades
because of increased globalization and heightened stakeholder
attention being paid to any of a company’s or manager’s
misdemeanors (Morrison, 2015). In the current article, we
view business ethics as developed norms and values in business
relationships. These norms place the morals of individuals/
managers at the core of business interaction and can lead to
fruitful business relationships (Boatright, 2000; Melé, 2009).
International business organizations and entrepreneurs attempt
to adopt universal “rights and wrongs” in the managerial
practices of international business, but they have to consider
cultural and social differences in the global business context
(Warren, 2011). Deviances in business behavior arise not from
the differences in managers’ moral values but rather from the

need to apply those values in different countries or markets, so
the role of ethical relativism (McDonald, 2010) should be
considered in managerial decision-making across borders.
Ethical relativism asserts that the business ethics and moral
concerns of one country may be disapproved of in another
country, due to differences in the social context, culture and
historical development (Dion, 2010). Given that firms often
span borders and national boundaries, it is especially vital to
consider the issue of ethical relativism when conducting
business relationships in the current international business
environment. Despite business ethics being embedded within
the business interaction process (Lindfelt and Törnroos, 2006)
and playing a significant role in the development of business
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relationships, managers’ ethical values are under-researched
within the scope of the business-to-business (B2B) marketing
literature (Halinen and Jokela, 2016). This is especially relevant
considering that ethical relativism is also crucial when looking
at business interactions led by immigrant entrepreneurs, who
have to deal with partners from both host and home countries
and adapt their behavior accordingly. Although the research on
immigrant entrepreneurs has touched upon interactions with
ethnic communities, as well as the cultural and social
embeddedness of entrepreneurs, issues such as the ethical
values of immigrant entrepreneurs have rarely been covered
(for rare exceptions, Azmat, 2010; Fatoki, 2015).
Individuals working within the context of another business

culture and its ethical values may well pursue native moral
principles and the ethical behaviors that could influence their
professional life and entrepreneurial skills (Bailey and Spicer,
2007). Thus, we focus on first-generation immigrants’
adaptation to ethical values in the host market business context
as opposed to the conventional values arising from their
individual backgrounds. In particular, the current study
explores how first-generation, Russian-origin immigrants in
Finland adapt to the ethical values that are dominant in Russia
and Finland when managing international business
relationships. Individuals of Russian origin form one of the
largest immigrant groups in Finland (Statistics Finland, 2018)
and are among the top nationalities to engage in immigrant
entrepreneurship in Finland (Fornaro, 2018). Furthermore,
past research has widely recognized the uniqueness of doing
business in Russia because of differing views on, for instance,
corruption, bribery and other ethical issues (McCarthy and
Puffer, 2008; Karhunen et al., 2018). Although immigrants
may act differently in the host market and adapt to local ethical
values, they are still keener to adopt ethical relativism when
dealing with ethically challenging situations, as they may have a
deeper understanding of the cultural and social values of the
foreign markets (Hrenyk et al., 2016). Thereby, focusing on
Russian immigrants in Finland who conduct business both
with local Finnish partners and Russian partners in Russia may
provide fruitful results both theoretically and empirically.
The current research aims to answer the following question:

how do the ethical values of first-generation immigrants vary
according to their host market and international business
context within which they operate? In terms of the host market,
we look particularly at how immigrants apply ethical values in
the local Finnish business environment and do not consider
ethnic enclaves. By the international business context, we imply
that the immigrant entrepreneurs are holding interactions with
partners outside Finland. To achieve our aims, data was
collected via in-depth interviewing of Russian-origin immigrant
entrepreneurs who have been managing international business
relationships both with Finnish and Russian partners. We
applied a narrative analysis (Boje, 2001) approach to reveal
how those entrepreneurs understand and adapt to the (un)
ethical business practices of both countries. Themajor criterion
for selecting respondents was their experience of managing
business relationships with partners in Russia and Finland.
The research paper delivers several important core

contributions. In particular, it is one of the rare studies to focus
on immigrant entrepreneurs’ ethical values (Fatoki, 2015) and
their operationalization in international business relationships.

We also contribute to the otherwise limited literature on
immigrant entrepreneurs in the business marketing and
business relationships field in particular (Milanesi et al., 2016;
Zolfagharian and Iyer, 2020; Gur�au et al., 2020). Furthermore,
the present study extends the understanding of ethical
relativism as applied in the context of international B2B
relationships, here by focusing on the individual level.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows: First, we deliver

a review of the literature on business ethics from the
international B2B relationships perspective, on relativism and
on the principles of ethical adaptation. Second, the socio-
ethical contexts of Russia and Finland are discussed. Third, the
research methods section presents detailed processes of
the data collection and analysis. The results section describes
the experiences of the immigrant entrepreneurs in managing
B2B relationships in both countries, emphasizing their ethical
concerns. Finally, the discussion and conclusion sections clarify
the challenges of ethical adaptation.

2. Ethical relativism in the context of
international business-to-business relationships

International relationship management involves the interaction
of companies but, more importantly, of their managers
(actors). As any human being, managers possess morals and
ethical values that may affect the B2B interaction process.
Ethical values are initially embedded in the social relationships
formed among the actors (Halinen and Törnroos, 1998;
Lindfelt and Törnroos, 2006), as their interaction involves
active manager participation and moral contribution into
productive relationship management. The moral values and
norms – or standards of business behavior – developed within
the context of relationships represent as business ethics and are
essential for business relationships (Melé, 2009). Documented
and informal ethical codes emerge from the common history of
companies’ interactions. As business relationships are dynamic
and tend to evolve over time (Holmlund and Törnroos, 1997),
ethics also continue to develop within relationships, forcing
actors to adapt accordingly. Any business relationship can
develop specific ethical norms that typical only to specific social
interactions. However, within international markets, it may be
challenging to develop an ethical code that would be favorable
for all actors, as representatives of different countries follow the
ethical values andmorals dominant in their country of origin.
International business organizations frequently face the

