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Abstract:
Previous research on the expatriate experience has
identified several unique individual and organizational
factors that influence success or failure on expatriate
assignments. Adopting a performance theory
perspective, we propose that these and other factors
affect expatriate success through their impact on
assignment self-efficacy and motivation. We present
a new process model and several propositions to study
success on expatriate assignments.
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1    Introduction
Globalization is no longer just the wave of the future:
it is the tide of the present, and projected to continue
well into the future (see, e.g., Tung and Varma, 2008).
In this scenario, organizations that will remain
competitive are those that have leaders with the best
understanding of foreign markets, foreign business
practices, and cultural norms. Indeed, research has
shown that there is a positive relationship between
the internationalization of an organization's business
leaders and the organization's business success (e.g.,
Stroh and Caligiuri, 1998).
While international assignments are critical to global
success, expatriates sometimes fail to achieve
company objectives, and these failed assignments are
extremely costly and can severely affect an
organization's bottom line (Halcrow, 1999; Lazarova
and Caligiuri, 2001). Indeed, average expatriation and
repatriation costs are estimated at one million dollars
per assignee (Stroh et al., 2000) and the initial costs
involved in sending an employee and his/her family
are usually two to three times the cost of employing
the assignee (Black and Gregersen, 1999;
Wederspahn, 1992). Consequently, it is in the best
interest of organizations to have a clear understanding
of what factors might predict successful completion
of international assignments.

In this paper, we propose a comprehensive process
model that explains the key mechanisms that help
determine expatriate performance success. In this
connection, the literature has proposed a myriad of
individual and organizational factors that can impact
expatriate success (see Black et al., 1991; Caligiuri,
2000; Shaffer and Harrison, 1998). Undoubtedly,
factors such as expatriate personality, organizational
selection policies and expatriate family situation can
have a significant impact on individuals' success in
expatriate assignments. However, what is not clear
is why or how these factors operate and/or interact
to impact successful completion of these assignments.
A lack of understanding of the mechanisms inhibits
specific recommendations for facilitating success, and
also the adaptation of organizational policies to the
potential expatriate and the situation at hand. As such,
we utilize motivation research to propose that the
potential candidate's individual competencies, his/her
family situation and organizational policies interact
to influence the candidate's belief in his or her ability
to succeed on expatriate assignments (assignment
self-efficacy) and motivation (assignment motivation)
to take on and persist on the assignment. It is through
these effects on self-efficacy and the motivation that
the candidate has about the assignment, that his or
her ultimate success on the assignment is determined.
In addition, some scholars (see, e.g., Toh and DeNisi,
2005) have proposed that host country nationals
(HCNs) play a critical role in determining expatriate
success, through their willingness to help expatriates.
Thus, while an expatriate may have high levels of
readiness, his or her ability to perform successfully
on the assignment may be impacted by his ability (or
lack thereof) to get necessary role information or
social support from HCNs.
The model we present here provides three potential
contributions to research and practice. First, we
provide an integrative model that outlines the effects
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of individual, family, and organizational factors that
may influence motivation and self-efficacy of the
potential expatriate. We further explore the impact
of HCN willingness to help expatriates in determining
the expatriate's performance success. We believe
that a more integrated 'systems' approach to
understanding expatriate assignments will add to the
sophistication and external validity of the research,
and help organizations design better processes.
Second, we elucidate the moderating and mediating
mechanisms that lead to expatriate success. By doing
so, we address the gap in the literature that leaves
these processes relatively mute. A better
understanding of these key mechanisms allows more
specific recommendations to be made for different
organizations facing a variety of contingencies. Third,
we contribute by providing an overarching theoretical
framework for understanding expatriate performance
and by providing testable propositions. Indeed, the
expatriate literature has often been criticized for being
theoretical. We believe the performance theory is an
apt framework for understanding the key factors, and
the critical steps, in the process of preparing an
expatriate for an assignment.
