




 

 3 

ABSTRACT 

With globalisation advancing constantly, international management and business 

expansion play a significant role in the quest of multinational corporations (MNCs) 

to remain competitive. To maintain competitive advantage, a local and global work-

force is needed, which has led to an increasing number of expatriate managers in 

recent years. Expatriate managers are therefore of high importance to MNCs and 

often play a crucial role in their operations. It is also important that the expatriate 

process is strategically developed for the success of an international assignment. 

However, literature on expatriate management reveals that several challenges relating 

to the expatriate process affect international assignments. In the worst case these as-

signments lead to expatriate failure and premature termination of the assignment.  

 

The challenges identified in the existing body of knowledge on expatriate manage-

ment are rather general and not linked to a specific country or region. Furthermore, a 

general lack of empirical research on expatriate management through a diverse cul-

tural lens and from the perspective of expatriate managers in the host country exists.  

Challenges typically reflect the perspective of headquarters and rarely incorporate the 

viewpoint of expatriate managers in the host country. The purpose of this study was 

to explore the challenges that expatriate managers experienced (and expected to ex-

perience with regard to their repatriation) relating to the MNC’s expatriate manage-

ment process during and after their international assignment in South Africa. By 

identifying and managing the challenges, the likelihood of expatriate failure and 

premature termination of the international assignment can be reduced. 

 

To address the purpose of this study, an interpretivist philosophy and inductive re-

search approach were adopted. The research was therefore qualitative in nature and 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with expatriate managers working for two 

different German MNCs in Gauteng, South Africa. Convenience and snowball sam-

pling were used in this regard to identify research participants as no database was 

available to access the whole population (or even the accessible population) of expat-

riate managers in South Africa or Gauteng. The collected data was analysed by 

means of thematic analysis and led to six themes. Each theme represents the answer 

to challenges in one stage or substage of the expatriate process.  
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The findings of this study revealed several new challenges that make a valuable con-

tribution to the body of knowledge on expatriate management as they have not been 

identified in existing literature. Notable newly identified challenges include, but are 

not limited to, uncertainties for the expatriate manager due to challenges with com-

pany processes, poor internal communication by the MNCs, unfamiliar living and 

working conditions in the host country, and managing unexpected situations. MNCs 

and expatriate managers can address the challenges associated with the expatriate 

management process through the practical recommendations proposed in this study. 

For example, open, effective and transparent communication by the MNC is a key 

recommendation, and offering briefing sessions about the expatriate management 

process. Other recommendations include comprehensive expatriate partner support, 

comprehensive cross-cultural training that include aspects of cultural intelligence, a 

look-and-see visit to the host country, and a yearly visit to the headquarters. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

With globalisation advancing rapidly and geographical and cultural borders being 

less restrictive to populations and workforces, international management – together 

with its challenges – plays an increasingly relevant role for multinational corpora-

tions (MNCs) (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007; Tarique & Schuler, 2018). International ac-

tivities are constantly escalating to realise the MNCs’ quest for increasing their sales 

while minimising their costs and risks at the same time (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007; 

Michie, 2019). Multinational corporations are expanding and relocating their busi-

ness activities throughout the world to remain competitive globally and locally 

(Schuler, Tarique & Jackson, 2011; Michie, 2019). However, to transfer and main-

tain the competitive advantage of the MNC within and between their subsidiaries, 

both local and global workforces are needed (Tarique & Schuler, 2018). With the 

MNCs’ increasing number of foreign subsidiaries, the number of foreign assignments 

has also increased over the past years and so has the number of expatriates working 

in an MNC’s subsidiary (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). As 

cultural and geographic boundaries become less of a barrier to employees (Tarique & 

Schuler, 2018) and increasing competition between MNCs urges them to source new 

employees irrespective of their global location (Collings, 2014), the number of expat-

riates may even grow further in the near future. Nowadays, foreign assignments in a 

multinational company are no longer seen as something unique, but as a usual expe-

rience for the company’s employees (Tahir, 2018). Apart from the key role that em-

ployees play, the expatriates among them are of high importance to MNCs as they 

often play a crucial role in the MNCs’ operations (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Tahir, 

2018). 

 

Expatriate managers are typically placed on international assignments for three rea-

sons: firstly, leadership and career development are realised by expatriate managers 

being exposed to a new culture; secondly, organisational development occurs by sus-

taining well-developed links between the MNC’s headquarters and their foreign sub-

sidiaries; and, thirdly, a position is filled when local talent shortages are experienced 

(Collings, 2014; Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Tarique & Schuler, 2018). For the ex-

patriate manager to execute their assignment successfully, it is essential that the ex-
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patriate has the necessary skills and that the expatriate process is strategically devel-

oped (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007; Tahir & Egleston, 2019).  

 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Although it is important that the expatriate process is strategically developed for the 

success of an international assignment, the literature reveals that international as-

signments are influenced negatively by several challenges relating to the expatriate 

process, which – in the worst case – can lead to expatriate failure and eventual termi-

nation of the assignment (Tahir, 2018). In view of this research problem, Tahir and 

Egleston (2019) assert that the failure rate of international assignments ranges be-

tween 10 and 80 per cent, leading to an estimated cost of between US $40 000 and 

$1 million per failed or non-completed assignment.  

 

Challenges concerning international assignments that have been identified in the lit-

erature review are about expatriate management in general and include both talent 

shortages (especially in emerging markets) and talent surpluses. These challenges 

involve the capability to recruit, train, mobilise and retain the expatriate managers, 

linking them with and coordinating them across foreign subsidiaries, and finding the 

adequate compensation levels (Schuler et al., 2011; Tarique & Schuler, 2018). On 

the other hand, the challenges about the expatriate management process have been 

identified as the following: unsystematic, informal and rushed recruitment of expatri-

ate managers; ignorance towards the candidate’s interpersonal and intercultural 

skills; cross-cultural differences between the countries involved; deficient cross-

cultural skills and insufficient cross-cultural training; the expatriate’s inability to 

adapt to the host culture; disrupted relations between headquarters and their subsidi-

aries; and neglecting the repatriation process or part of the process (Orpen, 2003; 

Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004; Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007; Collings, 2014; Stahl, 

2017; Tahir & Ertek, 2018; Waxin, 2018; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). 

 

1.3 RATIONALE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Although several different challenges in expatriate management have been identified 

in the literature review (see Chapter Two), these challenges are rather general. Most 

of the studies in expatriate management focus on expatriate management in general 

and not on a specific region or country (Tahir & Egleston, 2019). In studies where 



 

 15 

the focus falls on specific countries or regions, these are mostly Western countries, 

Japan or China (Tahir, 2018; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). However, these studies repre-

sent the headquarters’ view and rarely include the expatriate managers’ perspective 

of expatriate management (Tarique & Schuler, 2018).  

 

In three studies similar to the current study, the expatriate managers’ views were in-

vestigated and interviews with them were conducted. Firstly, Tahir (2018) explored 

the ways in which expatriate managers were selected, trained, deployed and support-

ed throughout their expatriation to the United Arab Emirates (UAE); secondly, Tahir 

and Egleston (2019) examined the challenges and impediments that expatriate man-

agers experienced throughout their assignment in the UAE, whereas Dousin and 

Sulong (2019) studied the cross-cultural challenges expatriate managers encountered 

during their international assignment in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. However, 

these studies cannot be readily applied to South Africa, because of cultural differ-

ences, among other factors. Therefore, the findings of the current study and subse-

quent recommendations can provide valuable insights to MNCs on ways to manage 

the challenges that expatriate managers experience and possibly reduce the costs as-

sociated with expatriate failure. 

 

Considering the lack of empirical research on expatriate management through a di-

verse cultural lens and from the perspective of expatriate managers in the host coun-

try, South Africa was chosen as the focus of this study. The country was selected for 

two reasons, which also differentiate South Africa from most other (especially West-

ern) countries. Firstly, South Africa has a rich cultural diversity (Khumalo & Zondo, 

2021). Cross-cultural differences were identified as a challenge in the expatriate pro-

cess; therefore, South Africa could present an even more difficult challenge for ex-

patriates. Secondly, South Africa is, like most emerging markets, characterised by 

talent shortages and in need of highly skilled employees (Tarique & Schuler, 2018; 

Harry, Chinyamurindi & Dodd, 2019), especially in the areas of management, engi-

neering and IT (Kirlidog, van der Vyver, Zeeman and Coetzee, 2018). This shortage 

is intensified by the loss of highly qualified and trained individuals that is prevalent 

in South Africa (Harry et al., 2019). 

 

Consequently, the literature review revealed a gap in expatriate management research 

focusing on the perspective of expatriate managers in the host country, and especially 
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on challenges expatriate managers experience in countries other than Japan, China, 

and Western countries. Emerging markets, and especially South Africa, were identi-

fied as an interesting focus of the current study. The challenges in the context of this 

study did not concentrate on the general challenges that MNCs encountered but ra-

ther on the challenges that expatriate managers experienced during the expatriate 

management process.  

 

1.4 RESEARCH PURPOSE, OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

In view of the research gap alluded to in the preceding sections, the purpose and pri-

mary objective of this study was to explore the challenges that expatriate managers 

experienced (and expected to experience with regard to their repatriation) relating to 

the MNC’s expatriate management process during and after their international as-

signment in South Africa. For the purpose of this study, the expatriate management 

process was based on two models that informed the research problem, namely the 

model of Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) and the model of Black (1988), which are ex-

plained and justified in more detail in the literature review chapter (see Chapter Two, 

section 2.2). The expatriate management process entails the following steps: selec-

tion and recruitment, pre-departure preparation, foreign assignment/adaption, and 

repatriation. 

 

The (secondary) research objectives of this study were the following: 

1. To identify and empirically investigate the challenges that expatriate manag-

ers experienced during their selection and recruitment. 

2. To identify and empirically investigate the challenges that expatriate manag-

ers experienced during their preparation for their international assignment.  

3. To identify and empirically investigate the challenges that expatriate manag-

ers experienced during their foreign assignment, especially with regard to ad-

aptation in the following areas: 

a. adjustment to work; 

b. adjustment to interacting with host-country nationals; and 

c. adjustment to the general non-work environment. 

4. To identify and empirically investigate the challenges that expatriate manag-

ers expected to experience during and after their repatriation to their country 

of origin. 
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The research was conducted among MNCs with subsidiaries in South Africa. Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with the expatriate managers working for these 

MNCs in South Africa after obtaining all relevant permissions. As the participants 

were in the third step of the expatriate management process at the time of the study, 

research objectives one to three were based on the expatriates’ already lived experi-

ences. In contrast, research objective four was based on the challenges that the partic-

ipants expected to experience during their repatriation. 

 

This study was further guided by the main research question: What are the challenges 

that expatriate managers experienced and expected to experience about their recruit-

ment and selection, preparation, adaptation and repatriation, during and after their 

foreign assignment in South Africa? 

 

In view of the aforementioned, the primary research question was divided into the 

following subquestions: 

1. What are the challenges that expatriate managers experienced during their re-

cruitment and selection for their international assignment? 

2. What are the challenges that expatriate managers experienced during their 

preparation for their international assignment? 

3. What are the challenges that expatriate managers experienced during their 

foreign assignment, especially about their adaptation in the following areas: 

a. adjustment to work; 

b. adjustment to interacting with host-country nationals; 

c. adjustment to the general non-work environment. 

4. What are the challenges that expatriate managers expected to experience dur-

ing and after their repatriation to their country of origin? 

 

1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The research design and methodology involved a detailed explanation of the different 

research and methodology aspects based on Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2019) 

‘research onion’. The following section briefly outlines the current study’s research 

philosophy, research approach to theory development, methodological choice, re-

search strategy, time horizon, data collection and analysis techniques and procedures. 

In Chapter Three, a detailed overview of these elements is presented and justified. 
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1.5.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 

This research followed the interpretivism paradigm. This paradigm involves develop-

ing an in-depth understanding of reality. Interpretivists seek to understand the behav-

iour of human beings and to observe the world through their eyes to explore what is 

important to them (Du Plooy-Cilliers, 2021). 

 

1.5.2 RESEARCH APPROACH TO THEORY DEVELOPMENT 

An inductive approach to theory development was used in this research, which in-

volves starting with observations (Leedy & Ormrod, 2015; Saunders et al., 2019), 

followed by a qualitative analysis of the observations to ultimately develop a theory 

(Miessler, 2020). 

 

1.5.3 METHODOLOGICAL CHOICE 

A qualitative research methodology was employed, which implies exploring the sub-

jective experiences participants associate with a phenomenon. This methodology 

means that an in-depth analysis is conducted of what the participant experiences, 

perceives and attaches to a specific situation (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). 

 

1.5.4 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

The study followed the case study strategy that explores a research topic in its con-

text (Saunders et al., 2019), which further involves exploring the phenomenon in 

depth to obtain a full understanding (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). 

 

1.5.5 TIME HORIZON 

The study was a cross-sectional study, which means that data were collected at a spe-

cific point in time. 

 

1.5.6 DATA COLLECTION 

The research population consisted of all expatriates from foreign countries who were 

on an international assignment in South Africa at the time of the study, whereas the 

accessible population were expatriate managers from foreign countries who were on 

an international assignment in the Gauteng province of South Africa. The data were 
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collected from expatriate managers working at two German MNCs in Gauteng. The 

sampling method entailed a combination of convenience sampling and snowball 

sampling.  

 

1.5.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

The data collected in the semi-structured interviews were analysed by means of the-

matic analysis. 

 

The research design and methodology is discussed and justified in detail in Chapter 

Three. 

 

1.6 SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

The scope of the current study encompassed expatriate managers who worked for 

German MNCs and were at the time of this study at least for six months on their in-

ternational assignment in South Africa. The research objective of this study was to 

identify and empirically investigate the challenges that expatriate managers experi-

enced (and expected to experience with regard to their repatriation) during and after 

their international assignment. In order to do so, the study focused on the views of 

expatriate managers in the host country, as opposed to the perspective of the head-

quarters. The study further focalised on German MNCs in South Africa and did not 

include MNCs with headquarters in countries other than Germany. The last boundary 

of this study was the geographical scope, which focused solely on Gauteng, South 

Africa. The previously mentioned delimitations, while serving to define the scope of 

the study, could also be acknowledged as limitations, as they impact the generalisa-

bility of the findings to some extent. Considering the different types of international 

assignments (see Chapter 2, section 2.2.1), the current study interviewed expatriate 

managers who are on long-term assignments. Thus, other types of international as-

signments (ie, short-term assignments, commuter assignments, virtual assignments, 

and permanent transfers) were not included in the current study. With the focal point 

of this study being on long-term assignments, it needs to be clarified that the identi-

fied challenges might have been different if expatriate managers on other forms of 

international assignments had been interviewed.  
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1.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this research, the ethical guidelines provided in the Independent Institute of Edu-

cation Monash South Africa (IIE MSA) Research and Postgraduate Studies Policy 

were followed. Before the interviews commenced, the researcher handed out an in-

formed consent form to the participant. This form informed the participant about the 

purpose of the study, the approximate length of the requested interview, the details of 

what would be required from them as participants, and how the data collected from 

the interviews would be used. The consent form further informed the participant 

about the confidentiality of their data and the anonymity of their identity.  

 

To transcribe the interviews, the researcher asked the participants for their permis-

sion to record the interviews. These interviews consisted of an audio recording for 

physical meetings and a video recording for the interviews conducted via Microsoft 

Teams. The document the participants signed informed them about the confidentiali-

ty and storage of the recordings. 

 

Because the participants were asked about the challenges they had experienced and 

expected to experience during their international assignment, and the fact that their 

responses referred to the processes implemented at the company they had worked 

for, permission from the company's Human Resources Department or Managing Di-

rector to interview the participants was obtained prior to the interviews.  

 

As no vulnerable groups were interviewed and no sensitive topics were covered, no 

major ethical risk was identified. 

 

The ethical considerations are covered in detail in Chapter 3 (see section 3.7.5). 

 

1.8 DEFINITIONS OF KEY CONCEPTS 

The following provides an overview of definitions of key concepts being used in this 

study: 

 

Expatriate management process = The process expatriate managers go through in 

terms of their international assignment with the four stages: recruitment and selec-

tion, pre-departure preparation, foreign assignment and repatriation (Ozdemir & 



 

 21 

Cizel, 2007). 

 

Expatriate managers = ‘legally working individuals who reside temporarily in a 

country of which they are not a citizen in order to accomplish a career-related goal’ 

(Ren, Chadee and Presbitero, 2020: 571). 

 

Expatriation = ‘an intentional, impermanent relocation of a person abroad for a 

commitment with an eventual return to his/her home country’ (Tahir, 2018: 418). 

 

Host country = The country where the expatriate managers relocates to for their in-

ternational assignment (Cavusgil, Knight and Riesenberger, 2012). 

