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IHRM and expatriation in Japanese MNCs: 

HRM practices and their impact on adjustment and job performance 

Abstract: 

Studies of international human resource management have pointed out that 

Japanese MNCs tend to use more parent country nationals than do western 

MNCs. The ethnocentric staffing policies imply that the management of 

expatriation has a greater influence on the success of Japanese MNCs. We use 

survey data from 149 Japanese repatriates to examine the relationship between 

IHRM practices ‒ selection, preparation and corporate support ‒ and expatriate 

adjustment and job performance, as well as identify differences by the location of 

assignment. We find that selection criteria, language ability and familiarity with 

local cultures are positively related to work adjustment, and that leadership and 

relational abilities are slightly associated with job performance though there 

were no significant relationships between considerations for family situations 

and adjustment or job performance. The results also reveal that HRM practices 

while abroad, in particular the interactive exchange of information between 

expatriates and the headquarters, have a significant influence. Pre-departure 

preparation programs are not related to the dependent variables. The data also 

suggests that living and working in China is a particular problem for Japanese 

expatriates.  

 

Key words: adjustment; China; HRM practices; Japanese expatriates; job 

performance  

 

Key points 

1 HRM practices extended to expatriates on duty are of critical importance to 

adjustment and job performance. 

2 Japanese MNCs should reconsider the themes or methods of pre-departure 

preparation programs as none of the measures for preparation were correlated 

with adjustment or job performance.   

3 More tailored programs for expatriates to China might be needed as some of 

the scores on adjustment or job performance were significantly lower for China 
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compared to other countries. 

 

Introduction 

Studies of international human resource management (HRM) have pointed to 

the slow progress made in localizing top management positions at overseas 

subsidiaries of Japanese multinational corporations (Furusawa 2008; Harzing 

2001, 2004; Kopp 1994, 1999). Localization might be expected to contribute to the 

acquisition and retention of capable human resources as well as reducing 

personnel costs. In addition, from an external viewpoint, it is believed to help 

eliminate an ethnocentric image of the company and gain access to locally-

embedded knowledge (Evans, Pucik and Björkman 2011). 

For Japanese MNCs, the existence of expatriates throughout the 

hierarchy means they have had trouble in attracting and retaining the most 

talented host country nationals (Keeley 2001; Kopp 1994), potentially 

undermining their organizational capability for local responsiveness (Isobe and 

Montgomerry 1999). Yoshihara (1996) found statistically significant differences 

in profitability between subsidiaries with a PCN president and those with an 

HCN president. These ethnocentric international HRM practices in Japanese 

MNCs have been seen as their ‘Achilles heel’ (Bartlett and Yoshihara 1988). 

Despite the criticism, Japanese MNCs keep sending Japanese expatriates to top 

management positions in their overseas subsidiaries (Furusawa 2008).  

One strand of international human resource management studies has 

focused on the management of expatriation (Dowling and Schuler 1990; Stahl, 

Björkman and Morris 2012). The classic categorization of the motives for 

expatriation (Edström and Galbraith 1977) were identified as: to fill technical or 

managerial positions, to ensure organizational development through acting as a 

control and coordination mechanism, and to provide development opportunities. 

Later literature (Belderbos and Heijltjes 2005; Kabst 2004; Kohonen 2005; 

O’Donnell 2000; Selmer and Lauring 2012) found similar motives, though 

sometimes with a sharper focus on knowledge transfer and organizational 

development (Bouquet, Hebert and Delios 2004; Hocking, Brown and Harzing 

2004; Mäkelä 2007). Recent texts have added the importance of developing global 
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mindsets (Arora et al. 2004), representation and networking (Brewster et al. 

2011).  

Whatever the reasons for the expatriation, it is clear that none of them 

will be achieved unless the expatriate is able to adjust to their new environment 

and to perform well at work (Shi and Franklin 2014). Any failure of expatriation 

will bring a substantial loss, directly or indirectly, to the organization (Black et al. 

1999; Copeland and Griggs 1985, Tungli and Peiperl 2009) and this must be 

especially true for Japanese MNCs, which are, compared with their western 

(North American and European) counterparts, heavily dependent on expatriates 

for managing foreign subsidiaries (Kawai and Strange 2014).  

While there have been numerous studies of expatriation (Begley, Collings 

and Scullion 2008; Peltokorpi 2009; Takeuchi 2010), there has been 

comparatively little generally, and even less in the English language journals, on 

Japanese expatriates (Beechler et al. 2005; Belderbos and Heijltjes 2005; Furuya 

et al.  2007; Itagaki 2009; Kawai and Strange 2014; Yoshihara 2008). Japanese 

MNCs tend to use more parent country nationals in international transfers than 

do western MNCs (Harzing 1999; Tung 1982; Widmier, Brouthers and Beamish 

2008) and their expatriates tend to stay longer in the subsidiary than expatriates 

from other countries (Furuya et al. 2007; Tungli and Peiperl 2009). We add to 

this limited literature on Japanese expatriates by examining the relationship 

between the HRM policies and practices extended to expatriates and their 

impact on adjustment and job performance. We also analyze differences in terms 

of the locations of assignment, since the issue of cultural distance between 

parent countries and host countries (Gong 2003; Kogut and Singh 1988) leads us 

to presume that there will be differences in the results by location.  

The article takes the following form. We outline the key issues and develop 

hypotheses, we explain our methodology, and then present our findings. Finally, 

we discuss the findings and draw implications about the IHRM policies and 

practices of Japanese MNCs in relation to expatriation.  

