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Since the late 1980s, the research on expatriate adjustment has been growing with 

stronger adjustment frameworks rooted in social cognitive theory.  

 

Motivated by my personal experiences as an expat and growing up in a multicultural 

household, this thesis is designed to explore the roles of both expatriate type, informed 

by motivation, and previous cultural exposure. The two expatriate types considered in 

this study are organizational expats (OEs) and self-initiated expats (SIEs), and the 

previous cultural exposure identifiers are linked to adult cross-culture (ACCK) and 

mono-culture kids (AMCK).  

 

The results of this thesis indicate the ease of adjustment that may be experienced for 

expats with previous cultural exposure, especially that of which has been gained 

during developmental years, but also prior expat experiences in early adulthood. 

Although expatriate adjustment can differ based on expatriate type, they can also be 

similar in experience. This contributes to prior research within social cognitive theory 

and general research in expatriate adjustment and adult cross-cultural kids. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

“Expatriate assignments are notoriously difficult” state Bolino, Klotz, and Turnley 

(2017), noting the professional and cultural adjustments that come with the 

international experience. A different climate, language, set of job responsibilities, and 

the possible need to uproot one’s family are only some of the challenges faced by many 

expats (Cerdin and Selmer, 2014). Traditionally, expatriate research has focused on a 

specific group of expatriates: organizational expatriates, or individuals who have been 

sponsored and assigned by their home organization to work abroad (Stroh, Dennis, and 

Cramer, 1994; Dickmann and Harris, 2005; Cerdin and Selmer, 2014; Froese and 

Peltokorpi, 2013).  

But what about moving to a new country on one’s own accord? Self-initiated expatriates 

are individuals who voluntarily choose to go abroad, motivated by reasons of their own 

(Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009; Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010). In this case, they are not 

sent by an organization but instead move to another country and find a job on their own. 

However, such expats make up a significant amount of the expatriate population as 

“organizations tend to use self-initiated expatriates extensively” (Cerdin and Pargneux, 

2010, p.288). Even so, these voluntary expats may choose to go abroad on a basis entirely 

unrelated to work such as for a relationship, better opportunities, or a multitude of other 

reasons.  

While a substantial amount of research on adjustment in regard to both expat types do 

exist today, many of these studies are quantitative in nature (Waxin, 2004; Cerdin and 

Pargneux, 2010; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009), which can limit the extent to which 

experiences are explored on a deeper level. Other previous studies have focused on 

assignments in Asian countries only, where there are large expatriate populations, 

(Palthe, 2008; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009) or been primarily done for the benefit of the 

organization’s perspective (Stroh, Dennis, and Cramer, 1994; Dickmann and Doherty, 

2010; Chan et al., 2022). In addition, some argue for organizational support and/or 

explore its relevance in order to facilitate expatriate adjustment (Lee and Kartika, 2014; 

Suutari et al., 2017; Sahoo et al., 2022; Chan et al., 2022); however, this instead 

simplifies the circumstances surrounding expatriate adjustment which is a rather 

complex area. This then “simplified perspective” overlooks other factors which may be 

more relevant. What is missing is an emphasis on understanding what the expat 

identifies as important for their adjustment which is difficult to quantify as well as 

generalize in different country contexts. The research that does exist on this topic, for 
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example, presents findings related to/considers items such as whether language is 

perceived as important by the expat (e.g. Selmer and Lauring, 2014; Selmer and Fenner, 

2008), expat perceptions on various items in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

(Sahoo et al., 2022; Chan et al., 2022), or uncertainty and how high levels in different 

areas may lead to less adjustment (Stroh, Dennis, and Cramer, 1994). Many of these 

types of studies (Sahoo et al., 2022; Chan et al., 2022; Suutari et al., 2017; Selmer and 

Lauring, 2014; Selmer and Fenner, 2008) gather their data via surveys rather than 

interviews; although surveying may lead to a higher sample size / number of responses, 

interviews with open-ended questions allow people to respond in their own words. 

Patton (2015) describes open-ended responses in interviews as the “heart of qualitative 

data” as compared to fixed surveys which often contain predetermined responses 

(Patton, 2015, p.446).  

Zooming out and considering the organizational perspective, there is also a lot weighing 

on an expat’s adjustment. The inability to adjust to the new environment may lead to 

unsuccessful expatriate assignments (Brookfield Global Relocation Services/GMAC, 

2010). When expatriate effectiveness (also expatriate success) is discussed, oftentimes 

performance is considered hand-in-hand with adjustment. From the company’s 

perspective, a successful expatriate assignment may be more linked to performance. 

However, a study by Liu and Shaffer (2005) found that social capital “provides a basis 

for improving expatriate performance and facilitating adjustment to some degree” but 

also stated that “much more work is necessary to better understand the influence of 

social capital on expatriate success”. As such, the study dictates that components like 

networks, social resources, and relationships/exchanges are central to expatriate 

performance but only relevant to a certain extent in an expat’s adjustment. In addition, 

cross-cultural competency skills, which are also linked to expat adjustment, are arguably 

regarded as highly relevant to success in an expatriate assignment (Johnson, 

Lenartowicz, & Apud, 2006).  For the organization, understanding what leads to a 

successful adjustment experience can be valuable knowledge to have. 

If we turn to look at things from an individual perspective, a person may consider their 

success as an expatriate from a different standpoint and more directly a result of their 

overall adjustment. Using Black’s (1988) model of adjustment, there are three 

components, namely work, general/cultural, and interaction adjustment that go into the 

overall adjustment of an expatriate (all of which will be discussed in the further detail in 

Section 2).  While success can be measured by utilizing specific metrics, it is also in itself 
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a very subjective term. In the context of adjustment, it is important to gather expatriate 

narratives from a primary source perspective – the expatriate themselves – to 

understand how they define success, what they believe matters, and how they view 

previous cultural exposure and/or their cross-cultural competencies. Like an 

organization, expats also have a lot to lose (or gain) regarding their expatriate experience, 

especially when it comes to their emotional experience, for example surrounding the 

necessary changes that come with moving to a new country. 

1.1 Problem Background 

Expatriate experiences may take place in a country that deeply contrasts an expat’s home 

country, ranging from differences in socialization and language to cultural differences in 

both personal and professional life. Especially for organizational expats but even for self-

initiated expats, it can be ideal for an organization to understand what an expat deems 

important to their adjustment (and how that may vary between expats based on their 

background) in order to know if and where that individual may need support in order to 

be successful.  

Prior research, such as Parker and McEvoy’s (1993) study that takes Black’s 1988 model 

for expatriate adjustment a step further by focusing on intercultural adjustment, has 

indicated the “degree of culture novelty” relevant to an expat’s adjustment; their study 

also reconfirmed Black’s (1988) finding that previous international experience is 

connected to general/cultural adjustment. It has been widely accepted that the larger the 

difference is between home- and host-country culture, the bigger the adjustment (Black, 

Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991). Fast forward ten years later and Waxin (2004) 

recognizes “culture of origin/cultural distance…[to be] a significant predictor of 

adjustment” and utilizes “culture of origin” as a control in her study, later suggesting that 

further research is needed in “what hides behind the culture of origin effect” and “the 

effects of Hofstede’s cultural factors on the adjustment process”.  

In regard to companies that plan to bring in foreign employees, the same applies to 

countries that aim to attract international talent. Let us also posit that if a country is not 

able to find enough talent within their region, they may have to lower their hiring 

standards for potential employees [which may not be entirely preferable] or seek to bring 

in international talents. Continuing with the case of Finland – if the Sauna-loving, Nordic 

country would like to attract potential workers from outside countries for whatever 

reason, it may be of use to at the very least understand what factors expats find to be 
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relevant in relation to their adjustment (e.g. in order to work towards a society that 

supports expatriate adjustment) – which is a target of this study.   

One’s motivation to move abroad often differs when comparing self-initiated expats to 

organizational expats (Doherty, Dickmann, and Mills, 2011). It is important to note that 

organizational expatriates and self-initiated expatriates may also view their assignment 

differently. Moreover, Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) point out that self-initiated expats 

typically view their international experienced “as a means of self-development or part of 

some other personal agenda” (p.1099). This makes it important to differentiate the type 

of expatriate that the individual is as their experiences, support, and networks are likely 

to differ. 

1.2 Aim of Study  

This qualitative study aims to increase our understanding of the factors expatriates 

perceive to be relevant for their adjustment to a new country. More specifically, this 

thesis aims to shed light on the importance of previous cultural exposure and the reason 

for becoming an expat. 

The research questions that will direct this study are as follows:  

1. What is the role of previous cultural exposure in expat adjustment?  

2. How does adjustment differ based on expat type and personal motivation for 

being an expat?  

These questions will guide a deeper exploration into expatriate perspectives on 

adjustment that is based on the reason why and how the individual became an expat in 

the first place and the relevance of their previous experiences.  

1.3 Delimitations 

When it comes to expatriate adjustment, there are many factors that may be considered 

pertinent. However, this research study focuses on understanding expatriate adjustment 

in the context of one’s background – more specifically referring to an expat’s previous 

cultural exposure and their adjustment with consideration to the type of expat they are. 

It does not take into account families and/or trailing spouses, the gender of the expat, or 

other factors that may influence adjustment in order to limit the scope of this study and 

focus on answering the research questions developed.   
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Emphasis is placed on the expatriate’s perspective in order to gain the full picture of their 

adjustment story; this is prioritized over considering managerial perspectives on the 

expatriate’s performance and/or success, especially since this study specifically concerns 

adjustment. The managerial perspective is also not considered because the study 

involves both self-initiated and organizational expats; self-initiated expatriates might 

not find work adjustment to be as relevant to their overall adjustment experience and are 

very likely not to be evaluated the same way that an organizational expat might be by 

their host organization.  

Finally, the interviewees involved in this research study are working in professional 

services/consulting so expatriate populations in their entirety are not considered.  

1.4 Key Concepts and Definitions  

Adult Cross-Culture Kid (ACCK): Adults who grew up meaningfully interacting with 

two or more cultures; also previously referred to as “Adult Third-Culture Kid” (ATCK) in 

earlier studies (Abe, 2018; Nash 2020). 

Adult Mono-Culture Kid (AMCK): Adults who grew up in a single-cultural 

household (Selmer and Lauring, 2014).  

Country Distance: The cultural gap between home and host country (Caligiuri, 2017; 

Hofstede, 2011).  

Cross-Cultural Adjustment (also International Adjustment): The complex 

process of successfully adapting to living and working in a foreign culture (Collins and 

Bertune, 2017; Palthe, 2004).     

Host Country National (HCN): A “local” from the country in which an individual is 

an expat in (Michailova, Fee, and DeNisi, 2013).  

Organizational Expatriate (OE): Individuals who have been sponsored and 

assigned by their home organization to work abroad (Cerdin and Selmer, 2014; Froese 

and Peltokorpi, 2013). 

Self-initiated Expatriate (SIE): Individuals who voluntarily choose to go abroad; 

they are not sent by an organization (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009; Tharenou and 

Caulfield, 2010). 
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For the context of this study, please note that expatriates differ from other immigrants 

such as asylum seekers and refugees.  

1.5 Thesis Structure 

The following chapter will present the theoretical framework and relevant literature 

pertaining to this study. The third section will then present the methodology used to 

conduct qualitative data in the form of interviews. The empirical findings will then be 

analyzed in the next chapter as well as discuss the findings in light of previous research. 

The contributions of the study will also be addressed as well as further suggestions for 

research in the conclusion.  
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2 RELEVANT THEORY AND LITERATURE 

2.1 Revisiting the Importance of Expatriation  

From 2013 to 2017, the number of expatriates grew at a compound annual rate of 5.8%, 

taking the population from 52.8 million expats to 66.2 million (Finaccord, 2018). With a 

population that is expected to continue rising, expats make up a highly relevant group; 

therefore, it may be important on a country level for nations to maintain conditions and 

create an environment that is attractive for expats.  

During the COVID-10 pandemic, many workers experienced an existential crisis that led 

to a high number of job resignations. In 2021, Anthony Klotz named this phenomenon 

“The Great Resignation” (Kellett, 2022). As a trigger brought on by the pandemic, this 

trend involved workers questioning and reflecting on their personal and professional 

lives, often resulting in the quitting of jobs and/or switching career paths. With the 

current trend leaning towards individuals establishing control in their life, it may not be 

far-fetched to ponder that voluntarily relocating internationally and taking on a 

permanent or semi-permanent move, or becoming a self-initiated expat, may also 

increase in attractiveness for some populations. Countries that appear more attractive 

and/or with favorable conditions may have the advantage here.  

For example, the US does not mandate paid leave which can then affect dire situations 

such as pregnancy or even an appointment to receive a COVID-19 vaccine while other 

countries, like Finland, may provide parental leave and a more considerate approach to 

work life balance. At a time where people are starting to seriously question their purpose 

and career, this may be important to keep in mind. Even Klotz alludes to the “world of 

work transition[ing] to a more healthy, sustainable place for employee wellbeing”. A 

2022 study by Deloitte also presents that in Ireland, Millennials and Gen Zers have their 

sights set on achieving work-life balance with 50% of Millennials and approx. 30% of 

Gen Zers considering it the “main thing they look for an organization in 2022”. (Deloitte 

Ireland, 2022; Kaplan/Insider, 2021; Kellett/Texas A&M Today, 2022) 

We also know that expatriate movement and thus, expatriate adjustment (as it is linked 

to successful assignments according to a report by Brookfield Global Relocation Services 

in 2010), is also relevant on a country level. In addition, Klotz linked the “existential 

crisis of business” to the more recent “existential crisis for workers”. A 2022 study by 

Alexander Serenko applies a knowledge-based view to highlight that countries may also 

see a depletion of national human capital driven by the Great Resignation. From an 
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industry perspective, research by Sull, Sull, & Zweig in 2022 calculated attrition rates 

across 38 industries from April through September 2021, in which the Management 

Consulting industry was deemed to be largely affected by the Great Resignation. 

