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ABSTRACT 
This study aims to identify the differences and similarities in leadership styles between Italy and South Korea, 

focusing on how Italian managers can adapt to the South Korean working environment. By examining the 

mechanisms and characteristics of paternalistic leadership in both countries, the research addresses the prevalence 

and effectiveness of this style and the relationship between leaders and followers. Additionally, the study explores 

how Italian employees and managers cope with cultural differences, the similarities and differences between the two 

leadership styles, and whether paternalistic leadership can serve as a common ground for both Korean and Italian 

managers. 

Through a qualitative research approach involving interviews with five Italian professionals working in South Korea, 

the findings reveal significant differences in hierarchical structures, communication styles, and decision-making 

processes. Italian managers often find the highly formal and hierarchical Korean business environment challenging, 

whereas Korean employees appreciate the familiar atmosphere created by Italian leaders. 

The study confirms that while both cultures exhibit paternalistic leadership traits, these are influenced by different 

cultural and historical contexts. In South Korea, paternalistic leadership is deeply rooted in Confucian values, 

emphasizing hierarchy, loyalty, and a father-like approach. In Italy, similar traits are shaped by historical, cultural, 

and familial factors, focusing on mutual trust and loyalty. 

Practical recommendations for Italian managers include adapting to Korean hierarchical structures, practicing 

indirect communication, and engaging in social activities to build strong business relationships. This research 

contributes to the broader discourse on cross-cultural management, emphasizing the importance of cultural 

awareness and adaptability in fostering effective leadership in a globalized business environment. Future research 

should further explore these dynamics with larger, more diverse samples and quantitative methods to enhance the 

generalizability of the findings. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Researchers have explored many facets of leader characteristics 

and leadership styles in the fields of organizational behavior, 

strategy, finance, accounting, and psychology (Park & Koo, 

2018). However, as growth has accelerated in emerging markets 

and slowed down in advanced economies, corporate leaders have 

had to rethink the adequacy of their global strategies and 

leadership styles (Ramamurti, 2012). While entering Asian 

markets looks very attractive for global manufacturers and 

consumer goods companies, organizations must not 

underestimate the diversity and complexity of the Confucian 

regions (McKinsey & Company, 2014).  

The GLOBE Confucian Asia cluster includes China, Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. (GLOBE, 2020). 

Although the concept of leadership is viewed to be universal 

when considering key values such as good judgment, integrity 

and skills, the way in which it is engaged and practiced on the 

work floor is usually dependent on the specific cultures 

(Chamorro & Sanger, 2016). Divergent points of view exist in 

the leadership literature regarding the transferability of corporate 

leader behaviors, communication strategies, expectations and 

processes across cultures (Dorfman, et al., 1997). However, most 

of the big-sized firms globally deal with multicultural teams, 

employees and partners, considering how the globalization 

phenomenon is shaping our societies. By looking at the latest 

score of the top 35 countries in the Globalization index, it can be 

seen that only two Confucian countries are on the list, namely 

Singapore and the Republic of Korea (Statista, 2021). Since the 

latter has experienced a huge economic and social growth in the 

last decades, becoming a global leader in technology, software 

and automotive industries, a comparative study with Italy is 

conducted by focusing on their corporate leadership styles. 

Unquestionably, the historical, cultural and social differences 

between the selected countries for this study have generated 

distinctive leadership traits and attributes. Presently, countless 

studies have been conducted on leadership styles, strategic 

communication, as well as on numerous organizational behavior 

topics; nevertheless, scant research is available in regard to the 

characteristics and similarities of the leadership styles adopted in 

Korea and Italy, nor has a framework for Italian businessmen 

keen to be working with Korean partners in a successful and 

efficient way been provided. Consequently, this paper aims to 

investigate whether the two cultures share similarities in the way 

they think of, approach and apply leadership. 

First, relative to the Korean, and Asian culture in general, 

Confucian philosophy will be reviewed considering its cardinal 

contribution to Korean history, society, organizational leadership 

and how it has influenced the development of a culture built upon 

paternalism (Ahlstrom & Chen, 2010). Next, literature available 

on paternalistic leadership will be reviewed, explaining the 

historical elements and describing its main characteristics 

(Sposato, 2019). The reasons why this kind of leadership seems 

to work best in these regions will be analyzed in section 2.1, as 

well as those leadership styles known as “charismatic” or 

“participative” which apparently do not positively impact Korean 

organizations. (Park, Han, Hwang, & Park, 2019 Vol 22). 

Lastly, the available literature on the characteristics of the Italian 

organizational culture will be examined, together with the 

paternalistic style which appears to be a common trait among 

Italian corporate leaders (Warburton, 2022) despite being better 

recognized in the West with the name of leader-member 

exchange theory (Brower, Schoorman, & Tan, 2000) (Marturano, 

2012). In spite of the fact that Italian leadership had to shift from 

an old paternalistic mentality as suggested by Sergio 

Marchionne, traits of this style are strongly related to how 

Italians perceive and carry on organizational culture to achieve 

business objectives (Marchionne, 2008). 

Although there is no common opinion between Italian and 

Korean managers about how a good leader should behave 

(Pizzinato, 2020), it has been found that Italians and Koreans 

share similar scores for certain cultural characteristics and 

dimensions, in terms of Uncertainty Avoidance and Power 

Distance (Hofstede, 1984). 

1.1 Research question  
Given the above, the following research question was 

constructed:  

How do the Italian and Korean leadership styles differ? 

 

1.1.1 Sub-questions 

 

● What are the similarities and differences between 

Korean and Italian leadership style? 

● To what extent is the paternalistic leadership style a 

common ground that can be mutually understood and 

effectively applied by both Korean and Italian 

managers? 

● How do Italian employees and managers in South 

Korea cope with the existing cultural differences in 

leadership style? 

 

1.2 Academic and practical relevance 
The goal of this research is advancing the studies in the field of 

leadership and specifically in the paternalistic leadership niche. 

Paternalistic leadership is an emerging concept promoted by 

Chinese culture; however, the model could be useful for Italian 

and European managers too. By comparing the way business is 

conducted in the two countries, the paper will be functional to 

facilitate the comprehension of the Confucian and the Italian 

culture as well as their leadership styles. 

This study is believed to be helpful for Italian entrepreneurs and 

managers who will happen to fill a leadership position in a 

Confucian society, and specifically in South Korea. Specifically, 

the results of this paper will be of support to identify behavioral 

patterns visible in Korean employees, colleagues or seniors when 

exchanging feedback, communicating with team members, and 

managing a team in a Korean business environment. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This segment deals with the relevant literature around the 

proposed study. Dividing this segment into four sections will 

help the reader to comprehend more easily the proposed topic.  

2.1 Korean Leadership 
Korean firms have sustained incredible development in the last 

35 years, elevating its national economy into the top ten 

wealthiest countries in the world. By witnessing an annual 

average GDP growth of 5.45%, Korea transformed itself from a 

low-income to a high-income economy and a global leader in 

innovation and technology (The World Bank, 2021). 

