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SHALL WE “PLAY?”: THE ROLE OF NATIONAL STEREOTYPES AND 
ETHNIC DISTANCE IN PROPENSITY OF STUDENTS TO ENGAGE IN 

INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS 
 
 

Abstract  

Business students and managers don’t just need appropriate cross-cultural skills and 

competences, but also need to be aware of the various cognitive processes and biases that shape 

their behavior when it comes to doing international business. The Theory of Planned Behavior 

(TPB) can be a useful framework to study the role of national stereotypes and ethnic distance in 

determining the propensity to do business internationally. The attitude-behavior link behind TPB 

is important also for educators, shaping future business leaders. But stereotypes are tricky. They 

can be activated, but not applied due to various behavioral controls. Business students with 

little/no business experience should be seen as a useful “yardstick” to asses so-called “pure” 

national stereotypes and ethnic distance, and their potential impact on propensity to engage in 

international business, as an intention mediator between attitudes and behavior. The purpose of 

this paper is to examine the role of national stereotypes and ethnic distance as determinants of 

propensity to engage international business with a given nation among business students. Our 

results show a much more transactional role of national stereotypes on intended behavior in a 

business context, underlined by a clearer difference between stereotype activation and 

application. Stronger affective beliefs more closely related to ethnicity and animosity 

(nationalism) on seem to work through ethnic distance.  

 

Key words: National stereotypes, ethnic distance, business students, propensity to engage in 

international business, theory of planned behavior, Western Balkans. 



1. INTRODUCTION  

Cross-cultural interactions are the fabric of international business (IB) (Hofstede, 1994). Yet, 

business students and managers don’t just need appropriate cross-cultural skills and competences 

to engage in IB (Johnson, Lenartowicz & Apud, 2006). They also need to be aware of various 

cognitive processes and biases shaping their behavior, particularly when it comes to doing 

business internationally. The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1985) – which takes into 

consideration attitude-based intentions and behavioral controls – can be a useful framework to 

study the role of national stereotypes and ethnic distance in determining the propensity to engage 

in IB. But stereotypes are tricky. They can be activated, but not applied due to various behavioral 

controls (Gilbert & Hixon, 1991). The attitude-behavior link is important also for educators, 

shaping future business leaders. Building an open, cosmopolitan and stereotype-free business 

graduate should be seen as part of their moral character (Wankel & Stachowicz-Stanusch, 2012) 

and especially relevant for educational psychology. It is particularly relevant to understand 

which beliefs and attitudes have the biggest impact on students’ intentions to engage in 

international business.  

 

Sousa and Bradley (2006) addressed the role of subjective individual-level perceptions in cross-

cultural business, which are profoundly shaped by how we see the world (Forgas & O’Driscoll, 

1984). This has opened the door to the question of subjectivity and perceptions in IB (Håkanson 

et al., 2016). Yet, perceptions have received surprisingly little attention in IB scholarship 

(Aharoni, Tihanyi & Connelly, 2011). By drawing on sociology and psychology to understand 

how perceptions and attitudes influence behavior (Hopkins & Moore, 2001), IB can expand its 



black-box understanding of human behavior (Sullivan, 1998) and provide insight into business 

behavior and its underlying mechanisms (Aharoni et al., 2011).  

 

In cross-cultural interactions, national stereotypes are a particularly relevant representation of 

beliefs and attitudes towards “others” (Diehl & Jonas, 1991). Taleb (2010) connects them to the 

concept of so-called narrative fallacy – a cognitive reduction process driving much of human 

behavior. While national stereotypes have been widely researched in the social psychology and 

cultural sociology, much less is understood regarding their impact on IB interactions (Katz, 

1995). Given that managerial perceptions have remained a relatively under-researched area in IB, 

surprisingly little advancement has been made since Katz’s (1995) call to understand the role 

national stereotypes play in IB and the possible underlying and mediating mechanisms of how 

they shape our behavior.  

 

National stereotypes are inherently linked to our understanding of cultural differences, reflected 

in the concept of cultural distance. This has become a cornerstone of IB study (Apetrei, Kureshi 

& Horodnic, 2015). It has spurred an increasing stream of culture distance research, which has 

expanded to psychic distance to address critiques regarding symmetry and the static nature of 

culture distance (Harzing & Pudelko, 2015). While psychic distance addresses these deficiencies, 

it does little in explaining the affective consequences of distance on behavior. The concept of 

ethnic distance can be applied as an affective social concept to measure willigness (intent) to 

form social relations with members of a distinct ethnic group/nation (Wark & Galliher, 2007). 

Emerged directly from research on prejudice, it is clear that national stereotypes and ethnic 



distance are closely linked and highly relevant for IB. This is especially true in the absence of 

experience through previous interaction, or other “diagnostic information” (Katz, 1995, p.  4).  

 

Business students with little or no business experience should be seen as a particularly useful 

“yardstick” to asses the so-called “pure” national stereotypes and ethnic distance, as well as their 

potential impact on propensity to engage in international business with a given nation. Absent of 

previous business experience, their reasoning and judgements are deductive, as are their 

stereotypes (Diehl & Jonas, 1991). Experience has been shown not only to impact stereotype 

formation, but also managerial decision-making in IB (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). This has been, 

explored with the role of psychic distance and market selection, where experience overrode the 

effect of psychic distance in market entry (Brewer, 2001).  

