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In collision with the iceberg called culture
Research on the influence of intercultural communication competence, language and culture
on the success of Dutch expatriates in France and Great Britain

The title of this paper, based on a Master’s dissertation, refers to the theory that compares
culture with an iceberg. Only 1/9th of the iceberg is visible, the rest is underneath the surface.
This widely accepted theory contends that a parallel can be drawn with culture. Only the
outward symbols of a culture are easily discernible, for example clothing and the flag. The
most important aspects of culture, its norms and values, are far more difficult to grasp. These
more profound cultural differences can cause problems when communicating with someone
from another culture.

Culture can be defined as ‘the means by which people communicate, perpetuate, and develop
their knowledge about attitudes towards life. Culture is the fabric of meaning in terms of
which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action’ (Geertz, 1973).
The expatriates in this research are, in a certain way, in collision with the cultural iceberg of
the host country. Cultural differences are one of the causes of failure of an expatriate.
Therefore, this research centres on the influence of intercultural communication competence,
language and culture on the success of Dutch expatriates in France and the United Kingdom.

1. Introduction

These days the world is becoming more internationalised than ever. More and more
companies are opening up new horizons by doing business in countries other than their home
country. This international business has been facilitated by the development of the European
Union and other international organisations. Also smaller companies do business outside their
home country and nowadays many companies see the European Union as their home market.
This development has entailed a growing need for international employees, also called
expatriates.

The original meaning of the word expatriate is someone who lives outside their country.
Nowadays this term is mostly used for an employee of an internationally operating company,
who has been sent to a foreign country. It is estimated that in 1995 about 700.000 Dutch
expatriates were living abroad (Feitsma, 1996). Almost half of this group stayed in Europe,
whereas 21% went to America and 17% to Asia (Jagersma, 1996: p. 222).

Expatriates are used for several reasons, for example (Suutari & Brewster, 1999: p. 183):
1. control of foreign operations;
2. integration and co-ordination of activities of the business unit in the policy of the corporate
company;
3. transfer of organisational skills between the different business units;
4. effective communication between the foreign project and the corporate company;
5. development of internationally competent managers;
According to Van der Boon (2002), transfer of values and culture of the company is another
reason to send expatriates abroad.

For their part, expatriates accept an international assignment because they can develop an
international orientation that can help with their careers. Another reason is that the assignment
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enables them to have more responsibility for a project than in their home country (Tung,
1998).

One major disadvantage of using expatriates, however, is that expatriates are normally 2 to 4
times more expensive than managers in comparable posts in the home country. This is due to
extra allowances, not only to compensate for differences in purchasing power, but also to act
as an incentive to work overseas (Jagersma, 1996).

2. Defining the problem

The literature shows that differences in culture are one of the major causes of problems in an
international assignment. The process of adapting is the same for every culture, but it can be
more problematic in the case of cultures that are very different from the home culture. This
sometimes causes the expatriate to return early from the international assignment.
Research shows that 38% of companies recall between 6 and 10% of their expatriates (Tung,
1987). Early return incurs both direct and indirect costs, such as lost money for training of the
expatriate and damage to the company image in the host-country. It is estimated that each
failed assignment costs between 55.000 and 85.000 US dollars (Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985).
A failed assignment can also lead to disappointment and a loss of self-esteem for the
expatriate (van der Boon, 2002). The potential costs, both financial and personal, would be a
useful area for more research.

3. Research design

This research focuses on the cultural causes for the failure of expatriate assignments. To test
the influence of intercultural communication competence, language and culture, a research
project was carried out among Dutch expatriates in France and the United Kingdom. It is often
assumed that European expatriates do not encounter problems when sent on an assignment
within Europe, although cultures differ nowhere as much as within Europe (Trompenaars,
1993). France and the United Kingdom were chosen because they represent two major cultural
groups within Europe. France represents the Latin-European group, whereas the United
Kingdom represents the Anglo-Saxon group. Certain authors include the Netherlands with the
United Kingdom in the Anglo-Saxon group, other authors include the Netherlands in the
Northern group, together with the Scandinavian countries (Ronen & Shenkar, 1985).

To measure the influence of these factors on the success of an expatriate, a questionnaire was
used and some additional interviews were conducted. For the most part, the snowball method
was used to contact expatriates for the research, because the first expatriates who were
contacted in France and the United Kingdom often knew other Dutch expatriates in these
countries. It was often difficult for companies and relocation bureaux to provide e-mail
addresses of expatriates, because they were obliged to respect their privacy.
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Expectations were formulated for the three major concepts in this research: intercultural
communication competence, culture and language.