Although European and American economies experienced 

positive growth overall too, there’s a distinction in leadership 

styles between western and Asian countries, considering the 

different cultures, traditional philosophies, and governance 
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structures (Park & Park, 2018). Nevertheless, what has been 

extensively researched and corroborated is that Asia embodies a 

unique culture that emphasizes a hierarchy based on paternalism 

(Ahlstrom & Chen, 2010). The moral values and codes of 

conduct that prevailed in a family unit were extended to the 

society and nation as a whole, as well as to Chinese, Vietnamese, 

and Korean organizations. This fundamental concept deriving 

from Confucianism is reflected in the Chinese word guo jia (国

家), which literally means ‘nation’ and ‘family’. As within the 

family unit, loyalty and obedience to rulers were paramount 

virtues within society. In the same vein, the rulers are to behave 

toward those they govern in the same caring way in which fathers 

were encouraged to behave toward their children (Wang & 

Madson, 2013). By the huge influence of Confucian values one 

can assume that paternalistic leadership traits are highly visible, 

impactful and deep-rooted in Korean society. 

It is common to notice a high degree of formality, power distance 

orientation, and a collectivist culture when we consider the 

position of a leader in an Asian context (Park & Park, 2018). On 

top of that, the decision-making process concerning the overall 

strategy and direction of a Korean company is into the hands of 

the CEO or the founder (which is the same person most of the 

time), showing a vivid level of centralization and control. (Shin, 

1998). The hierarchical leadership style in South Korea is deeply 

influenced by the cultural concept of "inwha" (인화), which 

emphasizes harmony, particularly in professional settings. To 

preserve inwha, especially with leaders, subordinates often try to 

avoid giving negative responses and feel uncomfortable refusing 

requests. This practice is closely tied to the notion of "Gibun" 

(기분), which relates to maintaining one's dignity or reputation 

among peers or seniors. Face-saving is a critical aspect of Korean 

culture, and actions that could potentially disrupt harmonious 

relationships, whether in personal or professional contexts, are 

generally disfavored, even if they might be beneficial for 

business (Toyryla, 2023). 

 

In South Korean culture, age and wisdom are closely tied to the 

concept of respect, which could be linked to the country's low 

score on the Individualism dimension in the Hofstede cultural 

dimensions theory (Hofstede, 1980). This cultural norm often 

results in younger leaders struggling to garner the same level of 

attention, respect, or authority as their senior counterparts, 

irrespective of their backgrounds or experiences. Senior leaders 

typically do not engage with or take seriously those who are 

significantly younger (Yeung & Tung, 1996). During meetings, 

it is common for senior leaders to dominate discussions, while 

younger leaders tend to withhold their views, especially if they 

conflict with those of the seniors (Dorfman & Howell, 1997). 

This dynamic can hinder open dialogue and the exchange of 

diverse perspectives (Park & Kim, 2020; Choi, 2014). The 

emphasis on hierarchical respect reflects broader Confucian 

values that prioritize seniority and established authority (Kim & 

Kim, 2010). 

In fact, effective leaders are those who exercise more power in 

the organization, without considering subordinates’ inputs to a 

large extent when making important decisions, yet do take care 

of followers, establishing a parental relationship (Park, Han, 

Hwang, & Park, 2019 Vol 22). Moreover, what has also been 

concluded recently, supports the aforementioned assumptions 

regarding the preferred styles of leadership in Korea. For 

instance, the worst leadership style to be practiced in the ROK1 

is namely ‘charismatic leadership’ which is defined as the 

 
1 ROK: Republic of Korea 

practice that aims to inspire and develop confidence among 

followers and ‘participative leadership’ whose characteristics are 

based on consulting with, asking for suggestions, and obtaining 

information from subordinates for important decisions (Park & 

Park, 2018). This is the case as in South Korea, there is a strong 

focus on collectivism rather than individualism. Emphasizing 

individual achievements and implementing individual rewards 

are seen as disruptive to the harmony that is highly valued in 

Korean culture. As a result, participative leadership, which often 

emphasizes individual contributions and decision-making, is less 

effective in South Korea because it conflicts with the cultural 

emphasis on group cohesion and collective responsibility. From 

the current knowledge about Korean management and 

governance, it appears to be crystal-clear the huge influence of 

paternalistic leadership (Lee, 2001) (Kee, 2008) (Yoon, Shin, 

Kim& Chai, 2017). 

2.2 Paternalistic Leadership 
Paternalistic leadership, which combines great discipline and 

authority with fatherly benevolence and moral integrity, has been 

found to be prevalent in Chinese and Korean businesses (Farh & 

Cheng, 2020). Paternalistic leadership, as mentioned earlier, is 

heavily influenced by Confucian values, which stress the 

importance of the vertical relationship between senior 

individuals and subordinates, who, in exchange for loyalty and 

obedience, receive protection, well-being and advantages (Lee & 

Miller, 1999). “These factors result in leaders who assume a 

personal interest in the welfare and development of followers and 

who emphasize group harmony and smooth, conflict-free 

interpersonal relations. While harmony (inhwa) is desirable, it is 

based on inequality among those of differing rank, power, and 

prestige” (Alston, 1989, p. 29).  

The key concepts around this leadership style concern loyalty 

towards the organization. Loyalty is at the center of this style of 

leadership, and quite often, leaders tend to value this quality even 

above competence. A committed personal relationship that goes 

beyond the professional one is established between leaders and 

followers, who are expected to share their private life with 

seniors and are almost obliged to observe any recommendation 

or request provided by the leader without questioning its 

appropriateness (Sposato, 2019). 

Paternalistic leaders, as the name suggests, traditionally used to 

be - and still are in Asian societies - old, charismatic men. Despite 

referring to Asian countries when speaking of paternalistic 

leadership, it shouldn't be a surprise that examples of 

paternalistic leaders may be found in famous and successful 

entrepreneurs from other countries, such as the Indian business 

tycoon Dhirubhai Ambani, the Italian businessman and former 

prime minister Silvio Berlusconi as well as the most iconic 

American founder, Henry Ford. 

To sum up, we can state that the typical traits of a paternalistic 

leader are the following: 

● Father-like figure. 

● Authoritarian style of leadership. 

● The only real decision-maker. 

● The power center of the organization. 

● The nexus of the organization’s information system. 

● Demands loyalty above all else. 

● Creates a family-like working environment. 
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2.3 Italian Management Style 
Although Italian leaders, together with most Western 

corporations, have been influenced by the American approach to 

management in recent times (Adler & Boyacigiller , 1991), 

Italian culture has significantly impacted corporate leadership, 

advancing its own methods, communication styles and the 

strategies put in place to better engage with employees, partners 

and reach organizational objectives (Sarti, 2014).  

 

Despite the limited amount of business literature specifically 

addressing Italian management and leadership practices, 

it still emerges quite clearly that paternalistic traits are strongly 

detectable within the Italian business culture, considering that 

most of the firms are family-owned and run by male family 

members (Derr, Roussillon, & Bournois, 2001). Italian 

leadership style is deeply rooted in the country's historical, 

cultural, and social context. It emphasizes hierarchical structures, 

strong family ties, and interpersonal relationships. This 

leadership approach is shaped by Italy's rich cultural heritage and 

complex social dynamics, which influence organizational 

behavior and management practices (Commisceo Global, 2013). 

Even though paternalistic leadership is an Asian term that does 

not appear in Western leadership analyses, it is believed that the 

same concept goes under a different name; for instance, 

relationship leadership or Leader-member exchange theories, 

state that these models of leadership are characterized by mutual 

trust, loyalty and behaviors that extend outside the employment 

contract (Brower, Schoorman, & Tan, 2000). Scholars have 

pointed out that this leadership style based on the relationship 

between leaders and members is fully visible in Italy, considering 

Organizations such as the Catholic Church and Mafia, who have 

provided paradoxical examples of this leadership phenomena 

(Marturano, 2012). 

