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1.Abstract 

The Interreg 5a project “Benefit4Regions” (B4R) is the umbrella for ten individual rural development 

projects, which are called “case studies”. In these case studies, representatives from public 

institutions and authorities are working together on diverse topics, which are relevant for revitalizing 

the rural areas in the border region between Germany and Denmark. Achieving successful 

communication has a special relevance in this context, because it can help with better cooperation. 

There are different cultures and institutions involved, which increases the complexity of 

communication. The aim of this paper is therefore to give insights into solution paths towards 

successful internal communication in the context of B4R.  

A qualitative research design has been used. Semi-structured expert interviews (n = 8) with essential 

project partners involved in the case studies were conducted. Template analysis was used for 

evaluating the data sets. The findings were divided into enhancers and obstacles to communication.  

It has been found that communication has been challenging due to the following aspects: a) 

partnership differentials, b) lack of orientation, c) lack of cultural awareness, d) lack of awareness on 

system differences and e) role-related issues. In terms of misunderstandings, it was found that 

reacting with frustration and speculation to an irritating behaviour - without addressing it - should be 

prevented. Instead, by using reflection and direct addressing, misunderstandings can be solved most 

effectively.  

In order to deal with the challenges and obstacles more effectively, solution paths towards successful 

communication have been identified, which are based on the findings about promoters of 

communication. The following recommendations are suggested: I) strengthening the relationship 

between cooperation partners, II) creating a common language, III) establishing a co-learning mind-

set, IV) developing a knowledge base and using support, V) open communication in order to find 

appropriate, common goals, VI) using flexible approaches and VII) dealing with misunderstandings 

through direct addressing and reflection.  

By taking these insights and recommendations into consideration, it is expected that more successful 

communication can also be achieved in other project contexts. 

 

1. Introduction  

The Interreg 5a project “Benefit4Regions” (B4R) is a cross-border Interreg project between two 

European countries – Denmark and Germany. B4R is scientifically documented in order to investigate 

how cooperation across this specific European border functions most successfully. The topic area it is 

concerned with is rural development across the German-Danish border. Rural development is a major 

issue that both countries share. This is because rural areas have become more marginalized due to 

urbanisation processes, ageing and demographic changes. However, rural areas can also be viewed 

as an opportunity for solving problems resulting from urbanisation, because they offer more space, 

more green areas and more quality of life than cities (OECD, 2018). Thus, the aim of B4R is to 

revitalize rural areas by regarding rural development as a chance. 

B4R is an umbrella project that incorporates ten individual rural development projects, which are 

called “case studies”. These are concerned with different topics relevant for rural areas in Germany 

and Denmark at the same time. Stakeholders from German and Danish public authorities and 

institutions try to find new solutions related to these topics together. By exchanging, sharing and 

comparing approaches, experiences and information in order to learn from and inspire each other, 

they want to solve the challenges of rural areas. As a result, this exchange is expected to produce 

more innovative outcomes (Leung et al., 2008).  There is a large potential for cross-border 

cooperation and exchange in this context, as there are similar challenges in rural regions as well as 

comparable geographic and demographic conditions in Germany and Denmark.  

In order to cooperate, people are obligated to communicate. Cooperation is not possible without 

communication. For the success of all cooperation processes when people are working together, 

functioning communication is therefore essential. Especially where many heterogeneous and diverse 
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people want to work together, communication becomes increasingly complex. However, if in such a 

context, successful communication is achieved, this can increase the innovativeness, the quality of 

the cooperation and its outputs as well as the success of projects that are based on cooperation (Wu 

et al., 2017). In the context of B4R, there are a lot of diverse and heterogenous partners, which try to 

collaborate. In turn, communication becomes more complex due to the diverse background that 

members in B4R have. 

Accordingly, these German-Danish cooperative encounters pose a big question: How can such 

diverse and heterogenous cross-cultural and inter-institutional working groups communicate 

successfully within this continuous cooperation context? 

Until now, there has been no research inquiring into internal communication under these special 

circumstances, even though there is a vast amount of literature about all different kinds of 

communication in general. As a consequence, this paper aims at giving insights into internal 

communication in the B4R context in order to facilitate more successful communication in comparable 

future projects. Moreover, the findings are expected to help with achieving better and improved 

cooperation as well.  

For this purpose, the answers to the following questions will be sought in this paper: 

What are factors that enhance communication and prevent misunderstandings? What are factors 

which pose obstacles to communication and are most often the source of misunderstandings? What 

are reactions to misunderstandings that could either solve or increase them? 

 

 

2 Literature Review  

2.1 Basic framework for understanding a communication process  

According to Hurn (2013) “Communication is the process by which thoughts, information and 

instructions are passed between people” (p. 6). During a communication process, a message is 

transmitted or encoded through verbal or non-verbal channels from the sender to another individual – 

the receiver. The receiver translates or decodes the information of the message and gives it meaning. 

The final process step is feedback. This feedback closes the loop as it goes back from the receiver to 

the sender. The message can possess information about the actual content of the message as well 

as the relationship between those involved in the communication process. What is more, the sending 

of the message could be by intent or not (ibid., p. 10).  The context of a communication in action is 

also important. The situation and social setting are relevant for the understanding between the sender 

and receiver of information but also the prior experience, knowledge and values of the ones involved 

in the communication process (Janse, 2006, 2008; Jurin et al., 2010).  

This cycle of communication would refer to two-way communication. Two-way communication means, 

that both, the sender and receiver of the message are equal and active in the communication 

process. The receiver of a message does not take the message in passively but becomes an active 

part in the communication process (Janse, 2006). This often goes along with the definition of 

“participation”, as the receiver is invited to participate in the communication process (Reed, 2008). 

Two-way communication facilitates long-term relationships and mutual understanding and is 

associated with improved trust-building (Janse and Konijnendijk, 2007; Jones, 2014). If a mutual 

understanding of all involved parties is achieved, this would qualify as “successful” communication as 

by definition of the research at hand.  

In contrast, there is also one-way communication, which often goes hand in hand with top-down 

approaches. This means, a message is sent by the sender and the receiver remains passive in the 

communication process and is not expected to give feedback. Thus, it could be rather seen as a 

command or order by the sender of the message, which is sent down a chain of command to reach 

the implementation level. The lack of communicational feedback is seen as problematic. This is 

because feedback is a useful source of information that is valuable and includes practical-

implementation knowledge, which is not considered in this context. Consequently, soft knowledge can 
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easily be overlooked (Rammert, 2012; Janse, 2006). This type of communication is more prone to 

misunderstandings, as the sender does not ensure that the message is understood correctly.  

2.2 Development of a misunderstanding  

A misunderstanding can occur in the transmission process of the “message” which is either produced 

during the encoding process by the sender or the decoding process by the receiver. If some 

interference (“noise”) happens along the way from either side of the communication partners, there is 

the risk that this will produce a misunderstanding or a distortion to communication (Hurn, 2013). 

Interference can be produced as the result of many influencing factors, such as different cultural 

background or socialisation of the sender and receiver. If a misunderstanding takes place, this would 

normally be indicated by the receiver in the feedback loop. This could be either a verbal or non-verbal 

reply or behaviour as a consequence of receiving the message, which could be positive or negative. 

A typical communication problem. Source: Hurn (2013, p.11) 

 

2.3 Cross-cultural communication between Denmark and Germany  

Culture, in the context of this paper, is expected to be an influencing factor on communication, as 

participants from two different countries - Germany and Denmark- are working in the case studies as 

partners together. The concept that deals with communication between individuals from different 

cultures is called cross-cultural communication. When a message is transmitted across cultures, the 

likelihood that it gets distorted becomes higher due to misunderstandings that are based on cultural 

considerations, like different values and beliefs (Javidan et al., 2005; Hurn, 2013; Trompenaars, 

2000). This should be taken into consideration when communicating across borders. More knowledge 

of the other culture and a better understanding is expected to aid with interpreting a message more 

accurately (Inclán, 2017).  

2.3.1 Explicit and implicit culture 

Explicit culture are the elements of culture, which are observable or visible even by strangers to a 

culture. This refers to “language, food, music, dress, literature, architecture, public emotion, work 

ethic, noise, physical contact and so on” (Hurn 2013, p. 5). In contrast, implicit culture is invisible. It 

refers to the norms, attitudes and communication patterns of people, which are influenced by their 

cultural context. This could, for example, be attitudes and values towards risk taking, the definition of 

status or the distribution of power within a society. Predominately the implicit culture - the cultural 

values that are invisible to strangers of a culture - can create misunderstandings when people from 

two different cultures engage in communication.  
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2.3.2 Language 

Language is the main medium through which humans issue messages and therefore communicate. 

Furthermore, language functions as a socio-cultural resource (Hurn, 2013).  A community with the 

same way of speech is associated with having similar and shared values, beliefs and attitudes, which 

is associated with increased trustworthiness and closeness (Aichhorn and Puck, 2017). If there is a 

lack of a common language, this could pose an obstacle for communication and hinder successful 

cooperation (Jones, 2014). When people speak different languages, use different vocabulary and 

display different communication habits, it can lead to a lack of understanding or trust in the 

communication partner (Inclán, 2017).  

2.3.3 Stereotyping and Perception  

Another factor which could influence communication in a cross-border setting is the risk of 

stereotyping. Stereotypes are influenced by linguistic-cultural factors and can guide expectations, 

preferences, prejudices and perceptions of ourselves and others (Müller and Hallsteindóttir, 2015). 

They are often used when we meet and interact with people from other cultures. Often, stereotypes 

are based on simple categorizations of people from different cultures without sufficient knowledge or 

experiences. They are value judgements and based on pre-established expectations about how 

members of another culture or group are likely to behave. Specifically, contents from the media or 

prejudices influenced by perceptions of our own social groups affect how stereotypes are formed 

(Hurn, 2013).  

2.3.4 Ethnocentrism and Ethno-relativism 

Ethnocentrism is a concept stating that an individual judges cultures different to his/her own culture 

according to his/her own beliefs, values and traditions, which reinforces stereotyping. So, it is 

essentially the bias of an individual towards foreign groups. The phenomenon is based on the 

conviction that one's own behaviour patterns and those of the ethnic group to which one belongs are 

always normal, natural, good or important (Bennett, 1998). It often occurs due to insecurity and 

uncertainty when being confronted with people who are different, which results in simple 

categorizations of the other cultures (Hurn, 2013). This in turn can result in conflict or 

misunderstanding. 

A contrasting concept is ethno-relativism, where a recognition is in place that all behaviour exists in a 

cultural context. Ethno-relativism is the willingness to question and relativize one's own norms and 

views and to accept and understand the norms and views of other groups or societies. Hence, other 

cultures are dealt with in a more non-judgmental and open way (Bennett and Bennett, 2004). People 

who are ethno-relativists see that as a way to enrich their own experience of reality (Hurn, 2013).  

2.4 Cultural values in Germany and Denmark  

Particularly cultural values are often hidden and cannot be observed easily. Therefore, they are 

expected to be factors influencing communication. In turn, a comparison in relation to similarities and 

differences in values between Germany and Denmark will be drawn. It would extend the scope of this 

literature review to discuss each cultural difference in detail at this point. Hence, a summary about the 

values, which have been found to be reflected in communication styles, will be given.  

2.4.1 Similarities between Germany and Denmark  

Denmark and Germany have some similarities in cultural values, which can potentially facilitate 

understanding and cooperation between Danes and Germans in cross-border rural development 

projects. Both cultures are low-context cultures. This means that information is conveyed directly and 

in an explicit manner. Information, which is shared in written as well as spoken word, can be taken 

literally. In comparison, communication in high context cultures is rather indirect and implicit (Hall and 

Hall, 1990). A lot of emphasis is placed on non-verbal language and communication is more context-

dependent and hidden (Hofstede, 2011).  What is more, Germany and Denmark are both 

monochronic cultures, so they have a similar understanding of time. Monochronic means that time is 

understood as being linear, sequential and almost tangible. Time commitment, like being on time for 
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appointments is valued. Plans, deadlines, objectives and targets are used in working life for 

structuring time (Hurn, 2013). Lastly, both Germany and Denmark are regarded to be individualistic 

societies. There is a stronger focus on the needs, preferences and rights of the individual (Hofstede, 

2011). Individual interests predominate over group interests. Personal goals are given preference 

over collective goals (Bhagat et al., 2002). People are supposed to take care and responsibility for 

their own lives and their immediate family only.  

2.4.2 Differences between Germany and Denmark  

As discussed, Denmark and Germany have similarities in cultural values, which can potentially aid the 

understanding and cooperation between Danes and Germans in cross-border rural development 

projects. Nevertheless, there are also cultural differences, which could influence communication. 

Awareness of these could enhance the understanding between these two cultures.  

Vertical vs. horizontal individualist cultures 

Bhagat et al. (2002, p. 209) pointed out in their study about knowledge transfer across cultures, that 

there can be a distinction between individualist countries, as which both, Germany and Denmark, 

qualify. Countries can be divided belonging into vertical or horizontal individualist cultures. According 

to this definition Germany would be a vertical individualist country, what means that the “self” is 

considered different from others in social status. In these cultures, it is more desirable to “stick out”.  

In horizontal individualist cultures, such as Denmark, people are considered “more or less the same” 

in terms of social status (ibid, p. 209). People are regarded as equal in status, which results in people 

not wanting to stick out as much. Denmark is known to be organized in a less hierarchical way. More 

egalitarian values are present (Linnet, 2011). In Germany, status and hierarchies are more important 

and displayed in communication for example by addressing people of higher status or age more 

formally with “Sie” instead of “du”. Also addressing someone with his or her surname and title is more 

commonplace (Rehrmann-Jørgensen and Von der Banck, 2011). Due to these differences, the flow of 

information could be interrupted. Knowledge transfer is thought to work best between horizontal-to-

horizontal individualist and vertical-to-vertical individualist countries (Bhagat et al, 2002).  

Power distance 

Power distance concerns the degree to which less powerful members of a society accept and expect 

that power distribution is unequal (Hofstede, 2011; Carl et al., 2004). Denmark is considered to be 

more power distant than Germany, which goes hand in hand with the previously discussed difference 

in vertical and horizontal individualism (Hofstede et al., 2010). In Denmark, an egalitarian mind-set is 

common place and independence is valued (Linnet, 2011). Also, power is more decentralized 

compared to Germany. This could be explained by the long democratic tradition in Danish culture, 

which puts strong emphasis on egalitarian values (Rehrmann-Jørgensen and Von der Banck, 2011). 

There tend to be flat and horizontal hierarchies in Denmark, what is reflected by Jante Law, which in 

Danish is called Janteloven. According to Janteloven no person is of higher value than any other and 

a person is not to think that he or she is (Hofstede et al., 2010).  As a consequence, there is a rather 

informal atmosphere at workplaces and more informal ways of communicating in general with more 

small talk (Svane, 2018). Reasons for this can be seen in the lack of separation between private and 

the working life (Inclán, 2017). There is no formal addressing of each other and there is usually a first 

name basis (Kashima and Kashima, 1998; Rehrmann-Jørgensen and Von der Banck, 2011). 