3.1 Intercultural communication competence
Dutch expatriates with a high self-estimated level in the three components of intercultural
communication competence, knowledge, attitude and skills, will experience less problems
during their international assignment in France or the United Kingdom than Dutch
expatriates with a low self-estimated level of knowledge, attitude and skills.

Literature review shows that most authors include knowledge, attitude and skills as
components of intercultural communication competence. This is clear in the definition that
Imahori and Lanigan (1989: p. 276 - 277) use. Intercultural communication competence is the
appropriate level of motivation, knowledge, and skills of both the sojourner and the host-
national in regards to their relationships, leading to an effective relational outcome.
Although this definition uses the term motivation, other authors (e.g. Wiseman, Hammer &
Nishida, 1989; Collier, 1989) use the term attitude, which is employed here.
Imahori and Lanigan (1989) developed a model for intercultural communication competence
(fig. 1), some elements of which are used in the conceptual model of this research. Their
model is divided in two parts, namely the competence of the host-national and that of the
sojourner, because Imahori and Lanigan posit that competence derives from a dynamic
interaction, rather than existing on its own. Each part consists of the three interdependent
components knowledge (K), attitude (A) and skills (S), which overlap one another. These
three components influence, and are influenced by, two additional elements: goals (G) and
past experiences (E). All these elements affect the relational outcome of the interaction, which
includes for example intercultural effectiveness or relational satisfaction.

Someone with a high level of intercultural communication competence has a good knowledge
of the language and the culture concerned, an open attitude towards other cultures and many
skills that enable him / her to communicate effectively with someone from another culture.
Therefore, it is expected that someone with high competence will function better in a foreign
culture than someone with low competence. It is, however, possible that people have many
skills but little knowledge. Also, another problem is that there is no instrument to measure
intercultural communication competence as a whole. Therefore, this research looks at each of
the three components of intercultural communication competence separately.
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Fig. 1 Model of intercultural communication competence of Imahori & Lanigan (1989)

3.2 Culture
Dutch expatriates will experience fewer problems caused by cultural differences in the United
Kingdom than in France.

The three countries were compared on the cultural dimensions of Hofstede (2001) and
Trompenaars (1993). France has a very different score compared with the Netherlands on
three of the five dimensions of Hofstede (2001) (power distance, uncertainty avoidance and
masculinity), whereas the United Kingdom only differs considerably from the Netherlands on
one dimension (masculinity) and is very close to the UK on another (uncertainty avoidance).
Similarly, Trompenaars’ research (1993) shows minor differences between the Netherlands
and the United Kingdom, whereas there are more differences between France and the
Netherlands. It can be concluded from this that, as far as culture is concerned, the United
Kingdom is closer to the Netherlands than France. Therefore it is expected that Dutch
expatriates will experience less problems with culture in the United Kingdom than in France.

3.3 Language
Dutch expatriates will experience more problems with the language in France than in the
United Kingdom.

The Dutch speak better English than French. Almost everyone in the Netherlands has passed
the secondary school exam in English and therefore it is the first foreign language of the
country. French is only the third language, after German (Amse, 2002). Additionally, it is
important to speak French when sent to France, because 66% of the French do not speak any
foreign language more or less fluently and only 20% use a foreign language at work (NRC
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Handelsblad, 31-01-02). Hence, it is expected that Dutch expatriates will experience more
problems with language in France than in the United Kingdom.

4. Conceptual model

Figure 2 demonstrates the conceptual model of this research, which is based on the business
literature. A central place in this model is occupied by the success of an expatriate, which is
influenced by the three major elements of this model: intercultural communication
competence, language and culture. These elements correspond to the three expectations
outlined above. As with the model of Imahori and Lanigan (1989), goals and experience have
been added and the dotted lines indicate their possible influence on the success of the
expatriate. Based on the literature, four contextual factors (age, gender, having a partner and
having children) have been added to complete the model.

Fig. 2 Conceptual model based on the literature

5. Research method

5.1 Analytical tools

Success of the expatriate

This research makes a distinction between success on a personal level and on a professional
level. From the viewpoint of the expatriate, both levels are equally important.
On a professional level, early return from the assignment is often taken as a measure of the
failure of the expatriate (Harzing, 1995). Shaffer & Harrison (1998) stress that early return is
an extreme form of failure, because expatriates who do not function well, but cling to their
jobs, can also cause considerable harm to the company in terms of damaged relations with the
customers or diminished productivity.

Intercultural
communication
competence

Language

Culture
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expatriate

Goals ContextExperience



8

There are also some practical problems with the criterion ‘early return’. Companies often do
not keep statistics of expatriates who return early from their assignment, for fear of creating a
negative image of international assignments and also because expatriates are often sent abroad
for a project of undetermined duration. It is not always clear whether or not someone has
returned early from his or her assignment (Shaffer & Harrison, 1998).