 

Being fully aware that student samples can be problematic in management research, we have 

followed past research tradition on national stereotypes within sociology and psychology, as well 

as the advice on using student samples in IB research (Bello et al., 2009; Reynolds, Simintiras & 

Diamantopoulos, 2003). By specifically targeting so-called “pure” stereotypes and ethnic 

distance, we believe that looking at students is valid. Our objective was to explore intent, not 

behavior, as the latter may be moderated by so many things in a real business context. Our study 

also has important implications for IB educators, who are responsible for the next generation of 

IB leaders, their mindsets, skills and ultimately intentions. These do not develop automatically 

through a priori greater cosmopolitanism of students, which live in a much more globalized 

world. Glaum and Rinker (2002) call for a more systematic education approach to building 

awareness of the differences and cross-cultural understanding by business educators among their 



students. Addressing national stereotypes among students should be seen as a particularly 

important aspect of creating an environment conducive to intercultural learning (Stroebe, Lenkert 

& Jonas, 1988).  

 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the role of national stereotypes and ethnic distance – 

defined as “perceived affinity and nearness” towards a given nationality (Ahmed, 2007, p. 326) – 

as determinants of propensity to engage in IB (behavioral intent) with a given nation among 

business students. We explore a unique research context of the Western Balkans, specifically 7 

countries of former Yugoslavia. 3  This region displays a high level of ethnic, cultural and 

religious heterogeneity (Horvat, 1971), making it particularly interesting in terms of national 

identity, stereotypes and ethnic distance. Also, cultural and psychic distance research within 

Eastern Europe has received fairly limited empirical attention (Zanger, Hodicova & Gaus, 2008).  

 

Western Balkans are marked by a common former socialist past, built on a failed attempt to 

create a supra-national Yugoslav identity (Bertsch, 1977). Managers from the region have often 

discounted cultural differences in intra-regional IB, leading to a so-called psychic distance 

paradox. This refers to underestimation of differences due to cultural proximity and a lower 

degree of preparation, causing greater business failure (Fenwick, Edwards & Buckley, 2003). 

The psychic distance paradox is believed to be particularly relevant in Eastern Europe, due to its 

cultural heterogeneity (Skinner et al., 2008). Increased economic integration and business 

regionalism provide additional motivation to explore the impact of national stereotypes and 

                                                           
3 The 7 countries of former Yugoslavia include (in alphabetic order): (1) Bosnia and Herzegovina, (2) Croatia, (3) 

Kosovo, (4) Macedonia, (5) Montenegro, (6) Serbia, and (7) Slovenia.  



ethnic distance on propensity to engage in IB among business students, who were mostly born 

after Yugoslavia’s turbulent disintegration.  

 

We add to the under-researched role of individual-level perceptions in cross-country research 

within IB (Håkanson et al., 2016). We look at the influence of national stereotypes as specific 

types of perceptions on intended behavior (Drogendijk & Slangen, 2006). We draw on Ajzen’s 

(1985) Theory of planned behavior (TPB) and Gilbert and Hixon’s (1991) distinction between 

stereotype activation and application. This adds empirical value to existing social psychology 

and cultural sociology research, since behavioral controls might be particularly strong in 

business settings. Our research adds also a theoretical contribution to the IB literature. It shows a 

much more transactional role of national stereotypes on intended behavior in a business context, 

underlined by a clearer difference between stereotype activation and subsequent application. 

Stronger affective beliefs more closely related to ethnicity and animosity (nationalism) on the 

other hand seem to work through ethnic distance as a mediator, which also has an impact of 

intent. Lastly, our results offer important implications for educators.  

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES 

2.1 Perceptions in business 

Aharoni et al. (2011, p. 135) emphasized the neglected and taken-for-granted aspect of 

individual-level managerial perceptions, which has arisen from “assumptions originated from the 

Anglo-Saxon business culture”. This results in a shifted focus from actual process and 

antecedents of managerial decision-making towards its outcomes and effectiveness under the 

traditional neoclassical banner (Aharoni et al., 2011).  



Snow’s (1976) seminal study on managerial perceptions showed organizational behavior to be 

significantly influenced by managerial perceptions. It complemented Anderson and Paine’s 

(1975) managerial perceptions-strategic behavior model in which strategy formulation was 

determined by myriad subjective individual-level determinants. This two works paved the way 

for a series of studies on the role of managerial perceptions in strategy formulation and 

implementation within the strategic management literature (Özleblebici & Çetin, 2015). Among 

them, perhaps the most closely related study to stereotypes was that by Beyer, Chattopadhyay 

and George (1997) outlining the frequent use of selective imperceptions by managers.   