 

Literature Review and Hypotheses Development 

Structural problems behind the ‘rice-paper ceiling’ of Japanese MNCs 
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Furusawa (2008) discussed some structural problems behind the ‘rice-paper ceiling’ 

created by a heavy reliance on Japanese expatriates. These include the ethnocentricity 

of a country, like Japan, which is very homogeneous with the proportion of foreign-

born non-naturalized workers being less than 2% of the total population (Yoshino 

1976). ‘Diversity management’ has not been part of its national policy or social focus at 

least until recently. Thus Japan is unusual among developed countries and this will 

undoubtedly affect its companies HRM policies, including those for expatriates. 

Cultural homogeneity or cultural homophily creates a strong divide with dissimilar 

people while it eases the coordination of relations and communication among the same 

ethnic group (McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook 2001; Saeki and Horak 2014). Thus 

Yoshino was skeptical about the possibility that Japanese MNCs could adapt 

themselves to accommodate heterogeneous elements or promote localization of 

management, and still function effectively in the international marketplace. Yasumuro 

(1982) and Hayashi (1994) described this as an issue of management style, influenced 

by the high-context culture of Japan. High-context culture leads to a management 

style in which the scope of responsibilities and authority of each employee is unclear 

or vague. Local employees in Japanese overseas subsidiaries, who are not familiar 

with such a system, find it difficult to be able to manage the system effectively. 

Yoshihara (1989, 2008) argued that the issue was the slow progress of ‘internal 

internationalization’ or lack of international experience and thinking at headquarters. 

In general, the career path of top executives in Japanese MNCs has been domestic-

centered, creating management teams with little overseas experience and limited 

foreign language capability. If the Japanese headquarters appointed local employees to 

top management positions at the overseas subsidiaries under these circumstances, the 

Japanese-only speaking headquarters would find it hard to communicate with the 

subsidiaries. 

A recent survey of multinational corporations by Furusawa (2008) confirmed a 

persistence of the ‘rice-paper’ ceiling. Nearly three-quarters of Japanese MNCs would 

insist on parent country (Japanese) nationals as the presidents of overseas 

subsidiaries, compared to one in eight in western MNCs and, in practice, in China, 

local presidents were found in less than 10% of Japanese companies compared to over 

80% of U. S.  MNCs. These results, together with the aforementioned structural 
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obstacles, suggest that Japanese MNCs are likely to maintain their ethnocentric 

staffing patterns, and the success of their overseas management will continue to 

depend on the management of Japanese expatriates.  

 

Adjustment and performance of expatriates 

The importance of managing expatriates effectively became the focus of 

extensive research. Much of this focused on expatriate adjustment as a key 

contributor to performance. 

Adjustment was one of the earliest areas of expatriation to be explored 

(Caligiuri, Joshi and Lazarova 1999; Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski 2001; Parker 

and McEvoy 1993; Shaffer, Harrison and Gilley 1999; Ward and Kennedy 1993), 

often suggesting a link to expatriate performance. This attention has continued 

into the present day (Haslberger 2005; Haslberger and Brewster 2009; Takeuchi 

2010; Thomas and Lazarova 2012). Within the international HRM literature at 

least, the most widely used measure of adjustment has been that developed by 

Black and colleagues (Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou 1991; Black and Stephens 

1989): A 14-item measure of adjustment based on a study with 67 participants 

that identified “at least three specific facets of international adjustment: (1) 

adjustment to work, (2) adjustment to interacting with host nationals, and (3) 

adjustment to the general environment” (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991: 

304). This model has come to dominate the business research on expatriate 

adjustment and there have been enough research based on it to warrant two 

meta-studies (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. 2005; Hechanova, Beehr and 

Christiansen 2003), though it has been subjected to persistent criticism over the 

years (Haslberger and Brewster 2009; Hippler 2006; Stahl and Caligiuri 2005; 

Thomas and Lazarova 2006).  

For many the purpose of adjustment is to improve performance at work 

but this is not a straightforward relationship and perhaps it is not well 

understood (Tucker, Bonial and Lahti 2004). An inability to adjust will create 

psychological stress which will impact the work (Bhagat 1983; Motowidlo, 

Packard and Manning 1986) and therefore the literature generally assumes that 

effective adjustment leads to effective performance at work (Black 1988; Black, 



6 

 

Mendenhall and Oddou 1991; Kraimer and Wayne 2004; Shay and Baack 2004) 

though this equation has been questioned (Thomas and Lazarova 2006). 

Definitions of performance vary and are complicated, particularly for expatriates 

(Kraimer and Wayne 2004; Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski 2001). Kawai and 

Strange (2014) advocate two dimensions of expatriate performance (task 

performance and contextual performance) and present empirical evidence that 

expatriate adjustment has a complete mediation effect on the relationship 

between perceived organizational support (Kraimer and Wayne 2004; Kraimer, 

Wayne and Jaworski 2001; Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002) and expatriate 

performance. Liu and Shaffer (2005) define expatriate performance as 

comprising the relational and task performance items and add knowledge 

transfer. Not only may performance have different interpretations, but appraiser 

and appraisee may either be from different cultures or, if they are from the same 

culture, may be long distances apart (Ng et al. 2011). Most studies to date have 

relied on self-reports and the same approach is applied here. 

Factors that may influence adjustment and performance are selection, 

preparation and corporate support and it is to these that we turn in order to 

develop our hypotheses.  