Sometimes psychological withdrawal is used to measure the success of the expatriate on a
professional level. This is a better representation, because it includes those expatriates who do
not function well, while remaining on their international assignment. Shaffer & Harrison
(1998: p. 89) measure psychological withdrawal through withdrawal cognitions, which are
‘plans to search for other employment, general thoughts or consideration of quitting, and
intentions to quit’. Naumann (1992) has demonstrated that psychological withdrawal is an
important determinant for success or failure on the job.

The success of an expatriate on a personal level can be measured by psychological adjustment.
Psychological adjustment is defined by De Cieri, Dowling and Taylor (1991: p. 388) as the
individual’s change in their psychological characteristics and the surrounding context, in
order to achieve a better fit, or greater harmony, between the individual and their
environment. The process of adjustment consists of four phases (Hofstede, 1991). The first
phase is characterised by euphoria: one is excited about travelling and seeing new countries.
This phase is followed by a culture shock, which is a condition of unease about living in
unfamiliar circumstances. One is confronted with other norms and values and this often leads
to feelings of fear, powerlessness and hostility towards the new environment. The third phase
is the turning point, because one can function again and is part of a new social network.
Finally, a mental balance is reached, in which the expatriate finds the new life better than,
equal to, or worse than life at home.

Caligiuri (1997) stresses that it is important to define the criteria used to measure success,
because past research has often blurred the definition of success. She has identified the
following three criteria:
1. desire to terminate the expatriate assignment;
2. cross-cultural adjustment;
3. performance on the job.
This research employs psychological withdrawal (desire to terminate the expatriate
assignment) to measure success/failure on a professional level and psychological adjustment
(cross-cultural adjustment) to measure success/failure on a personal level. As Caligiuri (1997)
indicates, these two criteria are not the only possible criteria measuring success of an
expatriate. The criterion of performance on the job was not used, because this was difficult to
measure in the scope of this research.

Psychological withdrawal is measured by four questions taken from the questionnaire
‘Vragenlijst Beleving en Beoordeling van Arbeid’ (Questionnaire for the Experience and
Assessment of Work: Veldhoven, van & Meijman, 1994). Psychological adjustment is
measured by three questions about feeling at home in the host country, feeling accepted by the
local people and being homesick; these are similar to the questions asked by De Cieri,
Dowling and Taylor (1991) and Van de Runstraat (2001).
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Intercultural communication competence

As mentioned before, ‘intercultural communication competence’ is composed of three
components: knowledge, attitude and skills.

In this study, the component knowledge consists of only knowledge of the language, because it
was difficult to measure other kinds of knowledge within the scope this research. Several
questions about the level of competence in the host-language measure knowledge of language.

The components attitude and skills are measured by the Multicultural Personality
Questionnaire of Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven (2000), containing 78 questions. This
questionnaire measures multicultural effectiveness and consists of five dimensions, namely
Open-mindedness, Emotional Stability, Social Initiative, Flexibility and Cultural Empathy.
Imahori & Lanigan (1989) indicate that open-mindedness is one of the components of attitude
and therefore, attitude in this research is measured by the dimension Open-mindedness of Van
der Zee and Van Oudenhoven (14 questions). This dimension is defined as the open and
unprejudiced attitude towards outgroup members and towards different cultural norms and
values.

The component skills comprises the other four dimensions of Van der Zee and Van
Oudenhoven (2000). These dimensions are roughly similar to the classification of skills of
Ruben (1976). Van der Zee and Van Oudenhoven (2000) define these four dimensions.
Emotional Stability is the tendency to remain calm and to react adequately to stressful
situations (20 questions). Social Initiative is the tendency to approach social situations in an
active way and to take initiatives (17 questions). Flexibility is the tendency to see new and
unknown situations as a challenge and to adapt the behaviour to the demands of these new
situations (18 questions). Finally, Cultural Empathy is the ability to identify with the feelings,
thoughts and behaviours of members of different cultural groups (18 questions).

Culture and language

The influence of culture and language is measured by a comparison of Dutch expatriates in
France with Dutch expatriates in the United Kingdom in terms of the success of the expatriate.
To gather more knowledge about problems with culture and language, eleven interviews were
conducted with Dutch expatriates in both France and the United Kingdom.

Goals, experiences and context

‘Goals’ are measured by two variables. The first variable concerns the goals of the expatriate
with regard to making friends in the host country (goals), and is made up of four questions.
The second variable concentrates on whether the private life or the professional life is more
important to the expatriate (priority). This is measured by two questions.
‘Experience’ consists also of two variables. The first variable measures the number of friends
from foreign countries (experience) and consists of two questions. The second variable
concerns the number of countries where the expatriate had spent more than six months
(number of countries).
Finally, four variables measure the different contextual factors: age, gender, having a partner
and / or children.
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All these tools are based on self-assessment.