 

Aharoni et al. (2011) outlined a three-pronged approach to the evolution of managerial decision-

making within the IB literature. First, is the so-called behavioral view of multinational 

enterprises (MNEs), which includes some of the earliest seminal works on determinants of FDI 

allocation. These works looked at social systems in which managerial decisions took place, as 

well as uncertainty perceptions and managerial risk propensity. While the former addressed the 

issue of various types of ties managers had within and outside MNEs in terms of motivating their 

investment behavior, the latter took into account “experience, affect, risk propensity, and 

cognitive constraints” (Aharoni et al., 2011, p. 137). This was subsequently incorporated into the 

infamous Uppsala step-wise theory of internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). However, 

in it, concepts such as decision-making, market knowledge, experience and psychic distance 

were considered as part of a firm’s black-box “decision-making system” (Aharoni et al., 2011: 

137).  

 



The second stream evolved from the study of top management teams. It acknowledged bounded 

rationality (Aharoni et al., 2011), but again shone away from looking at the actual process of 

managerial decision-making and the role of perceptions. While agency theory just looked at the 

impact of ownership incentives on risk propensity and firm internationalization, upper echelon 

theory considered perceptions and biases as part of “executives’ bounded rationality”. These 

were believed to be “relatively consistent across similar characteristics such as age, functional 

background, and educational experience” (Aharoni et al., 2011, p. 137). The resource-based 

perspective of the firm saw managerial decision-making and skills as important human capital 

(Hitt et al., 2006).  

 

The third stream of research is rather eclectic and focused on the issue of addressing rationality 

of managerial decision making under the neoclassical banner. Earlier works from this stream 

adopted a stronger behavioral economics perspective and sought to address the impact of various 

“institutional and organization arrangements” on firm internationalization in terms of entry mode 

decisions. More recent work has, however, increasingly looked at “non-economic factors that are 

both external and internal to the firm” (Aharoni et al., 2011, p. 138) – like culture, institutional 

differences and voids, as well as psychic distance (Harzing & Pudelko, 2015). Yet, even within 

this stream, “micro level research seems to have been overlooked” (Aharoni et al., 2011, p. 138).  

 

2.2 National stereotypes, ethnic distance and propensity to engage in IB 

2.2.1 National stereotypes 

According to O’Driscoll (1984, p. 201): “we do not see the world in an objective, rational and 

unbiased manner, but according to our values, interests and the norms of our culture”. As a 



special type of attitudes (LaViolette & Silvert, 1951), stereotypes are oversimplified generalized 

judgments and perceived beliefs about members of certain group (hetero-stereotypes), one’s own 

group (auto-stereotypes), or what we believe others think of our group (meta-stereotypes) 

(Rinehart, 1963). In a cross-cultural context, national stereotypes often refer to specific national 

character traits, social, mental and/or physical characteristics (Terracciano et al., 2005).  

 

According to Worchel and Rothgerber (1997) stereotypes consist of five distinct components: (1) 

content, (2) category, (3) homogeneity, (4) salience and (5) interpretation. They are important 

determinants of prejudice impacting discrimination (LaViolette & Silvert, 1951). While national 

stereotypes change over time and are believed to be “context-dependent” (Hopkins & Moore 

2001, p. 249), prejudices are stronger and much more resilient negative attitudes towards a 

distinct group.   

 

While stereotypes might have some truth, they are quite often a result of “institutionalized 

misinformation […] distortions […] caricatures” (LaViolette & Silvert, 1951, p. 258). There are 

several psychological mechanisms behind stereotype formation (Musek, 1994): (1) ego/self-

esteem (boosting), (2) cognitive classification, (3) attribution, (4) projection, (5) emotion and 

aggression channeling, (6) fear and uncertainty reduction, (7) social learning, and (8) assertion 

of group power.  

 

Surveying over 1,000 SME managers from five European countries, Burns, Myers and 

Kakabadse (1995) showed how strongly stereotypes impact IB relationships through the 

mechanisms of discrimination and trust.  Similarly, a study of 217 managers from 55 countries 



by Lowengart and Zaidman (2003, p. 89) has shown that “a stereotype can explain a significant 

portion of the variance of observed managers’ assessments of their willingness to have business 

relations” with Israelis. We have formulated the following hypothesis:  

 

Research hypothesis 1: Stereotypes about a nation will have an impact on propensity to engage 

in international business with that nation.  

 

This research hypothesis is not trivial from a psychological perspective, distinguishing between 

stereotype activation and stereotype application. According to Kunda and Sinclair (1999, p. 14): 

“stereotype activation need not entail stereotype application; people may activate a stereotype 

and, nevertheless, refrain from applying it”. This may be particularly true in a business context.  

 

2.2.2 Ethnic distance 

The concept of ethnic distance was introduced by Bogardus based on his prejudice research and 

related work on willingness to form social relations with members of distinct ethnic/religious 

groups (Wark & Galliher, 2007). Ethnic distance relates to a “feeling reaction of persons toward 

other persons and toward group of people” (Bogardus, 1947, p. 306). Kadushin (1962) connected 

it with affective bonds. For Karakayali (2009, p. 539), it carries “normative, interactive and 

cultural” implications.  