Communication could be therefore argued to be more involving. In contrast, Germany is less power 

distant. Hierarchies are more commonplace and there is a ranking of power according to the position 

or standing a person has (Hofstede et al., 2010). This often is displayed by more formal ways of 

addressing and a more authoritarian leadership style (Hurn 2013; Rehrmann-Jørgensen and Von der 

Banck, 2011).  

Uncertainty avoidance  

Uncertainty avoidance is concerned with how a society deals with an unknown future and unexpected 

changes (Hofstede et al., 2010). Danes do not need so much predictability and structure in their work 

life. In Denmark, people tend to worry less and are driven more by curiosity. Plans can change more 
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spontaneously and there is a higher level of flexibility. This means that they are more likely to take 

more risk what can be viewed as encouraging for innovation. More willingness to try new ways and 

approaches is displayed (Müller and Hallsteindóttir, 2015). Germany is a high uncertainty avoiding 

culture (Hofstede, et al., 2010). There is a preference towards minimizing unexpected changes and 

unstructured situations by using laws and rules and going along with prior tested and tried path, when 

new methods are suggested. Risk-taking is lower than in Denmark (Hofstede, 2011).  

Indulgence vs. Restraint and Long vs. Short-term orientation 

Indulgence is the degree to which individuals try to control their desires and impulses. Socialization 

and education are influence factors, as it depends how young children are taught to deal with desires 

and impulses (Hofstede, 2011). If there is a weak control of impulses and desires, a culture is 

regarded as indulgent, which is true for Denmark (Hofstede et al., 2010). People realize their 

impulses, desires and wishes more and there is a preference towards enjoying life and having fun. 

Denmark has a tendency towards optimism and positive attitudes. Leisure time is valued and money 

is spent more freely. Danes tend to live in the here and now, are more prone to take risks and are 

more willing to improvise (Müller and Hallsteindóttir, 2015). There is a connection with a stronger 

short-term orientation. In Germany there is more restraint, which means that a higher control of 

impulses and desires is displayed (Hofstede et al., 2010).  Stricter social norms regulate impulses and 

desires. In addition, there is more long-term orientation and a higher uncertainty avoidance, which 

means that saving and security is appreciated (Hofstede, 2011). 

Masculinity  

Masculinity is about how values between the genders are distributed within one society (Hofstede 

2011). A high score, as Germany has, indicates for a more masculine society which is driven by 

competition, performance and success (Brodbeck, 2002). Assertiveness is valued and common. The 

argumentation and discussion style of Germans is perceived as being more confrontational and 

straightforward (Hurn, 2013). A lower scoring country speaks for a rather feminine society in which 

gender roles more often overlap, like that of Denmark (Hofstede et al., 2010). Strong values lie within 

caring for others, good relationships, co-operation as well as the quality of life in Denmark. Decision-

making is achieved more through involvement and participation. Conflicts are usually resolved by 

compromise and negotiation until consensus is reached (Svane, 2018).  

2.5 Differences in administrative systems between Denmark and Germany  

On top of culture, the political, social and administration systems in Schleswig-Holstein and Southern 

Denmark are different. As this research deals with public institutions and authorities on the municipal 

level, it is helpful to shortly compare the two systems and look at basic administrative differences that 

could influence Danish-German cooperation and communication.  

One major difference is the size and number of inhabitants. Germany is a much larger country and 

has about 80.500.000 inhabitants compared to 5.580.000 inhabitants in Denmark (Region 

Sønderjylland-Schleswig 2015, pp. 7-8). What is more, there are 98 municipalities in Denmark 

compared to 11059 municipalities in Germany (Statista, 2017) and 1106 municipalities in Schleswig-

Holstein (Statistikamt Nord, 2018). However, the most pronounced difference is that the region 

Syddanmark and the federal state Schleswig-Holstein represent two different ways of local and 

regional self-administration. They exhibit strong differences in governmental form, administrative 

structures, legal framework, responsibilities and financing in the public administration structure 

(Region Sønderjylland-Schleswig, 2015). These differences influence the working structures of public 

institutions and authorities. Denmark is a sovereign, unitarian state with a centralized, democratic 

government but with strong elements of local and regional self-administration with elected committees 

and state bodies. It also is a parliamentarian monarchy. Schleswig-Holstein is part of Germany, which 

is a federal, democratic state. This means that in Germany there is the federal government, an 

individual government for each federal state and underneath are districts and municipalities.  So, 

Schleswig-Holstein, being one of the 16 federal states, has its own legislative power and is part of 

law-making on the federal level. This means that there are more levels of law and decision-making in 
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Germany compared to Denmark as each federal state has its own laws relating e.g. to education or 

culture.  

Tasks in Denmark and Germany very rarely happen on the same administrative level. This poses 

potential challenges for Danish-German cooperation. The differences in administrative systems are so 

pronounced, that they can inhibit the creation of a common basis for cooperation between local 

places and administrations across the German-Danish border. Therefore, barriers can affect the work, 

when Danish and German partners engage in cooperation (ibid., 2015). At least a minimum 

understanding of these differences is necessary in order to understand how to deal with these barriers 

when cooperating.   

3 Materials and Methods 

The research questions should be answered by means of a qualitative method. This is because so 

far, no research has been carried out on how stakeholders from public institutions from Germany and 

Denmark communicate in joint rural development projects. Furthermore, factors which influence 

communication positively and negatively as well as the reactions and solutions in result of 

misunderstandings can be diverse and complex. Qualitative research is known to be interpretative 

and exploratory in its nature. It has the advantage of being open enough to allow an understanding of 

a process or a relation, that has not been researched prior to gain initial information and knowledge 

about the new or unknown (Flick, 2007).  

3.1 Sampling and selection of experts  

A purposive way of sampling has been chosen by deliberately and critically selecting specific experts. 

This is done in order to construct a corpus of empirical examples for studying the phenomenon of 

interest in the most instructive way. Experts are identified as persons with the most intensive and 

relevant knowledge of the issue to be investigated (Flick, 2007). It is expected that through interviews 

with these experts, the experiences or processes to be studied become clearer.  

A reflection who has the most experience and expertise in the area of internal communication in B4R 

was taken. For each case study in B4R there is a core group, the so-called “case study group”, with 

consists of a case study leader and several case study partners and occasionally network partners 

who are attending the meetings. All participants stem from different public institutions within 

Schleswig-Holstein and Southern Denmark, such as municipalities, district administrations, business 

development agencies or scientific institutions. These groups meet in more or less regular time 

frames to proceed with the case study. Meetings of case study members are called “case study 

meetings”. The internal communication within these meetings is what this paper is interested in.  

So, the specific professional position or function of the individuals for the case studies was the 

criterion in the background of this sampling decision (Flick, 2007). The most knowledgeable people 

for giving information about the topic under investigation were identified to be case study leaders 

and the most strongly involved case study partners. Case study leaders function as the managers 

and can be seen as the main drivers of the case studies. They assure that project goals are met. 

Also, they plan and conduct case study meetings and are therefore present in all of them. In 

consequence, they have the most intensive knowledge about communication processes within the 

case study meetings and are identified as one of the appropriate expert groups for the interviews.  

The “main” case study partner in each case study group has been identified as representing the 

second expert group. The first criterion was, that these are partners with the longest experience of 

participating in case study meetings and the strongest involvement in the case studies.  The second 

criterion was, that the case study partner must come from the other cultural background than the case 

study leader. For the purpose of finding out who the “main” case study partner in each case study is, 

the case study leaders were asked to identify the partner with the most intensive experiences and 

strongest involvement in the case study. This gave more validity and quality to the choice of the 

experts for the interviews.  
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The case study leaders and partners involved in eight of the overall ten case studies were chosen for 

the interviews. This is due to the fact that the researcher of this paper has an active role and 

involvement in the two remaining case studies.  

3.2 Implementation and Data Collection 

A semi-structured interview guide has been used in order to conduct interviews. The interviews were 

designed to take around 60 minutes. However, the lengths of the interviews varied. Most interviews 

took longer than 60 minutes and in several cases up to 90 minutes due to the semi-structured 

character and open questions that were used for the interview. The interviews were conducted face-

to-face and in six instances in person. Two interviews with Danish participants took place via Skype 

due to a lack of time for meeting in person.  

Prior to the interviews, the issue of anonymity was talked about in some detail with each interviewee. 

Due to the delicate and sensitive nature of communication and specifically misunderstandings, which 

could have happened between specific persons involved in the project B4R, several interviewees 

chose the option for their data to be handled and presented in an anonymous way. This could have 

helped to decrease bias, because the feeling of more safety was created, and interviewees felt more 

comfortable to speak openly and honestly about communication. So, it was chosen to present all 

information and results in an anonymized way by avoiding the mentioning of names. 

Six interviews took place in English language due to the fact that English is the official project 

language of B4R and regularly used for internal communication. Nevertheless, two interview partners 

asked for the interviews to be held in German in order to be better able to answer the questions. The 

transcription of the recorded interviews was conducted with MAXQDA 2018, which is software for 

coding of qualitative data and additionally has a function for playing records and regulating the speed 

of the interviews for transcribing them.  

3.3 Template Analysis  

Template analysis offers the opportunity to get a very thorough picture over the data. This is because 

patterns in the data can be recognized with this method, but also patterns between what the data 

suggests. What is more, in template analysis existing knowledge from prior research or previous 

experiences can be taken into account (King, 1998).  It is about comparing similarities and differences 

between what is known and what is to be investigated (Remenyi, 2011). The final template represents 

a hierarchical order. Further, codes and themes mentioned most frequently across cases appear on 

top of the template.  Codes and themes mentioned less frequently are placed near the end. The 

results will be presented according to the order highlighted in the final template.  

A distinction has been made between “Promoters of communication” and “Obstacles for 

communication”, which represents the two core themes. The identified sub-themes under the core 

theme “Promoters of communication” are Relationship, Learning, Orientation, Awareness & 

Transparency and Language. Each sub-theme again consists of different codes, which represent 

different elements which play a role in relation to the sub-themes. The second core theme is 

“Obstacles for communication”. Different factors which represent the most common sources of 

misunderstandings have been identified as sub-themes. These are Partnership Differentials, Lack of 

orientation, Lack of cultural awareness, Lack of awareness about system differences and Role related 

issues. Under these themes are again several important codes and sub-codes identified. What is 

more, reactions to misunderstandings have been highlighted as sub-themes and codes as well, to 

explain how case study members dealt with misunderstandings or obstacles to understanding. These 

reactions have partly been positive, partly negative.  

 

 

 

3.4 Final Template 

Promoters of communication 
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Relationship  
 Familiarity  
 Trust 
  Trust in character 

Trust in ability and strength  
Relationship-building methods 

Face-to-face meetings  
Socialising 
Interactivity   

Learning  
Orientation  
 Common aims 
  Structure 
Awareness and transparency 
Language 
 
Obstacles for communication 
Partnership Differentials  
 Differences in political & institutional support framework 
 Differentials in resources 
 Differentials in motivations  
 Development disparities  

Reactions: Frustration and Speculation 
Lack of orientation  

Reactions: Frustration and Stagnation 
 
Lack of cultural awareness  

Reactions 
a) Keeping an open mind 
b) Direct addressing  

Lack of awareness on system differences  
Reactions 

a) Flexible approaches to case studies 
Collegial Consultation 
Abstract concept development 

b) Built-in flexibility in meetings 
Role-related issues 

Reactions 
a) Changing roles 
b) Bridge-builder role 

 

4 Results 

The findings of the expert interviews are illuminated in this chapter. A list of the excerpts from 

the interviews that correspond with the findings can be found in the Appendix. The interview 

excerpts function as examples and evidence for the findings brought forward. The interview 

quotes are numbered. Within this chapter they will be referred to with the abbreviation “ivq.” 

and the number under which they can be found in the Appendix.  

4.1 Promoters of communication 

In the following, identified factors which enhance communication and can help to prevent 

misunderstandings in the B4R context will be presented.  

4.1.1 Relationship 

The following factors have all been found to enhance communication in reference to the relationship 

between communication partners.  

Familiarity 

“Getting to know each other” and investing time in that, in particular in the beginning of projects, has 

been identified to be beneficial for communication (ivq.1).  Once a certain level of familiarity within the 

groups is established, communication develops to be more relaxed and informal. In turn, the partners 

feel more comfortable when communicating with each other. A reason for this has been stated to be 
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the feeling of more security when communicating with people one is already familiar with. There is 

more knowledge of what is to be expected in terms of reactions. Moreover, reactions can be 

interpreted more accurately, the more knowledge about the other person and familiarity there is, 

which makes communication more efficient (ivq.2).  

Another interesting point was brought up by one of the Danish interviewees, who is working and has 

worked in other EU-projects on top of B4R. In these projects there are several European countries 

involved, for example also Sweden, Poland, Latvia to name but a view. She stated, that for her it has 

been easiest to build up a positive relationship with the partners from Germany and Sweden. 

Specifically, because of some cultural similarities, she mentioned feeling closer to the Swedes and 

Germans (ivq.3). It can be assumed that there is an established level of familiarity and knowledge 

about the cultural setting of the neighbouring countries.  

Trust  

The aforementioned point of getting familiar with each other is related to trust or trust-building. Trust is 

defined as the “assured reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of someone or something” 

(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2018).  There needs to be at least a ground level of familiarity between 

people to gain some reassurance if there can be reliance and confidence put in them. Inhibitions and 

insecurities in communicating with partners from the other culture in B4R have been found to 

decrease if there is a personal and trustful relationship built between them. An example is that 

language imperfections feel less relevant to people if they have a trustful and positive relationship with 

the ones they are communicating with (ivq.4 -5).   

Trust in the character 

From the interviewees, there was an assured reliance on the character and strength of their case 

study partners recognizable because they indicated sympathy towards their partners (ivq.4-7). Issuing 

sympathy towards project partners can be viewed as a positive assessment or evaluation of their 

character and therefore as an indicator of trust. This shows that the interviewees appreciate their 

partners and feel comfortable with them as persons. Partners were perceived as friendly and in some 

cases the interviewees considered themselves “very lucky” with their partners (ivq.8). An interviewee 

even mentioned that it almost feels like a family when they work with their case study group (ivq.9). 

This indicates that the partners feel very comfortable with each other and like they can be themselves 

when they work together. Also, a family is known to consist usually of the most trusted persons in an 

individual´s life, which one can rely on. In turn, this was seen as a strong indicator of trust and a 

positive relationship. What is more, as a family is something that a person belongs to, this shows a 

strong group belonging and is estimated to go hand in hand with feeling responsible towards the 

group. This can lead to more commitment and engagement.  

Trust in ability and strengths 

What is more, the display of reliance and confidence in the abilities, skills and expertise of partners 

have been identified as an indicator of trust. This refers to trust in the professional abilities of the 

involved partners, which eases the cooperation and confidence that everyone in the group is able to 

fulfil the task at hand and will contribute to the case study (ivq.10). Seven of the eight interviewees 

mentioned that it does not feel like a difference when they work and communicate with their partners 

in B4R compared to their colleagues in their home institutions. This has been regarded as evidence 

that a positive relationship has been built, in which the interviewees feel confident and comfortable 

with their partners.  

It was mentioned on several occasions that getting to know each other and building up trust takes 

time. Building up trust was stated as one of the difficulties and most time-consuming activities in 

cases of workforce changes, which happened quite often in B4R. 