2    A performance theory perspective of
expatriate success
Performance has long been suggested to be a function
of motivation and ability to perform the job (Vroom,
1964) as well as the availability of opportunities to
perform (Blumberg and Pringle, 1982). This same
principle for predicting performance can also be
applied to predicting expatriate success. Researchers
have defined expatriate success as high performance,
adjustment with respect to the job, the environment
and the interaction with local nationals, achieving the
goals of the assignment, and staying on the assignment
for the full term of the assignment. Hence, to predict
expatriate success, performance theory would
suggest that the expatriate should be both motivated
and able to perform the job, and at the same time,
have opportunities to perform. In other words, the
expatriate should be ready to take on the assignment
and perform well on the assignment.
In our proposed model (see Figure 1), we term this
phenomenon 'expatriate readiness', which comprises
both the expatriate's motivation to accept and perform
the assignment (assignment motivation) and the
expatriate's belief in his/her capability to perform the
assignment successfully (assignment self-efficacy).
Further, we propose this to be the immediate
precursor to expatriate success and that the previous
critical success factors suggested by research to lead

to expatriate success do so through their impact on
the expatriate's readiness.
In addition, we also propose that these success
factors interact with each other to affect expatriate
readiness in non-straightforward ways. Specifically,
we propose that global competencies (personality,
cross-cultural skills, task-specific knowledge and
skills), family situation and organizational policies
(selective screening, pre-assignment preparation,
support and communication, and repatriation
planning), directly and interactively affect expatriate
readiness (assignment motivation and assignment
self-efficacy), which in turn influences expatriate
success.
3 Expatriate readiness as precursors to
assignment success
3.1    Assignment motivation
We propose that expatriates who are motivated to
accept as well as adjust to the assignment (Selmer,
2001) are more likely to do well than expatriates who
are not similarly motivated. This proposition is clarified
by expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), which posits
that an individual's motivation is driven by the
perceived expectancy, instrumentality, and valence
of a specific outcome. Instrumentality refers to an
individual's belief that an action will result in the
attainment of the desired outcome. For example, if
an employee does not believe that accepting an
expatriate assignment will lead to his/her career
success, s/he will not be motivated to accept the
assignment. Valence, on the other hand, is the
perceived value of an action's consequences. Simply
stated, an individual is unlikely to expend the effort
to obtain an outcome that he/she does not consider
desirable. Thus, if most expatriates are either not
promoted upon return or are effectively demoted
(Black, 1992; Clague and Krupp, 1978), the valence
of an international assignment to a potential expatriate
may be low, and s/he may be unlikely to accept an
assignment. Finally, expectancy describes the
worker's perception that he/she is capable of
performing the necessary actions to obtain the
required outcome. Thus, if the employee does not
believe he/she can perform at the required capacity,
he/she will not be motivated to attempt the activity
(Gatewood et al., 2002; Isaac et al., 2001).
Clearly, employee motivation is paramount when
examining individual factors that are predictive of
assignment success. In this connection, Tung (1998)
proposed that expatriates are primarily motivated by
opportunities for personal and professional
development. In other words, individuals accept
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overseas assignments for career development,
personal learning, monetary rewards, travel, or to
fulfill organizational requirements (Baruch et al.,
2002; Caligiuri, 2000; Clegg and Gray, 2002; Stahl et
al., 2002). It has also been suggested that when
expatriates have low motivation (for various reasons)
to take on the assignment, they are less likely to
persist on the assignment and thus would ultimately
fail.
Hence, we expect that expatriates are more likely to
succeed in their assignments if they believe that
required effort will lead to successful performance,
and success on the assignment will lead to desired
outcomes. Clearly, organizational policies have an
important role to play in impacting the motivation for
the expatriate to accept the assignment as well as to
exert the necessary effort to succeed. In later
sections, we will expand our discussion on how
assignment motivation can be enhanced. For now,
based on the discussion above, we propose the
following:
Proposition 1: Expatriates who are motivated to
accept and exert effort on the assignment are more
likely to perform successfully than expatriates who
are not motivated to do so.
