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ABSTRACT 

International assignments remain a central mechanism through which multinational 

corporations (MNCs) coordinate global operations, transfer knowledge, and develop 

international leadership capabilities. Despite their strategic importance, expatriate 

assignments continue to experience high failure rates, largely attributable to difficulties in 

cross-cultural adjustment. While prior research has emphasized individual characteristics 

such as personality and cultural intelligence, organizational and contextual factors represent 

more actionable determinants of adjustment outcomes. Drawing on organizational support 

theory, uncertainty reduction theory, and cross-cultural management literature, this study 

examines how organizational support influences expatriate adjustment through perceived 

environmental uncertainty, with cultural distance acting as a contextual moderator. Data were 

collected from 418 expatriates employed in multinational corporations across Asia, Europe, 

and the Middle East. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to test direct, 

mediating, and moderating effects. Results indicate that organizational support significantly 

enhances expatriate adjustment by reducing uncertainty; however, the effectiveness of 

support diminishes in culturally distant environments. The findings underscore the need for 

context-specific support strategies rather than standardized global policies. This study 

advances international human resource management literature by demonstrating that 

expatriate adjustment can be understood primarily as an organizationally shaped process 

rather than an outcome of individual capability alone. 

Keywords: Expatriate adjustment, organizational support, cultural distance, uncertainty 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The expansion of global markets has transformed the way organizations manage human 

resources across national boundaries. Multinational corporations (MNCs) increasingly rely on 

expatriate employees to coordinate international operations, transfer knowledge, control 

foreign subsidiaries, and cultivate global leadership pipelines. Expatriates function as 

boundary spanners who bridge institutional, cultural, and organizational differences between 

headquarters and host-country units. 

Despite their importance, expatriate assignments often fail due to inadequate adjustment to 

host environments. Failure may manifest as premature return, reduced effectiveness, 

psychological distress, or inability to achieve assignment objectives. Estimates suggest that 

the direct and indirect costs of a failed expatriate assignment can exceed several hundred 

thousand dollars, excluding opportunity costs associated with disrupted operations. 

Adjustment challenges arise from multiple sources, including unfamiliar cultural norms, 

language barriers, differences in workplace expectations, and difficulties in establishing 

social networks. Historically, research has focused on individual traits such as adaptability, 

openness, and cultural intelligence. While these factors influence outcomes, they are largely 

beyond organizational control and offer limited guidance for managerial intervention. 
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Consequently, contemporary research emphasizes contextual determinants—particularly 

organizational support systems—that can be strategically designed to facilitate adjustment. 

Organizational support includes relocation assistance, cross-cultural training, mentoring, 

administrative guidance, and social integration programs. Such mechanisms provide 

resources that help expatriates navigate unfamiliar environments and reduce stress associated 

with international relocation. 

However, the effectiveness of support is not uniform across contexts. Cultural distance 

between home and host countries may amplify adjustment challenges and limit the impact of 

standardized support programs. Greater differences in values, norms, and communication 

styles introduce higher uncertainty, requiring more tailored interventions. 

This study develops and empirically tests a moderated mediation framework to examine how 

organizational support influences expatriate adjustment through uncertainty reduction, with 

cultural distance moderating the strength of these relationships. By focusing on 

organizational rather than individual determinants, the study provides actionable insights for 

global talent management. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1 Expatriate Adjustment 

Expatriate adjustment refers to the psychological comfort and functional competence 

individuals experience in foreign environments. Black et al. (1991) conceptualized 

adjustment as a multidimensional construct comprising general living adjustment, interaction 

adjustment, and work adjustment. General adjustment relates to comfort with daily life 

conditions, climate, housing, and local infrastructure; interaction adjustment refers to the 

ability to communicate and interact effectively with host-country nationals; and work 

adjustment concerns adaptation to job responsibilities, performance expectations, and 

organizational practices in the host unit. Successful adjustment is associated with improved 

job performance, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and assignment completion, 

whereas poor adjustment increases the likelihood of stress, withdrawal, and premature 

repatriation. Meta-analytic evidence confirms that adjustment is a critical predictor of 

expatriate effectiveness and well-being across diverse cultural contexts. 

2.2 Organizational Support Theory 

Organizational support theory posits that employees develop global beliefs concerning the 

extent to which the organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being. 

