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The expatriate adjustment has been receiving more and 

more academic attention due to its increasing importance in 

globalization. There are many antecedents and outcomes of 

cross-cultural adjustment of expatriates. This research explores 

the relationships among Vietnamese proficiency, four 

dimensions of cultural intelligence, and expatriate adjustment. 

The study was conducted with data from 379 expatriates 

living/lived in Vietnam. The results reveal that Vietnamese 

proficiency and metacognitive cultural intelligence affect 

general adjustment indirectly through work and interaction 

adjustment. Meanwhile, cognitive cultural intelligence only a 

general adjustment but not the other two facets. The researcher 

also gives practical implications for corporations, international 

human resource management practitioners, and individual 

expatriates. 

1. Introduction 

As a rule of thumb in the ongoing globalization trend, enterprises increasingly reach out 

to the world to seek growth opportunities away from their backyards. The internationalization 

process of firms opens a Pandora box of, yes, various opportunities, but also challenges. 

Over and above the apparent trend of globalization, the inbound flow of expatriates 

coming to Vietnam for work increasing tremendously in the past few years. Incomplete data 

from The Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs reveals that more than 80,000 

international assignees are working in Vietnam, coming from more than 60 nations and 

territories. Vietnam raises up among popular choices to be a destination not only for a short 

vacation but also for starting a new chapter of life. Despite the slightly low annual income 

compared to average expatriate’s income per annum, “work is less stressful than it was at home 

for almost 40% of expats and yet almost half say they are more fulfilled working in Vietnam 

than they were at home. […] All in all, 92% of expats working in Vietnam say they are as happy 

or happier working here than they were at home.” (Vietnam Investment Review, 2018, para. 12) 

As mentioned in this report, Vietnam has been considered a strong cultural identity through 

times; about 70% of expats reported enjoying engaging themselves in the culture despite the 

acknowledged language barrier. The country is highly appreciated in terms of the ease of finding 

a job or friends, level of friendliness, career prospect, and satisfaction, work, and leisure, etc., in 

InterNations’ annual report in 2018 (InterNations GmbH, 2018). 

Companies are sending more and more of their employees abroad, and individuals are 
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also engaging themselves in the expatriation trend of their own will. Hence, the importance of 

expatriate adjustment is enhanced significantly since global staffing is a costly decision and 

may contain many potential risks. One fully loaded benefits package for an expatriate could lie 

anywhere in the $300,000 - $1,000,000 per year (Black & Gregerson, 1999). Moreover, the 

case of expatriation failure could harm the company itself as well as individual expats 

(Ashamalla, 1998). 

 A limited number of academic works investigate correlates of expatriate adjustment in 

the International Business (IB) literature globally, let alone in Vietnam. However, Vietnam has 

one of the greatest potentials to host and welcome expatriates to the country regarding multiple 

perspectives from personal finance to human well-being. Consequently, the demand for these 

studies, especially in Vietnam, is high, and it has been a constant concern for human resource 

managers. During this study, a few surveyed expats have decided to leave Vietnam because of a 

low level of cultural adjustment. This research paper will examine relationships among some 

factors and cultural adjustment in the hope of identifying correlates of this phenomenon, as well 

as applying multicultural management studies in the Vietnamese context. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Expatriate adjustment 

The term expatriate adjustment refers to the degree of comfort of an individual towards a 

novel cultural environment (Black, Mendenhall, & Oddou, 1991; Black, 1988). Adjustment 

happens at two levels: psychological and cross-cultural, also being referred to as socio-cultural 

adjustment. These two concepts are closely related but are driven by different factors (Searle & 

Ward, 1990). According to Ward and Kennedy (1993), psychological adjustment is related to 

well-being and feelings of satisfaction. In contrast, cross-cultural adjustment mainly discusses 

“the ability to “fit in” or negotiate interactive aspects of the host culture.” Their study (Ward & 

Kennedy, 1993) on differences between those concepts indicates that subjective factors such as 

life changes, locus of control, and homesickness are key drivers of psychological well-being. 

Contrarily, cross-cultural adjustment is determined by cultural distance, relationships between 

expat and host country nationals, length of residence, language ability, and cultural separation 

(Ward & Kennedy, 1993, 1994). Due to the focus of this research, the term “expatriate 

adjustment” mentioned in this paper will refer to “cross-cultural adjustment”. 

 Black (1988) proposed that expatriate adjustment should not be considered as a unitary 

concept but multi-dimensional instead. The proposed model consists of three facets of 

adjustments: general (environment) adjustment, work adjustment, and interaction adjustment. 