 

Yet, ethnic distance should be treated more as a social than a psychological concept (Crawford & 

Novak, 2014). Building on the attitude-behavior framework (Warner & DeFleur, 1969) and the 



link between stereotypes and ethnic distance (Hopkins & Moore, 2001), we have formulated the 

following research hypothesis:  

 

Research hypothesis 2: Higher level of ethnic distance towards a nation will have a negative 

impact on propensity to engage in international business with that nation.  

 

This research hypothesis is grounded in growing literature related to distance in IB and the 

corresponding questions regarding symmetry of the distance concept (Harzing & Pudelko, 2015). 

It draws on Sousa and Bradley’s (2006) work, which called for a clear distinction between 

individual- and country-level culture distance.  

 

2.2.3 Theory of planned behavior and propensity to engage in IB 

Ajzen’s (1985) TPB can be considered an appropriate theoretical framework to link both national 

stereotypes and ethnic distance with propensity to engage in IB. As an “expectancy-value model 

of attitude-behavior relationships (Conner & Armitage, 1998, p. 1429), the TPB evolved from 

the Theory of reasoned action (TRA). Both focus on the mechanism of deliberate processing. 

According to this mechanism, attitudes arising from past experience, information processing, 

socialization and learning impact intention, influencing behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). All 

these determinants feed into a cognitive information process and our brain’s natural tendency to 

pursue what a narrative (Taleb 2010).  

 

However, contrary to TRA, which only takes into consideration intent, TPB includes both 

attitude-based behavior intentions and behavior controls. Because there is a clear distinction 



between stereotype activation and application, it makes sense to apply TPB. For example, while 

we might harbor a negative stereotype towards a nation, we might control this attitude due to 

“political correctness” or expectation of benefits.  

 

Conner and Armitage (1998) proposed six additional variables which influence the general 

attitude-behavior logic: (1) belief salience, (2) past behavior/habit, (3) perceived behavioral 

control/self-efficacy, (4) moral norms, (5) self-identity, and (6) affective beliefs. With regards to 

the context of our study, belief salience and affective beliefs are particularly relevant.  

 

Each person undoubtedly has a plethora of beliefs. However, not all of them get drawn upon. 

These are influenced only by salient beliefs, which are according to Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) 

best determined through open-end elicitation.  Usually, the first 5-9 recalls are considered as 

particularly salient beliefs (Conner & Armitage, 1998). The Katz and Braly (1933) approach to 

stereotype measurement directly corresponds to this. The affective background and willingness 

to engage in interaction behind the ethnic distance concept can be directly connected to the role 

of affective beliefs within the TPB and its attitude-behavior mechanism.  It is precisely because 

of the belief salience nature of national stereotypes and the affective belief/interaction 

willingness background of ethnic distance that we want to analyze the impact of national 

stereotypes and ethnic distance on propensity to engage in IB as an intention within the 

framework of the TPB.  

 



3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Data 

Data was collected with paper questionnaires translated from English by native speakers and 

subsequently back-translated. Several translators and rounds were employed. We used a matched 

sampling approach, typical for such cross-cultural comparisons (Peterson & Merunka, 2014; 

Reynolds, Simintiras & Diamantopoulos, 2003) and multi-country social psychology-type 

research (Terraciano et al., 2005). Respondents were university students at leading universities 

from respective country capitals. Table 1 provides selected summary statistics.  

 

* INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE *  

 

The use of university student samples is consistent with prior national stereotype research 

(Madon et al., 2001). It is also consistent with sampling approaches in student cross-cultural 

organizational studies (Čater, Lang & Szabo, 2013; Hofstede, 1991) and international behavior 

studies (Hampton, 1979). Student samples have also been widely employed in testing attitude-

preference relationships (Yavas, 1994). Also, research by Mihelič and Lipičnik (2010) has 

shown students to be good proxies of managerial values. Stereotypes are strong affective beliefs, 

which need time and frequent interaction to change. As Kunda and Sinclair (1999) argue, 

selective categorization acts as a defense mechanism to safeguard our existing beliefs and 

attitudes. We believe that like values, stereotypes and ethic distance should also be fairly stable 

between students and managers. Support for this may be found from comparing gender 

stereotypes between business students and managers (Dueher & Bono, 2006).  

 



3.2 Constructs 

National stereotypes were measured using an approach similar than in Katz and Braly’s (1933) 

seminal study. Respondents were asked to evaluate 13 different attributes for each of the other 

six former Yugoslav countries on a 4-point ordinal scale: 1-strongly disagree, 2-somewhat 

disagree, 3-somewhat agree and 4-strongly agree. A neutral answer option was deliberately 

excluded.  

 

The 13 evaluated attributes were selected from a preceding priming open-end question at the 

beginning. Respondents were first asked to recall up to five key attributes associated with a given 

nation. The 13 specific attributes subsequently evaluated were selected as the most salient 

business-related beliefs among all the top-of-mind recalls (close to 200). The choice was made 

after several rounds of discussion among the research team, until a wide consensus was reached. 

The following 13 salient business-related attributes were selected in the end: (1) entrepreneurial, 

(2) hardworking, (3) efficient, (4) carefree, (5) open, (6) arrogant, (7) stubborn, (8) flexible, (9) 

nationalistic, (10) responsible, (11) smart, (12) precise, and (13) (good) improvisers. 