Relationship-building methods 

Several methods and measures that help with building a positive relationship and trust could be 

identified from the interviews. These will be focused on in the following.   
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Face-to-face meetings  

There is a strong relevance of face-to-face meetings for enhancing communication. This has been 

related with getting to know each other more effectively and with quicker trust-building. 

Communication has been reported to be most direct in face-to-face meetings as one can see, hear 

and feel the reactions of the partners more clearly in contrast to speaking on the telephone or writing 

emails. As a consequence, the partners are able to observe and see how the individual partners react 

to different kinds of messages. Thus, as indicated in the previous chapter, they feel more comfortable 

when communicating with each other, because they know better what to expect (ivq.11). A benefit of 

personal meetings is that a message is supported by body language, facial expressions or gestures, 

which allows for a more accurate interpretation than when speaking on the phone or communicating 

via email (ivq.12). If it is not possible to speak face-to-face, then the phone is recommended over 

emails. Emails have been reported as the form of communication being most prone to 

misunderstandings (ivq.4).  This is due to the lack of diverse supporting communication channels that 

go hand in hand with personal communication. Overall, meeting in person are in consequence 

preferred to other forms of communication.  

Socialising  

It is also seen as an advantage to meet face-to-face as there is usually more room for socialising, 

which aids with increasing familiarity as well as building up a relationship and trust. Examples are to 

leave some room for private talk by building-in breaks, sharing good food and drinks together and 

leaving time to get to know each other outside of the professional realm (ivq.19). This does not really 

occur when communicating through other mediums or channels, like the phone. A positive 

relationship seems to develop most efficiently when there are meetings that not only focus on the 

professional level, but also the personal one (ivq.13;19).   

The project B4R incorporates regular opportunities for socialising, which is seen as an aiding factor 

for building trust and achieving more successful communication. B4R has regular quarterly meetings, 

which are called Project-Partner Meetings, in which all project partners involved in B4R come together 

to present and discuss the developments in their case studies. In these meetings, there are certain 

elements for socialising and getting to know each other included. The so-called “Positive Stress”-

section is an opportunity for the project partners to tell something personal about themselves, e.g. 

what motivates them or what hobbies they have. This has been identified as advantageous for getting 

to know each other, building trust and more relaxed communication (ivq.14). This sharing of personal 

experiences and moments has also been mentioned as a good approach in relation to the individual 

case studies. It opens up another perspective on the people that are working together and shows that 

there is more to a person than his or her professional life (ivq.15). This can create empathy and 

speaks to emotions of the audience, who might relate to the personal moments and experiences that 

were shared.  

Also, joint, informal gatherings around as well as outside of such professional partner meetings were 

identified as beneficial for building positive relationships between project partners (ivq. 16-17). 

Examples are going to the Christmas market together or going out together to eat, drink or celebrate. 

These are identified to increase networking and trust-building to a much stronger degree compared to 

conventional, rather formal work meetings. 

Interactivity   

Making use of an interactive atmosphere to get people out of the conventional, rather formal, 

professional work context was mentioned as another way for providing more occasions to build a 

personal relationship, networks and trust. For example, to implement a meeting outside in nature in 

summer and then letting the participants interact, was mentioned to provide a very positive 

atmosphere for communication (ivq.19). Also incorporating “walk and talks” was mentioned several 

times as an example that worked well, where the case study group takes a walk together and let 

discussions and talks run freely (ivq.18). In this kind of more informal meetings, socialising is taking 

place with more ease compared to formal meetings within a conference or meeting room. This in turn, 
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allows case study members to get to know each other better and to become more familiar with each 

other. More opportunities for trust to be built are offered in this way.  

The same goes for unconventional and interactive methods during the meetings. This can encourage 

participants to come out of their comfort zone to some degree by making them active participants and 

creators of contents. In this way, the use of frontal, lecture style meetings is prevented, which is 

identified as rather unproductive for communication (ivq.18-19). This is estimated to be due to the 

strong one-way communication character that is used in frontal lectures.  

According to a German interviewee, everyone is treated equally in meetings where interactive, 

unconventional methods are used and there is an informal communication atmosphere. Everyone 

contributes to the group on the same level. This is independent of their position or status in their daily 

professional life in their institution (ivq.20). The interactive approach helps with communication on 

eye-to-eye level and achieving more equality. By increasing the participation and including all 

members of a case study by using such interactive methods, two-way communication is supported, 

what is beneficial for communication. This is because of the active role of all those involved in the 

communication process and the appreciation of the feedback. In this way it is possible to make better 

use of the knowledge and experiences of all case study members.  

4.1.2 Learning 

As discussed in the literature review, there are many differences between Germany and Denmark in 

terms of the culture and system. The interviewees have supported the existence of several 

differences within the B4R context.  

For example, differences mentioned have been:  

• Working styles: The Danish “trial and error” or “learning by doing” mentality versus the 

German more structured approach, which tries to assess risks thoroughly before acting  

• Communication style: The Danish more informal ways of communicating and addressing 

each other with importance of small-talk versus the German more formal way of 

communication and formal way of addressing each other with formalities like “Sie” 

• Hierarchies and status: Less hierarchies and strong equality in Denmark versus more 

importance of status and stronger hierarchies in Germany  

• Narration styles: Positive vision and narration style in Denmark versus more fact-oriented and 

problem-oriented narration style in Germany  

• Use of media and answering of emails: Danes tend to answer emails also outside of usual 

working hours, but in a more irregular timeframe versus Germans tend to answer emails in 

shorter periods of time but not outside of their working hours 

• Discussion style: Danes tend to be more diplomatic and searching for compromise versus 

Germans tend to be more confrontational and direct.  

• Administrative systems: German administrative systems have been perceived as more 

bureaucratic and complex due to many layers and levels of administration in place compared 

to Danish systems 

These differences can be the cause of misunderstandings, when there is not sufficient knowledge of 

them. Interestingly, there was consensus among interviewees, that the cultural differences did not 

pose issues for understanding each other over the long run. They were rather an issue in the 

beginning of the case study work, when there was, in fact, a lack of knowledge.  

In most cases, curiosity was displayed by interviewees about how the partners from the other 

countries solve their challenges in the rural areas in comparison to their own approaches. Listening 

attentively to the partners and frequently asking questions in order to get to know more about the 

details are important measures for being able to learn (ivq.21-23).  

Instead of perceiving differences as “strange” because they are far apart from the own individual 

cultural and professional behaviour and approach, they are viewed as a chance for learning (ivq.24). 

The differences are compared to the own approaches and then reflected upon by evaluating 

advantages of these different ways of doing things in Germany and Denmark (ivq.25-28). Mistakes 
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done by the partners were exchanged and reflected upon, so that this would not be repeated in the 

own work context (ivq.29). As a consequence, learning took place and the case study members were 

able to put what was learned into actions at home.  

There are some examples of learning taking place in result of the case- study work and after the 

exchange of different approaches.  In these examples, an adaptation of approaches that tend to be 

perceived as more typically German or more Danish has taken place. One of them is that a Danish 

interviewee has started to use a more structured approach in her case studies and recognized the 

value of the German tendency to work with a pre-set structure and using agendas (ivq.30-31). 

Another example is concerning the “trial and error” or “learning by doing” tendency of the Danes.  This 

was seen as advantageous and has been identified to be very interesting to one of the German 

interviewees, who adapted this approach in his case study work (ivq.32). According to him Germans 

try to assess as many risks as possible before actually implementing measures. This can hold them 

back from gaining practical experiences and learning from these experiences and potential mistakes. 

The interviewee has identified that as ineffective in certain contexts. Further, the creation of a 

personal atmosphere and a more informal communication style have been overtaken by the 

Germans. This communication style is more typical for Danish people and has been perceived as 

positive for communication (ivq.30).  

4.1.3 Orientation  

There are factors that are related to providing orientation for the case study group, which will be 

explained in the following.  

Common aims 

Identifying a common aim is important for the communication within the case study group, because 

they provide guidance or orientation of the case study work (ivq.33; 36). Once the common aim has 

been identified, steps to achieve it become clearer and a structure for the work usually falls in place 

more naturally (ivq.34-36). A crucial step for finding the common aim is to align the expectations of 

case study members and to find a common denominator. In this way, the aim is ensured to be 

relevant and valuable to all case study members (ivq.35-36). Nevertheless, this is a difficult 

undertaking in the heterogenous environment in which B4R takes place.  

What is more, the aim and sub-goals to achieve the common aim should be identified and stated 

clearly and then reflected upon by all members of the group. In this way, it is ensured that all have 

understood the aim and are committed to it. This is only possible, if the aim is important and valuable 

for all (ivq.36). According to the interviewees, then everyone in the group feels responsible for 

achieving this aim and is a “part of the puzzle and contributes as a little puzzle piece” (ivq.10). Hence, 

it could be argued that working towards a shared aim provides some sense of belonging to a group or 

a project and this can strengthen the identification of the partners with their case study group.  

Structure 

There are some identified very broad and general points made about the structure for case study 

meetings. The interviewees have indicated that it is helpful to have an agenda for a meeting that 

includes the most important points to work on and discuss in the meeting but also allows some time 

and space for unforeseen discussions (ivq.37-38).  

Also, good documentation of the working progress and tasks that need to be fulfilled until the next 

meeting in order to know where to start off, what needs to be done and who needs to do it, is 

essential. These documentation measures are useful as the case study groups are only able to meet 

from time to time and in irregular time frames due to the cross-border character of the project (ivq.37; 

39). Therefore, the work progress needs to be ensured and a good documentation has been identified 

as a way of doing this. It is noteworthy that writing an agenda and a documentation for a meeting are 

requirements by Interreg and the lead partner of B4R. Thus, they are givens or basics in all case 

studies. This way of documenting and structuring meetings feels more “academic” for the Danes in 

particular. They tend to be more used to practical approaches (ivq.40). But this general structure is 
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seen as a driver by all interviewees in order to be able to report on progress of the case study and to 

provide some orientation.  

4.1.4 Awareness and transparency 

Another aiding factor for communication is developing a common understanding within the case study 

group as well as an individual. This theme goes hand in hand with the co-learning mindset theme. It 

has been found, that when an interviewee has or gathers experiences and knowledge about the other 

culture, systems and institutions, then it becomes easier for him or her to understand and reflect on 

the differences and put them into context. In turn, also the own culture, systems and institutions can 

be compared in contrast to the ones of the partners and then reflected upon (ivq.41-43). In this way, 

learning becomes possible. The interviewees who had more inter-cultural experiences already before 

the project, were more aware and open to the possibility, that cultural differences could be 

explanations for diverging views of members in an inter-cultural group or project (ivq.44).  

Nonetheless, it needs time to create this awareness and knowledge. There are measures, that can 

speed up gathering relevant information about differences. Particularly educational measures about 

the different systems and culture are regarded as helpful. The example of a workshop and seminar on 

the different cultures has been mentioned to be a positive tool (ivq.78). A degree of openness, 

tolerance and curiosity towards generating awareness and gathering more information is beneficial for 

better understanding (ivq.46). Also, asking directly as well as open listening can enhance the 

understanding and communication between case study partners (ivq.41-42; 45). Thereby it has been 

identified, that more transparency of context-relevant information is produced.  

4.1.5 Language  

Especially for the Danish interviewees, the use of English as the project language was perceived as 

positive. The use of English is seen as a bridge between the cultures, because nobody is pressured 

to speak the mother tongue of the other (ivq.47; 49). In this way, less details get lost (ivq.47, 48). 

English slows down the communication and easier words tend to be used in order to explain 

something. This can also result in some details getting lost, but also ensures a better common 

understanding for members from both countries (ivq.50). For the Germans, there was a tendency to 

perceive written and spoken English as more time and labour intensive.  As a consequence, more 

work is needed to prepare meetings (ivq.51). Also, the perception was detected, that the proficiency 

of the Danes in English language is superior to the Germans. 

As mentioned before, when the case study members met personally and communicated after they 

had the chance to build some familiarity and trust, the language skills did matter less. A mix of 

English, German and Danish was sometimes used (ivq.52-53). If there were troubles in speaking 

English, the good and trustful relationship of case study members led to less inhibitions and 

insecurities about little language mistakes (ivq.4-5). It was also seen as positive, when the partners 

made an effort to speak the mother tongues of each other or tried to make small talk in the other 

language (ivq.47). This showed interest in the other culture.   

What posed a challenge, was the different definition of English words by Danish and German 

participants in the case studies (ivq.54-55). A curious attitude and asking many questions were 

reported to assist with identifying such differences.  

4.2 Obstacles for communication 

Factors which have been identified as sources of misunderstandings will be presented in the following 

chapter section.   

4.2.1 Partnership Differentials 

Differentials in the partnership have led to different levels of involvement and engagement of partners 

in the case studies. This has been identified as the major source of misunderstanding and irritation in 

the B4R context. Four main partnership differentials, which could have been deduced, will be 

illustrated. Afterwards, some reactions to these partnership differentials will be looked into.   
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Differentials in political & institutional support framework  

Political conditions have been reported as a large influence factor on the work of public institutions 

and municipalities and therefore for the case study members. If there is no political support, because 

a topic is not high on the political agenda, this reflects back into the case studies (ivq.56). It is also 

related to the resources that case study members are able to put into the case studies. Specifically, 

regarding the electoral cycle for local politics, the situation can change completely depending on 

electoral turnout. This can lead to changes in the political agenda and new priorities which also 

influence case study members, because they are employed in public authorities and institutions which 

in turn are affected by the political agenda. Another factor is the managers in the individual institutions 

under which the project partners are working. If a topic is not the priority of the institution’s manager, 

this has an effect in how far the project partners are able to focus on a certain topic (ivq.57). This is 

because resources are allocated differently depending which topic is high on the agenda. 

Differentials in resources 

This factor is related to the point which was made prior. The interviewees have stated, that project 

partners have very different distributions of percentages in the project. For example, case study 

members can only work 10 % of a full-time position in the project B4R while 90% of the time is 

allocated to the job at their institutions. Other case study members have 50% or up to 100% of their 

time available to work in B4R. What is more, some partners are involved in several case studies at 

once – in some cases up to five different ones. For partners involved in several projects at once, this 

can create an imbalance between those topics which are prioritized by their institutions or the overall 

political agenda and those which are of more marginal importance. Due to these project partners only 

having restricted resources and time, they cannot divide their time and resources evenly to all the 

case studies they are involved in. In turn, this creates differences in available resources and 

accordingly engagement of partners (ivq.58). Hence, the partners involved in many case studies 

cannot attend to all of the case studies similarly and this has been found to create misunderstandings 

and frustration in the partner from the other country. The same goes for partners that only have a 

small percentage in the project.  

Due to the complexity of the project and the time-intensive meetings, that take place at the other side 

of the border from time to time and involve long travelling times, this has been identified also to create 

some frustration with the partners that are full-time involved. It can be argued, that efficiency within 

the project is suffering as a result. A few interviewees considered the strong differences in the 

allocation and distribution of percentages between case study members as ineffective (ivq.59). 

Particularly in light of members which are allowed to be 10 per cent in the project, this is viewed 

critically due to the time-intensive character of cross-border work and the complexity of B4R. While it 

is known to case study partners that there are differences in the distribution of resources, there seems 

to be no open communication about this.  

