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A prominent issue in international staffing literature is the premature return of an expatriate to his/her home
country or resignation during or shortly after the international assignment. This paper is based on an empirical
study that draws upon quantitative and qualitative data generated through self-administered questionnaires
from among a sample of South African expatriate managers. The main purpose of the study was to determine
to what degree job-related attitude predicts the intention to quit prematurely, or intention to quit their job during
or post completion of an international assignment, and which job-related attitude variables are accountable for
this intention to quit or not to quit. The findings provide empirical evidence that expatriate failure rates could
reach unacceptable levels and job-related attitudes are identified as critical to the adjustment process. The
results and recommendations may assist multinational corporations in South Africa to facilitate the
expatriation and repatriation processes of managers, saving substantial sums of money and keeping valuable
human capital within the multinational corporation as part of talent management.
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INTRODUCTION

According to Hill (2003:5, 31), rapid changes are occurring in the global economy.

National economies are becoming integrated into a single, global economic system.

In today’s economic environment, corporations are realizing that, to grow, they are

obliged to expand their operations to foreign countries. For South African

organisations this, in many ways, is the best of times. Globalization has increased

the opportunities for organisations to increase their profits by selling around the world

(globalization of markets) and reduce costs by producing in nations where key inputs

are cheap (globalization of production). South Africa and other African countries are

part of these international trends, as they are extensively involved in the process of

globalization. Africa is viewed as the last big investment opportunity, and it is big. The

United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) asserts that the average

return on inward investment for Africa as a whole is four times that of the group of

developed countries known as G-8 (Shelley 2004:11). There is increasing investment

in Africa by South Africa. The trend of South African businesses expanding beyond

their home territory is set to grow, especially considering successful small national

operations led by entrepreneurial owner-managers who find the home market too

small (Shelley 2004:24).
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Most multinational corporations rely on extensive use of parent country nationals

(called expatriates for the purpose of this paper) to staff their foreign operations in a

host country. While organisations may perceive expatriation as an attractive staffing

strategy, they face the challenges of successfully managing an expatriate in a foreign

country (host country). Breiden (2003:1) states that anecdotes and reports of

professional sojourners struggling during their international assignments demonstrate

that a transfer abroad can create substantial risks for the expatriate employee as well

as for the multinational corporation. Multinational corporations are plagued by the

persistent problem of significant rates of premature returns of expatriates (Özbilgin

2005:132). Although early return rates of expatriates vary significantly in different

companies, in different industries, in different surveys and in different countries

(Briscoe & Schuler 2004:243-244) and the empirical foundation intensively debated

by Harzing (1995:458), most literature on expatriate management suggests

unacceptable levels of expatriate failure. Literature suggests that between 16 and 40

percent of American employees sent abroad to developed countries return from their

assignments early and almost 70 percent of American employees sent to developing

countries return home early (Black 1999:11; Hill 2003:612). In addition to the failure

rates, 30 to 50 percent of the expatriates who stay at their foreign assignments are

considered to be ineffective or marginally effective by their organisations (Hill

2003:612; Usunier 1998:93). Naumann, Widmier and Jackson (2000:227) add

another dimension to the high early return rates, by indicating that 25 percent of

returned expatriates leave the parent company within one year of repatriation.

Virtually every publication on the topic defines and measures expatriate failure as the

percentage of expatriates returning home before their assignment contracts expire.

Harzing (1995:458) argues that expatriate failure is more complicated than merely

returning home before an international assignment contract has expired. He states

that high labour turnover during or shortly after international assignments, and

expatriates who fail to perform adequately, are (potentially) more damaging to the

multinational organisation than those who return prematurely. Briscoe (1995:57)

supports this view by stating that although expatriate failure is usually defined in

terms of returning home earlier than a contract requires, or termination of

employment during or shortly after a foreign assignment, it could also be defined in

terms of:

 Poor quality performance in a foreign assignment.

 Personal dissatisfaction of the expatriate or the family with the international

experience.
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 Inability to adjust to local conditions.

 Not being accepted by the local nationals.

 Inability to identify and/or train a local successor.

Although in agreement with Harzing and Briscoe, for the purpose of this paper,

expatriate failure is operationally defined as the premature return of an expatriate

from a host country to the home country or labour turnover while on, or shortly after

returning from, a foreign assignment.