 

Host-country nationals = Employees of an MNC that are nationals of the country in 

which the subsidiary they are working for is located (Collings, Dowling & Scullion, 

2006). 

 

International assignment = ‘An international assignment refers to the organisational 

practice of sending an employee between a multinational company's (MNCs) units 

for a finite period.’ (Ridgway, 2023: 203). 

 

Multinational corporation = ‘a large company with substantial resources that per-

forms various business activities through a network of subsidiaries and affiliates lo-

cated in multiple countries’ (Cavusgil, et al., 2012: 12). 

 

Parent-country nationals = Expatriates who are nationals of the same country in 

which the MNC has their headquarters, but are temporarily working for one of the 

MNC’s foreign subsidiaries (Collings, Scullion & Dowling, 2009). 

 

Third-country nationals = Expatriates who are neither from the same country as the 

MNC nor from the same country in which the international subsidiary they are work-

ing for is located (Collings et al., 2009). 

 

1.9 CHAPTER OUTLINE 

The chapters of this study are outlined as follows: 
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Chapter One – This chapter introduced the topic and the research problem of the 

study, explained the rationale and significance of the study and presented the re-

search purpose and research objectives. The chapter further provided a brief over-

view of the research design and methodology that was used, the scope of the study, 

ethical considerations and definitions of key concepts and concluded with a brief 

chapter outline. 

 

Chapter Two – This chapter presents the literature review, which includes an intro-

duction of and background to expatriate management. It further places expatriate 

management in a broader context by explaining the terms ‘international assign-

ments’, ‘global talent management’ (GTM) and the cultural differences between 

South Africa and Germany in particular. After introducing and discussing the two 

models that were chosen to underpin this study, the challenges that expatriate man-

agers typically experience are analysed based on the literature review. The chapter 

concludes with an overview of similar studies with respect to expatriate manage-

ment. 

 

Chapter Three – In this chapter, the research design and methodology is introduced. 

The methodology that was employed in this study is based on the ‘research onion’ by 

Saunders et al. (2019). In this respect, the chapter focuses on the research philoso-

phy, research approach to theory development, methodological choice, research 

strategy, time horizon, data collection and analysis techniques and procedures.  

 

Chapter Four – In this chapter, the analysis and interpretation of the data collected in 

the semi-structured interviews are presented. The relevant findings are discussed and 

comparisons to previous research and theories are made. 

 

Chapter Five – In this final chapter, the conclusions and recommendations of the 

study are discussed. The chapter starts with a general overview of the research, its 

purpose and the achievement of the research objectives. The empirical findings are 

then summarised and conclusions and recommendations based on the findings are 

made. The chapter concludes with the contributions of the study, its limitations, and 

suggestions for future research. 
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1.10 CONCLUSION 

Chapter One introduced the topic and the research problem of the study, explained 

the rationale and significance of the study and presented the research purpose and 

research objectives. The chapter further provided a brief overview of the research 

design and methodology that was used, the scope of the study, ethical considerations 

and definitions of key concepts and concluded with a brief chapter outline. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Chapter One provided an introduction and background to the study, with specific 

reference to the challenges expatriate managers experience. It presented the research 

problem, explained the rationale and significance of the study and stated the purpose 

and the research objectives. The chapter further provided a brief overview of the re-

search design and methodology that was used, the scope of the study, ethical consid-

erations and definitions of key concepts and concluded with a brief chapter outline. 

 

Chapter Two follows up on the introduction to and background of expatriate man-

agement by contextualising and defining the term and pointing out the rationales for 

expatriate management. Expatriate management is further discussed in a broader 

context and the terms ‘international assignments’ and ‘global talent management’ are 

explained. Following this, the cultural differences between South Africa and Germa-

ny are analysed according to Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions and Hall’s 

(1976) context theory. Further, the two models used for the theoretical framework are 

introduced and discussed, followed by other selected studies that identified challeng-

es expatriate managers experienced in the expatriate management process. The chap-

ter concludes by outlining the phenomenon of expatriate failure and summarising the 

work that has been done in similar studies in the field of expatriate management. 

 

2.1   INTRODUCTION TO AND BACKGROUND OF EXPATRIATE MAN-

AGEMENT 

In the following section, the concept of expatriate management is defined and con-

ceptualised. Thereafter, the rationales for expatriate management are considered. 

This discussion is followed by explaining expatriate management in a broader con-

text.  

 

2.1.1 CONTEXTUALISATION AND DEFINITION OF EXPATRIATE MAN-

AGEMENT 

Expatriation can be defined as ‘an intentional, impermanent relocation of a person 

abroad for a commitment with an eventual return to his/her home country’ (Tahir, 

2018: 418). Expatriate managers, who are also referred to as ‘expatriates’ in the liter-
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ature, are globally mobile employees or international assignees (Caligiuri & 

Bonache, 2016). Ren et al. (2020: 571) define expatriates as ‘legally working indi-

viduals who reside temporarily in a country of which they are not a citizen in order to 

accomplish a career-related goal’. Expatriate managers can be divided into two 

groups: corporate expatriates and self-initiated expatriates (Harrison, Shaffer & 

Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 2004; Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen & Bolino, 2012). Corporate expat-

riates can be defined as ‘employees who are temporarily relocated by their organisa-

tion to another country, usually for several years, to complete a specific task or ac-

complish an organizational goal’ (Shaffer et al., 2012: 1287). In contrast to corporate 

expatriates, self-initiated expatriates relocate to another country to work on their 

own, that is, without an MNC sending and/or financing them (Shaffer et al., 2012, 

Dousin and Sulong, 2021). As the purpose of the current study was to explore the 

challenges expatriate managers experienced during the process of their international 

assignment with an MNC, this study focused on corporate expatriates. Therefore, the 

terms expatriates and expatriate managers are used interchangeably and as synonyms 

for corporate expatriates.  

 

Besides the classification of expatriate managers as corporate expatriates and self-

initiated expatriates, expatriate managers can also be categorised as parent-country 

nationals (PCNs) and third-country nationals (TCNs). PCNs are expatriates who are 

nationals of the same country in which the MNC has their headquarters, but are tem-

porarily working for one of the MNC’s foreign subsidiaries. TCNs are neither from 

the same country as the MNC nor from the same country in which the international 

subsidiary is located (Collings et al., 2009). A third group being considered as global 

staffing are the host-country nationals (HCNs), who are nationals of the country in 

which the subsidiary is located (Collings et al., 2006). However, expatriates only 

cover PCNs and TCNs, both of which formed part of this study.  

 

2.1.2 RATIONALES FOR EXPATRIATE MANAGEMENT 

As mentioned earlier, expatriate managers are of growing importance to MNCs due 

to their expanding number of foreign subsidiaries and resultant upsurge in the num-

ber of expatriate managers (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016). Although the world finan-

cial crisis in 2008 caused a decrease in international assignments, the numbers have 

recovered and are now constantly increasing (Tahir & Egleston, 2019). One reason 
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for MNCs sending expatriate managers on international assignments is to sustain a 

competitive advantage in an era of fierce global competition, as it is the expatriate 

manager’s job to manage the subsidiary effectively (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007).  

 

Further, Tahir and Egleston (2019: 520) describe the job of an expatriate manager as 

‘that of a facilitator who can stimulate the transfer of knowledge, enrich cohesion and 

align coordination and control between the MNC practices and local demands’, 

which supports a further rationale for MNCs to send employees on international as-

signments: to enhance organisational development through well-developed links be-

tween the MNCs headquarters and their foreign subsidiaries (Tarique & Schuler, 

2018). The rationales for international assignments that have been mentioned most in 

the literature, however, are firstly, leadership and career development; secondly, or-

ganisational development; and, thirdly, position filling (Collings, 2014; Caligiuri & 

Bonache, 2016; Tarique & Schuler, 2018). Leadership and career development will 

be experienced by being exposed to a new culture, which includes not only learning 

about the local culture, but also transferring the learning acquired to the headquarters 

and the home country. Organisational development will be achieved through sustain-

ing well-developed links between the MNC’s headquarters and its foreign subsidiar-

ies, as the expatriate manager experiences both sides. The links refer specifically to 

communication and coordination. Position filling as a rationale is mostly applicable 

in host countries that have a lack of a highly qualified workforce (Collings, 2014; 

Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Tarique & Schuler, 2018). The study conducted by 

Hilldrup (2015) mentions four further rationales for expatriate management: develop-

ing local business relationships, starting new ventures, transferring technology and 

transferring the corporate culture to subsidiaries. 

 

The extent to which the expatriate manager completes their international assignment 

successfully and therefore also reaches the objectives and rationales of the assign-

ment depends on several factors. These factors include not only the expatriate’s skills 

and abilities, but also the extent to which the MNC implements and manages the ex-

patriate management process successfully (Tahir & Ertek, 2018). 

 

2.2 EXPATRIATE MANAGEMENT IN A BROADER CONTEXT 

The term ‘international assignment’ has been broadened in the past few years and 
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nowadays includes several elements, which are discussed in the subsequent section. 

Expatriate management is also examined in the broader context of global talent man-

agement, while the cultural differences between South Africa and Germany are also 

considered. 

 

2.2.1 INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS 

International assignments refer ‘to the organisational practice of sending an employ-

ee between a multinational company's (MNCs) units for a finite period’ (Ridgway, 

2023: 203) and can be grouped into five elements: long-term assignments, short-term 

assignments, commuter assignments, virtual assignments, and permanent transfers 

(Collings, Morley & Scullion, 2007). Long-term assignments are traditional interna-

tional assignments (Collings et al., 2007), which are also the focus of this study as 

this focal point will allow for a more comprehensive data collection on the challeng-

es experienced during the expatriate management process. Moreover, previous re-

search, including the study by Harzing and Pudelko (2013) revealed that long-term 

expatriate assignments are still the most effective way to reach the MNC’s objectives 

of international assignments. Short-term assignments also describe a transfer to an 

international subsidiary but are limited to a period of one to 12 months (Collings et 

al., 2007). Expatriates on commuter assignments commute weekly or bi-weekly be-

tween their home base and another subsidiary of the MNC (Collings et al., 2007). In 

virtual assignments, managers do not relocate but are responsible for employees in 

foreign subsidiaries of the MNC (Collings et al., 2006). Permanent transfers describe 

the transfer of expatriates to another country permanently, meaning that they are not 

planned to return to their country of origin (Collings et al., 2006). 

 

2.2.2 GLOBAL TALENT MANAGEMENT 

Expatriate management in general forms part of global talent management (GTM) 

(Przytuła, 2018). Tarique and Schuler (2010: 124) define GTM as ‘IHRM activities 

(complementary HRM policies and practices) to attract, develop, and retain individu-

als with high levels of human capital (eg, competency, personality, motivation) con-

sistent with the strategic directions of the multinational enterprise in a dynamic, high-

ly competitive, and global environment’. Global talent management differs from in-

ternational human resource management (IHRM) in that IHRM includes more stake-

holders, such as suppliers, investors, customers, and employees. International human 
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resource management can thus be seen as a broader concept that makes provision for 

issues such as employee morale, organisational productivity, and policies and prac-

tices (Tarique & Schuler, 2010). Conversely, Mellahi and Collings (2014) suggest 

that GTM has three major roles that MNCs should consider: firstly, identifying the 

key positions that have a major influence on the MNC’s competitive advantage; sec-

ondly, constructing a talent pool for high-performing colleagues to accept these 

roles; and, thirdly, developing a framework to enhance filling these key positions 

with the most suitable employee. With regard to GTM, MNCs often face the chal-

lenge of balancing their personnel management strategies between global coordina-

tion and local adaptation (Vaiman, Haslberger & Vance, 2015). Therefore, effective 

GTM is of critical importance to the subsidiaries’ success and performance (Tarique 

& Schuler, 2018). 

 

2.2.3 CULTURAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SOUTH AFRICA AND GERMA-

NY 

Given the global context of expatriate management, it is essential to understand the 

cultural differences that exist between different countries. Thus, the following section 

outlines the cultural differences and similarities between South Africa and Germany. 

As this study was conducted in the South African context and the two MNCs’ where 

interviews were conducted are German MNC’s (see Chapter Three, section 3.7.2), 

the spotlight in this section falls on these two countries. Further to that, Germany is 

one of the most active Western investors of foreign direct investment (FDI) in South 

Africa (Standard Bank, 2023), which emphasises the importance of understanding 

the cultural differences between these two countries. Other countries such as the 

United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), Japan and China are also relevant 

when it comes to FDI in South Africa (Standard Bank, 2023), but as the interviews in 

this study were conducted in South Africa with employees from German MNCs, oth-

er countries were not deemed relevant in this context. The cultural differences were 

analysed according to Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions theory and Hall’s 

(1976) context theory as they are the most influential theories in the literature on na-

tional culture (Cavusgil, et al., 2012; Sharjeel, Haider & Aslam, 2021). The context 

theory and cultural dimensions theory provide insights about the challenges expatri-

ate managers experience, as some of these challenges might result from cultural dif-

ferences between the home- and the host country. 
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2.2.3.1 Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 

Hofstede (1980) introduced his theory of cultural dimensions to help understand how 

and why different cultures behave in the way they do. The theory was initially intro-

duced with the four dimensions of power distance, individualism, masculinity and 

uncertainty avoidance. These dimensions have later been extended by the two dimen-

sions of long-term orientation and indulgence (Luthans & Doh, 2012; Matharu, Von 

der Heidt, Sorwar and Sivapalan, 2023). 

 

The dimension of power distance refers to the degree to which differences in power 

and inequalities is accepted by less powerful individuals in a culture (Hofstede, Hof-

stede & Minkov, 2010). Cultures with a high level of power distance are character-

ised by individuals who strictly obey orders and centralised organisations with tall 

organisational structures. In contrast to that, cultures with a low level of power dis-

tance are characterised by decentralised and flatter organisations and an equal power 

distribution (Luthans & Doh, 2012; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; Matharu et al., 2023). 

 

The dimension of individualism describes the extent to which individuals of a culture 

is bound to each other. In an individualistic culture, individuals tend to look after 

their immediate family and themselves only, whereas people from collectivistic cul-

tures have a strong sense of group belonging (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010; 

Luthans & Doh, 2012; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; Matharu et al., 2023). 

 

Regarding the dimension of masculinity, a culture or country can either be masculine 

or feminine. In a masculine culture gender roles are clearly distinguished from each 

other. Men are generally expected to exhibit toughness, assertiveness, and a strong 

drive for material success, whereas women are commonly perceived as tender, mod-

est, and oriented towards enhancing their quality of life. In contrast to that, both gen-

ders are seen as tender, modest and focused on the quality of life in a feminine cul-

ture, as the gender roles overlap (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; 

Matharu et al., 2023). 

 

The dimension of uncertainty avoidance is described as ‘the degree to which the 

members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations’ (Hofstede 

et al., 2010: 191) and is related to the way individuals deal with their future. Individ-
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uals of a culture with a high level of uncertainty avoidance tend to have a strong need 

for security, written rules and well-structured organisational activities, whereas indi-

viduals of a culture with a low level of uncertainty avoidance are usually more open 

to the risks of the unknown (Luthans & Doh, 2012; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; 

Matharu et al., 2023). 

 

Long-term orientation describes the ways a culture manages its connections to its 

history while simultaneously addressing the demands of the present and future.  

Cultures with a short-term orientation prioritise traditions and norms and tend to ap-

proach societal changes with scepticism. In contrast to that, long-term oriented cul-

tures promote thriftiness, emphasising contemporary education efforts as a means to 

prepare for the future (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; Matharu et 

al., 2023). 

 

Hofstede’s latest dimension, indulgence, refers to the degree to which human desires 

and impulses is controlled. Countries with a high score in this dimension tend to not 

control their desires and impulses very much and rather focus on enjoying life and 

having fun (indulgent countries). In contrast to indulgent countries stand restraint 

countries, which are characterised by strict norms and regulations that control human 

desires and impulses (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hofstede Insights, 2023a; Matharu et al., 

2023). 

 

The values attached to each cultural dimension in South Africa and Germany are 

illustrated in Figure 2.1 and discussed next. 

  

When considering South Africa’s cultural dimensions as shown in Figure 2.1, the 

country’s scores are as follows: power distance: 49, individualism: 65, masculinity: 

63, uncertainty avoidance: 49, long-term orientation: 34, and indulgence: 63 (Hof-

stede Insights, 2023a). A score of 49 in the power distance dimension indicates that 

South Africa has a moderate power distribution and that hierarchical orders are wide-

ly accepted, as long as ‘everybody has a place’. Centralisation of organisations is 

common with employees expecting their managers to give clear instructions. With a 

score of 65, South Africa is seen as an individualistic country, meaning that South 

Africans are expected to look after their immediate family and themselves only. Fur-

ther, in an organisational framework, contracts between the employer and the em-
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South Africa. 