General adjustment, known as social-cultural adjustment, mentions the degree of psychological 

comfort regarding different factors of the host country, namely are shopping, local cuisine, and 

entertainment. Work adjustment is influenced by work-related factors like authority relationships 

and job responsibilities. Interaction adjustment refers to the frequency and quality of 

communication and interaction with host-nationals, in this paper, are Vietnamese.  

Efforts have been made investigating antecedents and outcomes of expatriate adjustment 

(Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison, Shaffer, & Luk, 2005; Hechoanova, Beehr, & Christiansen, 2003). 

Hypothesis 1: Interaction adjustment will have an impact on general adjustment 

Hypothesis 2: Work adjustment will have an impact on general adjustment 

2.2. Host-country language proficiency and expatriate adjustment 

According to EF English Proficiency Index report (English First, 2018), 53.12% of the 
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Vietnamese population is able to communicate in English. Despite being considered as a 

moderate English-speaking nation, it is worth noticing that there is still 46.88% that cannot speak 

English. Additionally, even though English has been recognized as a universal lingua franca 

shared spoken by accumulated 1,132 billion speakers around the world, English as a common 

language does not ensure effectual communication (Baba, Gluesing, Ratner, & Wagner, 2004; 

Henderson, 2005). Peltokorpi (2007, p. 70) discusses in one research that: “Even if expatriates 

are able to speak in English with local employees, the interpretation of the underlying meaning 

might vary owing to different cultural norms and/or sociolinguistic orientations. Such differences 

sometimes remain unrecognized and can result in misunderstandings and errors in decision-

making”. 

It is not uncommon to observe an instinctual tendency when people are used to 

communicating in their native language; henceforth, intentionally or unintentionally, expatriates 

are excluded from the social network (Peltokorpi, 2008). Straightforwardly, Vietnamese 

proficiency could potentially be a gate leading to more in-depth cultural experiences for 

expatriates. Language is considered to be a significant contribution of group identity and a way 

to access restricted information (SanAntonio, 1987). Expatriates with poor host-country 

language proficiency are likely to be considered as out-group members either intentionally or 

unintentionally (Peltokorpi, 2007). Limited host-country language skills can result in limited 

interactions with host-country nationals, local employees, and a low understanding of the local 

cultural environment. 

Hypothesis 3a: Vietnamese proficiency will have an impact on the mediators, interaction 

adjustment, and work adjustment 

Hypothesis 3b: Meta-cognitive cultural intelligence will have an impact on general 

adjustment 

2.3. Cultural intelligence and expatriate adjustment 

Following the train of thought about multiple intelligences initiated by Garner (1993), the 

construct Cultural Intelligence (CQ) was first developed by Earley and Ang (2003) (Cultural 

Intelligence: Individual Interactions across Cultures). Cultural intelligence can be defined as the 

ability to perform and manage effectively in novel and varied cultural environments (Ang et al., 

2007). Earley and Mosakowski (2016, p. 140) mentioned: “cultural intelligence is related to 

emotional intelligence, but it picks up where emotional intelligence leaves off”.  

CQ has been considered as a multidimensional construct that commonly comprises three 

to four elements (Earley & Ang, 2003; Earley & Peterson, 2004; Thomas et al., 2008). Ang et al. 

(2007) conceptualize cultural intelligence as a four-factor notion: cognition, metacognition, 

motivation, and behavior. Cognitive CQ discloses the ability to acknowledge cultural norms, 

practices obtained from training, education and/or personal encounters. It can also be interpreted 

as knowledge about cultures in general. Metacognitive CQ discloses the ability to gain and 

understand knowledge regarding cultures (Flavell, 1979). In other words, meta-cognitive CQ is 

about having and developing adapting strategies in a new cultural environment. Hence, it can be 

said that metacognition pays attention to higher-order cognitive activities (Ang et al., 2007). 

Motivational CQ discloses the ability to manage awareness and energy to assimilate and perform 

in culturally different contexts. Simply put that this dimension discusses an individual’s desire 

and self-efficacy to integrate culturally. Behavioral CQ discloses the ability to display 

appropriate verbal and non-verbal behaviors to connect with individuals from novel cultures. 

Individuals with high behavioral intelligence would be able to make culturally proper behaviors 
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and tend to be accepted in groups more easily (Ang et al., 2007). 

