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Abstract 

International assignments remain a crucial aspect of multinational corporations’ global strategy, even with their 
high costs. While multinational corporations (MNCs) must consider the advantages and disadvantages of hiring 
local employees for specific roles, expatriates’ roles are still significant. Culturally adjusting to the local 
environment has always been a problem for most expatriates and their accompanying family members. Failing to 
adjust culturally will lead to mediocre performance and under-utilising the wealth of host country-related 
information that only locals possess. Therefore, this research highlights the influential role that accompanying 
expatriate spouses could play in ensuring the smooth communication and cooperation between expatriates and 
their local subordinates and the local community. Path analyses of 134 expatriate and spouse related matched 
datasets show that spouses are more positively accepted by the host country nationals (HCNs) as opposed to 
expatriates. New relationships emerged from the path analyses which indicated the influential roles that spouses 
play in establishing better rapport with the locals. As such it is suggested that spouses are the ‘missing link’ that 
could foster better social integration and cross cultural communication and adjustment between expatriates and 
the host country nationals. Theoretical and managerial implications are subsequently discussed and future 
research suggestions are then put forth. 
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1. Background of Study 

Despite the battle to minimize the costs involved in sending expatriates abroad, international assignments remain 
a crucial aspect of multinational corporations’ global strategy. Common reasons expatriates give for prematurely 
terminating their international assignment include poor cross-cultural adjustment or adaptation (Takeuchi, Yun & 
Tesluk, 2002), family-related problems, i.e. the inability of spouse and children to adapt to the host country’s 
culture (Flynn, 1995; Takeuchi et al., 2002; Tung, 1987) and lack of ability to adapt to the various aspects of the 
host country (Pomeroy, 2006). Previous studies (Black, Gregersen & Mendenhall, 1992; Takeuchi, 2010) have 
shown that the need to improve the ability to predict success of international assignments is vital because of the 
fact that many global assignments fail. These failures ranged from monetary expenses, negative company image, 
stalled career progression and psychological barrier to take up future assignments (Black, Gregersen & 
Mendenhall, 1992; Hemmasi, Downes & Varner, 2010). Takeuchi (2010) asserts that despite being extensively 
researched for the past few decades, most of the expatriate-related research has been predominantly 
‘expatriate-centric’ and have neglected other expatriate stakeholders that include accompanying spouse, HCNs 
and the parent company or MNCs. Therefore, this research endeavors to increase the possibility of ensuring 
expatriation success by focusing on the influential role that the accompanying expatriate spouses or the 
expatriates’ ‘significant other’ could play in creating a more harmonious and conducive environment to foster 
better social and work relationships between the expatriates and the host country nationals whilst in the host 
country. Consequently, a better support from the local staff and community would help to manage and minimize 
the feelings of anxiety and uncertainty that comes from being relocated to a new cultural environment and would 
further contribute to better facilitate intercultural communication and cross-cultural adjustment. 

Asia in particular represents a challenging posting for many foreign managers. Wide differences between the 
cultural, perspectives and mannerisms may pose awkward and baffling situations for those who are relocating to 
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this part of the world (Neupert, Baughn & Dao, 2005). Many managers who have succeeded in their domestic 
operations may often find that the mental maps that they have relied on for so many years do not necessarily 
apply when they relocate (Black & Gregersen, 2000). Malaysia is one example where one might expect to find 
all these wide differences. 

This paper is organized as follows. We first present a review of literatures related to the theoretical stance 
underpinning the concept relating to social integration, support, expatriate adjustment and performance. Next, we 
develop hypotheses based on the reviewed literature. Further, we describe the method, study sample and 
measures before proceeding with the reporting of results of the statistical tests. Finally, we conclude with the 
discussion on findings and their implications for both the academic research and practice suggestions for future 
research.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Anxiety Uncertainty Management (AUM) Theory 

Both novice and seasoned expatriates would tend to feel anxious of any new posting simply for the fact that no 
two cultures are alike. Black (1988) contended that in order to feel comfortable with the new culture, expatriates 
need to reduce their uncertainties and make some changes to their behaviors. Gudykunst (1988) concurred that 
anxiety and uncertainty are critical factors in understanding effective communication and intercultural 
adjustment. The anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory by Gudykunst (see 1988, 2005; Gudykunst & 
Hammer, 1988) was first coined to improve the quality of communication and adjusting to living in new cultures. 
The AUM Theory, calls for better management of anxiety and uncertainty in order for newcomers to adjust better 
to the new environment. Based on the uncertainty reduction theory (URT) by Berger and Calabrese (1975), with 
AUM Theory, ideally culturally adjusted expatriates would most likely perform their tasks effectively (Black, 
1988; Black & Mendenhall, 1990) and are able to achieve work and non-work satisfaction (e.g. Shaffer & 
Harrison, 1998; Takeuchi et al., 2002), organizational commitment (Shay & Baack, 2006; Takeuchi, Wang, 
Marinova & Yao, 2009), minimize withdrawal cognitions (e.g. Shaffer & Harrison, 1998; Wang & Takeuchi, 
2007) and performance (Caligiuri, 1997; Kraimer et al., 2001; Kraimer & Wayne, 2004; Shay & Baack, 2006). 