High perceived organizational support fosters trust, reciprocity, and affective commitment, 

leading employees to feel obligated to help the organization achieve its goals. In expatriate 

contexts, support assumes greater importance because employees lose familiar social 

networks, institutional knowledge, and cultural cues upon relocation. Organizational support 

mechanisms such as relocation assistance, cross-cultural training, language programs, 

mentoring, and administrative guidance help compensate for these losses by providing both 

practical resources and psychological reassurance. Empirical research demonstrates that such 

support enhances expatriate performance, adjustment, satisfaction, and retention. 

2.3 Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

Uncertainty reduction theory suggests that individuals experience discomfort in unfamiliar 

situations and seek information to predict and control their environment. International 

relocation introduces significant uncertainty regarding social norms, legal systems, 

healthcare, education, transportation, and everyday activities. High levels of uncertainty can 

generate anxiety, reduce confidence, and impair decision-making, thereby hindering effective 
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functioning in the host country. Organizational support reduces uncertainty by providing 

information, guidance, and tangible resources that help expatriates understand expectations 

and navigate local systems. By facilitating the development of stable routines and accurate 

expectations, uncertainty reduction serves as a key mechanism through which organizational 

support promotes adjustment. 

2.4 Cultural Distance 

Cultural distance refers to differences in societal values, norms, beliefs, and behavioral 

practices between the expatriate’s home country and the host country. Greater cultural 

distance increases the likelihood of misunderstanding, communication difficulties, and social 

isolation. It may also intensify culture shock and prolong the adjustment process. Research 

indicates that expatriates assigned to culturally distant locations face more complex 

adaptation challenges and require greater organizational support. However, standardized 

support programs designed in the home country may not adequately address local conditions, 

thereby limiting their effectiveness. Cultural distance is therefore expected to function as a 

contextual variable that shapes the relationship between organizational support and 

adjustment outcomes. 

2.5 Integration of Theoretical Perspectives 

Integrating organizational support theory with uncertainty reduction theory and cultural 

distance research provides a comprehensive framework for understanding expatriate 

adjustment. Organizational support supplies resources that reduce environmental uncertainty, 

which in turn facilitates adaptation to foreign contexts. However, the magnitude of this effect 

depends on the level of cultural distance between home and host countries. When cultural 

differences are substantial, expatriates may require more intensive and context-specific 

support to achieve comparable levels of adjustment. This integrated perspective emphasizes 

that expatriate success is not solely determined by individual capability but is strongly 

influenced by organizational actions and environmental conditions. 

3. HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT 

Based on the preceding theoretical arguments, this study proposes a set of hypotheses 

examining the relationships among organizational support, perceived uncertainty, cultural 

distance, and expatriate adjustment. Organizational support is expected to directly enhance 

adjustment by providing resources that facilitate adaptation to foreign environments. In 

addition, organizational support is expected to reduce perceived uncertainty, which serves as 

an intervening mechanism linking support to adjustment. Finally, cultural distance is 

expected to moderate the effectiveness of organizational support, such that the positive 

relationship between support and adjustment weakens as cultural distance increases. 

H1: Organizational support positively predicts expatriate adjustment. 

H2: Perceived uncertainty mediates the relationship between organizational support and 

expatriate adjustment. 

H3: Cultural distance moderates the relationship between organizational support and 

expatriate adjustment such that the relationship is weaker at higher levels of cultural distance. 

4. CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

The conceptual model integrates the hypothesized relationships among the study variables. 

Organizational support is posited to influence expatriate adjustment both directly and 

indirectly through uncertainty reduction. Cultural distance acts as a moderator that influences 

the strength of the relationship between organizational support and adjustment. 
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Organizational Support → Reduced Uncertainty → Expatriate Adjustment 

                              ↑ 

                    Cultural Distance (Moderator) 

5. METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Research Design 

A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was adopted to examine the relationships among 

organizational support, perceived uncertainty, cultural distance, and expatriate adjustment. 

This design is appropriate for testing theoretically derived hypotheses using statistical 

analysis and is widely employed in organizational and international management research. 

5.2 Sample and Data Collection 

Data were collected from 418 expatriates employed in multinational corporations across 

diverse industries including information technology, finance, manufacturing, and consulting. 

Participants were required to have completed at least six months of international assignment 

to ensure adequate exposure to host-country conditions. A structured questionnaire was 

distributed electronically through corporate contacts and professional networks. Participation 

was voluntary, and respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality to reduce 

response bias. 