 

When having a closer look at Germany’s cultural dimensions, the country’s scores 

are as follows: power distance: 35, individualism: 67, masculinity: 66, uncertainty 

avoidance: 65, long-term orientation: 83, and indulgence: 40 (Hofstede Insights, 

2023b). With a low score of 35 for power distance, German individuals tend to not 

accept differences in power. Organisations are usually highly decentralised, commu-

nication is direct and inclusive, leadership is based on expertise, and control is not 

accepted. On the dimension of individualism, Germany’s score of 67 points to an 

individualistic country with a focus on the immediate family – which is usually lim-

ited to the parent–child relationship – and self-actualisation. Further, Germany is 

known for its direct communication with the tendency to always be honest – even if 

it hurts – and an environment in which individuals learn from their mistakes. A score 

of 66 in the masculinity dimension characterises Germany as a masculine country. 

The emphasis is on performance and individuals live to work and obtain their self-

esteem from successful tasks. Status symbols such as cars and watches are used to 

signify a high social standing. Germany’s score of 65 for uncertainty avoidance indi-

cates that German individuals can be seen as avoiding uncertainty; they need a sys-

tematic overview to go ahead with tasks and certainty usually is a prerequisite. The 

high score of 83 in the dimension of long-term orientation indicates Germany’s em-

phasis on saving and investing money for the future and the country’s ability to ad-

just their traditions when situations or conditions change. Last, the low score of 40 in 

the indulgence dimension characterises Germany as a restrained culture, which high-

lights the control of desires by German individuals, meaning that they deem leisure 

time of low importance. The German individuals’ attitude is more pessimistic than 

optimistic and a prevalent thinking pattern among them is that indulging is being 

seen as wrong (Hofstede Insights, 2023b). To summarise, Germany is typified as a 

masculine and individualistic culture that does not accept differences in power. They 

also try to avoid the unknown by focusing on the certain and prioritises the future 

over the past and the present, which is also reflected by their inclination not to in-

dulge. 

 

When comparing South African culture to German culture based on Hofstede’s 

(1980) cultural dimensions, it can be said that both countries have very similar scores 

in masculinity and individualism. This similarity shows that both countries attach 
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importance to both masculine values and their immediate family. Differences can be 

recorded in the following four dimensions: South Africa’s higher score in power dis-

tance shows that hierarchical orders and clear instructions from superiors are accept-

ed and even expected. In Germany, on the other hand, hierarchies are dismantled to 

achieve a decentralised organisation where everyone can contribute. The second dif-

ference can be seen in uncertainty avoidance. Germany’s level of uncertainty avoid-

ance is very high, whereas South Africa’s level of uncertainty avoidance is moderate 

to low, showing that South Africans can live with the unknown. In contrast to that, 

Germans always need certainty before they will, for example, start with a task. The 

third and also biggest difference is in the dimension of long-term orientation. South 

Africa can clearly be defined as having a short-term-oriented culture that focuses on 

the past and the present, quick results and traditions, whereas Germany has a long-

term-oriented culture emphasising a financially secure future and long-term results. 

The last difference between South African and German culture can be recorded in the 

dimension of indulgence. Germans tend to be restrained by social norms when it 

comes to following their desires and enjoying their lives, whereas South Africans 

focus on exactly that: enjoying their lives, being happy and being led by a positive 

attitude (Hofstede Insights, 2023b). 

 

2.2.3.2 Hall’s context theory 

Hall’s (1976) context theory is based on his concept of low-context and high-context 

cultures. Low-context cultures communicate very explicitly, directly and straightfor-

ward, which means that individuals say what they mean and their counterparts can 

rely on the words being said. In these cultures, verbal communication is used to 

transmit ideas and thoughts in a way that is logical and clear to everyone (Cavusgil et 

al., 2012; Alizadeh Afrouzi, 2021). Low-context cultures can be found in North 

America and Northern and Western Europe with examples in the US, Germany, 

Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries (Herselman & Van Greunen, 2010; 

Alizadeh Afrouzi, 2021). Conversely, high-context cultures communicate in an indi-

rect and face-saving way to show respect for each other. A ‘no’ is often spoken hesi-

tantly and individuals are more likely to use phrases like ‘it is difficult’. Communica-

tion is used to promote relationships in a smooth and harmonious way. Thus, ex-

pressing negative feelings such as anger, impatience, frustration or irritation disrupts 

the harmony in the relationship and is seen as being rude. The focus of communica-
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cans, who in this context only represent the black African population in South Africa, 

tend to have a high-context culture since they communicate verbally and non-

verbally and body language is used to emphasise the message. 

 

The classification of South Africa cannot be confirmed or revised with more recent 

literature, except for Alizadeh Afrouzi’s research (2021), in which the author men-

tions that Africans can be classified as high-context cultures. However, a difference 

between the countries has been found which may lead to communication problems 

and misunderstandings between them.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the background of the cultural differences and similarities pro-

vides insights with regard to understanding the challenges expatriate managers expe-

rience during their international assignment, as some of these challenges may be 

caused by cultural differences. 

 

2.2.4 MODELS USED FOR THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Cultural differences between the home- and the host country can lead to major chal-

lenges for expatriates, which may then lead to expatriate failure if adaptation is un-

successful (Tahir & Egelston, 2019). In order to analyse the challenges expatriate 

managers experience, two models were used as the framework for this study. These 

models are the expatriate management process model by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) 

in combination with the expatriate adjustment model by Black (1988). The challeng-

es identified in the literature are linked to these models and are explored in more de-

tail in the further course of this literature review.  

 

The model by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) was chosen because it provides a holistic 

representation of the expatriate management process and its challenges, which aligns 

with the focus of this study. It was further successfully used by Tahir (2018) and Ta-

hir and Egleston (2019) when investigating expatriate management in previous stud-

ies. Black’s (1988) model is one of the oldest in the field of expatriate management 

research. It has been used as a theoretical basis in several studies, is well-cited and is 

considered as successful and influential in explaining expatriate experiences with 

regard to adjustment (Haslberger & Brewster, 2007; Takeuchi, 2010). 
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avoid challenges (Tahir & Egleston, 2019). Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) show that 

cross-cultural training is the focal point of this stage to teach the expatriate manager 

the necessary skills to adapt successfully. The authors further mention that language 

knowledge is of high importance for the expatriate manager to communicate effec-

tively and the authors suggest that language training be included in this stage. To 

overcome any further challenges, MNCs should offer support to the expatriate’s fam-

ily to increase the overall attractiveness of the foreign assignment (Ozdemir & Cizel, 

2007; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). The foreign assignment stage describes the time the 

expatriate manager spends in the host country. Challenges experienced in this stage 

in particular focus on processes, systems, lifestyles and communication patterns that 

are characterised by cross-cultural differences (Stahl, 2017). Ozdemir and Cizel 

(2007) explain that expatriate managers often struggle to adapt to new surroundings, 

which has a direct influence on their personal and managerial effectiveness and per-

formance and can thus be seen as the most critical challenge. In addition to this, fac-

tors such as leadership styles, satisfaction and efficient interaction and communica-

tion with host-country nationals can influence the expatriate’s performance. To ad-

dress further challenges, the MNC should also consider the career of the expatriate’s 

spouse and potential work–family conflicts the expatriate may have (Ozdemir & 

Cizel, 2007, Tahir & Egleston, 2019). The repatriation stage is often ignored in the 

expatriation process although it is of the same importance as the other stages 

(Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007; Hilldrup, 2015). According to Ozdemir and Cizel (2007), 

this stage should be an efficient process to decrease the chance of expatriate failure 

and sustain the expatriate’s commitment to the MNC. Since repatriation could create 

a challenge when it comes to readjusting in the home country, the repatriation pro-

cess should start before the expatriate returns to the home country (Ozdemir & Cizel, 

2007; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). 

 

The expatriate adjustment model by Black (1988) describes the following three fac-

ets of adjustment: work adjustment, interaction adjustment, and general adjustment 

(Black, 1988; Black & Stephens, 1989). Work adjustment refers to the degree of 

comfort the expatriate feels about their work tasks, responsibilities, values and ex-

pectations; interaction adjustment refers to the degree of comfort felt by the expatri-

ate about the interaction and communication with HCNs and different communica-

tion styles; and general adjustment refers to the degree of comfort the expatriate feels 

about the new non-work environment in the host country, such as food, living condi-
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expatriate management process. Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) and many other research-

ers identified several challenges in the expatriate management process. These chal-

lenges are discussed in the following sections, which include a presentation of previ-

ous empirical studies. The challenges are discussed according to each stage of the 

expatriate management process as illustrated in Figure 2.4. The section concludes 

with a discussion of the phenomenon of expatriate failure that often results from 

challenges experienced during this process (Tahir & Egelston, 2019). 

 

2.3.1 CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING RECRUITMENT AND SE-

LECTION 

Regarding the recruitment and selection of expatriate managers, three main challeng-

es have been identified in the literature review. The first challenge is the focus on 

technical skills and the disregard of other skills. Tahir (2018) conducted a study on 

the challenges that Western expatriate managers experienced during the process of 

their international assignment to the UAE. Being a qualitative study, 22 Western ex-

patriate managers in the UAE were interviewed. Tahir (2018) found that technical 

skills were the predominant criteria for selecting these expatriate managers, whereas 

language proficiency and adjustment skills were not part of the criteria. Most of the 

participants also confirmed that they were selected based on their technical skills, 

whereas their soft skills and personal characteristics were mostly ignored (Tahir, 

2018). This challenge was also noted in the model by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007). 

These authors mention that the recruitment manager must take into account all skills 

that are necessary for the expatriate manager to be effective during their international 

assignment. Lastly, Tahir and Egleston (2019) confirm the existence of this challenge 

in their quantitative study on the challenges that expatriate managers experienced 

during their international assignment in the UAE. The study was based on a ques-

tionnaire among 110 expatriate managers from five Anglo-Saxon countries. Tahir 

and Egleston (2019) further underline that interpersonal skills and cultural empathy 

in particular were ignored during the recruitment and selection of expatriate manag-

ers.  

 

The second challenge identified in the literature review is the informal and often 

rushed selection of expatriate managers. Collings (2014) explains that this process is 

ad-hoc and informal, for both short-term and long-term assignments. Tahir and 
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Egleston (2019) further identified the recruitment and selection of expatriate manag-

ers as irrational and often beyond the control of the human resources department, as 

the authors found that many selections were made based on recommendations by 

employees in the MNC. In addition to this, the authors state that the selection and 

recruitment of expatriate managers are often carried out in limited time as the open-

ings are usually crucial and relocation needs to take place immediately. This chal-

lenge was confirmed in the study by Tahir (2018), in which most of the participants 

indicated that no specific method was followed during their recruitment and selec-

tion.  

 

The third challenge identified in the literature review is the lack of a long-term orien-

tation of the recruitment and selection of expatriate managers. Stahl (2017) shows 

that the career planning made for expatriate managers is often inadequate. With re-

gard to this challenge, Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) suggest that recruitment and selec-

tion be based on a comprehensive career management system to ensure that the long-

term development of expatriate managers is taken care of. 

 

2.3.2 CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING PRE-DEPARTURE PREP-

ARATION 

The challenges identified regarding the pre-departure preparation are mostly about 

the lack of intercultural training, lacking language skills and inadequate family sup-

port. Dousin and Sulong (2021) conducted a qualitative study among 12 Western 

expatriate managers in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia on the cross-cultural challenges 

these expatriate managers experienced. In this study, the authors determined a lack of 

pre-departure training as the interviewed expatriate managers were unprepared when 

they arrived in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The authors mention that cross-culture 

training enhances the expatriate manager’s capability to adapt to the foreign culture 

and they point out that it is crucial to offer customised cross-cultural training on the 

differences between the home and the host culture. Dousin and Sulong (2021) do not 

consider standardised training to be efficient, as they believe that the training must be 

tailored to the two involved cultures and the specific MNC. The authors further ex-

plain that language training enhances the adjustment of the expatriate manager as it 

facilitates the establishment of relationships with new colleagues. Tahir (2018) dis-

covered in his study conducted in the UAE that most interviewees did receive cross-
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cultural training. However, the training was neither tailored to the expatriate manag-

er’s specific needs nor to the culture of the UAE. This shortcoming resulted in the 

expatriate manager’s mentioning that the training did not facilitate their capability to 

adapt to the new culture and that they were not prepared well for their international 

assignment, which led to unrealistic expectations. Tahir and Egleston (2019) con-

firmed the lack of preparation of expatriate managers but put it in a broader context. 

The authors found that few participants in their study received a physical examina-

tion before relocating to the host country and that even less preparation was arranged 

for their family members. Tahir and Egleston (2019) point out that appropriate cross-

cultural training is necessary for the expatriate manager to be happy during their in-

ternational assignment, which further influences the performance and successful 

completion of the assignment. Wilczewski, Soderberg and Gut (2019) conducted a 

study on a European expatriate manager being on an international assignment in 

Asia. The authors used the instrument of in-depth narrative interviews to analyse the 

collaboration challenges that the expatriate manager experienced in the work envi-

ronment in Asia. The authors found that although the expatriate manager was experi-

enced in dealing with intercultural communication and different cultures, was able to 

speak two foreign languages, had worked in another country before and in general 

showed an openness to intercultural experiences, being exposed to the new culture 

was a challenge for her. In this case, the expatriate attended cross-cultural training, 

but only after being on her international assignment for five months. The lack of 

cross-cultural training was also identified in the study conducted by Dousin and 

Sulong (2021), as their participants did not receive proper training before they relo-

cated to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) mention the high 

costs that MNCs had to provide for cross-cultural training, which could be a reason 

for the lack of this kind of training. Haile and White (2019) also addressed this chal-

lenge in their study and expanded it to the lack of support and training offered to the 

expatriate’s family members. 

 

2.3.3 CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING EXPATRIATE ADJUST-

MENT 

The challenges identified in the stage of expatriate adjustment primarily relate to the 

lack of support for the expatriate managers during the first weeks of their interna-

tional assignment and difficulties to adapt to the new culture. These challenges can 
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also be attributed to the lack of cross-cultural training. The study conducted by Tahir 

(2018) points out that the majority of the interviewed expatriate managers received 

either no orientation or a very short orientation on their arrival in the host country. 

These circumstances led to them being dependent on favours of their new colleagues 

on the one hand, and to them experiencing a culture shock on the other hand. The 

culture shock was also pinpointed as a challenge in the study conducted by Dousin 

and Sulong (2021). The authors explain that the expatriate managers experienced a 

culture shock due to the gap between the home- and the host culture and inadequate 

knowledge about working in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which can once again be 

linked to the lack of cross-cultural training. Tahir (2018) indicates that this lack of 

cross-cultural training leads to adaptation challenges for the expatriate manager, as 

cultural differences are an obstacle. Haile and White (2019) confirm this challenge 

by stating that expatriate managers who do not receive appropriate cross-cultural and 

language training struggle to adapt to their new environment, which leads to frustra-

tion and, in the worst case, to expatriate failure (see Chapter Two, section 2.3.5). 

Chen (2019) refers to the challenge of cultural differences, as expatriate managers 

have to adjust to the new culture, lifestyle and thinking principles. Ozdemir and Cizel 

(2007) add that the degree of adaptation has a direct effect on the performance and 

effectiveness of the expatriate manager. Along with the cultural differences, Tahir 

and Egleston (2019) also found a lack of support for expatriates after relocating to 

the host country. The participants in this study reported that their adaptation was not 

supported by their company, that their MNC failed to equip them with the necessary 

leadership skills, and that their family members were left without any support in 

finding a local job or local schools. A further challenge identified in expatriate ad-

justment was a disrupted relationship between the MNC’s headquarters and the ex-

patriate manager that occurred because of the different locations (Stahl, 2017), which 

also led to further challenges regarding repatriation.  

 

To conclude, Sterle, Fontaine, De Mol and Verhofstadt (2018) classified the chal-

lenges experienced by expatriate managers during the stage of their international 

assignments (ie, adjustment phase) into six categories. The first category is the chil-

dren’s education as the expatriate manager’s children may struggle to make friends 

and fit into new schools. The second category is the partner’s resistance. The authors 

explain that the expatriate manager’s partner often has to sacrifice their existing job 

in the home country, which can influence their career negatively. If the partner is not 
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eligible to work or able to find a job in the host country, the risk of unsuccessful ad-

justment increases. Further, if one partner fails to adjust, it affects the other partner’s 

adjustment, leading to a downward spiral that can result in expatriate failure (Sterle 

et al., 2018). The authors argue that the main reason for expatriate failure resulting in 

a premature return is the unsuccessful adaptation of the expatriate manager’s partner, 

together with the partner’s career issues. The partner’s career being a concern is also 

mentioned by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007). The third category suggested by Sterle et 

al. (2018) is location difficulties, which describe the general adjustment to the new 

work and life environment. The challenges indicated in the fourth category of cultur-

al adjustment relate to the ability to re-establish one’s own identity in the new culture 

owing to the degree of differences, whereas the fifth category describes the challenge 

of language. If expatriate managers and their families are unable to speak the host 

country’s language fluently, they often struggle to overcome cultural differences and 

to adjust to the new culture (Sterle et al., 2018). The last category mentioned by the 

authors is the support for family members, which often lacks and therefore exposes 

the expatriate manager and their family to further challenges, such as finding a new 

career opportunity for the expatriate manager’s partner, finding a suitable school for 

the children and finding an apartment that meets the family’s needs (Sterle et al., 

2019). 

