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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we draw on the construct of regulatory fit in explaining how expatriates
manage interactional and work-related discrepancies in diverse cultural contexts. When
expatriates go overseas, they are often faced with a set of expectations that are at variance
with their home country norms and these differences in expectations generate discrepancies.
The emergence of discrepancies in an alien cultural context exacerbates the uncertainties
facing the expatriate, though the response to uncertainty varies between expatriates. We posit
that expatriates with a promotion-focused self-regulatory system are focused on maximizing
gains leading them to manage uncertainty through experimentation whereas expatriates with a
prevention-focused self-regulatory system are oriented to minimizing losses leading them to
manage uncertainty by persisting with the status-quo. Utilizing insights from motivational
science and by linking the self-regulatory processes to the cultural context, we develop a
framework and propositions for expatriate adaptation in loose and tight cultures. We present
managerial implications of our model and offer guidance for testing the framework.

Key Words: Expatriate management, Regulatory focus, Tight-loose culture
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1. Introduction
Expatriate assignments are critical to successful strategy implementation for
multinational companies (MNCs), yet organizations continue to struggle with finding the
right formula that would help ensure a successful stint for the expatriate (e.g., Takeuchi,
Wang & Marinova, 2005; Takeuchi, Shay, & Li, 2008; Fang, Jiang, Makino, & Beamish,
2010; van der Laken, van Engen, van Veldhoven, & Paauwe, 2016). Expatriate adjustment is
considered crucial both for the success of the organization and the individual and refers to the
level of comfort that individual experiences in an alien culture, one that is different from
one’s own (Shaffer, Reiche, Dimitrova et al., 2016).
When an expatriate goes overseas, a discrepancy emerges between what an expatriate
is used to and the host country environment, which imposes a new set of demands in relation
to work, interacting with host country nationals (HCNs), and in relation to general adjustment
(Black & Mendenhall, 1991). A discrepancy represents a deviation between the norms of the
home country of the expatriate and the norms of the host country to which the expatriate has
been assigned. The emergence of discrepancies increases the uncertainty for expatriates with
uncertainty reduction being a critical aspect of expatriate adjustment (Shaffer, Harrison &
Giley, 1999; Stock & Genisyurek, 2012; Takeuchi, 2010). The greater the cultural distance,
the greater the uncertainty that the expatriates are confronted with (see also, Wang & Varma,
2017).
So, what determines the ability of expatriates to manage uncertainty? At the individual
level, scholars have highlighted the importance of an expatriates’ motivation in coping with
uncertainty that is entailed in expatriate adjustment (Wang & Takeuchi, 2007). Here, Firth,
Chen, Kirkman and Kim (2014) suggest that expatriates who have a high level of cross
cultural motivation are more likely to be proactive and will put in the extra effort. The
construct of cross-cultural motivation as advanced by these authors comprises the notion of
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cultural self-efficacy and that of cultural intrinsic motivation. What is missing here though, is
an emphasis on intrapersonal motivational processes that focus on issues pertaining to “…
effort, goal setting, and goal striving, which are likely central to the adjustment process”
(Firth et al., 2014: 296).
The objective of this paper is to develop a process model focusing on intrapersonal
motivational processes explicating how expatriates deal with interactional and work-related
discrepancies encountered in a novel cultural environment. Our starting premise is that selfregulation is critical to successful goal pursuit since it involves an individual monitoring
his/her progress towards attaining a goal and taking steps to correct any unfavorable
discrepancies that may have emerged between the individual’s goals and the progress that
he/she is making in accomplishing them (Lanaj, Chang, & Johnson, 2012; Tsui & Ashford,
1994).
In explaining these intrapersonal motivational processes, we draw upon the lens of
Higgins (1997) regulatory focus theory (Johnson, Smith, Wallace, Hill, & Baron, 2015). This
theory has been used to explain goal attainment in domains such as negotiations (Appelt &
Higgins, 2010), alliance management (Das & Kumar, 2011; Kumar & Higgins, 2012), safety
behavior (Wallace & Chen, 2006), work-related behavior (Kark & Van Dijk, 2007; Shin et
al., 2017; Wallace et al., 2013) and lately for burnout in expatriates (Silbiger, Berger, Narnes,
& Renwick, 2017). A central tenet of the theory is that there are two alternative selfregulatory processes, namely a promotion and a prevention focus (Higgins, 1997). The
promotion-focused self-regulatory system focuses on individuals realizing their ideals through
growth and advancement whereas a prevention-focused self-regulatory system has, as its preeminent focus, security with the objective being to engage in vigilant behavior to avoid
undesirable outcomes. More than 200 studies have been published utilizing this construct
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(Johnson et al., 2015) and the construct has also shown to be robust across cultures (Lee,
2000).
The proposed conceptual model enriches expatriate research on a number of
dimensions. First, as Takeuchi (2010) notes, a major limitation of the extant literature is that
(but for one exception see Van Viannen, Pater, Kristof-Brown & Johnson, 2004) the field has
not systematically investigated the dynamics of expatriate adjustment from the standpoint of
an interaction between individual characteristics and situational characteristics. A personsituation interaction perspective (Lee & Antonakis, 2014) will be helpful in deepening our
understanding of the dynamics of expatriate adjustment. This argument is based on the
premise that individuals differ in terms of their cognition, abilities, and motivations
suggesting that two different individuals may adapt in very different ways. As such, behavior
is a function of both individual characteristics and situational constraints (Chatman, 1989;
Nguyen, Johnson, Collins, & Parket, 2017). Accordingly, we need to consider both in
studying the dynamics of expatriate adjustment.
Another contribution is the emphasis that is given to exploring the nature of emotions
that expatriates might experience in their intercultural encounters. Although stress has been
considered in extant research on expatriate adjustment, there is very little work exploring the
impact of discrete emotions on expatriate adjustment. Emotions are high intensity affective
states that last for a short duration but nevertheless can be highly consequential in shaping
interpersonal exchanges among individuals (Diefendorff & Greguras, 2009; Lazarus, 1991;
Stea, Pedersen, & Foss, 2017). Positive emotions arise when an actor has been able to achieve
his/her goals and negative emotions arise when s/he is thwarted from realizing their
objectives. As an expatriate enters a novel cultural environment s/he is likely to be thwarted in
achieving his/her goals setting the stage for the emergence of negative emotions such as anger
or anxiety. Thus, it is important to explore how an expatriate copes with the emotions that
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s/he is experiencing and the implications this has for his/her work and/or interactional
adjustment. This is an issue that has rarely been addressed by expatriate researchers even as
the field of organization science is now more than ready to embrace the study of emotions
(e.g., Ashkanasy, 2003; Barsade & Gibson, 2007; Elfenbein, 2007). We believe this is a
critical omission in the literature, as emotions impact behavior (Lawler & Thyne, 1999),
shape judgments (Jones & George, 1999) and influence the reactions of the other party (Van
Kleef, 2009).
The theory being advanced here also draws upon the distinction between values and
norms. Values are internalized beliefs that are held by an individual whereas norms are social
rules that govern an individual’s behavior (Chua, Roth, & Lemoine, 2015). National culture
has been a central construct in the study of cross-cultural organizational behavior and has
been predominantly studied through the lens of value differences (e.g., Erez & Earley, 1987;
Hofstede, 1991; Budhwar & Sparrow, 2002). Some have objected to the notion of studying
cultural differences solely on the basis of differences in values (Earley & Mosakowski, 2002;
Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006; Morris et al., 2000). The role of situational constraints and/or
the social structure within which individuals interact is underplayed and this may be limiting
as behavior may be a function both of individual related variables (values) and the social
norms (Gelfand et al., 2006). We seek to redress this deficiency by recognizing that
expatriates are not only confronted with both, superficial and deep level cultural differences,
but equally they must cope with the fact that in tight cultures, as opposed to loose cultures, the
social norms are much stronger, and the consequences of violation are severe (Gelfand et al.,
2006). More specifically, in tight cultures, little deviation is allowed from the existing norms
and any infraction is punished severely, whereas loose cultures are more accepting and
tolerant of deviations. The construct of tight-loose cultures thus provides a useful analytical
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tool for studying self-regulation in varying cultural contexts as it suggests that the origins and
the consequences of discrepancies may be different across varying cultural contexts.
Our model focuses on how expatriates cope with interactional and work-related
discrepancies as opposed to general adjustment discrepancies for the fundamental reason that
the latter (e.g., climate, food, general ambience) are not directly linked to an expatriate’s selfregulatory system and are thus not emphasized in this paper. In other words, both promotionfocused and prevention-focused expatriates would need to address issues of general
adjustment discrepancies, but there self-regulatory focus would have minimal, if any, impact
on the way they approach these issues.
We begin by outlining the key features of our model (see Figure 1). We then elaborate
upon the tightness-looseness dimension which is a useful way of defining the social context
within which expatriates have to function. This is then followed by a discussion of the
promotion-focused and prevention-focused self-regulation strategies and a discussion of the
idea of regulatory fit. Specific propositions are developed and illustrated through the use of
illustrative examples. The propositions are also amenable to empirical testing and we propose
methods suitable for such endeavors. In the conclusion section, we summarize the core
theoretical contributions of the paper, discuss the managerial implications, and outline future
research directions.
-----------------------------------Insert Figure 1 About Here
-------------------------------------2. Regulatory fit and managing discrepancies
Figure 1 highlights the key aspects of our framework. The presence of fit suggests that
the strategies used by an expatriate to reduce discrepancies and hence uncertainties are
consistent with their regulatory orientation - be it a promotion or a prevention focus (Higgins,
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2000). We posit that non-fit generates negative emotions, face threat, and induces identity
related conflicts. A key implication of non-fit is that the ability of the expatriate to cope with
discrepancies and hence uncertainty is likely to be much lower than might have been the case
otherwise. As a non-fit emerges the expatriate attempts to employ repair strategies to lessen
the discrepancies emerging from non-fit. Host country co-worker support will facilitate
expatriate adjustment and the absence of such support will make adjustment that much more
difficult. It has been widely recognized in the literature that host country co-worker support is
critical in facilitating expatriate adaptation (e.g., Varma, Toh, & Budhwar, 2006). The coworker can sensitize the expatriate to both the sins of commission and the sins of omission
and insofar as that is the case considering their involvement becomes crucial to studying
expatriate adjustment. Spousal support may also be critical in reducing work-family conflict
and to that extent facilitating expatriate adjustment. The framework being advanced in this
paper incorporates both motivational as well as structural variables in developing a theory of
expatriate adjustment. Studies linking regulatory focus to expatriate adjustment have begun to
appear in the literature, but these studies only examine the linkage between regulatory foci
and expatriate adjustment and in the process neglect the role of regulatory fit (e.g., Lee, Hung,
Chien, Zhang, & Hsu, 2017).