Differentials in motivations and commitment 

Another differential has been found in how the case studies were initiated. For the ten case study 

topics, there was normally one major interested institution in the beginning. This institution was either 

from Germany or Denmark and tended to be influenced in their choice by the aforementioned points 

of the political and institutional agenda and priorities. For the identified topic of major interest and 

priority, the interested institution provided the case study leader.  

In order to fulfil the Interreg conditions, there had to be two partners for each case study, one from 

Germany and one from Denmark. So, an appropriate partner was sought in the initial crowd of project 

partners (ivq.60-61). Some of the case study topics had a stronger demand and higher attractiveness 

for the partners. For these case studies it was not an issue to find a case study leader as well as an 

appropriate partner who was similarly interested in the topic. In contrast, some case study topics were 

not a major priority for the subsequent partner (ivq.62-64). This was often influenced by external 

circumstances, such as the political agenda. In turn, this caused a differential in the motivation and 

commitment behind engaging in the case study (ivq.61; 63; 64).  
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Development disparities  

Another factor, which could be detected is the different level of development in Denmark and 

Germany in rural areas creating some obstacles for communication and cooperation. For example, 

this refers to a more advanced development in technical or digital development in Denmark compared 

to Germany. This is due to different political priorities, subsidies as well as different funding and 

taxation systems in the two countries. Consequently, case study members from Germany and 

Denmark focus on diverging elements of the topic and set their priorities differently. Due to this 

imbalance and different state of development, it becomes a challenge to create a common aim 

together and align expectations and goals of Danish and German partners within the case study. 

Resulting out of the described development, the case study’s progress overall was stagnating and 

there was some frustration recognizable between the partners (ivq.65).  

Reactions: Frustration and Speculation 

The described partnership differentials pose a challenge for the case studies in B4R, because they 

are the cause for imbalances not only in the case study work and progress, but also in 

communication. The main problem detected is that there is no open communication and transparency 

of all the relevant information about circumstances that partners work under (ivq.66). What is more, 

there seems to be little reflection taking place within the group how to incorporate the circumstances 

and arrive at realistic and achievable common aims. 

The partnership differentials influence the extent to which case study members can be engaged or 

committed to the case studies. It has been noticed that in some cases, the more strongly engaged 

partner felt frustrated about a “lack of commitment” of the other case study members. But instead of 

addressing this directly, there have been other reactions noticed. These will be explained in the 

following example:  

One case study leader had given the other case study members a task, which no one did or reacted 

to. This in turn led to frustration on his side. His reaction was to speculate on reasons for this 

behaviour. On one hand, he found a possible explanation in a lack of time and resources. One the 

other hand, his other possible explanation was a lack of willingness and personal motivation on side 

of his case study partners. But instead of addressing the disregard of the given task with the case 

study members and reflecting on the task and reaction together, he chose to ignore it. Further, he 

mentioned increased frustration about how this situation developed (ivq.67).  

This example can be seen as an avoidance of direct addressing and confrontation. Thereby, the 

chance to solve the situation is forgone. Instead, it seemed that the frustration became stronger with 

the interviewee in respect to this situation. There is the risk that this can lead to altered behaviour in 

future communication. This is because frustration goes hand in hand with emotional feelings of 

insecurity and dissatisfaction, which are likely to have an effect on behaviour.  

4.2.2 Lack of orientation 

The second major theme, which has been identified to create challenges for understanding is a lack 

of orientation within the case study group. The shortfall of a common aim that aligns expectations in 

the case study group is challenging (ivq.68). Several case studies were reported to be struggling with 

working together and having a lack of orientation within the group until a clear aim was found and 

decided upon (ivq.69). This also affects the working structure or design, which involves the steps to 

take and tasks to fulfil in order to reach the common aim. If this aim is not present, no functioning 

working design can be developed that meets that aim and structures the steps towards reaching the 

common aim.  In cases where this orientation was absent, the tendency to be less committed and 

engaged was noticed and reported by interviewees (ivq.70).  

Another point to note is that it seems to be a missing consideration when the project B4R was set up 

how much time it would take to develop a common understanding over the topics and expectations of 

the involved case study members from the two cultures. A lot of case studies were struggling to find 

the common goal early in the case study work (ivq.71).  
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The shortage of a common aim can also lead to a more chaotic approach in meetings when 

communicating. One of the interviewees has compared this lack of orientation with an absence of 

philosophy or strategy to a sports team (ivq.36). If the common goal that all want to work towards is 

missing, there is no commitment and belonging to the team or group. The following example shows 

how a partnership differential within a case study combined with a lack of orientation has created an 

issue for cooperation of case study members.  

Reactions: Frustration and Stagnation 

In one case study there were different issues noticeable. For one, there was only restricted support on 

the case study topic politically. This already posed problems for the interviewee, as he was struggling 

to gain support for the case study topic in his own local context (ivq.72-73). On top of that, there were 

different development levels of the partners from Denmark and Germany in this particular case study 

(ivq.65). This has led to an issue with finding a common and aligned aim that all case study members 

found valuable and wanted to work towards together.  

As a consequence, the interviewee felt helpless. Frustrations about these circumstances of the case 

study work were noticeable. It seems that the case study is stagnating to some extent in result of 

these circumstances. The interviewee (case study leader) is uncertain about the next steps and 

doubting if there can be a lot achieved in the case study (ivq.72). Also, issues were detected with 

getting the other case study members engaged (ivq.65). Overall, there is an absence of a common 

denominator and a lack of support frameworks that could function as motivation and orientation to 

work for in the group. This explains the value of a common aim, which represents a desirable 

outcome that all case study members can identify with and are committed to. When this is lacking, it 

becomes challenging to manage the case study.  

4.2.3 Lack of cultural awareness 

There were some instances of misunderstandings detectable, which can be traced back to cultural 

differences. According to the interviewees, these misunderstandings occurred predominately in the 

beginning of the case study work (ivq.74). The cause can be seen in a lack of awareness and a lack 

of information about differences in culture. The reason is that cultural values and behaviour are more 

hidden and only implicitly present. This is not directly observable and therefore needs to be learned 

about. Unknown differences in behaviour, for example, caused some irritation and frustration in 

partners when they first met.  

However, it was found that when the situations are addressed directly and an open mind is kept, 

learning about these differences can take place (ivq.41;42;45;75). Consequently, the initial 

misunderstandings related to culture could be solved over time. Two examples have been chosen to 

explain how misunderstandings developed due to a lack of awareness and also how they were 

solved.  

Reactions 

a) Keeping an open mind 

One example of a misunderstanding caused by cultural differences concerned a Danish case study 

partner, who had no prior knowledge about German culture. She was very irritated by the formal ways 

of addressing and communicating and the tense atmosphere in the beginning of the case study work 

(ivq.76). As a consequence, she felt very insecure and uncomfortable in communicative encounters, 

because the way of communicating was very different. She was used to informal ways of 

communication with a more relaxed atmosphere and more small talk (ivq.76-77).  

Her initial reaction was frustration and questioning whether a cooperation under such communicative 

circumstances could work for her (ivq.77). However, she then decided to keep an open mind and look 

and ask for explanations herself. Communication improved from her point of view also because she 

had patience and curiosity. Further, she received explanations for this behaviour from an exchange 

with her German colleagues at later stages when working together (ivq.78). Moreover, a cultural 

workshop on German-Danish culture and cultural differences, which was held by an expert, helped 

her a lot with understanding and gathering more relevant information and knowledge (ivq.78).  
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This example shows that the initial misunderstanding happened as a result of an absence of 

awareness about the cultural differences in communication styles between Germany and Denmark. 

The initial frustration can be seen as an indicator that something was stopping her from successfully 

working together and communicating with the partners from Germany. However, this has not led her 

to stop engaging in the work and communication. Instead, by keeping an open mind for alternative 

explanations and gathering information from relevant sources to broaden her understanding, the 

situation could be solved.   

b) Direct addressing 

The second example is about the different ways of dealing with emails in Germany and Denmark. 

Danes tend to answer emails both inside and outside of their working hours, but more irregularly. In 

contrast, Germans answer their emails more routinely and in near timeframes. They tend to answer 

emails during working hours and not outside of work.  

A Danish case study partner, who received an email from the German case study leader, was not 

aware of this difference in answering emails (ivq.79). It was reported, that the case study leader then 

addressed the case study partner, who the email was for, the next time they saw each other in 

person. He asked why she had not answered the email. Further, he stated, that he was afraid the 

reason being that she did not like him anymore. The case study partner who was involved in this 

misunderstanding reported that she did not at all intend to irritate the case study leader. In fact, this 

different behaviour in the answering of emails felt quite normal for her, in contrast to the case study 

leader (ivq.80). Both became aware during this addressing process, that what they thought of as 

“normal” handling of emails according to their frame of reference, can be viewed quite differently in 

another cultural context (ivq.79).  

This example shows that the case study leader, who did not get a response to his email, interpreted 

this as a message in itself. He assigned meaning to it and saw a hidden message in the non-

response to his email. What is more, this message made him frustrated and his initial response was 

to speculate on possible explanations. His first explanation was to take the message personally. He 

did not consider that the non-reaction could be caused by cultural differences. This can be regarded 

as a process of perception or ethnocentrism. Nonetheless, this is a normal human response to use 

the own frame of reference to explain a situation. No other immediate information is available at this 

moment than the own mind, if there is no search for other sources of information. 

In this example, the wrong conclusions were drawn, because there was a lack of awareness about 

the difference in culture. A crucial step that the case study leader took to solve this situation was to 

address the matter directly with the person with whom the misunderstanding had developed. In this 

way, the situation could be solved immediately. Also, by asking directly, more relevant information 

was gathered about the other culture, which increased the understanding and created more 

transparency. In result, a learning process took place. 

4.2.4 Lack of awareness on system differences  

It has been supported by the interviewees, that understanding the systems, which the case study 

members from the neighbouring country are working in, has been a challenge. This is caused by a 

shortage of knowledge and by the complexity of the different administrative systems (ivq.81-83). 

Accordingly, the interviewees have indicated that there are no real cross-border products or measures 

developed as outputs of the case study (ivq.84). Nonetheless, case study members have found a way 

to work with each other despite the system differences, so that many cross-border activities are 

happening. They employed a rather flexible approach to the case studies that helps with system 

differences not turning into challenges for understanding and working together.  

Reactions 

a) Flexible approaches to case studies 

The flexible approaches of dealing with case studies have been found to be based on two ways of 

finding common solutions and progressing within the case studies.  
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Collegial Consultation  

One way is the so-called Collegial Consultation. The word “collegial” implies the equality of partners, 

so the counselling between peers. There is a reciprocal reflection about problems or experiences 

among colleagues with the goal of generating new ideas and solutions for their daily work (ivq.85). 

Consultation is by definition “the process of discussing something with someone in order to get their 

advice or opinion about it” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018). As a result, there is an exchange of 

experiences, information and recommendations (ivq.86).  

Collegial consultation exists in a formal and structured way as an established method as well as in a 

rather informal and chaotic way. The less-structured form of collegial consultation is used in the B4R 

context, as interviewees stated that they do not consult each other according to certain rules or a 

concrete method (ivq.87). 

The consultation in B4R relates to the daily work of the case study members in their individual 

institutions. Hence, differences in systems need to be explained when they are needed in order to 

understand a problem or situation of a person from the other country (ivq.88). Consequently, it is not 

necessary to find a solution to bridge the system differences, because there are no common cross-

border activities or products in which both systems play a role (ivq.86). Nevertheless, learning from 

each other and from the different ways of solving problems in Germany and Denmark takes place.  

It was derived from the interviews that this collegial consultation process works especially for 

established case study topics, such as tourism or local food. This is due to similar challenges and 

concrete problems (that can be consulted on) relating to these topics in rural areas in Germany and 

Denmark (ivq.89).  

Abstract concept development 

The second way is to develop concepts for rural development on a more abstract level. This refers 

more to those topics which deal with future chances and challenges within rural areas, such as new 

mobility concepts or digitalisation. As developments in these topic areas are only beginning to 

happen, broad and abstract concepts are developed together (ivq.89).  

It is thought about how the topic could be approached in order to use the future potential. A common 

understanding is created at first, which creates a base of knowledge. Then concepts are developed, 

that take into account different identified needs, demands and new ideas, which are system-

independent (ivq.89-91).  The purpose is that once these concepts are used for implementation, they 

are set up in such a general way, that they can be adapted to the individual national and local 

systems and then implemented individually (ivq.90; 91).  

These points are more indirectly linked to the internal communication in the case studies. However, 

they explain how system differences were dealt with so that they did not turn into unbridgeable 

barriers for communication and cooperation.  

b) Built-in flexibility in meetings 

During the course of the case studies, differences in culture or the administrative systems, which are 

important for creating understanding within the case study group, were reported to be continuously 

detected. In order to address these differences before they turn into misunderstandings, built-in 

flexibility in meetings has been identified to be of aid. For example, participants of a case study group 

identified a system difference in the area of education that was of relevance for understanding within 

the cross-cultural group. There was a lack of awareness and knowledge about this system difference 

for partners from Germany and Denmark. Thus, the group decided to address this difference and 

have little presentations from the view of both cultures in the next meeting (ivq.92).  

4.2.5 Role-related issues  

The case study partners often fulfil rather supporting roles. For example, the provision of knowledge, 

expertise and experiences from their institutions. This is relevant and valuable, specifically when 

thinking about the aim to learn from the different approaches that are used in Denmark and Germany. 
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Also, they often fulfil a networking function, like helping with finding key contact partners for solving 

certain issues or gathering information during collegial consultation processes (ivq.85; 87).   

In contrast, the case study leader inherits the only pre-defined role in the case study. The role inherits 

multifaceted tasks and the case study leaders bear a lot of responsibility as managers, implementors 

and facilitators of the case studies. The leading and managing of the international and heterogeneous 

working groups has been issued as a challenge for case study leaders (ivq.93-94). When a 

misunderstanding occurs due to cultural or system differences, it can be quite challenging for the case 

study leader to mediate between the case study members, because the case study leader might not 

have sufficient knowledge of both cultures and systems. What is more, there are often changes taking 

place in the composition of participants in a meeting. Some partners take part in case study meetings 

on an irregular basis and work changes have happened from time to time on top of that. The 

mediation between case study members and guiding diverse and very contrasting characters though 

a meeting, while also trying to find a common denominator and aim has been identified as 

predominately difficult (ivq.94). Doing all of that while conducting the meetings, guiding discussions 

and ensuring that the meetings are documented, has resulted in some feeling of being overwhelmed 

(ivq.94). This inherits the risk to create issues for effective case study work.  

Reactions 

a) Changing roles 

One alternative way forward has been tried in one of the case studies. Here, not only the case study 

leader, but also the case study partners, took turns in preparing the meetings and hosting them. This 

was perceived positively and considered to be productive by the interviewee who initiated this 

approach, because according to him/her the partners in the case study were more engaged (ivq.95).  

It was mentioned by another case study partner within the same case study that this approach has led 

to some obscurity relating to roles and responsibilities from his/her perspective.  This was due to the 

absence of a consistent approach which would normally provide some guidance during the case 

study meetings.  