Previous scholars found support which proves that expatriates go through the processes of learning and 
exhibiting new behaviors in order to ‘fit in’ with the host cultures (see Berry, 1997; Black & Mendenhall, 1990; 
Black, Mendenhall & Oddou, 1991). Expatriates generally arrive at a new assignment with a defined role, a set 
of responsibilities and an established organizational support system. In contrast, spouses usually have a harder 
time adjusting. Isolated from family and friends and living in a foreign environment with different legal, political, 
and social (cultural & language) systems, the adjustment process for spouses may be especially frustrating and 
stressful (Albright, Chu & Austin, 1993). Scholars have also proved that expatriates do rely on family members, 
organizations and HCNs to provide them with the desired support especially in the initial stage of relocating to 
the host country (Kupka & Cathro, 2007; Toh & DeNisi, 2005). 

In 1990, Black and Mendenhall used social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) to explain the theoretical 
underpinnings for how pre-departure cross-cultural training could have a positive impact on the interactions 
expatriates would have with host nationals. Black and Mendenhall (1990, p. 120) suggest that ‘cross cultural 
training enables the individual to learn both content and skills that will facilitate effective cross-cultural 
interaction by reducing misunderstandings and inappropriate behaviors.’ Although pre-departure cross-cultural 
skills training are important for cross-cultural adjustment, many organizations simply do not provide it for their 
expatriates (Black & Mendenhall, 1990), and in turn, the bulk of learning actually occurs in the host country. As 
such, in this research, emphasis is on how expatriates and their family members strive to display appropriate 
behaviors that can be observed and learnt from those in their vicinity as a way for them to be accepted into the 
in-groups thus facilitating their adjustment and work related performance. This research will only stress on why 
the acceptance of host country nationals towards accompanying expatriate spouses in more influential in 
addressing and fostering better relationships between the expatriates and the HCNs.  

2.2 Cultural Intelligence 

Gudykunst (2005) claims that uncertainty is a cognitive phenomenon where it affects the way we think about 
strangers. Schlenker and Leary (1982) contend that social anxiety happens because we want others to have a 
favorable impression of us but we doubt our ability to deliver that. As such, to transcend these cultural 
boundaries, expatriates and their family members should have the ability to appropriately address and react to 
intercultural situations and cultural intelligence (CQ) may be the skill that can help to improve the capability for 
successful adaptation (Peterson, 2004; Thomas & Inkson, 2004). It is proposed that by being culturally 
intelligent, expatriates and their accompanying family members would therefore manage their anxiety and 
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uncertainty associated with relocating to a different cultural background thus putting in more effort for work 
related task accomplishment and/or socially integrating into the new environment. As such, the researchers feel 
that CQ would tremendously facilitate the expatriate and their family members’ quest to manage their anxiety 
and uncertainty stemming from intercultural encounters with strangers in the host country and consequently 
achieve better adjustment and increased performance while working and residing in the host country.  

2.3 Spouse-Related HCN Support 

As expatriates would be more immersed with their assigned tasks, spouses are generally more directly involved 
with the local environment on a daily basis in order for them to ensure the expatriate family can continue with 
their normal daily activities with the least of disruption. Isolated from family and friends and living in a foreign 
environment with different legal, political, and social (cultural & language) systems, the adjustment process for 
spouses may be especially frustrating and stressful (Albright, Chu & Austin, 1993). HCNs can also be 
considered as a group that are most conversant with the host country’s cultural aspects and as such would be the 
most suitable group for the spouses to get information from regarding the various aspects that they might 
encounter in the host country, especially in the initial stages of relocation. Host country social support is a form 
of informational support; support for providing information to make life easier in the host country and emotional 
support, non-tangible help that could make a difference to a newly relocated family. Shaffer and Harrison (2001) 
claim that interaction with host-country nationals builds an appreciation of and sensitivity to cultural differences; 
naturally it seems likely that deeper relationships with host country nationals would also facilitate adjustment. As 
Furnham and Bochner (1986) noted, relationships with host country nationals help to bridge the gap between the 
two cultures. Such relationships create a climate of mutual respect and understanding, thus increasing the 
likelihood of adjustment to the international assignment (Bell & Harrison, 1996). Hence, based on the above 
findings, the following hypothesis is developed to investigate the impact of host country social support on spouse 
adjustment. 