2.1 Cultural tightness and looseness
The construct of tightness-looseness highlights the role of social norms in shaping
behavior. This consists of two components, namely (a) the strength of social norms, and (b)
tolerance of deviant behavior (Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006; Gelfand, 2012; Gelfand et al.,
2011). The fundamental distinction between tight and loose cultures is that in the former,
norms are stated clearly and any deviation from expected behavior attracts penalty. Also, the
tightness-looseness of a culture influences different facets of life in a given culture (Chan et
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al., 1996). It has been maintained that individual behavior will be more a function of
normative pressures in tight cultures, whereas it will be more dependent on individual
attitudes in a loose culture. Further, the sanctioning processes will be more developed in tight
as opposed to loose cultures reflecting the fact that deviation from extant norms is less
acceptable. Moreover, values such as conformity or stability may be more dominant in tight
cultures whereas values such as risk taking may prevail in a loose culture.
Gelfand et al. (2006) point out that the construct of tightness-looseness is analytically
distinct from the value dimensions of individualism-collectivism, power distance, and/or
uncertainty avoidance (but for a different perspective see Minkov, Blagoev, & Hofstede,
2012). As they note (2006: 1227), “Tightness-looseness is unique and complementary to other
cultural dimensions”. Here, it should be noted that prior research has shown that tightnesslooseness is only moderately correlated with collectivism (Triandis, 1989). Germany,
Singapore, and Korea are examples of tight cultures whereas the United States and Australia
are representative of loose cultures.
We argue that the construct of tightness-looseness is uniquely relevant to the study of
expatriate adjustment for a multitude of reasons. First, the construct attests to the importance
of the strength of the norms and sanctions that the expatriate may be confronted with as s/he
crosses cultural boundaries. The lack of fit between the norms and sanctions in the
expatriate’s home culture and that in the host culture may give rise to numerous discrepancies
in the arena of work and/or interaction with host country nationals. How the expatriate deals
with these discrepancies critically shapes expatriate adaptation. The greater the distance
between the expatriate’s cultural background and that of the host culture the more
problematical the discrepancies might be. Second, the construct predicts that there is likely to
be a stronger linkage between cultural values and outcomes in tighter as opposed to looser
societies. In tighter societies, individuals have less or no option but to follow the prescribed
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norms as social sanctioning for deviant behavior is severe. In other words, there is likely to be
less flexibility in terms of how they can behave. In a meta-analytic review of Hofstede’s
cultural value dimensions that incorporated 598 studies, Taras, Kirkman and Steel (2010)
found support for a stronger linkage between values and outcomes in tight as opposed to loose
societies confirming the basic prediction of the theory. This would attest to the fact that this
dimension provides additional explanatory power beyond what is provided by Hofstede’s
value dimensions. When an expatriate moves from a loose to a tight culture s/he is confronted
not only with value differences that give rise to discrepancies but also by the requirement that
the latitude of acceptable behavior is not large, and this may be a direct threat to the
individual’s autonomy. By contrast, when the expatriate moves from a tight to a loose culture
s/he is confronted with discrepancies emanating from value differences and although s/he has
a greater room to manoeuvre, s/he may yet experience disorientation due to a lack of
structure. In sum, although value differences are the genesis of discrepancies between
cultures, it is the tightness-looseness dimension that may determine how severe the
discrepancies are, and the effectiveness of an individual’s self-regulation strategies in coping
with discrepancies.

