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ABSTRACT 

The growth of management research on expatriates over the years has enabled a strong 

understanding of the field. However, the issue of expatriate job performance remains crucial and 

certainly requires further investigation. There has been extensive research conducted in 

developed countries but the same has not been done in the developing nations including 

Malaysia. However, in developed countries like Malaysia, the issue of expatriate job 

performance, especially in MNCs still gets less attention from researchers. Generally, expatriate 

job performance depends primarily on their adaptability and adjustment to host countries during 

the international assignment. In other words, once expatriates can adjust themselves to new 

cultures, norms and values of the host country, their job performance per se could also be 

affected. However, there is a lack of evidence to support this claim. Consequently, the current 

study examined the relationship between expatriate adjustment and expatriate job performance 

in multinational corporations in Malaysia. Based on a sample of 139 foreign expatriates residing 

and working in Malaysia, general adjustment was found to be positively significant to task 

performance whilst interaction adjustment was found to be negatively significant to task 

performance. Besides these findings it needs to be noted that factors such as interaction 

adjustment and work adjustment were found to be positively significant to the contextual 

performance of expatriates. Therefore, the findings of this study will expand the body of 

knowledge in the area of expatriate research especially within the context of international 

human resource and cross-cultural management. The practical implications of this study will be 

beneficial to human resource professionals, multinational organizations and the expatriating 

firms in highlighting the crucial aspects of expatriate adjustment to their host environment which 

inadvertently enhances expatriate job performance during their international assignment.  

Keywords: Expatriate Adjustment, Expatriate Job Performance, Multinational Corporations, 

Malaysia. 

INTRODUCTION 

In today’s turbulent economic situation and with an increasing rate of globalization, 

expatriation has become a common practice among multinational corporations, due to their 

international strategic business expansion and development. It serves several essential purposes 

such as exerting control in subsidiaries, coordinating and integrating the business and 
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transferring knowledge in host countries (Arman & Aycan, 2013). Usually, expatriates will be 

sent abroad to another country, known as the host country, which differs from their home 

country to accomplish an international assignment for a specified period. Previous literature 

defines expatriates as ‘employees of business or government organizations who are sent by their 

organization to a different country from their own, to accomplish a job or organization-related 

goal for a temporary period' (Arman & Aycan, 2013; Aycan & Kanungo, 1997; Anigbogu & 

Nduka, 2014; Purnama, 2014; Chielotam, 2015; EmenikeKalu & Obasi,  2016;    Mowlaei, 2017; 

Callaway, 2017;  Albasu & Nyameh, 2017;  Maroofi  et al., 2017;  Kucukkocaoglu & Bozkurt, 

2018; Maldonado-Guzman, Marin-Aguilar & Garcia-Vidales, 2018). Discussions and debates on 

the issues and problems of cross-culture adjustment to the host country are most frequently cited 

as the reasons for expatriates' early return and failure. The early return constitutes a very high 

risk not only during expatriate assignment but also after completing the international assignment 

period (Reiche et al., 2011; Arman & Aycan, 2013; Santhi & Gurunathan, 2014; Anyanwu  et al., 

2016;  Jones & Mwakipsile, 2017; Mosbah et al., 2017; Malarvizhi et al., 2018,  Le et al., 2018; 

Odhiambo, 2018). Previous literature indicate that the loss of an expatriate assignment is 

basically average but the rate is three times higher than local employees which reveals a failure 

rate estimation of up to 40% (Trompetter et al., 2016). Once the expatriate experiences problems 

during the expatriation, it tends to cause poor job performance and leads to other issues such as 

turnover and a decrease in organizational commitment.  

In the Malaysian context, the government tends to encourage and enhance MNCs’ 

preference to choose this country as their ASEAN hub for international operations. Moreover, 

the government encourages the arrival of expatriates from various countries to reside and work in 

Malaysia as a means to increase the foreign direct investment which is vital for Malaysia’s 

economic development. These MNCs generally depend on their expatriate’s job performance to 

enhance its business operations in the host country. However, past studies highlight that 65% of 

companies state that 5% of their expatriates go back prematurely before completing the 

international assignment (Zainol et al., 2014). Thus, this situation leads to an undesirable 

situation for both the expatriates as well as for the MNCs business operation. 