Italian organizations typically feature a strong hierarchical 

structure. Authority is centralized, and decision-making is often 

reserved for those at the top of the organizational ladder. This 

hierarchical nature reflects the Italian cultural norm that leaders 

are expected to possess greater knowledge and experience than 

their subordinates, leading to a more directive leadership style. 

Leaders often adopt a paternalistic approach, demonstrating 

concern for their employees' personal and professional lives, 

fostering a sense of loyalty and respect among team members 

(Commisceo Global, 2013). Evidence from human service 

organizations in Italy show the importance of how a leader 

should support employee’s personal objectives as well as 

ensuring a stable working condition, in order to secure 

organizational success and loyalty by the individuals (Sarti, 

2014). Moreover, Italian corporate leaders seem to share a 

common trait with the Korean seniors: the willingness and the 

ability to stay in power, controlling the decision-making process. 

Whether this intention is modest or extreme, it is believed to be 

really close to the paternalistic leadership characteristics 

developed in Confucian countries, regarding the climate of 

control and centralization, with no space for creativity and 

flexibility by subordinates “who must adapt to the whims of the 

owner in order to fit” (Derr, Roussillon, & Bournois, 2001, p. 

110). 

While subordinates may express their opinions, final decisions 

are typically made by senior leaders in Italy. This top-down 

approach ensures that all decisions align with the broader 

strategic vision of the organization. Additionally, Italy's intricate 

bureaucratic environment requires leaders to navigate a complex 

web of regulations and familial relationships, significantly 

influencing business operations (Camuffo & Costa, 1993). 

Italian leaders often exhibit a paternalistic leadership style, 

balancing authority with a personal touch. They demonstrate a 

moderate tolerance for change and risk, typically embracing 

innovations only after thorough consideration of potential 

benefits and risks. This reflects a cultural aversion to failure and 

its associated embarrassment. Leaders focus on maintaining 

stability and predictability, which can sometimes slow down the 

adoption of new ideas but ensures careful and deliberate 

progress. However, in more recent times, the Italian leadership 

culture has been slightly shaken by Sergio Marchionne, former 

businessman and CEO of the merged Fiat SpA and Chrysler 

Group LLC, whose vision embraced the idea that il Bel Pease 

needed to adapt to a more global competent leadership style to 

overcome the national crises, as he acknowledged:  

“From day one I recognized that Fiat had a leadership problem. 

Traditionally, all-important decisions in Italian companies are 

directly made by the CEO. It probably worked fine as a 

leadership model back in the 1950s, but today it’s quite 

unsustainable. A business as Fiat is far too large and 

complicated for one man alone to lead. (Marchionne, 2008) 

Although FIAT leadership structure (and Italy in general) had the 

exigency to evolve, according to the Italian Canadian manager, 

paternalistic leadership features remained vivid within the 

organization. For instance, Marchionne himself, stressed the 

importance of a family-oriented environment in the company, 

declaring that if the people felt a connection with top-managers, 

a culture aligned around strong common values would better 

contribute to business success. As he put clearly “Honoring our 

responsibilities to our workers is the final piece of the puzzle. A 

great deal of our success, I think, has come from having a 

committed workforce. But to earn that commitment, the company 

has had to give its ordinary folks - not just its leaders - a sense 

of connection.” (Marchionne, 2008) 

Another paternalistic trait transpired by Sergio Marchionne’s 

words, concerns the idea that a leader, a good leader, ultimately 

makes decisions by himself:  

“[…] but I’d been sitting in a room with 20 or so people for three 

days without getting anywhere, and I knew that we’d get no 

decision unless I imposed one. When I was much younger, this 

sort of control used to bother me tremendously. But as I’ve gotten 

older - I’ve been doing this now for 12, 13 years - I’ve realized 

there’s no other option. That’s why choosing the CEO is the most 

crucial decision a board makes.” (Marchionne, 2008)  

Thus, while Italian leaders retain ultimate authority, they also 

value collaboration and teamwork. Team members are 

encouraged to contribute their ideas, although the leader retains 

the final say (Commisceo Global, 2013). 

2.4  Culture 
Having said that, we then realize that paternalistic or relational 

leadership is deeply rooted in Italian society and organizations, 

similarly to Confucian’s. Yet, these are not the only pieces of 

evidence about the similarities between Italy and Korea that we 

could retrieve from current knowledge. Hofstede identified five 

cultural dimensions that influence leadership, with each country 

receiving a score for these dimensions on a scale up to 100. These 

dimensions are crucial for understanding cross-cultural 

differences in leadership and organizational behavior (Hofstede, 

1980; Hofstede, 2013). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model is 

a seminal framework in cross-cultural research, widely used for 
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its ability to provide structured and insightful comparisons of 

cultural traits across countries. Despite facing critiques regarding 

its methodology, assumptions of cultural homogeneity, static 

nature, and Western-centric bias (Venaik & Brewer, 2013; 

Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2016; Baskerville, 2003), the model 

remains highly relevant and reliable. The methodological 

criticisms, such as the initial data collection from IBM 

employees, raise concerns about sample representativeness and 

potential biases (Frontiers, 2013). Furthermore, the model's 

assumption of cultural homogeneity and its static view of culture 

have been noted as significant limitations, failing to account for 

regional, social, and temporal variations within nations (Emerald 

Insight, 2013).  

Nevertheless, the model’s structured framework for 

understanding cultural differences has been validated through 

numerous empirical studies. Kirkman, Lowe, and Gibson (2006) 

provided a comprehensive review and assessment of Hofstede-

based research, confirming its relevance and utility. Sondergaard 

(1994) conducted a meta-analysis of 61 replications, 

demonstrating consistent findings across various cultural 

contexts. Similarly, Taras, Steel, and Kirkman (2012) validated 

the model through a meta-analysis of 598 studies, reinforcing its 

reliability and applicability. Beugelsdijk, Maseland, and van 

Hoorn (2015) confirmed the stability of Hofstede’s dimensions 

over time, while Minkov and Kaasa (2022) validated the revised 

model using World Values Survey items for 102 countries 

(Frontiers, 2013; Universal Access in the Information Society, 

2023). 

These validations underscore the empirical robustness of 

Hofstede’s model, making it a valuable tool for cross-cultural 

analysis in both academic research and practical applications, 

justifying its selection as a foundational framework in this thesis. 

For instance, Hofstede’s studies about cultural dimensions show 

how close the two countries are in terms of Uncertainty 

Avoidance and Power Distance, and how different in terms of 

Long-term Orientation, Masculinity, and Individualism 

(Hofstede, 1984) 

 

 

 

Indeed, Korea was given a score of sixty out of one hundred, 

while Italy’s score was only ten points lower than the Korean one 

for the dimension of Power distance. Both Italian and Korean 

subordinates conduct business with senior managers in a 

relatively distant and formal way. Another relevant dimension 

for our study is the one called Uncertainty Avoidance. With a 

score of 75 for Italians and 85 for Koreans, we understand how 

risk-averse both cultures are, giving the weight of decisions (and 

their consequences) to their leaders, which is expected in a 

paternalistic leadership context. 

Although Italian and Korean leadership have been analyzed 

individually, it is evident that commonalities and differences 

between these two countries need to be further investigated. 