 

Selection 

Some of the early texts (Tung 1981, 1982, 1984) pointed out that MNCs’ selection 

criteria usually gave considerable importance to professional or technical 

competences rather than social or managerial skills. Other early research had 

noted that companies paid little attention to consideration of family issues, such 

as dual-career issues or education for children (Baker and Ivancevich 1971; 

Shaffer and Harrison 1998; Solomon 1994). More recent literature (Collings, 

Scullion and Dowling 2009; Mäkelä, Bjorkmann and Ehrnrooth 2009) has 

pointed to the complexity of global staffing, but research has tended to reinforce 

the earlier critiques of selection methods, reinforced by the fact that many 

selection systems tend to ignore their stated criteria in favor of more informal 

methods (Harris and Brewster 1999). There is evidence that MNCs tend to 

ignore personality characteristics (Caligiuri 2000; Shaffer et al. 2006) and 
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language skills (Caligiuri and Tarique 2006; Peltokorpi 2009), for example, in 

favor of technical expertise and previous track record in the occupation. Hence, 

the following hypotheses: 

 

【Hypothesis 1a】As selection criteria, language ability and familiarity 

with local cultures, human skills like leadership and relational abilities, 

and consideration for family situations have more positive influences on 

the adjustment of expatriates than professional or technical competences. 

【Hypothesis 1b】As selection criteria, language ability and familiarity 

with local cultures, human skills like leadership and relational abilities, 

and consideration for family situations have more positive influences on 

job performance of expatriates than professional or technical 

competences. 

 

Preparation 

Adjustment will start as a form of anticipatory adjustment before leaving the 

home country. For instance, if a Japanese expatriate knows in advance that the 

location of assignment is a country where people drive on the right-hand side of 

the road, he or she can make a mental adjustment prior to expatriation (Black et 

al. 1999). This implies the importance of pre-departure preparation programs, 

along with international experiences in the past, in order to form the 

anticipatory adjustment (Black et al. 1999; Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991). 

The literature on preparation (Ehnert and Brewster 2008; Mendenhall et 

al. 2004) has confirmed the findings of the earlier research (Tung 1981, 1982, 

1984) that there is a widespread lack of preparation. As Tung pointed out, if the 

assumption is that technical competence is the key to success and expatriates 

have been selected on that criterion then further training is illogical. However, 

results are equivocal: Some authors make assumptions about its value (Briscoe 

and Schuler  2004), others have found positive effects (Waxin and Panaccio 2005) 

and yet others have found inconclusive results (Puck, Kittler and Wright 2008; 

Tarique and Caligiuri 2009). On balance we tested the following hypotheses: 
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【Hypothesis 2a】Provision of pre-departure preparation programs are 

associated with increasing level of expatriate adjustment. 

【Hypothesis 2b】Provision of pre-departure preparation programs are 

associated with increasing level of expatriate job performance. 

 

Corporate support 

It has been argued that expatriate outcomes such as adjustment and 

performance are dependent on the extent of corporate support to the expatriate 

(Grant-Vallone and Ensher 2001; Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski 2001; Li and 

Jackson, 2015). In the case of Japanese expatriates, the positions at overseas 

subsidiaries are higher by 1.9 ranks on average than those back home (Japan 

Institute for Labor Policy and Training 2008). The pressures will be 

commensurately higher. Organizational support factors can include training 

during the assignment, support with finding accommodation or education for 

children and social support from collaborative colleagues. Such organizational 

support comes from both the parent company and the foreign facility (Aycan 

1997; Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski 2001). This leads to the following 

hypotheses: 

 

【Hypothesis 3a】There is a positive association between supportive HRM 

practices or measures while abroad and expatriate adjustment. 

【Hypothesis 3b】There is a positive association between supportive HRM 

practices or measures while abroad and expatriate job performance. 

 

Methodology 

The hypotheses were tested using data collected through a survey of 149 

Japanese repatriates. The survey was sent to 21 Japanese companies in 

membership of a study meeting sponsored by Kansai Productivity Center (a non-

profit think tank in Osaka, Japan). All the companies apart from one were 

categorized as ‘large company’ by the standards of Companies Act in Japan, so 

they are believed to represent a cohort of leading Japanese MNCs. Each 
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company was asked to find 5 to 10 former expatriates to mainland China, other 

Asian countries, North America, or Europe who met the following three 

conditions. First, their sojourn abroad had to have lasted at least two years (to 

ensure that most people would have reached the ‘mastery stage’ in their new 

country). Second, they had been assigned as management executives or 

managers (expatriates who were specialists or trainees were excluded to ensure 

consistency). Third, they had returned from the assignment within the last five 

years (a period set to minimize the influences of changes of environment 

surrounding the companies and expatriates and to reduce the problems of fading 

memory).  

Apart from the demographic questions, all questions in the survey were 

designed to be answered using a 5-point Likert-type scale. For selection criteria, 

four items were identified based on descriptions of expatriation failures. 

Respondents were asked to what extent they thought each item was considered 

in the selection process. The scale ranged from 1=‘not considered at all’ to 

5=‘highly considered’. Pre-departure preparation programs and supportive 

measures for expatriates on duty were operationalized through a fourteen-item 

scale for each. For preparation, the items were developed based on earlier 

literature and included questions concerning training on language, HRM, local 

culture and values, risk management, corporate philosophy, CSR, and so on. 

Items on the explanation of roles, responsibilities and authorities as well as 

personnel evaluation and reward system, which were expected to reduce role 

ambiguity and role conflict (Jackson and Schuler 1985; Okamoto and Teo 2012), 

were also included. Similarly, the questions on corporate support also followed 

previous studies and asked about regular visits by the personnel department 

and/ or labor union of the headquarters for consultation, which is a common 

practice among some major Japanese MNCs. Through those questions, we 

assessed the perceived organizational support and the extent to which 

respondents agreed that those HRM practices were applied using a five-point 

scale ranging from 1=‘not provided sufficiently at all’ to 5=‘sufficiently provided’. 