5.3 Measurement of Variables 

All constructs were measured using previously validated Likert-type scales ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Organizational support was assessed using items 

adapted from the perceived organizational support scale focusing on assistance provided 

during international assignments. Perceived uncertainty was measured using items capturing 

ambiguity regarding living conditions, workplace expectations, and social interactions. 

Cultural distance was assessed through respondents’ perceptions of differences in norms, 

values, and communication styles between home and host countries. Expatriate adjustment 

was measured across general, interaction, and work dimensions. 

5.4 Data Analysis Strategy 

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test the proposed hypotheses. 

Variables were entered into the regression equation in sequential steps to examine 

incremental variance explained by each predictor. Control variables were entered in the first 

step, followed by organizational support in the second step, perceived uncertainty in the third 

step, and cultural distance along with the interaction term in the final step. All predictor 

variables were mean-centered prior to creating interaction terms to minimize 

multicollinearity. 

6. RESULTS 

6.1 Demographic Profile of Respondents 

The sample consisted of 418 expatriates, of whom 64.1 percent were male and 35.9 percent 

were female. Approximately 23 percent had been on assignment for less than one year, 51 

percent for one to three years, and 26.1 percent for more than three years. Respondents were 

distributed across Asia, Europe, and the Middle East, representing a diverse range of host-

country environments. 
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of Respondents 

Variable Category Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 268 64.1% 

Gender Female 150 35.9% 

Age 25–34 years 172 41.1% 

Age 35–44 years 161 38.5% 

Age 45+ years 85 20.4% 

 

Assignment Tenure 

< 1 year 96 23.0% 

Assignment Tenure 1–3 years 213 51.0% 

Assignment Tenure > 3 years 109 26.1% 

Region of 

Assignment 

Asia 142 34.0% 

Region of 

Assignment 

Europe 124 29.7% 

Region of 

Assignment 

Middle East 152 36.3% 

 

6.2 Reliability Analysis 

Internal consistency reliability of the measurement scales was assessed using Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficients. All constructs demonstrated reliability values exceeding the recommended 

threshold of 0.70, indicating satisfactory internal consistency among measurement items. 

Table 2. Reliability Analysis (Cronbach’s Alpha) 

Variable No. of Items Cronbach’s α 

Organizational Support 8 0.91 

Perceived Uncertainty 6 0.88 

Cultural Distance 5 0.86 

General Adjustment 4 0.89 

Interaction Adjustment 4 0.87 

Work Adjustment 4 0.90 

Overall Adjustment 12 0.93 
 

6.3 Correlation Analysis 

Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to examine relationships among study 

variables. Organizational support was positively correlated with expatriate adjustment and 

negatively correlated with perceived uncertainty. Cultural distance showed a negative 

relationship with adjustment and a positive relationship with uncertainty, providing 

preliminary support for the hypothesized model. 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum 

Organizational Support 3.84 0.72 1.60 5.00 

Perceived Uncertainty 2.61 0.81 1.00 4.80 

Cultural Distance 3.47 0.75 1.20 5.00 

General Adjustment 3.76 0.70 1.80 5.00 

Interaction Adjustment 3.68 0.73 1.60 5.00 

Work Adjustment 3.92 0.69 2.00 5.00 



National Research Journal of Social Sciences                                                                                                                                                        ISSN: 2348-473X             

Volume-5, Issue-2, January-June 2020                                                                                                                                     Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal  

PP: 81-88                                                                                                                                                                                           Journal Website:  www.nrjss.in                                                                          

Published By: National Press Associates                          Page 86 

© Copyright @ Authors 

Table 4. Correlation Matrix (p < .01) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Organizational Support 1      

2. Perceived Uncertainty -.54** 1     

3. Cultural Distance -.28** .41** 1    

4. General Adjustment .62** -.58** -.35** 1   

5. Interaction Adjustment .59** -.55** -.32** .68** 1  

6. Work Adjustment .65** -.49** -.29** .66** .64** 1 
 

6.4 Hierarchical Regression Analysis 

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test the direct, mediating, and 

moderating effects. Organizational support significantly predicted expatriate adjustment in 

Model 2, supporting Hypothesis 1. When perceived uncertainty was added in Model 3, it 

demonstrated a significant negative effect on adjustment, and the coefficient for 

organizational support decreased but remained significant, indicating partial mediation and 

supporting Hypothesis 2. In Model 4, cultural distance showed a significant negative effect 

on adjustment, and the interaction term between organizational support and cultural distance 

was significant, confirming the moderating effect proposed in Hypothesis 3. The final model 

explained approximately 54 percent of the variance in expatriate adjustment. 