dilemma of which moral obligations to accept: those of the host
or home country. Thus, companies from developed markets
tend to implement minimal moral obligations as being
acceptable in the host markets (Donaldson, 1989; Iyer, 2001).
However, business representatives of developed and emerging
markets cannot avoid confronting international ethical
principles of business conduct. Aligning ethical behavior in
businesses is actively promoted by the United Nations via, for
instance, its Global Compact initiative. Ethical principles such
as fairness, honesty, trust and not cheating can be considered
universal and preferable to follow for all international
companies (Asgary and Mitschow, 2002). Still, national
business ethics should also be taken into account. For instance,
the fair treatment of employees, which is significant in the
European business context (Cory, 2005), cannot always be
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executed in emerging markets. In general, it is challenging for
companies to enact universal global ethical standards, as they
can be forced to accept local norms, values and other ethical
standards with a degree of relativism.
Everyone has their own set of moral principles, but they have

to follow (though not necessarily) commonly accepted ethical
norms. Although the morality of individuals and their ethics of
behavior are interrelated, the meaning of these concepts differs.
Morality is an abstract concept that is defined as the obligations
that individuals have to other members of society in terms of
justice and a pattern of thought guiding a person’s daily
behavior (Brinkmann, 2002). Contrarily, ethics represents a
rather idealistic way of approaching reality, one that does not
reflect reality as it is but how it ought to be (Grc�ic¨, 1989).
Ethics assumes convictions regarding the values and norms that
a person ought to follow and that are changeable depending on
the circumstances (Lukes, 2008). Managers may attempt to
pursue the ethical business behavior of their home country, but
their attempts may be neglected in countries with ethical
standards rooted in other traditional moralities, cultures and
values (Javalgi and Russell, 2018).
Thus, the ethicality of business behavior is hardly universal,

and ethics or morality are not absolute; instead, they are a
reflection of a certain society and its traditions. It is significant
to consider all circumstances where this morality and ethicality
of behavior originate and develop, for instance, the
environment, dominant politics, history, the economic system
and social structure (Lukes, 2008). For instance, a concept
such as guanxi in China plays a crucial role in ethical concerns.
Guanxi implies a continued exchange of favors within
(interpersonal) relationships (Dobrucali, 2019) and “reciprocal
obligations to respond to a request for assistance” (Michailova
and Worm, 2003, p. 510) based on family connections
(Jansson et al., 2007). AlthoughWesterners regard this concept
as simple corruption, for Chinese managers, a more
interpersonal approach is inherent to their Confucian ethical
principles (Lovett et al., 1999). Thus, Lovett et al. (1999,
p. 234) speak of ethical relativism (De George, 1993), an
approach that emphasizes the idea that “there are no universal
ethical standards” and “that guanxi is based on Eastern
principles, and can be as ethical as any Western system” in a
particular society.
Ethical relativism implies a multiplicity of moral beliefs, as

the moral principles and cultural and contextual backgrounds
are relative to individuals. Thus, a personmakes sense of beliefs
and values according to the social context within which they
live, adopting specific behavioral patterns (McDonald, 2010;
Oumlil and Balloun, 2017). A social construct such as
corruption can be legitimate in one country but unacceptable in
another from both legal and moral perspectives (Dion, 2010).
However, the realities of foreign markets may pressure
managers to disregard their usual ethical principles of business
behavior and follow the local rules (Thomas and Peterson,
2017). The importance of ethical relativism should not be
underestimated. Misunderstandings or neglecting local ethics
in business interactions may lead to unpredictable outcomes.
For instance, ethical blindness is a concept representing
managerial unintentional or irrational unethical behavior
(Palazzo et al., 2012), meaning that unethical behavior can be
exhibited due to a lack of knowledge. However, ignorance does

not imply the exemption of responsibility. Therefore,
international companies can benefit from employees possessing
knowledge of country-specific business ethics.

3. Immigrant entrepreneurs’ ethical values and
ethical adaptation in business relationships

The emigration of people from emerging to developed
countries has resulted in a number of immigrant managers and
entrepreneurs skilled in managing relationships in both country
types (Devitt, 2011; Nazareno et al., 2019). These individuals
may be particularly skillful in terms of ethical relativism, as they
may be better at evaluating how ethical a decision is by
considering differences in the legal, political and cultural
systems (Thomas and Peterson, 2017). Immigrant
entrepreneurs are potentially multicultural individuals who
because of their background, tend to approach (un)ethical
situations with greater relativism compared with
“monoculturals,” as they can evaluate situations from different
perspectives (Hrenyk et al., 2016). In addition, first-generation
immigrant entrepreneurs are more prone to be influenced by
their home country’s contextual factors than second-generation
individuals, who are more adapted to their country of residence
(Azmat, 2010). Thus, immigrants can follow the prevailing
ethical values of their home country and frequently, though not
always, also accept the norms of the community where they
reside (host country). Norms and values are significant factors
in terms of integrating with the host country’s society (Lukes,
2008). However, following ethical relativism principles can
lead to certain challenges, as there may be discrepancies
between the ethical values of the immigrant’s country of origin
and those of their country of residence. Thereby, immigrant
entrepreneurs may need to adapt their ethical values depending
on the business partners with whom they interact and the
context of the business relationship.
From the individual perspective, adaptation means

adjustment of the behavioral pattern of a business actor to
correspond to the expectations and demands of another
business actor (Brennan et al., 2003). Adaptation, according to
Brennan and Turnbull (1996), among other types of
adaptation (political, decision-making, evolutionary and
investment), is a socialization process: individuals determine
the gaps in interaction behavior and attempt to adjust their own
ethical norms of behavior closer to the norms of the other party.
The level of adaptation in business relationships depends on
the number of differences between the actors (Gadde and
Håkansson, 1993). Therefore, the greater the difference
between actors, including the discrepancies in their ethical
values, the more they have to adapt to each other. Naturally,
adaptation at the interpersonal level demands adjustments not
only to the cultural settings but also to the dominant ethics in
the host business environment. This social adaptation
facilitates business ethics development, which can, for instance,
influence commitment and loyalty development in business
relationships (Hagberg-Andersson, 2006). Thus, the personal
moral values of managers should also be counted in adaptation
for the sake of business relationships.
The ethical and less ethical constructs that can be involved in

international B2B interactions are summarized in Table 1.
Their development and employment originate in a country’s

Ethical values adaptation

Olga Dziubaniuk andMaria Ivanova-Gongne

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Volume 36 · Number 13 · 2021 · 91–104