Plenty of leadership and organizational behavior theories have 

been thoroughly discussed in the past. However, the focus on the 

differences and similarities between the Italian and Korean 

approaches to corporate leadership and management has received 

little attention in academic studies. The aim of this paper is to fill 

in the research gap in the aforementioned fields by understanding 

the cultural differences between Italy and South Korea, exploring 

the different communication and leadership styles practiced by 

Italian corporate leaders in that region and investigating how 

paternalistic leadership is a common ground for the two 

nationalities.  

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design  
A qualitative method was chosen to investigate the differences in 

leadership styles between Italian and Korean managers since it 

concerns exploratory research. Considering that our topic 

belongs to leadership and culture, we are more interested in 

understanding and interpreting the experiences of professional 

leaders who have a clear picture of their fields of expertise than 

testing hypotheses. Qualitative research methods, such as those 

discussed by Denzin and Lincoln (2011), emphasize the 

importance of capturing the richness and complexity of human 

experiences. This is particularly relevant in leadership studies, 

where understanding the subjective experiences of leaders can 

provide valuable insights into effective leadership practices and 

cultural influences. To reach our objectives, we utilized a 

qualitative research approach involving personal interviews with 

both open-ended and semi-structured questions. These are often 

referred to as ‘qualitative research interviews’ (King 2004).  

Open ended questions encourage individuals to express their 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences freely, which is essential for 

capturing the complexity of human behavior and attitudes. One 

significant advantage of open-ended questions is their ability to 

generate rich, detailed data that provides a deeper understanding 

of the research topic (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). 

Unlike closed-ended questions, which limit responses to 

predefined options, open-ended questions allow respondents to 

share their perspectives in their own words, leading to more 

comprehensive insights (Bryman, 2016). This approach helps 

researchers uncover underlying motivations, beliefs, and 

attitudes that might not be revealed through more structured 

questioning (Creswell, 2013). 

Moreover, open-ended questions offer flexibility and 

adaptability in research, allowing participants to introduce new 

themes and concepts that the researcher might not have 

anticipated. This exploratory nature can lead to unexpected 

findings and a more dynamic research process (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). For example, questions like "Can you describe 

your experience?" or "What are your thoughts on this issue?" 

invite respondents to share their stories and provide context that 

enriches the data collected (Patton, 2015). 

Using open-ended questions also facilitates a more engaging and 

interactive interview process. It helps build rapport between the 

interviewer and the participant, creating a comfortable 

environment where individuals feel safe to express their true 

opinions and experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This trust 

is crucial for obtaining honest and authentic responses, which are 

vital for the validity of qualitative research findings (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). On the other hand, semi-structured 

Figure 1. Hofstede Cultural dimension 

for Italy and South Korea. 
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questions were standardized, meaning the same questions were 

posed to all participants in the same sequence with the 

opportunity to investigate certain themes further. As mentioned 

by Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2009) “Semi-structured and in-

depth interviews provide you with the opportunity to ‘probe’ 

answers, where you want your interviewees to explain, or build 

on, their responses.” These questions were carefully crafted to 

thoroughly address all aspects and the full scope of the research 

topic. This interview method allowed us to gain a deep 

understanding of the subject by directly engaging with 

individuals who were involved in leadership roles at that time of 

the interview. This helped us comprehend their experiences and 

perspectives on leading a team or group. Furthermore, during the 

interviews, our focus was on gathering as much relevant 

information or data as possible pertaining to the research 

question. 

3.2 Data collection and research instruments 
The data collection methods and research instruments used in this 

study focused on Italian professionals working in South Korea. 

The primary objective was to understand their managemet 

experiences and the impact of cultural contexts on their 

professional lives. The data collection involved purposive 

sampling to select participants who met specific criteria, ensuring 

the relevance and depth of the insights gathered. The study 

targeted Italian professionals working in South Korea. 

Participants were identified through LinkedIn and Facebook 

groups specifically for Italians living and working in South 

Korea. This approach facilitated access to a relevant and engaged 

sample population. The demographic profile of the interviewees 

included three men and two women, aged between 28 and 45 

years. This diversity helped in capturing a broad range of 

experiences and perspectives. Ethical approval was a critical 

component of the research process. Prior to conducting the 

interviews, ethical approval was obtained during video meetings 

with each participant. During these meetings, the purpose of the 

study was explained, and participants were informed about the 

use of their data for research purposes. All participants provided 

verbal consent, ensuring that they were aware of the 

confidentiality of their responses. The data was collected by 

interviewing 5 Italian managers trough a semi-structured 

questionnaire via video-meeting. The interviewees were 

especially asked to talk about their personal and professional 

experiences, focusing on moments that showed frictions between 

manager and employee in a Korean working context. 

All responses were kept anonymous, and each interview lasted 

about forty-five minutes to an hour. The interview questions 

were designed to address and help answer the research problems 

identified in the literature review. All the questions used in the 

interviews can be found in Appendix.  

3.2.1 Interview criteria 
The interviewees selected for the study needed to respect the 

following criteria: 

• Preferably they had 1 year, or more, of corporate 

experience in South Korea (current or past). 

• They have worked in Italy. 

• They have worked in medium – big sized organizations 

or started a business in the Korean market. 

These criteria ensured that the participants had sufficient 

experience in both Italian and Korean professional contexts, 

enabling a comprehensive analysis of cross-cultural leadership 

experiences. 

3.3 Data Gathering and Analysis Strategy 
The interviews were recorded and transcribed with data 

transcript tool of Microsoft Teams, followed by a manual 

adjustment for more precise and realistic transcription.  

The data analysis for this research was conducted using thematic 

analysis, a method that is particularly suited for qualitative 

research (Kiger, Varpio, 2020). Thematic analysis enables 

researchers to identify, analyze, and report patterns within data, 

providing a rich and detailed account of participants' experiences 

(Majumdar, 2019). Thematic analysis was chosen for this study 

because it offers flexibility and adaptability, making it ideal for 

exploring the complex and varied experiences of Italian 

professionals working in South Korea. According to Braun and 

Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is a robust method for 

identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes within qualitative 

data. It allows researchers to organize and describe data sets in 

rich detail, facilitating a deep understanding of the research 

subject. Despite its reliance on the researcher's judgment, which 

can introduce subjectivity and bias into the analysis (Nowell, 

Norris, White, & Moules, 2017), it is believed that this method is 

beneficial for building theoretical frameworks, as it integrates 

empirical findings with existing theories to enhance academic 

discourse (Boyatzis, 1998), enabling researchers to both derive 

themes directly from the data and use pre-existing theoretical 

knowledge to guide the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 

Next, the material was analyzed by means of Critical Incident 

technique (CIT); this analysis is based on the collection and 

identification of behaviors, occurrences or incidents, which 

everyone can observe, in order to develop and explain a 

psychological principle that can be defined as a value or a 

cultural logic (Flanagan, 1954). Thematic analysis, when applied 

to CIT data, offers methodological flexibility that is beneficial 

for researchers. This approach can accommodate various 

research questions and contexts, making it suitable for diverse 

disciplines such as healthcare, education, and organizational 

studies. The adaptability of thematic analysis enhances its utility 

in qualitative research, allowing for both theory-driven and data-

driven insights (Oxford Academic, 2023). When formulating 

questions, it is crucial to base them on the participants' actual 

experiences rather than on abstract concepts whenever possible. 