Furthermore, the same study by MIT Sloan also mentioned several short-term steps that 

companies could undertake to increase retention with lateral career opportunities being 

2.5 times more important/predictive of employee retention as compared to 

compensation. As “many workers may desire “a change of pace or the opportunity to try 

something new”, why not a change of scenery? The study also pointed out the 12 times 

higher predictability of retention associated with lateral career opportunities being 

offered as opposed to promotions; the same pattern was also found when considering 

the possibility of international postings as “the more frequently employees discussed… 

[such a] possibility”, there was consequentially a higher likelihood that they would stick 

with their present employer. An international job posting could mean a chance for an 

employee to relocate to another country (whether temporarily or more permanently) and 

become an expat – thus, possibly fulfilling their desires of a lateral move and a new, 

exciting opportunity.    

To attract international talent, it can be important for a company and/or a country’s 

institutions (on a broader level) to stay informed on expatriate perspectives regarding 

adjustment so as to know how to provide a welcoming and supportive atmosphere 

(especially in areas deemed relevant) that serves expats of all background types. 

Generally speaking, it is important to understand adjustment from different 

perspectives. Furthermore, while previous research may inform what influences 

adjustment overall as well as the components of adjustment (Black, 1988; Black, 

Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991; Parker and McEvoy, 1993; Palthe, 2008; Selmer and 

Lauring, 2014), we need to understand the role of previous cross-cultural experiences 

(including non-work-related experiences) and the type of expat role an individual takes 

on while taking into account the rationale for becoming an expat.  

2.2 Theoretical Framework  

Upon consideration of relevant literature on expatriate adjustment and related items, 

the following components are used to build this research study’s framework:  
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Figure 1 Theoretical Framework of the Study  

 

Section 2.2 presents relevant previous findings related to expat adjustment, including 

both empirical studies and theoretical work, in order to paint a picture of expatriate 

adjustment research as it is today. This includes but is not limited to the following: 

international adjustment and dimensions of adjustment, expatriate types, and previous 

cultural exposure.  

Section 2.3 proceeds with a dive into Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), providing the reader 

with the lens that will guide this study on expatriate adjustment. Key concepts and 

principles will be presented as well as Bandura’s SCT explained.  

Continuing forward, Section 2.4 introduces Geert Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

Theory, which is used to understand the differences in cultures and their impact on 

cross-cultural communication.  

Finally, the literature review concludes with a tangible framework to summarize the 

theoretical base for this study before moving on to the Methods Section.   

2.3 Previous Research on Expatriate Adjustment and Related Areas 

2.3.1  International Adjustment  

Expatriate adjustment was not a particularly researched topic until the late 1980s/early 

1990s. In 1988, Black first identified three areas in cross-cultural adjustment: 

general/cultural, work, and interaction adjustment. Three years later, Black, 

Mendenhall, and Oddou’s (1991) adjustment model became “the most influential and 
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often-cited theoretical treatment of expatriate experiences” (Takeuchi, 2010, p.1042). 

Cited by nearly three thousand individuals and then validated by other studies, the 

proposed model for international adjustment conceptualizes adjustment into three main 

dimensions (Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991). When viewing adjustment as “the 

degree of comfort…associated with being an expatriate”, Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005) 

defines the aforementioned dimensions as such:  

1) work adjustment, referring to “comfort associated with the assignment, 

job, or tasks” as well as work values,  

2) interaction adjustment, “comfort associated with interacting with host 

country nationals”, and  

3) general adjustment, which pertains to “comfort associated with various 

nonwork factors” or “cultural adjustment”.  

The results of Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al.’s (2005) study indicate that (1) both interaction 

and work adjustment are positively related to task performance and relationship 

performance – confirming that adjustment can contribute to predicting expatriate 

performance and (2) that work adjustment was found to be strongly related to task-based 

performance, adding an extension to Black’s (1998) study where he found that variables 

such as role ambiguity and role conflict (related to one’s job) were connected to work 

adjustment.  

On another note, Takeuchi (2010) highlights Liu and Shaffer’s (2005) study where the 

interpersonal skills of host country nationals (HCN) – evaluated by expats – was 

positively related to expat adjustment and more specifically, work and interaction 

adjustment. Furthermore, the depth of the HCN-expat relationship/connection was also 

positively related to interaction adjustment (Takeuchi, 2010; Liu and Shaffer, 2005).  

Selmer and Fenner (2009) denote both interaction and general adjustment to be part of 

the non-work-related domain; their study also found no spillover effect between general 

or interaction adjustment with work adjustment. Chan et al. (2022), on the other hand, 

highlight that work adjustment can actually be impacted by non-work-related items, as 

depicted by their study on expat’s perceived organizational support and work vs non-

work spheres during the COVID-19 Pandemic. It must be noted that Selmer and Fenner’s 

(2009) study was done on public sector expatriates rather than private sector expatriates 

which seems to be the reason for the difference as the embassies where the public sector 
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expats worked provided a “little America”, confirming to American cultural norms rather 

than that of the host country.  

In the case of Western expatriates, notes Peltokorpi and Froese (2009), “open 

communication, individual accountability, and clear performance expectations & 

feedback” are often valued (p.1102). A considerable number of studies have used 

American expatriates for the collection of empirical data, such as Palthe’s study in 2008; 

this can be attested to the fact that many organizational expats came from the US. Other 

empirical studies have instead focused on studying subjects based on a specific 

destination as a commonality present (Liu and Shaffer, 2005; Fitzgerald and Howe-

Walsh, 2008).  

2.3.2 Organizational Expats vs. Self-Initiated Expats 

The reason for becoming an expat often defines the type of expat an individual the 

becomes. In turn, the type of expat an individual is will likely guide their experience as 

an expat. As such, it is important to note that self-initiated and organizational expats 

may adjust differently which should be taken into consideration (Peltokorpi and Froese, 

2009). For example, there are several variations between OEs and SIEs when it comes 

to work-related adjustment, as the two expatriate types often serve different purposes at 

the company in their host country (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009).  

Organizational expatriates (OEs) are sent to work abroad by their home company to take 

on a managerial position or provide a unique skillset while self-initiated expatriates 

(SIEs) choose to live and work abroad on their own account (Peltokorpi and Froese, 

2009, p.1096). Both expat types, however, will face the need to adjust to the host country 

environment (work and non-work related) as well as for social interaction with host 

country nationals (Jokinen, Brewster, and Suutari, 2008). Defined by Cai and Rodriguez 

(1997) as a change in communication by a person in order to facilitate understanding, 

intercultural adaptation is another way to refer to the adjustment process that takes place 

in regard to cross-cultural situations. 

Organizational support and guidance, often provided to organizational expats from their 

companies, can also help facilitate expatriate adjustment (Lee and Kartika, 2014). An 

example of such support may be cross cultural training. There has been a focus on 

seeking how such cultural training, which can include language training, encourages 

cultural adjustment (Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991; Ko and Yang, 2011) and seeks 

to provide necessary skills for working in a foreign country – likely to build or further 
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develop one’s cross-cultural competency skills, including cross-cultural communication 

abilities. This is especially the case when done prior to an expat assignment (Ko and 

Yang, 2011). Another example, specifically considering the COVID-19 pandemic: 

perceived organizational support, which can come in the form of adjustment support, 

career support, and financial support, has allowed for expatriates to better cope with 

different and/or new job-related demand (Sahoo et al., 2022). However, although this 

perceived support is likely to positively influence an expat’s work outcomes in the 

preceding example, it is not because the expat’s perceived work adjustment is affected 

but rather that the perceived organizational support positively influences an expat’s 

resilience (Chan et al., 2022, p.967). Since self-initiated expats voluntarily move abroad, 

they not only have to cope with novel cross-cultural complexities but need to adjust to a 

new job and/or company; they also may be dealing with such pressures alone (Peltokorpi 

and Froese, 2009; Jokinen, Brewster, and Suutari, 2008). Nevertheless, Peltokorpi and 

Froese’s (2009) study, based on self-initiated expats and organizational expats in Japan, 

indicates that when it comes to general aspects of the host country and interactions with 

host-country nationals, SIEs are better suited than OEs.  

Previously, there existed more research on organizational expatriates (beginning in the 

1980s) as compared to self-initiated expatriates, who have received more attention in 

research within the last 10-20 years (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2013; Biemann and 

Andresen, 2010). Froese and Peltokorpi (2013) also note that the first study to identify 

self-initiated expatriates was carried out by Inkson et al. (1997) in the context of New 

Zealanders with self-initiated overseas experiences. As the number of self-initiated 

expatriates seems “larger than the number of organizational expatriates”, Selmer and 

Lauring (2014) point out the need to shift focus to studying that specific expatriate type 

(p.422-423). It is typical for many self-initiated expatriates to be adult third-culture kids, 

who typically have extensive international experience and/or cultural exposure in 

addition to their home culture during their childhood as compared to adult mono-culture 

kids who developed with a single culture (Lyttle, Barker, and Cornwell, 2011).  

2.3.3 Previous Cultural Exposure During Developmental Years  

Adult third-culture kids (ATCKs) are adults who spent “part of their developmental 

years abroad”, typically in a culture outside of their culture and their parents’ culture; 

they identify partially with their native culture and partially with their host culture (and 

possibly additional cultures) – resulting in a “third culture” (Nash, 2020; Abe, 2018). 

Compared to adult mono-culture kids (AMCKs), who typically have little to no prior 
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experiences to draw on having grown in a single-culture household, ATCKs make up a 

group that has experience in expatriation and thus, cross-cultural competence to varying 

extents as they have likely learned how to adjust to a new culture at a young age – a 

capability that may not be common in a typical adult (Nash, 2020; Selmer and Lauring, 

2014; Caselius and Mäkelä, 2022). As such, AMCKs must utilize recent knowledge 

and/or experiences gained when adjusting to a foreign country/as an expatriate (Selmer 

and Lauring, 2014).  

However, a more relevant population today is the “cross-cultural kid” – a broader and 

more encompassing term that includes traditional third-culture kids. A cross-cultural 

kid (CCK) can be defined as a child who grew up meaningfully interacting with two or 

more cultures as they might have grown up in a multicultural or multilingual household, 

went on a cultural/educational exchange as a child/teen, or lived in another country 

during their childhood (Van Reken et al., 2010; Van Reken, 2011; Cottrell, 2007).  

 

Figure 2 Cross-Cultural Kids (CCKs)  

(Van Reken/FIGT 2017; Globally Grounded, 2019)  
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With an increase in globalization and international deployments at all levels, the ATCK 

experience has become less unique; there has been a “natural and organic expansion of 

cross-cultural kids”, leading to more individuals having “childhood experiences from 

living in a foreign culture” (Nash, 2020, p.322; Selmer and Lauring, 2014, p.422; 

Caselius and Mäkelä, 2022). However, much research surrounding previous cultural 

exposure was done in the context of adult third-culture kids so the term is still relevant 

to this study.  

Cottrell (2007) mentions that cross-cultural kids, or second culture kids, often grow up 

in a bicultural household or a blended culture (incorporation of two or more cultures). 

They do not fit either the traditional adult third-culture or adult mono-culture mold but 

relate to adult third-culture kids in that they also tend to question what culture they fit 

into; however, the difference lies in that the ATCKs’ third-culture is not a blend but rather 

a third culture in itself that has been experienced (Cottrell, 2007). 

In order to understand three types of cross-cultural socialization that stem from the 

reason for the cross-cultural exposure, please see Figure 2 below.  

 

Figure 3 Cross-Cultural Socialization  

(Cottrell, 2007, p.55)  
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exists with the adjustment of mono-culture kids (pp.422). In addition, research in HR 

recruitment for expatriate assignments has enjoyed viewing adult third-culture kids as 

more willing to relocate in addition to being more open to diversity (Nash, 2020).  

The importance of language fluency in expatriate adjustment has been identified by 

previous studies (Dowling and Welch, 2005; Ko and Yang, 2011). Ko and Yang (2011) 

emphasize the amount of culture that a language carries and the likelihood of less 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations when a local language is known, pointing out 

that this then eases and decreases the period of adjustment to living and working 

conditions. On a broader level, high cultural intelligence enables effective intercultural 

interactions and can lead to better adjustments that in expats who lack such knowledge 

and/or skills (Triandis, 2006). Cross-cultural competence is related to expatriate 

adjustment and may be defined as the ability to properly utilize one’s knowledge, 

personality, and relevant skills to effectively work with others from different cultural 

backgrounds –previous cultural exposure provides the opportunity to develop this 

competence (Johnson, Lenartowicz, and Apud, 2006). As Magala states in her 2005 

study, a cross culturally competent mind may maintain that “diversity is… a challenge 

and a chance, not a threat” (pp.2). Coming to this resolution may be monumental (and 

potentially easier for an individual with higher levels of previous cultural exposure) when 

it comes to achieving a successfully adjustment.  

However, what is relevant are not only commonly perceived skills commonly associated 

with being cross-cultural competent (e.g. speaking a host country’s language) but also 

how being cross-culturally competent in itself can affect an expat’s adjustment. For 

example, an adult third-culture might be more inclined to place a higher emphasis on 

acculturation as a successful component of cultural adjustment (Lauring, Guttormsen, 

and McNulty, 2019). An adult mono-culture kid may be able to develop almost 

completely independent of host nationals and without assimilating to the host country’s 

culture. On the other hand, adult third-culture kids may need more interaction with the 

local population (e.g. feeling the need to befriend locals, speak the local language, etc.) 

to feel as if they had a successful adjustment as the two have varying perceptions 

regarding personal development during expatriation adjustment (Lauring, Guttormsen, 

and McNulty, 2019). As such ATCKs, may have a strong desire for interaction 

adjustment, which is related to socialization patterns. Furthermore, this clings to them 

through adulthood and is then reinforced in expatriate contexts (Lauring, Guttormsen, 

and McNulty, 2019).   
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2.4 Social Cognitive Theory 

Social Cognitive Theory, or SCT, a continuation of social learning theory which focuses 

on human behavior, “emphasizes learning from [one’s] social environment”. The theory 

was first posited by Albert Bandara in 1986 and believes that individuals: 

1) “Interact with others” and use social comparisons to further learning (including 

“knowledge, skills, strategies, beliefs, and attitudes”)  

2) Such interactions and learnings inform (1) one’s behavior and (2) motivation “to 

act in accordance” with desired outcomes as “expected outcomes of actions” are 

considered 

While Bandura, through his Social Learning Theory in the 1960s-70s, proposed that 

individual development stems from contact with and observation of others, Social 

Cognitive Theory, also founded by Bandura, takes the consideration of motivation one 

step further and considers cognitive processes such as thoughts and social comparisons 

made internally.  