Also, an unclarity about roles due to this approach of changing roles could be identified. In turn, this 

has led to unstructured communication and confusion about responsibilities and tasks. A receiver of a 

message within this group does not know if it applies to his/her responsibilities and tasks or not, 

because of the role unclarity. Therefore, the interviewee perceived it as a rather chaotic approach to 

the case study, which made it more challenging to find a common aim (ivq.96).  

b) Bridge-builder role 

Another suggestion by one of the interviewees is to introduce a new role within the case study 

meetings especially in the beginning phase of a case study. This is the “bridge-builder” role. The 

interviewee, who suggested this role, had support of such a person in the beginning of his/her case 

study meetings and found this particularly helpful.  

Some general qualities and skills of the “bridge-builder” were identified by the interviewee. The bridge 

builder should have some general knowledge about the case study topic and about both cultures and 

languages involved in the case study. Also, this person should be neutral. These are the prerequisites 

to be able to mediate between heterogeneous members within the case study (ivq.97).  

What is more, this person should support the case study leader in finding a common denominator, 

which all case study members can relate to. This common denominator is the base for arriving at a 

common and aligned aim within the group (ivq.98). In other words, the bridge-builder is trying to find 

similarities between the partners from the different countries and institutions and mediate between 

them in order for them to recognize a common aim or denominator.  

Hence, a bridge-builder is not only a big help for him or her but also for the overall group. The bridge-

builder essentially tries to fill gaps in understanding in terms of culture, motivation and language 

between the different members within a group. 

5 Discussion  
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In order to address the central research purpose, insights into solution paths for successful internal 

communication are given. These recommendations are derived from the research findings. 

Successful internal communication, as mentioned before, means that a common understanding is 

formed between individuals in project groups.  

5.1 Strengthening the relationship between cooperation partners 

One clear enhancer of communication in the B4R context refers to the quality of the relationship 

between the partners in B4R. It could be argued that the better the quality of the relationship is, the 

better the communication and case study work. Hence, time should be assigned to include sessions 

for socialising and getting to know each other during meetings in cross-border projects. This has been 

found to be dependent on the development of familiarity and trust between a project group.  

Creating opportunities to get to know each other personally outside the professional context is an 

important step. Taking advantage of this personal exchange, especially at the beginning of a cross-

border project, is also confirmed by Hurn (2013, p.165) which he calls a "cultural shorthand" and 

refers to as "ice-breakers". These can prove particularly useful in the getting-to-know phase and a 

focus should be placed on them in order to promote a good working relationship.  

Trust can also influence the progress and success of a project positively (Wu et al., 2017). This is 

because it promotes innovation and the emergence of new ideas. Partners feel more comfortable 

when they have a good relationship and in turn, share ideas and information more easily (Bachmann 

and Inkpen, 2011). This can lead to a better flow of information and to better problem solving. The 

transfer of information improves speed, reliability and quality. When trust is present, members also 

share more detailed and privileged information (Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011; Breetz et al. 2005). 

Thus, a good relationship promotes the success of a project, as well as cooperation and cooperation 

processes within the group (Cheung et al., 2013).  

The use of interactive meetings and methods were identified as additional measures that help with 

building good relationships. This is because interactive meetings provide a higher potential to lead to 

two-way communication. Further, authors such as Janse and Konijnendijk (2007) or Jones (2014) 

have associated two-way communication with improved trust-building. Thus, communication is 

influenced more positively, as opposed to formal, one-way communication, which can pose a 

challenge to the development of trust, because the feedback of the receiver is not appreciated 

(Rammert, 2012; Janse, 2006). A further advantage, in addition to facilitating trust building and 

improved communication, is that the use of interactive methods and interactive tools addresses 

different types of learning and channels. This enables better learning and understanding (Palkmets, 

2014; University of Toronto, 2018).  

Due to the inter-cultural character present within B4R, it could be argued that building a good 

relationship between partners is more difficult and time-intensive compared to partners that come 

from a similar cultural background. It is deemed easier to establish a relationship of trust if there are 

similarities in attitudes, values and language (Hofstede, 1994; Trompenaars, 2000). Nevertheless, the 

findings of this paper suggest that trust facilitates inter-cultural communication. This is because 

problems are solved more quickly as they are addressed more openly when there is a good 

relationship in place (Hurn, 2013). Hence, focusing on measures that aid with building a good 

relationship seems to be particularly important in an intercultural context. For example, if trust exists, 

deficits in language skills have been bridged and appeared to be less important.  

However, it should be considered whether the building of trust might be different in other intercultural 

contexts and projects. As far as cultural values are concerned, there are some basic similarities 

between Germany and Denmark. These similarities are likely to be beneficial to communication 

between project partners from Denmark and Germany in B4R as they provide the basis of 

understanding (Hall and Hall, 1990; Hurn, 2013). This is manifested, for example, in a common 

understanding of time or in the fact that information is reproduced literally and has no strong context 

dependency. This could be more difficult in other cultural contexts. When people with totally different 

understandings of time and context communicate, the likelihood for misunderstandings can be 
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expected to increase. So, in relation to other cultural settings, building a relationship of trust may be 

more complicated. 

What should be considered is that the results of this paper might have been influenced by special 

circumstances in the German-Danish border region. Findings by Jakola and Prokkola (2017) give rise 

to that assumption, as they found that the established social capital is an influence factor on cross-

border cooperation projects between Sweden and Finland. The proximity, neighbourhood and 

increased confrontation with the other cultural circle in the border area of Schleswig-Holstein and 

Southern Denmark could be decisive factors. For example, this can be caused by tourism flows 

between Germany and Denmark, the representation of the Danish minority at the political level of 

Schleswig-Holstein or German-Danish schools around the border to name but a few. So, there might 

be some pre-established basic level of knowledge about the other culture already. These could be 

accelerating factors in building trust, sympathy and speeding up the development of a good 

relationship. It would be interesting to shed light on further research efforts focusing on whether these 

factors have an influence.  

Nevertheless, Denmark and Germany differ in terms of many cultural dimensions and values 

highlighted in the literature review. An example would refer to informal communication and small talk, 

which are parts of socialising and have been found to enhance communication. It can be assumed 

that this form of communication is more difficult for the German participants in the project. For 

example, one of the misunderstandings happened due to the initial formality of German partners. 

There is reason to believe that this can delay the development of a trustful relationship to some 

extent. Hence, the development of personal relationships for Germans in the project is expected to 

take longer than for the Danes.  This could be influenced by cultural values, such as the lower power 

distance tendency in Germany.  Status and hierarchies are regarded as important and there are 

stronger differences in power distribution (Hofstede et al., 2010; Rehrmann-Jørgensen and Von der 

Banck, 2011). According to Hurn (2013, p.177), this also has to do with German social life being more 

strongly separated from work life, compared to Denmark. This overlaps with the results about an 

increased level of formality and distance of the German participants at the beginning of the project as 

reported in the interviews. In Denmark, power is distributed in a more equal way and status and 

hierarchies matter less (Linnet, 2011; Hofstede et al., 2010). The professional and private life is less 

separated compared to Germany (Inclán, 2017). This goes hand in hand with a more inclusive and 

informal communication style, which might ease building trust and communicating especially in the 

beginning of new encounters.  

5.2 Creating a common language 

The lack of a common language can be a barrier for trust-building when people from different socio-

cultural backgrounds communicate, as it is the case in B4R (Aichhorn and Puck, 2017; Inclan, 2017). 

Even though there are people communicating from two cultures within B4R, who have different 

mother tongues, this was not indicated as a problem for communication and trust. Also, there were no 

problems reported related to professional jargon, which is a common issue when people from different 

professions communicate (Jones, 2014). A reason can be seen in the comparable professions of 

case study partners involved in B4R.  

While the use of English was considered more time and labour-intensive for Germans, it could be 

argued that over time the case study groups seem to have found their own way of communication. 

This is associated with increased trustworthiness and closeness (Aichhorn and Puck, 2017), which 

has been built over time between members of several case studies. Once, there was trust established 

between case study members, the language proficiency and way of speaking mattered less. Thus, it 

seems to be particularly relevant to work on a positive relationship in a cross-cultural context, in which 

the participants do not speak the same language or use English at different levels of proficiency to 

communicate.  

There is some indication that in the process of groups developing their own way of communication, a 

mix of all languages involved (Danish, German and English) was created. Therefore, there was an 

establishment of an own way of communicating within the group that worked for its members. This is 

some proof for the hybridity of language (Zlomislic et al., 2016).  
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Nonetheless, it could be argued, that there is a comparably high proficiency of English specifically in 

Denmark but also in Germany. Further, several case study members are able to speak the mother 

tongue of the others, which was perceived as very favourable to communication. Especially, the 

willingness to try and speak the mother tongues of the partners was perceived as positive as it shows 

interest in the other culture, which has also been confirmed by Clement et al. (2003) as well as Hotta 

and Ting-Toomey (2013). This could be said to be an aiding factor for the creation of a functioning 

common language within case study groups. However, in other countries, the use of English is 

sometimes less common and there might be less abilities in speaking the mother tongue of the 

partners compared to the Danish-German context.  

5.3 Establishing a co-learning mind-set 

The results show that mutual learning in particular is an important element in B4R. It seems to be a 

positive companion for more successful communication. This is because an open and curious attitude 

is shown towards the other culture and towards learning from the other culture. Hence, it can be 

argued, that a co-learning mind-set was detected among the interviewees. This seems to be an 

important factor for differences in cultures and systems not turning into barriers for communication 

(Javidan et al., 2005). This mindset is indicated by the interviewees having an interested and tolerant 

view on the different approaches and behaviours that are displayed by their case study partners. It 

should be noted, that the idea of learning from each other and making use of the differences is a 

fundamental and explicit goal of B4R. This could have created more awareness among B4R 

members of the advantages that go hand in hand with learning from each other. It can be questioned 

whether this co-learning mindset has developed due to an individual predisposition of the 

interviewees, because they have chosen to work in a cross-border project such as B4R. Through their 

interest and participation in an Interreg EU project, case study members might already have a positive 

attitude towards learning on an inter-cultural basis and thus display openness and curiosity. An 

interesting aspect to investigate further would be whether and how this learning mentality can be 

reinforced.  

The dependence on the individual mindset, which determines if someone is open for new ideas and 

suggestions in order to learn was found to be an influencing factor by Jurin et al. (2010) and Jones 

(2014).  However, Cheng and Agrawal (2017, p.163) have found, that the leader of a group or a team 

can promote reflection and learning by creating a safe environment for discussion and exploration for 

group members. In turn, it can be concluded, that learning behaviour can be facilitated. Hence, a 

recommendation for successful communication in contexts similar to B4R would be to highlight the 

potentials of co-learning and encourage a co-learning mindset in members. Encouragement of the 

opportunities and benefits of open and curious learning attitudes should therefore be supported from 

the outset in cross-border projects.  

It can further be suggested, that this attitude of learning is able to prevent prejudices and stereotypes. 

The majority of interviewees displayed an open attitude which has similarities to the concept of ethno-

relativism (Bennett and Bennett, 2004). The interviewees who displayed this openness, seemed to 

realize that all behaviour exists in a cultural context. The culturally different norms and views are 

accepted and tried to be understood (Hurn, 2013). It can be argued, that they see the other culture as 

a way to enrich their own experience of reality and to learn from the different approaches and 

behaviour. Thus, this co-learning mind-set can be regarded as a basis for intercultural learning 

processes and productive intercultural cooperation. Being open-minded and curious about other 

approaches, ways of thinking and approaches in turn improves communication, because it goes hand 

in hand with open questioning and inquiring.  

5.4 Developing a knowledge base and using support 

Many cultural differences, which have been identified in the literature review, were confirmed and 

detected in the B4R context of this paper. When there is little awareness of these cultural differences, 

which has been found to be the case predominantly in the beginning of the case study work, 

misunderstandings are more likely. In order to create awareness about cultural and systemic 

differences for case study members, the availability and transparency of relevant information is crucial 

for a common understanding. By focusing on an exchange of the most relevant information especially 
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in the beginning but also during the course of projects, an essential knowledge base can be 

developed. This promotes a basic level of understanding in an inter-cultural context.  

Education has been identified as an important measure to raise awareness and achieve a level 

playing field of knowledge (OECD, 2018). Hurn (2013, pp.110-111) mentions how important cultural 

awareness and understanding of the working processes within the other culture are to be able to 

transfer knowledge and skills effectively. For example, the inter-cultural workshop offered within B4R 

was able to raise awareness and put participants in a position to be able to understand better, reflect 

better, have more context and information and therefore become more culturally aware. Through 

cultural education, more cultural sensitivity is created, which can aid with more successful 

communication across borders (Zlomislic et al., 2016). This is relevant in light of more implicit and 

hidden cultural values and behaviour (Hurn, 2013; Trompenaars, 2000). In addition, there is often 

unawareness of these hidden or invisible elements even within one’s own culture, because it is 

inherent and not reflected upon. The tendency exists to assume similarities between a foreign culture 

and one's own instead of questioning and understanding the differences in depth. In cases in which 

communication across cultures happens, the whole context is often overlooked. Consequently, 

difficulties to fully understand the situation can occur. Therefore, it has been found that it is beneficial 

for cross-cultural members of a group or project to consider and be aware of cultural differences as a 

possible source for misunderstandings. It seems that this cultural sensitivity can be learnt. 

Interviewees who were familiar with intercultural work before B4R seemed to be more aware and 

culturally sensitive than those with little experiences.  

It is also a recommended strategy to bring experts into intercultural projects as external support that 

provides education and training to the project groups. By using experts on German and Danish 

culture or systems in the beginning, account is taken of the heterogenous and complex context in 

which B4R is working.  

Another recommendation would be to use help in terms of new, supporting roles to improve 

communication in the inter-cultural working groups.  In the findings, it was determined that there is an 

overload or overstrain with the requirements of the leadership role in the case studies. This is due to 

the raised complexity of the demands placed on the leader by the intercultural dimension of B4R. This 

challenge can be seen to be increased when considering that the case study leaders stem from one 

of the two involved nationalities. They can hardly be expected to have enough relevant knowledge in 

order to understand the partners from the other country. When there is little knowledge about the 

other culture, a neutral person, who is an expert with knowledge of both involved cultures, can help by 

mediating. This supports the leader as well as the group.  The use of agents or mediators has also 

been identified as an important aid for cross-cultural communication by Lewicki (2008). 

Thus, this paper makes the case that it is a good investment to make use of educational measures in 

the beginning of projects and to bring in experts. Even though this might be regarded as a cost and 

time-intensive undertaking, it would be recommended, especially in inter-cultural contexts. Otherwise, 

the risk that the work could stagnate due to issues with understanding each other is higher.  

5.5 Open communication for finding appropriate common goals 

The issues found in this paper related to partnership differentials and the obstacles they pose for 

finding a common goal have also been supported by Huxham and Vangen (2004). They have found 

that differences in expectations as well as external influence factors, such as the political or local 

agenda are an obstacle for finding common goals in collaborative projects of public institutions. What 

can be derived from the findings of this paper considering the partnership differentials between case 

study members would be again the necessity of creating transparency. Transparency in this sense 

does not only refer to cultural and system-relevant differences, but also about the circumstances and 

external influence factors under which the individual case study partners work. This refers to the 

available resources, the level of development in the respective country or the political circumstances, 

which should be taken into account. In turn, a clarification of the significance of the case study work 

for the respective partner should take place. Only by creating a knowledge base with transparency, it 

is possible to develop a common aim that is equally important and relevant to everyone.  
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The value of a common aim has been identified as essential for the orientation and good 

communication of the case study groups. Hargie (2017) states that a group is defined by individuals 

who act together in order to achieve a common aim (p.453). The aim is what holds the group 

together. For this purpose, the aim must be clearly understood and accepted by all members. Further, 

the aim provides the basis on which a group identity and group belonging can be formed (Hargie, 

2017). If the individuals in the group work towards a common aim, synergy and an interdependence 

within the group can be achieved. This goes hand in hand with good communication within the group.  