2.2 Promotion and prevention focused self-regulatory systems
The self-regulatory systems (promotion and prevention) operate at three different
levels, namely the system, strategic, and tactical (Johnson et al., 2015; Scholer & Higgins,
2008). The system level describes the preference for the end states; the strategic level focuses
on the means by which individuals seek to achieve their goals; whereas the tactical level
describes the impact of the situational context on the decision made by the individuals.
At the systemic level, the promotion-focused self-regulatory system highlights the
importance of nurturance needs, which are attained through growth and/or advancement
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(Righetti, Finkenauer, & Rusbult, 2011; Lanaj et al., 2012). Growth and/or advancement
means an upward shift from the existing status quo. It signifies progress or an improvement
from the current condition. In order to accomplish this, promotion-focused expatriates are
likely to pursue an eager strategy, which requires considering all possible options even if
committing errors (Higgins, 1998; 1997). An eager strategy is an essential prerequisite for an
upward shift although it does not necessarily imply that such a shift will necessarily occur.
They are more positive towards change (Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins, 1999) and
are quicker to detect positive in any exchange relationship (Webber & Mayer, 2011). Further,
they tend to be more creative (Friedman & Forster, 2001) and rely on feelings rather than
reason in making decisions (Pham & Avnet, 2004). This self-regulatory system also
encourages entertaining multiple hypotheses (Liberman, Molden, Idson, & Higgins, 2001) as
the focus is on attaining hits than non-hits (Crowe & Higgins, 1997). Although promotion
focused individuals’ value speed in decision-making they are somewhat slower in initiating
action, relative to their prevention-focused counterparts (Freitas, Liberman, Salovey, &
Higgins, 2002). At a tactical level, individuals with a promotion focused self-regulatory
system, may shift from a risky to a conservative bias depending upon situational constraints.
At a systemic level, the prevention-focused self-regulatory system is oriented towards
an individual’s security needs and it requires that individuals fulfill their duties and
obligations by behaving vigilantly and responsibly (Righetti et al., 2011; Lanaj et al., 2012).
At a strategic level, the strategy that they follow is one of accuracy (i.e., an absence of errors)
and attaining a minimum level of performance (Forster, Higgins, & Idson, 1998). Accuracy is
important for the prevention focused individuals as they are not willing to accept a situation
where they become worse of. It is for this reason that they resist change often preferring the
status quo (Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins, 1999), and find it difficult to build
relationships (Webber & Mayer, 2011; Das & Kumar, 2011). Rigidity and a lack of creativity
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are also their hallmarks (Friedman & Forster, 2001) and this follows from their preoccupation
with avoiding committing any errors which may worsen their existing situation (Crowe &
Higgins, 1997). They are inclined to initiate goal-directed action much earlier than their
promotion-focused counterparts (Freitas, Liberman, Salovey, & Higgins, 2002). Given their
emphasis on accuracy, prevention focused individuals are slow in their decision-making and
their decision-making is shaped more by reasons than by feelings (Pham & Avnet, 2004). At a
tactical level they may shift from a conservative to a risky bias depending upon the situation.
The promotion and the prevention regulatory foci are independent of each other rather than
being at the opposite ends of a single continuum. It is important to note, however, that while
both of the self-regulatory systems are available to an individual, “… there are chronic
individual differences in the strength of each orientation and in how often each orientation is
emphasized” (Higgins, 2012: 233). It is also important to note that a promotion focused selfregulatory system is more dominant in an individualistic culture whereas a prevention focused
self-regulatory system is more dominant in collectivistic cultures.

2.3 Regulatory fit
Regulatory fit occurs when the strategy that individual uses to pursue a goal fits their
regulatory orientation (Higgins, 2000). For example, if a promotion-focused individual
engages in goal pursuit in an eager way then they are likely to experience regulatory fit.
Likewise, if a prevention-focused individual pursues a goal through vigilance then they are
likely to experience regulatory fit. Regulatory fit is associated with “increased motivational
intensity” (Aaker & Lee, 2006). Increased motivational intensity generates the experience of
“feeling right” and the strength of engagement (Aaker & Lee, 2006). The “feeling right”
experience leads to greater confidence and may further enhance the importance of the goal
that they are seeking to realize (Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, & Molden, 2003). The
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“feeling right” experience may amplify positive outcomes if initially positive and magnify
negative outcomes if initially negative (Cesario, Grant, & Higgins, 2004). This should
translate into greater commitment and heightened confidence in their ability to realize those
goals. The strength of engagement may also bridge the gap between implementation and
action (Spriegel, Grant-Pillow, & Higgins, 2004) as it enhances motivation towards
accomplishing the goal.

2.4 Promotion focused expatriate and the management of discrepancies
A promotion focused expatriate’s strategic orientation represents a fit with a loose
culture and a non-fit with a tight culture. A promotion focused expatriate is concerned with
growth and advancement and is willing to experiment to achieve his/her objectives. The
desire to experiment is consistent with the norms prevalent in a loose culture where a large
attitude in behaviors is permitted. A non-fit means that the strategies associated with the
regulatory focus of the expatriate are inconsistent with what is required by the cultural norms
prevalent in a tight culture. In contrast to a loose culture in a tight culture there is a narrow
leeway of choice available to a promotion focused expatriate. The promotion focused
expatriate may only have a narrow range of options to choose from. Accordingly, a promotion
focused expatriate may feel overly constricted in terms of what s/he could do, and this may
hinder his/her effectiveness. This may generate negative emotions (Tan, Hartel, Panipucci, &
Strybosch, 2005), call into question one’s sense of identity (Lauring & Selmer, 2009), and
lead to a loss of face (Earley, 1997) for the expatriate. An absence of fit impacts interactional
adjustment through the mediating role of emotions, face, and identity (Molinsky, 2007;
Stoyanov, 2018). Next, we elaborate on the role of the mediating mechanisms in shaping
expatriate adjustment.
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3. Emotions
Emotions are intense experiences of a short duration that are associated with
physiological arousal and have a particular cause. Emotions impact behavior with different
discrete emotions influencing behaviors differently (Barsade & Gibson, 2007). Consider for
example, the emotions of anger and fear. Anger arises in response to an act committed by
another individual that is viewed as inappropriate, and it leads the individual to engage in
approach behaviors while the emotion of fear arises out of a perceived threat and is often
linked to escape or avoidance (Gooty, Gavin, & Ashkanasy, 2003). Positive and negative
emotions can be either functional or dysfunctional depending upon whether there is
congruence between task requirements and the behavioral implications of the emotion (Weiss
& Cropanzano, 1996). Emotions influence the amount of effort that individuals exert on a
given task, their persistence on the task, and/or their orientation towards the task, i.e.,
generative or defensive (Gu-Seo, Barrett, & Bartunek, 2004).
A promotion focused self-regulatory system is focused on growth and accomplishment
and this should generate cheerfulness related emotions such as happiness or satisfaction if a
positive outcome has been attained and should generate dejection related emotions such as
sadness, or disappointment with a negative outcome (Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997).
Dejection-related emotions represent the absence of a positive outcome (Higgins, 1987). A
prevention focused self-regulatory system is focused on safety and security and the goal here
is to avoid a negative outcome. Prevention focus should generate a feeling of calm or a sense
of relaxation in the absence of negative outcomes and should lead to anxiety or tension in the
presence of a negative outcome (Higgins et al., 1997). Agitation related emotions represent
the presence of a negative outcome (Higgins, 1987). For positive outcomes, the intensity of
emotions experienced under a promotion-focused self-regulatory system is greater than that
experienced under a prevention-focused self-regulatory system whereas for negative
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outcomes the intensity of emotions experienced under a prevention focused self-regulatory
system is greater than that experienced under a promotion focused self-regulatory system
(Brockner & Higgins, 2001).
A promotion focused expatriate in a non-fit condition will experience dejection
emotions for a multitude of reasons. The emergence of unfavorable discrepancies suggests,
first of all, that the expatriate’s attempt at dealing with work-related and interaction related
issues are proving ineffective. This will generate negative emotions and, in particular,
dejection related emotions, as these emotions are indicative of the expatriate’s inability to
achieve positive outcomes. The problem is likely to be compounded by the fact that the
expatriate may have no clue as to how best to resolve the discrepancies that s/he is confronted
with. This may intensify the intensity of the negative emotions, as achieving a positive
outcome seems quite distant. In sum, a promotion focused expatriate will be unable to realize
their “ideals” for growth and accomplishment. This leads to the following proposition.