 

2.3.4 CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING REPATRIATION 

The biggest challenge regarding repatriation that has been identified in the literature 

is that this stage of the expatriate management process is often completely ignored by 

MNCs (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007). Tahir (2018) found in his study that there was no 

strategy or plan for the participants’ repatriation. Also, the study conducted by Tahir 

and Egleston (2019) points out that repatriation was not a priority in the expatriate 

management process. The authors indicate that expatriate managers could rely nei-

ther on a policy nor on an adjustment plan when returning to their home country, 

which led to a lack in the transfer of repatriating skills acquired during their assign-

ment (Tahir & Egleston, 2019). Tahir and Egleston (2019) add that the expatriate 

managers faced the challenge of remaining connected to the headquarters, while most 

MNCs failed to support them in this regard. This impaired connection can result in 

an unsuccessful readjustment of the expatriate manager during their repatriation, 

which is another obstacle many expatriate managers experience during their repatria-
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tion (Ozdemir & Cizel, 2007). Instead, if the expatriate manager had a mentor in the 

headquarters during their international assignment, if they were allowed to visit the 

headquarters yearly, and could sustain relationships with their colleagues in the 

headquarters, the challenge of unsuccessful readjustment can be avoided (Tahir & 

Egleston, 2019). 

 

2.3.5 EXPATRIATE FAILURE 

Expatriate failure can be defined as the unsuccessful performance by the expatriate 

manager, resulting in either their decision to move back to their home country or the 

MNC requesting their resignation (Tahir, 2018). Expatriate failure has been men-

tioned in several studies as a significant issue in the expatriate management process 

(eg, Jassawalla, Truglia & Garvey, 2004; Tahir, 2018; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). In 

most cases, the reasons for expatriate failure are the challenges that were explained in 

the preceding section (Jassawalla, 2014; Haile & White, 2019; Tahir & Egleston, 

2019). Tahir and Egleston (2019) argue that a big share of expatriate failures happens 

due to imprecision in the first stage of the expatriate management process. In addi-

tion to that, the authors indicate that an expatriate manager needs to be content dur-

ing all stages of the process in order not to fail, so the challenges explained should be 

conquered by MNCs (Tahir & Egleston, 2019). Jassawalla (2014) also relates expat-

riate failure to the challenges mentioned and cites the inability of the expatriate man-

ager to successfully adapt to the new culture as a key reason for expatriate failure. 

Haile and White (2019) concur with this finding and add the lack of preparation for 

the expatriate manager and their family and family-related issues as reasons for ex-

patriate failure. As a consequence, a considerable number of expatriate managers 

return to their home country before the international assignment has been completed, 

which is called expatriate failure (Tahir & Egelston, 2019). The consequences of 

expatriate failure are not to be ignored: MNCs lose considerable money, their reputa-

tion might be tarnished and the relationships between the MNC and their local part-

ners might be disrupted (Tahir, 2018; Haile & White, 2019). As mentioned earlier, 

the failure rate in international assignments varies between 10 and 80 per cent (Tahir 

& Egleston, 2019). Dousin and Sulong (2021) narrowed down these percentages, 

stating that 10–20 per cent of expatriate managers from the US returned prematurely 

from their international assignments. In addition, the authors point out that one-third 

of the US expatriates who completed their international assignment successfully 
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managers are exposed to several challenges emanating from the various stages of 

their international assignment. Besides the various challenges identified, cultural 

differences seem to play an important role during the international assignment. To 

this effect, the literature revealed that culture can be linked to several of the identi-

fied challenges. 

 

2.4 SIMILAR STUDIES 

To conclude this section, the research gap that was identified is explained by summa-

rising the literature review. Although the preceding sections explored existing studies 

on the challenges expatriate managers face during their international assignment, 

these reviews were purely focused on the challenges in each stage of the expatriate 

management process. The following section thus provides a comprehensive and 

broader overview of studies on expatriate management that were reviewed in the 

context of the current study. In this respect, the topics of global talent management, 

international assignments and expatriate management are covered.  

 

It must be noted that most of the studies in the field of GTM are rather general, based 

on non-empirical studies  only and do not focus on expatriate management in a spe-

cific region or country. Collings et al. (2009), for example, examined the literature 

on global staffing to point out issues that could guide future research, whereas Ca-

ligiuri and Bonache (2016) reviewed the literature on global mobility in organisa-

tions to highlight the issues in this regard. Przytula (2018) reviewed the literature to 

analyse and present the correlation between GTM and expatriate management and 

Collings (2014) integrated the two areas of GTM and global mobility to show that 

this integration can add value to the MNC. Last, Tarique and Schuler (2018) created 

a multilevel framework to understand GTM systems for highly qualified expatriate 

managers. As said, these studies have a broad perspective and are based on a litera-

ture review only. 

 

Studies that were reviewed on the more narrowly focused topic of expatriate man-

agement are mostly centred on the perspective of the MNC’s headquarters and not on 

the perspective of the expatriate managers in the host countries. Collings et al. (2007) 

explain in their study the challenges of global staffing and the conventional interna-

tional assignment. They point out that MNCs face challenges such as the lack of 
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qualified managers who can be placed on international assignments, the high costs of 

international assignments, and the growing demand for expatriate managers due to 

the rapid growth of emerging markets and changing career attitudes (eg, a decreasing 

commitment to specific companies and an increasing importance of self-initiated 

international assignments). As alluded to earlier, these challenges are experienced by 

MNCs and not specifically by expatriate managers before, during and after their in-

ternational assignment.  

 

Schuler et al. (2011) illuminate a similar point of view by explaining the challenges 

of global talent management. The challenges mentioned by the authors are both tal-

ent shortages and talent surpluses, compensation levels, and locating and relocating 

employees (Schuler et al., 2011). Also, Schuler’s study is a non-empirical study only 

and concentrates on the challenges from the perspective of both the MNC and the 

home country. 

 

Studies from a country or the South African perspective include those by Harry et al. 

(2019), Schmitz et al. (2019) and Vaiman et al. (2015). However, these studies fo-

cused mostly on self-initiated expatriate managers or on the perspective of the host-

country nationals and not on the perspective of the expatriate managers in the host 

country. Harry et al. (2019) outline the challenges that self-initiated expatriate man-

agers in South Africa experience. This study is limited to the context of higher edu-

cation institutions, as the unstructured interviews were conducted with 25 self-

initiated expatriate academics of a university in the Eastern Cape of South Africa. 

The challenges that Harry et al. (2019) identified are divided into life experiences 

and career experiences. The challenges with regard to life experiences include those 

with immigration, social adjustment, and the separation of families. The challenges 

regarding career experiences are factors such as differences in salaries, communica-

tion problems, limited career opportunities, gender discrimination, a lack in work–

life balance and the non-availability of accommodation. Vaiman et al. (2015) also 

focused on self-initiated expatriates and especially in the context of challenges in 

GTM. The authors analysed the elements of GTM (such as recruitment, selection, 

development and the retention of talented employees) and the ways in which these 

elements can be applied to ensure an efficient involvement of self-initiated expatri-

ates. Consequently, Vaiman et al.’s (2015) study combined the headquarters’ view 

with that of the host-country, but it is also not an empirical study. Based on previous 
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research, Schmitz et al. (2019) analysed the HCN’s perspective and shifted the focus 

to the HCN’s role in the expatriate management process. 

Studies that are most similar to the present study are those of Jassawalla (2004), 

Haile and White (2019), Sterle et al. (2018), Tahir and Egleston (2019), Tahir 

(2018), Dousin and Sulong (2019) and Wilczewski et al. (2019). However, these 

studies focused on one part only of the expatriate management process or on a coun-

try other than South Africa. Jassawalla (2014) investigated the expatriate adjustment 

stage by examining the effect that cross-cultural conflict had on the expatriate man-

ager’s adjustment to the new culture. The author found that implementing the follow-

ing measures reduced the risk of cross-cultural conflict and therefore enhanced the 

expatriate’s adjustment: extensive cross-cultural training in cultural aspects, interper-

sonal skills and conflict management; sending the expatriate manager to their new 

location once or twice before the actual assignment starts; and selecting candidates 

who have a high level of emotional intelligence. Haile and White (2019) examined 

expatriate failure, the reasons for expatriate failure and how expatriate failure can be 

turned into expatriate success. Sterle et al. (2018) also centred on the expatriate ad-

justment stage, and more specifically on the adjustment of the expatriate manager’s 

family. All three studies mention several challenges that expatriate managers experi-

enced during their international assignments, which were elaborated on earlier in 

Chapter Two (see section 2.3). However, all three studies are neither based on a spe-

cific country nor on primary research. 

 

As discussed earlier in Chapter Two (see section 2.3.1), the quantitative study by 

Tahir and Egelston (2019) and the qualitative study by Tahir (2018) both focused on 

the challenges expatriate managers experienced in the UAE during the expatriate 

management process and are very similar to the current study. The researchers found 

that a strategic expatriation process needs to be offered to expatriate managers relo-

cating to the UAE, including strategic selection and recruitment, relevant and specif-

ic cross-cultural training, support for the expatriate manager and their family after 

arriving in the UAE and a clear strategy regarding the expatriate’s repatriation (Ta-

hir, 2018; Tahir & Egleston, 2019). However, these challenges and findings cannot 

be transferred to South Africa based on the existing literature.  

 

The focus of the qualitative study by Dousin and Sulong (2019) was on cross-cultural 

challenges that expatriate managers experienced during their international assign-
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ment in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The authors highlight three main findings: a 

culture shock, non-existence of pre-departure training and the expatriate’s general 

need for comprehensive cross-cultural training. Last, Wilczewski et al. (2019) car-

ried out qualitative research on collaboration challenges one expatriate manager ex-

perienced during her international assignment in Asia (see Chapter Two, section 

2.3.2). The main finding of their study is that the expatriate manager experienced 

immense collaboration challenges during the first months of her international as-

signment, although she had extensive prior international experiences and knowledge.  

 

To summarise, most of the aforementioned studies are based on a literature review 

only with no empirical underpinning, or they are in general with regard to GTM and 

expatriate management, or the studies consider the headquarters’ view only. Studies 

on the challenges that expatriate managers experience in specific countries cannot be 

transferred to South Africa without evidence. Consequently, the topic of the chal-

lenges that expatriate managers experience during their international assignment in 

South Africa has not been studied thoroughly yet.  

 

2.5 CONCLUSION 

Chapter Two provided a detailed overview of the extant literature on expatriate man-

agement and the challenges that expatriate managers typically experience. Key con-

cepts were identified and explained, the cultural differences between the countries 

that formed part of the study were pointed out, the models that pose the framework 

for this study were presented and analysed, and the challenges that expatriate manag-

ers experience during their international assignment were illustrated. This chapter 

concluded with an analysis of similar studies to highlight the research gap that this 

study was based on.  

 

In terms of the purpose and title of this study, this chapter formed a basis for identi-

fying possible challenges that expatriate managers experienced (and expected to ex-

perience with regard to their repatriation) relating to the MNC’s expatriate manage-

ment process. The chapter also shed light on cultural aspects that provide more con-

text on the challenges that were identified. As such, the research objectives and ques-

tions that align to purpose of the study as set out in Chapter One (see section 1.4) 

have been partially addressed in Chapter Two. The challenges identified in this chap-
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ter will be investigated empirically by adopting a suitable research design and meth-

odology as discussed in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLO-

GY 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter Two a literature review was presented on the broader topic of expatriate 

management and the challenges expatriate managers experience relating to the expat-

riate management process. An introduction and contextualisation of expatriate man-

agement was considered, along with the rationales for expatriate management, an 

explanation of international assignments, global talent management (GTM) and the 

cultural differences between South Africa and Germany. A description of the models 

that were used for the study’s theoretical framework was offered, followed by the 

challenges experienced during each stage of the expatriate management process. The 

chapter concluded with an analysis of previous research on the topic of expatriate 

management, clearly highlighting the gaps in current literature on expatriate man-

agement. 

 

In this chapter, the research design and methodology is introduced based on the ‘re-

search onion’ concept by Saunders et al. (2019). Aspects that are covered are the 

research philosophy, the research approach to theory development, methodological 

choice, the research strategy and context, time horizon and data collection and analy-

sis. 

 

3.2 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 

The research philosophy points the researcher in a particular direction in the field of 

study, the research design and plan, and the interpretation of the results (Bryman, 

2012; Leedy & Ormrod, 2015). The most common paradigms are positivism, inter-

pretivism and critical realism (Du Plooy-Cilliers, 2021). In the current study, the in-

terpretivism paradigm was followed. In contrast to the positivism paradigm that is 

mostly empirical in nature and aims to explain causal relationships, the interpre-

tivism paradigm is about developing an in-depth understanding of reality. Interpre-

tivists want to understand the behaviour of human beings and to see the world 

through their eyes in order to explore what is important to them (Du Plooy-Cilliers, 

2021). This paradigm goes hand in hand with the purpose of the current study in 

which hypotheses were not formulated to explore causal relationships. Instead, the 
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challenges were explored in depth to obtain an understanding of these challenges, 

their origins and the situation of the expatriate manager. In other words, the interpre-

tivist approach comprised a subjective analysis to gain insights into the challenges 

associated with the expatriate management process by observing the world through 

the eyes of the expatriate manager. 

 

3.3 RESEARCH APPROACH TO THEORY DEVELOPMENT 

For this study, an inductive approach to theory development was used. An inductive 

approach starts with observations (Leedy & Ormrod, 2015; Saunders et al., 2019), 

followed by a qualitative analysis of the observations to ultimately develop a theory 

(Miessler, 2020). On the other hand, a deductive approach starts with an idea, theory, 

or assumption, which is then followed by observations and a conclusion (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2015; Miessler, 2020). The inductive approach was chosen as the most ap-

propriate approach for the current study as its conclusions were based on observa-

tions (in this case, semi-structured interviews) and not on assumptions or an idea. To 

this end, in-depth interviews were conducted with expatriate managers about the 

challenges they experienced and expected to experience during their repatriation. 

 

3.4 METHODOLOGICAL CHOICE 

This study followed a qualitative research methodology. Qualitative research ex-

plores the subjective experiences that participants associate with a phenomenon, 

meaning that an in-depth analysis is done of what the participant experiences, per-

ceives, and attaches to a specific situation (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). Quanti-

tative research, on the other hand, aims to measure and quantify a specific situation 

or issue (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021), which was not deemed sufficient for the 

current study. The challenges expatriate managers experience and expect to experi-

ence should not be quantified, measured or hypothetically tested, but rather be ex-

plored in-depth to understand the reasoning for these experiences and to provide 

meaningful recommendations. Further, an authentic and subjective understanding of 

the participants’ experiences should be created, which is only possible with a qualita-

tive method. A further reason for choosing a qualitative methodology is that the liter-

ature revealed a lack of qualitative studies in the field of expatriate management. 

Research that was found was specifically based on a pure literature review (eg, Ca-

ligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Tarique & Schuler, 2018) or consisted of quantitative stud-
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ies (eg, Wain, 2018; Tahir & Egleston, 2019), meaning that an in-depth understand-

ing and insight of the challenges expatriate managers experience during their interna-

tional assignment – especially in the context of South Africa – is scarce. Consequent-

ly, to explore the subjective experiences and perceptions of expatriate managers in-

depth and to contribute to a study in a field of research where a lack of in-depth stud-

ies was revealed, the qualitative method was deemed the most appropriate. 

 

3.5 RESEARCH STRATEGY AND CONTEXT 

The study followed the case study strategy. The case study strategy explores a re-

search topic in its context (Saunders et al., 2019), which means that the phenomenon 

(in the current study, the challenges experienced by expatriate managers) is explored 

in depth to gain ‘a full and thorough understanding of the particular and lived experi-

ence of a participant’ (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021: 208). The case study strategy 

is applicable to answer questions like ‘why?’, ‘what?’ and ‘how?’ (Saunders et al., 

2019).  

 

Semi-structured interviews (see Chapter 3, section 3.7.4) were conducted with em-

ployees of two selected companies, which provided the context of the study. These 

companies were MNCs with headquarters in countries other than South Africa, but 

subsidiaries in South Africa. Interviewing expatriate managers working for these 

companies facilitated the researcher to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 

challenges the expatriate manager experienced and expected to experience in the 

context of their international assignment. The research participants from these MNCs 

were representative of the target research population and are further explained in the 

sections that follow. 