Hypothesis 1 - Spouse host country national social support (SPHCS) will be positively related to the spouse 
adjustment. (SPADJ) 

2.4 Cultural Intelligence of Expatriate’s Spouse 

Being culturally aware and exhibiting culturally sensitive behaviours could make the HCNs more welcoming 
towards the newly relocated expatriate families. This is especially helpful when the spouses need to depend on 
HCNs for support and information regarding cross-cultural situations as they are more directly involved with the 
local environment. In line with Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory (1982, 1986), spouses do want to be 
included in the in-groups in order to increase their self-worth and one’s identity concept. Thus, factors like 
knowing the local language and cultural values could increase their chances of becoming accepted by the locals. 
Additionally, being culturally intelligent could enhance individual interactions across cultures (Earley & Ang, 
2003) thus allowing for opportunities that could serve one’s goals (Brislin et al., 2006) i.e. the acceptance by the 
in-groups of HCNs. With the above findings and the scarcity of empirical evidence relating to cultural 
intelligence, the following hypothesis is developed to determine the influence of CQ on spouse adjustment. 

Hypothesis 2 - Spouse cultural intelligence (SPCQ) will be positively related to the spouse adjustment (SPADJ) 

2.5 Adjustment on Performance 

In order to ensure each expatriate will perform as expected, organizations should be able to predict or identify 
what are the relevant antecedents or stressors that could maximize expatriates’ performance. Campbell (1990) 
defines job performance as a set of behaviors that are relevant for the goals of the organization and the 
effectiveness of the outcomes that stem from these behaviors. Translating the latter definition to the realm of 
expatriates, a definition for expatriate effectiveness is the extent to which the expatriate's job performance 
reflects behaviors that are relevant to the organization’s goals. Research on expatriates has found mental 
well-being to be positively correlated with all three dimensions of expatriate adjustment (Nicholson & Imaizumi, 
1993; Selmer, 1998) suggesting that individuals who are poorly adjusted may be experiencing psychological 
stress. Borman and Motowidlo (1997) divide the performance domain into a contextual and a task domain. They 
define contextual performance as activities that are directed at maintaining the interpersonal and psychological 
environment that needs to exist to allow the technical core to operate and argue that contextual performance is 
important because it shapes the organizational, social, and psychological context that serves as a critical catalyst 
for task activities and processes (Borman & Motowidlo, 1997). Contextual performance can sometime be viewed 
as relationship-based performance (Podsakoff et al., 2000). Task performance on the other hand is defined as the 
effectiveness with which job incumbents perform activities that contribute to the organization’s technical core 
either directly by implementing a part of its technological process, or indirectly by providing it with needed 
materials or services (Borman & Motowidlo, 1997). Tucker, Bonial and Lahti (2004) note that the relationship 
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between cross-cultural adjustment and job performance is complex and not very well understood.  

Research by Kraimer et al. (2001) found that there is a positive relationship between expatriate adjustments with 
performance however they find no existing data on the relationship between spousal adjustment and expatriate 
performance. Nevertheless, Shin, Morgeson and Campion (2007) found explicit support in the expatriate 
literature for the fundamental assumption that expatriates need to adjust to new cultural environments by 
adapting their behavior to fit the host country’s cultural norms and values in order for them to be successful at 
work. Similar supports come from meta-analyses that show that expatriate adjustment is an important predictor 
of performance (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Hechanova, Beehr & Christiansen, 2003). As is the case with 
many supposed relationships between variables in the expatriate management domain, to date there is no data to 
back the claim that spousal adjustment is critical to expatriate job performance, perhaps it should be gathered 
more conscientiously and deserves more thorough attention to form possible conclusion (Kraimer et al., 2001). 
However, as the majority of expatriates are in the host countries with their family members, the family members’ 
roles in supporting expatriate adjustment and performance could not be relegated aside. Punnett (1997) found 
that with effective management from the organizations, spouses can contribute to expatriate adjustment and 
subsequent performance. Based on the above analysis, hypotheses three is developed.  

Hypothesis 3 - Spouse adjustment (SPADJ) will be positively related to expatriate performance (PERFORM) 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Study Procedures and Sample Characteristics 

The main research population consists of expatriates and their spouses who are working in MNCs and residing in 
Malaysia. Their contact details were gathered from the databases in expatriate associations and chambers of 
commerce as the full list of expatriates in Malaysia were confidential. Postal and web surveys were used to 
gather response from the respondents. Dillman (2007) suggested that web surveys can be used simultaneously 
with postal surveys to maximize response rates and counter the drawback of the other mode. Survey packs that 
consist of an explanatory letter, an expatriate questionnaire, a spouse questionnaire and stamped returned 
envelopes were sent to 704 expatriates. In order to capture a more holistic picture of the adjustment process and 
the social support required and received by the expatriates and their family members and the linkage with the 
expatriate’s performance, this research includes responses from the expatriate’s spouse or partners in order to 
have a more comprehensive understanding from the lens of those that normally surrounds the expatriates. 
Overall, 134 expatriate responses were received from both the postal and on-line surveys (response rate 19.1%).  

