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Abstract 

The significant aspect of the migration process is the adjustment to the socio-cultural as well 

as work conditions of the host country. Expatriates‟ by and large, come from quite different 

socio-cultural backgrounds and different work conditions. They are acquainted with different 

norms and used to different work ethics which have shaped their performance and relations 

with persons at work. They have to work in a new situation with new personnel and have to 

adjust to the entire new socio-cultural and working scenarios. It is interesting yet a 

problematic phenomenon to study their social life, their adjustment to the new socio-cultural 

milieu, work environment and adoption to innovation in professional arenas. Thus, if the 

expatriates in one hand can adjust to the situation, they may perform their job well and 
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complete their assignment; otherwise, their stay in the host country will adversely be affected. 

Thus, socio-cultural adjustment along with innovation adoption is an important phenomenon 

that affects expatriates‟ stay in the host country, their performance at work and relation with 

co-workers. The research will carry out using the secondary sources; an overview of existing 

literatures. It will help to rectify the factors associated to suitable candidates for the 

organizations/institutions to hire the competent and multiskilled expatriates to host country. 

Keywords: socio-cultural adjustment, job performance, expatriates 

1. Introduction  

Expatriates are professional skilled migrants who usually come from quite different 

socio-cultural backgrounds and different work conditions. They are acquainted with different 

norms and used to different work ethics which have shaped their performance and relations 

with persons at work. They have to work in a new situation with new personnel and have to 

adjust to the entire new socio-cultural and working scenario. If they cope with the problems 

which they face and adjust to the situation, they may perform their job well and complete 

their assignment; otherwise their stay in the host country will adversely be affected. Thus, 

adjustment is an important phenomenon that affects expatriates stay in the host country, their 

performance at work and relation with colleagues. According to Hechanova (2003: 215), 

adjustment affects other work-related outcomes such as strain, job satisfaction, organizational 

commitment, performance, and turnover intent. Therefore, this paper focuses on the 

relationships between expatriates adjustment and performance based on previous literature on 

general, work, and interaction adjustment and outcome (job performance).  

The concept of adjustment is developed by Black (1988) who used it in both subjective and 

objective ways and applied it to the study of overseas expatriates. According to him, 

adjustment subjectively “is the degree of comfort the incumbent feels in the new role and the 

degree to which he or she feels adjusted to the role requirements. Objectively, it is the degree 

to which a person has mastered the role requirements and is able to demonstrate that 

adjustment via his or her performance” (Black, 1988: 278). Black refines the concept in his 

further researches in collaboration with others (e.g. Black & Gregersen, 1991a, 1991b; Black 

& Stephens, 1989). He modifies his concept in his study of expatriate adjustment based on 

the works of Nicholson (1984) and Dawis and Lofquist (1984), and points out the differences 

between domestic employees and expatriates. In this context, he explains adjustment “as the 

expatriate‟s psychological comfort with respect to the environmental demands.” He considers 

three dimensions of adjustment: work adjustment, general adjustment and interaction 

adjustment. Showail (2007) explains that work adjustment relates to the psychological 

comfort with respect to new job roles while general adjustment focuses on psychological 

comfort with non job-related aspects of the new job (living conditions). Interaction 

adjustment considers the ability of the foreign workers to interact or have relationships with 

the natives of the country in which they are working (Showail, 2007: 23).  

As mentioned earlier discussion, this study attempts to explore related previous literature on 

three facets of socio-cultural adjustment in relation with job performance. First, it examines 

the general adjustment of the workers to non-work factors in the host country. It relates, as 
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Showail (2007) and Torbiorn (1982) explains, the general conditions of living such as food, 

clothing, entertainment and weather. In this context the study assesses how comfortable the 

workers are with these factors and how much they adapt to the locally available materials. 

This adjustment is important because it has been observed in various studies (e.g. Takeuchi, 

Yun & Telsluk, 2002) that if the expatriates are unable to tolerate locally available food their 

performance would not be up to the mark.  

Work adjustment is explained “as psychological comfort felt with respect to the job tasks of 

the foreign assignment” (Black et al., 1991). According to Black et al. (1991) it relates to 

„role novelty‟ that enables us to evaluate how different the present job is from the previous 

job of expatriates. It, in fact, indicates what expectations have been attached to the nature of 

the job. Work adjustment is the adjustment to work conditions including their responsibilities, 

abilities, skills, expectations, differences of job tasks from previous and present, etc. 