93



historical development and the social environment typical of
that country. For instance, individual morals such as honesty
and fairness may be prevalent in Western markets, where the
business environment is also regulated and the law has power
(Asgary and Mitschow, 2002; Grennes, 2011). Less
institutionally regulated markets force entrepreneurs to
practice conspiracy in their business activities, relying on social
relations for business benefits (Puffer and McCarthy, 2011).
For example, in the Russian context, the importance of social
ties is often rooted in blat, meaning personal ties to obtain
benefits and, hence, bypassing official procedures (Ledeneva,
2009). Blat is still common in Russian markets and may affect
international interactions. Although blat is conventionally
related to informal institutions, it is also applicable to business
relationship management (Voldnes et al., 2012). Another term
applied in Russia’s turbulent marketplace is “roof,” which, in
this context, means the patronage of a business organization by
criminals in exchange for payment (Holzlehner, 2007). “Roof”
also demands the loyalty of the client to the organized crime
actors, giving loyalty a negative connotation. In terms of
positive loyalty expressed to a business partner, loyalty at the
individual level can be developed during long-term business
interactions or friendships (Ivanova and Torkkeli, 2013).
However, moving from professional relations to forced
friendships can be associated with familiarity. In this case, the
term familiarity is related to inappropriate ethical behavior in
business relationships, where a participant may experience
engagement in the social relationships forced by other
participants. Thus, familiarity can be a negative side of business
relationships and friendships that are too close (Anderson and
Jap, 2005; Grayson, 2007).
Professional and individual qualities frequently motivate

individuals to engage in business relationships. However,
international business partners may be evaluated with some
prejudgment that is frequently based on stereotypes and
expectations of specific (un)ethical behavior from other social
groups. Prejudgment is a natural human behavior that implies
the categorization of people into us and them (Fiske, 2005).
Prejudgment forces people to evaluate the professional
capabilities of other groups of people based on the dominant

stereotypes, many of which may qualify as unethical business
behavior (Velasquez, 2012).
Assessing the interest of business partners may be significant

in achieving mutual business goals. However, business partners
in pursuit of a business opportunity or self-interest may
abandon commitment and exit a business relationship, which
may be regarded as opportunistic behavior (Hawkins et al.,
2013). For instance, distrust in business partners and a lack of
transparency in business relationships provoke a search for
other opportunities (Miller et al., 2020). Opportunistic
behavior may originate in the individual’s cultural background.
Companies may resort to contractual agreements to reduce
opportunistic behavior. However, research on collectivist and
individualist countries indicates that relying on contractual
agreements is not enough in collectivistic countries; other
methods of reducing opportunism should be implemented,
such as social networking (Handley andAngst, 2015).
Transparency in business relationships is important; for

instance, in the Nordic business environment (Panapanaan
et al., 2003), transparency is appreciated by business partners
and helps to develop trusting relationships (Akkermans et al.,
2004; Mora Cortez and Johnston, 2019). Trust and
commitment are known concerns in B2B research (van
Zeeland-van der Holst and Henseler, 2018; Brown et al.,
2019). In the current study, trust is regarded as belief in the
fulfillment of promises made by a business partner in risky
situations (Arnott, 2007). Trust employment can be useful in
cases where business actions cannot be formally verified or
documented (Myskja, 2008), which may be the case when
dealing with emerging markets. Commitment can be
understood as a motivation to engage in business relationships
(Gounaris, 2005), and in some cases, along with trust, it can
provide economic and noneconomic satisfaction in business
relationships (Høgevold et al., 2020).
Power and hierarchy can expose the distribution of

managerial power and influence in business relationships and
inside a business organization (Vredenburgh and Brender,
1998). This issue raises the question of who is responsible and
for what in a business organization. In some, responsibilities
may be bestowed only on the higher managerial staff (or just

Table 1 Ethical constructs of international B2B relationships

Relationships specifics Ethical constructs Theoretical sources

Individual moral values Honesty
Fairness
Loyalty
Personal vs professional qualities

Puffer and McCarthy (2011), Grennes (2011), Ledeneva (2009),
Holzlehner (2007), Ivanova and Torkkeli (2013), Velasquez, (2012),
Fiske (2005), Anderson and Jap (2005), Grayson (2007)

Business ethics in partnerships Opportunism vs pursing the
interests of a partnership network

Hawkins et al. (2013), Miller et al. (2020), Handley and Angst (2015)

Developing trust Trust
Transparency
Commitment to business partners

Panapanaan et al. (2003), Brown et al. (2019), Arnott (2007), Myskja
(2008), Gounaris (2005), Akkermans et al. (2004), Mora Cortez and
Johnston (2019)

Power and hierarchy Collective responsibility vs
individual responsibility
Equity in business decision-making
Control of business processes

Asgary and Mitschow (2002), Vredenburgh and Brender (1998), Rozov
(2011)

Attitude and respect Respect toward the involved
business partners vs disrespect

Shaw (1994), Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2011), Edvardsson
et al. (2014)
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one person), leading to the low participation of other employees
in decision-making. For instance, responsibility avoidance by
Russian lower-level managers originates from the Soviet central
planning system and the abolition of private property (Rozov,
2011), where a person was considered a part of the bigger
mechanism of production rather than an individual. This
attitude toward responsibilitymay also influence the company’s
external partnerships as partnerships frequently occur at
different levels and not only among key managerial staff.
Westernmanagers are keener to account for the opinion of their
business partners in decision-making if the matter concerns
external relationships (Asgary andMitschow, 2002).
A positive attitude in a business partner can be expressed, for

instance, via punctuality and respect for other people’s time as
significant indicators of business ethics (Shaw, 1994). By being
punctual, an entrepreneur can express their respect toward
business partners and to the firm. However, time is a social
construct and can be understood differently in different
countries or cultures (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner,
2011). Thus, unintentional disrespect may be demonstrated if
the representatives of different cultures have to collaborate.
Respect is embedded in social interaction and is similar to the
trust that needs to be developed or earned in business
relationships (Edvardsson et al., 2014).
As a consequence of improved abilities to adapt to the

specifics of the host country (Chen et al., 2008) and being able
to apply different ethical principles, immigrant entrepreneurs
may be more competent in handling business relationships
across the different ethical values of the business contexts in
which they are involved.

