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EXPATRIATE TIME TO PROFICIENCY: INDIVIDUAL ANTECEDENTS AND THE

MODERATING EFFECT OF HOME COUNTRY

ABSTRACT

Purpose: This study examines: 1) the direct impact of individual variables (cultural openness,
social orientation, willingness to communicate, confidence in own technical abilities, active stress
resistance, prior international experience) on expatriate time to proficiency; and 2) the moderating
effects of the home country on the relationships between these individual variables and expatriate
time to proficiency.

Methodology. We use a quantitative, self-administered questionnaire to gather data from assigned
expatriates from different countries in India, analysed through partial least squares.

Findings. The findings show first, that four individual variables, i.e. social orientation, willingness
to communicate, confidence in technical abilities and active stress resistance reduce expatriate
time to proficiency in the global sample. Second, the individual antecedents of expatriate time to
proficiency vary significantly across home countries.

Theoretical implications. Our results confirm the importance of individual antecedents in
explaining expatriate time to proficiency and the importance of context in the study of expatriates’
cross-cultural effectiveness. We also propose new, shorter measures for the individual antecedents.
Practical implications. The practical implications for HRM professionals relate mainly to
selection and cross-cultural training. Expatriates may also get a better understanding of the
individual and contextual variables that impact their time to proficiency.

Originality/ Value. We show that individual antecedents interact with context, here home country,

to predict expatriate time to proficiency in an under-researched host country, India.
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INTRODUCTION

Black (1988) defined inter-cultural adjustment as the degree of an individual’s psychological
comfort with various aspects of a host country and put forward three, unfortunately not discrete,
facets of adjustment: work, interaction and general adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas, et al., 2005;

Haslberger, Hippler and Brewster, 2014).

In most of the literature, however, it is assumed that intercultural adjustment equates with job
performance, even though few if any of the relevant researchers have measured that aspect
(Lazarova and Thomas, 2012; Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison, Shaffer and Luk, 2005; Hechanova,
Beehr and Christiansen, 2003). This may be partly because neither the notion of adjustment nor
the notion of performance are clearly specified, indeed they overlap in some studies, and partly
because adjustment measures include a number of different domains (Haslberger et al., 2014):
adjustment to the work domain is obviously more likely to be linked directly to work performance.
Moreover, the literature on expatriate adjustment also tends to ignore the effects of time, which is
obviously at the core of the adjustment process — expatriates will be more adjusted as they spend

more time in a country (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Hippler, Brewster and Haslberger, 2015).

Pinder and Das (1979) and Pinder and Schroeder (1987) used the notion of perceived time to
proficiency in the context of transfers within one country. The authors (1987) define time to
proficiency (TTP) as “the time required for employees to become proficient in their jobs following

a transfer” (p. 336). TTP following a transfer includes two different aspects. First, it requires the
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individual to meet the competencies in the official demands of that job (Barnard, 1938), or ‘in-role
performance’, the undertaking of core technical duties of the job (Fisher, 2003). Second, TTP
requires the individual to be proficient in the informal, social demands of the job (Barnard, 1938).
This aspect of job effectiveness includes the extent to which a person’s job behaviour is congruent
with a role sender’s expectation (Tsui, 1984). Using this notion of TTP, we define expatriates’
TTP as the time it takes expatriates, after starting the foreign assignment, to become proficient, i.e.
to reach full performance in the official and informal demands of their job (Waxin, Roger and
Chandon, 1997; Waxin, et al., 2016). So, whereas the concept of work adjustment measures the
degree of adjustment of an individual at a certain point in time, the concept of TTP measures the
length of time it takes expatriates to reach an acceptable performance level in their new
international assignment. Harrison and Shaffer (2005) found that a long expatriate TTP is a strong

negative predictor for overall performance.

TTP is important for the expatriate, because proficiency is positively related to job satisfaction and
psychological well-being (Aryee and Stone, 1996). Expatriate TTP is important for the employer
because as expatriates become more proficient, they becomes more valuable for the organisation.
Until the expatriate becomes proficient, the global expatriation costs are greater than the total
contribution that the expatriate makes to the organisation (Pinder and Das, 1979). Multinational
enterprises (MNEs) have struggled with the measurement of their return on investment from
expatriates (McNulty, De Cieri and Hutchings, 2009; McNulty and Inkson, 2013). A simpler
measure may be useful for assessing the value of their expatriation assignments. In addition, any
individual antecedent that can shorten their TTP will be valuable and could be an input into the

selection process.

There has been little research into assigned expatriates’ TTP and its antecedents (Waxin, 2000;
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Waxin et al., 1997, 2016; Selmer, 2006), nor into the relative importance of the different individual
and contextual antecedents in predicting expatriates’ cross-cultural competence, adjustment and
performance (Wang et al.,, 2017). Most of the research examining individual variables on
expatriate effectiveness has focussed on American expatriates assigned to a single host country
(Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison, Shaffer, & Luk, 2005). Thus, our research objectives are twofold:
first, to examine the individual variables that facilitate expatriate TTP and, second, to test the
moderator effect of the home country on the relationship between these individual variables and

expatriate TTP.

We develop the paper as follows. First, we review the literature, examining the individual
antecedents of expatriate TTP, and the potential moderating effects of home country, to develop
hypotheses, encapsulated in a new model of expatriate TTP. Second, we outline our methodology.
We then successively present, and discuss, the study’s findings. Finally, we present the limitations,

implications and conclusions of our research.