 

Figure 4 Model of Reciprocal Interaction in Social Cognitive Theory  

(Schunk and Usher, 2012; Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020; Bandura, 1986) 
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2020, p.3). Much like outcomes result from actions, “how one behaves largely 

determines the outcomes one experiences” (Bandura, 1986, p.95). Ryan (2012) 

summarize that SCT indicates human nature to be “relatively open to social and cultural 

conditioning and learning” – that humans are able to be swayed and capable of at least 

learning if not change (p.6). As such, people avoid behaviors that they believe will result 

in punishment and are “motivated to learn and perform behaviors” that will lead to 

“desirable consequences” (Schunk and Usher, 2012, p.15). 

In addition, social environments come equipped with constraints on what people do or 

guide optimal behavior (Bandura, 1986, p.101). From a social cognitive perspective, 

“motivational processes… lead to outcomes such as choice, effort, persistence, 

achievement, and environmental regulation” (Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020). 

“Environmental factors can direct behaviors” as well as beliefs, values, and related 

cognitive processes (Schunk and Usher, 2012, p.14). In turn, cognitive processes and 

behavioral processes affect the other parts of SCT and vice versa (see Figure 4 above).  

Schunk and DiBenedetto (2020) emphasize that “earlier views of social cognitive theory” 

(aka social learning theory) highlighted “the importance of motivation and social 

variables” when considering human behavior (p.1). Since its founding, SCT “has been 

intimately connected with motivation” (Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020, p.8). Human 

learning and behavior are shaped by interactions such as others’ reactions and approval 

(Schunk and Usher, 2012). As a component of Social Cognitive Theory, Bandura (1977) 

uses Social Learning Theory to propose that individual development stems from contact 

with and observation of others. 

As found by Bandura and Walters (1997), learning under this theory can be done by 

doing, referred to as enactive learning, or more effectively, by observing, referred to as 

vicarious learning – also illustrated in Figure 5 below (Schunk and Usher, 2012, p.15).  

 

Figure 5 Learning in Social Cognitive Theory  
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(Schunk and Usher, 2012; Bandura and Walters, 1997)  

Coming back to the sense of agency (confidence) that individuals strive for, Bandura 

(1986) emphasizes that there are three types of processes in which humans can achieve 

this by:  

 

Figure 6 Processes in Social Cognitive Theory  

(Schunk and Usher, 2012; Bandura, 1986) 
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Cognitive Theory “distinguishes new learning from performance of previously learned 

actions” (Schunk and Usher, 2012, p.15).  

Caligiuri and Tarique (2012) used social learning theory, an earlier form of social 

cognitive theory as part of their conceptual basis to understand how the connection 

between cross-cultural experiences to cross-cultural competencies (e.g. “reduced 

ethnocentrism, increased cultural flexibility, and greater tolerance of ambiguity”) is 

formed. There exists a larger chance that an individual (or business leader) will have a 

positive attitude towards individuals from different cultures if they have more 

opportunities to interact with individuals from different cultures; as such, more 

interactions also mean a greater number of opportunities to “identify, learn, and apply 

diverse culturally-appropriate business behaviors” (Caligiuri and Tarique, 2012, p.614). 

2.5 National Culture and Necessary Adjustment  

2.5.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory and National Culture 

In 1980, Dutch management researcher Geert Hofstede founded what is commonly 

referred to today as “Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory”. Initially, the study’s 

purpose was to understand the dimensions in which cultures vary; since then, the 

framework has been used to compare and contrast national cultures in order to better 

understand, for example, the impact cultural differences have in business settings (CFI 

team, 2022).  

A greater cultural distance from one’s home to host culture means “the more an 

expatriate will need to learn about the host culture” (Caligiuri, 2017, p.68). Hofstede’s 

Country Comparison becomes useful when considering the country/cultural distance 

between a home and host country. Generally speaking, Hofstede’s National Culture 

framework provides a comparison between countries, shedding light on differences 

based on six dimensions:  

1) “Power Distance”, relating to varied solutions answering human inequality 

2) “Uncertainty Avoidance”, or the “level of stress [towards] an unknown future” 

3) “Individualism versus Collectivism” on the “integration of individuals 
into…groups” 

4) “Masculinity versus Femininity”, regarding the “division of emotional roles” 

5) “Long-term versus Short-term Orientation”, regarding emphasis on present or 
future 
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6) “Indulgence versus Restraint” in terms of gratification or control of human desire  

(Hofstede, 2011)  

Considering Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory and country comparisons, one can 

deem them relevant to the host country as well as the expat’s original country in order 

to understand an expat’s starting point. When considering previous cultural exposure as 

it automatically becomes important to consider the culture(s) that the expatriate comes 

from. It can be noted that less cultural shock may be experienced as the expat could 

possibly feel or be more prepared if the host and home country score similarly as opposed 

to with large differences.  

2.5.2 Culture Shock and Adjusting to Host Country Culture 

Described by Pederson (1994) as “an internalized construct or perspective developed in 

reaction or response… to an unfamiliar situation”, culture shock consists of five stages: 

(1) where the individual experiences positive feelings of excitement despite the 

unfamiliarity present; (2) where the individual is overwhelmed and may reject their new 

environment; (3) where the individual must adjust in order to overcome difficulties in 

their new environment, likely experiencing negative feelings; (4) where  a balanced 

perspective begins to form ; and (5) “reciprocal interdependence” with fluency in both 

the old and new culture – a stage of multiculturalism (Pederson, 1994, p.1).  

What about individuals who have been an expat before? Being a second-time expat does 

not always guarantee that one will know what to expect. A unique and personal 

experience, Pederson (1994) states that culture shock may be experienced differently the 

second time around – meaning that it can be inconsistent and be based on specific 

conditions present in an individual’s life at or up until that point (e.g. age, current job, 

family, etc.). On the other hand, this can also be a result of the fact that cultures change 

and so do people or that an individual is experiencing a culture shock as a result of a 

culture they have not yet encountered (Hodkinson, Biesta, and James, 2007).  

While habitual behavior is effective within one’s home culture, Selmer (1998) states that 

such behaviors may be inappropriate in the new host country. No longer can one’s world 

view guide their behavior – instead, this world view has to expand to accommodate for 

newly realized observations and values. In his study on expats in Brussels, Gatti (2009) 

alludes to the expat identity and sense of community and what it means for adjustment 

to society and socialization. Gatti (2009) notes that “expats have their rituals” (e.g. after 
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work happy hour), their meeting places, and more that in turn “help provide newcomers 

with an idea of the expat identity […]– of how an expat should be” (p.11). However, Gatti 

(2009) also found out that not all expats identify so strongly with the expat identity: 

some “focus on individual personality more than on the sense of belonging to the Expat 

community” while “others simply refuse to identify with the Expat community” (p. 12). 

Oftentimes, “successful placement depends heavily” on an individual’s adjustment to 

cultures and norms of a host country (Sims and Schraeder, 2004, pp.1).  Expats that are 

able to understand their identities in their host environment are also likely able to 

manage uncertainty and navigate that host country more easily (Adams and Vijver, 

2015).  

2.5.3 Finland as an Expat Host Country  

Despite familiarity with specific cultures or similar dimensions to one’s home country 

culture, some cultures are simply more difficult to acclimate to. The Expat Insider 2021 

survey report ranks Finland 39th out of 59th as an expat destination based on various 

factors such as quality of life, ease of settling in, personal finance, and working abroad; 

the report considers both organizational and self-initiated expats (InterNations 2021). 

This is likely partially due to the Finnish language being perceived as a major barrier for 

many as well as other obstacles that often prevent an easy adjustment 

(EK/Confederation of Finnish Industries, 2021). Such factors are highly relevant to an 

expat’s experience with adapting to a host country and culture. 

2.6 Summary of Theoretical Framework  

The expatriate population has been relevant for several decades and is predicted to 

continue growing (Finnacord, 2018). In light of existing research, three areas were 

identified (type of expat, motivation for becoming an expat, and previous cultural 

exposure) that would be helpful to increase our knowledge in – especially in relation to 

their influence on expatriate adjustment and more specifically, how an expat adjusts 

based on these background factors.   

This section begins by bringing forward various perspectives including but not limited to 

recent happenings on a macro-level such as the Great Resignation and employees 

transitioning to different priorities in life and work, how various industries including the 

consulting industry has been affected, and the importance in attracting international 

talent (Kellett, 2022; Sull, Sull, and Zweig, 2022). We also understand the positive link 
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that expatriate adjustment has to expatriate success (Brookfield Global Relocation 

Services/GMAC, 2010; Sims and Schraeder, 2004).  

The theoretical framework for this study considers (1) previous research on expatriates 

and adjustment, (2) social cognitive theory, and (3) national culture and necessary 

adjustment.  

Existing research on international adjustment and its components – work interaction 

and general adjustment – are introduced (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Black 1988; 

Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991). The components are then elaborated on in the 

following section (2.3.2) in the context of expatriate types. Organizational expats and 

self-initiated expats are explained and then discussed in terms of their adjustment and 

overall history of research into the two types (Lee and Kartika, 2014; Peltokorpi and 

Froese, 2009; Selmer and Lauring, 2014).  

The factors in focus for this study include expat type, previous cultural exposure, and 

motivation for becoming an expat. Together, the expat type and motivation for the 

assignment can determine one’s experience, possible support and networks (such as 

access to organizational support, a romantic partner that can affect adjustment, etc.); 

however, it should also be noted that previous cultural exposure can also influence one’s 

motivation for becoming an expat. In addition, previous cultural exposure provides 

opportunities for positive attitudes towards people from other countries (e.g. host 

country nationals) as well as cross-cultural interactions – thus, also providing 

opportunities to develop cross-cultural competency skills, as suggested by Caligiuri and 

Tarique (2012). 

To do so, the next section presents the theoretical lens by which this study will be 

considered. Social Cognitive Theory, developed by Psychologist Albert Bandura (1977; 

1986) and considers both cognitive thinking and social learning, is discussed in further 

detail, including previous research that has been done with the theory in relation to expat 

adjustment (Caligiuri and Tarique, 2012; Selmer and Lauring, 2014). 

Finally, the concept of national culture is described with the help of Hofstede’s Cultural 

Dimensions Theory and cultural distance (Hofstede, 2011). The section (2.5.2) finishes 

off with short explanations relating to culture shock (Pederson, 1994), the need to adjust 

behavior in a host country (Gatti, 2009; Selmer, 1998), and a few traits relating to 

Finland as a host country culture.  
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Using a Social Cognitive lens to consider learning and cognitive processes in relation to 

expat adjustment and its informants, this study is interested in uncovering how the 

initial factors (type of expat, motivation for becoming an expat, and previous cultural 

exposure) influences how an expat adjusts, what matters to them, and why (see Figure 7 

below). The next section describes the methodology used for this study. 

 

Figure 7 Framing of this study1 

 
1 It should be noted that the motivation for becoming an expat does not exclusively arise from previous 
cultural exposure as is the case for the type of expat. 
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3 METHODOLOGY  

This chapter describes the research methodology used for this study, beginning with the 

research design (Section 3.1) that includes a reflection of the researcher’s own position; 

the sampling strategy/criteria (Section 3.2) and information regarding the sampling 

population’s industry (consulting); a summary of the data collection, interview process, 

and interviewee profiles (Section 3.3); approach to data analysis (Section 3.4); and 

finally, an evaluation of the quality of the study (Section 3.5).  

3.1 Research Design 

This qualitative research study utilizes a multi-sampling approach to interview current 

expatriates in Finland that are working in professional services/consulting. The data 

gathered is nonnumerical in nature; the focus is placed on the narrative and words 

shared by each interview subject instead of the quantification of data collection (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). In this sense, the data collected from interviews “capture direct 

quotations about personal perspectives and experiences” (Patton, 2015, p.46).  

In some ways, the approach to this study can be viewed as abductive, which “observes 

phenomena and then seeks to develop explanations for them” (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 

2019, p.589). Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019) note the strong ties that abductive 

reasoning has to inductive reasoning. However, with abductive reasoning, the researcher 

works “iteratively between theory and data”, repeatedly going back and forth from theory 

to data and so on, making adjustments as needed (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019, 

p.589; Patton, 2015).  

Abduction seeks to explain a puzzle or surprise. The idea for this study was firstly 

inspired by findings that determined that adult third-culture kids desire interaction 

adjustment / engaging deeply with host country nationals in order to achieve personal 

development as compared to adult mono-culture kids who are able to develop and adjust 

independently and do not rely on interaction adjustment as heavily (Lauring, 

Guttormsen, and McNulty, 2019). As a current expat and cross-cultural kid myself, I 

found this to be surprising although it did make sense. However, I was interested in 

dissecting this further and trying to understand the different adjustment experiences 

based on one’s background (previous cultural exposure) and situation (expat type).  
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3.1.1 Reflection on Own Positioning as an Expat  

Naturally, I have been interested in expatriates in general, often reflecting on my own 

experiences and observations. As such, it is important that I, as the researcher, maintain 

an awareness of how my position may influence how I carry out the study and any 

possible assumptions coming into the study.  

Having grown up as a cross-cultural kid and first-generation American, I have long 

experienced the feeling of belonging to multiple cultures. Especially at a young age, this 

can be very confusing. Since I was a child, I spoke multiple languages, traveled 

internationally often, and was surrounded by individuals and friends from varying 

cultural backgrounds and nationalities. As I got older, I felt that I was able to identify 

strongly with other people who had similar cross-cultural experiences and sometimes 

less with individuals who had more mono-cultural experiences. I noticed that I had also 

developed various skills related to cross-cultural competence, finding it easy 

communicate with and understand individuals from foreign countries. During my 

bachelor studies, I also went on exchange to France where I had a very east time 

adapting; I spoke French, loved the culture, and befriended both locals (host country 

nationals) and other exchange students from different countries. 

Fast forward a few years and I move to Finland; however, this time, the adjustment was 

not as smooth. This experience begged me to ponder why that was given my history of 

previous cultural exposure and cross-cultural competency skills. Whether it was due to 

the country distance between Finland and the United States (and France), my decision 

to voluntarily move to Finland for work and studies as a self-initiated expat, or another 

reason, I became curious to explore this area further.  