 

Ethnic distance was operationalized with a 6-point ordinal-type scale from Bogardus (1933): 1-

willing to live in the same country (highest possible ethnic distance), 2-willing to live in the 

same city, 3-willing to have as a co-worker/business partner, 4-willing to have as a neighbor, 5-

willing to have as a friend, and 6-willong have as a family member/spouse (lowest possible 

ethnic distance). Note the reverse-order nature of the scale!  

 



As the key dependent variable, propensity to engage in IB with a member of a specific country 

was operationalized on a 5-point ordinal Likert-type scale (1-not at all willing, 2-somewhat 

unwilling, 3-neither unwilling/nor willing, 4-somewhat more willing, 5-very willing). This 

construct captures intention, as a mediator in the attitude-behavior relationship within the TPB. 

Frequency of interaction within the last five years was also included as a control variable and 

operationalized on a 5-point ordinal scale: 1-no contact (over last 5 years), 2-seldom (less than 

once a year), 3-occasionally (once or twice a year), 4-quite frequent (3- to 5-times a year), and 5-

very frequent (at least once every month or two months).  

 



3.3 Methodology 

Given the ordinal-type nature of our dependent, as well as independent variables, we employed 

ordered logistic regression. This tested how well propensity to engage in IB with a specific 

nation can be predicted by 13 national stereotypes and ethnic distance towards that nation. 

Multicolinearity diagnostics were checked (VIF=1.69).   

 

Regression coefficients represent ordered log-odd estimates of the increase in expected value of 

the dependent variable (propensity to engage in IB) for a unit increase in the independent 

variable (ethnic distance, stereotypes) given that other variables are held constant (Wooldridge, 

2010). McFadden’s (1974) pseudo R-squared indicated appropriate model fit (see Table 4). 

Propensity to engage in IB with Slovenes was taken as a baseline in our regression analysis.  

 

3.4. Research limitations 

While consistent with similar cross-cultural and social psychology studies, our research is 

subject to all the limitations related to respondent selection (students), sampling and cross-

sectional research. Our focus on stereotypes and ethnic-based attitudes may have been influenced 

by current political events, although great effort was made to collect data in a tension-free period.  

 

With regards to matched samples, while every effort has been made to ensure the highest degree 

of matching, the Kosovar sample included older respondents (in their mid-30s), predominantly 

male, and with more regular work experience. However, neither gender nor actual work 

experience turned out to be significant as control variables in our subsequent robustness checks.  

 



Future research should seek to replicate our study longitudinally and expand it to compare 

students and actual managers. It could also focus on the link between auto-stereotypes, hetero-

stereotypes and ethnic distance in terms of their impact on propensity to engage in IB with a 

given nation. Pending that future research would also be able to include managers, actual 

behavior, not intent should be considered. This would also allow to test the degree of consistency 

between intent and actual behavior; however, several moderators would have to be included with 

regards to the latter. It would also be noteworthy to examine to what extent are hetero-

stereotypes linked to attribution from past and current economic development and EU 

membership. Anecdotal evidence seems to support this, but more research is needed.  

 

4. RESULTS 

Table 2 provides summary descriptive statistics across the 7-country sample. Given the non-

symmetrical nature of the studied concepts, scores should be read across rows. The only 

exception being the calculated column averages for each nation at the bottom, which refer to the 

average declared ethnic distance toward a given nation. Keeping in mind the reverse nature of 

the ethnic distance scale, Bosnians display the highest average ethnic distance towards 

Slovenians (3.33) and the lowest towards Macedonians (4.06). On the other hand, while other 

respondents evaluated Bosnians on average as the closest to them in terms of ethnic distance 

(3.90), Kosovars were evaluated as the furthest (3.25). With regards to the level of interaction 

between respondents (control variable), looking at Bosnians, they have most frequent interaction 

with Croats (3.97) and least frequent interaction with Kosovars (1.99).  

  

* INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE *  



In terms of national stereotypes, Slovenians and Croats are perceived by others as being more 

entrepreneurial, hardworking, efficient, smart and precise. Interestingly, all attributes are 

positive and may be associated with the fact that these two countries are the only EU member 

states in the sample and the most economically developed. Croats and Serbs are seen as more 

arrogant and nationalistic, which might be connected to their roles in the Western Balkan 

bloodshed in the 1990s.  

 

Bosnians, Serbs, Montenegrins and Macedonians are seen as more open. Montenegrins are by far 

perceived as the least hardworking, which is consistent with a popular folk belief in the Western 

Balkans that Montenegrins are lazy. Due to complexity of the data (7 countries x 7 countries x 13 

attributes), specific pair-wise country national stereotypes can be obtained upon request from the 

authors. Generally speaking, however, there are some apparent differences between the countries 

across a few of the 13 evaluated attributes. 4  The biggest cross-country differences can be 

observed for the following attributes: nationalistic, arrogant, hardworking and smart. Yet, we 

believe that the differences regarding these four specific attributes are not determined so much 

by cultural characteristics, but by historical and institutional factors.   

 

* INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE *  

 

                                                           
4 As we did not measure also cultural dimensions in our study and we focus on business students, we refrain from 

making any general speculations between specific attribute scores (related to national stereotypes) and cultural 

dimensions.  