In a related development, a previous study found that the adjustment to the host country 

was a crucial factor influencing expatriate job performance. For instance, Taiwan, Na-Nan, and 

Ngudgratoke (2017) found that expatriate adjustment was significantly related to task 

performance and contextual performance. Thus, in the Malaysian context which is itself a 

multicultural country, the study intends to answer the research question of whether there is a 

significant relationship between expatriate adjustment and expatriate job performance in 

Malaysia. Therefore, this study is deemed to be beneficial to researchers in international human 

resource management (IHRM), practitioners, MNCs, expatriating firms as well as individual 

expatriates in enhancing their knowledge. It also lends more information on expatriate job 

performance and adjustment in developing countries like Malaysia.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Expatriates Job Performance 

Presently, expatriate job performance has become a central issue among scholars on 

expatriates, human resource professionals, practitioners, multinational organizations and 

expatriating firms. Borman & Motowidlo (1993) classified job performance into two areas 

namely task and contextual performance. A prior study by Kraimer & Wayne (2004) used 
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Borman and Motowidlo’s categorization of task and contextual performance in their studies. Due 

to the need of organizations to enhance expatriate’s job performance and effectiveness in 

executing an international assignment their job performance can be determined by the two 

aspects of task and contextual performance. As stated by Motowidlo & Scotter (1994), task 

performance is role prescribed, but contextual performance is more discretionary. According to 

Lee & Sukoco (2008) task performance refers to the successful execution of overseas duties. In 

other words, task performance relates to the formal aspects of a job and directly contributes to 

the technical core (Bormon & Motowidlo, 1993). Moreover, Kraimer & Wayne (2004) defined 

task performance in terms of the expatriate’s performance in meeting job objectives and the 

technical aspects of the job. 

On the other hand, contextual performance refers to an expatriate’s performance in 

aspects such as the role which goes beyond specific job duties (Lee, 2018). These include the 

creation of healthy relationships with the host country’s nationals and the ability to adapt to 

foreign (local) customs. For example, employees volunteering to carry out task activities that are 

not formally part of the job, helping, and cooperating with others in the organization to get tasks 

accomplished (Borman & Motowidlo, 1997). In other words, it reflects the active development 

or maintenance of ties with members of the host country in the workplace. Therefore, both task 

and contextual performance contribute independently to overall performance. Due to this 

distinction, it creates the motivation for this study to examine the influence of expatriate 

adjustment on both these dimensions of expatriate job performance (Wojtczuk-Turek, 2017). 

Within the Malaysian context, expatriate job performance remains a crucial issue that 

needs further investigation. Several researchers have discussed the issue of expatriate job 

performance from different perspectives and this study incorporates certain ideas from these 

different researchers to understand its implications in Malaysia. Sambasivan, Sadoughi, and 

Esmaeilzadeh (2017) examined the factors affecting cultural adjustment and performance of 

expatriates. They found that cultural empathy, social initiative, cultural intelligence, and spousal 

support enhance expatriate adjustment with cultural intelligence and spousal support affecting 

expatriate performance. Qureshi et al. (2017) investigated the issue of expatriate job performance 

among international faculty members in Malaysian universities and in their conceptual paper, the 

impact of individual and organizational factors on expatriate job performance became their 

primary focus. Further to this, Singh & Mahmood (2017) studied the impact of emotional 

intelligence on successful cultural adjustment and performance of expatriates in the ICT sector in 

Malaysia. Their results supported some earlier research which indicated that emotional 

intelligence has a strong relationship with expatriate job performance with cultural adjustment 

mediating the relationship between emotional intelligence and job performance in certain cases. 

According to research conducted by Hassan & Diallo (2013), which examined the impact of 

cross-cultural adjustment on expatriate job performance in the education sector the results 

indicated that  there is a positive and significant relationship between personality, organizational 

and family support, and expatriate job performance. As predicted, expatriate adjustment was 

confirmed as having a positive and significant relationship with expatriate job performance. 

Presently, within IHRM research there is a tendency for researchers when exploring and 

investigating issues on expatriate job performance to include another important stakeholder in 

their studies, known as host country nationals (HCNs) (Pfeifer & Wagner, 2014; Gnanakumar, 

2018). A study by Malek et al. (2015) included multiple stakeholders in their research, while 

focusing on social support towards expatriate adjustment and job performance. Furthermore, a 

study from Zakariya et al. (2018) found that host country co-workers' citizenship behavior could 
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also play a crucial role in strengthening the relationship between work adjustment and task 

performance of expatriates. With a multitude of findings and mixed results, the current study 

examines the relationship between expatriate adjustment and job performance in Malaysia which  

has been rated as one of the top five destinations among expatriates in the South East Asian 

Region (HSBC Bank Malaysia Berhad, 2015). 