In Finland, I work at a large, global professional services firm with many expats as 

colleagues, friends, and friends’ spouses/partners or friends. My understanding was that 

there were both self-initiated expats and organizational expats present within my 

network and in Finland in general based on the stories I heard, people I know, and 

statistics I have seen. Another item that puzzled me was that it seemed like so many of 

the people I met that came to Finland came for love/a relationship in addition to work 

or studies (and then stayed in Finland). Although it might not be possible to determine 

whether that is the case with a study containing only 15 interview subjects, I still was 

curious to see what my findings could indicate about previous cultural exposure and its 
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possible effect on adjustment as well as how their experience might differ based on the 

type of expat they are.  

By considering the “wealth of information” via existing literature surrounding expatriate 

adjustment as well as other antecedents, an abductive approach allows for my experience 

as an expat to inspire the study but previous research to guide it (Saunders, Lewis, and 

Thornhill, 2009, p.148). Conducting this study as an expat, specifically when gathering 

data, can be helpful for at least the following two reasons: the ability to relate to the expat 

experience and adjusting as well as knowing what kind of questions are relevant to ask 

to get a fellow expat to open up about their experiences and adjustment.  

3.2 Sampling Strategy and Criteria 

Table 1 Sampling and Unit of Analysis Description 

Classification Unit of 

Analysis 

Sample Sampling 

Strategy 

Reasoning 

Perspective/ 

world focused 

People who share 

a common 

experience and/or 

background 

Current expats in 

Finland from 

varying countries 

with differing 

previous cultural 

exposures; all 

working in 

professional 

services/ 

consulting 

Snowball  

sampling, intensity 

sampling, 

purposeful 

sampling 

Seeking specific 

population with 

varying traits; 

expats tend to 

know other 

expats; 

professional 

services = 

international in 

nature 

 
(Patton, 2015)  

To begin, the goal was to utilize intensity sampling, which is both comparison-focused 

and purposeful, in order to find “information-rich…[and] critical cases” (Patton, 2015, 

p.298). The interviewees were gathered with a purpose in mind, using units of analysis 

that “allow [for] the research questions to be answered” (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 

2019). In this study, an example trait of this purposeful approach found would include 

individuals with high previous cultural exposure vs low. However, network sampling, 

“widely used when rare populations are of interest”, was also relevant to this study in 
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order to gain enough participants within the desired timeframe (Lee, 2008). Being 1) an 

expat in Finland and 2) an employee at a professional services firm myself, I was able to 

utilize my personal network to find expats to interview. Finally, a few additional leads 

were also gained through purposeful snowball sampling when interviewees with 

information-rich cases suggested that I interview someone they were dating or a fellow 

colleague that they know met the same criteria (Patton, 2015). This made sense as many 

expats may tend to know other expats due to similar social and professional networks 

and possibly even more so for those working for a global consulting and/or professional 

services firm. Overall, this study used purposeful sampling methods (through both 

snowball and intensity sampling) based on lived experiences which in this case refers to 

being an expat and the natural adjustment process that coincides.  

While expats may vary in gender, age, and background, resulting in a diverse 

composition, the following attributes link the group together: (1) current expatriate in 

Finland and (2) working in professional services/consulting. Despite intending to find 

interviewees that were either self-initiated or organizational expats, this was not the 

main focus. Neither was factoring in the length of assignment so both short-term and 

long-term expats are allowed into the study’s sample, given that the individual has spent 

enough time in the host country to properly acclimate (e.g. six months). 

However, when choosing interviewees, I also wanted to make sure to have a relatively 

close number of individuals who had less previous cultural exposure or grew up as a 

mono-culture kid as compared to those who had more cultural exposure (e.g. several 

expat assignments) or grew up as a cross-cultural or third-culture kid. Before an 

individual was chosen as an interview subject, I also asked them to confirm that they 

work in professional services/consulting as well as are a current expat (if it was not 

already known to me as the researcher). 

3.2.1 Nature of Consulting Industry and Expat Assignments 

Many consultancies are large, global firms, such as the Big 3 Management 

Consultancies/MBBs (McKinsey & Company, Boston Consulting Group, and Bain & 

Company) and Big 4 Accounting firms (Deloitte, Ernst & Young, KPMG, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers). According to their company websites, the 7 firms operate in 

at least nearly 40 countries, such as in the case of Bain, or at most, 152 countries, such 

as PwC. Their operating models are international in nature, often with project teams 

staffed internationally and/or cross-cultural collaboration between colleagues in 
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different locations. In addition, it is not uncommon for such firms to offer secondment 

or expatriate opportunities to their employees. (Bain, 2022; BCG Global, 2022; Deloitte, 

2020; EY, 2022; KPMG, 2022; McKinsey & Company, 2022 PwC, 2022b)  

On the other hand, recent efforts to mitigate climate change has resulted in firms such 

as PwC aiming for a reduction in various greenhouse gas emissions, such as a 50% 

reduction in emissions related to business travels (Scope 3 emissions) when comparing 

levels from the 2019 to 2030 financial years (PwC Global Annual Review, 2022b). If we 

also consider Deloitte’s Global Impact Report (2022), the company also highlights that 

their “air travel remains significantly below pre-pandemic levels” and that they plan to 

be more intentional regarding “when, where, and how… [they] travel”. In their 2022 

Impact Plan, KPMG also mentions their Scope 3 emissions and more specifically, how 

they have seen a reduction in business travel within the last two years. I would like to 

note that this is due to the COVID-19 pandemic; significant drops have been seen as 

compared to pre-covid business travel. Nevertheless, KPMG mentions that they will now 

allow business travel to return to pre-pandemic levels. But, on the other hand, this does 

not indicate any sort of negative effect on expatriate assignments (note that expatriate 

assignments, often more long-term and/or permanent in nature, do not fall under the 

business travel category).  There is a lack of literature regarding the impact of 

sustainability on expatriate assignments as compared to business travel – it may even be 

that a decrease in business travel may lead to an increase in long-term assignments or 

local foreign hire cases in order to keep the human touch that may not be easily translated 

through remote work or a video call – but that is yet to be seen.  

3.3 Data Collection 

To get firsthand accounts of expatriate experiences and related adjustment processes, 

this study goes straight to the source: interviewing expats themselves. For this study, 15 

individuals that met the sampling criteria were interviewed. The interviews were 

conducted in English, took place on Microsoft Teams, and were recorded with the 

permission of each interviewee. Overall, the interviews ranged between 32 to 55 minutes 

with the median interview being45 minutes and 48 seconds (please see Table 2 for more 

specific interview time lengths).  

3.3.1 Interviewing  

A purposeful conversation between two people, interviews give the researcher an 

opportunity to find out things that cannot be directly observed; the researcher then make 
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sense of what they were able to observe during the interview process to inform their study 

(Patton, 2015; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009). It especially helps if the interview 

is recorded so that the interview can be played back and in case something was missed. 

Qualitative interviewing also encourages information-rich answers and allows for the 

gathering of valid and reliable data to aid in answering one’s research questions and 

objectives (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009). 

Conducting interviews allows us to “enter into…[their] perspective” with results that 

allow us to “make sense of the diversity of human experience” (Patton, 2015, p.426). Each 

expat’s story is a central piece to this study, providing unique and diverse perspectives 

with individuals originating from 12 different countries (Australia, Canada, England/UK, 

Germany, Guam, Guatemala, Hungary, Japan, Romania, South Korea, Sweden, 

Switzerland), two different types of expats (OEs and SIEs), and with varying degrees of 

previous cultural exposure. However, it was important to score a balance between 

maintaining focus while also being open to what the interviewee wants to share and 

where the conversation goes.  

3.3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

In order to take a partially structured approach that allows for ease in data comparison 

but also leaves room for open-ended and free-flowing conversation, I conducted semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are often used when there is a need to 

understand the reasons for interviewees’ attitudes and opinions; there is an opportunity 

to ‘probe’ for answers such that the researcher would like to gain additional depth by 

asking the interviewee to further explain or build on a response they provided (Saunders, 

Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009).  

Potential interview subjects were sent a message for consent to be interviewed (which 

was tailored slightly as needed) that provided a brief overview of the study and a few 

areas that might be touched on (see Appendix 1). A signed written consent form was also 

sent to each assignee, containing assurances and information regarding how the data 

was to be used (see Appendix 2). This was obtained for each interviewee in order to 

ensure informed consent, or permission granted on the basis of sufficient information 

and assurances (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009). A loose interview guide (see 

Appendix 3) was developed in advance of the interviews in order to allow for more 

focused interviews that were still relatively fluid in substance. The interview guide was 

not sent in advance as the goal was for open, honest, and casual conversation which may 
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not have been the case had the interviewee been provided a list of questions. 

Furthermore, it was to keep the interviewee from coming with already prepared answers 

to the questions. In addition, as the semi-structured interview did not stick to an exact 

script/order of questions but rather tried to touch on a few different and relevant areas 

to the study and bend based on the conversation at hand, it would not have made sense 

to provide the questions in advance.  

The semi-structured approach also was chosen so that participants would feel 

comfortable and be more willing to share not only details surrounding their experiences 

but also their feelings and emotions behind their narrative. It was especially important 

that the interviewee would share, at least to some extent, how they felt during the 

adjustment process which may also include previous expat experiences. I made sure to 

give the assignee some time to reflect if they did not have an immediate answer in order 

to receive an honest answer as well as since many interviewees likely had not extensively 

reflected on such topics before (Patton 2015).  

The interview begin with what Patton (2015) refers to as a life story inquiry, where I 

asked the interviewee to begin by introducing themself and share what brought them to 

Finland. However, the inquiry technique most used was narrative inquiry interviewing 

which seeks to understand the interviewee’s story regarding their own life experience 

(Riesmann, 2003, p.342, as cited in Patton, 2015). Questions that guide the subject to 

explain how they felt during the adjustment process were asked throughout the interview 

in order to understand the subject’s emotions during the process. It was also important 

to ask the subject questions that allow for them to provide information regarding their 

experience and the actions they took (or wish they took) in order to adjust. Follow-up 

questions as well as probing questions (based on hints/markers from the assignee) such 

as “can you tell me more about how that made you feel?” were also asked in order to 

discover emergent themes during the interview process as well as encourage the 

interview to share all relevant details (Patton, 2015, p.445).  

At times, some of the interviews strayed a bit from the interview guide – but this was to 

be expected and even allowed for extremely interesting context to emerge from the 

interviewee that may not have been shared otherwise. Although I made a concerted effort 

to ensure that different topic areas were covered during each interview as well as a few 

questions that were along the same lines were asked to everyone (so that comparisons 

can also easily be made), the interviews were conducted in a way that was natural, 

relaxed, and conversational. 
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3.3.3 Interviewee Profiles  

The interviewees were classified according to several items: the type of expat they are in 

Finland (and may have previously been in other countries), their country of origin, the 

additional countries they may have lived in (at least Finland is included there since all 

the interviewees have that in common and are current expats in Finland), when previous 

cultural exposure began for them (at a significant level), the type of adult culture kid they 

are, and their experience in work life/level.  

Before the interview, I made sure to also check each interviewees LinkedIn profile to get 

a feel for their background before the interview; this also informed some of the questions 

asked. Then, during the interview, answers from the interviewee to a few questions led 

to being able to identify them as an adult cross-culture kid (shares traits with adult third-

culture kids; no “perfectly-defined ATCK” was interviewed for this study) or adult mono-

culture kid.  I think it is significant to separate those who began gaining exposure to other 

cultures at the start of adulthood vs during adulthood as those who gained exposure at 

the start of adulthood may have also for e.g. began their entire career in a different 

country than that of their origin while an individual who gained cultural exposure during 

adulthood would have likely started their career in their country of origin. Start of 

adulthood includes those who began their career or university studies abroad, went on 

an exchange/Erasmus experience during their university studies, or did an internship 

abroad.  

Note that in regard to the below table, for previous cultural exposure gained during 

childhood incl. teenage years, this does not necessarily mean the individual has lived in 

several countries (although this is the case for several participants); it can also mean that 

individual was exposed to other cultures through schooling in another language, having 

a diverse cultural background and cultural awareness from a young age, or being well-

traveled during childhood years. In addition, gender was not included for to ensure 

anonymity. 