5.2 Sample

A total of 83 expatriates filled in the questionnaire: 50 in France, 33 in the United Kingdom.
Non-response was difficult to measure, because of the snowball method. A significant portion
of the expatriates was contacted through other people. Also, a request was posted on two
different places on the Internet, which makes it impossible to know how many read the
request and decided not to reply. Therefore, it is not possible to know the rate of non-
response.

About 26% of the respondents were female. 32% of the expatriates in France were female,
against only 18% in the United Kingdom. Most of the expatriates had a partner (80%) and in
65% of the cases this partner accompanied them abroad.

Host country Gender Number Percentage
France Male 34 68,0%

Female 16 32,0%
United Kingdom Male 27 81,2%

Female 6 18,2%
Table 1. Distribution by gender

The expatriates ranged in age from 25 to 59 for those in France and from 27 to 56 for those in
the United Kingdom. For the expatriates in both countries the average age was about 36 years.
In France 50% of the expatriates was younger than 33, whereas in the United Kingdom the
halfway mark was 35.

Figure 3. Age distribution of the sample

More than half of the expatriates did not have children. The expatriates worked in 38 different
companies including large multinationals, both Dutch and foreign, such as Shell, Philips,
Unilever, Sara Lee and Dow Chemical. Eleven multinationals employed 56 of the expatriates.
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Total France United Kingdom
Has a partner 66 (80,5%) 40 (81,6%) 26 (78,8%)
Partner has accompanied expatriate 53 (64,6%) 34 (69,4%) 19 (57,6%)
Partner has not accompanied expatriate 13 (15,7%)   6 (12,0%)   7 (21,2%)
Has no partner 16 (19,3%)   9 (18,0%)   7 (21,2%)
Unknown   1 (1,2%)   1 (2,0%) -

Table 2. Distribution according to whether the expatriates had a partner or not

In addition, eleven interviews were conducted to gather more information about whether
culture or language is a more salient factor in both France and the United Kingdom, because it
is impossible to deduce this from the questionnaire. The questionnaire does not provide any
clues about whether a possible difference of success between expatriates in France and the
United Kingdom would be due to language or culture. The interviewed expatriates were as
representative of the sample as possible; the eleven interviewees were from both sexes,
married, married and with children, as well as single and they were from different age groups.
An overview of these issues is included in the final report. The questionnaire was analysed in
SPSS, initially computing frequencies, correlations, t-tests and reliability analyses.

6. Results

6.1 Reliability issues

Unfortunately, a reliability analysis in SPSS proved that the instrument to measure
psychological adjustment was not reliable enough to use in the analysis, due to low variation.
Therefore, whenever ‘success of an expatriate’ is mentioned in this research, this refers only
to professional success, which is measured by the extent of psychological withdrawal from the
job (the desire to terminate the expatriate assignment). There have been, however, some
interesting results with regard to the question about homesickness. Hence, the variable
homesickness was included in the analysis.

An attempt was made to compute one score for intercultural communication competence, but
this was not possible, due to low reliability. Therefore, the three components of intercultural
communication competence - knowledge, attitude and skills - are used in the analysis. Also, as
knowledge of language is the only part of knowledge included in the analysis, this research
cannot come to any conclusions about other types of knowledge.

6.2 Intercultural communication competence

The results for each of the three components of intercultural communication competence are
treated below.

Knowledge
Knowledge of the host-language was not related to the success of an expatriate. However, it is
important to notice that all the expatriates in this research had a relatively high command of
the host-language. Different results might be found if expatriates with a high language
proficiency in the host-language were to be compared with expatriates with poor language
proficiency.
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Attitude
Attitude proved to be the most important component of intercultural communication
competence. The most striking result of this research was that expatriates with an open
attitude towards cultural differences were less successful, in the sense that they had a stronger
desire to terminate the expatriate assignment. This finding contradicted the expectation
anticipated in this research that an open attitude towards other cultural norms and values will
lead to expatriate success. A possible explanation for this result is that people who are very
open to other cultures, have such a strong desire to work abroad that they accept any job that
gives them this opportunity. This suggests that these expatriates may be satisfied with being
abroad, but it does not imply that they also gain job satisfaction. This finding supports
Caligiuri’s (2000) conclusion that there is no connection between being open towards other
cultures and the success of an expatriate. Caligiuri also uses psychological withdrawal as the
tool to measure success or rather lack of it.

Skills
While Triandis (in Dinges, 1983) and Beamer (1992) stress the importance of knowledge for
successful interaction, Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) advocate that knowledge alone is not
enough. They put emphasis on the importance of skills, as does Ruben (1976), who posits that
attitude is not a good predictor of effective interaction. However, surprisingly, skills were not
found important in this research. This variable was only linked strongly to attitude: the more
open one is to another culture, the more skills one has and vice versa.