This approach ensures that the responses are grounded in real-

life situations, providing more relevant and meaningful insights 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009) 

The practical methodological process included the following 

steps: the data were put together in excel sheets, as the main goal 

was to have multiple clashes and critical incidents. The objective 

was to end up with enough values which determined specific 

behaviors of the typical Korean manager, according to the point 

of view of Italian managers working in South Korea. In this way, 

researchers and Italian managers will be able to recognize such 

patterns and perceive how to cope with that scenario. 

4. RESULTS 
This chapter presents the findings of this qualitative research, 

which aimed to investigate the differences and similarities of 

cultural practices and leaderships styles of Italian and South 

Koran managers. For detailed research instruments, including the 

interview questions and coding framework, please refer to the 

Appendix. 

4.1 Differences 
This section deals with the differences between the cultural 

practices and leadership styles of Italian and South Korean 

managers.  By examining key areas that emerged from the 
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interviews analyzed, such as respect, hierarchy, central decision 

making, and communication styles, we could identify distinct 

approaches and behaviors that characterize each culture. These 

differences highlight the unique ways in which Italians and South 

Koreans navigate their professional environments, influencing 

workplace dynamics and managerial practices. 

 

4.1.1 Respect 

 
Respect in South Korean culture is deeply embedded in 

hierarchical structures and formal interactions, contrasting with 

the more relaxed and informal approach seen in Italian 

workplaces. For instance, the practice of "exchanging cards" in 

South Korea is conducted with a significant degree of formality, 

as one interviewee noted: "The respect in how South Koreans 

handle the exchange of business cards with both hands and a 

bow." This behavior underscores the importance of formal 

respect and hierarchy, a recurring theme in South Korean 

professional interactions, also seen in practices like never 

outright refusing requests (C.S. 2 "never saying no") and the 

reserved manner in which personal matters are handled at work 

(C.S. "sharing personal issues"). Another interviewee 

emphasized this, saying, "In Korea, it is considered very 

respectful to never say no directly, which can sometimes be 

challenging for Italians used to more straightforward 

communication." 

 

4.1.2 Hierarchy and central decision making 

 
Hierarchy plays a crucial role in South Korean workplaces, 

influencing everything from decision-making processes to daily 

interactions. Italian managers often found the strict hierarchical 

structure challenging. For example, one interviewee mentioned, 

"The leader's approach is authoritative, almost dominating, 

disregarding others' opinions." This reflects a cultural norm 

where subordinates are expected to follow directives without 

question, which is slightly different from the more egalitarian 

and collaborative approach in Italian workplaces, though still 

characterized by a relatively high degree of hierarchy. As 

explained by an interviewee "He has decision-making power 

over everything. If finance wants to proceed with the payment, 

but the boss has not approved it, they cannot do it, and it does 

not go forward. At least with us, there is a minimum of 

independence, especially when problems need to be solved." The 

Korean leader has decision-making power over everything, while 

in Italy you are trusted to move ahead, especially in cases of 

problem-solving. 

 

This theme is also evident in the reluctance of subordinates to 

take independent actions without explicit directions from 

superiors (C.S. "no independence in the way of working") and 

the expectation for detailed reporting to leaders (C.S. "reporting 

to the leader"). 

 

Central decision making is a therefore a key characteristic of 

South Korean leadership styles, where leaders are expected to 

make final decisions without much input from subordinates. An 

interviewee highlighted this by saying, "Leaders make the final 

decision and subordinates do not have to question the authority." 

This centralization is often at odds with the Italian preference for 

collaborative decision-making, where leaders and subordinates 

work together to reach conclusions. This difference is also noted 

 
2 C.S.: Cultural Standard 

in the expectation that leaders should handle significant decisions 

on their own (C.S. "leader decides everything") and the overall 

leadership approach that emphasizes hierarchical control (C.S. 

"leadership style"). Another quote illustrates this: "In Italy, we 

make decisions together with our team, but in Korea, the leader's 

word is final." 

 

4.1.3 Work-life balance 

Work-life balance in South Korea often skews towards extended 

working hours and high levels of dedication to the job, 

sometimes at the expense of personal life. One interviewee 

observed, "Working extra hours to appear good in the eyes of the 

boss is common." While Italians also may occasionally work over 

hours to please their employers, these strive for more balance 

between professional and personal life, valuing their time spent 

outside of work. This cultural standard is further reflected in the 

notion that employees should always be willing to take on 

additional tasks (C.S. "taking on extra responsibilities") and the 

tendency to work long hours out of a sense of obligation to the 

company (C.S. "living to work"). Another interviewee noted, "In 

Korea, staying late at work is a sign of dedication, whereas in 

Italy, we prioritize having a healthy work-life balance." 

4.1.4 Social activities after work 

Social activities after work are an integral part of South Korean 

corporate culture, fostering team cohesion and hierarchy 

reinforcement. As one interviewee noted, "Going out with 

colleagues and the boss is a regular practice." This contrasts 

with the Italian approach, where social interactions are more 

selective and typically involve closer personal connections. The 

significance of these activities is seen in the common practice of 

participating in social gatherings and team-building events (C.S. 

"getting drunk together") and the expectation that superiors will 

cover the costs of such outings (C.S. "the boss pays for 

employees' dinners out"). Another interviewee highlighted, "In 

Italy, we only go out with colleagues we have a personal 

connection with, while in Korea, it's more about team building 

and hierarchy." 

4.1.5 Communication style 

Communication styles differ markedly between Italians and 

South Koreans. Italians are known for their direct and expressive 

communication, by often (over)sharing their opinions openly. 

Conversely, South Koreans tend to be more reserved and 

indirect, avoiding confrontational discourse. An interviewee 

highlighted this by stating, "Italians always have to point out 

their opinions, whereas Koreans do not speak up or share their 

opinions." This difference in communication is crucial for 

understanding workplace dynamics; Italians in fact exhibit low 

conflict aversion, meaning they are comfortable engaging in 

discussions, even if they might lead to disagreements, especially 

with their peers or younger collaborators. This is not always the 

case when it comes to interacting with seniors or older managers. 

On the other hand, South Koreans have high conflict aversion, 

generally avoiding discussions at all, which could cause contrasts 

between colleagues. Another manager shared, "In Korea, people 

avoid confrontation to maintain harmony, but Italians are more 

confrontational and open.". Additionally, the approach to giving 

and receiving feedback differs significantly between the two 
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cultures. Despite what mentioned previously, in Korea feedback 

seems to be more professional and direct, focusing on 

improvement, while in Italy, feedback tends to be more indirect 

and less straightforward, often avoiding direct criticism. As one 

interviewee mentioned "Because typically they don't want to let 

you know everything they think, but when it comes to giving 

feedback, Koreans tend to give it in a direct and clear manner, 

highlighting both the strengths and weaknesses of the employee's 

work. This can be seen as rigid by Italian standards, but it is a 

way to ensure continuous improvement in performance, sales, 

etc. [...] whereas we Italians are not the best at telling you 

everything straight to your face, when it comes to peer-to-peer 

feedback? In that case we take a more indirect approach." It 

emerges then, that while Italians are more open to discuss and 

engage in difficult conversations, it is not always the case when 

providing feedback to each other. 

4.1.6 Competences 

Competences and the development of skills also show a cultural 

divide. Italian managers often gain their experience and skills 

nationally, while South Korean managers have a broader, 

international exposure. One interviewee remarked, "Koreans 

gain experience and skills internationally, enhancing their 

global competencies." This focus on international experience is 

a notable difference and impacts the professional development 

and competitiveness of employees in both cultures. Italians tend 

to develop their skills within their own country, while South 

Koreans actively seek international opportunities to broaden their 

expertise (C.S. "international experiences"). Another interviewee 

noted, "In Italy, we value local experience and networks, 

whereas in Korea, international exposure is highly prized." 