3.1 Proposition 1 - A promotion focused expatriate will experience dejection related emotions
when seeking to cope with interactional related and work-related discrepancies in a tight
culture.
Dejection related emotions lead the expatriate to intensify their efforts in attaining
their goals. The danger is that in doing more of the same or even in experimenting the
expatriate may end up creating an aggressive-defensive emotional cycle, which is negatively
self-reinforcing (Kumar, 1997; 1999). Thus, an expatriate, who becomes dissatisfied and tries
harder, may make the HCN more insecure and anxious, which in turn, may make the
expatriate even more aggressive as the HCN seeks to withdraw from the interaction. In these
circumstances, the psychological distance between the expatriates and the HCNs will
increase. Accordingly, we propose that:

15

3.2 Proposition 2 - In a non-fit condition, a promotion-focused expatriate has a greater
likelihood of being caught up in an aggressive-defensive spiral when seeking to redress
interactional discrepancies with HCNs.
Consider the challenges faced by Julie Nelson, General Manager of Alpha Gearing
Systems (AGS) Shanghai in negotiating a contract in China (Everatt, 1999). AGS Shanghai
Co Ltd was a joint venture between the US based company AGS and a Chinese company Kai
Li Machine. AGS Shanghai hoped to sign an agreement with San Yu Moped, which was also
a joint venture between the Chinese company San Yu, and a US based company Excel
Motors. The negotiation process did not develop in a manner anticipated by Nelson and
caused considerable aggravation to her. AGS was shipping parts to San Yu without a
contractually agreed price but continued to do so on the assumption that relationship
development is important in China. San Yu was tardy in payments to AGS and the account
receivables for Alpha Shanghai continued to accumulate. After six months, San Yu informed
AGS that they were still not willing to sign a long-term contract. AGS agreed to extend the
contract by a further three months but when San Yu wanted a further extension. Julie Nelson
finally lost her temper and told San Yu that no more parts would be shipped till they paid up.
Nelson was slowly coming to the realization that this relationship was going nowhere and,
acting on that basis, informed San Yu that they were dismantling their production lines that
had been set up for San Yu.
Individualistic cultures are promotion focused and as a promotion-focused expatriate
Julie Nelson was operating in the Chinese culture, which was tight (see for example Gelfand
et al., 2011, 33 nation study). There is considerable evidence to suggest that collectivistic
cultures are prevention focused whereas individualistic cultures are promotion focused (e.g.,
Higgins, Piero, & Kruglanski, 2008). Individualistic cultures emphasize growth and
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advancement whereas collectivistic cultures emphasize duty and the fulfillment of one’s
obligations. Julie Nelson was in a non-fit situation in that she was unable to make any
growth/advancement. The absence of a positive outcome led her to experience dejection
related emotions such as anger, disappointment, and/or frustration. In trying to redress an
actual-ideal outcome discrepancy, which is associated with a promotion-focused selfregulatory system Nelson undertook actions, which further strained the relationship between
the parties (Everatt, 1999). She became aggressive and sent an ultimatum to San Yu knowing
fully aware that this would not be acceptable in the Chinese cultural context. Although San
Yu did not explicitly express their dissatisfaction to Julie Nelson, they did so indirectly by not
redressing Julie Nelson’s concerns and even when a last-ditch attempt was made by one of
Alpha Shanghai’s Chinese managers to persuade San Yu the latter did not respond positively.
Next, “Face” is another variable that influences a promotion-focused expatriate’s
ability in building bridges with HCNs in a non-fit condition. Although face is not unique to
Asian cultures many have noted its importance in such a cultural context (Kim & Sam, 1998;
Earley, 1997). Face is defined by Goffman and Erving (1955: 213) as “the positive social
value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a
particular contact. Face is an image of self-delineated in terms of approved social attributes”
(see also Lockett, 1988’s discussion on mianzi). Saving face is considered to be more critical
than giving face in all cultures but in tight cultures the requirements for saving face and
consequences of face loss are more stringent than in loose cultures (Kim & Sam, 1998). It has
been maintained that face is akin to a commodity during interaction as it “… can be
threatened, enhanced, maintained, and bargained over” (Oetzel, Garcia, & Toomey, 2008).
The cognitive dimension focuses on how much face to give and how much to receive. The
affective dimension highlights the emotional consequences of a loss or a gain in face whereas
the behavioral dimension refers to the steps that need to be undertaken to both maintain and
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give face. Face negotiation theory (Ting-Toomey, 1988; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998)
suggests that face is the critical explanatory variable in conflict management. Face work
becomes crucial because it is through this mechanism that the participants are able to either
enhance their face, or support or question another’s face (Ting-Toomey, 2005).
Eliminating interactional and work-related discrepancies that a promotion focused
expatriate will encounter in a tight culture necessitates face work. However, this may not be
easy for a promotion-focused expatriate in a non-fit condition. The strategies of creativity,
flexibility, problem solving and/or willingness to take risks that such an expatriate prefers to
follow may benefit the task but if they come at the expense of relational harmony then they
may adversely impact both the other’s face as well as one’s own face. Relational harmony
may be compromised for two fundamental reasons. First, the promotion focused expatriate is
not likely to give it much importance relative to the task since their primary objective is about
growth and accomplishment and not about the obligation to maintain social harmony.
Furthermore, a focus on flexibility or creativity may necessitate experimentation, which may
not be valued in a tight culture. Finally, in seeking to redress the actual-ideal outcome
discrepancies they may be prone to overtly express their frustration and/or anger and this may
not go down well in tight cultures where emotional suppression is the dominant norm
(Matsumoto et al., 2008). This leads to the following proposition.