One suggestion was made that individuals with high CQ are more sensitive to the 

nuances that occurred in cross-cultural circumstances; consequently, they can avoid making 

cultural faux-pas and make more appropriate conduct (Thomas & Inkson, 2008). The links 

among dimensions as mentioned above, intercultural competencies and expatriate performance 

and/or adjustment during their assignments are confirmed by previous studies (Johnson, 

Lenartowicz, & Apud, 2006; Lee & Sukoco, 2010; Lin, Chen, & Yi-chen, 2012; Malek & 

Budhwar, 2013; Templer, Tay, & Chandrasekar, 2006). In line with these researches, two 

independent groups of academics concluded that self-efficacy and interpersonal skills are 

positively related to expatriate adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Hechoanova et al., 

2003). Self-efficacy and interpersonal or relational skills in a diverse cultural environment could 

be loosely interpreted as dimensions of cultural intelligence. 

Hypothesis 4a: Meta-cognitive cultural intelligence will have an impact on the 

mediators, interaction adjustment, and work adjustment 

Hypothesis 4b: Meta-cognitive cultural intelligence will have an impact on general adjustment 

Hypothesis 5a: Cognitive cultural intelligence will have an impact on the mediators, 

interaction adjustment, and work adjustment 

Hypothesis 5b: Cognitive cultural intelligence will have an impact on general adjustment 

Hypothesis 6a: Motivational cultural intelligence will have an impact on the mediators, 

interaction adjustment, and work adjustment 

Hypothesis 6b: Motivational cultural intelligence will have an impact on general 

adjustment 

Hypothesis 7a: Behavioural cultural intelligence will have an impact on the mediators, 

interaction adjustment, and work adjustment 

Hypothesis 7b: Behavioural cultural intelligence will have an impact on general adjustment 

 
Figure 1. Proposed structural model 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Sample and data collection 

The population of interest includes any expatriate who is currently on international 

assignments in Vietnam, as well as those who have previously had this experience. Data were 

collected via an electronic survey through convenient and snowball sampling methods. Back 

translation was used in the questionnaire to ensure the least potential of misunderstanding and 

misinterpretation that may occur (Edunov, Ott, Auli, & Grangier, 2018). 

In two months, 387 responses were received, of which 379 were valid. Regarding their 

background, the participants are nationals of 44 countries. Americans account for the highest 

proportion (21.6%), followed by UK citizens (17.7%), French (8.7%), South Africans (7.7%), 

and Australians (6.3%). Europeans represent the largest population which is 46.9%. 83.4% of 

them are self-initiated expatriates, and the rest is classified as company-assigned international 

assignees. 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Vietnamese proficiency 

The host-country language proficiency scale was adopted and modified (Selmer, 2006). 

A total of 05 items was used to assess the ability to use the Vietnamese language, which all were 

created in negative form. The rating for all items was based on a 07-point Likert scale (1-

strongly disagree; 4-neither; 7-strongly agree). One sample item is “I cannot manage a 

conversation in local language” (reverse polarity). After running the reliability test for the 

Vietnamese proficiency construct, the Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.875 (Table 1). 

3.2.2. Cultural intelligence 

The cultural intelligence scale was adopted and modified (Ang et al., 2007). A total of 19 

items was used to assess the level of cultural intelligence of each expat. The rating for all items 

was based on a 7-point Likert scale (1-strongly disagree; 4-neither; 7-strongly agree). One 

sample item is “I am aware of cultural values and religious beliefs of other cultures.” After 

running the reliability test for all four dimensions of CQ, the Cronbach’s alpha values lie in the 

range of 0.734 - 0.825. 

3.2.3. Expatriate adjustment 

The expatriate adjustment level was measured based on a self-aggregated scale from 

several sources (Black, 1988; InterNations GmbH, 2018; Johnson et al., 2006) with the 

fundamentals of the theoretical framework from (Black, 1988). A total of 13 items was used to 

assess the degree of psychological comfort regarding general adjustment, work adjustment, and 

interaction adjustment. The rating for all items was based on a 7-point Likert scale (1-very 

comfortable; 4-neither; 7-very comfortable). One sample item is “My personal finance - income 

versus cost of living.” After running the reliability test for all four dimensions of CQ, the 

Cronbach’s alpha values lie in the range of 0.662 - 0.807, which indicates a mediocre to good 

acceptability level (Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Reliability test and EFA key results 

Construct Code 

No. of items Statistical results 
Total 

variance 

explained Before1 After2 
Cronbach’s 

alpha3 
KMO 

Bartlett’s test of 

sphericity 

significance level 

Vietnamese 

proficiency 
LP 5 4 0.875 

0.821 0.000 65.025% 

Metacognitive CQ MC 4 4 0.825 

Cognitive CQ COG 6 6 0.792 

Motivational CQ MOT 5 2 0.734 

Behavioural CQ BEH 4 4 0.819 

General adjustment GA 6 3 0.662 0.698 0.000 47.377% 

Interaction adjustment WA 5 4 0.729 
0.754 0.000 69.698% 

Work adjustment IA 2 2 0.807 

Source: Generated by author 

4. Results 

4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 

The results for eight constructs imply a good model fit: 2/df = 1.906,  = 0.000, GFI = 

0.895, RMSEA = 0.049 ( = 0.613), SRMR = 0.054, CFI = 0.923, TLI = 0.910, and AGFI = 

0.869 (Table 2). 