3.2    Assignment efficacy
A basic definition of self-efficacy refers to one's self-
efficacy as one's beliefs of one's capability to perform
a specific task (Gist and Mitchell, 1992). It differs
from self-esteem and locus of control in that it is a
much more malleable (i.e., changeable) characteristic,
and refers to a specific task rather than to the self.
High self-efficacy has been consistently related to
an individual's performance in specific tasks, e.g.,
sales, learning and creativity (Barling and Beattie,
1983; Gist et al., 1991; Tierney and Farmer, 2002).
In this connection, researchers argue that feelings of
efficacy facilitate the mobilization of resources to deal
with a given situation through one's assessment of
being able to do so successfully (see, e.g., Gist and
Mitchell, 1992).
In the context of expatriate assignments, the stronger
the expatriate's belief that he/she has acquired or
possesses the necessary skills to deal with the
challenges of the assignment, the higher the likelihood
that he/she would succeed. Hence, consistent with
previous research (Black et al., 1991), we propose:
Proposition 2: Expatriates who possess high levels
of assignment self-efficacy are more likely to perform
successfully than expatriates who have low
assignment self-efficacy. We also propose that the
expatriate's motivation to take on the assignment, as

well as perform well on it, is related to the expatriate's
assignment self-efficacy. In this connection, some
researchers have clarified that self-efficacy is akin
to expectancy beliefs, i.e., whether one's efforts
would lead to performance. Hence, in our model,
assignment motivation and assignment self-efficacy
are presented as interrelated constructs. Together,
these two constructs represent the expatriate's
readiness to take on the assignment.
4    Antecedents of expatriate readiness
4.1    Global competencies
McEvoy and Parker (1995) argue that one of the
most critical factors in individual success is cross-
cultural adjustment ability. Cross-cultural adjustment
refers to an individual's psychological comfort in living
abroad, or the reduction of uncertainty and anxiety
in the new environment (Caligiuri, 2000; Sunkyu et
al., 2001). In this connection, Black (1990) reported
a significant relationship between adjustment and
perceptual skills such as social orientation.
Specifically, an expatriate who is open, flexible and
accepting of cultural differences will most likely adjust
quicker (Baruch et al., 2002; Huang et al., 2005;
Bennett, 2002; Selmer, 2001). Indeed, some
researchers have argued that in order to succeed on
an expatriate assignment, the cross-cultural skills of
an expatriate should be at least equal to, and perhaps
even greater than, his/her technical skills (Black and
Gregersen, 1999).
Here, Selmer (2001) has noted numerous
psychological barriers that might inhibit adjustment
to the new environment/country, such as lack, or low
levels, of openness, emotional stability, extroversion
and conscientiousness. Ironically, these very traits
are considered critical to success on expatriate
assignments (Baruch et al., 2002; Caligiuri, 2000;
Halcrow, 1999; Stahl et al., 2002). Thus, it is not
surprising that research has shown that individuals
who are self-confident tend to learn from their
mistakes by confronting their mistakes, instead of
making the same mistake in the future, or avoiding
situations in fear of making a mistake (Aycan, 1997).
Thus, we propose:
Proposition 3: An expatriate's level of global
competencies will have a significant positive impact
on his/her readiness for the assignment.
4.2    Organizational policies
A variety of organizational factors have been shown
to affect the success of international assignments.
Perhaps the most salient among these, is selection.
Clearly, if organizations do a poor job of selecting
individuals for international assignments, training and
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on-site support are not going to ensure success. Since
global assignments "are the single most powerful
experience in shaping the experience and capabilities
of effective global leaders" (Black et al., 1999), and
since international assignments are extremely
expensive investments for organizations, it is important
that organizations select individuals who have the
potential to assimilate well into new and challenging
cultures. Unfortunately, most expatriate assignment
decisions are made quickly with limited planning
(Bennett, 2002; Halcrow, 1999). Indeed, many
organizations have ineffective selection practices that
often omit key success criteria (Black et al., 1991;
Lomax, 2001). For instance, organizations sometimes
focus on the technical and management skills of the
candidates, neglecting a candidate's personality traits,
such as adaptability, openness and flexibility (Bennett,
2002; Halcrow, 1999; Kaye and Taylor, 1997; Lomax,
2001). Ironically, it has been repeatedly pointed out
that an individual's personality traits are often more
predictive of expatriate assignment success than his/
her technical ability (see, e.g., Lomax, 1997).