In South Africa the full extent of the problem is difficult to determine as research

houses, on behalf of individual organisations or specific industries, predominantly do

most of the research on expatriate failure. The resulting information is confidential or

is very expensive to acquire. However, Hawley (2005:1) states that between 25 and

40 percent of South African expatriate managers leave their international

assignments early. The statistics are so high that companies considering foreign

expansion are very cautious. It is estimated that the total cost per failure to the parent

company can be as high as three times the expatriate’s annual domestic salary, plus

the cost of relocation, which in turn is affected by currency exchange rates and the

location of the foreign assignment (Hill 2003:612). This means that if the process of

expatriating an employee and his or her family goes wrong, it can be a woefully

expensive mistake for the multinational corporation.

In the light of the above, expatriate failure in the South African context is worth

studying as it appears to influence the operations and cost effectiveness of

multinational corporations. Factors contributing to the successful adjustment of an

expatriate and his or her family in a foreign country are thus of great significance to

multinational corporations.

LITERATURE STUDY

Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991:291) point out that the past decade has seen an

increase in research on international adjustment. According to Black (1988:277),

expatriate adjustment refers to the level of comfort a professional sojourner

experiences during the stay abroad. Black et al. (1991:291) argue that integrating job

and organisational variables with individual and non-work variables as predictors of

international adjustment should provide a comprehensive framework for international

adjustment. The findings made in a number of subsequent studies have confirmed
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the multifaceted conceptualisation of expatriate adjustment (Shaffer, Harrison &

Gilley 1999:557).

Unfortunately, most of the research focused on selective aspects of adjustment,

while neglecting other important predictors of adjustment. Job attitudes are thought to

play a key role in the labour turnover process. Domestic studies have generally found

that job attitudes are negatively related to turnover, although this relationship is

mitigated by intermediate links. Surprisingly, job attitudes which are important

antecedents of turnover domestically, have received little attention in international

research (Naumann 1993:62). Research has consistently indicated that a variety of

job/task characteristics and organisational characteristics are directly related to

employee attitudes and labour turnover (Bluedorn 1982:135; Cotton & Tuttle

1986:55). Studies by Lee (2005), Lee and Liu (2006; 2007) and Naumann et al.

(2000) have identified a positive relationship between favourable job attitudes and

the tendency to complete a foreign assignment and remain with the multinational

corporation. Three job attitudes seemed appropriate for investigation, as they have

received much attention in labour turnover research: job satisfaction, organisational

commitment and job involvement. The mediating role of job satisfaction,

organisational commitment and job involvement borrows from the labour turnover

model developed by Bluedorn (1982:135). The model posits that organisational, job-

related and person related variables are predictors of job satisfaction, organisational

commitment and job involvement, and these variables in turn are related to the

propensity to leave. The intention to leave/quit is a chief determinant of labour

turnover. Since job satisfaction, organisational commitment and job involvement

appear to interact in determining intention to leave (Newstrom & Davis 1997:262), it

seems that insight into these three job attitudes can contribute significantly to a more

comprehensive understanding of the adjustment process of expatriates.

Behavioural scientists Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen have developed a

comprehensive model of behavioural intentions used widely to explain attitude –

behaviour relationships (Ajzen & Fishbein 1977:888-918). Kreitner and Kinicki

(1998:136) depict in Figure 1 an individual’s intention to engage in a given behaviour

as the best predictor of that behaviour.
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Figure 1: A model of behavioural intention

Source: Kreitner and Kinicki (1998:137)

Steel and Ovalle (1984:673) validate this direct approach, by conducting a meta-

analysis of 34 studies of employee turnover involving more than 83 000 employees.

The researchers found stated behavioural intentions to be a better predictor of

employee turnover than job satisfaction, satisfaction with the work itself or

organisational commitment. Although asking about intentions enables one to predict

who will quit, it does not help to explain why an individual would want to quit. Thus, to

gain a better understanding of why employees exhibit certain behaviours, such as

quitting their jobs, one needs to consider their relevant attitudes. Lee and Goa

(2005:381) confirm that the intention to leave is considered an important work

outcome variable. As a behavioural intention variable, the intention to leave, acts

intermediary between worker attitudes and actual turnover (Naumann et al.

2000:229).

Against this background the main aim of this research study was undertaken to gain

a more comprehensive understanding of the role of job attitudes in the adjustment of

expatriates and their intention to quit during or shortly after an international

assignment.

THE RESEARCH QUESTION

The purpose of the paper is to provide a better understanding of the role of job and

organisational variables in the expatriate adjustment process as it pertains to
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expatriate managers from South Africa. To achieve this purpose, the following

research questions formed the basis of data gathering, data analysis and data

interpretation:

 Is the group of respondents who have the intention to separate from the foreign

assignment in the sample, either through quitting (turnover intention) or by

returning before completing the foreign assignment (propensity to return

prematurely) significant?