Through communication, the members of the group organize themselves, pool resources and solve 

difficulties together through cooperative action in order to reach the desired aim (Huxham and 

Vangen, 2004; Hargie, 2017).  

A suggestion to deal with the difficulties of partnership differentials would be to have an open and 

honest discussion about resources available as well as the incentives, support frameworks and 

developmental state in place. In this way, transparency is created within the group, making sure the 

whole group has all relevant information needed. Then, together, a common goal that is possible to 

be achieve considering the circumstances and resources present within a case study group could be 

developed. Therefore, a more realistic account of engagements, responsibilities and tasks of 

individual partners needs to be made. This should be done in regular time periods and any changes 

of circumstances should be addressed. In this way, common aims can be adapted to changing 

situations. Further, using these regular sessions to create more transparency is a measure to keep 

the group informed, so that misunderstandings and frustrations are prevented.  

Overall, the value of creating transparency about the external influence factors seems to be crucial. 

However, it can be questioned if there are factors because of which information about circumstances 

is held back or not shared. There could be a lack of knowledge about the circumstances in the 

respective partners themselves. Also, due to an initial lack of familiarity and trust, they might not want 

to share all information with their partners. This would pose an interesting topic for further 

investigation.  

It can also be discussed, whether classical theories of project management can be easily transferred 

to the B4R context. Project management, specifically in the economic sector, usually has quite clear 

goals, which are defined at the beginning or can be defined directly together at the start of projects. 

Finding appropriate common aims could be more difficult in the context in which B4R operates. This is 

because aims are seldom monetary. Instead, they are more content-related, idealistic or political 

when considering the functional cooperation of public institutions and authorities (Huxham and 

Vangen, 2004). In contrast, projects in the free economy tend to have a clear economic motivation, 

like monetary success. The focus in B4R and in principle also the overriding goal, is on learning from 

each other. Hence, what will be learned from the other participants and developed together from this 

learning was difficult to be predicted. As a consequence, goals tend to develop throughout the course 

of the project. This tendency was recognizable from the interviews. None of the case studies had 

clearly defined goals at the beginning of the project but rather broad ideas or visions about their case 

study topic. An influencing factor seems to be that an understanding and familiarity between the 

project partners needed to be built up first. However, this takes time.  

5.6 Using flexible approaches 

Flexibility has been found to be a crucial element to figure out creative and more innovative ways of 

working together across cultures and borders. The solution of using flexible approaches to build 

bridges across systemic and cultural differences seems very relevant to communicate more 

successfully and work in contexts similar to those of B4R. By using more flexibility mentally and 

behaviourally it can be argued that there is more communication adaptability to change the behaviour 

during interactions in a way that meets the needs of a situation more effectively (Arasaratnam and 

Doerfel, 2005). It has been confirmed by the findings of this paper that it is difficult to communicate 

especially about system differences and to generate a detailed and deep understanding of these.  

With regard to the findings of the report by Region Sønderjylland-Schleswig (2015) it has proven true 

that the strong administrative differences between the German-Danish border are a challenge for 

cooperation and collaboration. However, by applying a flexible approach to work together within case 
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studies, it has been possible to find ways to cooperate despite national differences. The recognition 

that it is possible to consult each other and learn from mistakes and positive experiences of the 

partners across the border, is important. In addition, work is done on an abstract, system-irrelevant 

higher level to bridge the differences. Common concepts, which are valid and relevant independently 

of the systems, have been developed. These proceedings in the case studies on a more abstract or 

consulting level could be seen as ways that are transferrable to other projects working cross-border.  

Flexibility within case study meetings is an important way to create a common understanding of the 

two cultures and systems. In this way, time is allowed to address differences that are of relevance for 

understanding on both sides and for the continuation of the case study work. The conscious 

integration of such possibilities and the creation of a semi-structured agenda for meetings is a way for 

achieving better communication and for preventing misunderstandings. A flexible agenda and 

structure during case study meetings allows to take time sections during the meeting in order to 

discuss and explain differences that come up and seem important for a common understanding. What 

is more, it can be helpful to address a larger difference with a presentation or a little workshop in an 

upcoming meeting. This contributes to achieve more availability and transparency of information in 

order to create a more holistic and deeper understanding within a project group. For example, by 

using a flexible agenda for a meeting, time is provided to clarify different definitions of words in 

English from the Danish and German perspective. This is important as the same word might have a 

completely different meaning in one cultural and linguistic setting compared to the other (Cohen, 

1999; Szaly, 1981). It was found, that this is also true in the B4R context, when English is spoken. 

Aichhorn and Puck (2017, p.396) call the use of flexibility during inter-cultural interactions a "strategy 

of checking". The participants in their study built in recurring and frequent checks to confirm mutual 

understanding and to make sure that the same meaning was assigned to messages.  In this way, 

shared meaning is negotiated between members of different language communities. This is done in 

order to achieve a mutual understanding. Similar strategies were used in B4R and are recommended 

for projects in which different cultures with different mother tongues work together and communicate 

in English. 
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5.7 Dealing with misunderstandings through direct addressing and reflection 

The most important recommendations to solve misunderstandings in internal communication 

processes deducted from the findings are two-fold. Reasons for a misunderstanding or an irritation 

should be reflected upon by searching for rational, objective, possible explanations. Further, it is 

crucial to address a misunderstanding in a direct manner by giving feedback to the person the 

misunderstanding occurred with. Two different ways of dealing with a misunderstanding will be 

displayed in the following figures:  

Lack of feedback after a one-sided misunderstanding. Creator: Franziska Kruse. 

 

The figure above displays a situation in which the receiver of a message experiences a 

misunderstanding. This receiver remains in a frustration and speculation mode after the 

misunderstanding and does not address the sender of the message. In consequence, there is no 

feedback loop. Thus, the irritation and the misunderstanding remain one-sided, because the sender is 

not aware that there is a misunderstanding. This can be a risk particularly in inter-cultural contexts, 

where a lot of information is hidden or implicit and an awareness of cultural differences has not yet 

been established. In this example there is no possibility to solve the situation as long as the receiver 

is not giving feedback. Therefore, it can be referred to as an interrupted communication process.  
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The relevance of feedback for solving a misunderstanding. Creator: Franziska Kruse. 

 

The figure above displays a situation where the reaction to the misunderstanding was one of 

openness to the possibility of alternative explanations for an irritating behaviour. The situation was 

clarified by reflecting on possible explanations and addressing the sender of the message directly. 

Hence, there is a feedback loop, which is essential to clarify the situation. If there is no feedback loop, 

this can be regarded as one-way communication, where there is no reassurance whether an intended 

message by the sender was understood correctly. In contrast, when the feedback loop is used by the 

receiver, there is an indication whether understanding has been created or whether more 

explanations are necessary. This is part of a two-way communication process and crucial for common 

understanding. Regarding frustration and speculation, these are normal initial responses to a 

misunderstanding, which tend to be emotional and subjective. Therefore, they are not necessarily bad 

reactions. It depends on whether these reactions remain unaddressed or whether further action is 

taken to clarify a problem or misunderstanding.  
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6 Concluding remarks 

Projects that include diverse members with different perspectives that have local and practical 

knowledge and experiences are valuable for innovative solutions and project success. This can also 

be transferred to finding solutions for the manifold, future challenges and potentials that are opening 

up in the rural areas. Cross-border cooperation projects like B4R can be seen as strongly 

heterogeneous, due to members involved from different institutional and cultural backgrounds. Similar 

challenges and geographic conditions particularly in Germany and Denmark give further reasons to 

invest in cooperation across this border. Some familiarity and knowledge of the other culture is usually 

present in the border area already, which is regarded as aiding with cooperation. In order to use this 

potential fully and cooperate more successfully, communication is key. Without communication, there 

cannot be exchange about experiences, learning from different approaches or deciding on common 

goals. Thus, it is essential for the success of projects. If the aforementioned recommendations are 

taken into account, future practitioners in similar project contexts are more likely to get better project 

results. While the findings cannot be generalized, they give valuable insights. Very broad and 

complex topic areas and factors that influence communication have been explored. However, many of 

these need more detailed, in-depth research in order to be able to generalize some of the insights in 

the future. In summary, this paper provides a good starting point for first insights that could also help 

with communication in other cross-border projects.   
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Appendix 

Interview quotes 

1. "So, we have spend time, a lot of time actually to get to know each other not only each other´s jobs, but 

also as persons." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

2. "But in the beginning there was a lot of focus on getting to know each other. To be more confident with 

each other, to get to know each other and to be confident in working together. I think sometimes it´s difficult to 

work with people you don´t know. But to know how are you working, how are you reacting if I miss something for 

example. All these kind of things, that you need when you collaborate with people. So I think it was a good and 

important focus in the beginning" (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

3.  “I don´t know if it´s because I work so much with Germans during the Benefit4Regions that I´m 

automatically turned to the Germans in the other project. But the rest of the project X (...) not really. Yeah, maybe 

the Swedish ((laughs)). Yeah, I went ice swimming with them. And in culture we are very close to the Swedes as 

we are with the Germans. That could be the reason.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

4.  “So, the strange thing is that now when you are asking so direct and I have done some more intensive 

thinking on the matter that then it is surprising that when you sit together in a personal meeting that then there 

are fewer inhibitions. One says all the time that humans and the project is benefitting from the personal contact 

and that this is very important. And then the phone is still okay to communicate but keep away from emails and 

so forth. I think that this is present to everyone. But it is that way in fact that when sitting opposite of the Danes, 

that the inhibitions are very weak, also because that are simply very sympathetic people. So, it is an informal 

framework, one is meeting in. And there the hurdles are actually weaker than when I´m sitting in my office and 

write an email. So, when you sit in a face-to-face meeting, nobody looks at you weirdly when you are searching 

for the word. Then there is actually always a very nice atmosphere in which everyone interacts very openly.” 

(Case study partner, German, male) 

5. “Especially with the case study leader of W a very close contact has been developed. I don't know why, 

I don't have a clue. But we were kind of, I might say, immediately sympathetic. And we always write such a 

German-Danish-English mix back and forth. And that makes it a little easier. So, there's are less inhibitions, less 

fear of contact." (Case study partner, German, male) 

6.  “In the beginning, it was the same. Because I remember some of the first meetings we had, there was 

person C. From the day number one, he was just smiling and making everyone feel relaxed and good feeling. 

And that´s the wonderful thing about this project. That´s what it´s about here. That you have the first impression 

and then you spend time getting to know people. And that has been so wonderful. Because when you know 

people you have the trust. And you can work together and create things together! So, the patience, what we have 

gained in the case studies and also with all our meetings, it´s really, really good.” (Case study partner, Danish, 

female) 

7. "If I talk about it now, I would even say that in case study W there was a bit more exchange due to this 

very good personal relationship with case study leader O. And also some joint development indeed. Well, I think 

the degree of joint development depends on how good the personal relationship is with each other. So, it is much 

easier to jump on the train with a bad personal relationship and then exchange ideas. And it's a lot harder 

afterwards to develop something together. So, this joint development, it actually took place. […] 

8.  “Yeah, well, we are very lucky in our group because the Danes and the German that we are dealing 

with are very, very nice people and they also know some of the other culture´s culture.” (Case study leader, 

Danish, female) 

9.  “We took a picture yesterday and we said, ´Yeah, yeah it is more like a family picture´ ((Laughs))). So, it 

is actually quite well.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

10.  “And if I could give a little bit to it, then it´s good. It´s like a puzzle. I knew from the beginning that each 

of us has a part, we are a puzzle. And I´m not a red puzzle or a black puzzle. But I´m maybe a, I don´t know, 

white puzzle. But we can´t make the puzzle, if we don´t have each or own brick. I just close my eyes and trust the 

rest 100 percent, saying, we will succeed. I give my little puzzle and know this is a little brick to a big puzzle. 

Here, I´m just a brick and I believe on the rest that we succeed together. And that´s wonderful, being a part of it. 

But it´s just the way of saying that I really, I think it´s wonderful with this project, where we are all this little puzzle 

bricks. Part of something bigger” (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

11.  “Yes, face-to-face meetings are important because of the body language and also we have more time 

to discuss a certain subject. But in the beginning, there was a lot of focus on getting to know each other. To be 

more confident with each other, to get to know each other and to be confident in working together. I think 
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sometimes it´s difficult to work with people you don´t know. But to know how you are working, how you are 

reacting if I miss something. All these kinds of things that you need when you collaborate with people. So, I think 

it was a good focus in the beginning.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

12.  “There is a difference in understanding what is really going on or what is being said. Because when we 

talk most of our talk is body language. And if you kind of sit back or cross your arms  when you talk because you 

are understanding something different from what is being said (…)/. Then the other one, the one with the not 

crossed arms will feel kind of excluded. Or (…) what you call that? Denied (…) in the communication. So when 

we have personal, face-to-face meetings, the interpretation is more accurate." (Case study leader, Danish, 

female) 

13.  “So, anything that deviates from this purely professional level is beneficial. I think that's just the way it 

is. So, excursions, where you go for a walk together and get pulled out of this conference routine. It's all good. No 

matter if you have to get up and run through the room and put on a hat and everybody laughs. Or whether you go 

out and go on an excursion. That can also be professionally relevant, but that just binds people together.  These 

little moments where you go for a walk and have a personal talk, but also a professional talk if you want to. But 

detached from this office routine. I think that's all very beneficial. And hard to catch up with by rather theoretical 

frontal input. So probably you can give a week's frontal input about one topic and that's not as successful as 

when you openly exchange about it now.” (Case study partner, German, male).  

14.  “But when thinking about an ongoing exchange, then I think one is achieving more, when you can take 

it to the personal level. So, this whole Positive Stress, that we do here all the time. On one hand you can smile 

about that, but on the other hand I think that it opens many doors as well. It makes many things easier. Then one 

has topics to talk about immediately. And one sees the ones, which have presented this personal insight about 

themselves with other eyes. It is much more personal. First, I thought, whether it works with the crowbar, such a 

personal introduction or presentation. And not everybody might like to do that. But not everybody has to do that. 