Table 5. Multicollinearity Diagnostics 

Predictor Tolerance VIF 

Organizational Support 0.68 1.47 

Perceived Uncertainty 0.72 1.39 

Cultural Distance 0.81 1.23 

Interaction Term 0.66 1.52 

Table 6. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results (Dependent Variable: Adjustment) 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls (Tenure, Firm Size) .08 .05 .04 .03 

Organizational Support — .48*** .31*** .29*** 

Perceived Uncertainty — — -.37*** -.33*** 

Cultural Distance — — — -.22*** 

Support × Cultural Distance — — — -.16** 

R² .06 .29 .46 .54 

ΔR² — .23 .17 .08 

Table 7. Mediation Analysis (Baron & Kenny) 

Path β p-value Result 

Support → Adjustment .48 < .001 Significant 

Support → Uncertainty -.54 < .001 Significant 

Uncertainty → Adjustment -.37 < .001 Significant 

Support → Adjustment (with 

mediator) 

.31 < .001 Partial mediation 
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7. DISCUSSION 

The primary objective of this study was to examine how organizational support influences 

expatriate adjustment and to investigate the roles of perceived uncertainty and cultural 

distance in this process. The findings demonstrate that organizational support plays a critical 

role in facilitating adaptation to foreign environments. Support mechanisms provide 

information, resources, and psychological reassurance that reduce uncertainty and enable 

expatriates to function effectively in unfamiliar contexts. 

The mediating role of uncertainty indicates that support enhances adjustment primarily by 

reducing ambiguity regarding living and working conditions. This finding underscores the 

importance of information provision and guidance as central components of expatriate 

management. However, the moderating effect of cultural distance suggests that standardized 

support programs may not be equally effective across all host countries. Assignments in 

culturally distant locations require more intensive and context-specific interventions to 

achieve comparable levels of adjustment. 

Overall, the results support a contextual perspective on expatriate adjustment, emphasizing 

that organizational actions and environmental conditions are key determinants of success. By 

focusing on organizational rather than individual factors, the study provides practical insights 

for multinational corporations seeking to improve the effectiveness of international 

assignments. 

8. THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

This study makes several important contributions to the literature on expatriate adjustment 

and international human resource management. First, it shifts the focus from individual traits 

to organizational determinants of adjustment, highlighting the role of support systems that 

can be actively designed and implemented by organizations. Second, it identifies uncertainty 

reduction as a key explanatory mechanism linking organizational support to adjustment 

outcomes, thereby integrating organizational support theory with uncertainty reduction 

theory. Third, the study demonstrates that cultural distance functions as a contextual 

boundary condition that shapes the effectiveness of organizational support. Finally, the use of 

hierarchical multiple regression provides robust empirical evidence for complex relationships 

without relying on structural equation modeling, thereby offering an alternative 

methodological approach for future research. 

9. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The findings have significant implications for multinational corporations managing global 

mobility programs. Organizations should provide comprehensive pre-departure training, 

relocation assistance, and ongoing support throughout the assignment. Tailoring support 

programs to the cultural context of the host country is particularly important for assignments 

in culturally distant locations. Mentoring programs, language training, and opportunities for 

social integration can further facilitate adjustment. Regular monitoring of expatriate well-

being and satisfaction can help organizations identify potential problems early and implement 

corrective interventions. 

10. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. The cross-sectional research 

design limits the ability to draw causal conclusions about the relationships among variables. 

Longitudinal studies would provide a more accurate understanding of adjustment processes 

over time. In addition, the use of self-reported data may introduce common method bias, 

although procedural remedies were implemented to minimize this risk. Future research could 
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incorporate multiple data sources, including supervisor ratings and objective performance 

indicators. Further studies may also examine additional contextual factors such as 

organizational culture, host-country institutional support, and family adjustment to develop a 

more comprehensive model of expatriate success. 

11. CONCLUSION 

Expatriate adjustment remains a critical determinant of international assignment success. This 

study demonstrates that organizational support plays a central role in facilitating adaptation 

by reducing environmental uncertainty. However, the effectiveness of support is influenced 

by cultural distance, highlighting the need for context-specific strategies. By emphasizing 

organizational and environmental determinants rather than individual traits, the study 

provides actionable insights for multinational corporations seeking to improve the outcomes 

of global mobility initiatives. 
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