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INTRODUCTION

Recently, increasing studies have been directed towards managers sent on expatriate

assignment (Tung, 1990; Black, Gregerson, & Mendenhall, 1992; Dunbar, 1992; Guzzo,

Noon, & Elron, 1994). The private sector expatriate typically encounters uniquely distinct

demand characteristics in living and working abroad as compared with the exchange students

or other temporary sojourners. Furthermore, the rapid globalization of business and its

impacts on firms would not only requires firms to respond to the demands of being globally

integrated, but also magnifies the need for organizations to provide the needed support,

preparation, and opportunity for success in developing effective expatriates.

However, some reports on the failure rates of American expatriates and costs

associated with ineffective performance of expatriate managers have drawn attention to the

imperative that international firms study what factors cause the explicit and implicit failures

of the expatriates (Tung, 1981; Black, 1988; Copeland & Griggs, 1985). Business people

have become the largest group living overseas for extended periods of time often with their

family members; countless stories of their mistakes and blunders have been prevailed

(Goodman, 1994). However, if expatriates are helped to adjust, they would constitute

beneficial assets enabling the home-country organization to have world-mindedness, to

become more accepting of and tolerant toward other peoples and more aware of the need for

contributions which transcend national borders. Accordingly, for companies attempting to

compete in an international business environment, understanding and managing the effective

adjustment of expatriate managers has become an important personnel issue.

While the importance of expatriate adjustment is well acknowledged in the literature,

it is not yet clear what the determinants of expatriates' adjustment are and what may cause

them to return early from thier assignment. Previous studies appear to agree that spouse



adjustment and relationship skills are critical factors especially among the sample of

American expatriates assigned to work in Pacific Rim countries (Black &Gregersen, 1991).

Generally past studies have dealt with the issues of international management, focusing on

expatriates with a particular nationality assigned to work in various other countries,

expecially in distant countires. However, very few studies have attempted to empirically

identify the antecedents ofexpatriate's adjustment with a sample ofexpatriates from a wider

range ofcultural origins who are working in a Southeast Asia. This region has become one

of the most important destination in the rapidly expanding global reach of numerous MNCs

from both developed and developing countries.

It is the purpose of this study to (1) briefly review the construct and determinants of

expatriate adjustment and its impacts on intention to leave early and commitment to local

operations or subsidiaries, (2) draw an empirically testable hypotheses, based on the previous

studies on the relationship among the study variables reported to have impacts on expatriates'

adjustment; (3) investigate expatriates' attitudinal responses in terms of organizational

commitment and intention to return earlier.

EXPATRIATE ADJUSTMENT

Expatriate adjustment is defined as "the degree ofpsychological comfort with various

aspects of a host country" (Black and Gregerson, 1991; 463). This definition is broad,

encompassing both work and non-work aspects of expatriate adjustment. Such a broad

definition will be maintained in this study although it is acknowledged that more specific

conceptualization of adjustment (e.g., job performance, success in competition, etc.) may

be more pragmatic. Generally, the performance or effectiveness of foreign subsidiaries and

the expatriate managers is not only constrained by financial and legal restrictions of the host



country. It is also sensitive to the parent companies' policies about the role ot each

subsidiary and individual expatriates in the entire operating system.

In order to examine psychological comfort, it is essential to understand why people

behave as they do in cross-cultural settings and how certain behaviors do ordo not contribute

to adjustment. The challenge in the studies ofexpatriate adjustment is to identify the factors

involved in the process ofadjustment. Although adjustment has been investigated in the last

three decades, it is in very recent years that more systematic investigation on international

assignments as a part of the growing global market-place and production-base has begun to

produce a consistent body of knowledge in the area of expatriate adjustment and its

implications for expatriate selection and training.

Reviewers of the literature on expatriate adjustment have agreed in proposing that the

nature of adjustment is a psychosocial process that can be understood as multi-dimensional

or multi-faceted (Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Black, Gregersen, & Mendenhall, 1992)

because of the complexity and diversity in achieving the harmony between the individual and

the environment. According to Black et al. (1992; 116), "cross-cultural adjustment involves

figuring out what the new cause-and-effect contingencies are in the foreign culture and

mastering the behavior necessary to produce desired rewards and avoid punishments." Many

analysists have depicted the ups and downs of both short-term and long-term adjustment (for

example, U-curve(Lysgaard, 1955) and W-curve theory of adjustment (Gullahorn and

Gullahorn, 1963)) which have added to the layers of complexity involved in expatriate

adjustment.