4. Socio-ethical background

4.1 Finland
The geographical proximity of Finland to European business
centers and the country’s interactions with international
businesses has played a significant role in the adoption of
commonly accepted European ethical values in business
conduct. Finland can be termed a corporatist country, where
agreements are achieved through negotiations between the
government, labor unions, employer organizations and other
parties of interest (Korhonen and Seppälä, 2005).
Conventionally, Finnish companies are inclined toward
cooperation and forming business networks rather than
pursuing aggressive competition (Strand et al., 2015). Ethical
values such as transparency and trust are emphasized as crucial
and are conventionally specific toNorthern Europeanmorals in
business conduct (Panapanaan et al., 2003). Previous research
indicates that the most important ethical values for Finnish
managers are honesty, keeping promises, power-sharing,
respect for others, fairness, loyalty and the pursuit of excellence
(Kujala, 2004; Grennes, 2011). Although the government
supervises the legal side of business activities in Finland,
Finnish society frequently pays attention to the ethical business
behavior of companies abroad, especially in developing
countries. Among the highest concerns are human rights
violations, and labor standards. The ethical treatment of
employees seems to be one major ethical concern as well
(Korhonen and Seppälä, 2005).

In general, the Finnish business environment is quite
favorable for business development, as the country has a low
level of corruption, and companies are frequently positioned as
“business in society” (responsibilities of business to society)
rather than separated from it (Siltaoja and Onkila, 2013). This
embeddedness of business in society is linked to the premises of
implicit ethical business conduct that is common in Finland
and otherNordic countries.

4.2 Russia
Russia’s socio-historical background has played a crucial role in
the development of business ethics in the country. The Soviets’
abolition of private property and competition, its collectivism
and government ownership of the means of production
(Sidorov et al., 2000; Rozov, 2011) made it hard for
entrepreneurs to accept free-market principles. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, inexperienced
entrepreneurs had to develop their personal understanding of
business processes in a market economy. The dominant traits
of business ethics in modern Russia are grounded in
interpersonal connections, loyalty to higher managerial staff,
the hierarchy of power, interpersonal networking and mutual
exchange of favors to obtain personal benefits bypassing legal
institutions (McCarthy and Puffer, 2002; Lewis, 2006;
Ivanova-Gongne and Torkkeli, 2018). The concept of blat
became an important aspect of business and social relationships
between individuals in Russia; this term stands for informal
relationships used to obtain benefits (frequently nonmonetary,
e.g. favors) among involved actors (Ledeneva, 2009). This
form of the social network was a safe area during major
transitions in markets and economies (Jansson, 2007).
Currently, the term has obtained the general meaning of using
interpersonal relationships to access various benefits, hence
circumventing legal regulations (Michailova andWorm, 2003).
Blat is not free from moral judgment, but in the Russian
business context, it may be necessary to access services if the
legal system is not efficient in supporting related business
activities.
The rise of entrepreneurship in Russia has led to a shift from

a collectivist ideology to individualism as a moral property.
Thus, people started to care more about their individual,
professional, social and financial possibilities (Apressyan,
1997). However, the adoption of Western business values in
the Russian environment appeared to be a slow process,
especially in the companies supported by the government.
Small businesses are allegedly keener to accept Western
individualistic values. Modern business managers in Russia
respect leadership, status and risk-taking but are slower to
adapt to market and technological changes (Hisrich et al.,
2003). Russian entrepreneurs rely morally and financially on a
group of individuals with whom they interact, which makes
them more disposed to networking and developing business
relationships (Beekun et al., 2003).

5. Method

We conducted eight face-to-face in-depth interviews from June
to December 2018 with Russian-origin immigrant
entrepreneurs who currently live and have experience of acting
as entrepreneurs in Finland (Table 2). Interviewing as a
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method of data collection was selected, as interviews help attain
respondents’ perceptions and understand the research subject
(Weiss, 2008). The interviews were conducted in a semi-
structured manner following an interview guide with
predefined topics covering issues such as the core principles of
doing business in Russia and Finland, the consideration of
personal principles when adapting to Russian or Finnish ethics
and friendship and trust in business relationships. The
respondents were, however, encouraged to share any other
matters concerning their experiences of managing international
B2B relationships with Russian and Finnish business partners.
To avoid bias, the researchers attempted to take a less active
role in guiding the discussion, whichmeant just introducing the
topics and allowing the respondents to further construct their
own interpretations with minimal interference from the
researchers. The interviews were conducted in Russian because
using an interviewee’s native language is beneficial in terms of
understanding the more subtle nuances of the stories and the
emotional stance of the respondents (Welch and Piekkari,
2006). For privacy reasons, the respondents were not named
but assigned a number based on the order in which the
interviews were conducted.
The respondents were selected according to the following

criteria, namely, country of origin being Russia, currently a
resident in Finland, the experience of entrepreneurial activities
or work in the B2B area in Finland and Russia and experience
of managing B2B relationships with partners from both
countries. Although there are many Russian-origin
entrepreneur-residents in Finland, finding entrepreneurs
conforming to these particular criteria was challenging, as most
of the immigrant entrepreneurs contacted in our search had no
experience of B2B interactions with partners from their country
of origin. The interviewed entrepreneurs have managed or are
still managing their own small company, two of which were
one-person micro-enterprises (Respondents 1 and 7). They
both provide consulting services and possess a vast amount of
experience in social interactions with business partners in
Finland and Russia. Respondents 3–6 have established
businesses in Finland because of their rich experience of
entrepreneurial activities in Russia prior to moving to Finland.
Thus, they could provide an informed comparison of the
business contexts of both countries. Most of the respondents
had a good command of the Finnish language for everyday life
situations; however, it was not sufficient for professional use in

their business activities. Although this created some
inconveniences in their local business operations, they
managed to continue their business processes. Almost all the
respondents represent different spheres of business, which
creates qualitative diversity, and, thus, a more holistic
understanding of business ethics specific to Russia and Finland
(Kvale, 1996).
We applied a narrative approach to the data analysis

(Makkonen et al., 2012) and used, in particular, a thematic
analysis for analyzing the collected interviews (Boje, 2001)
because of the focus on the actions, impressions and personal
experiences of the interviewees. Further, a narrative approach
was selected because it is hard to compare the content of the
interviews due to the uniqueness of respondents’ experiences as
they were recalling past events, which is typical of a narrative
methodology (Labov and Waletzky, 1967). The thematic
analysis concerns the content of the narrative texts (Riessman,
2005), as the researchers are interested in what was said rather
than how.
During the analysis, first, the narratives were read to obtain a

general sense of the stories. The narratives were then re-read,
and information related to specific themes was underlined. We
focused the analysis on the key elements of the respondents’
stories, namely, actors, focal events, context (local and
international markets), activities and interaction (Elliott,
2005). We underlined the most important information on
business partners, managerial challenges, (un)ethical business
behaviors, the specifics of the context of the Finnish and
Russian market, etc. As our research interest is in individual
understandings of the phenomenon by the respondents (Boje,
2001), we combined their perspectives to follow the differences
and similarities in their stories. The findings were grouped
according to the main themes, namely, establishing a business
in a host country; the ethical relativism approach in business
relationships between Russia and Finland; general ethical
values specifics in business relationships in both countries; and
the learning process of the business ethics of both countries.