For this study, a number of variables were used to control for the effect of certain factors on the tests of 
relationships between variables. For example, time in the host country, having accompanying family members 
during assignments, fluency of local language and having previous experience act as control variables so they 
remain constant while testing for the relationships between variables carried out so that the results would be 
more reflective of the actual conditions. The adoption of these variables is in line with previous expatriate related 
research (Black & Mendenhall, 1990; Caligiuri, 2000; Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985). None of the control 
variables had any significant impact on any of the adjustment variables. In addition, prior to distribution of 
surveys, a pilot study sample consisting of Human Resource Management experts, expatriates and government 
officials were undertake to pre-test the instrument (n = 20). Pilot studies also allow for the testing of face validity 
when the items appear to reflect the construct as defined conceptually (Schwab, 2005). Apart from suggestions to 
simplify certain statements and be consistent with certain terms, the respondents from the pilot study were 
satisfied with the survey items. 

3.2 Instruments and Measures 

Survey items for HCNs’ social support (HCNS) to spouse/family members are adopted from earlier scales by 
Kupka and Cathro (2007) and Wang (2001). The expatriate spouses/partners were asked to respond with regards 
to the support given by their local community in their current overseas residence. Sample item for this measure is 
‘my friends/acquaintances in the host country gave me information about the host country customs’. All scales 
related to the HCN support constructs were on 7 point Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly 
agree. Cultural intelligence (CQ) was measured using a scale put forth by Ang et al. (2007) and Van Dyne (2005). 
The CQ scale, consisted of 20 items were on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 
strongly agree. Some sample items used in this scale include ‘I am conscious of cultural knowledge I use when 
interacting and I am confident that I can socialize with locals of other cultures’.  

Family members’ adjustment was operationalized with an extended version of a previously developed instrument 
by Black and Stephens (1989) and improved by Shaffer and Harrison (2001). The work adjustment items from 
the original scale by Black and Stephens (1989) were omitted to suit the nature of the expatriate family members. 
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Expatriate performance was measured using a combination of scales put forth by Caligiuri (1997), Kraimer et al. 
(2001) and Kraimer and Wayne (2004). The performance, segregated into task and contextual performance are 
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = very poor to 7 = outstanding. The respondents were asked to rate their 
performance on how they are doing in their current roles. It was originally decided to use the co-workers’ ratings 
for expatriate performance as a way to counter the disadvantage of self-reporting, however, further analysis 
showed that there was no significant correlations between the co-worker expatriate performance ratings and the 
various adjustment facets. Thus the co-worker ratings were dropped and the self-performance ratings were used 
instead. 

Correlations were used to initially test the hypotheses. Scale reliability was tested using internal consistencies 
measures (Cronbach coefficients). Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used initially to establish the principal 
constructs, and then confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was drawn upon to establish convergent and 
discriminant validity. Since the number of respondents is less than 150 (n=134), which is the minimum number 
required to run a full Structural Equation Model (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988), we have analyzed the theoretical 
model using path analysis, which is an alternative for looking at relationship of all variables simultaneously 
(Loehlin, 2004). All constructs subsequently used in the path analysis had valid psychometric properties that help 
to mitigate the assumptions underlying path analysis. Data analysis was performed using AMOS 16.0 from data 
files in SPSS 16.0 (Arbuckle, 2007).  

4. Results 

From the 134 matched pairs data, the majority of the expatriates were working for a MNC (98.6%) while the rest 
were attached to either a semi-government agency or a non-for-profit organization. Almost 60% were in 
manufacturing, while 15% were from the oil and gas sector and the remaining were in information technology, 
hospitality and services industry. 76.1% were male and nearly fifty percent (47.8%) were in their forties. 41.8% 
of the expatriates were from one of the European countries with 18.7% from the United Kingdom. 72.4% of the 
expatriates were non-Asians. 75.4% of the expatriates have been in the host country for less than 18 months. 
More than half (56%) were first timers while 44% had at least two other previous assignments under their belts. 
All of the expatriates were in the host country (HC) with at least their spouse or partner and 88.8% had their 
spouse and children or other dependent accompanying them. 62.7% were partly fluent in the HC native language. 
For the spouse, while 30.6% were working part-time in the HC, almost thirty percent (29.9%) were involved in 
charity work and 37.3% had some form of employment; either working from home or were on unpaid leave. 
Table 1 summarizes the demographic details of the respondents. 