In addition to the model fit test, construct validity was also checked. All of the constructs 

passed the discriminant validity and the convergent requirements (Table 3). 

Table 2 

Goodness-of-fit (GOF) indices 

 Goodness-of-fit (GOF) index 

2 df 2/df  GFI RMSEA SRMR PCLOSE CFI TLI AGFI 

CFA 665.086 349 1.906 0.000 0.895 0.049 0.054 0.613 0.923 0.910 0.869 

SEM4 797.513 360 2.215 0.000 0.874 0.057 0.0978 0.019 0.893 0.879 0.848 

SEM5 343.982 156 2.205 0.000 0.918 0.056 0.0755 0.092 0.920 0.903 0.890 

Source: Generated by author 

  

                                                      
1After running reliability test and before running exploratory factor analysis (EFA), no items were discarded. 
2After running reliability and after running EFA, 8 items were further eliminated: LP2, MOT1, MOT2, MOT4, 

WA1, GA2 and GA6. 
3Cronbach’s alpha values were calculated before conducting EFA. 
4Original structural equation modelling (SEM) analysis. 
5Revised SEM analysis after running model diagnostics and discarding 09 items because of considerable 

standardized residual values. 
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Table 3 

Construct validity indices 

Construct 

validity index6 

Construct 

LP COG MC BEH WA IA GA MOT 

CR 0.909 0.806 0.834 0.828 0.812 0.738 0.573 0.650 

AVE 0.714 0.413 0.562 0.548 0.520 0.588 0.310 0.494 

MSV 0.054 0.060 0.147 0.079 0.176 0.207  0.227 

ASV 0.011 0.027 0.057 0.048 0.176 0.164  0.116 

Source: Generated by author 

4.2. Hypothesis testing 

Hypothesis 1 and 2 predicted that individuals, who are more adjusted to the working 

environment as well as interaction in Vietnam, would be likely to have a higher comfort level 

regarding the general environment. The outcomes reveal these relationships are found to be 

significant (H1 = 0.328; H1 = 0.002; H2 = 0.334; H2 < 0.001). Work and interaction 

adjustment appear to have approximately the same positive effect on general adjustment. 

Hypothesis 3a was only partially supported: Vietnamese language proficiency only 

influences interaction adjustment but not work adjustment (IALP = -0.222; IALP < 0.001). 

The relationship stated in hypothesis 3b was found to be insignificant.  

Hypothesis 4a and 4b were completely rejected since the construct cognitive cultural 

intelligence could not fit into the model. Hypothesis 5a, 6b, 7a and 7b were also not supported 

because of low significance values ( > 0.05). Hypothesis 5b investigating the effect of cognitive 

CQ on general adjustment is sustained (H5b = -0.201; H5b = 0.017). Hypothesis 6a confirmed 

the positive impacts of motivational CQ on interaction adjustment and work adjustment 

(IAMOT = 0.474; IAMOT  < 0.001; WAMOT = 0.175; WAMOT  = 0.009). 

 

Figure 2. Revised structural model 

                                                      
6Thresholds for construct validity measures – CR > 0.7; AVE > 0.5; AVE > MSV; AVE > ASV. Source: Hair, 

Black, Babin, and Anderson (2014, p. 605) 
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5. Discussions 

The purpose of this research is to explore the relationships among host-country language 

ability, cultural intelligence, and expatriate adjustment. The study proposed that Vietnamese 

proficiency and four dimensions of cultural intelligence would positively affect three types of 

adjustment. The findings only provide partial support for the hypotheses, and they are more 

surprising than anticipated.  

The study confirms the influence of language ability on interaction adjustment. It is 

easier for expatriates to form connections and create their social network in Vietnam if they 

know Vietnamese beforehand. Vietnamese proficiency allows them to receive more during 

information exchanges as well as understand more of Vietnamese behavioral norms, traditions 

and culture, which help them integrate greater into the new living environment. As mentioned in 

one of Mendenhall and Oddou’s article (1985), uncertainty can be decreased, and psychological 

comfort can also be enhanced by the ability to behave appropriately in terms of culture and 

predict others’ behaviors as well. 