Although age was not explicitly discussed in most of the interviews since some people 

may feel uncomfortable sharing that information which would not set a good tone for the 

interview (only discussed if the interviewee specifically decided to bring it up), work 

experience and/or current position were at least touched on briefly. For this study, I do, 

however, think that one’s experience and perspective may be impacted by where they are 

in their career. For this reason, I included a column that classifies individuals based on 
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their current level / work experience. As needed, I also confirmed this information via 

the interviewees’ LinkedIn profiles which all seemed to be up to date. Consultant equates 

to anyone in a junior or starting consultant/advisor position while Senior Consultant for 

anyone in a senior advisor/consultant role.  If the individual has been in a managerial 

position for less than two years, they are classified as Lower Managerial, between two to 

five years is Middle Managerial, and over five years is Upper Managerial. While factoring 

in for age / level via this method might not account for individuals who have had a faster 

or slower than average career progression, I still think it is sufficient for this study. 
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Table 2 Interview Subjects 

Participants 

(using 

pseudonyms) 

Type of Expat 

in Finland and 

Previously (if 

applicable)  

Country/Place 

of Origin  

Countries/Places 

Lived (not 

including 

country of 

origin)  

Previous 

Cultural 

Exposure 

(when began at 

a significant 

level)   

Type of Adult 

Culture Kid 

(AMCK, ACCK)  

Length of 

Interview 

(Min:Sec)  

Experience in work life / level  

Consultant,  

Senior Consultant,  

Lower Managerial,  

Middle Managerial,  

Upper Managerial  

Participant 1 Self-initiated 

expat only    

Japan United States, 

Finland 

Start of adulthood AMCK 41:13 Middle Managerial 

Participant 2 Self-initiated 

expat only  

South Korea Sweden, Finland Start of adulthood AMCK 43:20 Senior Consultant 

Participant 3 Self-initiated 

expat only  

Guatemala Thailand, Finland  During adulthood AMCK 51:10 Lower Managerial  

Participant 4 Organizational 

expat (FI), Self-

initiated expat 

(others) 

Hungary Netherlands, 

Canada, England, 

Italy, Finland 

Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

ACCK 37:45 Middle Managerial 

Participant 5 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Germany Canada, China, 

Chile, Italy, 

Hungary, Finland 

Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

ACCK 32:29 Consultant 
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Participant 6 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Canada Finland During adulthood AMCK 43:38 Upper Managerial  

Participant 7 Organizational 

expat only 

Guam (U.S. 

territory) 

United States 

(mainland), Finland 

Childhood incl. 

teenage years  

ACCK 54:50 Lower Managerial  

Participant 8 Self-initiated 

expat (UK), 

Organizational 

expat (others)  

Romania Germany, 

England/UK, 

United States, 

Finland 

During adulthood AMCK 50:25 Upper Managerial 

Participant 9 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Sweden France, United 

States, Denmark, 

Hong Kong, China, 

Finland 

Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

ACCK 46:20 Consultant 

Participant 10 Organizational 

expat only 

England/UK Finland During adulthood AMCK 45:48 Middle Managerial   

Participant 11 Organizational 

expat only 

Switzerland Finland Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

ACCK 41:43 Middle Managerial   

Participant 12 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Australia France, United Arab 

Emirates, United 

States, Finland 

Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

AMCK 53:36 Senior Consultant  
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Participant 13 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Germany England/UK, 

Singapore, Canada, 

Finland 

Start of adulthood AMCK 48:02 Senior Consultant  

Participant 14 Organizational 

expat (FI), Self-

initiated expat 

(others) 

Hungary Ireland, Denmark, 

Finland  

Childhood incl. 

teenage years 

ACCK 49:30 Middle Managerial   

Participant 15 Self-initiated 

expat only 

Germany Ireland, Lithuania, 

Brazil, Finland 

Start of adulthood AMCK 39:15 Senior Consultant 
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Please note that for the purpose of this study, despite it being a U.S. territory, Guam was 

considered to be a difference place in terms of interviewee origin due to its lack of 

proximity to the U.S. mainland as well as difference in culture and languages spoken 

(English is spoken in addition to other languages such as the other national language of 

Austronesian Chamorro spoken by natives). However, there are still similarities in the 

culture that must be noted as well as the fact that the assignee moved to the U.S. 

mainland during early teenage years.  

3.4 Approach to Data Analysis 

After an interview was conducted, I made sure to also transcribe it soon after so the 

interview would be fresh on my mind. Any initial thoughts that had occurred were also 

briefly reflected on and jotted down. Once the interview and transcribing process was 

completed, I went through and coded each interview separately. I used different colors 

to highlight interesting points touched on, important themes, and recurring words. I did 

this for each interview while also starting to take notes on another document of 

categories that seemed to emerge. The next step was to identify commonalities: any 

patterns and or relevant themes that have surfaced throughout this process and stem 

from the interviews when considered together. (Bell, Bryman, & Harley, 2019; Patton, 

2015) 

3.4.1 Thematic Analysis 

I decided to take a qualitative thematic approach to make sense of the data and locate 

emerging themes gathered during the interview process. Due to the complexity of the 

qualitative data, the desire to prevent and/or minimize any possible nuance lost in the 

analysis process, and the flexibility that the approach gives, a thematic analysis was 

chosen. The following steps were taken when proceeding with the analysis: coding 

(categorization), abstraction, interpretation (comparison, iteration and refutation), 

dimensionalization, and integration (Spiggle, 1994).  
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Figure 8 Stages of Analysis and Post-Analysis  

(Spiggle, 1994)  

Raw data is first categorized through the process of coding. When so early in the analysis, 

all data can seem promising and relevant (Miles and Huberman, 1994). However, this is 

not actually the case and is corrected during the codification or naming process.  

 

Figure 9 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Order Constructs  

(Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013) 

Spiggle (1994) states that “abstraction builds on categorization” through the formation 

of high-level, clear constructs (p.493). These concepts are then converted to broader 

themes that can be more widely applied (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton, 2013). Bell, 

Bryman, and Harley (2015) mention that an emphasis on repetition is “one of the most 

Data Analysis

• Based on collected data 
(interviews)

• Coding (categorization), 
abstraction, 
interpretation 
(comparison, iteration, 
and refutation), 
dimensionalization, and 
integration

Quality Analysis 

• Assessing 
trustworthiness 
through the following:  
credibility, 
transferability 
dependability, 
conformability, 
integrity, and utilization

1st Order: 
CODE

• Raw data (e.g. quotes from interviews) to be coded into categories

2nd Order: 
CATEGORY

• Categorized data

• Referred to as categories/codes/concepts

3rd Order: 
THEME

• Grouped categories

• Leads to broader themes
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common criteria for establishing” a pattern present in the data that should be considered 

a theme (p.519).  

The interpretation step can be referred to as comparing to explore differences and 

similarities (Spiggle, 1994). This step is about making sense of the data through logical 

interpretation. Lastly, the data must be integrated in order to support the study and 

establish findings.  

This choice of analysis ensures for an in-depth exploration of expat adjustment and 

experience; it is used so that the narrative maintain its form and in-depth exploration of 

the experience, including feels associated with the adjustment, are provided.  

3.5 Quality of the Study  

3.5.1 Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness is established by the following four items: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2012). Credibility can be 

established when there are “multiple accounts of social reality” (Bell, Bryman, and 

Harley, 2019). Transferability refers to the ability of the findings to be true in other 

contexts which can be done when there is a thick description, or detailed account, 

present; in addition, it is important that data gathered has dependability in that is 

reliable and accurate (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019). For data to be confirmed, one 

has to be able to attest where the results came from and that they are not associated with 

bias (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Wallenford and Belk, 1989).  

3.5.2 Integrity Utilization 

Table 3 Assessing the Quality of the Study 

Criteria Method of addressing 

Pre-

Understanding 

The researcher herself is a current, self-initiated expat that 

works in professional services who also grew up as a cross-

culture kid. She also has previous cultural exposure.  

Result: Experience within cross-cultural contexts, 

professional services, and as a self-initiated expat 
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contributes to an understanding of the concepts and 

relevant data.  

Credibility 

The researcher used other data sources (triangulation) to 

confirm data gathered and background info regarding 

subjects as needed (e.g. LinkedIn, brief conversation with 

friend who connected me to their spouse/friend who became 

a subject, etc.). In addition, the recording (audio + video) was 

watched and listened to multiple times to ensure no/minimal 

loss of meaning. 

Result: The data is likely credible.  

Transferability 

The researcher used purposeful intensity and snowball 

sampling with fifteen subjects.  

Result: Findings are likely applicable to specific 

expats based on their background / type / etc. but 

would need to be further proven with a  sample size.   

Dependability 

All parts of the research process (e.g. conversations with 

participants, notes, transcripts, interview recordings, 

feedback from participants, etc.) were properly documented 

and kept in a well-organized manner.  

Result: Given a relatively similar situation, alike 

results may have been reached.  

Confirmability 

The interview was recorded. The findings and data gathered 

/ process by the researcher aimed at remaining neutral. Both 

the subject and researcher had access to the recording 

although next steps were not shared with the subject and 

multiple copies were not stored.  
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Result: The data is likely confirmable and unbiased.  

Integrity 

Although there were variations across subjects, most (if not 

all) were very willing to participate and excited to share. The 

exchanges were genuine, voluntary, and warm. In addition, 

the researcher and subject either have a trusting relationship 

or mutual friends established before this study.  

Result: Most subjects shared willingly and did not 

seem uncomfortable during the interview or with 

the process. 

Utilisation 

Several participants specifically asked for me to share the 

results of the study. In addition, at the end of a couple 

interviews, some individuals seemed extra curious and asked 

a few additional questions about the study.  

Result: Participants benefited from this study.  

 

(Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019) 
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4 FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS  

This section presents the empirical findings of the study and is illustrated by descriptive 

quotes from interviewees, a figure that converts the raw data into themes that emerged 

from the study (Figure 11 on the following page), as well as analysis on patterns and/or 

connections found between the findings and earlier literature. The themes discussed 

include “Language Knowledge in Host Country”, “Motivation for Becoming an Expat”, 

“Sense of Community in Host Country”, “Relevance of National Culture for Expats”, and 

“Expat Attitudes Toward Adjustment”. Please note that the themes are not listed in order 

of importance as all themes that emerged were deemed to be of approximate equal 

importance; however, some themes naturally reached a deeper discussion during 

interviews and/or produced more content. In addition, although not originally asked in 

the research questions, there were a few interesting items that emerged and are 

discussed in the “Additional Findings” section before moving on to the discussion and 

concluding thoughts. To begin, the interviewee demographics are provided below.  

4.1 Interviewee Demographics  

The 15 interviewees originated from the following 12 different countries: Australia, 

Canada, England/UK, Germany, Guam, Guatemala, Hungary, Japan, Romania, South 

Korea, Sweden, Switzerland. If we separate the countries by larger cultural regions, we 

had interviewee representation from the following areas: Asia (Japan, 1 and South Korea, 

1); North America (Canada, 1 and Guam/United States territory, 1); South America 

(Guatemala, 1); Europe (England/UK, 1; Germany, 3; Hungary, 2; Romania, 1; Sweden, 

1; and Switzerland, 1); and Oceania (Australia, 1).  

Please note that geographically speaking, Guam is in Oceania; however, as noted 

earlier, since the participant moved to the US during early teen years as well as 

identifies as an American (in addition to being Chamorro), Guam is categorized as part 

of the North American region for this study. 

Four-fifths of the interviewees have had at least one self-initiated expat experience and 

six out of fifteen interviewees have had at least one organizational expat experience. Half 

of the six individuals that have been organizational expats (or are currently one) have 

only been organizational expats in Finland.  
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Figure 10 1st – 3rd Order Constructs 
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4.2 Language Knowledge in Host Country  

When discussing adapting as well as cultural exposure and skills, language was naturally 

a hot topic during the interviews. Regarding the need for language knowledge in Finland, 

there were mixed opinions some stating that language knowledge was an expectation 

(e.g. Participant 12) while others found it not completely necessary (e.g. Participants 3 

and 13). For adult monoculture kids with previous expatriate experience, there was a lack 

of consistent opinions regarding if language knowledge was necessary for adjustment – 

instead, it seemed to depend on the country specifically rather than a uniform opinion 

towards language knowledge.   

Many respondents agreed that the difficult and uncommon Uralic language of Finnish 

(YLE, 2013) was necessary for expatriate adjustment in Finland – although a few did 

disagree. For those that agreed the language was necessary, only a couple interviewees 

expressed the desire that they had to learn Finnish in order to connect better with 

Finnish people (e.g. Participant 1, 2). Among those, Participant 1 noted a lack of time to 

learn Finnish as a result of a demanding job; additionally, the same lack of time and 

reasoning was noted by Participant 13. Across several participants, it seems that learning 

a host country language has been difficult while working a demanding job in professional 

services/consulting.  

Furthermore, other participants noted why they found language to be a necessary 

component in different environments such as professional life, personal relationships, 

and daily life: 

Participant 14: “All the internal websites [at my company] were in Finnish… some 

documents that were really needed were in Finnish… but now all the internet 

communication is bilingual… big step in the past two to three years”. 

Participant 1: “[Language is] definitely important for me as not all the members of my 

[Finnish] boyfriend’s family speak English well”.  

Participant 15: “I feel very comfortable here in this environment. But, at the same time, I 

still feel like a foreigner just because of the language barrier which is very apparent in my 

daily life”. 

Contrary to Participant 1 (an AMCK and self-initiated expat) who feels “embarrassed” 

and at times, even “unaccomplished” when asked about their current level of Finnish, 
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Participant 10 (an AMCK and organizational expat) believes that in a country like 

Finland,  

“They can’t expect people to speak Finnish with a population of only 5 million”.  

Regarding the two participants, although both share a mono-culture background, 

Participant 1 carries an interest in foreign languages as well as has previously been an 

expat before their time in Finland. Participant 1 does, however, note that despite the fact 

they often compare themselves to others who may have had the opportunity to study the 

Finnish language more intensively [and succeed in grasping the language quickly], they 

also know that it is “not the best way to judge [themself]”. Such a comparison is very easy 

to make, hints Bandura (1986) with his Social Cognitive Theory as the approach indicates 

that internal social comparisons are often made. While a social comparison of 

knowledge, such as knowledge of a host country’s language, can motivate one to form a 

goal to achieve something they have observed, it can also demotivate if the goal seems 

unattainable in the context of someone else’s lifestyle.  

Even EK, or the Confederation of Finnish Industries (2021) considers the Finnish 

language to be a major barrier for adjustment and recognizes the difficulty of the 

language. Even Participant 6, who did an integration program which included “a full year 

of Finnish classes” and even before then “took all of the free classes that they [could]… 

so almost every day of the week, [they were] studying Finnish for a year and a half”, was 

not able to learn Finnish to the extent that they had hoped – which is not uncommon for 

many others learning the Finnish language.  

Without knowledge of the Finnish language, Participant 10 also points that while at 

work, they have experienced a few awkward moments when bumping into someone in 

the hallway, especially if they “don’t know that they’re comfortable speaking English” but 

that “in public, it’s never been an issue”. Additional expats share a variety of experiences 

regarding the lack of Finnish, as a host country language, as a potential barrier: 

Participant 5: “Just from the tone of voice, I couldn't tell if people are happy or sad, angry 

or that's so true. So that's super difficult… I’m just completely clueless as to what people 

are talking about [in Finnish]”. 

Participant 12: “[Their third expatriation, which was to Finland, came with] a bit of a 

learning curve just because this is the first country [they’ve] lived in where English isn’t 

the main language:”.  
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Participant 2: “Finland… totally different language… feel frustrated… one day, when I 

went to the grocery store alone [instead of with my boyfriend], I felt so lost. I couldn’t 

read anything.”  

Such frustrations can be difficult to experience, especially when they bleed into so many 

areas of one’s life including general, interaction, and work adjustment. Although a study 

by Selmer and Fenner (2009) indicated that there existed no spillover effect between 

non-work-related adjustments (general and interaction) on work adjustment, the 

findings in this study align with a study by Chan et al. (2022) where it was found that 

work adjustment can, in fact, be impacted by non-work-related items.  