TIME TO PROFICIENCY AND ITS ANTECEDENTS

The individual antecedents of Time to Proficiency (TTP)

Individual antecedents are important in explaining expatriates’ cross cultural adjustment (Huang,
Chi and Lawler, 2005; Lauring, Selmer and Kubovcikova, 2017, Peltokorpi and Froese, 2014).
But what are these individual antecedents? Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) initiated this line of
research in a conceptual paper. Their analysis is empirically derived, rather than, for example,
following the more accepted and tested dimensions of cognition, behaviour and affect (Haslberger

et al., 2014), but it has been influential. Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) identified four dimensions
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of competencies facilitating expatriates’ adjustment process: ‘perceptual’ relates to the expatriate’s
ability to understand why foreigners behave as they do; ‘others-oriented’ relates to the expatriate's
ability to interact effectively with host-nationals; ‘self-oriented’ relates to the expatriates’ self-
esteem, confidence and mental hygiene; and ‘cultural’, not a personal attribute but one we include
as a mediator in our analysis below. We use the insights in that model, and in later literature, to

develop the individual antecedents we test here.

Cultural openness. Mendenhall and Oddou (1985)’s ‘perceptual’ dimension refers to the ability
to understand the meaning of host nationals’ behaviour. It reduces uncertainty in interpersonal
relations, facilitating adjustment. Well-adjusted expatriates tend to interpret the behaviour of the
host country’s inhabitants without judging them (Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski, 2001). Cerdin
(1999) operationalised the perceptual dimension, labelling it ‘openness’ and found that cultural
openness predicted expatriates’ interaction and general adjustment. Culturally open expatriates are
likely to gain acceptance and social support of their local colleagues, and thus become proficient

more quickly.

Social orientation is the ability to create and maintain relationships with individuals from other
cultures (Mendenhall and Oddou, 1985). Social orientation has been given different labels, such
as people orientation (Shaffer et al., 2006), relational abilities (Jordan and Cartwright, 1998), or
relational skills (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005). People orientation facilitated work adjustment
and contextual performance (Schaffer et al., 2006), and proactivity in social relations facilitates
work adjustment (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012). There are surprisingly few studies of social
orientation, but those that exist, even when they include stage of organisational growth (Dunbar,
1992), or organisational dissimilarity (Guillaume, van Knippenberg and Brodbeck, 2014), lead us

to expect a positive effect on expatriate TTP. Local subordinates perceived expatriates’ relational
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skills as the most important competencies for successful expatriate adjustment (Templer, 2010). It

seems likely that an expatriate’s social orientation will have an impact on their time to proficiency.

Willingness to communicate. Following Mendenhall and Oddou (1985), we define this ability as
the individual’s confidence and willingness to use the host culture's language or any other common
language to communicate with locals. Communication skills may be the most important
competencies for international assignments (Seak and Enderwick, 2008). Black (1990)
operationalized the concept of willingness to communicate, and Cerdin (1999) refined it, finding
that willingness to communicate, was positively related to expatriate adjustment, and Mol et al.,

(2005) found it to be positively related to expatriate performance.

Confidence in one’s technical ability. There is considerable evidence in the expatriate selection
literature that technical competency has traditionally been and continues to be the primary decision
criterion used by MNEs across multiple countries (Caligiuri, Tarique and Jacobs, 2009).
Confidence in one’s technical ability is positively related to expatriates’ work adjustment (Ben
Ameur, 2010; Cerdin, 1999). It seems reasonable to suggest that someone struggling to make an
impact in a new environment is going to find that more difficult if they see themselves as less than

capable of dealing even with the technical side of the job.

Active stress resistance. The ability to deal with stress is a key factor for intercultural effectiveness
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Wang, et al. 2014). The ability to tolerate stress is positively related
to interaction and work adjustment (Schaffer et al., 2006) and expatriates who manage stress
effectively demonstrate better adjustment (Wang et al., 2014). However, there has been little
research on the topic (Takeuchi, et al., 2005). Folkman, et al., (1986) identify four different
strategies that individuals use to fight stress in the workplace: changing one’s environment (e.g.

changing procedures), actively seeking information or training, psychologically re-evaluating the
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situation and withdrawing psychologically. Feldman and Thomas (1991) suggest that the first two
strategies, external and active, are positively correlated with expatriation success, and proactivity
has been found to predict expatriate performance (Stroppa and Spiel3, 2011). We define active
stress resistance as the ability to naturally and preferably resort to active (rather than passive) and

external (rather than psychological) stress coping strategies.

Prior international experience. Many current expatriates have been expatriates before (Suutari,
Tornikoski and Mikeld, 2012). Existing research presents inconsistent findings regarding the
relationship between prior international experience and expatriates’ adjustment and performance.
Nicholson (1984) suggested that employees who are frequently mobile learn how to adjust to new
work settings, as each successive transfer helps them become comfortable and productive faster
and more easily. Quality might be more important than length (Church, 1982). Takeuchi, et al.,
(2005) differentiated between different aspects of international experiences to include non-work,
work, and culture-specific experiences, and found that prior international experience was
positively associated with cross-cultural adjustment. Caligiuri et al. (2009) found that prior
international experience significantly predicts expatriates’ success and recommended including
prior international experience in the expatriate selection criterion, whilst Kraimer, Shaffer and
Bolino (2009) suggested that the relationship might be curvilinear. In their meta-analysis, Bhaskar-
Shrinivas et al. (2005), found that prior international experience was positively, but only weakly,
related to work adjustment. Although the exact influence of prior international experience on
expatriate success is still unclear, it may lead to the development of some cross-cultural abilities
(Sahin, Gurbuz and Koksal, 2014). More extensive past experience might be expected to be

associated with shorter expatriate TTP.