Next, once the most appropriate candidate for an
international assignment has been selected, it is critical
for that person to have proper pre-departure and post-
arrival training. Indeed, research has shown that
training is essential to the success of the assignment
(Shaffer et al., 1999). Effective pre-departure training
informs the expatriate and his/her family about the
culture of the destination country, provides examples
of appropriate behaviour, helps develop language
skills, and identifies coping strategies to aid adjustment
(Black et al., 1991; Kaye and Taylor, 1997; Shaffer
et al., 1999; Sunkyu et al., 2001). Similarly, appropriate
training facilitates the formation of realistic
expectations for the international transfer. This is
advantageous as the development of realistic
expectations for the international assignment has been
linked to expatriate success (Black et al., 1991;
Lazarova and Caligiuri, 2001; Lomax, 2001).
Unfortunately, the majority of expatriates and their
families are sent on expatriate assignments with little
or no training whatsoever (Selmer, 2001). Further,
post-departure communications from headquarters
are essential to keeping expatriates connected with
the home office, and keeping them aware of company
developments (Poe, 2000). With the advancement
of technology in the workplace, staying connected is
becoming easier. Companies should also encourage
employees to visit headquarters during home visits
(Klaff, 2002). Obviously, the more aware the assignee
is of current events within the organization, the easier

it will be to adjust upon return (Suutari and Valimaa,
2002).
Support mechanisms for the expatriate have also
been found to increase the likelihood of assignment
success (Black and Gregersen, 1999, 1999; Lomax,
2001; Shaffer et al., 1999), by reducing the uncertainty
experienced by the expatriate, thereby increasing the
potential for successful performance (Pinder and
Schroeder, 1987). Lazarova and Caligiuri (2001)
report a positive association between the support
mechanisms offered during the repatriation process
and expatriate turnover intentions - in other words,
expatriates who perceive that the organization values
the global skills developed on assignment, are more
likely to remain with the organization, post-return.
Last, but not least, the process of repatriating the
manager is just as important. Repatriation planning
is critical because an expatriate will not be motivated
to take on the assignment if he/she feels that the
assignment will be detrimental to his/her career in
the organization. Unfortunately, many companies
neglect this final stage of the international experience.
Research indicates many organizations place minimal
strategic importance on repatriation. A study by
Halcrow (1999) noted that 27% of respondent
organizations did not even have discussions about
repatriation with their expatriates. Because of this,
expatriates are twice as likely to resign as are
domestic employees (Black et al., 1991). This
perception is often fuelled by the fact that many
repatriates are not promoted upon completion of the
assignment, and are often effectively demoted instead
(Black, 1992; Clague and Krupp, 1978).
Overall, it is clear that a clear set of policies and
procedures geared toward helping individuals
succeed on expatriate assignments are critical. At
the same time, the literature is replete with examples
(see Lomax, 2001) of organizations failing to establish
even the basic policies, such as discussions on career
path after completion of the assignment. We believe
that this failure is due to a lack of understanding, on
the part of organizations, of the impact of such policies
and procedures on individual motivation and
willingness to accept assignment. In organizations that
do have expatriate policies and procedures in place,
it is important that these policies fit the needs and
expectations of individuals to help them successfully
complete global assignments. Thus, we propose:
Proposition 4: Carefully designed organizational
policies, such as selection mechanisms designed to
screen for global competencies, pre-departure
training and on-assignment communication and
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support systems, and repatriation guidelines, will have
a significant positive impact on the expatriate's
motivation to accept the international assignment.
5    Family situation
As one might expect, expatriate family issues are
rather complex (Haslberger and Brewster, 2008), and
present a major challenge for companies trying to
compete in the global arena (Stroh and Caligiuri,
1998). In addition to adjusting to a new country and
working environment, the expatriate also has to
ensure that family matters are properly addressed.