4.1.7 Personal relationships 

Personal relationships in the workplace are more challenging to 

develop in South Korea compared to Italy. One interviewee 

mentioned, "It is not easy to create a friendship on the work floor 

in Korea." This contrasts with the Italian culture, where forming 

personal connections at work is more common and valued. This 

cultural standard is crucial for understanding workplace 

interactions and employee satisfaction, reflecting the tendency in 

South Korea to maintain professional boundaries unless a deeper, 

genuine friendship develops (C.S. "personal relationships on the 

work floor"). However, building trust and loyalty within teams 

can significantly enhance employee commitment and 

performance. In South Korea, while it may be challenging to 

initially form personal relationships at work, once established, 

these relationships tend to be deep and long-lasting, contributing 

to a strong sense of loyalty and commitment. Emphasizing trust 

and loyalty can help bridge the initial gap, encouraging more 

open communication and collaboration. 

4.1.8 Money attachment 

Money attachment reflects cultural attitudes towards wealth and 

financial stability. South Koreans have a strong respect for 

money, often prioritizing financial success and stability. An 

interviewee noted, "Koreans are very attached to money," 

indicating a cultural emphasis on economic achievement. This is 

less pronounced in Italy, where money is important but balanced 

with other aspects of life, as mentioned by the same interviewee: 

"In Italy, while money is important, we also value other aspects 

of life such as family and personal fulfillment.” The cultural 

norm in South Korea places significant value on financial 

prudence and the accumulation of wealth as a measure of success 

(C.S. "money attachment").  

4.2 Similarities 
This section explores the similarities between Italian and South 

Korean cultural practices and leadership styles. Despite the 

geographical and cultural distance, certain shared experiences 

and values, such as the importance of family in business 

decisions and the common identity of being peninsular nations, 

create a foundation for mutual understanding and collaboration. 

These similarities provide insights into how both cultures can 

find common leadership ground, fostering stronger professional 

relationships and effective cross-cultural management. 

 

4.2.1 Gender based trust disparities 
 

Gender roles and the perception of trust in the workplace show 

cultural disparities. In South Korea, people have more 

confidence in the abilities of men rather than women, as one 

interviewee observed, "It is more likely to trust a man over a 

woman". This gender bias impacts professional dynamics and 

career advancement, contrasting with the Italian workplace, 

where there is a more balanced approach to gender equality. The 

trust disparity can influence the opportunities available to women 

and the expectations placed upon them in professional settings 

(C.S. "men are trusted more than women").  

Similarly, in Italy, gender disparities persist in management, 

leadership, and decision-making contexts. Women are 

underrepresented in top management positions and often face 

significant pay gaps compared to their male counterparts. 

According to the Rome Business School, while women 

constitute a significant portion of the workforce and are often 

more educated than men, they earn less and are less likely to 

hold leadership positions. Specifically, women in Italy earn 

approximately 14% less than men for comparable work, and 

they hold only about 32% of leadership positions despite their 

higher educational attainment (Rbs, 2023). 

Moreover, societal norms and historical factors play a role in 

perpetuating these disparities. Traditional patriarchal values 

have historically relegated women to domestic roles, impacting 

their participation in the workforce and their career progression. 

These norms continue to influence the labor market, with 

women more likely to work part-time or in lower-paying 

sectors. As highlighted by the European Institute for Gender 

Equality, these deep-rooted cultural expectations contribute to 

the ongoing segregation of the labor market and the significant 

pay gaps observed (Anderson, 2014). 

4.2.2 Family business 
 

The intersection of family and business reflects cultural attitudes 

towards work and personal life. In South Korea, there is a 

significant overlap, with family considerations often influencing 

business decisions. For instance, one interviewee noted, 

"Employers support women in maternity leave by giving extra 

days," highlighting the integration of family needs into business 

practices. Similarly, in Italy, family is also very important and 

influences business decisions significantly. This cultural 

standard of accommodating personal circumstances within 

professional settings is evident in both cultures, where personal 
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and family-related matters are given considerable importance in 

the workplace. The flexibility provided for employees to handle 

family-related matters, such as "maternity leave," showcases the 

strong family-oriented values shared by both Italian and South 

Korean workplaces. Another interviewee added, "In Italy, 

balancing work and family life is crucial, and this is reflected in 

how companies support their employees.", showing how both 

culture praise this concept within a working context. 

 

4.2.3 Peninsula formation 
 

The geographical characteristic of being a peninsula is a unique 

commonality that creates a sense of shared experience between 

South Koreans and Italians. One interviewee, when talking about 

a first meeting with a Korean company, explained, "The first 

thing they said is we are a peninsula and so are you. We have 

had the same problems and opportunities as you have had in 

Italy. So, they start from this premise. We are both more isolated; 

the advantage is that you are isolated. Therefore, potentially 

protected from enemy attacks. Whoever is isolated must fend for 

themselves, if you are isolated, there is nothing to do. However, 

there is still a small misfortune that to the North, the only point 

where we are connected to the world is North Korea. And here, 

isolated, he says you are the only point where you are connected 

to one of the few points connected. There is Germany/Austria 

where in the past you had your historical problems, the wars, so 

they say it. We know that with Italians we can work in the right 

way, precisely because at a cultural level we start from a 

common base. And this concept of the Peninsula has remained 

impressed." This shared geographical identity fosters a mutual 

understanding and creates a foundation for effective 

collaboration. Both countries have historically navigated the 

challenges and benefits of their peninsular status, influencing 

their cultural and business practices. The sense of isolation and 

the necessity to be self-reliant are common experiences that 

shape the way Italians and South Koreans approach problem-

solving and external relations. Another interviewee echoed this 

sentiment, saying, "Being a peninsula has made both Italians and 

Koreans adaptable and resilient, always finding ways to connect 

with the outside world despite our geographical constraints." 

This shared cultural base contributes to smoother interactions 

and deeper mutual respect in business contexts. 

The findings from this research highlight significant differences 

and a few similarities in cultural and leadership practices 

between Italians and South Koreans. These factors affect various 

aspects of professional life, from communication and decision-

making to work-life balance and social interactions. 

Understanding these cultural standards is crucial for improving 

cross-cultural management and fostering better collaboration 

between Italian and South Korean professionals.  

5. DISCUSSION 
This study has provided an in-depth comparative analysis of the 

cultural and corporate leadership traits of Italy and South Korea, 

investigating the prevalence and impact of paternalistic 

leadership in both contexts, focusing on the following research 

question and three sub-questions: 

To what extent do the Italian and Korean leadership styles 

differ? 

● How do Italian employees and managers in South 

Korea cope with the existing cultural differences in 

leadership style? 

● What are the similarities and differences between 

Korean and Italian leadership style? 

● To what extent is the paternalistic leadership style a 

common ground that can be mutually understood and 

effectively applied by both Korean and Italian 

managers? 

 

Through the findings, several key insights have emerged; Italian 

managers in South Korea often face challenges adapting to the 

highly formal and hierarchical Korean business environment. 

Conversely, South Korean employees appreciated the family-like 

atmosphere fostered by Italian leaders, which aligns with their 

cultural emphasis on loyalty and harmony. 