6. Results

6.1 Establishing a business in a host country and
partnering with Russians and Finns
Although the respondents had various reasons to engage in
entrepreneurial activity, the main motivation for most of them
was limited employment opportunities in the job market. Two

Table 2 Outline of the research participants

Research
participants Entrepreneurial expertize Residence in Finland (years)

Experience of
entrepreneurship
in Finland (years)

Experience of entrepreneurship in
Russia/working with Russian
business partners (years)

1 Business consulting 22 8 8
2 High-tech industry 14 3 3
3 Reseller 9 3 2
4 Reseller 12 12 More than 12
5 Retailer in the fashion industry 5 3 5
6 Dental services 2 2 2
7 IT services, consulting 9 5 12
8 R&D, medical devices 9 4 7
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of the respondents moved to Finland because of they saw an
opportunity to establish their own business in the country and
attempted to fill a gap in the market with their business
offerings:

[. . .] I decided to come to Finland as a country of opportunity. (Respondent 6)

The Finnish business environment was relatively unknown to
the entrepreneurs, but they encountered almost no challenges
in starting a business. Contrary to the Russian market, where
bureaucracy can slow the initiation of a venture, the Finnish
entrepreneurial environment is favorable to foreigners. Some
respondents also used government support that is startup
money or grants for business development. One of the
respondents indicated that they felt they were almost being
mentored by their Finnish business partners’ advise on
establishing a business:

One of the managers of a small company, who was interviewing me [for a job],
said: I can see that you have good experience but I can’t hire you. You would not
be working for a small salary. However, if you set up a company, I’d be happy to
work with you on a business-to-business basis. (Respondent 7)

The respondents had initiated business relationships with
Russian partners primarily to access low-cost services or
products imported for resale in Finland.

6.2 Ethical relativism in business relationships
The respondents claimed they strictly follow Finnish business
regulations and act according to Western ethical principles in
business, for instance, involving all related actors in decision-
making and transparency, which is a distinctive characteristic of
Western business ethics (Asgary and Mitschow, 2002;
Panapanaan et al., 2003). The interviewees emphasized that
honesty and transparency in B2B relationships are key to
fruitful relationships, especially at the international level.
However, they were aware that it is impossible to expect
absolute honesty frombusiness partners:

I didn’t agree to work by those [unethical] principles we were supposed to work by
[. . .] It mostly happens in export markets, where bribes and some deception are a
tradition. (Respondent 1)

Despite acting mostly by Western principles, the respondents
stressed that it is morally acceptable to use some level of
corruption within international relationships management.
This shows some degree of ethical relativism, as what can be
regarded as corruption in one country may be a norm in
another (Lovett et al., 1999). The respondents agreed that
despite the corruption, doing business in Russia is easier
because the market is less formal compared with Finland, and
business operations are often based on interpersonal
relationships. This may be due to the weak legitimacy of formal
institutions in Russia and the crucial role of informal traditions
such as blat (Puffer and McCarthy, 2011). Thus, Russian
current and past formal and informal institutions make Russian
entrepreneurs more creative and risk-taking (Banalieva et al.,
2018). The exchange of favors (blat) is still morally acceptable
in Russia, despite the current market economy and private
business development in the country (Ledeneva, 2009).
Although blat does not currently have criminal connotations, as
in the Soviet era or the 1990s (Michailova andWorm, 2003), it
still has left an imprint on the respondents’ understanding of
the ethicality of business relationships in Russia.

In Russia, gangsters can attack you and demand money. You have to pay someone
so that nobody touches you and your business runs smoothly. (Respondent 3)

In Russia, I had to cooperate with everybody! Once, some people came to me with
weapons[. . .] they offered “a roof” for my business. Nevertheless, we came to an
agreement! (Respondent 5)

The term “roof” is applied to services for physical protection
and business risk minimization that a client may request
willingly or be forced to pay for (Holzlehner, 2007). However,
another interviewee, Respondent 4, claimed this patronage role
has nowadays shifted to governmental institutions.
The immigrant entrepreneurs’ experience of ethics in the

Finnish market context is not so violent, but they have also
encountered some dishonesty from Finnish partners. One of
the respondents reported a story of a Finnish business partner
manipulating payments for their company services. The case
had attracted the attention of the Finnish tax office, and the
Russian entrepreneur was obliged to pay additional taxes and,
eventually, to address the court. This business relationship was
terminated and ended in a scandal. This finding contradicts the
generally accepted view of honesty as a core value in Finnish
society and business dealings (Grennes, 2011), contradicting
the expectations of the Russian immigrant entrepreneur.
According to the respondents, Finns may circumvent the law if
they see an opportunity to, especially if they are dealing with
foreigners. Other respondents also mentioned that Finns may
act unethically with foreign actors who are unfamiliar with
Finnish statutes or have limited language skills to understand
contract details. Nevertheless, the respondents still emphasized
that conflict situations are more common in Russian than in
Finnish partnerships:

There [in Russia] they love conflicts! It’s a sport for them! Sense of their life! What
constitutes a negative conflict in Finland is a standard, the norm in Russia.
(Respondent 2)

The interviewed immigrants had to adapt to the business
principles of both Russia and Finland in terms of punctual
behavior, which is an essential part of business ethics (Shaw,
1994). From the immigrants’ perspective, attitudes toward
punctuality differ in the two countries. Finland uses a stricter
approach toward time, whereas Russians are less punctual due
to a synchronic time orientation (Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner, 2011), which implies that time commitments are
desirable but not absolute. This reflects on business in the
following ways:

In Russia, you need to confirm everything a few days before a meeting or trip.
(Respondent 1)

In Finland, you go to a meeting at 10 a.m. and at 11 a.m. you’re free, you know
your schedule beforehand. In Russia, you can wait for half an hour in the lobby
with no result. (Respondent 2)