On the basis of the discussion so far, we propose:
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Hypotheses 1. High scores on cultural openness (Hla), social orientation (HIDb),
willingness to communicate (Hlc), confidence in one’s own technical abilities (H1d),
active stress resistance (Hle), and previous international experience (H1f) will be

negatively related to expatriate TTP.

Home country effect

Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) assumed that generic cross-cultural skills help expatriates adjust
effectively regardless of context (Wang et al., 2017). The relative importance of the different
individual antecedents in predicting expatriates’ cross-cultural competence is unclear:
inconsistencies in previous findings imply that the general cross-cultural skills model is not always
valid across different contexts and cultures (Wang et al., 2017). Conceptual models on the impact
of individual antecedents on expatriates’ adjustment usually overlook both the expatriates’ host
(Ward, Leong, and Low, 2004) and home country contexts (Wang et al., 2017). We argue that
expatriates’ home country will moderate the impact of individual antecedents on TTP. We

controlled both the home and the host country to take context into account.

Countries vary in their values and cultures (Hofstede, 2001; House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman and
Gupta, 2004). Culture can be defined as “shared motives, values, beliefs, identities, and
interpretations or meanings of significant events that result from common experiences of members
of collectives that are transmitted across generations” (House et al., 2004: 15). Researchers using
the cultural approach usually use countries’ average scores on cultural dimensions to explain
differences in outcomes that seem to originate from the differences in cultural values and practices.
Since nearly all studies of culture conflate culture with ‘country’, assuming a similarity of culture
within the country and distinctiveness between countries, we use those studies to, partially, explain

expatriate TTP. We use these cultural measures as indicators of national difference, arguing that
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the cultural differences indicated in these ‘country of origin’ effects will moderate the hypotheses
we have offered so far. We note the important critiques of the cultural literature (see e.g. Gerhart,
2008; McSweeney, 2002) and that the scores offered by Hofstede and GLOBE are incompatible
even when they have the same titles (Avloniti and Fragkiskos, 2014). Our research being
exploratory, our hypothesis is a form of what is in effect a proposition to be tested; we suggest
differences but do not advance specific country relationships until we have assessed the empirical

results:

H2. Home country will moderate the relationships between the individual antecedents and

expatriate TTP.

<<Figure 1. Our research model and hypotheses about here>>

METHODOLOGY
Sample description

The sample included 224 respondents, (191 males and 33 females) from four different home
countries: France (56), Germany (53), Korea (60), and Scandinavia' (57), who were assigned
expatriates in New Delhi, India. They were working in multinational companies headquartered in
their home countries, in general management or high technical positions, for a maximum period
of four years in India. Like all the research cited so far, our focus is on assigned expatriates sent
by their home headquarters to the foreign country. The respondents, on average, were 38 years old

(sd=7.5), reported 2.16 years (sd=2.35) of prior international experience, and had job tenure
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in their current position of 20.49 months (sd=8.89) at the time the data was collected. In
broad terms, our data reflects the demographic make-up of assigned expatriates found in

other studies (Shaffer et al., 2006).

Measures

The final key measures are listed in Appendix 1.

Individual variables. To measures cultural openness (3 items), social orientation (3 items),
willingness to communicate (4 items) and confidence in technical ability (3 items), we simplified
Cerdin’s (1999) scales. First, we analysed the confirmatory analysis of Cerdin’s scales (Cerdin,
Chandon, Waxin, 1999). Second, we conducted a pre-test with a convenience sample of 20
expatriates of the different cultural groups of interest (Waxin, 2005, Waxin, 2000) to eliminate
superfluous, unclear and redundant items. The four final measures are shorter and show increased
Cronbach’s alphas. Respondents were asked to report their level of agreement on a seven-point

Likert scale, ranging from 1: Strongly disagree, to 7: Strongly agree.

To measure active stress resistance, we created an index by asking respondents to distribute 100
points among four types of anti-stress strategies (Folkman et al., 1986). Then we added together
the points given to the two active stress resistance strategies (ASR1, ASR2), giving us a score out

of 100 for each respondent.

To measure previous international experience, we created an index by asking the number of
months spent abroad (working, studying, living abroad) before the actual expatriation experience
in India. Respondent answers ranged from a minimum of 0 month to a maximum of 132 months

(11 years), with a mean of 26 months (2.16 years), and a median of 18 months.

Expatriate time to proficiency (TTP). To measure TTP, we adapted the four items used by Pinder

10
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and Schroeder (1987) to the expatriates’ context (Waxin et al., 2016). We asked them to estimate

how much time it had taken to become proficient at their new jobs, formally (two items, TTP1 and

oNOYTULT D WN =

TTP2) and informally (TTP3, TTP4). For the four items of the scale, we used answers expressed
11 in number of months and weeks, allowing more precision in the results. We then computed the
13 average in weeks of these four items. Like Pinder and Schroeder (1987), we verified that this
measure was not significantly correlated with seniority in the expatriate’s position (respectively

r=.12, ns).