 

Table 1. Demographic details (N=134) 

Variables (in %) Variables (in %)

Male 76.1 Was their first assignment 56.0

Female 23.9 Average contract  

Between 40-49 years 47.8 2-3 years contract 68.7

Between 30-39 years 33.6 With spouse/dependents  

Married 99.2 With at least spouse 11.2

Headquarters origin  With spouse/dependents 88.8

UK (HQ) 26.9 Local language knowledge  

USA (HQ) 16.4 Partly fluent 62.7,(62.7)

Expatriate origin:  Type of industry  

UK 18.7, (22.4) Manufacturing 18.7

USA 12.7, (8.2) IT 14.9

India 9.0 Education 11.2

Singapore (7.5) Level in organisation  

Average tenure:  Top 65.7

7 yrs 64.9 Middle 25.4

Has been in the HC for:  In country with at least 1 child 85.1

6-12 months 38.8, (38.8)  

13-18 months 36.6, (32.1) Willingness to go for future assignments? 51.1 (49.3)

*Responses from spouse are in parentheses and in bold. 
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Basic statistical analyses were carried out to test the correlations between each variable. Table 2 gives a summary 
of these figures. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations (N = 134) 

 Scales Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.Spouse HC Support 5.23 1.16 (.77)      

2. Spouse CQ 5.26 .73 .45** (.75)     

3. SP General Adjust. 5.00 1.15 .39** .38** (.77)    

4. SP Interaction Adjust. 4.23 1.20 .34** .38** .53** (.75)   

5. EXP Task Perform. 6.17 .53 .05 .03 .18* .03 (.79)  

6. EXP Context. Perform. 5.48 .74 .18* .08 .05 .20* .18* (.86) 

Notes: Reliability estimates are in parentheses, ** p<.01, * p<.05. Expat. = Expatriate,HC = Host Country. 

 

This research utilizes two main analyses; correlations and path analyses. The hypothesized relationships were 
developed from the available literature on the basis that there are three predictors of spouse adjustment and 
expatriate performance. Following correlations, a spouse adjustment path model was analyzed to test all 
hypothesized relationships simultaneously. The results of these analyses are reported in the ensuing sections. 
Path analysis, using AMOS 16.0, will allow the researcher to see the fit of the model as a whole and to determine 
whether there are any direct and indirect effects. Path analysis allows a simultaneous test of a system of 
theoretical relationships involving multiple dependent variables (Loehlin, 2004; Singh & Wilkes, 1996). The 
model is then re-tested using theory-trimming technique through the removal of non-significant hypothesized 
relationships suggested by James, Mulaik and Brett (1982) and adopted by Mavondo and Rodrigo (2001). 

4.1 Path Analysis for Spouse Adjustment Model 

The spouse adjustment path model is to determine spouse specific subscales with spouse adjustment and 
expatriate performance. The original hypothesized model (Figure 1) is tested for the purpose of examining the 
hypothesized relationships in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Spouse adjustment path model (N=134) 

 

This model produced a significant X2 and moderate goodness-of-fit indices. Using theory-trimming techniques, 
the model was then re-tested in order to get a better fit through the removal of non-significant hypothesized 
relationships. Table 3 provides the goodness-of-fit indices for both the original and final spouse adjustment path 
models.  
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Table 3. Goodness-of-fit indices for the original and final spouse adjustment path models (N=134) 

Goodness-of-fit test Original model estimates Final model estimate Interpretation (Final model) 

Model fit   

The final model indicates a very 
good fit with some indices very 
close to 1. The X2 value is highly 
significant. 

The RMSEA and SRMR are 
almost zero, indicating a very 
good fit. 

X2 value 56.91 (df=14, p=.000) 11.88 (df=11, p=.373) 

CFI .89 .99 

Goodness-of-fit .92 .98 

(GFI)   

Adjusted GFI .70 .94 

Normed fit index .87 .91 

(NFI)   

RMSEA .152 .025 

Standardised RMR .073 .052 

 

The final spouse adjustment path model is illustrated in Figure 3, where the figures on the model are 
standardized regression coefficients and are all significant at least 95% level unless indicated otherwise. The 
results of the final model are summarized in Table 4, and a summary of the hypotheses supported and not 
supported is provided in Table 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Spouse adjustment final path model (N = 134) 

 

The results suggest mixed findings of predictors of spouse adjustment and expatriate performance. Only spouse 
cultural intelligence (Spouse CQ) is significant in assisting both general and interaction adjustment. This is to 
show that being aware of the cultural differences in the host country helps the spouse keep an open mind and be 
more receptive in any culturally challenging situations. However, spouse host country support (Spouse HC 
Support) is not a predictor of spouse general and interaction adjustments. This is a rather surprising because it 
has proven significant in previous research on expatriate adjustment model (Malek & Budhwar, 2011). One 
possible explanation for this revelation is that the spouse might be getting support from other expatriate families 
that share some common interests as there are quite a number of expatriate related associations such as 
Association of British Women in Malaysia, International Women’s Association of Kuala Lumpur or American 
Association of Malaysia where the spouse could befriend like-minded people. Another possible explanation is 
that with the advancement of technology, the spouse could use personal electronic communication like using 
Skype, Yahoo Messenger and chatting through Facebook to still be in contact with their loved ones back in their 
home countries. The results of the final spouse adjustment model and the effects of the hypothesized 
relationships are detailed in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Direct, indirect and total effects for spouse adjustment path model 