The study also supports the findings of (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005) that language 

could, directly and indirectly, affect expatriate adjustment. In addition, this study confirms the 

number of papers that showed the relationship between cultural intelligence and expatriate 

adjustment (Hechoanova et al., 2003; Lee & Sukoco, 2010; Malek & Budhwar, 2013). 

Among the four dimensions of cultural intelligence, the behavior and metacognition side 

of cultural intelligence did not show any significant impressions on any of the facets of 

expatriate adjustment. The ability to obtain and adapt cultural strategies, as well as display verbal 

and non-verbal behaviours are not important for Vietnam-based expatriates. Surprisingly, 

individuals that scored high in terms of cognitive cultural intelligence are likely to be less 

adjusted to the general environment in Vietnam. This finding is unique and goes against all of 

the previous literature. It should be put under consideration. On the other hand, following the 

results of existing studies, motivational cultural intelligence plays an important role in 

facilitating adjustment in three facets. This discovery shows that it is crucial to maintain (and 

enhance) the level of motivation of expatriates throughout their time abroad; otherwise, it could 

result in a low adjustment, and, eventually, other consequences would appear. 

Other researches usually put three facets of cross-cultural adjustment at the same level. 

However, this paper investigated these relationships at different levels. In brief, the results show 

that when expatriates adjust to their work and interaction environment, this could affect their 

comfort towards the general living conditions positively. Also, in line with the research design, 

the model only explains 5.3% of work adjustment construct because the independent variables 

are relatively non-work related. In the meantime, interaction and general adjustment are well-

explained to a limited extent as in a social science study. 

6. Practical implications 

There are no perfect formulas that can guarantee the success of international assignments, 

if any. It depends on numerous factors coming from the expat him/herself, the company, home 

country, and host country. Alternatively, this paper recommends that multinational enterprises 

should pay more attention to host-country language proficiency and cultural adjustment roles. 

One suggestion for companies should consider adopting and adapting the cross-cultural 

training programs that they offer to expatriates. Cross-cultural training could be offered in many 

forms, such as language lessons, psychotherapy sessions, and cultural knowledge lessons. As 

proved that knowing the Vietnamese language (language proficiency) could be helpful in the 
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adjustment process. Psychotherapy or counseling is also another proposal that possibly enhances 

self-efficacy and motivational cultural intelligence. As a matter of fact, Earley and Peterson 

(2004) already published a paper suggesting that cultural intelligence should be integrated into 

these training programs. Returning to the company’s possible takeaway from this research, 

international human resource practitioners could apply cultural intelligence in their recruitment 

process for screening and choosing suitable candidates for international assignments. 

Through an individual lens, expatriates should also take the initiative themselves if it is 

not provided by the employer, actively improving Vietnamese level, and self-providing cross-

cultural training via different ways would assist them in integrating into their culturally novel 

environment. Additionally, it can be added to the decision-making criteria when one decides on 

career options and development opportunities.  

Another takeaway for academics studying cognitive cultural intelligence, the result may 

suggest that its effect on expatriate adjustment does not perform the same in different cultures and 

countries. 

7. Limitations and further research directions 

Limitations of this study need to be taken into consideration when interpreting the 

findings. First, the scope of this study is bound to a certain degree. The data set from 379 

expatriates from 44 countries in Vietnam can only be correctly interpreted in the Vietnamese 

context. The possibility in this as if more nationalities, especially Asian nationalities, are 

involved, the result could take another turn. In this population pool, two expatriate types are 

mixed with each other; as slightly broached, different types of international assignees are 

believed to be entitled to another set of personality traits that may or may not affect their cultural 

intelligence index. 

Second, data obtained from measurement scales were self-reported. Case in point, items 

regarding Vietnamese proficiency ask individuals to self-rate how good their Vietnamese is. 

There were the same for cultural intelligence and expatriate adjustment. Hence, inflationary bias 

may occur and lead to errors in this study.  

Third, cross-cultural adjustment is not a status but rather a process since it is time-related. 

Longitudinal research design could result in better outcomes. Moreover, the length of the total 

international assignment, as well as the amount of time that an expat has spent in Vietnam up 

until the time mark of this study, could also be moderators affecting the proposed relationships. 

Fourth, as discussed intensively before, expatriate adjustment is not only affected by 

language proficiency and cultural intelligence. There are a considerable number of predictors that 

could be taken into account. Moreover, demographic information such as gender, occupation, 

marital status, and age could become essential factors in the model as control variables. 

Fifth, more studies should be conducted on cognitive CQ to provide a more subjective 

conclusion on its impact on expatriate adjustment in the Vietnamese context. 
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