 

3.6 TIME HORIZON 

Owing to the fact that the time period was limited to conduct the research, the study 

was cross-sectional in nature, which means that data were collected at a specific 

point in time. In contrast to that, a longitudinal study would collect data over several 

months or years (Leedy & Ormrod, 2015), which was not suitable for the current 

study. 
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3.7 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Several aspects relating to the study’s research population, sampling method and 

size, interview questions, data collection and analysis, and the ethical considerations 

are discussed in the subsequent sections.  

 

3.7.1 RESEARCH POPULATION 

As explained in the preceding section, a qualitative research methodology was cho-

sen for this study. The target population comprised all expatriates from foreign coun-

tries such as the US, Canada, Australia and the European countries who were on an 

international assignment in South Africa at the time of the study. According to 

Hrubenja (2022), approximately 2.85 million expatriate managers live in South Afri-

ca, 4.82 per cent of them being South Africans. However, Hrubenja (2022) also 

points out that there is no clear line between ‘immigrants’ and ‘expatriate managers’, 

therefore the author mentions that numbers might be slightly lower. Since there is no 

database that contains the contact details of all expatriate managers in South Africa, 

the accessible population consisted of expatriate managers from foreign countries 

being on an international assignment in the Gauteng province of South Africa. Fur-

thermore, given that Western MNCs are increasingly expanding their businesses to 

the African continent (Abugre, 2017), the focus in the current study was on – but not 

limited to – expatriate managers working for Western MNCs. The expatriate manag-

ers working for Western MNCs also formed the sampling frame of this study (Pas-

coe, 2021).  

 

3.7.2 SAMPLING METHOD 

As mentioned, no database was available to access the whole population (or even the 

accessible population) of expatriate managers in South Africa or Gauteng, which 

excluded the use of probability sampling (Pascoe, 2021). Given that access to the 

whole population was not possible, this study employed a non-probability sampling 

method. Although the representativeness of a sample is not a critical factor in non-

probability sampling as opposed to probability sampling (Pascoe, 2021), the sample 

still represented the research population to some extent and the results could be gen-

eralised, albeit it to some degree. To be more precise, the sampling method involved 

a combination of convenience and snowball sampling. In convenience sampling, in-

terviewees are usually people the researcher knows or has easy access to (Pascoe, 
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2021). In the current study, the researcher interviewed expatriate managers (unit of 

analysis) from two MNCs the researcher could gain access to easily. In this respect, 

both MNCs are German MNCs, meaning that their headquarters are in Germany. As 

the researcher was familiar with the MNCs where the respondents were employed 

and had easy access to these companies, it reduced the risk of not obtaining permis-

sion in time or at all. Appropriate ethical protocols were followed (see section 3.7.5) 

to obtain permission to interview participants from specific companies and ethical 

clearance from the IIE MSA was obtained to conduct the research in question.  

 

To participate in the study, expatriate managers had to be on their international as-

signment in South Africa for at least six months. This ensured that the participant had 

already passed through the process stages of recruitment and selection and pre-

departure training and had already gained some experience about the expatriate ad-

justment, to eventually be able to provide insightful responses on the challenges they 

had experienced. As there was a chance of convenience sampling not leading to a 

point of saturation, the snowball sampling technique has also been used. It was how-

ever restricted to the individuals working for the companies where a signed gate-

keeper’s letter has been obtained. The snowball sampling technique is typically used 

in cases where the researcher does not have access to a database listing all the mem-

bers of the population (Pascoe, 2021). In every interview conducted, the researcher 

asked the expatriate managers for further contacts that fulfil the requirements and 

might be willing to get interviewed. The contact details of these recommendations 

have been shared with the researcher after permission to do so was obtained. These 

recommendations were then contacted as the point of saturation has not been reached 

after interviewing the willing expatriate managers in the convenience sampling. 

 

3.7.3 SAMPLING SIZE 

Since this study used a qualitative research methodology, there was no predeter-

mined sampling size. Instead, the researcher interviewed the participants until a point 

of saturation was reached. This was the point where no new information was collect-

ed in the interviews (Pascoe, 2021). In this regard, seven participants were inter-

viewed. More detail concerning the sample size and point of saturation is provided in 

Chapter 4 (see section 4.2.1). 
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3.7.4 DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect data on the challenges that ex-

patriate managers experienced and expected to experience about their recruitment 

and selection, preparation, adaptation and repatriation, during and after their foreign 

assignment in South Africa. Semi-structured interviews enabled the researcher to ask 

further questions, to obtain, for example, a more detailed explanation or clarification 

about a certain point the participant made. Further, the non-verbal reactions of partic-

ipants during the interview were used as an additional source of data (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2015; Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). Semi-structured interviews were 

deemed appropriate for this study, to ensure that a specific agenda was followed and 

to make provision for deeper investigations by asking additional questions. With re-

gard to pilot testing, questions were reviewed by two individuals to ensure that no 

sensitive questions or topics were included in the measuring instrument. No company 

names or names of the interviewees are mentioned in this dissertation. In line with 

the research plan, the researcher allocated two months for the purposes of data col-

lection. 

 

Two strategies were followed during the data collection: effective listening and the 

gathering of non-verbal data. Effective listening means that the interviewer needs to 

listen carefully to what the interviewee says to obtain the information the researcher 

needs (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). The purpose of the study and its associated 

data collection and analysis methods were explained to the participants before they 

were interviewed; therefore, non-verbal data were collected by making notes during 

the interview on non-verbal communication when it was possible or necessary. The 

interviews consisted of open-ended questions that were asked clearly and simply, 

ranging from broad to narrow questions (Bezuidenhout & Strydom, 2021). 

 

The interview started with a few introductory questions about the participant’s pro-

fessional background to ensure that the participants met the criteria to participate in 

the study. The introductory questions were followed by questions to identify the 

challenges that the expatriate manager had experienced and had expected to experi-

ence during their international assignment. These questions addressed the research 

questions and were based on the models by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) and Black 

(1988) (see Chapter Two, section 2.2.4). For the first three process stages, the partic-
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ipant was asked to describe the ways in which the stages were conducted during the 

process of their international assignment. These questions were asked to ensure that 

the participant reflected on their experience and facilitated them to remember the 

challenges they experienced. As the interview questions were semi-structured, the 

researcher had the opportunity to prompt certain challenges that were identified (see 

Chapter Two, section 2.3) depending on the participant’s responses. Annexure A 

provides a detailed overview of the measurement instrument that was used. 

 

To enhance the trustworthiness and rigour of the study, the four principles of credi-

bility, transferability, dependability and confirmability were followed. The principle 

of credibility ensures that everything the interviewee says will be interpreted in a 

credible way (Koonin, 2021). In the current study, credibility was ensured by allow-

ing the participant to inspect the transcriptions of their interview and by using the 

direct quotes obtained from them during the interview in the data analysis. The prin-

ciple of transferability refers to the extent to which the results can be applied to a 

different population or setting (Koonin, 2021). In the current study, transferability 

was ensured by providing a detailed description of the research context and the data 

collection methods. Furthermore, the details of the participants were also provided 

but, to guarantee their confidentiality, the details were provided only in as far as the 

participants had given their permission. The researcher interviewed participants with 

a diverse profile, considering their gender, age, length of stay in South Africa, and 

their family situation, which enhanced the transferability of the study. The principle 

of dependability pertains to the excellence of the integration process between the 

theory, the data collection technique and the data analysis (Koonin, 2021). It was 

implemented by providing a transparent and detailed presentation of the research 

design and plan. The last principle, the principle of confirmability, was followed to 

ensure that the obtained data braced the interpretation. A reflexive process (reflexivi-

ty) was used in this respect, which included reflecting on one’s assumptions and bi-

ases, as well as maintaining a certain degree of awareness and openness towards the 

study and its results (Koonin, 2021). 

 

3.7.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this research, the ethical guidelines provided in the IIE MSA Research and Post-

graduate Studies Policy were followed. Before the interviews commenced, the re-
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searcher handed out an informed consent form to the participant. The template for 

this form is provided in Annexure B with the title ‘Participant or Respondent Con-

sent Form’. This form informed the participant about the purpose of the study, the 

approximate length of the requested interview, the details of what would be required 

from them as participants, and how the data collected from the interviews would be 

used (Louw, 2021). It was made clear that only if the participant gave their consent, 

the researcher would start with the interview. The consent form further informed the 

participant that the data collected and their personal information would be private 

and would be treated with confidentiality. This assured the participant that the re-

searcher would never share the participant’s identity with anyone, although the re-

searcher would be able to connect the identities with the responses (Louw, 2021). 

The participant was informed that the collected data formed part of a master’s study 

that could lead to a publication. However, all information would still be treated with 

the strictest confidentiality and all respondents and companies would remain anony-

mous. The data collected in the interviews would be used for research purposes only. 

The respondents would not have any major risk by participating owing to their confi-

dentiality being guaranteed. Furthermore, their participation would be voluntary, 

they would have the right to withdraw from the interview at any stage and they could 

also refuse to answer certain questions. If they so wished, participants could request a 

summarised version of the study once completed by contacting the researcher using 

the contact details provided on the consent form. This offer provided an incentive for 

the participant to take part in the study. Last, the form advised the participants that 

they could contact the researcher at any stage using the provided contact details in 

case they had any questions. 

 

To transcribe the interviews, the researcher asked the participants for their permis-

sion to record the interviews. These interviews consisted of an audio recording for 

physical meetings and a video recording for the interviews conducted via Microsoft 

Teams. To obtain the participant’s permission, the template in Annexure C with the 

title ‘Audio or Video Recording Consent Form’ was used. This document informed 

the participant about the confidentiality and storage of the recordings. These record-

ings and all other data that were collected in the interviews or data that were con-

nected to the participant (consent and permission forms, transcribed interviews, and 

recordings), would be kept in a secure online cloud (Onedrive folder) for five years. 

The participant was also assured that the researcher and the researcher’s supervisor 
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were the only people with access to the password-secured OneDrive account as well 

as to the folder. The data would be destroyed and deleted from the OneDrive Ac-

count after the five-year period. 

 

Because the participants were asked about the challenges they had experienced and 

expected to experience during their international assignment, and the fact that their 

responses referred to the processes implemented at the company they had worked 

for, permission from the company's Human Resources Department or Managing Di-

rector to interview the participants was obtained prior to the interviews. Further, the 

option to already inform the potential participants about the researcher contacting 

them has been given to the signatory of this permission form. The Gatekeeper’s letter 

that was used for this purpose can be seen in Annexure D. 

 

As no vulnerable groups were interviewed and no sensitive topics were covered, no 

major ethical risk was identified.  

 

The ethical clearance letter for this study can be seen in Annexure E. 

 

3.7.6 DATA ANALYSIS 

To analyse the data collected from the interviews, thematic analysis was primarily 

used, which is similar to qualitative content analysis (Bezuidenhout & Cronje, 2021). 

Thematic analysis is ‘a method for identifying, analyzing and interpreting patterns of 

meaning (“themes”) within qualitative data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2016: 297). Thematic 

analysis is not concerned with summarising the data that has been collected, but ra-

ther about identifying and interpreting features of the data that are relevant to the 

research question (Braun & Clarke, 2016). As part of a thematic analysis, codes, cat-

egories and themes are generated from the qualitative data. Codes identify interesting 

aspects of the collected data that may be pertinent to the research question. They are 

the most detailed and smallest units of thematic analysis and are clustered into cate-

gories (Braun & Clarke, 2016; Lester, Cho, Lochmiller, 2020). The categories group 

together individual codes that are linked either analytically or conceptually and con-

stitute a significant step in the process of generating themes (Lester et al., 2020). 

Based on these categories, themes are developed by merging various related catego-

ries. Relations can either be differences, similarities or relationships across categories 
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(Lester et al., 2020). According to Lester et al. (2020: 101), ‘themes are generally 

aligned with the conceptual or analytic goals of the study and therefore are designed 

in response to the study’s primary research questions or focus’. Thematic analysis is 

a popular and suitable tool to analyse qualitative data and it is specifically applicable 

to analyse experiences, perceptions and understandings (Herzog, Handke & Hitters, 

2019).  

 

In contrast to thematic analysis, qualitative content analysis is typically used for larg-

er datasets as qualitative content analysis describes the data and does not interpret the 

data (Herzog et al., 2019). Whereas thematic analysis generates high-level themes, 

qualitative content analysis focuses on how frequent specific keywords or concepts 

occur in the data (Ho & Limpaecher, 2023). The measuring of frequency in qualita-

tive content analysis constitutes a possibility of quantifying the data, which outlines 

the main difference between qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis, 

namely that in the latter a theme is not being generated based on the frequency of its 

appearance (Ho & Limpaecher, 2023). Thus, thematic analysis is in line with the 

research question of the current study, which focused on the experiences and ex-

pected experiences of expatriate managers.  

 

Lester et al. (2020) suggest a seven-phase process to describe the different phases of 

thematic analysis: 

1. Preparing and organising the data for analysis. 

2. Transcribing the data. 

3. Becoming familiar with the data. 

4. Memoing the data. 

5. Coding the data. 

6. Moving from codes to categories to themes. 

7. Making the analytical process transparent. 

 

Phase one is about preparing and organising the data that were collected during the 

interviews to be analysed. This includes saving the recorded interview files in one 

folder and location, converting the written notes into an electronic format (eg, obser-

vations, non-verbal communication, etc) and scanning documents (eg, signed in-

formed consent form). Each file should be named in a structured way (Lester et al., 

2020).  
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In phase two the audio and video data are transcribed. On the one hand this phase 

prepares the data for further analysis and, on the other hand, the phase gives the re-

searcher a first impression of the data (Lester et al., 2020).  

 

Phase three is concerned with becoming familiar with the data. While reading 

through the transcripts, the researcher can also make some first notes of the experi-

ences the participant described (Lester et al., 2020).  

 

In phase four the researcher generates memoranda (memos) while reviewing the data. 

These memos can be emerging interpretations, initial reflections or they can capture 

any parts of the data that describe experiences that may be relevant to the subsequent 

analysis (Lester et al., 2020).  

 

In phase five the researcher codes the data, which means that the researcher will label 

specific parts of the data by adding short, descriptive words. Lester et al. (2020) rec-

ommend at least three coding phases. In the first coding phase, codes are assigned to 

the whole dataset to identify important experiences. In the second and third coding 

phases, the researcher revisits the coded sections and assigns additional codes. These 

codes should be at a more abstract level of inference, as experiences should be con-

nected and should further be seen in relation to concepts and ideas that directly refer 

to the study’s focal point (Lester et al., 2020).  

 

In phase six, codes are developed into categories and these categories are developed 

into themes. First, the relationships between the codes are analysed to aggregate 

them into categories. Second, themes are produced by collating several related cate-

gories. As mentioned earlier, the categories can be brought together according to 

similarities, differences and relationships. The themes are then named. On the one 

hand a theme’s name should include the relationship between the categories and a 

brief content description and, on the other hand, the theme’s name should be inclu-

sive of all categories (Lester et al., 2020).  

 

In the seventh and last phase the analysis process is made transparent, which means 

that the data about, for example, key choices, must be presented in a transparent 

manner (Lester et al., 2020). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter Three provided a comprehensive overview of the research design and meth-

odology that was applied in this study. The chapter included the research philosophy, 

research approach to theory development, methodological choice, research strategy 

and context, time horizon as well as the data collection and analysis. The presenta-

tion of the data collection and analysis further included the research population, sam-

pling method and size, data collection procedure, and ethical considerations.  

 

In Chapter Four, the data collected in the semi-structured interviews are presented, 

analysed and interpreted in relation to previous empirical findings. First, an overview 

of the demographic profile of the respondents is given, which includes the sample 

size and a description of the participants. Based on Chapter Three, the data collection 

strategies and their implementation are demonstrated in more detail. Thereafter, the 

data analysis process by means of thematic analysis is disclosed. Chapter Four con-

cludes with a detailed explanation of the themes, categories and codes that were gen-

erated from the dataset.  

 

4.2 DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

The demographic profile of the participants presented in the following two sections 

consists of the sample size and a description of the respondents. The section also 

elaborates on the duration of the participants’ stay in South Africa, their country of 

origin, and the number of international assignments the participants had participated 

in, which included their current assignment – that is, the assignment that they were 

on at the time of the interviews.  

 

4.2.1 SAMPLE SIZE 

As explained in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.2), the semi-structured interviews 

were conducted at two German MNCs in Gauteng, South Africa and the sampling 

method used was a combination of convenience sampling and snowball sampling. 

Seven interviews were conducted: six participants were sampled with the conven-

ience sampling method and one participant with the snowball sampling method. The 
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interviews came to an end after the seventh interview, as the point of saturation was 

reached. From the beginning of the interviews, it was observed that the respondents 

provided different answers regarding the challenges they had experienced, which was 

due to, among other things, their different family situations. Except for one or two 

challenges that were mentioned in most of the interviews, a point of saturation was 

observed from the fifth interview onwards, leading to a final point of saturation and 

the end of the data collection after the seventh interview. 