According to Showail (2007: 26):  

“Work adjustment is the psychological comfort with respect to the foreign 

assignment as they relate to differing work values, expectations, and 

standards.” 

Work adjustment assessed by expatriates comfort with the nature of the work including work 

values, expectations and standards. The fact is that national culture plays an important role in 

shaping the work environment (Hofstede, 1980). Generally, the recruited organization or 

companies adapt to the national cultural norms. Thus, it is necessary to get acquainted with 

those norms and practice them in concrete situations. Showail (2007: 28) observes that 

“cultural differences between the culture of the country in which the foreign worker is 

employed and the culture of the foreign worker‟s home country will have impact on work 

adjustment, where things in the company are done in compliance with national cultural 

norms”.  

Interaction adjustment indicates the psychological comfort with respect to interaction with 

the people in the host country (Black et al.,1991). Interaction adjustment is the expatraite 

psychological comfort with respect to interactions with the host country nationals (Showail, 

2007; Hechanova, 2003; Black et al., 1991). In general, if expatriates have close relationship 

with local people they understand the problems and position of each other, get better 

acquainted with cultural norms, living and working standard of the host society and manifest 

them in their action. 

2. Method  

This research paper is based on data from secondary sources. The researchers have used 

online databases, books, journals, reports, electronic sources and articles from numerous 

sources to collect the findings of previous literature in relation to expatriate‟s socio-cultural 

adjustment and job performances. The search procedures of sources include themes related to 

general, work and interaction adjustment related to the expatriate job outcomes.  
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3. A Critical Overview on Socio-Cultural Adjustment and Job Performance  

According to Ward and Kennedy (1999), culture and ethnic similarity are associated with 

better socio-cultural adjustment. In their study, they observe that while Malaysian students in 

Singapore do not have any socio-cultural adaptation problem, their Singaporean cohorts in 

New Zealand are not immune from such difficulties. Similarly, compared to Anglo Europeans 

in Singapore, Chinese sojourners encounter less adaptation problems over there. However, 

when it comes to economic prosperity of a nation, Ward and Kennedy (1999) argue that such 

adaptation is easier in modern and developed societies; this is evidenced by the fact that 

multi-national aid employees working in Nepal face harsher realities than those in Singapore. 

Their study presents significance as it addresses the cross-cultural adjustment from both 

psychological and socio-cultural standpoints. 

The most important literature found on the issue of expatriate socio-cultural adjustment and 

job performance are studies Black et al. (1991) model on three dimensions namely, general or 

non-work, work and interaction adjustments. The Black et al. model is significant as it is 

applied to investigate expatriates‟ socio-cultural adjustment in host country. The extant 

literature offers a plethora of studies in this regard (Bright, 2008; Showail, 2007; Hechanova 

et al.,2003; Reynolds, 2010; Ward & Kannedy, 1999; Selmer et al.,2007; Fish, 2005). Black 

et al. contend that the degree of socio-cultural adjustment is contingent upon cultural 

proximity (or lack of it) of the two countries. This apart, cultural novelty, according to them, 

exerts more influence on aspects vis-à-vis interaction and general adjustment. Their seminal 

study highlights a few major attributes of socio-cultural adjustment such as pre-departure 

training, previous international experience, individual self efficacy, relational and perceptual 

skills, characteristics of the expatriate job (i.e., role conflict, discretion and clarity), social 

support, logistical help, organizational socialization process, family and spouse adjustment. 

The key role played by these factors also finds its resonance in other subsequent studies 

(Selmer, 1999; Showail, 2007).  

Instead of expatriate socio-cultural adjustment, Showail (2007) coins the term „foreign 

workers‟ socio-cultural adjustment, as he reasons that there are some differences between 

expatriates and foreign workers in terms of their professionalism, working contract, 

awareness of job responsibilities, etc. The study is conducted in Saudi Arabia through a web 

based survey on 150 foreign workers investigated on their general or non-work, work and 

interaction adjustment in relation to their job performance. The study‟s finding that general 

adjustment (such as food) is important for workers‟ productivity is validated by previous 

research as well (Takeuchi, Yun & Tesluk, 2002). In addition, according to him, high work 

adjustment, being the most significant dimension for foreign workers, tends to translate into 

their superior performance. In this regard, he observes that organizational support and justice 

meted out to them as perceived by workers are positively correlated with their job 

performance.  