Concerning adjustment, the questions examined the three facets of work 

adjustment, interaction adjustment and general adjustment (Black et al. 1999). 
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Regarding job performance, questions asked about self-reporting evaluations by 

supervisors, colleagues and subordinates, and the expatriates themselves. The 

scale for the questions on adjustment and job performance ranged from 

1=‘entirely incorrect’ to 5=‘exactly correct’. Analysis of variance was utilized to 

measure the differences by the locations of assignment in the descriptive 

statistics.  

We tested our hypotheses using multiple-regression analysis. The possible 

selection criteria for expatriates, pre-departure preparation programs, and 

supportive measures for expatriates on duty were taken as the independent 

variables. Factor analysis grouped the respective items of preparation and 

corporate support into closely-related practices and, as a result, three factors 

with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 were extracted for each of these two 

categories of HRM practices (See Appendices 1 and 2). The factors for pre-

departure programs were labelled provision of information on local socio-

economic situations (Factor 1), training on ‘our company way’ (Factor 2), and 

provision of information on the foreign subsidiary of assignment and 

confirmation of significance of the assignment as well as the meanings in career 

path (Factor 3). The Cronbach’s coefficient alphas were 0.90, 0.81, and 0.77 

respectively. In turn, each factor for supportive measures while abroad was 

named interactive exchange of information between expatriates and the 

headquarters (Factor 1), measures to promote cross-cultural understanding and 

to improve foreign language ability (Factor 2), and information sharing and 

mutual support among Japanese expatriates (Factor 3). The Cronbach’s 

coefficient alphas were 0.83, 0.67, and 0.73 respectively.  

Adjustment and performance were the dependent variables. Composite 

variables were created by adding up the scores of items in the three facets of 

adjustment. The Cronbach’s coefficient alphas for the three constructs (work, 

interaction, and general adjustment) were 0.86, 0.73, and 0.81 respectively.  We 

created four geographical dummies (mainland China; other Asia; North America; 

and Europe). We also controlled for the number of experiences of foreign 

assignment that the respondents had had as we anticipated that international 

experience in the past will accelerate anticipatory adjustment (Black et al. 1999; 
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Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991). 

The respondents were broadly typical of Japanese expatriates. All were 

male. The average number of experiences of foreign assignment was 1.56 

(SD=0.78). The most recent regions of assignments were: mainland China=56, 

other Asian territories (including Taiwan and Hong Kong)=39, North 

America=29, Europe=25. The respondents had worked at the subsidiaries for 

54.3 months (SD=26.40) on average. About a quarter of them (23.8%) were sent 

there as the president or CEO and the others held executive or managerial 

positions. 

 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

In terms of selection criteria, the descriptive statistics showed that the 

respondents perceived that their ‘technical or professional competencies’ (3.65) 

was key; and the family situation (2.62) was the least considered item (Table 1). 

The two other categories (‘language ability and familiarity with local cultures’ 

and ‘leadership and relational abilities’) fell between these scores, but were 

significantly related to the location of the assignment, with these factors being 

considered least for China. The language ability finding might be related to the 

fact that Japanese expatriates in China usually carry on communication with 

host country nationals through a Japanese-Chinese interpreter (Muramatsu 

2012).  

 

==Table 1 approx  here== 

 

For pre-departure preparation programs (Table 2), the highest mean was 

‘explanation of the assignment and roles as well as responsibilities and 

authorities’ (3.74), followed by ‘training or provision of information on our 

corporate philosophy or code of conduct’ (3.67) and ‘training or provision of 

information on business situations, management policies and practices of the 

foreign subsidiary of assignment’ (3.44). The lowest was ‘language training’ (2.40). 

We found statistically significant differences in five items, with scores for China 
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being the lowest. Japanese expatriates got much less preparation for going to 

China. The lower score of language training for China (2.04) reconfirms that 

Chinese fluency is not mandatory for Japanese expatriates in China. 

 

==Table 2 approx  here== 

 

In supportive measures while abroad (Table 3), the score of ‘advice or 

support by senior expatriates on working and living there’ exceeded 4.00. So 

most Japanese expatriates got such support. ‘Training or provision of 

information on the local culture or values’ was the lowest (2.11). Since the score 

of this item was below the midpoint in pre-departure preparation programs as 

well, we conclude that Japanese MNCs do not pay much attention to the cultural 

issues as a whole. Again, statistically significant differences between the 

locations of assignment were found in two items (‘transfer of duties or kick-off 

orientation’ and ‘advice or support by senior expatriates on working and living 

there’), with the scores of expatriates in China being the lowest in both cases. 

 

==Table 3 approx  here== 

 

For the dependent variables, all the means of adjustment exceeded 3.00 

(Table 4), indicating a high level of adaptability of Japanese expatriates to 

foreign countries. However, while more than half the items in interaction and 

general adjustment were above 4.00, all the scores of work adjustment were 

below 4.00. In terms of the locations of assignment, five score were statistically 

significantly the lowest for expatriates who had been working in China, for work 

adjustment (‘adjustment to conversation and documents in foreign language’; 

‘adjustment to organizational climate and work procedures at the foreign 

subsidiary’) and general adjustment (‘adjustment to climate and natural 

features’; ‘adjustment to local public security’; ‘healthy mental and physical 

conditions’).  

All the means on job performance were above 3.50, unsurprisingly perhaps 

given that these were self-reports, though the scores for expatriates who had 

been in China were the lowest for every item.  
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==Table 4 approx  here== 

 

Multiple regression analyses 

As seen in Table 5, as selection criteria, ‘language ability and familiarity with 

local cultures’ is positively related to work adjustment. It is noteworthy that the 

item plays a crucial role in adjustment, though Japanese MCNs do not seem to 

place great importance on the issue for selection or pre-departure preparation. 