Testing the impact of 13 national stereotypes and ethnic distance on the propensity to engage in 

IB with a specific nation, Table 4 presents the key results of our ordered logistic regression 

model.  

 

* INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE *  

 

Stereotypes related to being entrepreneurial (b= .414; p=.000), smart (b= .377; p=.000) and open 

(b= .374; p= .000) have the highest positive impact on propensity to engage in IB, while being 

efficient (b= .077; p= .194) and carefree (b= .010; p= .816) does not. Being nationalistic (b= -

.200; p= .000), (good) improvisers (b= -.199; p= .000) and stubborn (b= -.130; p= .000) has the 

strongest negative impact.  

 

While the level of contact (over last 5 years with a given nation) does have a positive impact on 

propensity to engage in IB (b= .192; p= .000), the impact of ethnic distance towards that nation 

is considerably stronger (b= .274; p= .000). However, since it was measured on a reverse-type 

scale the positive regression coefficient should be interpreted as a negative relationship.  

 

Given the propensity to engage in IB with Slovenes was taken as a baseline, we can also see 

from the results that Slovenes are the most preferred nation to do business with. While 

respondents would be most willing to do business next with Croats (b= -0.900; p= .000), they 

would be generally least willing do more business with Kosovars (b= -1.644; p= .000), as can be 

seen from the nation dummy variable regression coefficients. This is consistent with national 

stereotypes about these nations, and corresponds to the level of overall economic development of 



the 7 studied nations. For example, Slovenian GDP per capita (PPP) was with $ 32,000 more 

than three times higher than Kosovo’s ($ 10,000) in 2016, according to the CIA World Factbook.  

 

,5. IMPLICATIONS 

5.1 Theoretical implications 

With regards to the IB literature, our results show the importance of studying perception-based 

attitudes in IB and their link to potential business behavior within the TPB (Warner & DeFleur, 

1969). More importantly, they not only confirm that hetero-stereotypes and ethnic distance are 

closely linked (Moore & Hopkins, 2001), but that they have a significant impact on propensity to 

engage in IB. They also add to more general work on the impact of cultural archetypes on 

entrepreneurial intention (Richter et al., 2016), by showing that specific attitudes (not just vague 

cultural dimensions) determine behavioral intentions.  

 

Out of 13 salient business-related attributes, 11 were significant. However, out of these only 

three attributes have a specifically strong positive impact. Being entrepreneurial had the 

strongest impact and showed a strong transactional logic over cognitive abilities (being smart), 

or personality traits (being open). On the other hand, nationalism, improvisation and 

stubbornness had a significant negative impact; albeit half the strength of the three most 

important positive attributes. Similarly, to results by Burns, Myers and Kakabadse (1995), 

stereotypes related to conscientiousness and intellectual capacity have a much stronger impact on 

propensity to engage in IB, while nationalism and improvisation have a negative impact. This 

brings us to contributions to the psychology and sociology. Pragmatism and transactionalism 

seem to matter much more than stereotypes grounded in ethnic animosity in business. It seems 



that a clear distinction is made between stereotype activation and application when it comes to a 

business context.  

 

While more background research would be needed, our results interestingly show that as the only 

two EU members, stereotype scores related to being entrepreneurial, hardworking, smart, 

efficient, responsible and precise are significantly higher for Slovenes and Croats. This also leads 

to these two nations being most desirable in terms of propensity to engage in IB. This raises 

interesting questions regarding sources of national stereotypes, which might be strongly based on 

association with EU membership and/or economic development. For psychologists, this shows 

that while myriad general national stereotypes may be recalled, only select will be applied in a 

business context, and even these will be much more association related.  

 

Ethnic distance has a strong and positive impact on propensity to engage in IB too. With regards 

to the culture/psychic distance literature, our results show ethnic distance to be a particularly 

good measure of capturing the link between attitudes and intended behavior in cross-cultural IB 

interactions, lacking in IB research (Richter et al., 2016). Yet, from a psychological point of 

view, we believe that something else is much more important. It seems that positive and 

transaction-based attributes have a direct impact on business intent, while negative attributes 

grounded in ethnic animosity (particularly nationalism) have a much smaller direct negative 

impact. Their role might be mediated through ethnic distance, which is a much more affective 

and social concept, confirming national stereotyping as functionalist and a social categorization 

process.  



5.2 Managerial implications 

In terms of business, ethnicity is very important, as it translates into stronger affective attitudes 

which impact the formation of business relationships (through trust). This may become crucial in 

case of potential conflicts. Overall, the strongest determinant of propensity to engage in IB is 

being entrepreneurial, smart and open. In business dealings in the Western Balkans, these 

characteristics should be especially emphasized in looked for in people. On the other hand, being 

nationalistic is the strongest deterrent. Special consideration should be made to screen for 

nationalist thinking and behavior among people engaging in intra-regional IB.  

 

There are also in some cases considerable differences in the average levels of ethnic distance 

towards other nations. For example, Croats, Serbs and Bosnians on average display lower levels 

of ethnic distance than Kosovars, Macedonians and Montenegrins towards other nations. While it 

makes sense to send someone from the region to do business with the former, it might make 

more sense to send someone outside the region in the case of the latter.  