3.3 Proposition 3 - In a non-fit condition, a promotion-focused expatriate’s interactional
adjustment will be negatively impacted by causing a face loss to others and by a loss of one’s
own face.
Building on the previous example, Julie Nelson, the General Manager of AGS
Shanghai faced this issue. San Yu managers liked to visit Shanghai and as per Chinese custom
Julie Nelson should have entertained them lavishly and given that San Yu was potentially a
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major account for Alpha Shanghai. She did not do this, and this compromised her ability to
foster a harmonious relationship with San Yu as face was not given to them. Nor did Julie
Nelson take any other initiative to foster relationship with top managers at San Yu. Finally,
when the problems became deeper her tone and actions became much more aggressive and
pushed the relationship into a negative spiral placing relational harmony in further jeopardy.
A promotion-focused expatriate may also be confronted with an identity conflict when
functioning in a tight culture. Identity conflict emerges “… when the behavioral demands of a
situation make it impossible for an individual to behave both appropriately and in accordance
with his or her core system of values” (Molinsky, 2007: 629). The greater the discrepancy
norm, the greater is the possibility that the individual will experience such a conflict. Identity
conflicts are problematical both because they challenge one’s self-definition (Horton, Bayerl,
& Jacobs, 2003) and also because they activate group-based identities and in doing so
establish a “group fault line” (Lau & Murninghan, 1998). A classic in-group - out-group
divide is created in which in-groups are viewed more favorably than the out-groups (Tajfel &
Turner, 1986). The bridging of differences then becomes problematical because as conflicts
escalate so do negative emotions such as anger, anxiety and/or guilt (Meglino & Ravlin,
1998). In addition to fostering the kind of negative conflict spiral that we eluded to earlier,
negative emotions may also increase the ‘psychological toll’ the expatriate is confronted with
(Molinsky, 2007). Psychological toll refers to the burdensome feeling that an expatriate may
be subject to due to the presence of negative emotions. Psychological toll may make the
expatriate exhausted and this may negatively impact his/her interactional adjustment. This
leads to the following proposition.
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3.4 Proposition 4 - A promotion focused expatriate is likely to experience psychological toll
when seeking to eliminate discrepancies in a tight culture, which may adversely impact
his/her interactional adjustment.
As promotion focused expatriates seek to deal with interactional discrepancies, they
will consider multiple options in redressing them. Prior research has demonstrated that
promotion-focused individuals are willing to consider multiple options in problem resolution
(Molden & Higgins, 2008; Kurman & Hui, 2012). The fact that a promotion focused
individual is willing to consider new strategies to realize his/her goals is potentially beneficial
but given the cultural gap between the promotion focus of the expatriate and the requirements
of a tight culture, success is not necessarily assured. We would argue that HCN co-worker
support would be critical in ensuring that the creativity and the flexibility of the expatriate is
both well channeled and well received. Indeed, scholars have now suggested that HCN
support is as critical to expatriate success as are the expatriates’ own personal characteristics
(Toh & DeNisi, 2003). The HCNs provide critical information and support necessary for the
expatriate to be highly effective, yet this support cannot be taken for granted. Much depends
on whether the HCNs categorize the expatriate as being part of an in-group or the out-group
(Toh & DeNisi, 2007; Varma, Budhwar, & Pichler, 2011; Varma, Budhwar, Katou, &
Mathew, 2016; Varma et al., 2006), and/or whether or not they are ethnocentric (Templer,
2010). Empathetic co-workers may respond positively to the expatriate’s efforts as well as
providing the relevant information that may be of benefit to the expatriate. At the same time
the promotion focused expatriate must also be open and receptive to the advice of the HCNs
and must interact with them in a manner that they feel comfortable giving the necessary
advice. Although promotion focused individuals are open to considering new possibilities
they may also be constrained by the strategy that their firm is pursuing. If the multinational
firm is ethnocentrically driven, then even a promotion focused expatriate may be constrained
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in demonstrating the openness necessary for adaptation. This leads to the following
proposition.

3.5 Proposition 5 - A promotion focused expatriate will consider multiple options in
redressing interactional discrepancies but empathetic HCN co-workers may enhance the
success of this strategy provided that the expatriate is both motivated to follow their advice
and creates an environment for them to voice their opinion.
Julie Nelson could have solicited the advice of Chinese nationals working in the joint
venture. At times the Chinese nationals in the joint venture did attempt to tell Julie that things
in China are done differently but Julie Nelson appeared to be less than receptive and/or did
not fully comprehend as to what is required (Everatt, 1999).
Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) identify four work related factors that an
expatriate has to deal with as s/he enters a new culture. These are role clarity, role discretion,
role conflict, and role novelty. The authors suggest that role clarity facilitates expatriate
adjustment as it reduces the level of uncertainty for the expatriate. Role discretion allows the
individual to reshape the work role to suit their own needs rather than having to adapt to the
situation. Role conflict will negatively impact expatriate adjustment as conflicting messages
increase uncertainty. Role novelty also enhances uncertainty and would thus adversely affect
expatriate adjustment. Tight cultures allow for little leeway in how things should be done.
Norms may be tacit or explicit but there is likely to be clarity. Role clarity is thus likely to be
high although the role discretion may be low given the imperatives of a tight culture. Role
novelty may be high as how things are done in a tight culture may be rather distinct from how
they are accomplished in a loose culture. A promotion focused expatriate who is used to
operating in creative and innovative ways is likely to react negatively to the low level of role
discretion as this might constrain him/her from being experimental and innovative in this
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domain. Although a promotion focused expatriate prefers novelty, a novel work assignment
that might restrict his/her freedom of action is unlikely to be his/her preferred choice. Role
conflict and role clarity may not be uniquely related to the tightness of a culture and hence we
do not develop specific propositions about them. This leads to the following proposition.

3.6 Proposition 6 - A promotion focused expatriate’s work-related adjustment would be
negatively impacted by low role discretion in a tight culture.
Landmark studies by Tung (1981; 1987) and later works (Black & Stephens, 1989;
Caliguiri & Cascio, 1998; Shaffer & Harrison, 1998) have demonstrated the influence of a
spouse on expatriate’s adjustment. The influence of a spouse on an expatriate’s well-being
and adjustment originate from spillover theory, which suggests that a working spouse’s
experiences will carry over into the home; likewise, home experiences can influence a
person’s work life (Crouter, 1984). Studies by Caliguiri et al. (1998) and Takeuchi, Yun and
Tesluk (2002) found spillover effects of spouse on expatriate adjustment and vice versa,
though the main concern in the literature has been on the potentially negative impact of
spousal adjustment on expatriate performance.
Recent work has examined the impact of the spouse’s regulatory focus on the
individual’s work-related adjustment and found that when both partners are high on
promotion focus (fit) they experience higher developmental possibilities at home and have an
increased likelihood of family-to-work facilitation (FWF) (Demerouti, Bakker & Tetrick,
2012). In other words, regulatory fit between the partners is likely to have a positive impact
on individual’s work effectiveness. However, in the context of expatriate adjustment this logic
may not necessarily hold. When the promotion focused expatriate is in a non-fit condition and
when trying to redress interactional discrepancies and so is the spouse we have two cross
cutting influences. On the one hand, the maladjustment of one may accentuate the
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maladjustment of the other as both are in a non-fit condition. The countervailing tendency is
the fact that a high level of regulatory fit between the partners may moderate the negativity of
cultural maladjustment. In other words, both may in turn support and comfort each other,
which may lessen the negativity of their adjustment experience. Whether a similarity in
regulatory fit is adaptive or maladaptive depends on the strength of their regulatory focus. If
the strength of the regulatory focus is strong both for the expatriate and the spouse and when
confronted with large interactional discrepancies, they will be highly motivated to resolve
interactional discrepancies (Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997). This leads to the following
proposition.