These include issues such as ensuring that the family
has the proper living arrangements, children are
admitted to appropriate schools, and the spouse and
children have enough social and cultural opportunities
to enjoy a satisfying and acceptable living experience.
In this connection, Tung (1987) reports that family
concerns are among the top three reasons for
expatriate failure, while Shaffer and Harrison (1998)
reported that even though family variables were not
significant independent predictors of assignment
failure, the effects of the family are broad and
important. Specifically, the family has an indirect
effect on early departure through non-work variables
such as satisfaction and adjustment. Indeed, the
spouse's ability to adjust and his/her general
satisfaction are likely to significantly affect the
expatriate's own adjustment and satisfaction. Not
surprisingly, family concerns may also prevent
qualified candidates from even considering going on
an international assignment. For example, the
potential expatriate's spouse or children may not be
interested in moving to a new country - sometimes,
because the spouse may have a good job in the home
country, while visa restrictions may not allow him/
her to work in the new country, and/or the children
may not want to leave their friends' circle. Indeed, in
some studies, family issues have been reported to be
the main reasons managers decline offers of global
assignments (Swaak, 1995).
Thus, certain family conditions and/or concerns may
not be conducive to the expatriate's motivation to
accept the assignment as well as his/her belief that
he/she will be able to perform well on the assignment.
As such, we propose:
Proposition 5: An expatriate's family situation will
have a significant impact on his/her readiness for the
assignment.
6    HCN categorization
Over the years, several scholars (see, e.g., Black et
al., 1999; Toh and DeNisi, 2005; Varma et al., 2006)
have argued that HCNs can play a major role in

helping the expatriate adjust at the new location,
which in turn helps the expatriate perform successfully
on his/her assignment. In this connection, it has been
argued that HCNs can provide two kinds of
assistance to the expatriate - role information, which
would help the expatriate understand the rules,
regulations and practices at the local office, and social
support, which could provide the expatriate
information about living in the community. It is clear
that by offering expatriates key information, HCNs
can help them adjust faster, both in and outside the
workplace, which in turn is likely to lead to the
expatriate being more effective on the assignment.
In this connection, Carraher et al. (2008) found that
having a host country mentor had a significant positive
impact on the expatriate's performance.
However, HCNs may not always be motivated to
offer support to expatriates, and may often withhold
relevant information and treat the expatriate as an
'outsider' (Florkowski and Fogel, 1999). In this
connection, some authors (see, e.g., Varma et al.,
2006) have argued that HCNs use a process of social
categorization (Taylor and Moghaddam, 1987),
whereby they may use the individual's demographic
characteristics such as race and gender (Varma and
Stroh, 2001) to categorize expatriates as in-group or
out-group members. Indeed, recent empirical
investigations of this phenomenon have confirmed
that HCNs are likely to categorize expatriates into
in-groups and out-groups, and are likely to offer role
information and social support only to those
expatriates categorized as in-group (see, e.g., Varma
et al., 2006, 2009, in press). Of course, the expatriate
is likely to come into contact with HCNs only after
arrival at the new location, where he/she would be in
need of role information and social support. Thus, in
terms of our model, we believe that HCN
categorization would moderate the link between
expatriate readiness and performance. As such, we
propose:
Proposition 6: HCN categorization and the resultant
willingness to offer role information and social support
to expatriates will impact the expatriate's ability to
successfully perform his/her job.
7    The integrated model
As can be seen from the model, we believe that global
competencies, organizational policies and the
expatriate's family situation will each have direct and
significant effects on the expatriate readiness.