6.3 Culture and language

One of the reasons for choosing France and the United Kingdom for this research, was the fact
that little research has been carried out among expatriates who are sent to countries within
Europe. Past research has mostly concentrated on the more ‘difficult’ assignments to, for
example, Asia or Africa. However, Suutari & Brewster (1999) show in their research that the
assignments of Finnish expatriates within Europe can be problematic too. This research
supports this finding, because more than 20% of the Dutch expatriates in France and the
United Kingdom had a strong desire to terminate their assignments. It is therefore important to
examine the difficulties of expatriates in so-called ‘easy’ assignments as well as on ‘difficult’
assignments.

The results of the present research suggest that language and culture were less important than
expected. The expatriates in France and the United Kingdom performed equally well. It did
not seem to matter that Dutch culture is closer to English culture than to French culture, and
that the Dutch spoke better English than French.

A possible explanation is that expatriates, who are sent to the United Kingdom, do not expect
any problems with culture or language, because the culture is close to the Netherlands and
they speak the language very well. However, the interviewed expatriates indicated that they
encountered more problems than they expected both with culture and with language. Some of
the interviewed expatriates said that the Dutch often overestimate their language proficiency
in English, which can cause problems because of missing some nuances in the language. The
fact that English culture is so close to Dutch culture may cause some problems instead of
eliminating them.
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The expatriates who were sent to France were better prepared for cultural and linguistic
problems, because they expected French culture to be different and in most of the cases had
received language training prior to the assignment. The most important cultural problem was
the stronger emphasis on hierarchical relations in French society. As for language, the
expatriates in France had often received linguistic training and were therefore better prepared
for problems caused by the language. The interviewed expatriates in both France and the
United Kingdom stated that language was very important, because it was a gateway to culture.
With a grasp of the language, it was easier to access the culture.

The expected positive effect of the similarity of Dutch and English culture, compared to
French culture, may be moderated by the fact that Dutch expatriates did not expect any
problems in the United Kingdom and were distressed when they did find differences. This
might explain the fact that the Dutch expatriates in France and the United Kingdom
functioned equally well.

6.4 Goals, experience and context

Goals and experience
Imahori & Lanigan (1989) posit that goals have an influence on intercultural communication
competence and vice versa. For example, setting oneself a high goal encourages effective
communication with people from another country. Vice versa, high skills can provoke the
setting of high goals: one aims to make friends with local people instead of with other
expatriates of the same nationality. However, the results of this research show that there was
no significant connection between the two variables making up the group ‘goals’ (goals and
priority) and the three components of intercultural communication competence.

When looking at the group ‘goals’ itself, the variables goals and priority appeared to be
interrelated. It seems that the more important private life is, the more goals one sets oneself
with regard to making friends in the host-country.

Also, Imahori & Lanigan (1989) theorise that there is a connection between ‘goals’ and
‘experience’. This concept is supported by the results of this research: the more experience
one has with people from other cultures, the higher goals one sets oneself with regard to
making friends in the host-country, and vice versa.

The group ‘experience’ is composed of two variables: experience with people from other
cultures (experience) and the number of countries where the expatriate spent more than 6
months (number of countries). With regard to the presumed connection of experience and
intercultural communication competence (Imahori & Lanigan, 1989), in this research there
was a significant connection between experience and only one component of intercultural
communication competence, namely attitude. Experience with people with other norms and
values stimulates openness for other cultures; and vice versa.

The number of countries where the expatriate spent more than six months was linked with age
and homesickness. Obviously, the older expatriates had lived in a large number of different
countries during their careers. Also, the expatriates who had lived in a number of countries
were less homesick than expatriates who were on their first assignment. A possible
explanation is that expatriates who have been very homesick in the past, may not choose to go
on another assignment. Alternatively, they may have outgrown being homesick.
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Overall, it can be concluded from the results that the groups ‘goals’ and ‘experience’ were not
very important in this research, because neither group was significantly linked to the success
of an expatriate.

Context
The group ‘context’ seemed to be far more important than expected. This group of variables
had the most significant connections with the other groups and also contained the most
important predictor of success of the expatriate in this model.

Age
Age proved to be the main predictor for the success of the expatriate in this research. The
older the expatriate, the more successful. As the success of the expatriate was measured by
withdrawal cognitions – the expatriates were asked if they were thinking or planning about
changing their job or organisation – the effect might partly be due to the instrument. Older
expatriates are reluctant to quit their job and organisation as easily, because it would be
difficult for them to find a new job. However, it would still be possible for the expatriate to
return early from the assignment and resume his old job or another job within the organisation
in the home country.