On the other hand, ‘leadership and relational abilities’ are slightly associated 

with ‘evaluation by colleagues and subordinates’ whereas there were no 

significant relationships between ‘considerations for family situations’ and the 

three facets of adjustment or job performance. Therefore Hypotheses 1 were 

partially supported.  

With regard to pre-departure preparation programs, none of the three 

factors correlated significantly with either dependent variable, therefore both 

elements of Hypothesis 2 were rejected.  

However, the results of the multiple regression analysis indicate that 

‘interactive exchange of information between expatriates and the headquarters’ 

(Factor 1 in supportive measures while abroad) was correlated with interaction 

and general adjustment, as well as all the items in job performance. The 

‘information sharing and mutual support among Japanese expatriates’ (Factor 3 

in supportive measures while abroad) also had significant relationships with 

work and general adjustment in addition to ‘evaluation by their supervisors’. 

This highlights the importance of HRM practices while abroad when we recall 

the fact that the significant relationships between the other two independent 

variables (selection criteria and pre-departure preparation programs) and 

adjustment or job performance were limited. To sum up, Hypotheses 3 were 

partially supported. 

 Contrary to our expectations, the number of times of foreign assignment 

had no significant relations with any of the dependent variables. 

 

==Table 5 approx  here== 
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Finally, we tested the relationship between adjustment and job 

performance, with all three aspects of adjustment being significantly associated 

with all the items of job performance (Table 6). The result provided support for 

those who assume that adjustment precedes expatriates’ job performance, 

though there might be some mediators such as commitment (Kawai and Strange 

2014; Mol, Born and van der Molen 2005) or motivation, as we touched upon 

earlier.  

 

==Table 6 approx here== 

 

Discussion  

The objectives of the study were to examine the relationship between the HRM 

practices of Japanese MNCs as perceived by their expatriates and their impact 

on adjustment and job performance, as well as to analyze the differences in the 

results of the survey by the locations of assignment. The results confirm that 

some previous evidence drawn from western sources on expatriate adjustment 

and performance apply to Japanese expatriates as well. It also identifies specific 

issues created by the Japanese approach to expatriation and in particular 

identifies a special problem with expatriation from Japan to the Chinese 

mainland.   

The first finding of this work concerns selection criteria. Language ability 

and cross-cultural competence as well as soft skills like leadership and relational 

abilities are, as they are with studies of western MNCs, positively related to 

adjustment or job performance. However, there were no significant correlations 

between considerations for family situations and the two dependent variable, 

perhaps because ‘Tanshin-funin’ (taking up a new post and leaving one's family 

behind) is common among Japanese expatriates. However, ‘Tanshin-funin’ could 

cause mental stress for employees including feelings of instability, loneliness, 

and loss of self-confidence (Tanaka 1995). 

The second concerns preparation. There have been calls for pre-departure 

training programs for expatriates (Waxin and Panaccio 2005) but we found no 

correlation between such training and adjustment or job performance, 
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confirming the skepticism of another strand of the literature on this topic 

(Ehnert and Brewster 2008; Puck, Kittler and Wright 2008; Tarique and 

Caligiuri 2009). The form of training rather than its existence may explain these 

different findings. Given that more than half the preparation items were above 

the midpoint, it seems it was sufficient.   

The third result is that the HRM support for expatriates is of critical 

importance to their adjustment and their feelings about their performance, thus 

providing Japanese evidence to support previous findings (Grant-Vallone and 

Ensher 2001; Kraimer and Wayne 2004; Li and Jackson, 2015; Rhoades and 

Eisenberger 2002). MNCs may try to balance the dual pressure of local 

adaptation and global integration (Doz, Santos and Williamson 2001; Ghoshal 

and Bartlett 1988), so expatriates in their overseas subsidiaries have to nurture 

‘global mindsets’ (Bird and Osland 2004; Levy et al. 2007; Rhinesmith 1995) to 

balance the respect for diversity with the pursuit of global optimization. 

Unsurprisingly, in these circumstances, a close relationship between the 

expatriates on duty and headquarters, and a feeling on the part of the former 

that they are supported, contributes to the success of the assignment. Above all, 

the interactive exchange of information between expatriates and headquarters 

had the most significant influence. It confirms that this relationship is an 

important factor for developing ‘dual citizen’ expatriates and prevents 

expatriates from becoming ‘uncontrollable kites’ and avoids ‘out of sight, out of 

mind’ syndrome (Furusawa 2008, 2014). Supportive HRM practices are 

correlated with better adjustment and higher job performance. 

Our empirical research results indicate particular problems peculiar to 

expatriation to China (Shi and Franklin 2014). China is one of the most 

important countries as both a low cost manufacturing site and an emerging 

market for Japanese MNCs. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Japan (2015), subsidiaries in China account for 48% of the foreign Japanese-

affiliated companies. However, in China anti-Japanese sentiment is liable to 

erupt at any time, sometimes fuelled by diplomatic turmoil between the two 

countries. The expatriates are puzzled by the equivocal Chinese HRM systems 

under ‘socialist market economy’ (Cooke 2012; Furusawa 2006). For example, 
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labor unions from the age of the planned economy are maintained under the 

control of the Communist Party even while market-oriented pay for performance 

systems prevail (Furusawa 2006). The unique Chinese business customs and 

relations with local government are difficult for expatriates (Fayol-Song 2011). 

Japanese expatriates to China felt they were given less pre-departure training 

and less support on duty than their counterparts in other countries. Whether 

this was because their employers assumed that transfers to a nearby country 

would be easier or because the problems in China reflect a long-standing 

animosity between the countries it is impossible to say from this research. The 

findings are, however, important, since some of the scores on adjustment and job 

performance were significantly lower for China. Here the findings add to, and to 

an extent explain, the long-standing literature calling for localization in China 

(Fayol-Song 2011; Fryxell, Butler and Choi 2004; Itagaki 2009; Lam and Yeung 

2010; Wong and Law 1999). 