 

4.2.2 DESCRIPTION OF RESPONDENTS 

As mentioned in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.4), the interviews started with a few 

introductory questions about the participant’s professional background. These ques-

tions were asked to ensure that the participants met the criteria (see Chapter Three, 

section 3.7.2) to participate in the study and to provide a short description of each 

respondent. A brief description of the participants is shown in Table 4.1. 

 

Participant The partici-

pant is in 

South Africa 

since 

Country of 

origin*1 

Number of 

international 

assignments*2 

Gender Age 

Participant 1 November 

2019 

Germany 2 Male 50–60 years 

Participant 2 June 2022 Germany 2 Male 40–50 years 

Participant 3 June 2022 Germany 

and Iran 

2 Male 40–50 years 

Participant 4 September 

2017 

Germany 1 Female 50–60 years 

Participant 5 September 

2015 

The Nether-

lands 

2 Male 50–60 years 

Participant 6 January 2021 Switzerland 1 Male 30–40 years 

Participant 7  November 

2021 

India 3 Male 30–40 years 

*1Note: The country of origin refers to the country the participant was born / grew up 

*2Note: The number of international assignments includes the current assignment 

Table 4.1: An overview of the participants 

Source: Researcher’s own construction 

 

As can be seen in Table 4.1, Participant 1 was originally from Germany and had been 

on his international assignment in South Africa since November 2019. At the time of 

the study, he was on his second international assignment. Participant 2 was also orig-

inally from Germany and had been in South Africa since June 2022. Participant 3 
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also arrived in June 2022, he originally was from Germany and Iran and was also on 

his second international assignment. Participant 4 was on his first international as-

signment, had been in South Africa since September 2017 and also hailed from Ger-

many. Participant 5 was from the Netherlands and arrived in South Africa in Sep-

tember 2015. Before he relocated to South Africa, he was working in the Dutch sub-

sidiary of his company. He was still on his international assignment in South Africa 

at the time of the interview, but since had to return (temporarily) to the Netherlands 

due to visa limitations. It was his second international assignment. Although Partici-

pant 6 originated from Switzerland, he was based in Germany working for the head-

quarters of his company, and on his first international assignment. He started work-

ing in March 2020, but due to COVID-19 restrictions he could only transfer to South 

Africa in January 2021. The last participant, Participant 7, was originally from India 

and moved to South Africa in November 2021. He was on his third international as-

signment and worked for the Indian subsidiary of his company before he relocated to 

South Africa. 

 

In summary, the participants had lived in South Africa for between one and eight 

years, came from four different countries, three of which were European countries, 

and the participants were either on their first, second or third international assign-

ment. Six out of the seven participants were male and one was female, whereas the 

participants’ ages were well distributed between the ages of 30 and 60 years. Five of 

the seven participants worked for the German headquarters of their company before 

relocating to South Africa, the other two participants worked for subsidiaries in the 

Netherlands and India. These participants had the necessary experience and back-

ground to provide more insight into the main research question, namely ‘What are 

the challenges that expatriate managers experienced and expected to experience 

about their recruitment and selection, preparation, adaptation and repatriation, during 

and after their foreign assignment in South Africa?’ 

 

4.3 DATA COLLECTION STRATEGIES 

To explore and analyse the participants’ experiences in a more holistic and nuanced 

manner, the strategies of effective listening and the gathering of non-verbal data were 

employed. In the following sections, the implementation of these strategies is dis-

cussed first, followed by an explanation of the four principles that were followed to 
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ensure the trustworthiness and rigour of the study. 

 

4.3.1 EFFECTIVE LISTENING 

The first strategy that was used during the data collection is effective listening. As 

outlined in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.4), this strategy implies that the researcher 

must listen carefully to the participant to be able to obtain the data that the researcher 

needs. This strategy was used in combination with the semi-structured interviews to 

obtain more detailed insights about a specific point that the participant had made. 

Further, it ensured that the analysis was not based on assumptions, as any unclear 

statements made by a participant were investigated thoroughly and were listened to 

effectively. 

 

The fact that all the participants allowed the researcher to record the interviews en-

hanced the strategy of effective listening as it was not necessary to make written 

notes on the participant’s answers. As a result, the researcher was able to concentrate 

fully on what the respondent was communicating during the interviews.  

 

4.3.2 GATHERING OF NON-VERBAL DATA 

The second strategy that was used during the data collection is the gathering of non-

verbal data. As explained in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.4), non-verbal data can 

be an additional source of data, next to verbal data. Non-verbal data were collected 

by making notes on the non-verbal communication of the participants during the in-

terviews whenever possible or necessary. Examples of non-verbal communication 

are a laughter, a smile, or a longer pause. 

 

4.3.3 TRUSTWORTHINESS AND RIGOUR OF THE STUDY 

The principles of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were 

used (see Chapter Three, section 3.7.4). All principles were followed to enhance the 

trustworthiness and rigour of the study, which in turn ensured the quality and validity 

of a qualitative research study (see Chapter Three, section 3.7.4).  

 

The principle of credibility ensured that everything the interviewee stated was inter-

preted in a credible manner. To this end, the researcher asked every participant if 

they wanted to see the transcript of the interview. Further, direct quotes from the par-
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ticipants were used that are presented in the following sections in this chapter (see 

section 4.5). The principle of transferability refers to the degree to which the results 

can be transferred to another population or context. To ensure the transferability of 

this study, the research context and data collection methods were described in detail 

in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.4). In addition, the participants represented a di-

verse profile when considering factors such as their age, gender, family situation and 

length of stay in South Africa. The principle of dependability pertains to the excel-

lence of the integration process between the theory, the data collection technique and 

the data analysis. To verify the dependability of this study, the researcher provided a 

transparent and detailed presentation of the research design and plan in Chapter 

Three. The last principle, confirmability, ensures that the obtained data braces the 

interpretation. Confirmability was obtained in the current study by using a reflexive 

approach (reflexivity) which means that the researcher reflected on her own assump-

tions and biases, while maintaining a certain degree of awareness and openness to-

wards the study and its results. 

 

4.4 DATA ANALYSIS PROCESS 

As explained in Chapter Three (see section 3.7.6), the researcher used a thematic 

analysis to analyse the collected data and to eventually answer the research questions 

of this study. The thematic analysis was divided into seven phases as outlined in 

Chapter Three (see section 3.7.6). In phase one, the data were prepared and organised 

for the analysis. This phase included saving the recorded interview files in one folder 

and location, converting the written notes into electronic format (eg, observations, 

non-verbal communication, etc) and scanning the relevant documents (eg, the signed 

informed consent form). In phase two the recorded interviews were transcribed and 

the observation notes of the non-verbal communication were added to the transcripts. 

In phase three, the researcher familiarised herself with the whole dataset by reading 

through the transcripts and making notes of the experiences as described by the par-

ticipants. In phase four, the data were written in a memorandum (‘memo’) format, 

which comprised reading through the transcripts again and generating memos of 

parts of the transcripts that were deemed relevant for the analysis. Phase five consist-

ed of the coding of the data and was divided into two subphases. In the first subphase 

the researcher assigned codes to the whole dataset, whereas in the second subphase 

the coded sections were reviewed and assigned with additional codes of a higher lev-
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el of inference. In phase six of the thematic analysis, the codes were developed into 

categories and the categories were developed into themes. To do so, all the assigned 

codes were imported into an Excel sheet to inspect for redundant codes. After remov-

ing the redundant codes, the relationships between the remaining codes were ana-

lysed to aggregate them into categories. Several categories were then collated into 

themes. In the last phase, the analytical process was made transparent by making all 

key choices transparent in each chapter. Excel was the only digital tool that was used 

for the thematic analysis. An overview of the themes, categories and selected codes 

is presented in Table 4.2 and discussed in more detail in the following sections. A 

complete list of the codes, themes and categories can be seen in Annexure F. Table 

4.2 further includes each phase of the expatriate management process and each 

theme, category, and code this process related to, as well as sample interview ques-

tions and the corresponding research question. Table 4.2 thus provides a holistic 

overview of the manner in which the main research question was addressed, namely 

‘What are the challenges expatriate managers experienced and expected to experi-

ence about their recruitment and selection, preparation, adaptation and repatriation, 

during and after their foreign assignment in South Africa? In line with this table, the 

themes are presented and discussed in the following section. 

 

4.5 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

For the purpose of this study, the discussion of the data analysis and findings is based 

on the themes that were identified during the data analysis. It should be noted that 

these themes align with each stage of the expatriate process. Stages one, two and four 

of the expatriate process each had one correlating theme, whereas stage three had 

three correlating themes, which corresponds with the theoretical background ex-

plained in Chapter Two (see section 2.2.4) and the research questions introduced in 

Chapter One (see section 1.4). The challenges that were experienced by the respond-

ents during the process of their international assignment were translated into the cat-

egories that are analysed in the following sections.  
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4.5.1 THEME ONE: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED DURING RECRUITMENT 

AND SELECTION FOR THE CURRENT POSITION 

The first theme is ‘Challenges experienced during recruitment and selection for the 

current position’ and it answers the first research question (RQ1). The different cate-

gories that were identified under this theme are discussed next.  

 

4.5.1.1 Category 1.1: Ignoring soft skills during selection 

The first category that forms part of the first theme, ‘Challenges experienced during 

recruitment and selection for the current position’ is ‘Ignoring soft skills during se-

lection’. With regard to this category, Participant 6 shared the following: 

 

[…] I think this is somewhere where companies have to understand that it makes no 

sense for me to force someone to a delegation or kind of make-it-a-must thing for sen-

ior roles or whatever. [...] So I think they must get the feeling that you are interested.  

 

With regard to this excerpt, Participant 6 explained that international assignments 

were often mandatory for future leaders. Thus, future management candidates often 

accepted international assignments without really wanting to or having the necessary 

soft skills to be able to adapt to their new environment, which eventually led to diffi-

culties for all parties involved. The participant had not experienced this challenge 

himself as he mentioned that he did not struggle to adapt to the new environment, but 

he was aware of this being a challenge for other potential expatriate managers in his 

company. 

 

It should be noted that this category was developed based on a specific challenge that 

was identified by Participant 6 only and that the category did not overlap with any 

other codes generated from the data. Given the importance of soft skills during stage 

three of the process (see Chapter Two, sections 2.2.4 and 2.3.1), it was worth men-

tioning this challenge. Furthermore, this challenge mentioned by Participant 6 corre-

sponds with several studies alluded to in Chapter Two. For example, Tahir (2018) 

confirmed in his study that technical skills were the predominant criterion in the 

company’s selection of expatriate managers, whereas language skills, adjustability 

skills, and personal characteristics did not form part of the participating companies’ 

selection criteria.  
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4.5.1.2 Category 1.2: Poor internal communication 

The second category of theme one is ‘Poor international communication’ during the 

recruitment and selection stage. This category constitutes the selected codes as illus-

trated in Table 4.2. With regard to this category, Participant 3 noted the following: 

 

You have to fill [in] a lot of papers of course with the information that they anyhow al-

ready have. That is the first challenge because it is repeating again and again and 

again. 

 

In view of Participant 3’s comment, he had to complete several repetitive tasks, as 

the company did not have a tool for sharing the documents among colleagues or de-

partments, which led to the challenge of poor internal communication. Also, in line 

with this category that reflects poor internal communication as a challenge during the 

recruitment and selection stage, Participant 6 mentioned that “you don’t know what 

is happening after the job interview, as the involved HR colleagues did not com-

municate about the next step and the outcome of the selection process”.  

 

4.5.1.3 Category 1.3: Uncertainty due to company processes and circumstances 

The third category under theme one is ‘Uncertainty due to company processes and 

circumstances’. This category consists of several codes as displayed in Table 4.2. 

With regard to this challenge, Participant 1 alluded to the fact that he never knew 

what would happen next or whether something eventually would stop the company 

from selecting him for the international assignment, even if the decision had already 

been made, which pointed to the uncertainty. Also, with regard to this category, Par-

ticipants 3 and 6 both noted that it took some time until the final selection decision 

had been made and that the waiting time in combination with the uncertainty regard-

ing whether they would be given the assignment was a challenge to them. This find-

ing correlates with Germany’s score in Hofstede’s (1980) dimension of uncertainty 

avoidance. As explained in Chapter Two (see section 2.2.3), Germany received a 

high score in this dimension, which means that certainty is important to them and 

that Germans, for example, prefer to have certainty before they would start with a 

task. In contrast to Germany, South Africa received a rather low score in this dimen-

sion, which means that South Africans can live with the unknown. Consequently, 

Germany’s high score in this dimension corresponds with this category, as the two 
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participants (ie, Participant 1, 3 and 6) who were either German or who were used to 

the German culture struggled with the uncertainty that was prevalent during this 

stage.  

 

4.5.1.4 Category 1.4: Uncertainty due to external factors 

The fourth category of the first theme is ‘Uncertainty due to external factors’ and the 

selected codes associated with this category are illustrated in Table 4.2. This category 

is similar to the category explained earlier in this chapter (see section 4.5.1.3), but 

focuses on the external factors and not on the company’s internal factors. Regarding 

this category, Participant 1 noted the following: “Maybe there are some family top-

ics. It’s always a kind of uncertainty.” 

 

In the context of this statement, Participant 1 explained that when he relocated to 

South Africa with his wife and children, he had experienced uncertainty as he did not 

know if any family-related issues, such as unforeseen difficulties with schools, jobs 

or an unwillingness to relocate by his family members, would change or even stop 

the assignment from happening. Participant 7 also experienced the challenge of un-

certainty but, in his case, it was due to the COVID-19 pandemic. His recruitment and 

selection process started in 2020, which was the year of the outbreak of the pandem-

ic. As a result, the recruitment and selection process was delayed and took longer 

than expected, which increased the uncertainty and waiting time for him. As alluded 

to earlier (see section 4.5.1.3), Germany’s high score in Hofstede’s (1980) dimension 

of uncertainty avoidance corresponds with and might be the reason for this challenge 

being experienced by Participants 1 and 7. While Participant 1 is originally from 

Germany, Participant 7 has been working for the German MNC for several years and 

has become accustomed to the German work environment and culture. 

 

In conclusion, when comparing the findings of theme one to the challenges that were 

identified in the literature review, two challenges mentioned in previous research 

could not be confirmed in the current study. First, Collings (2014) explains that the 

recruitment and selection process is often informal, rushed and does not follow a 

specific procedure. This challenge was not mentioned by any of the respondents in 

the current study, and as already explained in the preceding section, the duration of 

the recruitment and selection process was in fact experienced as a challenge as it was 
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taking too long. Secondly, Stahl (2017) points out the absence of a long-term orienta-

tion during this process, given that career planning for expatriate managers is often 

inadequate. This challenge was also not mentioned by any of the respondents as part 

of this stage of the expatriate management process. However, this challenge was con-

firmed in a later stage, which is explained later in this study (see section 4.5.6.2). 

 

4.5.2 THEME TWO: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED DURING THE PREPARA-

TION FOR THE INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENT 

The second theme refers to the challenges that the expatriate managers experienced 

during the preparation stage for their international assignment and presents the an-

swer to RQ2. This theme consists of seven categories, which are discussed in the 

following sections.  

 

4.5.2.1 Category 2.1: COVID-related uncertainties 

The first category of theme two is ‘COVID-related uncertainties’. This category con-

sists of several codes as displayed in Table 4.2. Four of the seven participants pre-

pared for their international assignment during the COVID period, and three of them 

mentioned COVID as a challenge. Participant 2, for example, explained that his relo-

cation to South Africa had been difficult due to the outbreak of COVID and the com-

plications with the logistics. For Participant 6, COVID was the biggest challenge 

during his preparation. He elaborated: 

 

We selected the place to live in. I got my visa shortly after and basically at the time I 

got my visa, and we knew which apartment we want to have, everything was cancelled 

because of COVID. We couldn’t move. And this created a whole bunch of problems. 

 

In view of Participant’s 6 comment, his move to South Africa was cancelled for an 

indefinite period of time. Consequently, he had to find solutions and had to manage 

with the uncertainties of not knowing when and if the relocation to South Africa 

would materialise. Participant 7 got selected for his assignment in South Africa in 

2020, but because of the COVID-related travel restrictions he was not able to pro-

ceed with the planned look-and-see visit to South Africa. As a result, he also had to 

live with the uncertainties as he had never visited the African continent before and 

was therefore, along with his family, relocating to the complete unknown. Although 
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the reviewed theory did not specifically mention the COVID-19 pandemic, it was to 

be expected that it would have an impact on this stage as the pandemic had far-

reaching implications for several industries. 