Another explanation might be rooted in the experience of older expatriates. As has been said
above, older expatriates are likely to have lived in more than one country and therefore they
know what it is like to live and work in another country. However, there was no significant
connection between the number of countries an expatriate has lived in and his success.

Other types of experience that are not measured in this research, for example life experience
and work experience, can also account for the effect found. Older expatriates have probably
encountered more difficulties during their career than younger expatriates and do not give up
as easily. Younger expatriates, especially at the end of the twentieth century, are not used to
difficulties, because there is always the possibility of finding another job if there are problems.
In addition, older expatriates tend to have a longer history with the company and therefore
they are probably more loyal and also know better ‘how things are done around here’ [i.e. in
the company]. It would be interesting to do more research on the influence of these types of
experience on the success of the expatriate.

Gender
Harris (1999) estimates that between 2% and 15% of all expatriates are female. Caligiuri &
Lazarova (2002) conclude from research carried out in Australia, Canada and the US that the
number of female expatriates ranges between 7 and 14%, compared to 25 - 45% of women in
management. The present research had a relatively high percentage of women compared to
these figures, namely 32% of the expatriates were female and 68% were male. A possible
explanation for the difference is that this research was carried out in Europe. Another
explanation might be that men are more reluctant than women to participate in research. Due
to insufficient information on non-response rates, it is impossible to say if this explanation is
correct.

Another interesting finding was that male and female expatriates functioned equally well.
However, there was a gender-difference with two other variables, namely homesickness and
attitude. The women in this research were more open to other cultures than the men, which
might be explained by the fact that women need more social contacts than men and are
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therefore more open to others. This difference in social needs might also be the explanation
for the fact that female expatriates were more homesick than male expatriates, because their
social network is left behind when they are sent abroad.

Partner
Past research has indicated that the partner of the expatriate is crucial for the success of an
international assignment (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2000; Black & Stephens, 1989; De Cieri,
Dowling & Taylor, 1991). It is often more difficult for the partner to adapt to the foreign
culture than it is for the expatriate, especially when the partner has to give up a job, or a
career, and cannot find a job in the host-country (van de Runstraat, 2001). This affects how
the expatriate himself adapts to the foreign country and the success of the international
assignment (Shaffer & Harrison, 1998). However, in this research having a partner accompany
the expatriate abroad, did not affect the success of the expatriates. A possible explanation is
that the Dutch expatriates were sent to countries within Europe, even within the European
Union, where their partners could quite easily find a job. There are no legal obstacles for
partners working, as there often are in other countries outside the EU. It would be interesting
for future research to examine if this is the correct explanation, because it could then give a
valuable insight to help expatriates and companies prepare for international assignments.

The only significant connection of having a partner abroad was with the level of command of
the language. Expatriates, whose partners accompanied them abroad, spoke the host-language
less well. This might be due to the fact that the expatriate spends much more time with his or
her partner speaking Dutch. An expatriate without a partner is likely to spend more time
speaking the foreign language and therefore has a higher command of the language of the
host-country.

Children
Not many authors have researched the influence of having children on the success of
expatriates. Shaffer & Harrison (1998) include children in their research by using the variable
family responsibility, which means the number of family members for which the expatriate is
responsible. The present research showed that expatriates who had children functioned better
than expatriates without children. The model of Shaffer & Harrison (1998) offers a possible
explanation for this effect. They posit that an expatriate with a high family responsibility
(having a partner and children) spends more time and energy on his family than work. Also,
the expatriate has less time to think about quitting his job, let alone starting to look for another
job. And finally, quitting one job without having another is to risk the family income. These
three factors reduce withdrawal cognitions and the expatriate who has children is unlikely to
come to an easy decision to change jobs.

Another significant finding was that expatriates who had children were less open to other
cultures than expatriates who did not have children. A possible explanation is that expatriates
without children have more time and energy to spend making contact with local people,
whereas expatriates who have children are less open and focus more on their family.
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6.5 Statistical overview

The next table gives a summary of all significant correlations that are mentioned above.

success skills attitude lan-
guage

goals expe-
rience

age home-
sick

priority no. of
countries

success -.091 -.226* -.021 -.025 -.145 .252* -.146 -.086 .080

skills .683** -.003 .117 .185 -.144 -.030 -.016 .069

attitude .059 .081 .284** -.065 .006 0.10 .080

language .054 .001 .010 .279* .210 .020

goals .273* -.146 .205 -.340** .078

experience .028 -.055 -.088 .183

age -.218* .144 .690**

homesick -.122 -.315**

priority .083

countries
* Significant at a level of .05
** Significant at a level of .01

Table 3. Statistically significant correlations

7. Conclusion

The results were put into a new model, which consists of five groups: ‘success of the
expatriate’, ‘context’, ‘intercultural communication competence’, ‘experience’ and ‘goals’.
Within the rectangles in Figure 3 are the variables that compose these groups. The lines
between the variables indicate significant connections, whereas a thicker line indicates the two
most important connections. Where possible it is indicated with a plus or a minus whether the
correlation is positive or negative, and with an arrow if the connection is in a particular
direction.