 SGAJ SGAJ SIAJ SIAJ ECP ECP ETP ETP 

Construct Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect Direct Indirect 

Spouse CQ .425 -ne- .246 .182 -ne- .056 -ne- .010 

SP HC Supp -ne- -ne- -ne- -ne- .213 -ne- -ne- .040 

SGAJ -ne- -ne- .428 -ne- -ne- .056 -ne- .010 

SIAJ -ne- -ne- -ne- -ne- .225 -ne- -ne- .023 

ECP -ne- -ne- -ne- -ne- -ne- -ne- .175 -ne- 

Note: **- ne- = no effect 

 

Although path analysis allows for the disclosure of indirect effects, for the spouse adjustment model, all the 
indirect effects are not significant and negligible with the exception of spouse cultural intelligence (Spouse CQ) 
with interaction adjustment (SIAJ). There is a significant direct effect between Spouse CQ with SIAJ. These 
additional insights would not be picked up in multiple regressions. Table 5 summarizes the hypothesized 
relationships for the spouse model. 

 

Table 5. Results of the hypotheses based on the spouse adjustment path model (N=134) 

Hypothesis Path Coefficients Conclusion 

H1a - Spouse HC Support→Spouse General adjustment Not significant Not supported

H1b - Spouse HC Support→Spouse Interaction adjustment Not significant Not supported

H2a - Spouse Cultural Intelligence→Spouse General adjustment .43** Supported 

H2b - Spouse Cultural Intelligence→Spouse Interaction adjustment .25** Supported 

H3a - Spouse General adjustment→Expatriate Task performance Not significant Not supported

H3b - Spouse Interaction adjustment→Expatriate Task performance Not significant Not supported

H3c - Spouse General adjustment→Expatriate Contextual performance Not significant Not supported

H3d - Spouse Interaction adjustment→Expatriate Contextual performance .23 ** Supported 

New findings   

General adjustment→Interaction adjustment .43 ***  

Informational support→Contextual performzance .18 *  

On-site support→Contextual performance .23 ** More details 
provided in 
the discussion 
chapter. 

Contextual performance→Task performance .18 * 

Note: *p < 0.05, ** p < .01, ***p < 0.001  

Key: → = has a positive influence on ___________. 

 

The path analysis shows that the predictors hypothesized for the spouse adjustment and expatriate performance 
are not significant in explaining both outcomes. With the exception of spouse cultural intelligence with both 
adjustments (EGAJ & EIAJ) and interaction adjustment (EIAJ) with expatriate contextual performance (ECP), 
the predictors are not positively related to either the adjustment or performance variables. However, through the 
suggestion of modification indices, new relationship can be seen from spouse host country support with 
expatriate contextual performance (ECP). Echoing the finding from the research on expatriate adjustment that 
emphasis on social integration element (Malek & Budhwar, 2011) both supports from organizations and host 
country nationals to spouses can be positively related to how expatriate fulfill their interpersonal roles in work 
and non-work setting. Consequently, the spouse adjustment model proves that spouses do influence how 
expatriates perform at work.  



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 9, No. 13; 2013 

223 
 

5. Discussions 

Tajfel (1982) highlighted that spouses could not adjust well to the new environment due to the loss of 
self-identity. They often struggle to find something in common with the locals thus they were left feeling isolated 
from the masses. Therefore, based on social identity theory, previous scholars found that it is important that 
spouses feel that they are part of the community (Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). The spouse adjustment 
path model highlights the influential role that spouses play in order to enhance expatriates’ contextual and task 
performance through better cultural intelligent skills and support from the host country nationals. The results 
from the path analysis pertaining to the support from the HCNs showed positive relationships between the 
spouse social support from the HCNs and the spouse adjustment. This emphasized that support from those 
around the expatriate family does play a significant role in helping them adjust better to the new surroundings. 
The results supported previous findings from Black and Gregersen (1991) and Shaffer and Harrison (2001). The 
task to fit into the new environment becomes more daunting when you do not speak the local language. 
Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) concluded that local language knowledge could greatly facilitate interpersonal 
communication and relationship building.  

In this study, more than half of the respondents said that they have no knowledge of the local language which is 
the Bahasa Malaysia. Although English is widely spoken, most signage are in Bahasa Malaysia. Thus without 
help from the locals, getting around to manage routine chores can be a hassle. Additionally, without the support 
and help from the HCNs, it is quite impossible for the newly relocated expatriate family to have any knowledge 
of this (Abdullah, 1992).  