Black et al. (1992) have attempted to provide an overarching framework that would

encompass both anticipatory and in-country adjustment. People could not only avoid plausible

role conflict and role ambiguity through anticipatory socialization, but they would also



familiarize themselves with the new environment through various acculturation experiences.

Black and his colleagues (Black, 1988; Black & Stephens, 1989; Black and Gregersen, 1991)

have proposed and tested the three-dimensional conceptualization of expatriate adjustment;

(1) work adjustment, (2)interaction adjustment, and (3) general adjustment. This three-

dimensional conceptualization is relatively robust because many researchers have reported

empirical distinctiveness of three dimensions of adjustment (Parker & McEvoy, 1993)

although some items in general adjustment often found to be lower in factor loadings (e.g.,

health-care, recreation and entertainment facilities).

DETERMINANTS OF EXPATRIATES' ADJUSTMENT

Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) provide one pioneering work on the nature of

expatriate adjustment, focusing on the individual aspect of expatriate adjustment. They

identified four dimensions as emerging as components of expatriate adjustment; (1) the self-

oriented dimension, (2) the others-oriented dimension, (3) the perceptual dimension and (4)

the cultural-toughness dimension. The self-oriented dimension includes activities and

attributes that serve to strengthen the expatriate's self-esteem, self-confidence, and mental

hygiene. The other-oriented dimension encompasses activities and attributes that enhance the

expatriate's ability to interact effectively with host-nationals. The perceptual dimension

refers to expatriates' ability to understand the way foreigners behave and to make corrections

in their attributions about host-nationals' behavior as new data arise. Lastly, the cultural-

toughness dimension refers to the gap between the home and the host cultures. This

categorization highlights the importance of a multi-dimensional process of individual

adjustment which requires the "multi-dimensional make-up" for future expatriates.

The scope of expatriate adjustment goes beyond individual factors; it is also



influenced by job, organizational and non-job factors. Black, &Mendenhall (1990) identified

five factors contributing to international adjustment. They include (1) predeparture training,

(2) previous overseas experiences, (3) organizational selection mechanisms, individual skills,

and nonwork factors (cultural novelty and family adjustment). Black et al. (1992) also

considered certain job factors as relevant to the international adjustment. Many studies have

reported empirical support for the relationship between some of the above-mentioned

variables and facets of adjustment (e.g., Black and Stephens, 1989; Black, 1987, 1990; Black

and Gregersen, 1991). Others have reported the impacts of the variables on the expatriates'

commitment to parent and local companies as well as retention-relevant outcomes (intention

to return early and intention to quit) (eg., Guzzo et al., 1994; Gregersen and Black, 1992).

Recently, Parker and McEvoy (1993) proposed a simpler categorization of the

antecedents to international adjustment; that is (1) individual, (2) organizational, and (3)

contextual factors. Individual factors include anticipatory behavior, demographic

characteristics, motivation to go abroad, predeaparture knowledge of the host country, and

prior international experience. Parker and McEvoy (1993) found that work adjustment are

affected primarily by organizational factors while general living adjustment are primarily a

function of individual variables.

It should be noted that Black et al. (1992) categorized cultural novelty as a nonwork

factor while Parker and McEvoy regarded it as a contextual factor. Black (1988) developed

a measure of cultural novelty in terms of expatriates' perception of similarity between home

and host countries in such areas as daily customs, living conditions and costs, climate, foods,

transportation modes, etc. that have no bearings on the content of assigned work. However,

Parker and McEvoy (1993) adopted the Hofstede's (1980) scores on the four cultural

dimensions to calculate the absolute difference between the respondents' host and home



cultures. Thus, researchers may vary in the categorization of the variables according to their

measurement approach to the study variable.

Much of the conceptual framework of the current study is based on the Black's and

his colleagues' works. Determinants ofexpatriates' adjustment include (1) individual factors,

(2) job/work-related factor, (3) organizational factors, and (4) nonwork-related factors.