 

As the most desired nations to do business with and the only two EU member countries, 

Slovenes and Croats should not rest on an inflated sense of superiority, but should pay particular 

attention to avoid the proverbial psychic distance paradox trap in dealing with the other nations.  

 

5.3 Implication for educators 

In a region fraught with ethnic tensions and historical turmoil, it is particularly important to raise 

cosmopolitan business students. These should also have a stronger glocal mindset. While one 

might argue that “the local” always matters, it might matter more within the Western Balkans. 



Unfortunately, due to a common past and an attempt to create a supra-national Yugoslav identity, 

and the smallness of the economies, the psychic distance paradox plagues doing business in the 

region. Trying to remedy this, educators have a particularly important role (Glaum & Rinker, 

2002). In addition to educating students about markets, cultures and history – which all decreases 

stereotyping behavior (Trofimova, 2013) – it is important to foster a strong awareness of local 

specifics and an understanding how these may impact business conduct within the attitude-

behavior framework. It is surprising that curricula in business schools across the region fails to 

address concepts of national stereotypes, national identity, ethnicity and ethnic distance, while at 

the same time extensively looking at culture and cross-cultural issues. In developing the next 

generation of IB leaders, greater integration between IB and educational psychology is needed to 

tackle the role of national stereotypes and ethnic distance in managing the attitude-behavior link 

to build international orientations of future business leaders.  

 

While scholars in the region, who are perhaps “forced” to be both educators and researchers 

more strongly than in the West, are increasingly aware of the proverbial psychic distance 

paradox, nobody seems to talk about a similar ethnic distance paradox.  

 

6. CONCLUSION 

We shape our world not only through behavior, but also perceptions. If IB is all about context 

richness, then IB scholars need to devote more attention to properly understand how various 

types of actors perceive it and what are the underlying social psychology mechanisms behind 

these perceptions. IB scholarship should transcend the hostile worlds division between business 

and society. In its multi-country comparative research, it should seek to replace oversimplified 



country-level cultural dimensions with individually-based attitudes. These can better explain the 

actual mechanisms linking attitudes and behavior, where country-level cultural dimensions aren’t 

determinants, but moderators. Replacing culture distance (based on the same oversimplified 

country-level cultural dimensions) with an equally reductionist, albeit more subjective concept of 

psychic distance should be improved. The context-specific nature of distance should motivate IB 

scholars to draw on alternative concepts of distance, like ethnic distance, where national 

stereotypes play a very important role. This is particularly relevant in environments fraught with 

ethnic tensions, psychic distance paradoxes and cultural heterogeneity, which impact all kinds of 

social interaction, including business relationships. Yet, behavioral controls and the transaction-

specific nature of business make the underlying cognitive process much more complex than in 

other settings.  
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TABLES 
 

Table 1: Summary sample statistics across the 7 country matched samples (total n=814) 
 Bosnia Croatia Kosovo Macedonia Montenegro Serbia Slovenia 

Sample size 

(% in brackets) 

89 

(10.9%) 

116 

(14.3%) 

68 

(8.4%) 

138 

(17%) 

92 

(11.3%) 

108 

(13.3%) 

203 

(24.9%) 

Share of women 53.8% 70.1% 39.2% 53.8% 70.2% 76.4% 67.4% 

Age (median year of 

birth) 
1990 1991 1984 1994 1992 1992 1992 

Religious background  

-Catholic 6.1% 84.3% 6.1% 0 7.7% 0 66.3% 

-Orthodox 8.5% 0.9% 3% 27.8% 71.4% 93.4% 1.5% 

-Muslim 70.7% 0 83.3% 69.9% 17.6% 0 0.5% 

Area of studies  

-Economics 0 82.6% 20.7% 14% 100% 47.2% 67% 

-Business 1.2% 16.5% 15.5% 8.3% 0 52.8% 25.9% 

-Political/international 

studies 
92.9% 0 39.7% 41.3% 0 0 1.5% 

Work experience  

-No work experience 53.6% 20.2% 17.5% 56.6% 61.1% 81.5% 10% 

-Student work 

experience 
25% 75.4% 19% 27.1% 25.6% 15.7% 80.5% 

-Regular work 21.4% 4.4% 63.5% 16.3% 13.3% 2.8% 9.5% 

Note: Summarizing answers may not lead to 100%, since only selected answer options have been presented in the 

table for illustrative purposes (i.e. religion).  