Unlike the informal relationships that are frowned upon between the authority figure or the expatriate with 
his/her subordinates, the HCNs are more receptive in developing friendships with the expatriate family members 
due to there is no authority involved and the expatriate’s spouse and family are merely housewives or 
househusbands (Abdullah, 1996). Foreigners, especially western people, are generally being accorded higher 
status in Malaysia due to the HCNs being in awed of or ‘curious’ of those that are different. Malaysians are 
generally friendly and will go out of their way to help a person in need, especially when they see the expatriate 
spouse and family members take the time to learn the local language and are sensitive to the differences in 
culture (Malaysian Industrial Development Authority Report, 2009). This is reflective of the collectivist culture 
and on the religious teachings of Islam where a person is responsible for his/her immediate neighbors’ safety and 
happiness (Schermerhorn & Bond, 1997). According to the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior 
Effectiveness (GLOBE) study, Malaysians score high on the humane orientation dimension, whereby the 
collective group encourages and rewards individuals for being altruistic, generous, caring and kind to others 
(Javidan & House, 2002; Lim, 2001). Therefore, a newly relocated expatriate family will be accorded some form 
of help and support when they first set foot in the neighborhood and the neighbors will go out of their way to 
make the newcomers feel more at home in the new surroundings. However, this caring attitude can contribute to 
the invasion of privacy and can escalate into something of a nuisance to those westerners who value their 
personal space (Abdullah, 1992). However, the best way to adjust better to the local surroundings is to emulate 
behaviors of the locals. This supports the social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) where a person gains new 
insights from observing the behaviors of those around them and tries to emulate these behaviors wherever and 
whenever possible. This may sound trivial but introduction from locals would help tremendously in opening 
more doors (Abdullah, 1996). Therefore, by being part of a local group, expatriate spouses would be able to 
adjust faster and better to the new surroundings, freeing more time for them to support their spouses without 
having to fret on basic things. This could ultimately mean a change from basic living to comfortable living. This 
is in line with the findings from Lim (2001) where the combination of high humane orientation and family/group 
collectivism suggests potential privileges for in-group members. The inclusion of the spouse into the society’s 
in-group will help to contribute to increase the spouse’s social identification to the immediate society thus 
making them feel less isolated from the masses.  

Stemming from social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1985), spouses would feel that they have 
more in common with the HCNs in terms of interests and abilities that they could offer to the HCNs thus 
increasing their feelings of self-worthiness. Additionally, the expatriate spouse in return could gain more support 
from the local community if they are viewed to have something that they could contribute to the society. This 
contribution to general society is reflected upon the social capital theory (Lin, Cook & Burt, 2001) where an 
inclusion of an outsider into an inner circle can be hastened when the outsider is deemed to have something of 
importance that they could contribute in return for getting the benefits only an insider could gain.  

The path analysis results show there are no direct effects between spouse host country support with any facet of 
spouse adjustment. However, spouse host country support was found to be directly linked to expatriate 
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contextual performance. This is an interesting finding because a spouse could be the connecting element or the 
‘missing link’ that could help expatriates to socially integrate with the HCNs both in the work and non-work 
setting. Earlier findings have shown that host country social support was not significant to expatriate adjustment 
and performance possibly due to the power distance element that is inherent to the locals (Malek & Budhwar, 
2011). Expatriates who normally occupy top management positions, due to the differences in status, do not have 
informal relationships with their subordinates. Spouses, on the other hand, are seen as less authoritative figures 
and treated with more warmth and mostly are more welcomed in the society. Thus it was easier for spouses to 
gain access to the wealth of information that the HCNs possess and in turn use this information to help the 
expatriates making them more accessible to the local counterparts. This is especially helpful in making the 
expatriates more sensitive to cross-cultural nuances and ensuring leader-follower interactions are better 
understood (Schermerhorn & Bond, 1997).  

In summary, the issues discussed in length in the previous paragraphs testify to the influence of the local 
community on the expatriating families’ well-being. Thus, expatriate spouses’ influential roles in establishing a 
more neutral ground, without the influence of authority and depth of information disclosure between the 
expatriates and the local subordinates and community could be the ‘missing link’ that can contribute to a better 
social and working relationships between the two parties. The conservative old view that only see spouses as 
somebody that only accompany expatriates on assignments can be tossed inside and replaced with viewing 
spouses as the ‘liaison’ or the ‘conciliator’ in expatriate and host country nationals’ relationships. 

Referring to the path analysis results, Cultural Intelligence was more significant to the spouse adjustment 
because there will be more opportunity for expatriate spouses to encounter situations where their cultural 
knowledge will be tested due to them having to meet more HCNs in performing their daily activities. The 
expatriates, although working alongside HCNs in the workplace, their behaviors will somehow be dictated by the 
existing corporate culture due to the MNCs having policies and regulations that are quite similar with the 
headquarters and other subsidiaries. What would be different is how to go about implementing the corporate 
strategies as instructed by the headquarters. Expatriate spouses on the other hand are more exposed to making 
cultural gaffes due to the simple reason of them having to encounter more HCNs while running along with their 
daily activities.  