Individual factors.

In the previous studies, individual factors involve individual motivation to work

abroad and predeparture knowledge in the previous studies (Black, 1990; Black and Stephens,

1989).

Individual motivation: Several researchers have noted the importance of individual

motivation in succeeding in the international assignment and cross-cultural adjustment (Tung,

1981; Torbiorn, 1982; Black, 1988). High motivation is reflected in the knowledge

acquisition and understanding of cultural differences. Motivation may be an intervening

factor in higher order knowledge acquisition (Bird et al. ,1993). Furthermore, the greater

the individual's motivation to make the transition to the foreign culture, the greater will be

his/her subsequent efforts to adjust to the culture. In fact, Black (1990) found that individual

motivation was significantly and positively related lo general and work adjustment, but not

to interaction adjustment for a group of Japanese expatriates in America. However, Black

and Gregersen (1991) found that motivation was significantly related to interaction adjustment

for a group of American expatriates assigned to work in Pacific Rim regions. As expatriate

adjustment varies in part according to the country of adjustment (Mendenhall & Oddou,

1985), the inconsistencies in the previous findings on the effects of individual motivation

might be explained as a result of the difference in the host countries.



Predeparture knowledge: Past studies showed that predeparture knowledge and

understanding of the host culture should be positively related to cross-cultural adjustment

(Baker & Ivancevich, 1971; Black, 1988; Tung, 1981; 1987). Predeparture knowledge of

the host country and its culture can allow the individual to make some anticipatory behavioral

adjustments. That is, the individual can to some extent determine, in advance, what

behaviors will be more or less appropriate in the host culture, which in turn will reduce the

anticipatory uncertainty. In addition, predeparture knowledge also facilitates the individual's

ability to recognize appropriate and inappropriate behaviors once he actually emerged in the

host culture, and facilitates the individual's ability to make 'real time' behavioral

modifications. Black (1990), in the study of Japanese expatriates in America, found that

predeparture knowledge was positively and significantly related to all 3 facets of cross-

cultural adjustment.

Hypothesis 1: Individual factors, i.e., individual motivation and predeparture
knowledge, are positively associated with expatriates' adjustment.

Job-related factor.

An assignment abroad has been characterized as providing greater opportunity for

autonomy, decision making, and related intrinsic aspects of work (Dunbar, 1992). First of

all, international assignment is independent from domestic operations and management

scrutiny in comparison with domestic assignment. Also, an international assignment offers

a unique operational challenge to an expatriate because the emergent market conditions in the

assigned area may provide greater opportunity and personal responsibility. In fact, studies

have shown that expatriate managers were satisfied with the opportunity to be more

autonomous and responsible in their positions (Torbiorn, 1982; Dunbar, 1992; Guzzo,

Noonan, Elron, 1994).



This study is interested in identifying the areas and the extent to which such a job-

related factor can not only help improve expatriate adjustment but they also serve the

function of enhancing commitment to local operation and the parent company and to reduce

intention to return earlier. Previous studies have identified a group of job-related factors

such as role discretion, role ambiguity, and role conflict, based on the literature of work

adjustment and job stress. Among these variables, role discretion has been reported as a

major factor that facilitates expatriate adjustment, particularly work adjustment (Black et al.,

1992).

Theorists of intercultural communication (Samovar and Porter, 1976) and work role

transitions (Dawis and Lofquist, 1984; Nicholson, 1984)proposed that role flexibility or

discretion is important because it allows individuals to adapt their role and setting to

themselves rather than adapting themselves to the situation. Flexibility in role behavior is

an important factor of effective intercultural communication (Samovar &Porter, 1976: p. 17).

Furthermore, role flexibility or role discretion enable individuals to more easily utilize

successful past behaviors in the new role by having the freedom to modify the role to fit their

abilities and habits, thus making the role more familiar, predictable, and controllable and

making the transaction easier. Accordingly, theorists have regarded role discretion as having

the potential for facilitating adjustment because increased motivation and learning are to

occur in job situations where decision latitude is high and psychological demands are also

high (Karasek, 1989; Bandura, 1977).

Hypothesis 2: Role discretion, a job-related factor, is positively associated with
expatriates' adjustment.