 

Limitations 

Like all research, this has limitations. It would have been good to have more 

participants, in order to better test the validity/ robustness of the model, although the 

numbers compare favorably with those of other studies of expatriates. The descriptive 

data was mainly based on the subjective perceptions of the respondents. This is a 

particular problem for the perceptions of performance: the use of multi-raters for 

performance would help but was not possible. Because of anonymity requirements we 

were not able to consider the influences by conventional variables such as the size or 

age of subsidiaries. Moreover, it was impossible to cover all potential factors 

influencing the expatriates’ success so that the research does not, for example, 

encompass a link to corporate strategy or include personality factors (Peltokorpi and 

Froese 2014). Despite these limitations, we believe this study sheds some light on the 

reality of human resource management for expatriates in Japanese MNCs, adds to the 

literature on Japanese expatriates (Beechler et al. 2005; Belderbos and Heijltjes 2005; 

Furuya et al. 2007; Itagaki 2009; Kawai and Strange 2015; Yoshihara 2008), and 

addresses the key issues of adjustment and performance. 
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Implications for practice 

For HRM policies it appears that Japanese companies may need to rethink 

several areas. First, ‘Tanshin-funin’ could be a double-edged sword. The bright 

side is that the careers of expatriate’s family members are not disrupted but the 

dark side is that this puts strain on the family and removes a potential support 

for the expatriate in what may be a stressful situation. Second, more energy 

could be put into ‘language proficiency and cross-cultural understanding’, as 

selection criteria, since it was significantly correlated with work adjustment. 

Third, a close relationship between the expatriates on duty and headquarters, 

and a feeling on the part of the former that they are supported, contributes to the 

success of the assignment. Fourth, perhaps Japanese MNCs should reconsider 

the themes or methods of their pre-departure preparation programs as none of 

the measures for preparation were correlated with adjustment or job 

performance. Fifth, they may need more tailored measures for their expatriates 

in China in accordance with previous studies indicating that pre-departure 

training programs in Japanese MNCs are too standardized irrespective of 

assignment locations (Tanaka 2005). China is not an extension of Hong Kong, 

Taiwan or Southeast Asian countries and the accumulated management know-

how from there does not work for Japanese subsidiaries in China. These 

companies should look seriously at more localization in China as previously 

recommended (Fayol-Song 2011; Fryxell, Butler and Choi 2004; Itagaki 2009; 

Lam and Yeung 2010; Wong and Law 1999). 

 

Conclusion 

We discussed the existence of structural problems to localization in Japanese 

MNCs, and how those obstacles have reinforced their inclination to stick to 

ethnocentric IHRM policy. As with western MNCs, the success of their global 

operations is influenced by expatriates adjustment and performance as well as 

the HRM practices through which they are managed. The ethnocentric Japanese 

staffing patterns mean that this may be more important for them though than 

for western MNCs. To conclude, we believe that our evidence raises some 

important questions for scholars of and practitioners in Japanese MNCs, 
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confirming both some similarities with expatriate management elsewhere and 

some unique features. We call for more research on the expatriation policies and 

practices of Japanese companies.  
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Tables 
 

Table 1 Selection criteria 
 
 Total 

 
SD 

Location of assignment 

F-value China Other 
Asia 

North 
America 

Europe 

Language ability and familiarity 
with local cultures 

2.86  1.32 2.45  2.64  3.45 3.46 6.293*** 

Technical or professional 
competences 

3.65 1.04 3.66 3.36 3.79 3.92 1.796 

Leadership and relational 
abilities 

3.42 0.87 3.25 3.29 3.69 3.68 2.747* 

Family situations 2.62 1.17 2.43 2.54 3.04 2.72 1.836 
・Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=Highly considered, 3 = 
A toss-up, 1=Not considered at all).  
・***：p<0.001, **：p<0.01, *：p<0.05, †：p<0.1. 

 

 

Table 2 Pre-departure preparation programs 
 
 Total 

 
SD 

Location of assignment 

F-value China Other 
Asia 

North 
America 

Europe 

Language training 2.40 1.31 2.04  2.23  2.90 2.92 4.626** 
Training or provision of 
information on business 
situations, management policies 
and practices of the foreign 
subsidiary of assignment 

3.44 1.16 3.27  3.31 3.79 3.58 1.589 

Explanation of the assignment 
and roles as well as 
responsibilities and authorities 

3.74 1.00 3.82  3.64 3.83 3.64 0.396 

Explanation of the meanings of 
the assignment in career path 

2.68 1.19 2.43  2.74  2.93 2.88 1.563 

Training or provision of 
information on local personnel 
management or labor 
management relations  

2.52 1.15 2.11  2.69  3.17 2.40 6.509*** 

Training or provision of 
information on local cultures or 
values 

2.73 1.20 2.48  2.79  3.21 2.64 2.503† 

Training or provision of 
information on living in the 
country of assignment 

3.01 1.13 2.66  3.03  3.69 3.00 5.792** 

Training or provision of 
information on risk management 
or securities 

3.11 1.18 3.02  3.11  3.55 2.84 1.937 

Opportunities to visit the country 
of assignment prior to 
expatriation 

2.83 1.45 2.91  2.38  3.17 2.96 1.928 

Advice or provision of 
information from former 
expatriates to the country of 
assignment 

3.41 1.17 3.15  3.26  4.17 3.32 5.812** 

Explanation of personnel 
evaluation and reward systems 

3.40 1.13 3.30  3.23  3.79 3.40 1.611 

Training or provision of 
information on our corporate 
philosophy or code of conduct 

3.67 1.00 3.80  3.49  3.79 3.52 1.097 
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Training or provision of 
information on our basic 
principles of personnel 
management or labor 
management relations 

3.02 1.15 2.93  2.85  3.55 2.88 2.677* 
 

Training or provision of 
information on our basic 
principles of CSR 

3.01 1.17 3.29  2.69  3.17 2.72 2.800* 

・Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=Sufficiently provided,  
3 = A toss-up, 1=Not provided sufficiently at all).  