On another note, an adult cross-cultural kid who grew up in a very international 

environment in Sweden notes the following: 

Participant 9: “I personally feel like if you're in an international setting around people 

who don't speak the language properly, then you should speak English”.  

The possibility for this realization made by Participant 9 may have come from a place of 

high cultural awareness and sensitivity for others – made possibly by having had 

previous cultural experiences to draw on as well as plentiful opportunities with host 

country nationals in a variety of countries (Lyttle, Barker, and Cornwell, 2011; Caligiuri 

and Tarique, 2012). 

4.3 Motivation for Becoming an Expat 

As previously mentioned, motivation for an expatriate experience often differs between 

expat types – in this case, organizational and self-initiated expats (Doherty, Dickmann, 

and Mills, 2011). The findings in this study noted the below two main reasons for the 

motivation to become an expat, illustrated by the accompanying quotes:  

1) Inspired to go abroad for one’s benefit and/or future 

Participant 2: “[My] older brother, he influenced me a lot… I didn’t even think about going 

abroad… no interest in exchange program… and then he was like, ‘you should go… 

experience another culture when you can’ and so I did”. 

Participant 3: “To get a European master’s degree” and motivated by their desire to further 

develop their international profile, as mentioned during the interview  

2) Previous international interest [or interest in a specific culture] 
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Participant 1: “My visa was coming to an end, so I had to look at different options and I’d 

always wanted to visit the US and work in the US… always a dream of mine since I 

was a little kid.”   

Participant 11: “I always had a little bit of an interest in different cultures, different 

kinds of personalities, working with or in different countries… traveling a lot already during 

my bachelor’s and as a kid”. 

As you can see above, Participant 2, an adult mono-culture kid, developed their interest 

for becoming a self-initiated expat without having had any previous cultural exposure. 

Instead, this interest came from a sibling who inspired them to take on an international 

move and become an expat.  

An interesting item that came up was that the motivation for Organizational Expats were 

often similar to that of Self-Initiated Expats rather than being purely based on an 

opportunity that arose. Participant 14, an organizational expat with an ACCK 

background, actively seeked an expatriate assignment as they were motivated to get a 

change of scenery as well as continue their learning. An individual may have a desire to 

go abroad and/or for change but have no idea where they want to go such as Participant 

10, an AMCK and Organizational Expat, who was seeking an opportunity for 

development through an expat assignment and “[Finland] is just where the opportunity 

came up”. Another Organizational Expat but AMCK, Participant 6, developed their 

interest for becoming an expat later on in life as a result of a relationship/love although 

they always had a desire to travel more from a young age.  

Although Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) highlight that specifically, self-initiated expats 

often view their international experiences as an opportunity for self-development or 

other motivate for their personal agenda, the findings in this study indicate that such a 

view is not expat type-specific but rather prevalent across both adult cross-cultural kids 

and adult mono-cultural kids.  

Even though self-initiated expats voluntarily choose to expatriate, it does not necessarily 

mean the international move is easy. Participant 1, a self-initiated expat who moved 

abroad a second time but for a relationship/love, felt mentally unprepared for their move 

to Finland as “it was not easy for [them] to just say, hey, I’m going to pack up my stuff 

and move to Finland”.  

For some, the desire to become an expat seemed to come from their childhood.  
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Participant 5 shared a bit about their decision to choose to go to Canada during high 

school for an exchange: 

“It was my own push, and I really enjoyed meeting new people even though I was only 14 

at the time. It was a bit scary going to the other side of the world by myself but already 

then I realized that those experiences are not something I could have gotten if I stayed 

home in my usual environment.” 

And Participant 13, despite growing up as an AMCK in rural Germany, Participant 13 

developed their interest in other cultures when they first started traveling with their 

friends and meeting people from other countries during their later teenage years. After 

an internship with a large American company during their bachelor studies… 

“[They] noticed that maybe that’s a cool thing, [that] maybe [they] could also be a little 

bit international in [their] career considering that their job during their bachelor’s was 

only ten kilometers away from where they grew up”.  

Sometimes a love for a language can spark an interest in a culture and move abroad – 

this was the case for Participant 1 who “started learning and loving the English language”. 

As the cherry on top, their high school also had a three-week exchange program where 

they were able to go to the US and stay with a host family full of “just amazing people… 

[and a] host mother… [that] treated [them] so nicely”. Participant 1 cites this experience 

as something that made them decide to pursue an international move after high school 

as they realized “that there’s a world out there that [they] would feel more comfortable 

in”.  

Participant 7 share that they “think there are already some characteristics built in that 

helps someone come into another country or helps them come into another country 

wanting to learn”. They also attest their curiosity for other cultures to their move from 

Guam to Nebraska, an experience which opened their mind in many ways. 

One respondent even shared that they felt they never truly belonged in their home 

country, citing that they always felt like an outsider back home (e.g. due to different sense 

of humor and opinions on religion) which is why they think that may have had an easier 

adjustment phase. For that respondent, this notion of not belonging in one’s home 

country and that being linked to an easier adjustment seems to be a realization that was 

made later in life after two expatriations and upon reflection induced by the interview. 
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4.4 Sense of Community in Host Country 

There is a consensus among participants that it is easier to make friends with 

internationals, at least at the start.  

Participant 15: “At the beginning, I was gravitating more towards foreigners and expats 

as we have a shared experience and can speak English. But especially now, I also connect 

with a lot of Finns because I am curious to get to know different sides of the country, the 

people, the city, and so on.” 

When considering why that is, the findings indicate several reasons:  

Participant 10: “I think there’s an inherent bond to other expat. It’s very easy to make 

friends with people that have a similar experience to you.” 

Participant 11: “It’s also natural that you are kind of still looking for contact with other 

expats as well… have the same challenges as you… so it’s a combination.” 

Participant 12: “Expat groups in each city… at least initially… good way to meet people 

that are in a really similar situation… a network…as others might not appreciate or 

understand what you are going through”  

Participant 7: “If I think about our [other expats] red thread or commonality – it’s our 

innate curiosity for other cultures.”  

Participant 15 expresses their interest in getting to know the host country and host 

country nationals – which may stem from the emphasis they place on interaction 

adjustment. Although an adult mono-culture kid, Participant 15 has been on several 

expatriations beginning in early adulthood which may have given them enough 

opportunity at a young enough age to develop the need for a higher degree of interaction 

adjustment and cross-cultural interaction frequency; it should also be noted that 

Participant 15 is a self-initiated expat with an interest in other cultures (Peltokorpi and 

Froese, 2009). Based on the findings from this study (such as that which relate to 

Participant 15 among others), it seems to be the case that expats are not necessarily 

uncomfortable with host country nationals but that they are more comfortable with other 

expats. However, this seems to correct later on as expats adjust to the host country 

environment. When the expats’ attitudes towards host country nationals and the way 

they interact becomes more positive, this is an indication that they are, in fact, 

experiencing adjustment which can also be related to work and interaction adjustment 

(Takeuchi 2010; Liu and Shaffer, 2005).  



 49 

Participant 7 brings up a valid point, stating a commonality that many expats do share – 

especially third-culture kids. This curiosity often develops in those who have had the 

chance to meaningfully interact with multiple cultures through various occasions (Van 

Reken et al., 2010; Van Reken, 2011; Cottrell, 2007). Individuals with previous 

international experience (even if it was during adulthood) may sometimes find 

themselves drawn to what Participant 1 calls “international people” which does not mean 

they are necessarily from outside of the host country; instead, “they are people who have 

some sort of connection to other countries outside of their own”; according to their 

interview, Participant 7 would seem to agree with this. This “international mindset” 

attracts many expats including Participant 11 who finds that they often “somehow get 

closer to other foreigners” reflecting that it may also be because they share a similar 

background even though they “feel okay with Finnish people”. This also demonstrates 

Participant 2’s comfort level with Host Country Nationals – something that has been 

discussed in previous studies surrounding interaction adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et 

al., 2005; Liu and Shaffer, 2005; Takeuchi, 2010).  

Let us also consider Participant 9, who shares that they… 

“have been to Asia quite a lot, lived a few months in Hong Kong, visited Shanghai, and 

lived in Beijing. And there is like this vibrant expat community there because the society 

around is so different and weird that you kind of need somebody to vent with that is like 

you… bars in these places where it’s only Westerners and it doesn’t really matter if you’re 

American or French or whatever because everybody just come there and you make great 

friends… expat community feelings… for me, it felt like just moving to another city where 

I didn’t know anyone… and didn’t really matter what people around you spoke because 

it’s just the backdrop to your life”. 

Participant 9’s self-awareness and other cross-cultural competence-related skills stems 

from their previous cultural exposure opportunities (Johnson, Lenartowicz, and Apud, 

2006). They have also been able to learn from previous expat experiences on how to 

adjust in different cultures as well as where to find this sense of community. – likely 

because they want through the same process before and are motivated by the results they 

received the last time around.   

A highly referred to notion during this study by almost every participant interviewed was 

a “sense of community” – although this differed whether that community was referred 

to in the context of work, personal life, or another area. It can be agreed that establishing 
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a sense of community was fundamental for all types of expats. For some, a sense of 

community can be found through hobbies:  

Participant 1: “Dance community here in Finland in Helsinki and we have a really great 

group of people so that was naturally my place to meet people again… they’re also very 

international. Not just Brazilians, not just Finns but people from everywhere! And then 

we have this common hobby, which is dance, so that was definitely the easiest way for me 

to meet people.”  

Participant 7: “Meeting colleagues has been a natural path to make friends”.  

Participant 11: “Maybe it is not always the language that you need to [be able to properly] 

communicate with other people but I think having a hobby would definitely expand your 

network very easily… whatever passion they have, that could be the point of network…  

Participant 15 also emphasizes having your own community through hobbies. Others, 

like Participant 7, find their sense of community among colleagues (e.g. Participants 2, 

3, and 8). However, participants who travel often for their job noted that a lack of social 

group can be experienced and that traveling for work is sometimes glamorized as “you 

don’t always get to really experience the place [host country]”. For consultants that travel 

on a weekly basis, it may be difficult to experience what all their host country (e.g. 

Finland) has to offer – this can also impact their adjustment, especially in terms of the 

pace. 

4.5 Relevance of National Culture for Expats 

When it comes to ways of working, several expats (e.g. Participants 2 and 11, among 

others) mentioned that the Nordics, and more specifically, Finland, is very flexible in 

terms of working hours, remote work, and promoting work-life balance. According to 

respondents, what seems to matter is that your work is completed rather than where you 

do your work (this is at least the case for non-traveling positions). Participant 11 also 

shared that the Finnish work environment’s flat hierarchy is also similar to that of the 

Switzerland’s (at least the German speaking side, according to Hofstede Insights’ 

Country Comparison tool).  

Participant 1 shared that they “have not noticed anything that is significantly different” 

regarding Finnish working culture at their company other than the attitude towards 

holidays. Considering that the US, Japan, and Finland all vary greatly in terms of 

national culture, the view that there are not significant differences by Participant 1 could 
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be due to working for a typical, global consulting firm which usually aim to attract 

internationally minded individuals (Hofstede Insights Tool, 2022). This may be for a 

similar reason to Selmer and Fenner’s (2009) findings where public sector expats 

received the “little America” experience while abroad – and Participant 1 might be 

receiving a very, for example, “American” or uniform experience while working a typical, 

global consulting firm that is relatively standardized in its function across countries.  

Participant 3 shared that when they first arrived in Finland, they went “door to door to 

accounting firms with [their] resume, assuming that this was like Canada and the US, 

that a smile and a handshake would at least get you in the door or something… if I didn’t 

speak Finnish, then [they were] not interested anyway”. As such, Participant 3 had to 

learn that they needed to adjust their behavior to something more culturally appropriate 

and that would lead to the result they were desiring (Caligiuri and Tarique, 2012; Schunk 

and Usher, 2012).  

Like Participant 3 who “always felt [like] a little bit of an outsider back home”, where he 

had slightly different values and was considered to be more of an introvert compared to 

Finland where he is “definitely not one”, Participant 1 also felt that the first host country 

culture they (the US) was “more open and accepting” compared to their home country 

where “there [were] so many rules to follow… lots of expectations”, even stating that they 

“felt more comfortable being themself in the US” than in their home country. In such 

cases where one feels disconnected from their home country after realizing the new 

values that a host country has to offer aligns more with their own personal values, the 

adjustment may be easier. In addition, Participant 6 also found that in their small town 

in their home country, they didn’t really appreciate the typical behavior of “someone just 

wandering in to say ‘Hey, I’m here for coffee or I’m here for dinner” so in Finland, they 

“actually kind of enjoyed not being bothered so much… and that’s because of my 

personality, I guess”. Another interviewee, Participant 12, shared that they don’t “feel 

like [their] personality is necessarily that Australian [– that it] isn’t their identity like 

some Australians they have met overseas with emails such as 

jennykangaroo@gmail.com”.  

Despite Finland being “welcoming, it’s pretty homogenous as a society”, shares 

Participant 10. It would make sense for someone from the United Kingdom, where 

immigrants make up a large part of the population, may find Finland to be lacking in 

diversity. However, Participant 7, an ACCK originally from Guam but having also grown 

up in the US, found that their experience in Finland has been “quite international” which 
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may be attested to the individuals they are surrounded by, such as at their current firm 

that is global in nature, rather than to Finland itself.  

Some countries may seem more attractive for expats based on certain conditions and less 

attractive based on others – often also depending on what an individual’s values whether 

that be safety, work-life balance, a high salary, excitement, beautiful weather, nature, or 

something else. Participant 14 stated that  

“Finland is not a country where [many] people want to go – it’s not a country 

where you just open the map and [say] let’s go to Finland… but that is intriguing… 

most people ask why? What is in Finland? And I always love this kind of attitude 

because I think there are so many things in Finland that people don’t know about”  

Participant 1 also accounted that 

“Finland is a nice place to live… not the most exciting place… but for raising kids 

or stuff like that, it would be a nice and safe place… but in Helsinki or Finland in 

general, maybe they would need more immigrants… so I think it [will be] very 

interesting… to see in the next ten years”.  

But in order to have more immigrants, you first have to attract them – something that a 

nation may benefit from prioritizing if seeking international talent.  

