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Implementing automotive subcontracting industry in Russia: limits of the standardised approach
ABSTRACT 

International companies have often mixed feelings about Russia: if they know that the country is likely to offer high returns, they simultaneously think that the risks might be very high. Today, the political problems in Ukraine contribute in making the image of business in Russia even more uncertain. 

Twenty years ago, the entire country underwent a brutal upheaval from which it is still recovering with more or less success. Following the disappearance of physical and informational barriers isolating Soviet society, the import of Western style managerial literature allowed the spread of knowledge necessary for companies to survive in a market-driven economy. Moreover, newly arrived multinational companies (MNCs) introduced true market competition, and contributed to the massive implementation of modern management practices. Since the end of the Soviet Union, the country has known a certain number of crises, which have affected the perception of the Russian market by foreign companies as well as the enthusiast of Russians in front of concepts coming from the West.    

Leaving aside the specificity of Russia, establishing oneself on a new market remains a huge challenge. Even though the second half of the 20th century saw a fast internationalization of trade, the problem remains almost unchanged. This difficulty is even larger for small and medium-sized enterprises that often do not have the experience, the resources and the tools to do it. 

In the present paper, we analyse a case of implementation of a middle-sized company that failed to fit the local context. This situation happened despite the real interest of the MNC management in the Russian market and their strong determination to develop a durable local presence. Our data covers the whole period from the project definition to its failure, which eventually led to a total withdrawal of the company from the Russian market.  

The information collected allows us to consider the success factors in implementing a new activity in a foreign market such as Russia, and their impact in the case study. At the same time, we are assessing and comparing the analytical potential of the “entry mode” and “knowledge transfer” literatures for the situation studied. Although our research is still in progress, we can already foresee preliminary findings. 
The MNE that we studied is a good example of a « born global » company: it was created to respond to international customers, it had various experiences of establishment on various European markets and its parent companies were both present on more than forty markets. Moreover, before starting in Russia, they collected much information on Russia, mainly by exchanging with Western companies of the same area, which were already present in Russia. 

Although they were convinced that Russia would be more complicated than the previous experiences, this judgement did not help them enough to identify the sensitive areas that needed be investigated in details and to organize a true preparation. 

Our analysis shows here four interesting factors that may have affected their judgement of the situation: 

· The employees who were most aware of the potential difficulty may have had problems to transfer this information to Top manager and / or to translate this awareness into concrete actions  

· There may have been a fear that if the difficulty had been openly expressed, they might have jeopardized the whole project

· Generally speaking, the project members may have been too much impregnated by former projects to identify Russian specificity 

· Moreover, the different project members had different perceptions of the specificity of Russia and main actions; each concentrated on the aspects that he / she was managing. Open exchanges on the project did happen in a systematic way. 

Interestingly enough, the Direction of the company was using the same entry mode that what they successfully used to establish themselves on other markets. In doing so, they felt that they needed the support of local partners. However, the analysis showed that they did not adapt the approach to the specificity of the Russian partners and that they did not really use the knowledge of their Russian partners and employees on the right areas. 

The analysis showed in particular that: 

· Objectives were reached when employees managed to create an area of intercultural symbiosis with their Russian counterparts as in the case of production: products manufactured were similar to what was produced in Western Europe and they responded to the quality requirements set by the customer

· In other cases, project members were following a scenario defined before project launch – they were not able to take advantage of the competence and knowledge of their Russian counterparts to change the approach

· A certain number of project members avoided a direct immersion in Russia; they mainly used the experience of a Russian employee who acted as an intermediary between the two countries / two cultures. It is here not clear whether the persons in charge managed to create a favourable environment for such exchanges. 

It is also interesting to look in details into the complex interactions between Russian and Westerners on the automotive market. Business relations organized between Russian entities, which represent West-European companies, create complex intercultural interactions between Europeans, Russians, Russian who have always worked for Western companies and / or Europeans who are discovering Russia. The analysis shows here that one problem may have been generated by the difficulty of a Western expatriate who was working for the customer to understand the Russian environment. 
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