As was mentioned before, of the group ‘personal success’ only homesickness was included in
the analysis. The dotted lines indicate that homesickness was not used as a measure for
success of the expatriate. However, the variable was included in the model because it might
suggest interesting areas for future research on the personal dimension of the success of an
expatriate.
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Key
Significant relation with a direction:
Significant positive correlation:
Significant negative correlation:

Fig. 3 Revised conceptual model with significant statistical relations

The significant correlations in this model point to the fact that ‘context’ is the most important
group of variables, not ‘intercultural communication competence’. The group ‘context’ has
two significant correlations with the group ‘success of the expatriate’, whereas the group
‘intercultural communication competence’ only has one significant correlation. However,
attitude occupies a central place in the model and this indicates that attitude is the most
important component of ‘ intercultural communication competence’, as has been concluded
above. Finally, according to this research, the groups ‘experience’ and ‘goals’ are not very
important.
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In summary, the results of this study showed that contextual factors occupied a far more
important place than in the original conceptual model, whereas the groups ‘goals’ and
‘experience’ proved not to be very significant. The emphasis in the group ‘intercultural
communication competence’ lay with attitude, because the other two variables, skills and
knowledge, were not closely linked to other factors in the model. Finally, attitude and age
were the most important determinants of the success of a Dutch expatriate in France and the
United Kingdom, with age being the most significant determinant. Older expatriates were
more successful than younger expatriates and expatriates who were less open to other norms
and values were more successful than expatriates who were more open.

8. Limitations of the present research

8.1 Measure of intercultural communication competence

The literature review showed that there is no consensus about how to conceptualise
intercultural communication competence, let alone a single instrument. This was the main
reason for measuring the three components separately instead of measuring the concept as a
whole. The Multiple Personality Questionnaire of Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven was used,
which measures attitude and skills. However, Imahori & Lanigan (1989) also mention
additional concepts to measure these two components of intercultural communication
competence. For example to measure attitude, Imahori & Lanigan suggest including
ethnocentrism, as well as open-mindedness.

Moreover, this MPQ questionnaire does not measure a knowledge component, and therefore
several questions were formulated to measure this. However, only the questions with regard to
language proved to be reliable enough to be combined into one variable. Knowledge of
language is, however, only one of the many aspects of knowledge. Therefore, more research
should be carried out to develop sound instruments to measure the various components of
intercultural communication competence.

8.2 Measure of the success of an expatriate

The original research design measured the success of an expatriate on two levels: the
professional and the personal. As has been said before, the instrument to measure success on a
personal level could not be used in the analysis because of low reliability. Although the
success of the expatriate on a professional level is a good indicator of overall success on the
assignment, it is to be regretted that the instrument for success on a personal level could not
add another dimension.

8.3 Sample

The sample consisted of 83 Dutch expatriates: 50 expatriates in France and 33 in the United
Kingdom. Unfortunately the original goal of 50 expatriates in each country could not be
attained within the time available for the research. The unequal distribution of the sample over
the two countries might have had an effect on the results.

Also, during the research, the definition of ‘expatriate’ had to be broadened in order to have a
sufficiently large sample. Apart from expatriates who are sent abroad by a Dutch or a foreign
multinational company, employees who are employed on a local contract by a business unit of
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a multinational company and employees who temporarily work for a French or an English
company have been included in the sample. The major criterion for participation was that the
person intended to stay abroad temporarily, rather than permanently. As a result the sample
became more heterogeneous.

9. Recommendations

9.1 Expatriates

Using the interviews, some problems were identified for expatriates in general and also
specifically for expatriates who were sent to France and the United Kingdom. A concern that
was expressed by the expatriates in both countries was the difficulty in making contact with
new people in the host country. It is probable that every expatriate sent abroad encounters this
problem, because he or she is the newcomer and should not only take the initiative to come
into contact with locals, but should also maintain this effort.

Another general problem concerned the function of the expatriate as an intermediary between
headquarters and the local business unit. The expatriate is placed in the local business unit to
implement headquarters’ policies, but needs to be accepted by the local employees to be able
to implement these policies successfully. Therefore, expatriates are often caught in the
crossfire.