Punctual behavior has ethical implications, as it indicates a
serious attitude on the part of a partner to the business at hand
and is an indicator of respect. The non-punctual attitude of
Russian partners leaves the interviewed entrepreneurs
frequently feeling frustrated in dealing with the Russians.
However, they realize it is common practice in Russia. Finnish
managers practice punctuality to pay respect to business
partners’ time and personality. Thus, all the respondents
claimed that it is easier to manage relationships with Finnish
business partners in terms of appointments, deliveries, etc.
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Another aspect of business ethics that the respondents
indicated as important is the hierarchy of power (Moberg,
1994; Vredenburgh and Brender, 1998). Respondent 2
clarified that everything is managed by one person [in Russia], even
in a large company. Thereby, the interviewed entrepreneurs
knew that if you need to order spare parts from a Russian
partner, it is not enough to place an order with the officially
responsible person. The order information needs to be
communicated to the managerial staff and other related
employees, as there is no guarantee that information will reach
lower managerial levels from the top. Nevertheless, a strict
hierarchy can have its benefits. Although managers in Finland
make decisions based on discussions and consensus with all the
involved actors, the Russian system runs to the contrary:

Because of authority power in Russia, decisions are made faster. (Respondent 1)

Despite certain benefits, dependency on one person raises the
ethical issue of responsibility avoidance in lower managerial
levels. According to the respondents and evidence from the
literature, although the acceptance of responsibility for one’s
own actions is low in Russia (Rozov, 2011), managers in
Finland at all levels, representing the Nordic managerial
tradition (Asgary and Mitschow, 2002), take responsibility for
the company’s actions:

[In Russia] Nobody wants to take responsibility; nobody wants to be independent.
They only want to take orders, and don’t think about what they are doing.
(Respondent 2)

The difference in power and hierarchy reflects the need for
control over business processes. A high degree of control is
typical for Russians, and remarkably, immigrant entrepreneurs
apply these practices of control in their business in Finland out
of habit.

6.3 Ethical values in business relationships
The respondents placed a special value on ethical qualities as
the fulfillment of promises, considering the opinions of others
in decision-making, professionalism and commitment, showing
respect to people and their time, trust, transparency and
responsibility. Similar values are expected of their employees.
Contrary to the view that friendship is important in Russian

managers initiating business relationships (Ivanova and
Torkkeli, 2013), the interviewees emphasized that friendship in
business is unnecessary and even damaging to business
relationships, which is in line with the research of Grayson
(2007). Mixing friendship with business can serve as a base for
blat (Ledeneva, 2009), which, in turn, may be regarded as
unethical in certain countries:

In Russia, partners keep their distance. You can’t talk about friendship in Russia.
There’s no feeling of brotherhood. (Respondent 1)

In Russia, a partner keeps their distance, irrespective of all acquaintances and good
relationships. (Respondent 2)

This interpretation of friendship concerning Russian business
partners can also indicate that immigrants feel like outsiders in
Russian business while also being outsiders, to some extent, in
the Finnish business environment. Finnish managers’
prejudices about Russians can prevent direct networking with
Russian entrepreneurs residing in Finland. Prejudgment leads
to some discrimination, here related to unethical behavior,
implying evaluating a person based not on individual merits but

some morally atrocious behavior (Velasquez, 2012). Russian
immigrants experience this attitude in both countries:

In Russia, they told me that I’m not a Russian but a traitor. ‘You left Russia, our
country.’ And in Finland it’s something like ‘What can you Russians make that
doesn’t break?’ (Respondent 1)

It’s better not to show that there are Russians in the company. (Respondent 3)

However, long-term business relationships with Russian
partners can be beneficial in overcoming prejudices and being
perceived as an insider, but as stated by the respondents, overly
close relationships can lead to unethical behavior such as
familiarity, meaning a partner being unceremonious or
improper. The respondents referred to this behavior as
unaccepted disrespect, which they all faced from Russian
partners, saying that familiarity assumes breaking the rules of
etiquette and attempting to communicate as closely-related
people. Familiarity can be related to the hierarchy of power;
that is one business partner attempts to demonstrate a
dominant or equal position, exercising moral pressure on
another partner (Anderson and Jap, 2005).While being a norm
in Russia, this practice is not typical for Finns, as the principles
of equality are embedded in Finnish business relationship
management:

People in Russia switch to familiarity in relationships much faster than in Finland.
Unfortunately, it’s accepted there. (Respondent 1)

6.4Mutual learning of business ethics
The respondents stressed that the majority of Russian
managers still lack experience of business conduct in
international markets. The interviewed entrepreneurs felt their
mentoring role in teaching and guiding Russians about the
international principles of business management. The
immigrants disseminated knowledge of international ethical
business behavior to Russianmanagers as well:

I just tell them how it’s done in Finland, how we did it, how it happens, and I
assure them they won’t be punished for it. (Respondent 1)

The immigrant entrepreneurs also had to adapt to the different
business motivations of Russians and Finns. Russians are more
interested in making a prompt profit and acquiring short-term
benefits (In Russia, they are only interested in making more money.
Respondent 1), which may lead to corruption or some degree of
opportunism (Hawkins et al., 2013). Finns are more inclined
toward stability and steady development. From the Russian
perspective, Finnish business is excessively traditional,
conservative and slow in accepting new things.

Our Finnish partner said: ‘We don’t need to be rich. What we have is enough for
us. My wife doesn’t want the neighbors to be jealous.’ (Respondent 4)

This traditionalism or acting as “everyone else,” is rooted in the
Finnish societal context (Siltaoja and Onkila, 2013). The
respondents concluded that Finnishmanagers could learn from
Russians to accept risk, creativity and being more active in the
business. In turn, Russians should learn rationality and the
ability to act with greater deliberation in making business
decisions.