 

4.5.2.2 Category 2.2: Unfamiliar living and working conditions 

The second category under theme two is ‘Unfamiliar living and working conditions’ 

and consists of several codes, as displayed in Table 4.2. Regarding this category, 

Participant 1, who moved to South Africa in November 2019 – just before the onset 

of COVID-19 – explained that the competitive housing market in Gauteng had been 

a challenge to him and his family. He mentioned that there had been few houses on 

the market that fulfilled all of the company’s safety requirements, so it had taken a 

while until they could find a suitable home for the family. Also, in line with this cat-

egory reflecting the challenge of unfamiliar living and working conditions, Partici-

pant 4 said that she had expected to receive the same benefits in her new position as 

she had in Germany; however, to her surprise she did not receive a company car in 

South Africa. As she expected a car, she experienced the challenge of neither being 

mobile any longer nor being able to simply buy her own car in South Africa, which 

in turn affected her living conditions.  

 

This challenge is a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge, as it has 

not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 

 

4.5.2.3 Category 2.3: Poor internal communication on process of expatriate man-

agement 

Category 2.3 is ‘Poor international communication on process of expatriate manage-

ment’ and constitutes the selected codes that are illustrated in Table 4.2. With regard 

to poor internal communication that was identified during the preparation stage, Par-

ticipant 2, who was on his second international assignment, shared the following: “If 

you’re doing it for the first time and you’re not fully aware of the processes, I think it 

is quite a challenge”. 

 

Participant 2 explained that the expatriate management process was a challenge if the 

expatriate manager was on his or her first assignment. However, as his first interna-

tional assignment was not in South Africa, this challenge could not be linked directly 
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to his experiences with his assignment to South Africa but can be seen as a general 

challenge. Also, in line with this category of poor internal communication on the 

process, Participant 2 stated that the document explaining the process and policies 

was exceptionally long and if one did not spend much time on the document– which 

he said was not the core responsibility of the expatriate manager – it could be a chal-

lenge. The expatriate managers were overloaded with information and the focus on 

the more important aspects was lacking. With respect to poor internal communica-

tion, Participant 4 reported: 

 

And then I realised it is very difficult for me as a single person with no, let’s say credit 

history [with] South African banks to get a loan for a car. 

 

This statement correlates with category 2.2, where Participant 4 experienced a chal-

lenge with not receiving the same benefits in South Africa as in Germany. In addition 

to not receiving the same company benefits, Participant 4 alluded to the fact that it 

had been an “unexpected surprise” to her, as this change in arrangements had not 

been communicated by the company. Furthermore, it was not possible for her to 

simply buy a car in South Africa, as she could not provide the seller with a South 

African credit history and eventually had to find a solution herself to buy a car in 

South Africa, which took some time and effort.  

 

Identifying the challenge of poor internal communication on the expatriate manage-

ment process is a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge, as it has 

not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 

 

4.5.2.4 Category 2.4: Unclear situation for partner 

The category ‘Unclear situation for partner’ consists of several codes that are dis-

played in Table 4.2 and have all been mentioned by Participant 2, whose partner ex-

perienced many challenges to be able to come to South Africa. Firstly, Participant 2 

shared that more support for the expatriate manager’s partners with regard to dual 

careers would be helpful, as the partners usually had to make sacrifices when joining 

the expatriate manager on the international assignment. Secondly, he expressed that 

the situation for his partner had not been made transparent during the preparation 

process: 
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So, basically the company takes very good care of the person who is being transferred 

for the international assignment but [the company] completely neglects the partner. If 

they want to work, they are basically on their own. And even things like getting a 

work visa, getting guidance on what jobs are available, understanding the market situ-

ation in the new country, are completely neglected. 

 

In view of Participant 3’ comments, this expatriate manager’s partner was often ne-

glected in the preparation process. This neglection, in combination with the lack of 

support to the partner, resulted in the challenge of an unclear situation experienced 

by the partner. This challenge was also mentioned in the literature review in Chapter 

Two. Tahir and Egleston (2019) highlight the challenge of family members being left 

with no support to find work or schools in the host country, which was confirmed in 

the current study with the statements made by Participant 2. 

 

4.5.2.5 Category 2.5: Dealing with administrative processes by showing self-

initiative 

The fifth category of theme two is the challenge of ‘Dealing with administrative pro-

cesses by showing self-initiative’. Codes that are associated with this category are 

displayed in Table 4.2.  Both Participant 2 and Participant 5 mentioned several times 

that they had to organise quite a few things themselves. Participant 2, for example, 

faced the challenge of working with an inefficient third-party service provider who 

was supposed to deal with organisational tasks such as booking flights to South Afri-

ca, a shuttle service, and temporary accommodation. However, Participant 2 said that 

he had to book his flights himself and that he also had to find accommodation. Upon 

his arrival with his family at the Oliver Tambo airport, expecting a shuttle, there was 

no shuttle arranged. The third-party service provider did not book the shuttle, and, as 

a result, Participant 2 had to take care of the process himself by showing self-

initiative. In line with the challenge identified in this category, Participant 5 also con-

firmed this experience by stating that “[t]here was not so much preparation in that 

sense”. 

 

In view of this comment by Participant 5, the challenge of being one of the first ex-

patriate managers from his company to relocate to South Africa became obvious. As 

mentioned earlier, not much preparation was in place for Participant 5 either, as the 

South African subsidiary did not have experience with the whole process of expatri-
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ate management. Consequently, Participant 5 took the initiative and applied for a 

visa himself. He further explained that he had arranged a cultural training session 

himself by contacting a few institutions in his home country. As his work in South 

Africa was his second international assignment, he already had prior experience and 

thus knew what was needed to be prepared for his international assignment in South 

Africa.  

 

This identified challenge is a valuable contribution to the existing body of 

knowledge, as it has not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 

 

4.5.2.6 Category 2.6: Training not adequately preparing for assignment 

The sixth category of theme two is ‘Training not adequately preparing for assign-

ment’ and comprises several codes relating to the training as part of the international 

assignment. The relevant codes are displayed in Table 4.2. Of the seven participants, 

five attended cross-cultural training during the preparation for their international as-

signment. Participant 7 did not receive an invitation to attend cross-cultural training, 

while Participant 2 received an invitation, but only after he and his family had lived 

in South Africa for six months. However, he shared that the training “was offered 

virtually and we thought it doesn’t help us so we decided not to take it”. 

 

Participant 2 commented that the cross-cultural training had neither been offered on 

the appropriate platform nor had it been timeous for him to be helpful, which resulted 

in him not accepting the offer. In addition, he mentioned that cross-cultural training 

would have been useful, but only if it had been offered before he came to South Afri-

ca. Participant 2 attended a cross-cultural training programme but, in his case, the 

training took place with other expatriate managers, who were assigned to different 

countries. In line with this category, he stated the following: 

 

So, as the majority was from Mexico, everything was concentrated on topics which are 

very, very typical in Mexico. Some of them [the topics], yes, it’s the same over here, 

but [ …] I was missing a little bit of Africa specifically. 

 

Participant 3 noted that he did not receive the information he needed and was thus 

not adequately prepared for the cultural differences that were discussed earlier (see 

Chapter Two, section 2.2.3). Participant 4 explained a similar challenge as she said 
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her training had been very basic and not detailed enough to understand the dynamics 

of the South African culture. The same challenge was identified in the study by Tahir 

(2018), who found that the training offered to the respondents in his study was nei-

ther tailored to the expatriate manager’s specific needs nor to the culture of the UAE. 

According to Tahir (2018), this resulted in the expatriate managers mentioning that 

the training did not facilitate their ability to adjust to the new culture and that they 

were not prepared well for their international assignment, which in turn led to unreal-

istic expectations. Dousin and Sulong (2021) also state that standardised training is 

not considered to be efficient, as the training must be tailored to the cultures involved 

and the particular MNC. They further identified the lack of intercultural training as a 

challenge, which was also identified in the current study with the code ‘No cultural 

training’. 

 

4.5.2.7 Category 2.7: Difficulties obtaining a visa 

The last category of theme two is ‘Difficulties obtaining a visa’ and constitutes the 

selected codes as illustrated in Table 4.2. It was notable that all participants except 

for Participant 4 mentioned the visa as a challenge during the preparation stage. Par-

ticipant 1, who was a German citizen married to a non-German wife, expressed that 

one should not underestimate the visa process and that it had been a challenge to him 

and his family to obtain the visa as he and his wife had different nationalities. Also, 

in line with this category, Participant 1 noted: 

 

It would be helpful [if] [company name] or whoever is in charge for your move would 

give you clear guidance on what kind of documents are needed, original or a copy – 

that would help a lot and would speed up the process. 

 

Participant 3 explained that he did not receive any guidance from his company and – 

with the help from his South African colleagues – took care of the visa application 

process himself. Consequently, it was also Participant 3 who earlier alluded to the 

challenge of obtaining a visa. With regard to this category, four participants (Partici-

pants 1, 3, 6 and 7) pointed out that it was a long process to obtain a visa. Participant 

1, for example, had to visit the embassy several times until he was able to submit a 

complete application – and then he still had to wait: “We had to go there three times 

to hand over all the documents and then you wait. And you wait and you wait and 

you wait.” 
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Participant 3 explained that he was supposed to start his assignment in 2021, but only 

obtained his visa the next year, in May 2022. He eventually relocated to South Africa 

in June 2022. Participant 7 also mentioned that he had waited nine months for his 

visa, whereas Participant 6 commented that the visa process took particularly long. 

With respect to the difficulties in obtaining a visa, Participant 1 shared that he did not 

know if the documents he had submitted to the embassy were complete or if anything 

was missing, as he had not received any feedback. The lack of feedback was another 

issue that was raised by Participant 3: 

 

The visa was the biggest challenge, to be honest. It was not clear […] will I get it, will 

I not get it? When will I get it? Where is it at the moment? Where is the bottleneck? 

 

In view of Participant’s 3 comments, it was clear that he experienced much uncer-

tainty during the visa application process, as he did not receive any communication 

or updates and had to deal with the uncertainty of not knowing whether his visa 

would be approved or not. Participant 5 further referred to this challenge by stating 

that the visa requirements were from the host country’s perspective and disregarded 

the situation in the home countries. He explained that it was, for example, a visa re-

quirement to submit stamped bank statements of the previous three months, which 

was not difficult to obtain in South Africa. However, in his home country, it was ra-

ther difficult to obtain stamped bank statements, which was a challenge to him. Par-

ticipant 6 also struggled with these documents, as he raised the point that he had to 

obtain and put together several documents to be able to apply for a visa. Also, in line 

with this category that reflects difficulties in obtaining a visa, Participant 6 stated that 

his experience with the company supporting him with his visa application had not 

been satisfactory, as they requested too many documents than were needed for the 

application. When submitting the application to the embassy, he was required to re-

move all the documents that were not necessary. 

 

These challenges have not been identified in the literature review and therefore make 

a valuable contribution to the body of knowledge on the expatriate management pro-

cess. 

 

In the literature review, the main challenge that was identified was the lack of or the 



 

 82 

too standardised cross-cultural training, which has been confirmed in the current 

study. In addition, the literature review revealed the challenge of ‘no language train-

ing’ (see Chapter Two, section 2.3.2). In this study, none of the participants men-

tioned a lack of language training, whereas other participants indicated that language 

was not a challenge to them during their current assignment. This comment can be 

explained by English being the generally used business language in South Africa, 

which should not be a challenge to employees of MNCs.  

 

Further, several other preparation-related challenges were mentioned by the partici-

pants that have not been identified in the literature review, which confirms the re-

search gap that was outlined in Chapter One (see section 1.3). 

 

In the following sections, three themes are explained that all link to the third stage of 

the expatriate management process, namely expatriate adjustment (see Chapter Two, 

section 2.2.4). 

 

4.5.3 THEME THREE: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING POSI-

TION, TASKS AND RESPONSIBILITIES WHILE BEING ON INTERNA-

TIONAL ASSIGNMENT 

Theme three is related to the challenges that the expatriate managers experienced 

regarding their position, tasks and responsibilities during their international assign-

ment. This theme presents the answer to RQ3a and was divided into the following 

four categories:  

 

4.5.3.1 Category 3.1: Dealing with and working in the unknown 

Table 4.2 includes selected codes that were combined to establish this category that 

relates to dealing with and working in the unknown. In this respect, Participant 5 

stated the following: 

 

I had to find out my own way and I had to. As I said, I was the first one in the role. So 

it was not that there was a job description. 

 

This experience by Participant 5 shows that even after he arrived in South Africa and 

started with his international assignment, he did not have a job description and had to 
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find his own way. Regarding this category, Participant 6 shared that the work-related 

field had been completely new to him, as he had not worked in that part of the busi-

ness before and neither knew the products nor what exactly that part of the business 

was doing or how to lead people. Participant 7 explained that he had to establish a 

new department from the very start, which was a challenge to him, especially as it 

took some time until the new department was recognised by the company. The chal-

lenge of dealing with and working in the unknown can be argued against the back-

ground of the differences between the South African and the German culture, accord-

ing to Hofstede’s (1980) dimension of uncertainty avoidance (see Chapter Two, sec-

tion 2.2.3). This difference in culture was also noted in the aforementioned codes and 

challenges, given that the South African colleagues did not provide clear instructions 

and certainty to their uncertainty-avoiding German counterpart by, for example, not 

providing a job description. 

 

4.5.3.2 Category 3.2: Dealing with unexpected situations 

Category 3.2 is titled ‘Dealing with unexpected situations’ and consists of several 

codes as displayed in Table 4.2. With regard to this challenge, Participant 1 referred 

to the eruption of riots in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa in July 2021, which was a 

critical, intricate and unexpected situation. Also, in line with this category that re-

flects the challenge of dealing with unexpected situations, Participants 3 and 7 noted 

that they had encountered discrepancies between their expectations and the reality. 

Participant 3, for example, shared that he had a specific expectation about the maturi-

ty level of the South African subsidiary, but that his expectation turned out not to be 

the reality. Participant 3 further explained that he was unprepared for these unex-

pected situations. 

 

Participant 3 concluded that his tasks were rather human-related and that he had to 

show much empathy to be able to understand what had happened in specific situa-

tions, which was an unexpected situation and thus a challenge to him. Participant 7 

stated that he was still unsure whether his expectations were too high and if he could 

expect more of his colleagues – experiences which both point to the challenge of 

dealing with unexpected situations. 

 

This challenge is a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge, as it has 
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not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 

 

4.5.3.3 Category 3.3: Distance disrupting relationships 

The third category that is part of theme three, ‘Distance disrupting relationships’, 

refers to the physical distance that caused relationships to derail. This challenge was 

mentioned by several participants but for different reasons. The selected codes asso-

ciated with this category are illustrated in Table 4.2. With respect to the distance, 

which disrupted the relationships, Participant 1 mentioned the following: 

 

We just started to get to know each other; we just started to understand each other and 

then COVID hit us in South Africa and then everybody disappeared. Working from 

home. That was definitely not how-to-say healthy for our get-to-know. 

 

Consequently, and due to the COVID restrictions being in place in South Africa, 

Participant 1 was not able to establish a proper relationship with all of his colleagues 

as he was not able to see them in person anymore, which negatively affected their 

‘get-to-know’ experiences of one another. Participant 3 was confronted with a similar 

challenge, as he took over some of his new responsibilities before relocating to South 

Africa. Thus, he started working virtually and did not know his colleagues personal-

ly, which in turn led to difficulties in doing his work effectively, as the physical dis-

tance disrupted the establishment of sound relationships with his colleagues. Like 

Participant 3, Participant 7 also started with his international assignment in his home 

country while he was waiting for his visa: 

 

So [the period of working remotely was) almost nine months. We work together but 

they have not physically seen me - only through Teams, right? So […] when there is 

no acceptance, actually the driving and pushing the team and getting the […] align-

ments will be tough. 

 

Because he was working remotely, he experienced the challenge of not being accept-

ed by his colleagues and was thus not being able to make progress with his team. 

This shows that the physical distance disrupted the relationships between him and his 

co-workers. In contrast to the physical distance between the expatriate managers and 

their South African colleagues, the last challenge was identified as the relationship 

between the expatriate manager and the headquarters. Participant 4 stated that she did 
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not feel connected to the headquarters. This was a challenge to her, as she was afraid 

that no one in the headquarters knew how they would deal with her situation after the 

completion of her international assignment, which could negatively affect her repat-

riation. Participant 4 further alluded to the many changes in the management at the 

headquarters, which resulted in her not knowing any of the managers at the head-

quarters, and also hardly anyone at the headquarters knowing her, which points to the 

disrupted relationships that were caused by the physical distance between the head-

quarters and its foreign subsidiary. The challenge of disrupted relationships was also 

identified in the literature review. Stahl (2017), for example, describes that the dif-

ferent locations of the headquarters and those of the expatriate managers can lead to 

challenges such as disrupted relationships, which in turn can result in repatriation 

difficulties. This same combination of disrupted relationships and the negative ef-

fects on the expatriate manager’s repatriation was made by Participant 4, as ex-

plained above.  