Not everybody has to present there. But such methods, that can really make it more productive and personal” 

(Case study partner, German, male)  

15.  “But by telling your personal story about your best meal, you also tell a bit about yourself. But you 

chose how much personal. If you want to tell about your first date with your wife or whatever. So, you are in 

control and you open the door as much as you want. But having others opening their door more or less you get a 

glimpse of that person as well. And that really helps sharing a very good moment. It´s very including.” (Case 

study leader, Danish, female)  

16.  “And then she invited us to her hotel, to the bar there and we drank a cocktail together. And I don´t 

know how one could or should measure this. That are such relationships, that are built within one day and that 

cannot be replaced by anything else, right? So, this very personal meeting and then one achieves this personal 

(…) well this casual or informal atmosphere. So informal is the right word, I think. So, when one deliberately 

leaves aside the whole professional and official level and really gets into a personal exchange with people. And 

then really have the feeling to know these people personally. I think that eases the work, right? Then one can 

reach for the phone, no matter if you speak a crippled English or not. Then you call them and you laugh a lot 

together. That is also really important. Laughing about each other, you now? And you are allowed to, that works if 

you know each other personally and appreciate and value each other personally. But ehm (…), yes, with such 

relationships it holds and falls.” (Case study partner, German, male) 

17. “And there was the visit together of Place X. Then I don´t want to say that alcohol helps. But maybe 

alcohol helps for real. All of it then helps with the cooperation. So, we had a great and productive day with them. 

Then we went for dinner together. Then in the evening we went do different clubs. And that are evenings, that 

really bring you closer together and that are binding. You understand each other blindly afterwards. And then 

even if you work for a month together on the professional level even, that is so difficult to replace. The strengths 

of weak ties one says, you know? That is what brings and binds people together.” (Case study partner, German, 

male) 

18. " I think it is very good to get out and do something else than sit around the table. You get a different 

talk. It is not that formal (...). You can go around and you laugh about it and you talk about it and you get to know 

each other in another way than just sitting around the table. And that I find very good, very productive. Yeah(...), I 

know Person K and the networkpartner G, when we were walking around place K, they found out, that they 

should work together. So that would maybe not have happened if he was just participating and had a frontal 

lecture and then went home. But because we were out walking, they really could talk to each other. You cannot 

just walk away or something. So ((laughs)), this is actually a very good way. It is more free, more interactive. 

More, yeah, people are more relaxed because they not sitting around the table. I think that is very good.” (Case 

study leader, Danish, female) 
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19.  “And no matter what you do it should be different from the strictly conventional professional 

atmosphere. Workshops are also always great to become active. That's not prepared, it's spontaneous, 

spontaneity is super important. I´m not a friend of such strict agendas, so I would knit it all a little more openly. 

Also leave more room for personal discussions. Breaks are super important. Breaks are the most important thing. 

Coffee breaks. Good food is also super important. In the end, it's just often the small things around it. You can 

prepare as professionally as you want, no matter how great the input is, no matter how great the speakers are. 

The group doesn't necessarily get on. But these are the things, put on your hat and tell me something funny. This 

also makes everyone the same, everyone contributes on the same level, no matter if he is the boss or not. Also, 

things like ´I have a great break, I can sit outside in the sun. We're going on an excursion together´. Things like 

that. I introduce myself personally. This will bring the group forward. Yes, interactive, spontaneous. You have to 

get the people out of their comfort zone. Um, that's what I think. So out of the office routine. So just 

spontaneous.” (Case study partner, German, male) 

20. “It´s a way of motivating the people who are in front of me when I use more interactive techniques. 

Hopefully, I use examples that they understand. And through the examples they should know or learn what I´m 

teaching them. And it is different than a one-way communication. And when I feel, that there is this difference, I 

get more kind of sharp on describing why am I doing what I am doing. But I should do it on purpose.” (Case study 

partner, Danish, female) 

21.  “I feel that when I´m in the case studies or at this Interreg project it´s just three years of learning. Even 

though I know some things (laughing). I know something about my job and my work and my wonderful villages. I 

do know things when I´m here, but when I´m in the Interreg, I´m part of a learning experience course or 

something. Because I really have to listen, I really have to be curious. And I have to come with an open mind." 

(Case study partner, Danish, female) 

22. “I think I´m lucky because I have a very active group and all want to learn, all want to deliver information. 

It´s every time interesting to listen to the others. So maybe a good tool could be - Ask question and get different 

answers.” (Case study leader, male, German) 

23. “I come to meetings with an open mind. I´m listening and then it´s sometimes turned out that when I´m 

home I brought something else home than I might have expected. Because I´m curious, I´m positive and I go to 

the meeting saying, let´s see what happens." (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

24. “We know something, we are all kind of good in something. So, let´s share the experience. And we can 

learn from the others. We want to be in a kind of respectful connection to the Germans. Cause the Germans, 

they are very, very qualified on some areas. And yes, we might be on some others. So, let´s work together, let´s 

do something together. And that´s what our project is about. How can we raise together on behalf of the positive 

change and things that we have.” (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

25. “And when I go to these case study meetings, all of us are teachers and learners. So we are learning 

when we are there. But if I go to a Danish meeting with a collegue, I am prepared. I know, what this is about. So 

I´m there to end up with an order or solution or whatever. But here, it´s a learning situation. That´s what I like 

about it. I know when grown-ups, when they are learning stuff, there is something called information. There is 

something you hear and you know about it and you bring it. But if you learn something, you hear, you listen, you 

put it into yourself and you put it on top of what´s your own experiences. And if you could put the information on 

top of your own experiences and then you start acting differently, then you have learned." (Case study partner, 

Danish, female) 

26. "So therefore, it´s so important to hear the differences to be more qualified in what you are doing without 

changing. But just being aware of it. And that´s reflecting and that´s again, what we are doing often in this case 

study here. And it´s good. It´s educational, the way we are working. Not only with the project but as persons." 

(Case study partner, Danish, female) 

27.  “Yeah and that´s the wonderful thing about it, that we really do create things together. So I can come 

home and I can use it right away. Because in the back of my head of course I have some of the things I´m 

working with in my daily life. But again, I put it a little bit back in my head and when I´m at a case study and 

someone says something, I´m like, ´Ah yes, that´s a good one. I have to bring it on top of what I´m working with 

anyways.” (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

28. “I think it´s because of different backgrounds, different experiences very interesting. If the people get a 

keyword they think about different things. I think it´s very interesting that this is the situation, because we get very 

various answers and they lead us to a lot of interesting aspects. So I let it flow in the meeting. I don´t want to 

have very sharp answers. For me it´s okay if they provide other information, other answers than I expect.” (Case 

study leader, German, male) 
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29.  “But I think that measures like that were mainly developed from one side saying, ´Hey guys, that's how 

we do it, look at this.” And the other side just took it over, more or less. This is definitely true for the case study 

“Q”. There's always some kind of driver, the front runner, who says, ´All right, that's our theme too and we're in it 

anyway and we put a lot of effort into that, so we take the rest with us. The rest also profits a lot, as they see, ´All 

right, that's how you can do it and oh look, the mistakes they made, we don't have to do them a second time´.” 

(Case study partner, German, male) 

30. "Well, we Danes have learned from the Germans to be more structured and the Germans have learned 

from the Danes to be more loose." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

31. "I have definitely learned from it. Yeah. Yesterday I was very well prepared, for example and I had an 

agenda and everything ((laughs)).” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

32. “And we are not only world champion in football, but also in reflection and this is something I don´t like 

because I choose the first steps to start with the basic approach, have a reflection on it, then adapt it and then 

have an output. That´s it. And then the cycle from basic approach to output can be started new. Because we are 

always like, Okay, we need to meet to talk on that, to talk on that and so on. But no one is like, okay, now we 

have a result and now we try to test it. This is something I learned from the Danes, to be more implementation-

oriented in that kind of way. Not discussing too much, but discussing. Not reflecting too much but reflecting. And 

saying like okay, we can talk for hours on that topic, but that would not make any difference when we start it now. 

And then we can see which are the next steps. This is a little bit this trial and error what we are not doing in 

Germany." (Case study leader, German, male) 

33. "It took some time to develop a working design, to be clear about what do we want in concrete. What´s 

the concrete two or three goals? And I lead my case study members through the steps so that they understand 

why we do the things we do. And how we want to come to our results. Now the goals are clear and also the way 

to reach these goals is clear. And for me it´s orientation and also for the case study members. And if they know 

for what they work for it´s easier for them of course and for me it´s more satisfying to prepare for meetings and to 

run meetings." (Case study leader, German, male)  

34. “I think if you have had the time to define your working design, your case study goals, then I think the 

rest is not that complicated.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

35. “For me it´s the most important point to start with working on the common goals with all members of the 

case study and also to prepare tasks everyone needs to do. So, we can compare situations and then define 

common goals because otherwise when you don´t have a common goal there is a lack of engagement towards 

working together. And then you have those common ground, where everyone knows what are the goals, what 

are the sub-goals, what kind of stuff we do.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

36. "I always compare that kind of working groups with kind of sport teams. So if there is no leader or trainer 

and no kind of similarity, there is no philosophy. The people, the player or the member of the case study group 

don´t understand. So you need common goals and everyone needs to be fine with the goals. So everytime I´m 

working on the goals with the members I ask them twice to say ´Are you okay with the goals? So, if you are not 

okay please tell it.´ So, it is the same with sports. If there is a team and all players are working into one direction 

but there is one who is not working into that direction there is a lack of engagement and that doesn´t bring you to 

the result you can achieve with the whole group. So it´s complex, especially when there are many different 

people, agendas and expectations involved.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

37.  “Now they have an agenda for the case study, what helps. And also I can or everybody can always 

point on the points, the single points on the agenda. ´What are you talking about? You talked about this and that 

and that.´ So that is easier now that we a roadmap. I think because you have only one day in three months to 

work together, we have also to find ways to work inbetween.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

38. “It´s really important to give the members some kind of space if they want during meetings, if there´s a 

discussion. If there is no discussion, there is no need to do something like this. Then you can follow your 

agenda." (Case study leader, German, male) 

39.  “In the end I think it is very important for every case study leader or for everyone leading a group to 

make the documentation in order to assure some guidance for tasks to be fulfilled and also to know where to 

start off in the next meeting" (Case study leader, German, male) 

40. "Well, I have the feeling that we should document more, because when the project ends, we don´t have 

any documentation of what we did. So I think it´s important to do it. And we are kind of required to by Interreg and 

the lead partner. […] I think that we are also working on different levels. I think many of the German partners are 

more academic than we are. I think we might be more practical. But not that documentive, if you understand. We 

don´t write down that much. Describing the process or something like that. ” (Case study partner, Danish, female) 
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41.  “You have to make yourself familiar with the other culture. Openly with both or every partner at the 

table. And talking about what is time for you? Is it sharp or is it different or is it when the meeting starts, when 

everyone is there and things like that. Because there are huge difference in cultures." (Case study leader, 

Danish, female) 

42. "But the cultures in Denmark and Germany is very different. Ehm (…) and I think that you have to attend 

that contiuously. So that you don´t unconsciously make mistakes in the communication." (Case study leader, 

Danish, female) 

43. "I learned a lot about Danish communication behaviour or rules. For instance, to have small talk, to 

thank for the last meeting, to be very kind. Not to be so pushy. Ehm (…) to build up a relationship because I also 

talk Danish. So, I think that is an advantage for the cooperation.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

44. “I´ve not been in any other Interreg projects but I´ve been working in foreign countries for many many 

years in my life. So I´m aware of the different cultures and how cooperation is much smoother if you present the 

different cultures in the beginning of the project. Or if you are aware of it, because then you don´t get 

disappointed with each other. Because you know it is a cultural issue." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

45. " It´s so important that we are kind of honest and ask questions. Because of our differences in culture, 

sometimes we think we understand each other, but we don´t. When we say the word, Kommune, or we say the 

word, Region, I have known through the project, that there is a difference. A municipality in Denmark is like 

Sonderborg with 74.000 inhabitants. But a municipality on the German side could be with only 500 people. So 

therefore we have to be patient, patient, patient. And ask each other all the time. (Case study partner, Danish, 

female) 

46. “If you accept that people are just different and you are a bit more open to this, you can just adjust to 

each other more easily. Sometimes it works quite well, sometimes it doesn't. In this German-Danish cultural 

exchange it is so imporatant to be able to deal with each other and not always put everything on the scales. Not 

everyone can do that, but i think it is very important for this German-Danish cooperation.” (Case study partner, 

German, male) 

47. "But one of the things, that was very very positive for me is that so many of you actually learn Danish, 

that we speak English together and that you don´t just presume us to speak German. Because in most of the 

cooperations with Germans I´ve done until now, the Germans have spoken German and they have expected us 

to speak German. And of course there are also a few of the participating Germans that speak not so well English. 

But at least they try! And that is one of the things that I said before. It really makes a huge difference, not having 

to speak German but to, that both are approaching each other." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

48. "Because when a German speaks a very beautiful, perfect German, the filter that it goes through into 

our ears will take away a lot of the understanding of the details." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

49. "Exactly, we are more equal because each of us has to do it in English. But it slows down our process 

and we have to see it as an advantage. And not a problem." (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

50. " I must say that I like that we are speaking English. Because then we have to explain and we slow 

down a little bit. But I´m glad we are all okay with the English language. So we are not seeking after the words 

anymore. If we have to do it in German I would be handicapped, because I would have to seek for words, when 

the German partners, they could just talk. And speak by heart what they know about. The same in Danish. If we 

would just speak Danish, we could use so many words that you probably wouldn´t understand and then you are 

lost. So when we are speaking English, each of us has to concentrate and has to find the right words. And if we 

don´t find it, everyone can ask,´Hey, what did you mean by that? What does that word mean?´ I like it because it 

slows down a little bit and makes sure that it is okay to ask once again." (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

51. "Yeah, sure. The main difference is that we talk English, not German. So I have to prepare intensively 

for the meetings” (Case study leader, German, male)    

52. "Yeah and then maybe we speak Danish sometimes and German sometimes and English inbetween.” 

(Case study leader, Danish, female) 

53. "Finding a common language, what ever it is. When case study partner “B” and I are talking we are 

talking three different language and the mix inbetween, right? That´s very nice." (Case study leader, Danish, 

female) 

54. "I think it always transfers in communication, right? If you don´t know how the municipality is in Denmark 

or the Kreis is in Germany, then of course you also talking without understanding. Because the words might be 

the same, but the meaning or the handling or the responsibilities in the different parts or the workers or whatever 

is very different.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 
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55. “Well, I´ve talked about the differences in structure, administrative structure in each country and I think 

before you understand each others system, it´s very difficult to talk or it´s very easy to misunderstand each other. 