3.7 Proposition 7 - If both the expatriate and the spouse are promotion focused and are in a
non-fit condition, then their cultural maladjustment may be lessened by the similarity in their
regulatory focus orientation if both possess strong self-guides.
We have argued that in a tight culture a promotion focused expatriate will experience
a non-fit which will hinder his/her adjustment absent an empathetic coworker and spousal
support. Although this directional trajectory is fairly clear, it may also be the case that a nonfit condition provides new opportunities for learning and growth and growth and advancement
and if the expatriate can overcome the initial challenges and control his/her emotions he/she
may be able to learn and/or craft strategies for operating in a tight culture. This leads to the
following proposition.

3.8 Proposition 8 - In a non-fit condition, a promotion focused expatriate may be successful
in a tight culture if he/she has a high degree of emotional control.

4. Prevention focused expatriate in a loose culture
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As a prevention focused expatriate enters a loose culture s/he will find that norms
associated with interacting with HCNs are much looser than what they are used to. There is
greater latitude of acceptable behavior. On the one hand this greater latitude implies a greater
margin for committing errors and not being penalized. At the same time though the
prevention focused expatriate has a greater need for structure, which will be absent in a loose
culture (Gelfand et al., 2011). They are particularly concerned about behaving appropriately
as they are very sensitive to fulfilling their duties and obligations (Higgins, 1997). The lack of
structure heightens ambiguity and when confronted with an interactional discrepancy may
need to think carefully as to how best to mitigate this. The ability to improvise and adapt to
the local cultural norms may at the very least be a much slower process given their desire to
prefer the status quo. A pre-eminent emphasis on safety discourages innovative behaviors and
acts as a barrier against integrating in an effective manner with HCNs. Their aversion to
ambiguity and a lack of clarity as to what is feasible is likely to generate agitation related
emotions such as tension or anxiety. In a situation defined by an absence of structure it is not
evident as to what are appropriate and what are inappropriate behaviors. This has the
consequence that a prevention focused expatriated may commit errors and the possibility that
this might happen generates agitation related emotions. This leads to the following
proposition.

4.1 Proposition 9 - A prevention focused expatriate will experience agitation-related emotions
in a non-fit condition.
Agitation-related emotions such as tension, fear, or anxiety may prompt an expatriate
to withdraw from the interaction as these emotions are linked to a desire to escape. An escape
may not be an easy option for two fundamental reasons. First, when an expatriate goes
overseas s/he does so as part of a strategic assignment assigned to him by the organization.
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Expatriate assignments are costly, and an organization may not want to remove him in the
first instance, the only caveat being if the initial assignment is itself of a shorter duration.
Second, a prevention focused expatriate is guided by a sense of duty and obligation and even
if not well adjusted may be reluctant to violate some of the obligations inherent in him having
accepted the assignment. Furthermore, as the expatriate reflects on how best to interact with
HCNs, a distance may emerge between him/her and the HCNs whereby the HCNs may begin
to question the expatriate’s slowness in adaptation. The initial cultural gap gets exacerbated
by a behavioral inclination on part of the prevention-focused expatriate to be vigilant in
his/her adaptive response. Accordingly, we propose proposition 10.

4.2 Proposition 10 - A prevention focused expatriate’s emphasis on vigilance may lead to a
defensive spiral in a non-fit condition, thus increasing rather than reducing the psychological
distance between expatriates and HCNs.
Consider the strategic alliance between Business Software Solutions, a Kentucky
based company and ABBA Deutschland of Stuttgart, Germany (Rarick, 2003). As part of this
strategic alliance, the German company sent two expatriates (Hans Reinhardt and Wolfgang
Reinhardt) to work in Kentucky. In terms of Gelfand’s classification the German culture is
more on the tighter end of the spectrum (average mean score for tightness is 6.5) whereas the
American culture is more on the looser side. The German expatriates were troubled by what
they perceived as a sense of casualness in terms of how things were done (people calling each
other on a first name basis; individuals being assigned to lead a project whom they perceived
as being immature). As a consequence, they retreated to safety by keeping their doors closed
when not working. This did not go down well with their American counterparts who felt that
the Germans were not friendly and in particular not keen on developing relationship with the
Americans. Hans and Wolfgang were slow to adapt, and Wolfgang began to complain of

25

allergies and headaches, which prevented him from coming to work from time to time. The
German expatriates retreated into themselves, a behavioral mode consistent with a prevention
focus orientation.
The prevention focused expatriate operating in a loose culture is less susceptible to
face-related dynamics as the behavioral norms allow for greater flexibility in behavior.
However, offending HCNs is one thing, and deepening a relationship with them a completely
different proposition. While prevention focused expatriates may not offend the HCNs, they
may not be able to deepen their relationship with them. Given their emphasis on vigilance,
they will not share information easily or be accepting of information given to them by HCNs,
because this makes them susceptible to HCNs who might be behaving opportunistically (Das
& Kumar, 2011). Furthermore, their reluctance to exchange information and to do it in a
timely way will also act as a barrier to trust development (Das & Kumar, 2011), which is vital
if the relationship is to have any potential. This leads to the following proposition.

4.3 Proposition 11 - A prevention focused expatriate may hamper their interaction adjustment
by a reluctance to exchange information sharing and/or being over vigilant by the information
being given to them by their HCN counterparts.
Consider, once again the interactions between the Germans Hans and Wolfgang with
their American counterparts. Colin Corum was leading a new project in the company and both
Hans and Wolfgang were assigned to work with him. The Germans did not respect Colin
because some of his habits were unconventional (Rarick, 2003) and this did not fit well with
the tightness of the German culture. The interaction between Colin and Wolfgang did not
develop well and neither liked each other very much. Sam asked Colin to improve his
relationship with Wolfgang but that did not materialize. Sam was the supervisor of both
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Wolfgang and Hans and was surprised and saddened to learn that both had decided to return
to Germany at the end of the year instead of finishing the two-year stint.
The prevention focused expatriate seeks to redress discrepancies in the interactional
domain by persisting with a given course of action for a longer duration than might have been
warranted otherwise (Kurman & Hui, 2012). Persistence with and an ongoing reliance on the
current option suggest an unwillingness to chart a new course in rectifying interactional
related discrepancies. This could be problematical in the context of a loose culture where
behavioral flexibility is highly valued as it is seen as instrumental to goal accomplishment.
HCN co-worker support will be crucial in channeling the expatriate’s efforts in a direction
that are likely to rectify the discrepancies. Whether or not the HCN co-workers provide this
support is dependent not only on how they categorize the expatriate but also on the
expatriate’s receptiveness to support from HCNs. The support from HCNs is critically
dependent on whether or not their co-workers categorize them as being a member of the ingroup. If the expatriates are viewed as being part of the in-group they are likely to be afforded
social support as well as being given the necessary information (Toh & DeNisi, 2007; Varma
et al., 2006; 2012). Also, empathetic co-workers may give information, and/or provide the
support necessary for the expatriate to make the necessary adjustment. The willingness of a
prevention focused expatriate to seek HCN support may also be in question, as they are highly
vigilant. A heightened sense of vigilance suggests that they may be skeptical about the
intentions of the HCNs. Based on the above discussion, we propose proposition 12.