Table 2: Descriptive statistics across the 7 country samples (n=[611:746]) 
 read rows Bosnia Croatia Kosovo Macedonia Montenegro Serbia Slovenia 

Bosnia X 3.66 3.71 4.06 3.83 3.78 3.33 

Croatia 4.59 X 3.60 3.96 3.81 4.25 3.83 

Kosovo 3.57 3.37 X 3.19 3.29 3.35 3.05 

Macedonia 3.40 3.11 4.02 X 3.32 3.79 2.77 

Montenegro 3.95 3.13 2.57 3.71 X 4.26 3.09 

Serbia 4.33 3.08 2.75 4.46 4.51 X 3.71 

Slovenia 3.54 4.05 2.87 3.64 3.46 3.92 X 

Average 3.90 3.40 3.25 3.84 3.70 3.89 3.30 

 read rows Bosnia Croatia Kosovo Macedonia Montenegro Serbia Slovenia 

Bosnia X 3.97 1.99 2.01 3.34 3.92 2.22 

Croatia 4.74 X 1.80 1.84 1.84 3.05 3.04 

Kosovo 2.11 2.15 X 2.83 2.55 2.67 2.00 

Macedonia 2.59 2.15 3.75 X 2.31 2.81 1.76 

Montenegro 3.51 2.68 2.18 2.20 X 4.51 2.20 

Serbia 3.88 2.52 2.32 2.49 4.12 X 2.02 

Slovenia 3.31 4.47 1.86 2.57 2.19 3.21 X 

Average 3.36 2.99 2.32 2.32 2.73 3.36 2.21 

Notes: 

*Corresponding to: 1-no contact (over last 5 years), 2-seldom (less than once a year), 3-occasionally (once or twice a year), 4-quite frequent (3- to 5-times a year), 

and 5-very frequent (at least once every month or two months).  

** Corresponding to: 1-willing to live in the same country (highest possible ethnic distance), 2-willing to live in the same city, 3-willing to have as a co-

worker/business partner, 4-willing to have as a neighbor, 5-willing to have as a friend, and 6-willong have as a family member/spouse (lowest possible 

ethnic distance). 

*** The average declared ethnic distance refers to a simple mean score of declared ethnic distance of other former Yugoslav countries towards a specific country.  

 

 
 



Table 3: General attribute scores (stereotypes) across 7 former Yugoslav countries (4-point ordinal scale) 
 Bosnia Croatia Kosovo Macedonia Montenegro Serbia Slovenia 

Entrepreneurial 2.31 2.96 2.30 2.45 2.16 2.65 3.24 

Hard working 2.71 3.01 2.57 2.82 1.98 2.75 3.50 

Efficient 2.55 2.88 2.41 2.60 2.25 2.63 3.21 

Carefree 2.69 2.47 2.37 2.64 2.79 2.67 2.57 

Open 3.42 2.76 2.61 3.08 3.09 3.09 2.66 

Arrogant 2.01 2.73 2.40 2.17 2.30 2.68 2.29 

Stubborn 2.85 2.87 2.81 2.55 2.81 2.95 2.46 

Flexible 2.73 2.57 2.37 2.76 2.63 2.51 2.82 

Nationalistic 2.74 3.26 3.08 2.63 2.74 3.27 2.31 

Responsible 2.49 2.91 2.39 2.65 2.34 2.59 3.34 

Smart 2.54 3.06 2.53 2.74 2.60 2.79 3.25 

Precise 2.41 2.86 2.37 2.52 2.35 2.57 3.30 

(Good) Improvisers  2.79 2.77 2.58 2.72 2.74 2.84 2.56 

Notes: 4-point ordinal scale corresponding to: 1-strongly disagree, 2-somewhat disagree, 3-somewhat agree and 4-strongly agree.  

Average scores exclude stereotypes about one’s own nation (auto-stereotypes). 



Table 4: Ethnic distance and 13 national stereotypes as determinants of propensity to engage in 
international business - ordered logistic regression model (n=814) 

Log likelihood -3305.0554               

No. of observations 3107 

LR Chi-square 1526.38 

Prob > chi2      0.0000 

Dependent variable: propensity to engage in IB [with a member of this country] 

Indep. variable Coeff. Std. Err z Sig.  

Level of contact .1922614 .0288741 6.66 0.000 

Ethnic distance .2741018 .0240649 11.39 0.000 

Entrepreneurial .4135801 .0541353 7.64 0.000 

Hardworking .1302225 .0570601 2.28 0.022 

Efficient .0770096 .0592273 1.30 0.194 

Carefree .009722 .0417763 0.23 0.816 

Open .3737205 .0480987 7.77 0.000 

Arrogant -.0909603 .0454403 -2.00 0.045 

Stubborn -.1298303 .0463196 -2.80 0.005 

Flexible .1500042 .0510454 2.94 0.003 

Nationalistic -.2006233 .0428289 -4.68 0.000 

Responsible .2731583 .0602632 4.53 0.000 

Smart .3765416 .0580239 6.49 0.000 

Precise .2325656 .05999      3.88 0.000 

(Good) improviser -.1993014 .0467018 -4.27 0.000 

Dummy_SRB -1.037883 .1623251 -6.39 0.000 

Dummy_Macedonia -1.160848 .1556752 -7.46 0.000 

Dummy_Croatia -.9000647 .1528391 -5.89 0.000 

Dummy_Montenegro -1.262934 .1694567 -7.45 0.000 

Dummy_BiH -1.253463 .1640322 -7.64 0.000 

Dummy_Kosovo -1.644331 .1618787 -10.16 0.000 

Pseudo R-square 0.1876 

Note: Propensity to engage in IB with Slovenes baseline model.  

 
 