5.1 Theoretical implications 
The study contributes to the broader literature on leadership by 

deepening the understanding of paternalistic leadership within 

different cultural frameworks. In South Korea, paternalistic 

leadership is deeply rooted in Confucian values, emphasizing 

hierarchy, loyalty, and a father-like approach to leadership. In 

contrast, Italian leadership, while also displaying paternalistic 

traits, is influenced by a mix of historical, cultural, and familial 

factors. This research underscores the importance of considering 

cultural context when examining leadership styles and their 

effectiveness. Moreover, the study aligns with Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions theory, particularly in terms of power 

distance and uncertainty avoidance. Both Italy and South Korea 

score high on these dimensions, reflecting their preference for 

hierarchical structures and risk-averse decision-making 

processes. These theoretical insights can help scholars and 

practitioners better understand the interplay between culture and 

leadership. 

The study also revealed that while both cultures exhibit 

paternalistic leadership traits, their manifestations differ 

significantly. In South Korea, this leadership style is deeply 

rooted in Confucian values, emphasizing a father-like approach, 

loyalty, and a clear hierarchy (Ahlstrom & Chen, 2010). This is 

consistent with Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, where 

both Italy and South Korea score high on power distance and 

uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1984). In Italy, paternalistic 

traits are influenced by historical, cultural, and familial factors, 

with a focus on mutual trust and loyalty within organizational 

relationships (Sarti, 2014). 

The study investigated the extent to which the paternalistic 

leadership style can be mutually understood and effectively 

applied by both Korean and Italian managers. The findings, 

supported by the theoretical framework and empirical data, 

suggest that while paternalistic leadership is prevalent in both 

cultures, its application and understanding are deeply rooted in 

their respective historical and cultural contexts. In South Korea, 

paternalistic leadership is heavily influenced by Confucian 

values that emphasize hierarchy, loyalty, and a father-like 

approach. This leadership style is characterized by a high degree 

of formality, respect for authority, and centralization of decision-

making. Korean managers are expected to provide guidance and 

support to their subordinates, much like a parent would, creating 

a family-like atmosphere within the organization. This approach 

fosters loyalty and harmony, crucial elements in Korean 

corporate culture. On the other hand, Italian paternalistic 

leadership, while sharing some similarities with the Korean 

model, is shaped by a mix of historical, cultural, and familial 

factors. Italian managers also emphasize trust and loyalty, but 

their approach tends to be less formal and more relational. The 
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Italian leadership style often involves a more collaborative 

decision-making process, where subordinates are encouraged to 

express their opinions and participate in discussions. This reflects 

the Italian cultural norm of valuing interpersonal relationships 

within a hierarchical structure. 

While it has been concluded already that hierarchical structures 

and centralized decision-making are prominent in both South 

Korean and Italian organizations and that South Korean 

leadership is characterized by a high degree of formality and 

power distance, with leaders making final decisions without 

much input from subordinates (Hoftesede 1980), (Shin, 1998; 

Park & Park, 2018) this research adds practical insights into the 

challenges Italian managers face when adapting to the stricter 

hierarchical structures in South Korea. The requirement for 

detailed reporting and the reluctance of Korean subordinates to 

act independently highlight the differences in implementation. 

This practical perspective is less covered in the existing 

literature. 

When it comes to work-life balance and the role of social 

activities in professional settings, they differ across cultures. 

South Koreans often work extended hours, prioritizing 

dedication to their job, sometimes at the expense of personal life 

(Park & Park, 2018). Italian culture values a balance between 

professional and personal life, with more selective social 

interactions (Commisceo Global, 2013). Our research highlights 

the cultural expectations surrounding work-life balance and 

social activities. In South Korea, socializing with colleagues after 

work is common to foster team cohesion. In contrast, Italians are 

more selective with their social interactions, typically involving 

closer personal connections. This adds a practical perspective to 

the understanding of how cultural norms shape social activities 

and their impact on team dynamics and employee satisfaction. 

Regarding communication styles, it is known that Italians are 

known for direct and expressive communication, often engaging 

in open discussions and debates. South Koreans, in contrast, are 

more reserved and indirect, avoiding confrontational discourse 

(Chamorro & Sanger, 2016; Park & Koo, 2018). This research 

provides a comparison of these communication styles: Italians 

exhibit low conflict aversion, meaning they are comfortable with 

discussions that may lead to disagreements. South Koreans, 

however, have high conflict aversion and generally avoid 

discussions that could cause conflict. Additionally, feedback in 

Korea is more constructive and direct, while in Italy, it tends to 

be more indirect and less straightforward. These insights enhance 

the understanding of communication dynamics in cross-cultural 

settings. 

Lastly, the development of personal relationships in the 

workplace varies between cultures. It was already known that In 

South Korea, professional boundaries are typically maintained 

unless deeper, genuine friendships develop (Park & Park, 2018). 

In Italy, forming personal connections at work is more common 

and valued (Warburton, 2022). Our research emphasizes the 

challenges and strategies for building trust and loyalty within 

teams. In South Korea, personal relationships in the workplace 

are harder to develop but significantly enhance loyalty and 

commitment once established. In Italy, fostering personal 

connections supports a cohesive and supportive work 

environment. These insights provide practical recommendations 

for enhancing team dynamics and employee satisfaction through 

cultural understanding. 

Moreover, understanding these relationship-building and trust 

dynamics with South Korean team members and suppliers is 

critical to the business process. Relationship-building and many 

formal business activities often occur after regular working 

hours. Given Italy's high score in Individualism (76 vs. 18), 

Italians generally prioritize their personal lives over socializing 

with colleagues outside of work (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, 

2013). Additionally, Italy's lower score in Long-term Orientation 

(61 vs. 100) indicates that Italians value their free time highly 

(Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, 2013). Italians should be mindful of 

these cultural differences and be prepared to adapt accordingly. 

Understanding and adhering to local customs and norms is 

essential for developing trust and gaining acceptance from South 

Korean counterparts. 

This research indicates that cultural awareness and adaptation are 

key to managing international projects effectively. For instance, 

cultural intelligence can significantly enhance communication 

and collaboration within multicultural teams (Earley & Ang, 

2003). Moreover, understanding high-context and low-context 

communication styles, as described by Hall (1976), can prevent 

misinterpretations, and improve interactions in diverse 

environments. Incorporating strategies from cross-cultural 

management literature can lead to better project outcomes and 

foster a more inclusive workplace (Thomas & Peterson, 2017). 

For Italian managers, practical implications include recognizing 

and respecting Korean hierarchical structures, adapting to 

indirect communication styles, and participating in social 

activities to build strong business relationships. Suggestions such 

as presenting business cards with both hands, being patient with 

decision-making processes, and engaging in after-work 

socializing are vital for fostering effective cross-cultural 

interactions. 

In summary, this study underscores the importance of cultural 

awareness and adaptability in cross-cultural leadership. By 

understanding and integrating these cultural nuances, Italian 

managers can enhance their effectiveness and foster more 

harmonious and productive business relationships in South 

Korea. This research contributes to the ongoing discourse on 

cross-cultural management and highlights the need for further 

studies to explore these dynamics in even greater depth. 