Home country. The home countries of our respondents (France, Germany, Korea, and
23 Scandinavia) are culturally very different from each other: their scores on the cultural dimensions
25 used by both the GLOBE (eds. House et al. 2004) and Hofstede (1991) studies are distinctive, and

they belong to different ‘culture clusters’ in both studies.
30 Analytical Techniques

33 We use partial least squares (PLS) graphs (Chin, 1998). PLS has become an increasingly popular
35 multivariate analysis technique used by human resource management researchers (Ringle, et al.,
2018). Three reasons justify our use of PLS. First, hypothesised relationships linking individual
40 antecedents to TTP have largely remained unexplored. PLS is more applicable in research areas
42 where theoretical knowledge is not as strong as that demanded by covariance-based approaches
inherent in LISREL, AMOS and EQS, and can be used to suggest where relationships might or
47 might not exist (Hair, Ringle and Sarstedt, 2011). Second, PLS can be used with small sample sizes
49 (as in our four home country groups) because the iterative algorithm behind PLS estimates
parameters in only small subsets of a model during any given iteration (Whittaker, Ledden, and
54 Kalafatis, 2007). Third, PLS can be used for both exploratory and confirmatory applications, since,

56 unlike covariance-based approaches, it does not try to go beyond the data (Wold, 1982).

59 11
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Consequently, PLS made it easier to explore the differences between expatriates from four different

home countries by comparing their path coefficients (Chin, 2009).

To test the first hypothesis, a main effects model was run and evaluated on the basis of the R? values
for expatriate TTP, the size, ¢-statistics and significance level of the structural path coefficients
(based on 5000 bootstrapping runs), and the Stone-Geisser Q-square test (Geisser 1975; Stone 1974)

for predictive relevance (Hair, Sarstedt, Hopkins and Kuppelwieser, 2014).

To test the second hypothesis, the moderating role of home country was assessed through group
comparisons. The differences between the four home country groups were analysed using path
coefficients’ comparison using a parametric procedure from (Chin, 2009), as originally described

by (Keil et al., 2000). This procedure is shown below and shows a t-distribution with m+n-2 degrees

of freedom:
f= P arhrmupk’il _P arhsmnph’il
(m—1)* .1_ 5 n-17" 5 L1 1
%"LST‘E.H K +%'I'S.E.d e ® R
\/(m +n-2) el iy Y R m n
where path = path coefficient; SE = standard error;, m =
sample 1 size and n = sample 2 size. It determines a t-value
with m+n-2 degrees of freedom dependent on the standard
error of the estimated path coefficients from bootstrapping
as well as the sample size (Chin, 2009).
FINDINGS

12
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We first present the descriptive statistics, to indicate the general responses to the constructs
measured. The correlations, means, standard deviations and Cronbach’s alpha of the variables are
presented in Table 1. Significant differences were detected for previous international experience.
Specifically, the mean score for previous international experience was higher for Scandinavian
respondents than for expatriates from France, Germany and Korea. No significant differences were

detected for active stress resistance.

<<Insert Table 1: Correlations, means and standard deviations of construct measures

about here>>

Measurement Model Assessment

The measurement model was assessed by examining individual item reliability, internal
consistency and discriminant validity which are acceptable if there exist other indicators in the
block for comparison. All of the loadings (item reliability) exceed Chin (1998)’s suggested
threshold of .50 or .60, and the more stringent threshold of .707 suggested by Barclay, Higgins and
Thompson 1995. Table 2 summarises the measurement model results for the overall sample. We
then assessed whether the same measurement model held for each home country group by
analysing the measurement model invariance between respondents from the four home country
groups, using the bootstrapping technique and the Fishers z transformation. Table 2 shows that

most individual item loadings do not differ significantly across the four home country groups.

Table 2 also shows composite reliability (internal consistency) and average variance extracted

(AVE) scores for the overall sample and the four sub-samples. All composite reliabilities are above

13
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the .70 acceptable threshold (Gefen, Straub and Boudreau, 2000) and range from .93 to .98. AVE
scores range from .80 to .95 across the four groups. When AVE is greater than .50, the variance
shared with a construct and its measures is greater than error (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). All
constructs in the model also meet the Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion of discriminant validity.
Recently, Henseler, Ringle and Sarstedt (2015) have suggested that those criterion and cross-
loadings are insufficiently sensitive to detect discriminant validity problems. To address this issue,
we used their new heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations. Specifically, we computed the
heterotrait-monotrait ratio criteria for each pair of constructs on the basis of the item correlations.
The computation yielded values between .07 and .16 in the overall sample. Using a conservative
criterion of .85 (Kline, 2011), our findings corroborate the existence of discriminant validity for
the overall sample. Similar values exist for each pair of constructs in each expatriate home country

group, thus demonstrating discriminant validity for the four subsamples.

<<Insert Table 2: Model validation results about here>>

Structural Model Results

The structural model results for the main effects model are shown in Table 3. Falk and Miller
(1992) suggest that the variance explained (R?) for endogenous variables should be greater than

.10.