Expatriate Adjustment 

Expatriate adjustment can be defined as the level of psychological comfort towards the 

various aspects of a host’s culture (Lee & Sukoco, 2008). The most prominent researchers in 

expatriate adjustment were Black & Stephens (1988, 1989). They classified expatriate 

adjustment into three main dimensions namely, general, work and interaction adjustment. 

General adjustment includes adjustment to the general living environment in a foreign culture; 

work adjustment covers adjustment to work expectations and roles; and interaction adjustment 

reflects an adaptation to interactional situations and norms with the host’s culture (Thornberry, 

2015). With the growing number of expatriate adjustment, the Black & Stephen’s (1989) model 

is still the most influential model in explaining expatriate adjustment (work, general and 

interaction) (Bhatti et al., 2013). Some authors examined the mediation effect of expatriate 

adjustment in their studies such as Bhatti et al. (2014) who examined the impact of personality 

traits (Big Five) on expatriate job performance. They found expatriate adjustment mediates the 

relationship between the Big Five personality traits and expatriate performance. 

Meanwhile Kraimer et al. (2001) examined the role of three sources of support (perceived 

organizational support, leader member-exchange, and spousal support) in influencing expatriate 

adjustment and job performance. They found that perceived organizational support has a direct 

effect on expatriate adjustment and both dimensions of job performance (task and contextual 

performance). Although, the leader-member exchange did not influence adjustment it had a 

direct effect on expatriate task and contextual performance. Furthermore, spousal support did not 

relate to adjustment or performance, and this finding contradicted with other research findings 

such as the study by Hassan & Diallo (2013). They found that family support had the most 

significant effect on the job performance of expatriates. They also found that cross-cultural 

adjustment had a significant and positive impact on expatriate job performance. Several scholars 

have emphasized on the influence of personality traits on expatriate adjustment (Peltokorpi & 

Froese, 2012) and identified the role of environmental factors in influencing expatriate 

adjustment (Feitosa et al., 2014). Some researchers examined expatriate adjustment to the work 

outcomes such as an intention to return early, contextual performance, job performance, job 

satisfaction and the intention to complete the assignment (Kawai & Strange, 2014). Therefore, 

the present study only examined the direct effect between the expatriate adjustment on expatriate 

job performance (Gnanakumar, 2018). 

Based on Figure 1 categorization of expatriate adjustment, three components were 

initially chosen, but it was later found that, based on the results of factor analysis, the items 

loaded under four different components (Fatula, 2018). The four components structure produced 

a better result. The general adjustment was divided into two components, namely general 

adjustment and additional adjustment. The additional adjustment focuses on health care facilities, 

shopping, entertainment, recreation facilities, and opportunities. Thus, it leads this study to 

accept the fourth component as a new finding of the factor analysis. Therefore, in this study, 

expatriate adjustment is expected to influence task and contextual performance positively. Thus, 

this research hypothesized the following:  
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Hypothesis 1a: General adjustment positively influences task performance. 

Hypothesis 1b: Work adjustment positively influences task performance. 

Hypothesis 1c: Interaction adjustment positively influences task performance. 

Hypothesis 1d: Additional adjustment positively influences task performance. 

Hypothesis 2a: General adjustment positively influences contextual performance. 

Hypothesis 2b: Work adjustment positively influences contextual performance. 

Hypothesis 2c: Interaction adjustment positively influences contextual performance. 

Hypothesis 2d: Additional adjustment positively influences contextual performance. 

Conceptual Framework 

 

FIGURE 1 

 PROPOSED FRAMEWORK OF DIRECT EFFECT BETWEEN EXPATRIATE 

ADJUSTMENT AND EXPATRIATE JOB PERFORMANCE. 
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METHODOLOGY  

Sample 

This study adopted a quantitative approach with a cross-sectional design. This study 

adopted a purposive non-probability sampling technique. Therefore, not all expatriates working 

in Malaysia were chosen in this study with only foreign expatriates residing and working at 

MNCs in the greater Kuala Lumpur and Selangor area were chosen to participate in this study. 