4.4 Proposition 12 - A prevention focused expatriate will persist with a particular course of
action in dealing with interactional related discrepancies, which may aggravate the
expatriate’s adjustment problem in the absence of HCN co-worker support.
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A prevention focused expatriate will need to deal with issues of role clarity, role
discretion, role conflict, and role novelty (Black, Mendenhall, & Oddou, 1991) as s/he enters
a loose culture. In a loose culture, a prevention focused expatriate will be confronted with role
novelty, a lack of role clarity, a high level of role discretion, and clearly the possibility of role
conflict. Role novelty is likely to be high as there is greater variation in how things are
accomplished in a loose culture as opposed to a tight culture. Role clarity may also be low
given the lack of structure in this environment and this may be coupled with a higher level of
role discretion than what the expatriate may have been used to. A prevention focused
expatriate who is used to operating in a structured manner may react negatively to a lack of
role clarity and a high level of role discretion as this offers the possibility that s/he might
commit a mistake which s/he abhor intensely. This leads to the following proposition.

4.5 Proposition 13 - A prevention focused expatriate’s adjustment will be negatively
impacted by a high level of role discretion, and a lack of role clarity.
Expatriates also face the challenge of motivating their subordinates in an environment
that is alien to them. Organizational scholars have begun to highlight the importance of
organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) and team specific human capital in shaping an
organization’s performance (e.g., Gerrard & Lockett, 2018). OCBs are behaviors performed
by employees that go beyond the call of duty and may enhance an organization's effectiveness
(Borman & Motowildo, 1993). Engaging in OCB behaviors “... is a goal driven, adaptive
behavior, which is strongly affected by employee’s motivation and regulatory processes”
(Shin et al., 2017: 2). Interpersonal regulatory fit theory posits that a fit between an
individual’s regulatory orientation and that of his/her interaction partners determines the
latter’s motivation in pursuing specific goals (Righetti et al., 2011). It has been noted, for
example, that transformational leadership was more motivating for individuals who possessed
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a promotion as opposed to prevention focused self-regulatory system (Benjamin & Flynn,
2006). Likewise, Venus, Stam and Von Knippenberg (2013) demonstrated that the
performance of individuals was enhanced when their regulatory focus was consistent with the
manner in which the leader communicated the vision. A key implication of all of this is that
an expatriate’s ability to motivate his/her employees is critically dependent on the
compatibility between the expatriate’s self-regulatory orientation and that of his/her
employees. Shin et al. (2017) tested the impact of the compatibility between the leaders and
the followers’ self-regulatory orientation on the propensity to engage in OCBs. Their study
demonstrated that the impact of interpersonal regulatory fit was stronger for prevention as
opposed to a promotion focus self-regulatory system. In other words, leaders that pursue
leadership focusing on duties and obligations encourage their prevention-oriented followers to
engage in greater prosocial behavior. This leads to the following proposition:

4.6 Proposition 14 - A prevention focused expatriate is likely to encourage his /her prevention
focused followers to pursue OCBs.
Next, as we noted earlier, the literature on expatriate failures and, more specifically,
premature return has emphasized the role of the expatriate’s spouse (e.g., Black & Stephens,
1989). While spousal disagreements might arise from any number of diverse sources, e.g.,
whether or not the spouse is allowed to work in the host country, whether or not s/he finds
suitable social networks, etc., a difference in regulatory foci can also lead to spousal conflict.
Thus, if the expatriate and his/her spouse are both prevention focused, then, as Demerouti et
al. (2012) suggest, there is likely to be less family to work conflict. The spillover effects from
the family to the work domain will not be negative and this should leave the expatriate in a
better frame of mind in the new cultural milieu. However, if both the expatriate and the
spouse are in a non-fit condition, then the maladjustment of one will further aggravate the
maladjustment of the other. This leads to the following proposition.

29

4.7 Proposition 15 - If both the expatriate and the spouse are prevention focused and are in a
non-fit condition then their cultural maladjustment will be enhanced. However, the lower the
family to work conflict, the less intense such a maladjustment might be.
We have argued that in a loose culture a prevention focused expatriate will be subject
to a non-fit which will impede adjustment unless an empathetic coworker is present and there
is the presence of spousal support. Although this directional path is clear, it may also be the
case that a non-fit condition motivates the prevention focused expatriate to do whatever
he/she can to avoid a situation where a non-fit emerges. This may lead the prevention focused
expatriate to prepare as thoroughly as he/she possibly could prior to entering a loose culture.
This leads to the following proposition.

4.8 Proposition 16 - In a non-fit condition a prevention focused expatriate may be successful
in a loose culture if he/she is well prepared for the assignment.