 

 

Table 3 Supportive measures while abroad 
 
 Total 

 
SD 

Location of assignment 

F-value Chin
a 

Other 
Asia 

North 
America 

Europe 

Transfer of duties or kick-off 
orientation 

3.15  
1.3
4 

2.76  3.23  3.86 3.00 4.442**  

Advice or support by senior 
expatriates on working and living  
there 

4.02  
1.0
3 

3.73  4.08  4.45 4.00 3.139*  

Supportive measures to improve 
language ability 

2.29  
1.2
8 

2.45  2.26  2.11 2.20 0.511 

Training or provision of 
information on the local cultures 
or values 

2.11  
1.2
1 

2.05  2.00  2.45 2.04 0.937 

Existence of mentors or advisors 
at the headquarters (including 
the regional headquarters) 

2.82  
1.3
2 

2.77  2.74  2.97 2.92 0.241 

Supportive measures or provision 
of information on living in the 
country of assignment 

3.01  
1.1
4 

2.98  2.82  3.34 2.96 1.234 

Opportunities to make a request 
on face-to-face basis such as 
regular visits by personnel 
department or labor union of the 
headquarters 

3.09  
1.1
2 

3.02  3.31  3.28 2.72 1.761 

Supportive measures of 
healthcare such as the affiliation 
with reliable local medical 
institutions 

3.68  
1.1
9 

3.66  3.69  3.76 3.60 0.085 

Support system for risk 
management or securities 

3.30  
1.1
2 

3.13  3.38  3.66 3.12 1.729 

Provision of real-time information 
on the latest management policies 
or technical trends at the 
headquarters 

3.26  
1.1
9 

3.18  3.31  3.55 3.04 0.977  

Grant of paid leave to Japan 
3.72  

1.0
6 

3.59  3.95  3.69 3.72 0.897 

Feedback on the result of 
personnel evaluation 

3.36  
1.1
9 

3.11  3.62  3.38 3.52 1.624  

Reward system in consideration 
for hardship of the work and 
living expenses 

3.74  
0.9
6 

3.64  3.90  3.93 3.48 1.547  

Explanation of jobs or career 
prospects after repatriation 

2.62  
1.1
4 

2.52  2.67  2.83 2.52 0.554 

・Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=Sufficiently provided,  
3 = A toss-up, 1=Not provided sufficiently at all).  
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Table 4 Adjustment and job performance 
 
 

 
Total 

 
SD 

Location of assignment F-value 

China Other 
Asia 

North 
America 

Europe 

Adjustment        

(１)Work adjustment        

Adjustment to conversation and 
documents in foreign language 

3.38 1.26 2.80 3.72 3.76 3.72 7.165*** 

Adjustment to organizational 
climate and work procedures at the 
foreign subsidiary 

3.81 0.91 3.53 4.00 3.97 3.96 2.986* 

Adjustment to the assignment and 
roles as well as responsibilities and 
authorities 

3.89 0.85 3.71 3.92 4.07 4.00 1.445 

Adjustment to personnel 
management or labor management 
relations 

3.55 1.04. 3.34 3.72 3.69 3.60 1.300 

(２)Interaction adjustment        
Relationship building with other 
Japanese expatriates at the foreign 
subsidiary 

4.30 0.85 4.09 4.43 4.48 4.35 1.834 

Relationship building with local 
employees at the foreign subsidiary 

4.30 0.75 4.25 4.31 4.28 4.44 0.379 

Relationship building with local 
customers or suppliers 

4.09 0.80 4.00 4.19 3.97 4.28 1.128 

Relationship building with local 
government 

3.27 1.02 3.35 3.11 3.04 3.65 2.013 

Relationship building with local 
Japanese organizations 

3.68 1.14 3.70 3.74 3.55 3.68 0.153 

Interaction with local people on off- 
the- job situations 

3.79 1.04 3.71 4.05 3.52 3.88 1.664 

(３)General adjustment        
Adjustment to climate and natural 
features 

4.19 0.76 4.00 4.31 4.38 4.24 2.166† 

Adjustment to food and eating 
habits 

4.13 0.96 4.07 4.33 4.00 4.08 0.851 

Adjustment to local public security 4.04 0.85 3.75 4.21 4.21 4.24 3.732* 
Healthy mental and physical 
conditions 

3.99 0.96 3.63 4.31 4.14 4.12 4.872** 

Job performance        
High evaluation from my boss 3.63 0.97 3.38 3.74 3.93 3.68 2.505† 
High evaluation from my colleagues 
and subordinates 

3.81 0.77 3.64 3.87 3.90 4.00 1.632 

High self-evaluation of my job 
performance 

3.74 0.98 3.61 3.82 3.83 3.80 0.532 

・Scores in the table are the means of answers on 5-point Likert-scales (5=Exactly correct, 3 = A 
toss-up, 1=Entirely incorrect). 
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Table 5 Relationship between human resource management practices and 

adjustment & job performance 
 Adjustment Job performance 

 Work  

adjustment 

Interaction  

adjustment 

General 

adjustment 

Evaluation  

by supervisors  

Evaluation by 

colleagues and 

subordinates 

Self-

evaluation 

Selection criteria       

Language ability and 

familiarity with local 

cultures 

0.304** 0.174 0.072 0.114 0.149 0.110 

Technical or professional 

competences 

0.185† -0.015 0.142 0.125 0.081 0.015 

Leadership and relational 

abilities 

0.056 0.144 0.015 0.182 0.210† 0.156 

Family situations -0.137 -0.081 0.024 -0.101 0.077 -0.054 

Pre-departure 

preparation programs  

      