Hofstede (1980) conducts a seminal study on national culture, where it is regarded as an 

antecedent to work adjustment. However, not only with job related issues, cultural differences 

also influence in interaction adjustment with host country nationals (Showail, 2007; Van 
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Vianen et al., 2004). To Showail, the nature of relationship between foreign workers and host 

nationals also exerts an impact on job performance. However, his study is confined in its 

scope in the sense as it leaves the aspects of foreign language skills and prior experience 

influencing work adjustment outside its purview (Reynols, 2010; Takeuchi et al.,2002).  

Bright‟s (2008) study reveals that having friends from the host countries is a significant 

feature to adjust in a new socio-cultural environment. His study seems to be very significant 

and relevant as other researchers like Cooke (2003), Hechanova et al. (2003), Mayerhofer and 

Scullion (2002), McGinley (2007), Sargeant (2002), Selmer (2001), Sims and Schraeder 

(2004) also found a similar observation of having local friends in host country as a positive 

way of making socio-cultural adjustment. Socio-demographic factors like age, marital status, 

educational level, etc. are also important factors in adjusting in a host country. Bright (2008) 

asserts that there are negative correlations between language skills, previous experience with 

that of socio-cultural adjustment. In this context, the findings contradict many previous 

studies, which have found that language skills and previous experience are most influential 

factors on three facets of socio-cultural adjustment (Andreason, 2003; Bhaskar Shrinivas et 

al.,2004; Bird, Black & Stephens, 1989; Fenner, 2005; Garson, 2005; Hechanova et al.,2003; 

Johnson et al.,2006; Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Rushing & Kleiner, 2003; Sargent, 2002; 

Selmer, 2001; Selmer, 2005; Shaffer et al.,1999; Shim, 2001; Von Glinow et al.,2004). 

Reynold (2010) suggests that age, educational level, amount of satisfaction with previous 

work experiences, length of employment in current job, employing institution and location of 

the city are important factors in socio-cultural adjustment. His study also finds that age and 

educational level are the influential factors in the degree of cultural adjustment. Previous 

studies done by Hechanova et al. (2003) and Stahl and Caligiuri (2005) similarly reveal that 

age is the most influential factor for socio-cultural adjustment. Reynold correlates the factors 

of overseas work experiences, foreign language ability and culture novelty as important 

correlates for adjustment in a work-place. His study shows that cultural novelty is the most 

influential factor for cultural adjustment although Black et al. (1991), Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. 

(2005), Hechanova et al. (2003), Shaffer et al. (1999), Takeuchi et al. (2002) do not find any 

relationship with cultural novelty and the three facets like non-work, work and interaction for 

adjustment. Reynold‟s (2010) findings however indicate that foreign language ability and 

previous overseas work experiences have negative relation with the three facets of socio 

cultural adjustment. On the contrary, studies by Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005), Hechanova 

et al. (2003), Shaffer et al. (1999), and Takeuchi et al. (2002) show that foreign language 

ability is the most influential factor in interaction and work adjustment. In addition, the 

studies of Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005), Black (1988), Hechanova et al. (2003), Shaffer et 

al. (1999) find that previous overseas work experience is more significant in interaction 

adjustment in a particular working situation.  

Waxin (2004) describes that interaction adjustment is more or less difficult for the expatriates 

from the country of origin. It indicates that cultural similarity or, short cultural distance often 

help people to adjust in a new situation (Gudykunst & Hammer, 1984). Waxin‟s (2004) study 

is important in regard to studying the expatriates‟ interaction relating it to adjustment. In the 

methodological part, Waxin surveys 224 expatriates from different cultural backgrounds 
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namely, French, German, Korean and Scandinavian whose working experiences in India 

found that the culture of origin has direct effect on interaction adjustment. Her study reveals 

that the wider the cultural distance, the lesser the interactional adjustment. For example, the 

Korean expatriates are found to have a lesser degree of interactional adjustment than the 

French.  

Previous studies also found cultural differences between origin and host country in 

connection to interaction adjustment (Black et al.,1991; Church, 1982; Mendenhall & Oddou, 

1985; Furnham & Bocher, 1982; Parker & McEvoy, 1993; Gregersen & Stroh, 1997). Waxin 

(2004) notes that in the case of wider cultural distance between origin and host countries, the 

supervisory and partner support are often very influential. This study however, has limitation 

in investigating cultural distance in connection with one dimension which is regarded as 

interaction adjustment. Selmer et al. have found that cultural distance are positively related to 

three dimensions (non-work, work, interaction) of socio-cultural adjustment.  