The positive influence of CQ on the different facets of adjustment lends credit to anxiety/uncertainty 
management (AUM) theory (Gudykunst, 2005) which indicates that by being culturally intelligent, expatriate 
spouses could minimize the uncertainty and anxiety that stems from being in a culturally different environment. 
Consequently, they could expend more effort for social integration initiatives thus having positive expatriate 
performance outcomes. In addition, successful interaction and adjustment will in turn positively influence 
expatriates’ contextual performance, which can be considered an important element that can spur task 
performance. 

For spouses, adjustment to the host country is crucial because most often, they have to start anew with the quest 
of trying to integrate themselves with the local community. For them, due to their daily activities, they are more 
in direct contact with the locals. Thus being culturally aware of these differences would make them more 
receptive to the changes that they have to make in order to minimize cultural blunders. Although Malaysia is a 
modern country, cultural issues especially religious practices remain sensitive issues that the locals are less 
forgiving of (Tahir & Ismail, 2007). CQ is an important antecedent to host country adjustment due to cultural 
aspects remains a sensitive issue to the locals. Making an effort to learn cultural-related behavior would be 
addressing the main concept established in Gudykunst’s anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory which 
allows for better management of the negative feelings associated with relocating to a new environment thus 
enhancing the effectiveness of intercultural communication in future encounters with the locals.  

Additionally, due to the high number of expatriate families in Malaysia, expatriate related associations and 
societies are available for like-minded people. Therefore, spouses do not actually need to depend on their better 
halves for companionship. Having said that, although spouse adjustment was not proven to influence expatriate 
performance, indirectly, spouses do play a salient role in the expatriates’ lives because they are still a family unit. 
Additionally, the main finding here is the relationship between spouse adjustment to expatriate performance goes 
in a sequential manner. The findings point to the impact of spouse general adjustment that could trigger spouse 
interaction adjustment, which in turn influences expatriate contextual performance and ultimately helps to 
improve expatriate task performance. Thus, in this manner, spouse adjustment does influence expatriate 
performance.  
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6. Conclusion 

Despite the exorbitant costs that are involved in hiring expatriates, the trend to continue deploying expatriates 
seem to be continuing into the future. This brings the impetus to ensure expatriation failures are minimized while 
simultaneously providing the platform where adjustments in the host country are better facilitated. This study 
tried to shift attention from technical, work related elements to a non-work setting with an emphasis on social 
support and cultural intelligence as the predicting factors of both expatriate and spouse adjustment and 
subsequent performance. The inclusion of the family members’ adjustment would be an added testament 
indicating the strong influence of the family on the expatriate’s work and non-work elements as proven by 
previous scholars (see Haslberger & Brewster, 2008; Tung, 1981; Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Takeuchi, Yun & 
Tesluk, 2002). This study is especially pertinent in a multiracial, multiethnic country like Malaysia.Where 
possible, with the influence that the organizations have in the host country, spouses should be referred to relevant 
organizations that could fully utilize the skills that the spouses have to offer on a freelance basis. This would help 
the spouses feel empowered and provide a sense of continuity from what they have been doing in the home 
country. This will also help to minimize feelings of ‘resentment’ that they might feel towards the expatriates as a 
result of an emotional upheaval that is associated with the stress of relocating to a new environment. 

Despite the efforts to ensure this study is carried out meticulously, there are some limitations that might affect its 
contributions and generalizability. The most significant is the sample size which is relatively small compared to 
the number of constructs and proposed relationships. A larger sample would enable a more rigorous analysis 
using Structural Equation Modeling and there would be less concern on the strain of sample size-parameter. 
Secondly, this study is a cross-sectional study thus causality could not be inferred. The cross-sectional nature of 
the date used restricts conclusions to those of association and not causation. Hence, a more beneficial 
investigation of expatriate adjustment would be possible through a longitudinal study. The usage of self-rated 
performance in a cross-sectional study would increase the possibility of common method variance (CMV) where 
both the dependent and focal explanatory variables are perceptual measures derived from the same respondent 
(Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Therefore, future research should endeavor to minimize this. Finally, these findings 
can only be generalized to the countries that have similar cultural background i.e. South East Asian countries, as 
Malaysia. However, it is interesting to see whether the same model could be replicated to the Western 
environment. 

In spite of such limitations, this study makes a number of important contributions that could help to improve the 
understanding of looking at expatriation from a non-technical and non-work perspective. Most essentially, it 
highlights the importance of acknowledging the support of stakeholders and cultural differences for a better 
comprehension of cultural-related situations which would lead to improved relationships among various entities 
and ultimately enhancing adjustment and performance in the host country. It also highlighted the pivotal role that 
the accompanying spouses or the ‘significant others’ play in facilitating the work and social relationships 
between the expatriates and the local co-workers and the local community.  
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