(Factor 1) 

Provision of information 

on local socio-economic 

situations 

0.141 -0.071 0.048 -0.144 -0.074 -0.117 

(Factor 2) 

Training on ‘our company 

way’ 

-0.011 0.027 -0.031 -0.145 -0.051 -0.183 

(Factor 3) 

Provision of information 

on the foreign subsidiary 

of assignment and 

confirmation of 

significance of the 

assignment as well as the 

meanings in career path 

0.017 -0.088 -0.053 -0.054 -0.058 0.037 

Supportive measures 

while abroad 

      

(Factor 1) 

Interactive exchange of 

information between 

expatriates and the 

headquarters 

0.052 0.300** 0.218* 0.384*** 0.381*** 0.240* 

(Factor 2) 

Measures to promote  

cross-cultural 

understanding and to 

improve foreign language 

ability 

0.013 0.006 0.023 0.075 -0.129 0.046 

(Factor 3) 

Information sharing and 

mutual support among 

Japanese expatriates 

0.244** 0.119 0.191* 0.232** 0.062 -0.070 

Dummies       

Location of assignment 

(Other Asia=1, others=0) 

0.265** 0.140 0.319** 0.112 0.119 0.056 

Location of assignment 

(North America=1, 

others=0) 

0.082 -0.108 0.085 0.147 0.072 0.081 

Location of assignment 

(Europe=1, others=0) 

0.080 0.085 0.126 0.082 0.110 -0.019 

The number of times of 0.086 0.112 0.161† -0.128 -0.118 -0.020 



30 

 

foreign assignment (more 

than twice=1, once=0) 

Adjusted R2 0.333 0.121 0.192 0.243 0.204 0.027 

F-value 5.484*** 2.241* 3.135*** 3.885*** 3.302*** 1.249 

 

 

Table 6 Relationship between adjustment and job performance 
 Evaluation by 

supervisors 
Evaluation by 
colleagues and 
subordinates 

Self-evaluation 

Work adjustment 0.412*** 0.426*** 0.310*** 
Adjusted R2 0.164 0.176 0.090 
F-Value 30.035*** 32.676*** 15.6444*** 

Interaction 
adjustment 

0.358*** 0.392*** 0.316*** 

Adjusted R2 0.122 0.148 0.094 
F-Value 21.551*** 26.730*** 16.321*** 

General adjustment 0.442*** 0.350*** 0.215** 
Adjusted R2 0.190 0.116 0.040 
F-Value 35.737*** 20.498*** 7.135** 
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Appendices 
 

 

Appendix 1 Factor analysis of pre-departure preparation programs  
 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Training or provision of information on living in the country of 
assignment 

0.879 0.133 0.188 

Training or provision of information on local cultures or values 0.795 0.204 0.157 
Training or provision of information on risk management or 
securities 

0.699 0.410 0.226 

Training or provision of information on local personnel 
management or labor management relations 

0.675 0.205 0.352 

Advice or provision of information from former expatriates to 
the country of assignment 

0.585 0.132 0.253 

Training or provision of information on our basic principles of 
CSR 

0.131 0.900 0.118 

Training or provision of information on our basic principles of 
personnel management or labor management relations 

0.425 0.673 0.170 

Training or provision of information on our corporate philosophy 
or code of conduct 

0.117 0.623 0.218 

Training or provision of information on business situations, 
management policies and practices of the foreign subsidiary of 
assignment 

0.253 0.148 0.816 

Explanation of the assignment and roles as well as 
responsibilities and authorities 

0.128 0.186 0.686 

Explanation of the meanings of the assignment in career path 0.297 0.335 0.514 

Eigenvalue 5.979 1.464 1.338 
Contribution 42.71% 10.46% 9.56% 

・Factors with eigenvalue of 1.00 or higher were used. Rotation=varimax. 

 

 

Appendix 2 Factor analysis of measures while abroad  
 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Support system for risk management or securities 0.715 0.311 0.169 

Provision of real-time information on the latest management 
policies or technical trends at the headquarters 

0.647 0.185 -0.051 

Opportunities to make a request on face-to-face basis such as 
regular visits by personnel department or labor union of the 
headquarters 

0.590 0.219 0.268 

Feedback on the result of personnel evaluation 0.577 0.018 0.178 
Supportive measures of healthcare such as the affiliation with 
reliable local medical institutions 

0.510 0.233 0.187 

Explanation of jobs or career prospects after repatriation 0.503 0.416 -0.089 
Grant of paid leave to Japan 0.458 0.027 0.030 
Supportive measures or provision of information on living in the 
country of assignment 

0.441 0.381 0.296 

Existence of mentors or advisors at the headquarters (including 
the regional headquarters) 

0.417 0.387 0.109 

Training or provision of information on local cultures or values 0.211 0.777 0.136 
Supportive measures to improve language ability 0.029 0.594 0.020 

Transfer of duties or kick-off orientation 0.088 0.010 0.791 
Advice or support from senior expatriates on the work and 
living 

0.200 0.139 0.721 

Eigenvalue 4.748 1.536 1.344 
Contribution 33.92% 10.97% 9.60% 

・Factors with eigenvalue of 1.00 or higher were used. Rotation=varimax. 
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