7. Discussion

The results indicate that the country of origin and experience of
B2B relationships with partners from immigrants’ home
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country can be both beneficial and create barriers to
immigrants’ adaptation to ethical values in their host country.
The current study illustrates that despite these challenges, the
interviewed managers managed to adapt and steer between
the ethical norms of both countries, here by following the
principle of ethical relativism. Managers develop their own
adaptive ethical moral principles of business conduct based on
the experiences of business relationships in both countries. The
narratives demonstrate that immigrant entrepreneurs morally
resist unethical business behavior and are keener to accept the
Western style of business ethics. However, they are aware that
some practices cannot be applied to international-level
interactions when the case concerns business actors from
emerging markets, who may lack international interaction
experience or have to follow the local rules of the game.
Ironically, resistance to unethical business behavior can be

destructive to partnerships in Russia, whereas it provides
reputational gains in Finland. While in Finland the termination
of an unethical business relationship is an act of risk avoidance,
in Russia, such relationships can be the only way of doing
business (Lewis, 2006). The turbulent environment forces
Russian business partners to circumvent the law, to a
reasonable extent; otherwise, businesses would not be able to
operate in the Russian environment. Entrepreneurs from
developed markets tend to use the minimum required moral
norms in developing countries (Donaldson, 1989; Iyer, 2001).
Immigrant entrepreneurs apply a similar approach and try to
followWestern norms in the Russian business environment but
leave some room for relativism.
In terms of adaptation, immigrants have better knowledge of

the legal procedures in their country of origin. They are also
aware of unethical practices they can face, in this case, in
Russia. They do not expect complete honesty from Russian
partners after signing contracts, which is controversial in terms
of internationally accepted ethical principles (Asgary and
Mitschow, 2002). However, they can trust Finns to honor a
signed, solid contract. In turn, Finnish managers attempt to act
ethically in their local market but can be more ethically flexible
in business relationships with foreign-origin business partners.
Emerging markets are not as regulated and, consequently, offer
more business opportunities. Therefore, ethical relativism
should be considered in the international environment
(Thomas and Peterson, 2017).
The lack of adequate legal regulations leads to the issue of

transparency in business activities. Transparency in business
activities is typical in Nordic countries (Panapanaan et al.,
2003) and can be a pledge of trust and commitment with
business partners (Akkermans et al., 2004). The development
of trust is significant if a business partner’s promises cannot be
supported with official documents (Myskja, 2008). Thus, in
the case where actors cannot trust their foreign partners,
contractual agreements may serve as a shield from dishonest
actions and opportunistic behavior. However, contracts tend to
have less weight in collectivistic countries (Handley and Angst,
2015), and Russia is one of those countries. Therefore, foreign
business actors must rely on social networking and develop
trust with Russian partners. While in Finland, according to the
experiences of the respondents from the current study,
contracts have solid weight and it is important to understand
their content. Understanding contractual agreements may be

difficult for foreigners who do not have proper knowledge of the
Finnish language, which may open the way for local
entrepreneurs tomanipulate immigrant entrepreneurs.
Social interaction in the Russian market is frequently

characterized by the strong presence of informal institutions
and relationships, which are conceptualized as blat (Voldnes
et al., 2012). Blat helps engage potential business partners in
relationships and obtain connections with the “right” people, as
well as to accelerate business processes. From the Finnish side,
according to the respondents, a simple agreement or phone call
may be enough to begin partnerships with new companies,
depending on the complexity of the task. Social networking is
significant in the Finnish market as well, but it aims at long-
term business relationship development and risk avoidance due
to the increased levels of loyalty and trust.
Russian immigrants have to deal with the challenges related

to Finns’ prejudices concerning Russian business actors.
Prejudgment rests on stereotypes and frequently has negative
connotations (Velasquez, 2012). The interviewed
entrepreneurs attempted to overcome these prejudices by
demonstrating the ethicality of their business activities and
following the international ethical code of conduct. However,
they have to deal with prejudices in both countries, not being
completely accepted by either. Still, immigrants play a
mentoring role for their business partners from their home
country in communicating the Western-style (or Nordic in our
case) of business conduct.
As adaptation is grounded in the differences among business

partners (Gadde and Håkansson, 1993), immigrant
entrepreneurs have to manage the ethical approach toward
time. Russians may not always pay attention to the scheduled
time of an appointment, but Finns are reliable in that sense.
Punctuality shows respect to business partners and respect for
their time and effort (Shaw, 1994). In general, productive
business relationships are based onmutual respect (Edvardsson
et al., 2014), which also originates in the morals and ethics of
entrepreneurs. However, respect may be neglected if the
relationships promptly move to a forced or unwelcomed
friendship, which can be described as familiarity (Anderson and
Jap, 2005). Familiarity is frequently counted as unethical and
may cause tension between business partners. The respondents
faced familiarity primarily with Russian business partners. This
behavior has not ended their business relationships but brought
some negative perceptions and attitudes toward social
interaction.
Russians may show familiarity to business partners as a way

to impose power, and the hierarchy of power is still visible in
Russian business, which is not typical of Finns (Korhonen and
Seppälä, 2005). However, the concentration of power settling
within one person in an organization, which contradicts
Finnish ethical norms (Asgary and Mitschow, 2002) but is
practiced in Russia, can expedite decision-making processes.
The immigrant entrepreneurs highlighted the importance of
knowing who makes the final decision in a Russian business
organization. Such reliance on one person may also be
explained by responsibility avoidance by the lower-level
managers (Rozov, 2011), especially if it concerns external
business relationships, which was stressed by the respondents.
Finnish entrepreneurs frequently consider the interests of all
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business partners and are keen to consider their perspectives in
making business decisions.
Russian and Finnish managers frequently differ in their

motivations for doing business. Although Finns appreciate
stability and a long-term orientation, Russians are inclined to
seek immediate profit generation by all possible (un)ethical
means (Sidorov et al., 2000). The motivation of Finnish
managers for aiming at long-term orientation can also be
represented as a commitment to business relationships
(Gounaris, 2005; Brown et al., 2019). Commitment does not
always guarantee monetary benefits, but it can safeguard
relationships from unexpected risks and bring moral
satisfaction to the community (Høgevold et al., 2020).
Commitment is frequently interrelated with loyalty, and loyalty
in Russian markets can be strong in mature business
relationships (Ivanova and Torkkeli, 2013) but lacking in new,
recently established business relationships.
In general, Russian immigrant entrepreneurs play a

mediating role in these processes, bridging two markets and
managerial practices, thus acting as boundary spanners
(Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2014). They manage to navigate
between the ethical values of both countries, attempting to
disseminate the best ethical practices but still considering
ethical relativism. Table 3 summarizes the respondents’
perceptions of the ethical specifics of doing business with
Russian and Finnish business partners.

8. Conclusions

The ethical code of conduct in international business has to be
grounded on universal principles and values rather than
“domestic” values (Warren, 2011). Although the Global
Compact initiative covers the main ethical issues regarding
labor organizations, human rights and the environment, it is
generally large multinationals that can afford to follow these
rules. The managers of small businesses still have to rely on
their own moral and ethical principles in managing
international business relationships, especially in emerging
markets. The current study has highlighted the issue of ethical
relativism and the adaptation to ethical values that
entrepreneurs have to undertake to establish successful
international business relationships.