5. Conclusions
The paper explores how the process of expatriates’ self-regulation influences their
adjustment in a novel cultural context. It is widely recognized that when expatriates are
transplanted into unfamiliar cultural environments, they are confronted with discrepancies in
the domains of interaction, work, and/or general adjustment (Black et al., 1991). In this paper,
we focus on interactional and work-related discrepancies and propose that expatriate
adjustment depends on whether or not there is a fit between the expatriate’s self-regulatory
system and the nature of the culture (tight vs. loose). We propose that an expatriate with a
promotion focused self-regulatory system will experience non-fit in a tight culture. and an
expatriate with a prevention focused self-regulatory system will experience non-fit in a loose
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culture. Non-fit gives rise to emotions, and negative spirals, all of which will adversely
impact on the expatriate’s adjustment. The presence of regulatory fit, by contrast, strengthens
engagement, which should improve an expatriate’s performance (Lazarova, Westman, &
Shaffer, 2010; Varma et al., 2011). In drawing upon the concept of regulatory-fit (Higgins,
2000), we are drawing upon recent advances in motivational theory to explain expatriate
performance.
We believe that the proposed framework enriches and advances expatriate research on
a number of dimensions. Scholars are now beginning to recognize the importance of
motivational processes in shaping expatriate performance (Lazarova et al., 2010), but the
existing literature has paid insufficient attention to issues of intra personal motivation. We
propose that to understand the motivational dynamics of expatriate adjustment it is imperative
to draw upon regulatory focus theory, which is generating considerable interest. The model
proposes two alternative self-regulation systems, namely a promotion and a prevention
focused.
A further contribution of the paper is a more explicit focus on the role of emotions in
expatriate intercultural encounters. Emotions are inevitable whenever discrepancies arise
(Mandler, 1975) and while the occurrence of emotions is a theme that is often mentioned in
expatriate research, scholars have as yet to draw a distinction between the different classes of
negative emotions (dejection vs. agitation) (Higgins, 1987) and how they might influence
expatriate’s interactional adjustment. We believe that this is a notable omission as not all
types of negative emotions have similar behavioral consequences (for example anger is linked
to aggression and fear to escape). The idea that expatriates experience negative emotions in an
alien cultural environment may be insufficiently developed and the framework, which is
being offered in this paper, provides a new area of inquiry.
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The paper also suggests that a promotion focused expatriate will consider multiple
options and will be more willing to experiment with new strategies. Such an expatriate is
likely to engage in what Ren et al. (2014) describe as “proactive embedding” which entails
the search for new information, developing relationships, and positive framing. Although
these attributes may facilitate adjustment, one of the challenges that even promotion focused
expatriates may face is that they may not know what strategy the best for them might be. Coworker support will be critical in enabling this to happen. The prevention focused expatriate
will, by contrast, single-mindedly and doggedly pursue the same strategy that they have
previously pursued, and even if they do change their strategy it will be a long time in coming.
This expatriate will need to be gently nudged to change course and be provided with the
appropriate support through HCN co-workers.
The theory being advanced here has important implications for human resource
managers in a multinational firm. The first implication is that managers being considered for
an overseas assignment and their spouses should be assessed on their regulatory focus
(promotion vs. prevention focused) and a determination made as to whether or not a fit exists
between their self-regulation system and the characteristics of the culture to which they are
being assigned (tight vs. loose). This will help the multinational to more effectively screen
people for their suitability for the assignment. A number of measures of regulatory focus are
now available (e.g., Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002) which can be used to make such a
determination and a preliminary typology of tight and loose cultures have now been
developed by Gelfand et al. (2011). Further, while many multinational firms now provide predeparture training to orient the expatriate and his/her family to the novel cultural environment,
it is unlikely that this training directly addresses the expatriate’s self-regulatory system, which
serves as the anchor for decision-making. Existing models of expatriate training highlight the
cultural distance that expatriates face when moving to a new assignment. They may also
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provide generic strategies for coping with the cultural distance, but few explore the linkage
between the regulatory focus of the expatriate and the strategy that might work best for
him/her. The model of training that we advocate would take that extra step and in doing so
provide a new approach for expatriate training. The expatriates can be measured on their
regulatory focus prior to training and during the training session can be debriefed on their
dominant motivational approach. This will help them to gain that self-knowledge which will
be useful when functioning in a new culture.
Expatriates may acquire a lot of knowledge about foreign cultures, but unless they
have a good understanding of how their own motivational systems work. they will remain
ignorant of their own inner biases and emotions that are shaping their judgments and
behaviors. Further, while we would suppose that multinationals and many HR managers are
cognizant of the stresses and strains that an expatriate may be exposed to, they may not know
precisely what kind of emotions might be experienced by the expatriates. As such, we believe
that delving into the inner emotional dynamics is quite critical, as different emotions are
indicative of different kinds of issues that an expatriate may be dealing with.
The theoretical framework that we advance in this paper can be extended in a number
of different directions. In this paper, we look primarily at how the expatriate’s self-regulatory
system influences the way they manage interactional discrepancies. We develop a number of
propositions that are amenable to empirical testing. Expatriates could be assessed on their
regulatory focus with a number of validated measures being currently available and their
performance tracked over time in the cultural context (tight vs. loose) where they are
currently working. Spouses and co-workers could also be assessed on the same dimensions to
assess the impact of congruent and incongruent foci on an expatriate’s interactional
adjustment. In order to conduct meaningful empirical investigation, we present: 1) sources of
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measures of our core research constructs, and 2) a suitable methodology to conduct a robust
analysis.

5.1 Measures of core constructs
Individual and spouse regulatory focus can be measured using two scales, the
regulatory focus questionnaire (RFQ, Higgins et al., 2001) and the general regulatory focus
measure (GRFM, Lockwood et al., 2002), that dominate the literature. The RFQ has been
shown to predict emotional outcomes, such as guilt and coping (e.g., Camacho, Higgins, &
Luger, 2003), cognitive outcomes such as persuasion and language use (e.g., Semin, Higgins,
de Montes, Estourget, & Valencia, 2005) and both mental and physical health outcomes (e.g.,
Strauman et al., 2006).
The tight versus loose construct can be measured using Gelfand et al. (2011)
generalized measure of tightness-looseness that assesses the degree to which social norms are
pervasive, clearly defined, and reliably imposed within nations. Expatriate adjustment can be
measured using a combination of scales put forth by Black and Gregersen (1991), Shaffer,
Harrison and Gilley (1999), Caliguiri (1997) and Kraimer and Wayne (2004).

5.2 Suggestions for empirically testing our model
In the context of our model the regulatory focus of expatriate in conjunction with the
cultural context (tight versus loose) may be most important in determining whether or not
there is regulatory fit (in stage two of the process). Thus, if the fit exists, then managing
interactional related discrepancies will be less of an issue but in the absence of expatriate’s fit,
if the spouse shows adequate fit then the problems may be mitigated by due to the spillover
effect. However, this is contingent on the strength of the regulatory focus of the expatriate and
his/her spouse. Therefore, careful consideration of such interpersonal mechanisms by
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incorporating several viewpoints, i.e., expatriates, spouse and co-worker support within and
across process stages will allow future studies to appropriately reflect the mutuality of the
regulatory formation process.
Any full quantitative examination of our model must also incorporate a longitudinal
design. Tracking expatriates’ regulatory formation processes, starting from their arrival in the
host country, will involve periodic measurements of variables as well as input from spouse
and co-workers. It may also be advantageous to measure expatriate’s adjustment overtime,
perhaps using growth curve modeling, to determine the extent to which regulatory focus
actually increases adjustment process and the points at which it does so. Co-worker support
ties that are based on emotional support, trust and affect may require more time to develop.
Thus, in future studies researchers may need to adjust their observations on the basis of type
of co-worker support and regulatory focus strategies. Researchers may also employ
qualitative studies such as scenario methods or diary studies to capture the full range of such
interpersonal events that leads to the formation of regulatory strategies by expatriates over
time.
It is our considered view that the regulatory focus theory, and the concept of
regulatory fit, offer a new and a powerful lens for understanding the dynamics of expatriate
adjustment. Adjustment is a dynamic process in which the expatriates’ cognitions and
emotions play an influential role in determining how the process unfolds. We are well
cognizant of the challenges that the expatriates face, but we know relatively less about how
they cope with the discrepancies that they are confronted with. This paper provides the
impetus for beginning research in a relatively unexplored domain of expatriate adjustment and
we hope that researchers will build on this to deepen our understanding of the motivational
processes that underlie expatriate adjustment.
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FIGURE 1: Tight-Loose Cultures and Expatriate Adjustment: The Role of Regulatory Fit
Moderator
Tight Vs. Loose
Cultures
Mediators
Expatriate
Regulatory Focus

Adjustment dynamics in a nonfit condition

-Prevention Focus

-Interactional Discrepancies

-Promotion Focus

-Work Discrepancies

Attempted Repair Strategies by
Expatriates in Redressing
Interactional Discrepancies a Non-Fit
Condition
Promotion
Prevention
Focused
Focused
Expatriate in a
Expatriate in a
Tight Culture
Loose Culture

HCN CoWorker
Support

-

Psychological toll
Problem Solving

HCN CoWorker
Support

-

Persistence with a
given course of action
Reluctance to share
information and
difficulty in building
trust

45