 Are there specific aspects of job attitudes that will predict the intention to quit?

 Are there specific organisational and job-related aspects that are perceived by the

participants as critical to their adjustment while on a foreign assignment?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Participants

The population was all employees on a managerial level who worked, or who are

currently working for a South African Multinational Corporation outside South Africa’s

border. The employees were not citizens of the country in which the firm is located

(host-country), but citizens of South Africa, the country in which the organisation is

headquartered (parent country). Non-probability sampling was applied during the

study through a combination of convenience sampling and purposive sampling. The

procedure entailed taking all cases on hand that suited the purpose of the

researcher, until the sample reached its desired size. Subjects were chosen on the

basis of what the researcher considered to be typical units. It can thus been seen

that although the researcher relied on available subjects (convenience sampling); a

very specific type of person was recruited for the study. This implied that the

sampling approach was also purposive in nature (Babbie 2004:183; Goodwin

1995:109; Rossouw 2003:113). The sample, based on availability (convenience

sampling), was drawn from South African-based multinational corporations. The

following categories of employees (population parameters) were included in the

sample (purposive sampling):

 Expatriate managers who repatriated from foreign assignments prematurely.

 Expatriate managers who repatriated from foreign assignments on schedule.

 Expatriate managers who were on foreign assignments and who had resigned

during the assignment or shortly thereafter.

 Expatriate managers who are currently on foreign assignments.
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Procedure

Once permission had been obtained from the multinational corporation and the letter

of consent signed, the questionnaire was sent via e-mail to a lead contact person at

each multinational corporation. The lead contact person was, in all 8 multinational

corporations, a part of the human resource management division and to some extent

involved with expatriates. The lead contact person’s responsibility was to distribute

and collect via e-mail the questionnaires. The lead contact person was requested to

send the questionnaires according to the sampling parameters and contact all

available expatriates that adhered to the parameters set. Completed questionnaires

were returned either directly or via the lead contact person, depending on the

arrangements the lead contact person had made with the expatriates in his/her

organisation. Every two weeks, an e-mail reminder was sent to the lead contact

person who then had to remind the respondents to complete and return the

questionnaires. The researcher also had telephonic conversations with the lead

contact persons to urge them to send out the questionnaires and remind the

expatriates to return them. Administration of the returned questionnaires included

data coding and editing, data entry, data cleaning and data-processing. The

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for the analysis of all

the numerical data in the study. The procedure followed to draw the sample is

depicted in Figure 2. The numbers in brackets represent the number of multinational

corporations (MNCs).
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 Which aspects made or are making your adjustment to the foreign assignment

easier?

 Which aspects made or are making your adjustment to the foreign assignment

difficult?

A third section on biographical characteristics was added at the end of the

measurement instrument to gather relevant background, personal and organisational

information.

Data analysis

As mentioned, the pre-structured questionnaire consisted of closed questions

(numerical data) and open-ended questions (textual data). The two sets of data

required different methods of analysis.

Numerical data analysis

As the main purpose of the study was to test empirically whether South African

expatriates’ have a significant intention to return prematurely from an international

assignment or to leave the organisation during or shortly after the international

assignment; and to identify the specific aspects of job attitudes that are perceived by

expatriates as critical to their adjustment in a foreign assignment. In order to achieve

the above purpose the researcher relied on the following statistical procedures:

 Descriptive statistics (Frequencies, Percentages, Tables and Graphs) – to

describe the characteristics of a data set and to compare results.

 Logistic regressions – to identify the predictor variables that are responsible for the

most significant variances in the intention to quit.

Textual data analysis

From a qualitative perspective, the answers to the two open-ended questions were

analysed by identifying general themes through content analysis. The purpose was to

focus on the central themes that were extracted. Final analysis was done by

comparing material on the extracted themes to look for variations and nuances in

meanings and to discover connections between the themes. During this process the

approach of Marshall and Rossman in De Vos (1998:342-343) was used.
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imperative for multinational corporations to have organisational practices that will

facilitate expatriate job and organisational adjustment.

The percentages for intention to quit and propensity to return early in this study are

aligned with the expatriate failure rates published in international and South African

literature. Hawley (2005:1) states that between 25 and 40 percent of South African

expatriate managers end their assignments early and Hill (2003:612) suggests that

between 16 and 40 percent of American employees sent abroad to developed

countries return from their assignments early while almost 70 percent of American

employees sent to developing countries return home early. Naumann et al.