5.2 Practical recommendations 
Working on international projects involves collaborating with 

individuals from various regions, each bringing unique 

languages and cultural backgrounds. This diversity affects 

communication, attitudes, behaviors, work practices, decision-

making processes, and ultimately, the project's performance 

(Nicholas & Steyn, 2012). Recognizing and adapting to these 

cultural differences is crucial for success in an international 

setting, requiring openness and flexibility (Battistella et al., 

2023)  

For Italian managers working in South Korea or collaborating 

with Korean clients and suppliers, it is essential to understand 

and adapt to Korean business etiquette and social norms. Here 

are some practical suggestions based on the findings and cultural 

insights: 

• Hierarchy and respect: in South Korea, respecting 

the hierarchical structure is essential. When interacting 

with senior colleagues or clients, it is important to 

display a reserved formality initially. One participant 

noted, "leaders make the final decision, and 



 10 

subordinates do not question the authority," which 

emphasizes the importance of recognizing and 

adhering to the hierarchy. Italian managers should 

recognize and respect the hierarchical nature of Korean 

organizations, ensuring clear communication and 

decision-making protocols that align with local 

practices. 

• Decision making: being patient with the decision-

making process, should be taken into account when 

dealing with Korean companies, as they value 

collective harmony and thorough deliberation. 

Decisions may take longer than in Western contexts, 

therefore it is not recommended to push for immediate 

answers. 

• Meeting etiquette: when meeting for the first time, it 

is recommended to have business cards ready. 

Presenting and receiving business cards with both 

hands, and taking a moment to read each card carefully 

shows respect and attentiveness to the Korean 

counterparts. 

• Communication style: Italian managers should be 

aware of  the indirect communication style prevalent in 

South Korea, being mindful of non-verbal cues to 

maintain harmony (gibun) in interactions. 

• Building trust and loyalty: emphasizing trust and 

loyalty within teams can enhance employee 

commitment and performance, reflecting the 

paternalistic values common in both cultures. 

• Socializing and drinking: participating in social 

activities, especially drinking, is crucial for building 

strong business relationships. Italian professionals 

need to be aware that going out to eat or drink after 

work foster closer ties, as it is during these informal 

settings that deeper business relationships are formed. 

 

5.3 Limitations and future research 

 
This study has several limitations worth mentioning. The 

research was constrained by a limited timeframe, which affected 

the depth of the literature review and the scope of empirical data 

collection. Interviews were conducted within two specific 

periods: May to October 2022 and January to March 2024. While 

this approach allowed for a more comprehensive analysis by 

capturing changes and developments over time, it also introduced 

certain constraints. The discontinuity in data collection may have 

impacted the consistency and comparability of the responses, as 

external factors influencing the participants could have varied 

between the two periods. Despite this limitation, the interviews 

were carefully analyzed to ensure consistency and reliability. 

Initially, the discontinuity in data collection posed a challenge, 

but this was addressed through rigorous cross-referencing and 

validation techniques. By methodically comparing responses and 

contextual factors across the two periods, the study was able to 

maintain a high level of analytical rigor. This approach helped 

mitigate the potential impacts of temporal variations and ensured 

that the findings remained robust and credible. 

Furthermore, the sample size was relatively small, comprising 

five Italian professionals working in South Korea. This limits the 

generalizability of the findings. However, despite the small 

sample size, the quality of the sample is acceptable since all the 

interviewees respected the criteria set for this study. Each 

participant had relevant experience and insights, providing 

valuable data that contributed to a deeper understanding of the 

cultural and leadership dynamics explored in this research. 

Additionally, the qualitative nature of the research, while 

providing in-depth insights, may not capture the full range of 

experiences and perspectives present in the broader population. 

The context-specific nature of the interviews also means that the 

findings may not be entirely applicable to other settings. Future 

research could benefit from incorporating a larger, more diverse 

sample and employing mixed method approaches to triangulate 

the findings. Building on the findings and limitations of this 

study, several avenues for future research are suggested. 

Expanding the comparative framework to include other 

Confucian and Western cultures could provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of paternalistic leadership across 

different contexts. Moreover, incorporating quantitative methods 

could enhance the generalizability of the findings and provide a 

more robust analysis of the relationships between cultural 

dimensions and leadership styles. Furthermore, future research 

could focus also on gender dynamics, investigating the role of 

gender in leadership within these cultural contexts. This could 

provide a deeper understanding of how paternalistic leadership 

intersects with gender norms and expectations. Lastly, the impact 

of globalization on leadership in Asian countries could be taken 

into consideration. De facto, exploring how globalization 

influences leadership styles and practices in both cultures could 

offer insights into the adaptability and evolution of traditional 

leadership models. 
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7. APPENDIX  
 

7.1 Interviews questionnaire 
ITALIAN CONFUCIANISM – Interviews questionnaire 

ET: 45-60 minutes 

 

Introduce yourself and the Topic. 

Ask permission to make a tape recording (so that this interview will be faithfully documented and transcripted).  

The interview is confidential and the literal content will not be shared with colleagues or supervisor. The data may 

be used for scientific papers.    

 

1. How long have you been working for this Italian/Korean company? What kind of work do you do? 

(I understand that you have regular contact with Korean colleagues. How often? What does the contact consist of 

(telephone, e-mail, in person)? What do you discuss together? What is your position and what is the position of the 

Korean person (s) (rank, division of tasks)? In which language do you speak with Korean people? Is the 

communication good? How would you describe the working atmosphere? Do you think the cooperation is good or 

can it be improved? Do you think personal relationships are good or can they be better? 

2. I would like to talk with you about your experiences with Korean people. How are your experiences with 

them in general? What do you think are the most striking differences between Italians and Koreans? 

Do you have an example that may illustrate this?  

(When he gives a concrete example of something which happened on the workfloor, i.e. a critical incident)  

2.1 How did this happen? (detailed description of the circumstances)  

2.2 Did you like it or not? Why? 

2.3 How did you respond?  

2.4 How did it end? 

2.5 Why do you think the Dutch colleague behaved that way? 

2.6 Do you have any more similar examples? 

3. What are those characteristics that you admire or respect about Korean people, that are not evident among 

Italian people 

4. If you had to share a situation where you were truly surprised about a behaviour of a Korean colleague on 

the work floor, what would that be? 

5. Have you ever experienced a disagreement with your Korean colleagues? What happened? How did they 

engage or finish the discussion? 

6. What do they think about italian people? 

7. Have you ever had a conflict with a Korean colleague? 

8. Have you ever had other problems with Korean colleagues?  

9. How would you describe the relationship between leaders and subordinates or team members in South 

Korea? How does that differ from Italy? 

10. In your experience, what are the biggest differences and similarities between the Italian and Korean 

working culture? 

11. When giving a feedback, how do Korean manager behave? 

12.  In tough situations or moments, how do Korean and Italian differ when it comes to motivating 

collaborators or employees? 

13. A good manager: How should he behave? Do Italians and Koreans differ in this respect, or they share a 

similar leadership style? 

14. A good colleague: How should he behave? Do Italians and Koreans differ in this respect? 

15. A good employee: how should he behave? Do Italians and Korean differ in this respect? 
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7.2 Coding table (excel) 
 

Coding_file 

  

7.2.1 Coding table 1 x interview 1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://universiteittwente-my.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/personal/b_maltauro_student_utwente_nl/Documents/09072024_coding%20table_BrandoMaltauro.xlsx?d=w99861029c7ca44e3bb2b25085ba568b9&csf=1&web=1&e=KMi7NL
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7.2.2 Coding table 2 x interview 2 
 

 

 

 

7.2.3 Coding table 3 x interview 3 
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7.2.4 Coding table 4 x interview 4 
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7.2.5 Coding table 5 x interview 5 
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7.2.6 Coding table 6 x Table summary 
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