According to Andreason (2003), ineffective performance and often, premature return of 

expatriates from foreign assignments is the result of inability to adjust in a foreign 

environment. He identifies three dimensions of adjustment: adjustment to work, adjustment 

to interactions with people in the foreign country and general adjustment to the culture and 

living conditions, which are crucial for studying socio-cultural adjustment. He notes that in 

foreign assignments, the candidate‟s selection and recruitment process should give priority to 

two factors. These are previous international assignment experience and host country 

language experience. To him, previous experience, especially same country experience 

reduces cultural shock which becomes very much helpful on interactions and adjustment. 

Many previous studies also gave importance to previous experience (Black et al.,1991; 

Shaffer et al.,1999; Bell & Harrison, 1996; Selmer, 2002). Black et al. (1991) identify it as an 

important factor which usually facilitates work and general adjustment. Andreason (2003) 

states that language skill is more important on three facets of socio-cultural adjustment and 

previous studies also support that the ability to speak in host country language is more helpful 

for socio-cultural adjustment (Price Waterhouse, 1997; Nicholson & Imaizumi, 1993). 

Fish (2005) proposes eight cross-cultural interventions to assist the personal well-being 

(phycho-culture) and cultural interaction (socio-cultural) of international assignments. His 

study was conducted on Australian expatriates in Southeast Asia. Fish (2005) notes that both 

pre-departure and in-country interventions including quality of life awareness, host business 

and cultural awareness, family impact awareness, staff and business colleague awareness, 

home country networks, cultural reinforcement and support, cultural inclusion and host 

language skill are important to adjust in any new situation. He suggests that dealing with 

these specific adjustment interventions will decrease the potential for anxiety, tension, stress 

or illness. Guillen (2001) also suggest that foreign language skill is very important for 

adjustment. 

Selmer et al. (2007) note that cultural dissimilarity between host and home culture increases 

adjustment difficulties. This study is important where Selmer et al. have described a 

comparable adjustment scenario on psychological and socio-cultural adjustment perspectives. 
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Their research methods are notable. Among the two countries, the USA was chosen as one of 

the two countries in the sample by using a two-flow sample: one, the US expatriates working 

in Germany and German expatriates coming into the USA. However, both socio-culturally 

and psychologically, Selmer et al.‟s (2007) study finds that the German expatriates in the 

USA are better adjusted than the Americans in Germany. For instance, result indicates that the 

American business expatriates in Germany had a lower extent of adjustment than the 

Germans in America in general, interaction adjustment, work adjustment, and psychological 

adjustment. For that reason Selmer et. al. (2007) suggest that business firms should provide 

cross cultural training to prepare their expatriates for future assignment. 

Hechanova (2003) highlights the most influential factors which facilitate easier adjustment in 

an assignment. He finds that self-efficacy, frequency of interaction with host nationals, and 

family support predicted all three types of adjustments. Further, his study also describes 

adjustment outcomes of three dimensions of sociocultural adjustments (general adjustment, 

work adjustment and interaction adjustment). His study finds that better interpersonal skills 

are associated with greater adjustment to general environment. Greater cultural novelty 

(cultural difference) is associated with less interactional adjustment. Role conflict, ambiguity, 

and discretion are also strong predictors of work adjustment. According to Hechanova (2003: 

215), adjustment affects other work-related outcomes such as strain, job satisfaction, 

organizational commitment, performance, and turnover intent. In the methodological part, his 

study uses a structural equation model (SEM) which illustrates causal relationship and 

outcomes such as job strain, job satisfaction, organizational citizenship, intent to turn over, 

and job performance as a good fit with data. Studies by Dawis and Lofquist (1984), 

Nicholson (1984) Naumann, (1993) also investigated expatriates‟ adjustment and outcomes . 

4. Conclusion  

It is important to understand how serious expatriates are about work, how they adopt the 

norms and standards at work and fulfill the expectations of management. Most influential 

factors which facilitate easier adjustment in an overseas assignment are cultural similarity or 

short cultural distance; foreign language skills; previous overseas experience; having local 

friends in host country; family support or spouse adjustment in foreign country; and length of 

employment in current job. Moreover, the place where they work should have proper 

instruments and facilities necessary for them to perform the specified tasks. These, of course, 

affect the efficiency of the expatriates. Besides, working hours, social security, access to gain 

resources, relation with colleague, leisure time and religious activities are some of the factors 

that provide encouragement to the expatriates and should be assessed to know their roles in 

the efficiency of the expatriates.  
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