To test our first hypothesis, we examine the results in the global sample. Collectively, the
individual antecedents explain 20% of the variance in assigned expatriates’ TTP. Results in Table

3 show that four of the six individual antecedents of expatriate TTP are significant. Confidence in

14
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technical ability (f = -.14, ¢ = -2.06), social orientation (f = -.13, ¢t = -1.98), willingness to
communicate (f =-.21, t = -3.05) and active stress resistance (f =-.17, t = -2.65) all demonstrate
a significant negative relationship with TTP. H1b, Ic, 1d and 1e are therefore supported. However,

cultural openness and previous international experience both demonstrate a non-significant

relationship with TTP (B =-.05, t =-.86); f =-.08, t = -1.42), so Hla and H1f are rejected.

The Stone-Geisser test of predictive relevance was also performed to further assess model fit in
PLS analysis (Geisser, 1975; Stone, 1974). Using omission distances of 10 and 25 produces similar
results, indicating that the estimates are stable. Values greater than zero indicate that the model

has predictive relevance. The communality O-square (Q?) for expatriate TTP was greater than 0.

To test our second hypothesis, the moderating role of home country was assessed through group
comparisons. The structural model results for the four subsamples are shown in Table 3. The
relationship between cultural openness and TTP is negative and significant in only one country
sample, the French one (f =-.28, = -2.11). Social orientation (f = - .31,  =2.56) and confidence
in technical ability (B = - .46, t = -4.46) demonstrate significant negative relationships with TTP
in the Scandinavian sample only. The relationship between willingness to communicate and TTP
is negative and significant for Korea ( = - .58, t = -4.65) and Germany (p = - .25, ¢t = 1.80) only.
Active stress resistance demonstrates a negative and significant relationship with TTP for
expatriates from France (B = - .35, t = -3.24), Germany ( = - .27, t = -1.98) and Scandinavia (f =
- .25, t=-2.50), but the relationship between active stress resistance and TTP is not significant for
Korea. Previous international experience demonstrates a negative and significant relationship with
TTP for expatriates from France (3 =- .18, #=-1.84) and Korea (B =- .17, t=-1.81). Collectively,
the individual antecedents explain the least variance in TTP in the German sample (21 %) and the

highest variance in TTP in the Scandinavian sample (47%). These findings are complex but clearly

15
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suggest that the individual antecedents of TTP vary across home country. Therefore, H2 is

supported.

<<Table 3. PLS main effects model results for overall sample and home country groups about

here>>

DISCUSSION

Our results show that individual antecedents interact with host country to predict expatriate TTP.
This is a key contribution, as too few studies examine the links between individual antecedents,
home country and expatriates’ work outcomes simultaneously (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005;

Peltokorpi and Froese, 2014)

First, the direct effects of individual antecedents on TTP contribute to the scarce literature on the
link between individual antecedents and expatriates’ work-related outcomes (Peltokorpi and
Froese, 2014; Shaffer et al., 2006). We found that on our global sample, four variables — confidence
in technical ability, social orientation, willingness to communicate and active stress resistance —
are negatively related to TTP. This is probably because these four variables are directly relevant

to the work situation where TTP is measured.

Cultural openness did not show any significant relationship with TTP in our global sample. In
previous literature cultural openness has not been connected with work adjustment, which is what
we are concerned with here. The results for the French sample may reflect France’s long

international (colonial) history.

Previous international experience did not show any significant relationship with TTP in the global

16
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sample either. TTP, as defined by Pinder and Schroeder (1987), is designed as a transfer-specific
concept, dependent on individual and assignment-specific variables. This may be the reason why
previous international experience does not have a significant effect on expatriate TTP. In the
previous literature, previous international experience had been found to be positively related to
expatriate adjustment (Selmer, 2007; 2009), but not significantly related to job performance (Mol
et al., 2005). It is interesting to note, however, that Waxin et al. (1997) found that previous
international experience was only negatively related to French expats’ TTP in Norway when the

new assignment was perceived as ‘similar but more difficult’.

Second, the results in the country-specific samples are more complex. We found that the individual
antecedents of TTP vary according to expatriates’ home country. So, not only the individual
antecedents per se, but also their interaction with expatriates’ home country, partially predict TTP.
Indeed, the percentages of TTP variance explained in the home country samples were higher than
in the global sample.

Active stress resistance was significantly and negatively related to TTP in the global sample, and
in all the country samples, except the Korean one. These results confirm previous work (Feldman
and Thomas, 1991; Lauring et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2014) that active and external coping
strategies are positively correlated with expatriate success. Expatriates who score high on stress
tolerance should be more able to display flexible verbal and nonverbal behaviours that put others
at ease in cross-cultural situations (Rose, Ramalu, Uli and Kumar, 2008). Since Korea and India
are both high context, tight, vertical collectivist cultures (Gelfand et al., 2011), individual stress
resistance strategies may be less relevant for Koreans.

Only in the French sample was cultural openness negatively related to expatriate TTP. We

expected cultural openness to have a more important negative effect on TTP, because India is a
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‘tight” cultural country (Gelfand et al., 2011), making it harder to understand and adapt to the work
environment. In their meta-analytic analysis, Shaffer et al. (2006) found that cultural flexibility
was not significantly related to adjustment or to task performance. The fact that cultural openness

explains TTP for French expatriates in India is a unique feature that requires further research.

Confidence in technical ability was found to be significant in the global sample, but only in the
Scandinavian sub-sample. Perhaps because of their low power distance Scandinavian expatriates
rely more on their confidence in their own higher technological capability to acquire legitimate

authority (Hofstede, 1984).