Participant 4 shares that they feel more like an expat in Finland, where most of their 

friends are local colleagues, compared to the other countries they have lived in, where 

they felt more like a local and had many friends that were foreigners. Netherlands is an 

example of this, but Participant 4 rationalized this to be due to their very expatriate-

focused and international work environment. They have also noticed that in the past, it 

has been “easier to approach [international] people rather than locals because it’s easier 

to connect in the beginning… a shortcut that [they] unconsciously take to make [their] 

life easier…”, also known as a behavior that they learned and paired to come with positive 

results.  

While most expats only notices differences in work-life balance and flexibility in terms 

of work culture (comparing Finland to their host country), Participant 10 noticed a 

difference in communication: 

“Compared to Britts, the Finnish working style is much more efficiency-based… very 

quick meetings with no small talk… and it’s not like they don’t want to talk to you about 
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personal things, it’s just the culture whereas in the UK, a lot of small talk and then very 

discussion-based.”  

Participant 5 recognizes that it may be “quite easy to adapt to the  [Finnish] work culture 

coming from Germany… prefer direct communication… very structured in our 

communication… little small talk and people are straight to the point… that was quite 

easy for me”.  

Participant 15 shares that working in the Nordics has allowed him to gain some 

perspective on his home country’s (Germany) work culture:  

“What I’m realizing right now while working in the Nordics is that the [German] business 

culture is quite formal and hierarchical which I was not super aware of while working in 

Germany but now it becomes clearer to me”.  

And on a more personal level, noting that:  

“Finns are very quiet… very trust-based culture… you have to crack Finns… they’re not 

the most open[, but] they never say anything that they don’t mean.”  

Regarding Finland, ACCK Participant 9 shares that  

“it is more difficult to break in and gain a foothold and go somewhere from there… I think 

Finns form some kind of bond which always has to be introduced through formal work 

where we sit at the team room, are forced to work together for 12 hours a day, and then 

you kind of build a relationship after that, but it doesn’t come so naturally in the 

lunchroom”.  

Even after his first expat self-initiated experience (before Finland), Participant 3 shared 

the below quote, suggesting that adapting to some cultures as an expat might be difficult 

if the country distance is perceived to be too large.   

“The first year was like a honeymoon phase, but during the second year, those new 

feelings faded away quickly. I think this is mainly because culturally, we [Latin 

Americans] are more different [compared to Asians]… at the end, it was [still] kind of like 

a foreign culture.” 

On the opposite side, Participant 11 finds Swiss and Finnish people to be relatively 

similar, especially in communication and socialization with both being on the more 

reserved side. This aligns with the notion that a greater country distance equates to more 



 54 

adjustment and vice versa as logically, it is easier to adapt when there is less adapting to 

do (Caligiuri, 2017; Stroh, Dennis, and Cramer, 1994). 

Participant 15: “[in Finland,] the hierarchies are flatter, and I think people just have a 

different approach to work because it’s just one pillar of their lives. And in Germany, I 

had a feeling that quite often this work pillar was overemphasized… this is one key 

difference.” 

Oftentimes, we may think it can be difficult to adjust to a culture that is very different to 

where you grew up. However, for some, a new culture is more attractive if not also 

preferred. For example, Participant 2 shared that in Finland, they feel it is less 

hierarchical compared to their home country of South Korea; furthermore, Participant 2 

stated that they feel more respected in the Finnish working environment with an ability 

to make more of their own initiative. These differences can be attributed to national 

culture as Finland is much less hierarchical than South Korea (Hofstede Country 

Comparison Tool, 2022).   

Furthermore, Participant 15 states that German and Finnish business culture is not too 

different from each other, relatively speaking, as compared to Brazil or some other 

countries. According to Hofstede Insights, this holds true in 3 out of 6 Cultural 

Dimensions as a lack of power distance, strong attitudes towards individualism, and 

uncertainty avoidance, where both countries (Germany and Finland) have a high 

preference to avoid the unknown; where the two countries differ extremely is in their 

masculinity, with Finland being a very feminine culture as well as their long term 

orientation, with Germany being very pragmatic and traditional.  

In Participant 8’s case, they felt that  

“prerogatives [while working in the US were] very clear [as]… you’re being told exactly 

what’s expected from you and you’re given the means to achieve that”.  

For some (such as Participant 8 above), clarity in communication and a capitalistic work 

environment can be attractive. They also made comparisons to work cultures of previous 

countries they have lived in such as the “very confusing… British working style… [as] it’s 

always very hard to know which side of the field you are on” or that in Germany, “it was 

more about the individual and people[, where they] really appreciate the experience and 

knowledge of an individual” while Finland “is the complete opposite to Germany [as] 

there’s not a great emphasis on peoples’ experiences here”.  



 55 

However, Participant 15 notes that Finland [and Sweden] are “less explicit” in their ways 

of working as compared to Germany where “contracts and explicit commitments” are 

vital; upon reflection, likely based on their observations, they attest this to “people 

trust[ing] each other” and that “in [their] experience, sometimes it works and sometimes 

it doesn’t work – they still try to make at least the most important ones very explicit”. 

Participant 13 also notes similar differences between Finland and Germany in terms of 

hierarchy and the German way of operating in a very structured manner.  

With many countries and languages in our world comes many cultures. Oftentimes, these 

cultures vary greatly in several areas – such as those defined by Hofstede (2011). When 

there is a greater distance between cultures, it can also lead to the need for a greater 

adjustment (Caligiuri, 2017; Stroh, Dennis, and Cramer, 1994). However, taking large 

strides to achieve a greater adjustment when it is needed may prove to be very difficult, 

especially if the expat is at a mid-stage of cultural shock, such as stage three where 

negative feelings are commonly experienced (Pederson, 1994).  

4.6 Expat Attitudes Toward Adjustment 

Language knowledge, a theme discussed earlier, might not be everything for everyone as 

Participant 1 shares that their adjustment to Finland as a host country was instead 

facilitated by several factors:  

“I’m very used to having people of different backgrounds around all the time. I would say 

I am very sensitive about cultural differences and try to be attentive and sensitive about 

certain things… apart from the language, I think it’s really easy for me to [make 

observations such as] ‘this is maybe something Finnish people are comfortable or not 

comfortable with’.” 

For others, (Participants 4 and 14) felt that they adjusted to Finland when they put down 

roots by buying an apartment. However, Participant 4 does not feel able to be fully 

integrated without above-basic knowledge of Finnish as foreign languages have been a 

central part of their life since childhood. Likewise, Participant 1 also shared that they feel 

very adjusted in Finland “except for the language” despite being an adult mono-culture 

kid. On the other hand, Participants 1 and 15 seemed to agree that that having a job in 

Finland made them feel like “a part of Finnish society now” and gave them “a stronger 

sense of belonging to Finland”. For Participant 10, they could pinpoint feeling adjusted 

in Finland based on having “seen a full cycle… all of the seasons, …[then they] felt like 

[they] knew how to do everything”.  
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Like Participant 3 who states that their motivation was having expected the expatriation 

to be four to five years, Participant 11 also viewed their assignment with an expiration 

date. By viewing their assignments (whether voluntary in the case of Participant 3 or 

organized in the case of Participant 11) as temporary and not permanent, the expatriation 

may have seemed less intimidating. Also the case for Participant 15, they viewed their 

self-initiated expat assignments as more of an exchange if there was a clear expiration 

date – if they “had a flight ticket back”.  

Many interviewees that had previous exposure also brought up prior experiences as an 

expat. Having had previous exposure to working with colleagues from the US, Participant 

8 also found moving to the US to be an easy adjustment and  

“the smoothest integration [they] had” especially given the “several years of experience 

in moving into new places [/internationally].”   

As an adult cross-culture kid, like Participant 5, “you get used to this feeling of ambiguity 

and being okay with that”. On the other hand, an adult mono-culture kid with previous 

cultural exposure only consisting of holiday trips, Participant 10 declared that “moving 

countries without knowing what to do would be very scary” as they instead were 

fortunate enough to have their company sort out everything for them – perks of being an 

organizational expat. They also acknowledged that  

“most of the stuff that they had to do, they would never even have thought of… would 

have been okay but much more difficult [to do on their own]”. 

For some individuals, their work may largely dictate their adjustment if they consider 

their work to be a very important part of their life. Another individual that falls into this 

category is Participant 8 who is both an AMCK and organizational expat (although they 

had previous expat experiences that were split between organizational assignments and 

being self-initiated). Participant 8 also brought up that it was important for them to 

minimize unnecessary risk and ensure multiple safety nets which has made them feel 

confidents and assisted in their adjustment. Furthermore, having had previous expat 

experiences at this point, they eventually came to the realization that working and 

networking with people from different backgrounds gave them “a lot of work 

satisfaction”. Participant 2’s interview also consisted of conversations that often revolved 

around work – comparisons of Finnish work culture to Swedish and Korean work 

cultures, experiences at the companies and how that impacted their adjustment, and 

related feelings and frustrations.  
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Central to Social Cognitive Theory is the learning part, where behavior is imitated, 

registered cognitively as a memory, and then replicated for a desired result. Participant 

1 is a prime example where they have been able to draw on an earlier international move 

where cultural exposure and a variety of experiences provided valuable teachings. Even 

though their first international move was not very easy to adapt to as they did not speak 

the local language very well, the second international move was easier despite still not 

having a mastery of the new host country’s language. Furthermore, Participant 12 “wasn’t 

nervous at all to move to Finland… just really excited” after having been an expat for 

several years in various countries and learnings what works, how adjusting functions, 

and how to act in international environments. Participant 10 also attested to social 

cognitive theory by understanding that “[in Finland], it is so awkward to try to chat with 

someone who just does not want to” and instead, adopting a more Finnish working style 

that has proven to work well. Reflecting on past experiences allows us to learn from them. 

Participant 5 states that they  

“look back to their experiences and tell themself that they will not have problems finding 

friends because it has worked out in the past [and they know what to do now]. And if it 

has worked out in six different locations, then it is quite likely that on the seventh, it’s 

going to work out as well”.  

Participant 15 also agrees, sharing that “moving to Finland was a bit easier because [they] 

know of the key things that [they] needed to do”. This seems to be a consensus among 

interviewees of all expat types with more than one expat experience – that the more 

expatriations you take on, the easier it gets as you have been in a similar situation 

previously in which you have experience on how to act (having previously seen what 

works) and more specifically, how to adjust.  

Participant 9 shared that they  

“took the same approach there [when they moved from their hometown in Sweden to 

Stockholm] as they did here [in Finland]… that you kind of get used to it and know how 

to operate the practicalities… I’m very used to it now, so it’s a bit annoying to open bank 

accounts, get a social security number, transfer money to weird places or loan fees, stuff 

like that, but I feel like the different part about moving for work is that you’re not 

[necessarily] arriving into a context where anybo0dy else has moved or is in the same 

situation as you are [or at least to a lesser degree]… you are in a setting where people kind 

of need to make a new context for themselves, new friends, and establish themselves…” 
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Participant 7 reflects that professionally, expatriation has shifted their mindset on life  

and sharpened prospects for projects; in terms of personal development, it has made the 

more comfortable and confident in their independence as a person, more cognizant in 

conversations and commitments they make to other people and able to say no while in 

the States it would have become a “negotiating exercise”, and made them more 

international about the relationships they take on – less “superficial relationships” which 

they share “is quitter common from where [they] come from in the States.” Such an 

ability to reflect is aided by human nature and the capability to  

Participant 6 also shared that they’ve observed that many  

“people move to a country and expect the country to change or accommodate them rather 

than expecting that they will need to change to accommodate the country that they are 

in…[they] always felt that it was [their] job to fit in here which is why [they were] so 

frustrated with the Finnish language.” 

I found this to be aan interesting and very self-aware perspective for an adult mono-culture 

kid to have. However, while the individual may have realized this while adjusting or even 

held this belief before their expatriation, they may have also come to the realization over 

the course of their career, as they are current work experience puts them at an upper 

managerial level. Nevertheless, this seems to be a value that Participant 6 carries which, 

according to Bandura, may have been learned when they made a social comparison such 

as viewing another expat acting in a way that does not represent that value and having 

not admired the way that other person acted. Participant 10 also had a similar 

perspective, where they stated when someone apologized for their lack of English skills 

in Finland, they replied with  

“I’m in your country, you’re note in mine, that’s totally fine”.  

What was interesting is that some individuals have done a lot of reflection regarding their 

experience as an expat and their adjustment(s); furthermore, whether or not the assignee 

has reflected seemed to depend more on the assignees personality and emotional 

intelligence rather than how long it is after their expat experience started or if they were 

reflecting on a new / current experience vs a previous expat experience or assignment. 

4.7 Additional Findings 

Although I did not explicitly set out to how different expat types view their identity as an 

expat, the topic did emerge throughout the course of the interviews. For example, 
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Participant 3 shared that, when it comes to their identity as an expat, they do not want 

to go the extreme that one of their friends boasts as “he is so openly an expat that he is 

kind of making a point out of it”. Another interviewee, Participant 11 shared that 

although being an expat is part of their identity, they would find it awkward if they were 

labeled or highlighted in that way, noting that “we are all human”. On the other hand, 

some individuals like Participant 12 find that they “like the feeling of being a foreigner… 

like being sort of unique”; however, they also note that they are often “the odd one out, 

which is good and bad, but at times, it’s a little bit frustrating”. Furthermore, they shared 

that they now “feel like a diluted Australian” as they have adopted and/or enjoyed little 

“cultural things” from the different places they have lived.  

Agreeing with perspectives of previously mentioned expats, Participant 1 also highlights 

that whatever we, as people (includes both expats and host country nationals), have in 

common is more important:   

“In the end, I feel like people want the same thing. Maybe we communicate 

differently, but I think we’re also pretty similar in many aspects… people tend to 

focus on differences a lot”.  

Such results indicate that some individuals may not want to fit into specific cultural 

norms of their home country, may have a desire to maintain a more “we are all people” 

perspective without labels, or may naturally fit in better with another country if their 

personality strays from the generalized norm of their home country – this could 

potentially contribute to a more fitting lifestyle and easier adjustment. The concepts of 

understanding, accepting, and making sense of one’s identity and necessary changes to 

make as an expat is important as having this awareness and acceptance can lead to an 

easier adjustment and potentially, a successful experience (Adams and Vijber, 2015; 

Sims and Schraeder, 2004).  
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

A deep dive into expatriate perspectives on adjustment was undertaken through the 

gathering of primary data from interviews. Individual expatriate experiences are unique 

in nature and complex – prioritizing quality over quantity allows for sufficient depth to 

fully understand the essence of each expat’s experience in an under researched area. 