Further, we believe that organizational policies can
moderate the relationship between global
competencies and expatriate readiness. For example,
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some organizations offer pre-departure language or
cross-cultural training to potential expatriates. In such
cases, the expatriate candidate is more likely to
believe that he/she can succeed on the assignment
and, thus, may be more motivated to accept the
assignment. Thus, if the individual accepting an
international assignment knows that the organization
has comprehensive training programmes and
communication procedures for expatriates, it is likely
that his/her expectancy of success will be higher than
if such procedures were absent. As such, we propose:
Proposition 7: Organizational policies will moderate
the relationship between global competencies and
expatriate readiness, such that expatriates who
receive pre-departure training designed to help
improve their global competencies are more likely to
be motivated to accept the assignment and believe
that they will be able to perform successfully on the
assignment than expatriates who do not. Next, since
the primary reason for premature return from an
international assignment is often poor spousal
adjustment (Feldman and Tompson, 1993), it is clear
that companies should do everything in their power
to help the expatriate as well as the spouse prepare
for the new experience. One effective way to ensure
that spouses adjust to the new culture is to screen
for spouses that might be opposed to going on an
international assignment. In this connection, Black
and Gregersen (1999) found that spouses who were
keen on accompanying the expatriate on an
international assignment were more likely to adjust
in the new culture.
Further, proper pre-departure training and
communication provided by the organization can also
help to prepare the expatriate's spouse and children
for the foreign environment, (Black and Gregersen,
1999, 1999; Lomax, 2001; Shaffer et al., 1999), and
increase the likelihood that they would be willing to
accompany the expatriate. As we note above,
expatriates are less likely to be ready for the
assignment, if their families are concerned about
support and adjustment at the new location. As such,
it is important for organizations to note that it is not
only important to help prepare the expatriate for the
assignment, but the expatriate's family as well.
Without the family's support, the expatriate
assignment will still result in failure and the premature
return of the expatriate. Thus, if organizations provide
ample pre-departure support and communication for
the expatriate's family, potential expatriates are more
likely to accept the assignment and feel capable of
completing the assignment successfully. Thus, we

propose:
Proposition 8: Organizational policies will moderate
the relationship between family situation and
expatriate readiness; such that expatriates whose
families are kept involved in the pre-departure
preparations and training are more likely to be
motivated to accept the assignment and believe that
they will be able to perform successfully on the
assignment than expatriates who do not.
8    Concluding remarks
In this paper, we have integrated existing theory and
research related to expatriate assignment success
with theory related to motivation and self-efficacy to
develop a process model that explains how individual,
family, organizational, and host country factors affect
expatriate performance success. The model posits
that expatriate readiness is a proximal antecedent of
successful performance on the assignment, and that
expatriate readiness is comprised of assignment
motivation and self-efficacy. Assignment readiness
is influenced by the interaction between important
individual, family and organizational-level factors.
More specifically, individual global competencies,
family situation and organizational policies
cumulatively and interactively affect expatriate
success through assignment readiness. Finally, HCN
support can help or hinder expatriate performance
after the expatriate has accepted the assignment and
arrived at the new location.
Clearly, further research is necessary to test the
propositions of our composite model. If the process
model is supported, this would suggest that
researchers and practitioners should focus on helping
expatriates develop assignment motivation and self-
efficacy as to help increase the likelihood of
successful performance. If the propositions related
to antecedents of assignment readiness are supported,
this would suggest that assignment readiness is indeed
malleable, and can be influenced through
organizational policies, addressing family concerns,
and helping potential expatriate candidates improve
their global competencies. Finally , if the proposition
relating to HCN support is found to hold, organizations
would do well to train both expatriates and host
country employees, so that HCNs are willing to offer
required support to expatriate colleagues. In terms
of testing our model, we recognize that it may initially
be somewhat difficult to investigate the full model in
a single investigation. However, we are hopeful that
scholars would start by testing individual links in our
model, so that ultimately we may have a better
understanding of the whole process. The increasing
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number of expatriates worldwide offers tremendous
opportunities for researchers, as does the availability
of numerous validated scales. Thus, for example,
researchers could identify one organization that has
formal pre-departure training for expatriates, and
another organization that does not - measuring
expatriate readiness in both organizations and
comparing these results would help support or reject
some of our propositions. Similarly, researchers could
measure assignment self-efficacy of expatriates on
arrival at a location, and, at a later date, measure and
compare actual performance of two groups - one
that received HCN support and another that did not.
Thus, our model offers excellent opportunities for
both cross-sectional and longitudinal investigations.
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Figure 1    A performance theory-based model of expatriate success
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