Willingness to communicate was significant in the global sample, and in the German and Korean
sub-samples. Willingness to actively communicate with local subordinates, colleagues and bosses
has been found to be positively related to expatriate adjustment (Cerdin, 1999). It makes intuitive
sense that willingness to communicate has more of an effect in the more collectivist and more
uncertainty-avoidant countries. It may also be the case that the accents of German and Korean
expatriates may be more difficult for Indians to understand and so they may need to make more of

an effort to verify that they have been understood.

Social orientation was significantly related to TTP in the global sample, but only in the
Scandinavian sub-sample. The results in the other home country samples contradict previous
research that suggested that people orientation facilitated work adjustment and contextual
performance (Schaffer et al., 2006; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012). This might be an indication of
the limitations of the adjustment measures used in the previous research or it might be the host
country context having an impact here. Social orientation could be a less significant antecedent of
TTP in a tight, vertical, collectivist country (like India) where talkative, outgoing behaviour

disturbs traditional relationships and in-group boundaries (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2012).

18
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Previous international experience reduced TTP among Koreans and French expatriates. We note
that these expatriates reported less previous international experience than Scandinavians. This may
be an indication that most cross-cultural learning takes place in the first and second assignments

and then the learning curve flattens out.

Overall, our country sub-sample results show that the impact of certain individual antecedents on
TTP are not universal but dependent on the home country. However, the partial, amorphous and
contested measurements of the concept of culture make it difficult to draw any direct correlations.
Home country has a clear effect on the relevance of individual variables’ impact on TTP but more
research is needed to establish exactly how. Moreover, the impact of individual antecedents on
TTP might also depend on the characteristics of the expatriates’ host culture, India. Our research
refines the results of many previous studies that have implicitly assumed uniformity in the
predictive power of personality traits, regardless of home and host country context (Wang et al.,

2017).

<<Insert Table 4. Summary: individual antecedents of expatriate TTP on the global and

four different Home Country samples about here>>

CONCLUSIONS

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The first limitation of our research relates to the sample. Only four countries of origin and one host
country are examined. Due to sample size limitations, Danish, Norwegian and Swedish expatriates
had to be bundled together within one sample called ‘Scandinavia’. Moreover, research suggests

that cultural values can vary considerably inside the same country, especially in multi-ethnic
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countries, like India (Lenartowicz and Roth, 2001). That is why we studied expatriates in just one
major city, New Delhi. Future studies should include more countries of origin, more host countries

and more respondents.

Other limitations relate to our measures and data collection. The questionnaire was written in
English, which, although it is the working language of expatriates in India, is a foreign language
for all the respondents. The dependent and independent variables were collected simultaneously
via a single, self-report questionnaire from individual respondents, at a single point in time, which
may artificially increase the strengths of some relationships. However, Nicholson (1984) noted in
his person-centred theory of work role transitions that what is operationally important is a person’s
subjective perceptions of the reality, following the reasoning that what is perceived as real is real
in its consequences. Mol et al. (2005) found that personality scales in expatriate studies did not
have any self- and other-rated moderation effect. Still, in order to generate more reliable answers
from the participants, we mixed the items of the different scales and presented them in random
order. Waxin et al. (1997) found, in their Norwegian sample, that the difference between the self-

reported and the supervisors’ measure of the expatriate’s TTP were not significantly different.

Finally, expatriate TTP may be influenced by other individual and contextual variables, and
additional empirical studies would be useful. For example, the expatriate’s perceptions of job

dissimilarity or complexity could moderate the relationships between TTP and its antecedents.

Regarding other avenues of research, it would be interesting to examine the individual and

organisational antecedents of self-initiated expatriates’ TTP, in different contexts.

Theoretical contributions

Despite these limitations our results are robust. The first contribution of this article is that, using
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TTP, we offer a new way of thinking about expatriate adjustment to the work domain, that is more
straightforward and more directly linked to work performance. Expatriate adjustment and
expatriate performance have been covered in two extensive literatures, but the results are not only
equivocal but have very limited connection to each other. Assessment of time to proficiency is not
only relatively straightforward but it is, for expatriates and for the host and home country of the
MNE that is employing them, perhaps the crucial issue for their assignment. The quicker
expatriates become proficient in their work, the more comfortable they will feel in that domain of
their new environment and the faster the MNE will see a positive relationship between their

investment in the expatriate and the outcomes of the work they are doing.

The second contribution of this paper is to enrich and support the recent literature that highlights
the importance of context in the research on expatriates’ cross-cultural effectiveness and
management. Froese and Peltokorpi (2011) and Peltokorpi and Froese (2014) demonstrated that
host country context affects expatriate job satisfaction and adjustment. Waxin et al. (2016) found
that the mean scores of assigned expatriates” TTP in a specific host country significantly vary
across home countries, and that the organisational antecedents of expatriates’ TTP and their
relative importance also vary significantly across expatriates’ home countries. This present study
provides evidence that home country also has an impact on the individual antecedents of

expatriates’ TTP.

The third contribution of this article is that we refined and validated the measures for cultural
openness, social orientation, willingness to communicate, and confidence in one’s technical
ability. The new measures are shorter, with only three or four items, and show an increased

Cronbach’s alpha. We also proposed a simple, new measure of active stress resistance.
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Practical implications

This study has practical implications for HRM professionals and expatriates, relating mainly to

selection, cross-cultural training and assessment.