(2000:227) indicate that 25 percent of returned expatriates leave the parent company

within one year of repatriation. Harzing (1995:458), after intensive debate on the

empirical foundation of the high levels of expatriate failure rates, concludes that the

problem is not so serious, but it is worthy of further attention.

The findings of this study do indicate unacceptable high levels of separation intention

in South Africa, therefore, a red light is flashing for South African multinationals to

investigate the phenomenon properly and take proactive action. It is important to note

that the intention to quit does differ between the expatriates stationed in Africa (51%)

and the expatriates stationed in Europe, United States and Australia (36%). There

seems to be truth in the claim that the failure rates are higher for expatriates

stationed in developing countries in comparison with those in developed countries.

Taking into account that most South African multinational organisations spread their

wings into Africa, South African multinationals are faced with an even greater

challenge of managing the processes of expatriation and repatriation successfully.

The results of the logistic regression show that a challenging job, the absence of role

conflict and promotional opportunities have the strongest influence on the intention to

quit. This alone accounts for 37,5% of the variance of the intention to leave. As the

overall accuracy of the model is 74,6%, it can be concluded that a challenging job,

the absence of role conflict and promotional opportunities are strong predictors of an

expatriate’s intention to quit.

The responses to the open-ended questions on what makes adjustment easier, and

what makes adjustment difficult, reveal the following:

Adjustment is easier when there are: commitment to the vision of the organisation

(shared vision), supportive co-workers, good supervision, teamwork, a challenging

job, reasonable compensation package, a favourable work environment, pre-
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two separate factors. Although Herzberg’s theory has been severely criticized, the

principle makes sense in terms of expatriate adjustment because two sets of

variables are apparent. In other words, the set of variables that facilitates adjustment

seems to be work-related whereas the set of variables that prevents adjustment

seems to be person-related. The implication of the principle implies that, to prevent

expatriate separation, managers should make drastic changes by adding person-

related factors and work-related factors to the expatriation and repatriation process.

Another significant point that stands out is the high emphasis the participants place

on commitment to the organisation’s vision, or sharing the same vision. This brings

the point of affective commitment to mind. Meyer and Allen (1991:67) argue that an

individual will develop an emotional attachment to an organisation when he/she

identifies with the goals of the organisation and is therefore willing to assist the

organisation in achieving these goals. Furthermore identification with an organisation

occurs when the employee’s personal values are congruent with the organisation’s

values enabling the employee to internalize the values and goals of the organisation.

With this, there are a psychological identification with- and a pride of association with

the organisation. Employees build affective and normative commitment by

connecting their own values to the perceived values of their current organisation.

Another finding worth mentioning is the role of organisational support practices for

the expatriate and his/her family. Perceived organisational support (POS) is the

degree to which employees believe the organisation provides them with needed

support, values their contribution and cares about their well-being. Provision of

support is clearly an important aspect for expatriates as this aspect is consistently

mentioned. This finding supports the research of Lazarova and Caligiuri (2001:389),

who found that supportive organisational practices offered by multinational

corporations improve expatriates and repatriates general perceptions about their

organisations, which ultimately influence their desire to remain with the organisation.

An example can be support in terms of medical services. A practically significant

group of participants (all stationed in Africa), mention the lack of reliable medical

services as a major factor impacting on their adjustment.

CONCLUSION

While there is still much to be learned about expatriate and repatriate adjustment and

its antecedents and outcomes, this study has made valuable contributions. The study

confirms and expands on previous international research on the role of work-related

attitudes in the intention to quit the multinational corporation or to return prematurely
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from the foreign assignment. The findings of the study confirm the role of work-

related attitudes in the holistic expatriate adjustment model. In terms of the South

African research arena, the study is one of the first to identify job-related attitudes as

an antecedent to South African expatriate managers’ labour turnover intention, as

most of the current South African research has focused on the role of the spouse and

family and pre-departure training in the adjustment process. Furthermore, the

conceptual framework of the study can guide future South African research into

expatriate managers’ separation intention and adjustment processes. The findings

also provide empirical evidence that expatriate failure rates could reach unacceptable

levels and job-related attitudes are identified as critical to the adjustment process.

The results and recommendations of the study may help multinational corporations in

South Africa to facilitate the expatriation and repatriation processes of their

managers, saving substantial sums of money and keeping valuable human capital

within the multinational corporation as part of talent management.
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