This study used a self-administered questionnaire survey method. Out of the 600 questionnaires 

that were distributed only 195 questionnaires were duly received. This constituted a 32.5% 

response rate. However, of the 195 that were received 56 were discarded due to several issues 

such as extreme outliers, excessive missing data, unusable responses and those that did not meet 

the above criteria. Therefore, only 139 were used as the final sample representing a 23.2% return 

rate. This response rate was consistent with past study response rates (20-30%) in most 

expatriate studies (e.g., Rose et al., 2010). The sample consists of 139 respondents (100%) who 

live with their spouse and family in Malaysia. The participants included 103 (74.1%) male and 

36 (25.9%) female. Most of respondents were aged between 31 and 50 years old (65.5%). The 

majority of respondents came from the United Kingdom 24 (17.3%); India 18 (12.9%); USA 10 

(7.2%) and 48 (62.6%) from other countries. Out of 139, only one respondent was divorced 

(0.7%) and 138 were married (99.3%). For education levels, on average, respondents have a 

Master’s degree 56 (40.3%) and Bachelor’s degree 54 (38.8%) which reflects on a higher 

percentage of professional positions in this study 54 (38.8%). Of the sample, 50 participants 

(36.0%) have been working with the company for two to five years and their length of 

assignment in Malaysia was between two and five years, 76 (54.75%). In terms of previous 

experience, 55 participants (39.6%) have between two and four years previous experience and 22 

participants (15.8%) have between five to seven years of previous experience.  

Instrumentation 

The expatriate adjustment items were adopted from Black and Stephens (1989). The scale 

includes seven items for general adjustment, four items for interactional adjustment and three 

items for work adjustment. Respondents were asked to respond to given statements using a five-

point Liker scale ranging from very unadjusted (1) to completely adjusted (5) to indicate their 

general, work and interactional adjustment level.  Sample items include “How you perceive your 

adjustment to the living condition in general” for general adjustment; “How you perceive your 

adjustment in speaking with host country nationals (HCNs)” for interactional adjustment; and 

“How you perceive your adjustment in performing specific job responsibilities/requirements” for 

work adjustment.  Cronbach's alphas for general adjustment, interactional adjustment, and work 

adjustment were 0.87, 0.87 and 0.81 respectively (Black & Stephens, 1989).  

Expatriate job performance items were adopted from Kraimer & Wayne (2004). There 

are five items for task performance and four items for contextual performance. Respondents were 

asked to rate their perceived ability using five-point Likert scale ranging from very poor (1) to 

outstanding (5). Sample items include “how well is your perceived ability in meeting job 

objectives” for task performance and “How well is your perceived ability in interacting with host 

country co-workers” for contextual performance. Cronbach’s alphas for task performance and 

contextual performance were 0.86 and 0.84 respectively. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

As shown in Table 1, the findings indicate the descriptive statistics and reliability 

coefficients for sample size, n=139. 

Table 1  

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS, RELIABILITY COEFFICIENTS AND BIVARIATE CORRELATIONS 

(N=139) 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

General adjustment 3.97 0.63 (0.81)      

Interactional adjustment 3.63 0.69 0.42
** 

(0.84)     

Work adjustment 3.91 0.63 0.60
** 

0.46
** 

(0.82)    

Additional adjustment 3.80 0.63 0.47
** 

0.51
** 

0.41
** 

(0.63)   

Task Performance 4.18 0.46 0.37
** 

-0.04 0.19
* 

0.03 (0.85)  

Contextual Performance 3.92 0.59 0.32
** 

0.43
** 

0.48
** 

0.34
** 

0.31
** 

(0.77) 

Notes: **p<0.01; *p<0.05; SD= standard deviation and coefficient alphas are presented along the diagonal. 

In addition, as can be seen in Table 2, a multiple linear regression analysis was conducted 

to test the hypotheses. 

Table 2 

MULTIPLE LINEAR REGRESSION ANALYSIS BETWEEN EXPATRIATE ADJUSTMENT AND 

EXPATRIATES’ JOB PERFORMANCE 

Independent Variable (Expatriate Adjustment Dimensions) Task 

Performance 

Contextual Performance 

Standardized Beta Coefficient 

General Adjustment (GA) 0.490** -0.040 

Interaction Adjustment (IA) -0.220* 0.234** 

Work Adjustment (WA) 0.041 0.359** 

Additional Adjustment (IA) -0.105 0.097 

R-value 0.444 0.544 

R
2
 0.197 0.296 

Adjusted R
2
 0.173 0.275 

F value 8.206 14.082 

Sig. F value 0.000 0.000 

Durbin-Watson 1.660 1.900 

Notes: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed) / *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-

tailed). General adjustment (Gen. Adj); Interaction Adjustment (Int. Adj); Work Adjustment (Work Adj); Additional 

Adjustment (Add. Adj) 