First, our results show that individual characteristics should be taken into account in expatriate
selection. Selection for international assignments is generally based mostly on technical expertise
and previous performance and the logic of doing so is confirmed by our evidence. Individual
variables are much less commonly considered, but our results confirm that they should be.
Moreover, recruiters should consider different individual variables depending on the home and

host country cultures.

Second, expatriates can also benefit from our research to get a better understanding of the
individual variables that impact their TTP and to prepare themselves better for their new
assignment. Our results suggest that expatriate TTP can be reduced by pre-departure and on-
site training of expatriates (Feitosa et al. 2014). Host country nationals should be trained too,
as a better understanding of cultural differences in work-interactions and leadership styles can
reduce cultural misunderstandings and negative stereotyping (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2014).
Leiba-O' Sullivan (1999) distinguished between stable competencies - such as ability and
personality - that are relatively fixed and may constrain the potential to develop a skill, and
dynamic competences, such as knowledge and skills, that can be enhanced through training.
Several authors argued that cultural flexibility (Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven, 2000), social
initiative (Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven, 2000), and stress tolerance (Hammer et al., 1978)
could be enhanced by training. Based on our global sample, enhancing the individual dynamic
competencies of expatriates could be a good organisational investment to increase their

effectiveness.
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Third, TTP offers a simple and easily measured concept relating directly to an expatriate’s work

performance. Though it has obvious limitations and does not answer the key financial issue for

oNOYTULT D WN =

MNEs, the concept of TTP provides easily understood evidence of the contribution of assigned
11 expatriates, which has been, as McNulty and Inkson (2013) pointed out, a previously overlooked
13 factor in attempts to establish overall return on investment, and hence it may be more useful to
MNEs than complex and expensive attempts to measure return on investment. We contribute to
18 expatriate management research by examining the individual variables that impact TTP,
20 examining the moderating effects of home country on these individual variables, and conducting

22 research in India, a big emerging country.

25 Finally, our results demonstrate that, when discussing expatriate selection and management,

context should be examined and assessed carefully.
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Appendix 1. The key measures

Time To Proficiency (.... months and .... weeks, then recoded into weeks) (TTP) (0=.95)
TTP1. How many months did it take you to become effective at your new job following your last
expatriation?

TTP2. How quickly do you feel you became proficient at your new job following your
expatriation?

TTP3.How many months did it take you to get to know your way around the informal networks at
your new job?

TTP4. Overall, how quickly did you start to feel comfortable in your new work setting following

your last transfer?

Individual variables.
Indicate your level of agreement with the following statements (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly
agree)

Cultural openness (CO) (0=.93)

COl. Abroad, I try to understand the host national culture

CO2. Having many contacts with the nationals of the host country is important when abroad
CO3. Learning about other cultures is interesting and fun.

Social orientation (SO) (0=.96)

SOI. It is easy for me to make new friends

SO2. I feel comfortable when I encounter foreigners

SO3. In general, I am comfortable in social settings even when there are lots of people I do not
know

Willingness to communicate (WtC) (0=.94)

WtCI. If 1 were speaking with a foreigner in their native language and they said something
important but I did not understand, I would ask them to explain it again

WtC2. Even if I couldn’t speak a foreign language well, I would try to use what I knew

WtC3. Even though I make mistakes, I enjoy trying to communicate with foreigners

WtC4. If a foreigner didn’t understand what I said, I’d be willing to explain it a couple of different

34
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times if I needed to.

Confidence in one’s technical ability (CTA) (0=.94)

CTA1. My professional skills will enable me to successfully complete my mission in India
CTAZ2. I have the necessary professional competencies for this mission in India

CTA3. I am professionally qualified for this job in India

Active stress resistance index (ASR)

Generally speaking, when you face a stressful situation, how do you react?

Distribute 100 points among the four statements

ASRI. I take action. -- points
ASR2. I actively seek help or additional information. -- points
ASR3. I try to see things in a positive light. -- points
ASRA4. T try to forget about the problem and I deal with the consequences of stress. -- points