Semi-structured interviews provide the flexibility needed in order to support the 

ultimate purpose of this study– to identify relevant themes across expats with various 

background types and highlight how they might differ; in turn, this adds to existing 

research surrounding expatriate adjustment and the types of international adjustment 

while illuminating previous cultural exposure and expat types in a way that has been 

under-researched.  

The aim of this study was to further our understanding of expat adjustment in two main 

areas by seeking to answer the below two questions:  

1. What is the role of previous cultural exposure in expat adjustment?  

2. How does adjustment differ based on expat type and personal motivation for 

being an expat?  

This study also acts as a reflection of an expatriate’s experience as for most of the 

interviewees, their expat assignments have either already been completed and/or they 

are already passed the one-year mark into their latest assignment in Finland; this can be 

gathered as the cultural shock process, earlier described by Pedersen (1994), historically 

ranges between 6 months to 1 year (Caliguiri et al 1998, Chen 2005 etc).  

Furthermore, expatriate type helps to define the structure, support, and opportunities 

within an assignment; however, what is most important is that it helps to highlight the 

reason for the expatriation and thus, the motivation behind the assignment. It should be 

noted that both organizational and self-initiated expats may have similar motivation for 

an assignment. As the framing for the study suggests, this study shows that previous 

culture exposure tends to inform one’s motivation, especially in the context of adult 

cross-culture kids or even adult mono-culture kids who gained cultural exposure early 

on in adulthood. Such a factor is important to consider as understanding what motivates 

expats allows for companies that aim to attract expats. In the context of organizational 

expats, it is understandable that companies are concerned with the success of their 

expatriates’ assignments. With a possible increase in expatriate assignments in the 
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months and years to come, this consideration and understanding becomes of utmost 

importance, especially as it has been informed by expatriates’ themselves. 

On a broader level, countries seeking international talent may also be informed to the 

extent that they have a better idea on how to attract expats. Some countries may seem 

more attractive for expats based on certain conditions and less attractive based on others 

– often also depending on what an individual’s values whether that be safety, work-life 

balance, a high salary, excitement, beautiful weather, nature, or something else. 

As the study was carried out entirely on expats working as consultants, we may also find 

possible implications regarding the sampling population. As stated in the previous 

section, consultants often experience a lack of time due to demanding jobs and may 

possibly be traveling on a weekly basis. This lack of time can contribute to not learning a 

host country’s language, getting to know a host country properly, as well as connecting 

on a deep enough level with host country nationals (and sometimes, even other expats). 

In the context of another population, this may have held differently if, for example, 

expats in another industry might have more free time to get to know the host country, its 

people, and its culture better.  

The findings of this study express that the role of previous cultural exposure is often 

linked to previous learnings, memories, and other factors which can enrich one’s 

expatriate experience by easing expat adjustment. Calling on social cognitive theory and 

more particularly, the reciprocal interaction models (Schunk and Usher, 2012; Schunk 

and DiBenedetto, 2020; Bandura, 1986), an expat can use observations to inform future 

behavior to adapt better to an environment. This is of course easier when an expat does 

in fact have previous experiences to draw on. Furthermore, an awareness and reflection 

of previous experiences contribute to the amount of learning that can be drawn on in 

future occasions.  

5.1 Contributions  

This thesis adds to the long-discussed theory on cross-cultural adjustment, starting in 

the late 1980's with Black's (1988) identification of three areas for international 

adjustment, followed by the adjustment model (Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou’s, 1991) 

which became the most influential study of the decade within the area. Since then, 

researchers have noted multiple areas of importance for expatriate adjustment, such as 

work adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Black 1988), interaction adjustment, 

general adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Selmer and Fenner 2009) as well as 
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the role that interpersonal skills of host-country nationals play when assessing 

adjustment factors (Takeuchi, 2010; Liu and Shaffer, 2005). The findings as part of this 

study further acknowledges the facts found in these previous studies, as the role of sense 

of community in the host country was large affected by the work adjustment for 

organizational expats. I do also note that self-initiated expats experience the interaction 

adjustment and general adjustment also playing a large role in the sense of adjustment, 

further supporting the findings of Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005) and Selmer and 

Fenner (2009). 

This thesis further contributes to the research pool on differences between 

organizational and self-initiated expats, such as that of Peltokorpi and Froese (2009), 

Jokinen, Brewster and Suutari (2008), Lee and Kartika (2014), as well as Black, 

Medenhall and Oddou (1991). It is also worth noting that not all participants in the study 

perceived their adjustment in the same way, as can be expected from such a study. 

The specific group of intervieweees and the conclusions drawn from these additionally 

adds to a limited research area of consultants as expats. As many consulting companies 

are run as global organizations with similar processes and work culture, there may be an 

inherent familiarity with the work-related adjustment factors that can spill-over to the 

overall adjustment (Selmer and Fenner 2009). My results show that for those 

consultants working in global partnership companies where the work tends to be more 

international, the work community and adjustment tends to create a feeling of security 

as the environment is similar to the one they are already used to; this aligns with the 

findings of Selmer and Fenner (2009) researching the adjustment of US Department of 

Defence employees at American outposts above. Furthermore, the somewhat 

contradictory feelings of those working within consulting firms with local partnerships 

and global networks contributes to the research by showing that the differences between 

the home base and the host country working culture in the same company does not need 

to be massive before making a difference. I further add to the knowledge within Selmer 

and Fenner's (2009) study by additionally drawing conclusions from Hofstede’s Cultural 

Dimensions (2011) that could explain part of the variations between the study 

participants. 

Additionally, this study contributes to the research on adult cross-cultural and adult 

mono-cultural kids (e.g. Van Reken et al., 2010; Cottrell 2007). I find that those who 

grew up with cross-cultural experiences or gained cultural exposure early in adulthood 

generally adjust better to their new host countries as expats. Based on the results of this 
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study, I conclude that Finland is a seemingly difficult country to adjust to, with some 

participants noting that although they have previously been expats in other countries, 

the perceived experience in Finland has been different as compared to other countries. 

This is partly related to the cultural differences between the countries, supporting the 

work of Hofstede (2011); however, many participants note the language as a key to the 

integration, although some found it sufficient to be able to speak a language they know 

within their respective work environments. As most international studies have been 

performed in countries where English is more commonly spoken, these results could 

suggest that language plays a more important role in expatriate adjustment than 

previously understood.  

Therefore, the findings of this thesis also further strengthen the importance of social 

cognitive theory as part of understanding expatriate adjustment. 

5.2 Limitations 

As other expats tend to know one another, this could reduce the diversity of the sample; 

however, I do not see this as an issue since Finland houses expats from a variety of 

countries that have their own unique background and experiences. Individuals may also 

be at different periods of their adjustment so some memories may not be as fresh on their 

mind; however, I did not find this to be problematic as reflection is best done after one 

has had enough time to process one’s experience and learnings.  

There are additional factors that could influence an expatriate’s adjustment, such as the 

integration of a spouse and/or children. Even though this was not within the study’s 

focus or predominantly discussed during interviews, this may have impacted some 

answers from interviewees that were a married expat and/or expat with children.  

While the study was more concerned with ensuring interviewee representation of expats 

originating from various regions, with varying degrees of previous cultural exposure, and 

two expat types (organizational and self-initiated), the gender of the expats was not 

considered but may have still impacted their experiences and thus, their responses.   

The findings of this study might also not apply in all country contexts and/or used to 

generalize among wider populations – but this was also not the intention of the study. 

Instead, the study’s purpose is in understanding expats’ experiences on a deeper level, 

allow for relevant topics/themes to emerge from the findings, and shed light on a few 
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illustrative cases that represent the phenomena presented earlier regarding cultural 

exposure, expat type, and personal motivation.  

5.3 Suggestions for Additional Research  

Considering this study was done specifically on expats working in 

consulting/professional services, which is typically considered to be a well-paid field 

(Moules and Ortmans, 2017; O’Dwyer, 2022), it may be interesting to replicate a similar 

study but on expats in an industry that is not as well-paid in order to see if expats in both 

industry groups have the same possibilities of full immersion into a host country culture 

if they have a more limited budget.  

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has seemingly affected the business traveler 

population in that companies have seen that some projects and/or collaboration may be 

done in a virtual context and not require travel. Furthermore, this goes in hand with 

sustainability initiatives that many companies are now engaging with, including firms 

such as PwC, Deloitte, KPMG, and more (Deloitte, 2022; KPMG, 2022; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2022b). However, as mentioned earlier, there has been no 

indication that a decrease in business travel will negatively affect the frequency of 

expatriate assignments. As such, it could be useful to conduct studies that (1) take a look 

at understanding companies’ potential interests (e.g. such as consultancies or other 

firms) in increasing the number of expatriate assignments as business travel decreases 

as well as (2) relate to understanding the willingness of consultants to relocate fully 

(engage in an expat assignment) as travel is decreasing if expat assignments are to rise 

as a result. 

Regarding different national cultures and country origins, a quantitative approach to a 

similar study with a large number of subjects may also lead to results that may lack in 

depth but would be much more generalizable over wider expat populations.   

Finally, as with expatriate adjustment in general, it would be useful to dig deeper into 

investigating any differences in adjustment of individuals who gain previous cultural 

exposure as a child vs. through expat experiences as an adult.  
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APPENDIX 1 MESSAGE FOR INTERVIEW CONSENT  

 

 

 

 

Hi XXX, 

I just wanted to reach out and ask – can I interview you for my master thesis? It 
would only be one short interview (approx. 45 minutes). 

A bit more information: my degree is in international business/strategy/sustainability, 
but being an expat myself, I am interested in how other expats currently working in 
professional services/consulting (like you) perceive the way they adapt to an expat 

assignment/living in a new country. I would basically ask a bit about your background, 
previous cultural exposures, reason for coming to Finland, etc. and see where the 

conversation takes us 😊

We would do the interview via Teams and happy to keep your name anonymous!

Have a nice day,

Sophia
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APPENDIX 2 WRITTEN CONSENT FORM  

I give my consent to processing my personal data, as obtained from the interview I am 
about to respond to, for the purpose of scientific research.  
 
My personal data will be processed securely according to the data protection policy and 
ethical guidelines of Hanken School of Economics. The legal ground for processing my 
data is my consent and the Finnish Data Protection Act.  
 
Moreover, I understand and consent to the following:  

1. data that directly identifies me personally will not be visible in any results or 

publications;  

2. such part of the data that directly identifies me personally (e.g., name, email 

address, home address, etc.) will be erased within four weeks of my response, 

before any analysis of the data is conducted; 

3. data that does not directly identify me personally (e.g., answers to 

survey/interview questions without identifying information) will be stored for 

up to one year for the purpose of conducting scientific research analyses; 

4. up until one week after my response, I can withdraw my consent and have the 

research team erase my personal data, or request the research team to show, 

disclose, or correct my data; 

5. after the period of one week after my response, I will not be able to ask the 

research team to show, correct, or erase my personal data, or withdraw my 

consent to participate in the research. This is because after the research team 

has erased the data variables that directly identify me personally, they can no 

longer identify and extract my data from the overall dataset; 

6. as an exception to #2 above, such verbal/textual descriptions which I give as 

responses in this study (e.g., by typing in, or speaking on audio recording) and 

in which I may myself express my name or other information that may directly 

identify myself, will not be erased from the collected data after the period of 

four weeks after my response. You may therefore want to avoid expressing your 

own name or identity in your responses;  

7. as an exception to #2, such part of the data that directly identifies an 

organization I work for or represent (e.g. an organization’s name) will not be 

erased after the period of one week after my response. However, this data will 

not be visible in any results or publications based on the data.  

 
Your contact information was received/sampled for this study from Sophia Rahimeh’s 
personal network.  
 
A description record of the data processing activities of this research is available on 
request at rahasope@student.hanken.fi. If you have further questions regarding the 
research or if you want that your personal data are to be erased or corrected, please 
contact rahasope@student.hanken.fi. If you have complaints or other questions related 
to the processing of your personal data for this purpose, contact the data processing 
officer of Hanken School of Economics at dpo@hanken.fi.  
 
By indicating my full name below, I give consent to processing my personal data as 
written above.  
_____________________________________ 
(First name Last name)  

mailto:rahasope@student.hanken.fi
mailto:rahasope@student.hanken.fi
mailto:dpo@hanken.fi
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APPENDIX 3 INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Introduction Can you introduce yourself and tell me a bit 
about where you are from and what brought 
you to Finland? 

Previous Cultural Exposure -What country/countries did you grow up in? 
Where have you lived / during what time 
periods approx?  

-What languages do you currently speak? Speak 
growing up?  

-Growing up, did you travel internationally?  

-Have you previously went on any other expat 
assignments, Erasmus exchanges, etc.?  

Life as an Expat and adapting -Before coming to Finland/other, did you feel 
prepared?  

-Think back to when you first arrived to 
FI/other country: How did you feel? What was 
most difficult for you? 

-(about a place and adapting / place changing 
you) Did you experience a mindset shift? If so, 
is that something that you want to be 
temporary or permanent)  

Being an expat  -Is being an expat a large part of your identity? 

-Did you join Facebook groups for expats? 

-Do you find yourself drawn to other expat 
groups? Are most of your friends other expats?  

Work Culture and Relevance -Was it easy to adapt for you / to work with 
colleagues from different backgrounds or did it 
require significant effort on your behalf?  

-Are most of your friends (in FI/new country) 
your colleagues?  

Overall adjustment -Do you feel that you have successfully adapted 
to Finland? Why or why not? 

-What does successfully adapting mean to you?   

-In your experience, has language been a 
necessary component to adapting [to Finland]? 
What has been your experience as a [non-]XX 
speaker and expat in XX country?   

Other Think of a childhood friend: what advice would 
you give them if they told you they were moving 
to Finland in a few months? 

Anything else  Is there anything else you would like to share?  
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