Because we use the same words in both language and therefore in both understandings but it means something 

different." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

56.  “I wasn't at all aware at the beginning that political decisions also mattered a great deal. But now I know 

that no matter what level you look at, it's all somehow dependent on politics. No matter what our institution does, 

for example, we knit another project, what topics do we go into, how do we deal with these topics? Which 

measures are derived from this? It is always the question, does a supervisory board want that, does politics want 

that? And within communities, is the mayor behind it, yes or no? Is the mayor the decision-maker or is it a 

community committee or something? And I think that is much more important in practice to look at it, who is the 

decision maker, who do I have to convince, how can I convince him? So (…) I think there are only very few 

positions where you really have the chance to develop something completely free of such constraints. I don't 

know if you have to be especially high up in the system then. But what you do and how you do it always depends 

on political decisions or other decision makers." (Case study partner, German, male) 

57. “But it depends on the topic and some kind of thing which are not realized I think in some kind of way is 

that they (the institution´s managers) all have their own agenda when they work in their organisation or 

municipality." (Case study leader, German, male) 

58. "One of the major problems that I see - and that also has an influence on the communication - is that the 

two Danish partners we have are full time. All my working hours I´m working in the B4R and we have a German 

partner that has less than 5 percent of his working time working in this case study. And we don´t have any 

German partner who is working a 100 percent in B4R. […] And that makes it very uneven with the amount of 

input of course and experience you gain because if you have one and a half hours a week in this project then 

how can you have experiences or how can you involve others? Because you simply don´t have time for it. And I 

think this is one of the things that makes the project or the case, this case study go with one long and one short 

leg.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

59. But I don´t know where should I take the time. I have so many obligations in several case studies and 

working packages.  There I have a little time problem and cannot act like I could act if there would be a little bit 

more time. I think in some kind of way we need to also have a look on how much percent of working load the 

people have in the project. So when you are 100 percent inside the project, like I am, I only have the task to 

follow the project and to see how I can implement the results of the findings into my municipality. But if there´s 

someone involved with 20 per cent, what is it? So this is a little bit problematic. That is related to the application 

and that´s in funding programs like Interreg say it´s okay to work there with 20 per cent. In my opinion that is a bit 

bullshit because the people, when they work in Interreg projects, they should really really be focused on the 

project.  It does not make sense to have someone with 20 per cent. That is like drinking coffee and no good 

results you can work on. That´s not good." (Case study leader, German, male) 

60. “And my role is also to represent one of the two, but now the only active German project partner in this 

case study. That´s important because one project partner has to be in the case studies. The other German 

partner is now without personal.” (Case study partner, German, male) 

61. "But I think from the very beginning it was also just us and institution A that really wanted to be partners 

or that wanted to be in this project. And then case study partner B said, he thinks that he should also be in the 

case study to have at least one German partner. So I think that in the application period there were not 

participants on all the case studies from both sides." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

62. I think that none of the other were that interested in our case study topic (…). So the B4R project leader 

said, ´Then we are your partners. Because you need a German partner according to the application 

requirements´.” (Case study partner, Danish, female) 

63. "And I have never been able to see anywhere that there are such topics that would be of great interest 

on both, the German and Danish side. I believe this is also the cause of a lot of illnesses in this project. So, if 

there was any hot topic where both of them were really good at. Then it would be able to accomplish something 

and could somehow also results in an exchange with more people.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

64. "And there was also a very big difference between Denmark and Germany. And Danish partners and 

German partners. The Danish partners are two partners with a very wide intense local agenda and on the 

German side only partners with no agenda or a very small agenda." (Case study partner, German, male) 

65. "I did my first attempts, too. Also, with the case study partner from Denmark to somehow progress with 

the project. But the reply was always a bit, well, evasive and ´let's wait and see, let's have a look´ ((laughs)). That 

was difficult for me. Especially now that the gap in know-how between Germany and Denmark is there. And there 

I can as the somewhat weaker partner from Germany not necessarily step the more advanced partner from 
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Denmark too much on the feet. […] And there is not so much interest in the German partners from the Danish 

side. And the communication with Denmark was so far always a bit reserved, I would say. Because they already 

have experience of where we still have to go on the German side” (Case study leader, German, male) 

66. "I don't think that there was such an intensive exchange about how and where the local challenges lie.  

So, to whom the partners are accountable to, I don’t know.  It might be interesting to talk about it and understand 

it better.” (Case study partner, German, male) 

67.  “I won´t have a reflection on it with my partners, because I think the only kind of thing I will get are 

excuses, like ´I don´t have time´ and it´s not such a hard task that I have given them. […] And only one person 

out of seven did it. There´s why I say okay, then I can assume that they all must know about the task already. 

[…]So sometimes it is like, you sit there and you are frustrated because the people don´t answer. Then you think, 

´Okay, yeah, they are probably not interested´. Or it could be that they don´t have any time. So if there are 

people not interested in working on that, I can only say, Okay, if you don't want to, you already have it. […] I like 

that case study but I stop thinking about if there is some kind of frustration for me. I change the gear in some kind 

of way to do it the other way around. Because there is no chance.You can't always carry other people's asses 

around, you can't. And now I say, those kind of exchange of knowledge I quit because I don´t have any time for 

this. […] But this can´t be some kind of task of a case study leader to make sure that everyone knows what is 

going on. But it´s self-preparation." 

68. "The most challenging situation was a phase where I had not the possibility to invite for a meeting, for 

the next meeting. It was a time from September last year to April this year without a meeting. And it was 

challenging on the one hand for the network because I didn´t want to wake or grow expectations. And then not to 

go further. Because there were no clear and comon goals. On the other hand I had so little time last year to work 

on this subject, that my own expectations were not covered. And that was very challenging for me." (Case study 

leader, German, male) 

69. "Because in the beginnning it was just like, ´We gonna do it like this and this and this´ and not asking 

the others. It was not like a team work. It was more like, we are doing this, case study parter A is doing that and 

case study partner B is doing this." (Case study parnter, Danish, female) 

70. "And that there is not a working design, a clear working design. No clear goals. Now we are in the phase 

to define goals, but the case study has run since two years or so really. Started this one as the first, but after one 

and a half year it´s mostly local activites, not case study activities. Local activities where the case study group 

was not involved. Maybe it´s a German aspect. But the group needs more structure. It´s not enough that the one 

or the other partner has a local agenda, we also need a common agenda within the case study.” (Case study 

partner, German, male).  

71. "And that has been one of my difficulties in communicating with the lead partners, because we were 

asked for goals and strategies and (…) milesteps or stepstones and all those things. And when we are in a 

completely new field for everyone and you have these two years or three years then it´s very very difficult to say 

at the beginning exactly what is a goal or make a strategy for getting there, because we didn´t really know each 

other and the situations of the others back then. This took a while." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

72. "So, unfortunately there is a bit of a lack of political directives. They have actually recognized it and are 

aware of the problem, but as I said, the new federal government is doing nothing at all. So far, anyway. Let's 

have a look. I'm just saying. And yes, with what I can explain this relative stagnation in my case study at the 

moment. So, I don´t know what to do anymore. I don´t think that I can reach a lot with these circumstances. 

There is somehow little support in my own country, but also from the Danish partners." (Case study leader, 

German, male) 

73. “But since there is this gap between Germany and Denmark; this development gap, it was my hope that 

we on the German side would achieve at least enough interest or interested parties. But there are not enough." 

(Case study leader, German, male) 

74. "And then if it is a foreign language and with the differences in culture and with the differences in 

languages and the differences in the amount of English that you speak you can easily run into real problems. 

Especially in the beginning of a project and when you don´t have so much knowledge about the other culture. 

And if you don´t know about it and don´t speak about it, you put a pin in the wheel, right? So that everyone will 

fall." (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

75. "If you have a multi-language and multi-cultural group you have to talk continuously about the 

difference, the similarities and the differences and not judging. I mean it is very important to be in a stage of your 

life or whatever that you don´t judge the differences or don´t hear a comment as a judgement. But I don´t know 

how to do it, because we are all very vulnerable on our cultural identity.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 
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76.  “And with this distinction of the culture from the Germans it scared me a little bit. For example, I called 

them by their first names. But this is just the way we act in Denmark. We Danes don´t say Dr. and the last name. 

And afterwards I heard about this difference and I didn´t know it. I wasn´t aware that there was this difference. So 

I thought, ´Oh shit, they probably think I´m unserious because I called them by their first names`. And I thought, 

´Oh noo, half of this audience, they might feel that I´m kind of acting with disrespect. This difference makes me a 

little nervous, because I´m not sure how they will react on my way of behaving.” (Case study partner, Danish, 

female). 

77. "In the beginning, it was kind of difficult. Because the German partners in the project were so serious 

and formal. So I felt at the first meeting, like “Oh, holy shit, could we ever work together?!´ Because they were 

saying nothing and sitting there, watching and not smiling or laughing. And I remember I was invited by someone 

from institution Y and I remember that I ended up drawing on the black board with a pen. Saying, this is how we 

work, etcetera. So I really felt like (…) I don´t know. Different. So I was feeling like “Go home. Oh, this is not my 

kind of work, because they are so serious compared to us” (us Danes). And I was kind of scared (…) well, not 

scared but thinking, ´Wow, they must think I´m a clown. A clown who is in the arena and who is being funny.´ 

Well, maybe not a clown, but they must think that I´m different.” (Case study partner, Danish, female). 

78. "But know it is better. I just kept on working and I was patient. I tried to keep an open mind and ask my 

partners about these differences. And I know the other day, we have all laughed about our culture. At the day we 

had a two-day meeting, where someone came from KultKit and they were doing an inter-cultural workshop 

talking about the German and Danish differences in our culture. And that was a fun meeting and it really really 

gave a lot and helped a lot with understanding. This is the first time I´m working with a Danish-German project. 

So I did not know about these cultural differences before.” (Case study partner, Danish, female). 

79.  “In the beginning, I wasn´t aware. But the German partners, they know that they should answer within 

the next 24 hours to an email or whatever. So I didn´t answer back because I forgot. So, therefore it is good to be 

honest about it and see what is the rule, what do you do with these different cultures involved. So now we have 

learned and know what the time of answering is in each other´s cultural contexts." (Case study parter, Danish, 

female) 

80.  “I remember one of the first times we had a meeting, case study leader “A” had sent a mail to me, I had 

to answer it. But I was just so busy. And then I didn´t answer. And then he came to me afterwards and said that 

he was afraid, I didn´t like him anymore. And I was like ´Oh no, no no no!´ This has nothing to do with personal 

relationships. It´s just a matter of everyone here is so busy. And then I forgot. It´s nothing personal at all. But I 

think it is good, that he addressed this. It is so important to be honest and speak about these differences directly.” 

(Case study partner, Danish, female) 

81. "The worst part for us Danes to understand is you systems. It is a little bit difficult for us to understand 

because you very have a lot of layers in your public systems. Whereas we don´t have that many. […] We can just 

go directly to talk with the citizens. And you can not do that. You have to go via all those people before you can 

even start doing anything." (Case study leader, Danish) 

82. “That´s the big problem. You cannot compare the systems.” (Case study leader, German) 

83. "Well, I´ve talked about the differences in structure, administrative structure in each country and I think 

before you understand each others system it´s very difficult to talk or it´s very easy to misunderstand each other.” 

(Case study leader, Danish). 

84.  “That true German-Danish joint measures are really being implemented - that's utopian, I think.” (Case 

study partner, German, male) 

85. "Yeah, yeah it is consulting each other. So, we ask each other for help. And ´I have this I can send you´ 

and ´There is this contact, he can call you´ for example.” (Case study leader, Danish).  

86.  “So that makes it really interesting and that makes it so useful because you get ideas from other parts 

of the world which you can put into you own system.  And you can see their (the Danish) strategies and see what 

they make of it and have a comparision and then you can put those good approaches. If you think they are good, 

you can put them into use back home and you can have a look if that is a better way. This is what we call 

Collegial Consultation.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

87.  “It´s like, it just happens. So there are no rules. So, ´Do you have a problem or challenge in your work 

at home?´- ´Yeah, I have this and that problem´. It´s also a way for the group to know how your project has 

developed. Because we know how it began and we can see how it developed and whether our advice has helped 

the others. And we really take the time for everybody to go through their own project. We get good results out of 

it. It is not very structured, but it is working."(Case study leader, Danish).  
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88. "We are exchanging our knowledge and it is the best-practice we exchange. And from there we 

understand each other when we are talking about it. And then we could find common solutions. Or we could 

home and improve what we do right now." (Case study partner, Danish) 

89. "But it depends from topic to topic. So tourism or mobility is very different for example to digitalisation. 

That has something to do with the point you start with the topic. So in tourism many things are going on in 

Denmark and in Germany and the opposite is digitalisation. Because it´s really starting from the point of  learning 

and understanding what is the topic about. We cannot act in digitalisation but we can act in tourism, because it is 

concrete. “ (Case study leader, German, male).  

90. "But if you work on it on an international level, like co-creating ideas or methods or something like this, 

there´s always some kind of more general discussion. You don´t go so deep into detail, like in that village we 

have this and that and that. So the more international you go, the more abstract it is. But it is still always related 

to the local, to the concrete context the people have in mind.” (Case study leader, German).  

91.  “Actually they (the Danes) have a different system but they have the same challenges and that´s really 

interesting. It is also really interesting that the people are not different in the rural areas to the people here. It´s 

only the system which is different. So, you need always some kind of adaption to the system to work on the same 

thing. But you can develop abstract or general models together. And that means for me, if you think of the very 

global context, that something we do here could work everywhere.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

92. "When we were discussing in the meeting it occured to us: `Oh, we don´t know enough about this 

educational systems to understand the challenges´. I don´t remember the theme of the discussion at the time, I 

just remember this challenge of understanding. So we decided that we have to explain each other our 

educational systems.[…] So in the next meeting within the case study we presented the Danish educational 

system and case study partner A from institution B presented the German educational system. Because we have 

different starting points and so that is important. […] And that made a clearer picture and a clearer understanding 

of how we are working.” (Case study leader, Danish, female) 

93. "How to lead working groups, how to drive a subject further with a international group. That is not my 

daily work. My daily work is more one-to-one work. Ehm (…) and not this more complex task. It´s like a 

challenge.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

94. "It´s also a challenge to talk to different target groups or to different people, different backgrounds, to 

guide or to direct different characters and personalities at the same time. I have to learn if there are people who 

talk too much, I have to find ways to interrupt in a kind way. To be friendly the whole time, not rude and also to 

involve participants who maybe are little bit shy or something. So that we get information from all. Feedback from 

all. And can use the full potential we have. But that is often a bit much for me considering all the other tasks I 

have as a case study leader. At the same time I also have to search for common goals and develop them with 

the group etcetera. It is quite demanding." (Case study leader, German, male) 

95. "In our case study group we have decided that I´m not the one making the agenda for all meetings 

because the meetings are at the different partners. So the partner who hosts the meeting makes the agenda and 

can of course talk to me and everyone else on what is necessary to put on the agenda or what is visible. But (…), 

well, they decide how the meeting should take place. So it´s not my responsibility. […] In my opinion this make 

everyone very responsible and involved in the case study. If I needed to make all the frames and the goals, some 

of the others might just sit back and not really participate in a very active way that they are doing right now." 

(Case study leader, Danish) 

96.  “And so there was no continuity in the case study work. I can say my own opinion to that. I think it was 

not that good and it was a disadvantage because we have to go follow the red line. It´s not easy to do that if there 

are more than one who have the hat on. And this leads to unstructured communication as well. Some talk too 

much, some interrupt, some don´t listen. And you never know if a task refers to the one or the other. So 

responsibities remain rather unclear or unstructured.” (Case study partner, German) 

97. "In some kind of way those kind of bridge-builder needs the empathy to understand where the  case 

study leader comes from, what is the idea behind the goals and to have some kind of moderation on how can we 

bring it together with the other side. Really complex role. You need to be able to mediate on a general level 

between both sides and be able to understand both, the German and the Danish side as well. But you don´t have 

to be too much into detail with the content. […] It´s important that the person understands what the topic is about 

in general. And then see if there is something going wrong and asking the right questions so everyone has a 

reflection on the situation and the context and on what is the common goal.” (Case study leader, German, male) 

98. “An outstanding person or a person inside the group, who is not that much into that adminstration and 

organisation stuff is a good option to be a bridge-builer. Because actually you need more than one person 

thinking about the success of the group than the case study leader." (Case study leader, German). 
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