35
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Figure 1. Our research model and hypotheses
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Table 1. Correlations, means and standard deviations of construct measures
OVERALL SAMPLE 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.
1. Confidence in technical ability (.94)
2. Social orientation 19 | (.96)
3. Willingness to communicate .10 A7 | (99
4. Cultural openness 24 19" 247 |1 (.93)
5. Time to proficiency =227 | =297 | -327 | -22" | (.95)
6. Active stress resistance 11 .08 .08 207 | -.24"
7. Previous international experience .02 .08 .09 24 | -15" 14"
Mean 5.27 4.94 5.25 4.99 17.31 | 58.82 | 2.19
Standard deviation 1.19 1.15 1.11 1.22 8.87 21.65 2.34
FRANCE
1. Confidence in technical ability (.93)
2. Social orientation A8 | (97)
3. Willingness to communicate .03 45 | (.96)
4. Cultural openness 21 .07 317 | (.95)
5. Time to proficiency -29" .01 - 11" | -43" | (.96)
6. Active stress resistance 28" - 11" -.07 26" | -45™
7. Previous international experience -.02 25" 13" .02 -217 | 147
Mean 5.31 5.39 5.20 4.95 11.35 | 57.87 1.88
Standard deviation 0.99 1.11 1.00 0.99 14.95 | 20.95 2.01
GERMANY
1. Confidence in technical ability (.88)
2. Social orientation 30" | (.97)
3. Willingness to communicate 347 | 427 | (.96)
4. Cultural openness 217 | 28" | 34" | (91)
5. Time to proficiency =317 | -217 | =327 | -.07 (.95
6. Active stress resistance 20" 13" .00 .03 -.29"
7. Previous international experience 01 .09 207 | 217 | -1 | -4
Mean 5.38 5.09 5.28 4.44 14.95 | 55.56 1.67
Standard deviation 1.09 1.25 1.18 0.96 5.78 | 21.94 | 1.79
KOREA
1. Confidence in technical ability (.95)
2. Social orientation 15" (.95)
3. Willingness to communicate -.14" ST (93)
4. Cultural openness 13" 397 | 19 | (.96)
5. Time to proficiency .08 -22" | =557 | -19™ | (.92)
6. Active stress resistance .02 15" 227 | 33" | -28™
7. Previous international experience .05 -.03 A1° 24 | -28 | 20"
Mean 4.89 4.60 5.12 4.69 24.90 | 59.41 1.72
Standard deviation 1.36 1.11 1.22 1.19 10.50 | 23.18 2.06
SCANDINAVIA
1. Confidence in technical ability (.93)
2. Social orientation 14" (.95)
3. Willingness to communicate 23" | 507 | (.92)
4. Cultural openness 347 | 197 | 18 | (.93)
5. Time to proficiency =547 | -39 | =217 | =357 | (95
1
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6. Active stress resistance .04 15" .09 .06 -29" | 1.00

7. Previous international experience -.07 15" -.08 15" -.07 18" 1.00

Mean 5.50 4.75 541 5.51 17.17 | 62.10 | 3.45

Standard deviation 1.21 0.99 1.01 1.14 5.83 | 2041 | 2.89

Notes: Cronbach’s alpha coefficients () are displayed on the diagonal. **p < .01, *p <.05

2
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i Table 2. Model validation results

> Overall Sample (n=224) France (n=54) Germany (n=53 Korea (n=60) Scandinavia (n=57)

6 Construct and Items | Loading IC | AVE Loading IC | AVE Loading | IC VE | Loading | IC AVE Loading | IC AVE
7 Confidence in

8  technical .96 .89 .97 91 .95 .85 .97 .92 .96 .88
9 ability (CTA)

10 CTI .96 95 .94 98 98

11 CT2 93 .96 .94 95 .88

12 CT3 .94 .96 .89 95 95

13 Social

14 orientation 97 .93 98 95 98 93 97 91 97 91
15 (CO)

16 SOl .97 .96 93 97 97

17 SO2 .96 .97 .98 .94 .93

18 SO3 .96 .97 .98 .94 .96

19 Willingness to 95 .83 97 .88 97 .89 95 .83 95 .81
20 communicate

21 (WtC)

22 WtCl .93 .95 .96 .94 95

23 WtC2 91 93 .93 .90 .90

24 WtC3 .90 92 .92 91 91

25 WtC4 .92 .96 .96 .90 .83

26 Cultural openness 96 .88 96 .88 93 81 97 91 .95 .87
27 (CO)

28 COl 95 .96 .96 .96 .94

29 CO2 93 93 .82 .95 91

30 CO3 93 93 91 .95 .96

31 Time to proficiency 97 .87 97 .89 96 .87 94 .80 96 .87
32 (TTP)

33 TTP1 93 .96 91 .89 .94

34 TTP2 94 .96 .92 .90 91

35 TTP3 93 91 .95 .90 .94

3¢ TTP4 94 .94 93 .89 .94

37

38 Notes: IC: Internal consistency; AVE: average variance extracted.
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Table 3. PLS main effects model results for global sample and home country samples

Antecedents Global Sample n=224 France n=54 Germany n=53 Korea n=60 Scandinavia n=57
Path Coef.| t-value Path Coef.| t-value Path Coef.| r-value | Path Coef.| f-value Path Coef.| f-value

Cultural -.05 .86 n.s -28 2.11%* .07 47 n.s -.07 Slns -.16 1.19n.s

openness

Social -.13 1.98** A2 77 n.s -.02 Al ns 15 1.03 n.s -31 2.56%**

orientation

Willingness =21 3.05%*** -.07 45n.s 25 1.80%* -.58 4,65%*** .09 .64 n.s

to

communicate

Confidence -.14 2.06%* -.15 1.09 n.s -.11 1.48 n.s -.01 .08 n.s -46 4.46%***

in technical

ability

Active stress =37 2.65%%* -.35 3.24%%** =27 1.98%* -11 .89 n.s -25 2.50%**

resistance

Previous -.08 1.42 n.s -.18 1.84%* -.11 .73 n.s -.17 1.81%* .01 .09 n.s

international

experience

R? 20 .39 21 38 47

Notes: * p-values: **** p<.001, *** p <.010, ** p <.05, n.s not significant
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Table 4. Summary of results: individual antecedents of expatriate time to proficiency on the
global and different home country samples

oNOYTULT D WN =

Antecedents of | Global France Germany |Scandinavia |Korea
9 expatriate time to
10 proficiency

12 Cultural openness | 4

Social orientation |4 Vv

15 Willingness to V V V
communicate

18 Confidence in own Vv Vv
19 technical abilities

21 Active stress Vv Vv Vv Vv
22 resistance

24 Prior international V V
25 experience

V : significant negative relationship with expatriate TTP.