Finally, another problem for expatriates in both countries was the directness of the Dutch. The
English and the French tend to express themselves more indirectly and carefully and therefore
the Dutch, in general, are often perceived as being rude or offending. This impression is
reinforced by the fact that Dutch expatriates generally do not have a perfect command of the
language and therefore miss some nuances; expatriates in both countries mentioned this.
Sometimes, however, this directness was not much of a problem, because the employees were
used to having a Dutch boss who expressed himself directly.

The expatriates who were sent to the United Kingdom mainly had difficulties because they did
not expect to have any problems with both language and culture. Although an international
assignment to the United Kingdom is sometimes referred to as ‘expatriation for beginners’,
such an assignment should not be underestimated. The culture of the Netherlands and the
United Kingdom are not worlds apart, but they are still different. Also, the Dutch may speak
English quite well, but not as well as they, themselves, think they do. It is important to be
prepared for cultural differences and not to overestimate one’s command of the language.
The expatriates who were sent to France were better prepared for cultural differences and
problems with language, because they expected some problems. The major problem they
encountered was a different perception of hierarchical relations. In France hierarchy is far
more important and salient in every day life than in the Netherlands. The expatriates
encountered some problems with the fact that “the boss is always right” and that one should
not contradict him, whereas in the Netherlands one is free to disagree with one’s boss and to
express one’s opinion.

9.2 Companies

Results of this research demonstrated that expatriates who are sent to countries inside Europe
are not always successful, as is often presumed. This finding is in line with the results of
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Suutari & Brewster (1999). This indicates a need for preparation for international assignments
within Europe, even in the case of an assignment to the United Kingdom. Companies often
think that preparation is not necessary. It is important to avoid unanticipated problems that
occur when one does not expect cultural differences.

Age was the main indicator for the success of an expatriate in this study. The more senior the
expatriate is, the more successful he is. This finding supports the policy of many companies of
selecting older expatriates for an international assignment.

Finally, it is recommended that companies should be careful not only to select expatriates
because of their openness to other cultures, but also because of their technical competence.
Being open to other cultures is as important as having the competence to do the job itself.

9.3 Future research

Throughout the research a number of starting points for future research can be identified. As
has been indicated in paragraph 8, there are some problems with the instruments used to
measure intercultural communication competence as a whole and the success of the expatriate
on a personal level. Further research is needed to develop sound instruments for these two
concepts.

The findings of this research are limited to Dutch expatriates in France and in the United
Kingdom. Similar research should be carried out among expatriates from other nationalities
and in other countries within Europe, in order to be able to generalise from the results and
enable the outcomes to be more valuable for expatriates and companies.

Future research should also focus on the connection between attitude and the success of an
expatriate, in order to test the finding that a negative attitude with regard to other cultures
leads to more success. It is important to shed more explanatory light on this contradictory
finding to be able to give well founded recommendations for the selection of expatriates.
Another interesting subject for future research would be to investigate the importance of the
expectations that expatriates have of the foreign culture for the success of the expatriate, as
has been elaborated on in paragraph 6.2. This could lead to useful recommendations for the
preparation of expatriates with regard to their international assignment.

Several authors (Harris, 1999; Caligiuri & Lazarova, 2002; Culpan & Wright, 2002) mention
that women are underrepresented in international management and this is confirmed by the
present research, albeit in a less striking way. The percentage of female expatriates in this
research is relatively high, compared to the figures in literature, as has been discussed in
paragraph 6.3.

Among other things, research on women in international assignments has concentrated on the
effect of gender differences on the outcome of global assignments. Caligiuri & Tung (in
Caligiuri, Joshi & Lazarova, 1999) have compared male and female expatriates on the three
criteria mentioned by Caligiuri (1997): 1. desire to terminate the expatriate assignment, 2.
cross-cultural adjustment and, 3. performance on the job. They have found that male and
female expatriates differ on only one criterium: female expatriates are less well adjusted than
men. The present research supports this last finding, because with regard to their desire to
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terminate the expatriate assignment there was no difference between male and female
expatriates.

Adler (2002) demonstrates that male and female managers are perceived differently and that
successful managers are described as being more like men than women. The men’s style of
managing is the most familiar, and therefore this style is seen as the only possible model for
success. This affects the selection of international managers.

Women are more and more needed in international management, because the pool of available
candidats for international assignments is slowly decreasing. Dual-career issues make
potential expatriates less willing to be sent abroad. Also, Mayrhofer & Scullion (2002)
suggest that female managers are well suited to international management in view of their
interpersonal and cross-cultural communication skills. Therefore, more research on women in
international management would be useful.

The present research has focused on the stay abroad of a Dutch expatriate on an international
assignment. However, this research has also provided some clues for the selection and
preparation of expatriates. An assignment to a foreign country, whichever country, will always
entail difficulties. A sound selection system and a thorough preparation for the culture and
language of the host-country can avoid many difficulties.
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