Table 2 presents the results of the multiple regression analyses. As can be seen, only one 

dimension of expatriate adjustment is positively significant to task performance namely, general 

adjustment whereas, interaction adjustment shows a negative relationship but is statistically 

significant. In other words, the interaction adjustment would be reduced when the level of task 

performance is high. The correlation value (R) in this model is 0.444. The percentage of variance 

explained, R square is 19.7%, with the adjusted R square is 17.3%. The F value is 8.206 with a 

significance F value of 0.000. This model is significant as p<0.05. Thus, the general adjustment 

significantly influences task performance. This study indicates that there is no problem with 

auto-correlation because Durbin-Watson value is 1.660, which is still in the acceptance range 

(1.5 to 2.5). Therefore, only hypotheses 1 (a) is supported. 
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Subsequently, the result indicates that the model is significant for contextual performance 

at 0.000 (p<0.05) when F value significance output is referred. In this model, two dimensions of 

adjustment are significant predictors of contextual performance, which consist of interaction 

adjustment and work adjustment. Both dimensions are significant at p<0.01. The F value is 

higher than the task performance output at 14.1. Moreover, the correlation value (r) in this model 

is 0.544, R square is 29.6%, and the adjusted R square change is 27.5%. The F value is 

significant. Thus, adjustment dimensions provide a significant explanatory influence on 

contextual performance. This study indicates that there is no problem with auto-correlation 

because the Durbin-Watson value is within the acceptance range (1.5 to 2.5). Therefore, 

hypotheses 2 (b) and 2 (c) are supported.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

As shown in Table 2, general adjustment has a significant impact on task performance. 

Whilst, interactional adjustment is negatively significant to task performance, it shows that when 

the general adjustment level increases, the level of task performance of expatriates also increases. 

However, by having too much interaction and communication while performing the job, it would 

decrease the level of task performance of expatriates because they tend to put less effort to meet 

job objectives and technical aspects of the job. Therefore, only hypothesis 1(a) is supported for 

task performance. On the other hand, interaction and work adjustment have significant impacts 

on contextual performance. Therefore, only hypotheses 2(b) and 2(c) are supported for 

contextual performance. As mentioned earlier, contextual performance refers to expatriate's 

performance on aspects of the job that goes beyond specific job duties, establish a good 

relationship with host nationals and adapt to foreign customs. Thus to achieve a high level of 

contextual performance, an expatriate requires a high level of interaction and work adjustment to 

execute the contextual performance. Therefore, this study has proven the aforementioned 

hypotheses with empirical evidence. 

The present findings support Wang & Tran’s (2012) study, which concluded that 

expatriate interaction and work adjustment have a significant impact on job performance. The 

length of stay in the host country can facilitate interactional adjustment of expatriates because 

staying longer in the host country can allow them to become familiar with the language, culture, 

and norms of the host country (Froese & Peltokorpi, 2012) and this adjustment thereby helps 

them in the performance of their job. Moreover, work adjustment can be influenced by several 

factors such as selection criteria, language ability, and familiarity with local culture as mentioned 

by Furusawa & Brewster (2016). Therefore, organizations can consider these as the possible 

factors that help to increase expatriates’ work adjustment, which in turn can facilitate expatriates’ 

job performance. Furthermore, the organization should consider family-spouse adjustment factor 

in enhancing work adjustment and job performance of their expatriates. In addition, according to 

Kraimer et al. (2001), organizations should improve and provide better organizational support to 

their expatriates as it has a direct effect on expatriate adjustment, which in turn has a direct 

impact on both dimensions of performance (task and contextual performance). 

The result is in line with an earlier study by Hassan & Diallo (2013) who found that 

expatriate adjustment has a positive impact on expatriate job performance. This is also supported 

by Tucker, Bonial, & Lahti (2004) where job performance of expatriates was found to be 

strongly related to intercultural adjustment. Therefore, expatriate adjustment has been proven as 

a crucial factor in ensuring expatriate job performance during their international assignments in a 

host country. In addition, Malek & Budhwar (2013) mentioned that improved adjustments 
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consequently have positive effects on both the expatriate task and contextual performance. 

Hence, this study provides evidence that expatriate adjustment significantly affects expatriate job 

performance. Organizations should therefore take steps to ensure that their expatriates can easily 

adjust and perform their job functions effectively. In other words, once expatriates adapt to the 

environment in their host country their job performance tends to be enhanced. Therefore, 

organizations and managers should educate and provide cross-cultural training to their 

expatriates before prior to and during their international assignment in the host country to ensure 

they can adjust and perform effectively.  
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