Adaptation to ethical values relates to the issue of ethical
relativism, where there are no set ethical standards (Lovett
et al., 1999). Although ethical relativism has been criticized for
being a mere excuse for practicing unethical business
(Donaldson, 1989), convergence toward Western ethical
norms requires time and international experience from
managers, which may still be lacking in emerging countries.
Individuals may resist adaptation to foreign norms because of
psychological barriers related to negative perceptions toward
the country, region or organization from which these norms
stem (Ivanova-Gongne, 2015). Contrarily, by adapting to the
ethical norms of emerging countries, managers from developed
countries can enter the market, thereby enabling interaction
and knowledge transfer (e.g. ofWestern ethical norms).
The present study has examined Russian-origin immigrants

who currently reside in Finland and are well aware of the norms
of business ethics in both countries. These individuals know
what to expect from a Finnish or Russian business partner and
manage to adapt to the ethical specifics predominant in the two
markets. These entrepreneurs are familiar with the meaning of
blat and “roof” in the Russian market, as well as the possibility
of Finnish managers acting less ethically in international
markets and with foreigners. They attempt to oppose unethical
practices in business partnerships and follow Nordic ethical
principles such as honesty, transparency and commitment.
They are aware of Russian specifics of power and hierarchy in
business organizations, which does not necessarily have
negative consequences. However, they realize that some
unethical actions and corruption can be encountered during
interactions between developed and emerging market
representatives. Thus, immigrant entrepreneurs deliver
knowledge on the best practices from developed to emerging
markets with a low degree of experience of international
interaction but still have to adapt to the local ethical principles
for the sake of relationship development.

8.1 Theoretical andmanagerial implications
The current study contributes to the limited research on ethics
in business marketing studies (Halinen and Jokela, 2016),
providing insights into the ethical norms and values that can
arise during international B2B interactions. The present study

Table 3 Ethical specifics of business conduct with Russian and Finnish business partners

Relationships specifics Finnish ethics Russian ethics

Individual moral values
embedded in business
relationships

Honesty, keeping promises, fairness, loyalty, the
pursuit of excellence. Familiarity is unacceptable

Value of personal qualities over expertize or
professionalism; expressing familiarity as a tool in
long-term relationships

Ethicality of a business
partner

Thinking not only about their own interests but
those of the whole network of partners

Low interest in benefits for the network of business
partners, opportunistic behavior

Developing trust Transparency and openness in local networks but
suspiciousness where partners in international
(especially emerging) markets are concerned

Low trust in business partners

Power and hierarchy Discussion with and listening to partners; decisions
are made to benefit all involved actors. Problems
caused by a company are solved collectively within
the company

Management depends on key persons in a company,
which can slow the interaction process. One person
is blamed for the company’s failure

Attitude and respect Commitment and equal respect shown to all
business partners

Unintentional disrespect of the partner’s time or
personality
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illustrates the importance of ethical norms embedded in
international relationship management (Lindfelt and
Törnroos, 2006) and approaches business ethics from the
perspective of relativism (McDonald, 2010), implying that
ethics are relative to a certain business context. By illustrating
immigrant entrepreneurs’ understanding of ethical values, the
current study also contributes to international
entrepreneurship research, which has predominantly focused
on the cultural and social embeddedness of immigrants and
largely ignored its ethical aspects (for rare exceptions, Azmat,
2010; Fatoki, 2015).
The current paper has discussed the challenges of adaptation

(Brennan et al., 2003) to ethical norms that immigrant
entrepreneurs face in international markets, adding to the
literature on country-specific business ethics (Asgary and
Mitschow, 2002). Although there is extensive literature on
Russian business ethics (Ledeneva, 2009; Michailova and
Worm, 2003), it is primarily dedicated to the turbulent
economic times of the 1990s. Our results showcase the lack of
radical change in ethical practices in Russian business since
then, even though they are increasingly oriented to theWestern
premises of the ethical business. Academic research on Finnish
business ethics is discussed in a limited range of literature that
represents it as a part of the Western or Nordic business ethics
tradition. Thereby, our study extends knowledge on Finnish
business ethics. Finally, by examining business ethics from the
perspective of relativism, our study contributes to the long-
standing discussion in international business on the need to
contextualize research (Michailova, 2011).
The main managerial implication is that ethical norms and

values are crucial in managing international business
relationships and networks. Managers should acquire
knowledge on ethical norms not only at the global level but also
at the national level, depending on where they aim to expand
their business. Our findings contribute to the understanding of
how ethical interaction among international B2B actors is
facilitated according to the context of the relationships,
avoiding anecdotal situations and enabling adaptation to
international business realities. According to the present study,
productive international business relationships often involve
the premises of honesty, transparency, treating business
partners fairly and minimizing opportunism. Business relations
between developed and emerging markets may demand
relativism in addressing ethical behavior. For instance, some
company representatives (especially in emerging markets) may
avoid responsibilities and demonstrate personal behavior that
could be considered disrespectful to their business partner. A
norm of behavior in one business environment can be
unacceptable in another country, such as the familiarity
frequently displayed by Russian business partners. Adaptation
may be required regarding the perceptions of time in different
cultures and to the fact that some international business actors
value their partners’ personal over professional qualities.

8.2 Limitations and future studies
Although business ethics and culture are closely
interconnected, an in-depth focus on culture was intentionally
omitted in the current study. The research was narrowed to the
investigation of business ethics in international business
relationships and networks. Despite the current study’s

contributions to the cross-cultural literature on business ethics,
further studies should provide more insights into the role of
culture in the behavior of immigrants in international business
relationships. Research on immigrants with different levels of
cultural integration requires more empirical studies, especially
in times of increasedworkforce immigration.
The selection of the respondents for data collection is not

extensive in the current study, as there is a limited number of
entrepreneurs in Finland fulfilling all of our inclusion criteria.
Russian immigrant entrepreneurs might not always have
experience of B2B relationships with Russian business partners
and primarily operate in the local Finnish market or other
markets within the EU. Further empirical research is needed to
gain more knowledge on the adoption of ethical values by
immigrant entrepreneurs doing business with partners from
both the host and home (country of origin)markets.
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