 

4.5.3.4 Category 3.4: Working in a different organisational structure and culture 

The final category constituting theme three is ‘Working in a different organisational 

structure and culture’. Selected codes associated with this theme are depicted in Ta-

ble 4.2. Participant 1 reported the following:  

 

You have to adapt to the local how-to-say culture of the organisation. This is some-

thing you cannot learn in advance; this is not something you can read about, so you 

just have to understand how the situation is set up and how the organisation works. 

 

In summary, he explained the challenge of adapting to the different organisational 

culture in the host-country, which one could not learn in advance or prepare oneself 

for; one had to experience and learn from it. A similar challenge was mentioned by 

Participant 2, who stated that although he still worked for the same company, many 

processes were locally oriented, different from what he knew from the headquarters, 

and thus not familiar to him. With respect to working in a different organisational 

structure and culture, Participant 5 explained that the matrix structure of the South 

African subsidiary was a challenge to him. He raised the issue that he not only had 

the regional responsibility, but also had to take care of the different divisions that in 

contrast to the regional responsibility do not focus on a specific region but on the 

subsidiary’s business segments. In these divisions the employees sometimes had dif-
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ferent opinions on factors and processes than he had been used to in the regional or-

ganisation. Also, with regard to this category, Participant 6 explained that although 

he is Swiss, he had always worked in the German headquarters before he started 

working in South Africa. He mentioned that most of his colleagues in the headquar-

ters had enjoyed a high level of education, which enabled them to grasp complex 

concepts. Conversely, as the South African subsidiary of the MNC where he was 

working comprised many field workers and a high level of education was not needed 

to do the work successfully, Participant 6 experienced the challenge of adapting to 

the different educational levels in South Africa and being able to explain complex 

concepts easily. The challenges that the respondents experienced by working in a 

different organisational structure and culture can be linked back to the cultural differ-

ences mentioned in the cultural dimensions concept by Hofstede (1980).  

 

Firstly, South Africa and Germany differ significantly in the dimension of power 

distance (see Chapter Two, section 2.2.3.1). South Africa has a high level of power 

distance, which means that hierarchies and orders from superiors are widely accept-

ed, whereas in Germany hierarchies are usually dismantled to achieve decentralised 

organisations where everyone can contribute. As most of the participants in the cur-

rent study were German or worked in the German headquarters before they came to 

South Africa, they were used to the low level of power distance prevalent in Germa-

ny. When they started with their international assignment in South Africa, they had 

to get used to the higher level of power distance that was prevalent in South Africa, 

which might have been a challenge to them. Secondly, South Africa and Germany 

also differ regarding their long-term orientation (see Chapter Two, section 2.2.3.1). 

South Africans are typically focused on the present and quick results, whereas Ger-

mans are focused on long-term results. Similar to the difference in power distance, 

the expatriate managers had to get used to the different focus in South Africa and 

presumably also had to adapt their style to meet their colleagues’ expectations. As 

explained earlier, the expatriate manager’s success or failure in managing these cul-

tural differences influenced the challenges they faced during their international as-

signment (see Chapter Two, section 2.3.3).  

 

4.5.4 THEME FOUR: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING INTERAC-

TION AND COMMUNICATION WITH HOST-COUNTRY NATIONALS 

WHILE BEING ON INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENT 
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Theme four, which answers RQ3b, refers to the challenges that expatriate managers 

experienced with their interaction and communication with host-country nationals 

during their international assignment. This theme was aggregated from the four cate-

gories ‘Navigating emotional communication in a sensitive culture’, ‘Dealing with 

cultural peculiarities, ‘Establishing relationships with locals’ and ‘Cultural diversity’.  

 

4.5.4.1 Category 4.1: Navigating emotional communication in a sensitive culture 

The first category ‘Navigating emotional communication in a sensitive culture’ com-

prises several codes as highlighted in Table 4.2. In respect of this category, Partici-

pant 5 noted: “I had to manoeuvre; I had to balance; I had to be careful that I was not 

stepping on the toes of the local HR manager in South Africa.” 

 

This category denotes the challenge of needing to navigate emotional communication 

in a sensitive culture by being sensitive towards co-workers to not hurt any feelings. 

Also, in line with this challenge is Participant’s 6 narration of always being careful 

about which topics could be discussed and with which colleagues or friends, as there 

were some sensitive topics, he had learned, that should not be raised. Participant 6 

further explained that he was used to asking the questions that came into his mind 

and that he had difficulty in withholding these questions and that he should even be 

more careful in this regard. Participant 6 further alluded to “locals being very emo-

tional”, and that there were often feelings involved that they as expatriate managers 

should not neglect. With respect to this challenge, Participant 5 stated: 

 

[The] Dutch [people] are known as being quite direct and sometimes; yes, that can be 

felt as blunt so that you really have to be aware on how you approach people and how 

you present yourself in meetings. 

 

As Participant’s 5 home-country is the Netherlands, he refers to the Dutch and not 

the German people. Participant’s 6 statement shows the challenges of adjusting one’s 

communication style to adapt to the local style and to not act in a way that can be 

perceived as insensitive. The challenges presented as part of this category can be 

linked to Hall’s (1976) context theory. Germans have been identified as having a 

low-context culture, which means that they follow a direct communication style, rely 

on spoken words and do not hesitate to express their ideas and thoughts. In contrast, 

South Africans have a high-context culture, which means that they use a more indi-
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rect and face-saving communication style that is used to improve relationships. Sev-

eral of the participants in this study mentioned challenges such as adjusting one’s 

communication style or being more sensitive and less direct towards colleagues. 

These challenges, which all form part of the category ‘Navigating emotional com-

munication in a sensitive culture’, can be caused by the differences between low- and 

high-context cultures.  

 

4.5.4.2 Category 4.2: Dealing with cultural peculiarities 

Category 4.2 ‘Dealing with cultural peculiarities’ consists of selected codes as indi-

cated in Table 4.2. Regarding this category, Participant 5 reported that soon after 

starting his new assignment in South Africa he became frustrated by having to con-

tinuously remind and follow-up on his colleagues to “getting things done”. Initially, 

he thought that his South African colleagues were lazy given that he had sent several 

emails but had not received any feedback from his colleagues. After a while, he real-

ised that if he developed a relationship with his colleagues, this stumbling block 

could be resolved. This notion also correlates with Hall’s (1976) context theory (see 

Chapter Two, section 2.2.3.2), namely that South Africans have been identified as 

having a high-context culture that focuses on relationships. With regard to this chal-

lenge, Participant 6 mentioned that he had difficulty with the general slow pace that 

was prevalent, not only at work, but also in other ways: “even if it was just walking 

slower”.  

 

As explained in Chapter Two (see section 2.3.3), Tahir (2018) indicates that a lack of 

cross-cultural training results in adaptation challenges to expatriate managers, as cul-

tural differences are an obstacle. Haile and White (2019) confirm this finding by say-

ing that expatriate managers who did not receive appropriate cross-cultural and lan-

guage training struggled to adapt to their new environment. In this respect, both Par-

ticipant 5 and Participant 6 in the current study received cultural training; however, 

the training might not have been comprehensive enough given that the participants 

still faced several challenges emanating from cultural differences.  

  

4.5.4.3 Category 4.3: Establishing relationships with locals 

Category 4.3 ‘Establishing relationships with locals’ comprises the identified codes 

as illustrated in Table 4.2. As far as this category is concerned, Participant 4 men-
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tioned that the “integration process in the country [South Africa] is more difficult 

than expected”. 

 

This experience by Participant 4 denotes the challenge of becoming fully integrated 

and establishing relationships with South Africans. Also, in line with this category, 

Participant 5 explained that he and his wife’s efforts to build relationships with local 

South Africans was a challenge to them. He stated: 

 

So we try to connect with local people, local South Africans, which was not easy, I 

can tell you that. Because yes, you are a foreigner. You are intruding in there. 

 

As foreigners they felt as if they were intruding in South Africa and sensed that the 

locals in general did not want to bond with expatriates. Participant 7 expressed a sim-

ilar challenge by stating that as an expatriate manager he had to put in more effort to 

be able to make friends in South Africa. The challenge raised by these participants to 

establish relationships with South Africans could be due to the limited period expat-

riate managers stayed in South Africa on the one hand, but, on the other hand, it 

could also be due to the cultural differences, as explained by Hofstede’s (1980) cul-

tural dimensions and Hall’s (1976) context theory. As cultural differences between 

South Africa and Germany were pointed out in these two theories and the respond-

ents of the current study could have been unaware of these differences – because of, 

for example, no or rudimentary cross-cultural training – they might have experienced 

the challenge of building relationships with locals.  

 

4.5.4.4 Category 4.4: Cultural diversity 

The last category that forms part of theme four is ‘Cultural diversity’ and comprises 

codes as illustrated in Table 4.2. With regard to this category, Participant 3 ex-

plained: 

 

And difficult I would say it is to understand the background; why there is tensions be-

tween two people, is not related to the people themselves, it’s related to the history, 

since hundreds or thousands of years. 

 

As presented in Chapter One (see section 1.3), South Africa has a rich cultural diver-

sity with cultural roots dating back a few thousand years. As an expatriate manager 
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growing up in Germany or in Europe, the consequences of such cultural diversity 

could be difficult to understand, as expressed by Participant 3. Participant 3 further 

alluded to the difficulties of managing a diverse team. He first had to understand how 

to make the best use of the people, their talents and their possibilities to be able to 

manage the diverse team successfully and to turn cultural diversity into an advantage. 

Participant 5 mentioned a similar challenge, and mentioned that managing human 

resources in South Africa was “[…] different than being responsible for human re-

sources in the Netherlands or the US and especially because of the cultural differ-

ences”.  

 

In view of Participant 5’s comment, it can be deduced that it is a challenge to manage 

in a foreign culture, as the cultural diversity required Participant 5 to manage his 

team in a different way than he was used to in his previous roles in the Netherlands 

and the US.  

 

This challenge is a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge, as it has 

not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 

 

4.5.5 THEME FIVE: CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED REGARDING GENERAL 

ADJUSTMENT WHILE BEING ON INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENT 

Theme five, labelled as ‘Challenges experienced regarding general adjustment while 

being on international assignment’, answers RQ3c and pertains to the general adapta-

tion to the non-work environment. This theme was aggregated from three categories 

that are discussed in detail in the following sections.  

 

4.5.5.1 Category 5.1: Changes in family set-up may affect success of international 

assignment 

This first category of theme five constitutes selected codes as displayed in Table 4.2. 

With regard to this challenge, Participant 5 shared the following two statements: 

 

When you have a partner that is not […] being proactive; not willing to reach out […], 

it’s going to be very difficult because you [the partner] don’t have a work permit.  

 

So you […] need to have a certain character that [can] reach out to take initiative et-
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cetera, otherwise there’s a big risk that the assignment is also not working. 

 

With these two excerpts, Participant 5 explained two important points. Firstly, the 

circumstances for the expatriate manager’s partners might be difficult in South Afri-

ca, as it is difficult or almost impossible to obtain a work visa. Consequently, Partici-

pant 5 stated that the partner needed to have a certain degree of proactivity and self-

initiative to be able to adjust to the new situation and make the most of the new life 

in South Africa. He added that there was even a risk of assignment failure if the part-

ner did not have certain characteristics that could make it easier for the partner to 

adapt to the new country. This challenge was also identified in the literature review 

presented in Chapter Two. Sterle et al. (2018) found that the expatriate manager’s 

partner often has to sacrifice their work in the home country, which can have a nega-

tive influence on their career. The authors further explain that if the partner is not 

able to find a suitable job in the host country, the risk of unsuccessful adjustment 

increases, which in turn affects the expatriate manager’s adjustment and further in-

creases the risk of expatriate failure. This challenge was confirmed in the present 

study with Participant 5’s statements above and is further authenticated by experi-

ences mentioned by several other participants, which underlines the prevalence and 

importance of this challenge. Participant 2, for example, shared that his partner’s visa 

had taken almost a year before it was approved, which limited her opportunities in 

South Africa. She was thus neither able to work nor to stay longer than three months 

in the country that was supposed to be her new home. Participant 5 described his 

partner’s experience as follows: “And my wife, yes, she was really struggling and 

she felt guilty […] not doing anything and reading etcetera.” 

 

Participant 6 also mentioned that it was almost impossible to obtain a work visa for 

South Africa and other options then came at a cost, for example, applying for a visa 

to study. However, Participant 6’s partner still struggled to find a job in South Africa, 

which was, according to Participant 6, a challenge to his partner. With respect to the 

challenge of changes in the family’s circumstances, Participant 7 explained the fol-

lowing: 

 

So here the first thing is […] the visa. You know it takes ages to get the visa for any-

thing, right? So, she’s on a dependent pass and she can’t work with that. And also you 

know what does happen is [that] she will lose her independence […] because of some 
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critical areas where she always […] with friends, they say: you be careful […] don't go 

alone, whether you are driving the car or you’re not driving the car. So, [there are] a lot 

of security concerns […] So, [her thinking] is always constrained. 

 

Participant 7 raised the same issue as Participant 6, namely that it is not possible for 

expatriate manager’s partners to obtain a work visa for South Africa and other op-

tions then came at a cost. In the case of Participant 7 it was that his wife came to 

South Africa on a dependent pass, which did not allow her to work. In addition to 

these circumstances, the issue of security concerns was also raised. Participant 7 

mentioned that his wife had lost her independence and always felt constrained. Con-

sequently, it became apparent that changes in the family circumstances were closely 

related to an international assignment in South Africa and affected the expatriate 

manager’s partner. A need was expressed by these participants for the partner to 

make sacrifices and to be able to adapt to the new situation. If the adaptation is not 

successful, the risk of overall expatriate failure increases.  

 

In addition to Participant 2’s comments, Participant 3 also noted the challenges with 

regard to their family’s circumstances. For example, he stated that his family did not 

join him on his move to South Africa owing to two reasons. Firstly, his daughter was 

in her final year of school and he and his wife did not want to make her change 

school in her last year. Secondly, his wife would not have been able to obtain a work 

visa for South Africa to continue working in the same or similar position than she 

had in Germany. Owing to this change in their family set-up, Participant 3 had to 

adjust to the different situation of living without his family in the host country, which 

was a challenge to him. 

 

The aforementioned challenges have not been identified in the literature review pre-

sented in Chapter Two and therefore make a valuable contribution to the body of 

knowledge on the expatriate management process. 

 

4.5.5.2 Category 5.2: The lack of basic needs 

The second category of theme five is ‘The lack of basic needs’, which the partici-

pants experienced in South Africa. As illustrated in Table 4.2, several codes were 

combined to create this category. In view of this category, load-shedding was men-

tioned by almost all of the participants, which confirms the prevalence of this chal-
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lenge. Most of the participants explained that they were fortunate to have a generator 

or inverter at their homes, resulting in load-shedding not affecting them at home. 

However, they added that load-shedding affected the traffic as the traffic lights were 

out of order during load-shedding, which posed a safety concern and required addi-

tional planning to arrive at their destination on time. 

 

In addition to the lack of these basic needs, the general safety situation in South Afri-

ca was pointed out by several participants. They said that they had adjusted to the 

different safety levels in South Africa straight away, but Participants 2 and 4, in par-

ticular, mentioned that the safety situation was and remained a challenge to them. 

Other participants raised the issue of limited mobility options owing to the safety 

situation in South Africa. Participant 6 expressed that he was used to always cycle to 

work and that he had never owned a car in his life before. In South Africa, however, 

he was dependent on his car. Participant 2 described this lack of basic needs by say-

ing that they were used to “being able to move around without any concerns. That’s 

changed now; we have to be very cautious about where we go”.  

 

Participant 2’s aforementioned comment refers to the fact that one could not simply 

visit any place in South Africa, as some places were not safe. This was confirmed by 

Participant 5 who explained that he always had to make sure with the security officer 

at his company if the place he was planning to visit during a weekend was safe or 

not, which also points to a lack of basic needs. Also, with regard to this category, 

Participant 5 shared that “you are usually a bit naive in the beginning and think that 

you can do things you should not do”. He elaborated that it was a challenge to him to 

find a balance between not being afraid and being aware of the environment. Alt-

hough this challenge was not reported in the literature review, it is not surprising that 

the participants mentioned the lack of basic needs as a challenge, especially given the 

high crime rate in South Africa. 

 

4.5.5.3 Category 5.3: Settling in completely requires time 

The last category of theme five is ‘Settling in completely requires time’ and consists 

of selected codes as illustrated in Table 4.2. With regard to this challenge, Participant 

5 alluded to living in temporary accommodation after relocating to South Africa, 

working at the office every day, while his wife stayed in the small apartment. As it 
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was not their permanent residence, she could not settle, which was a challenge to her. 

Participant 7 also raised the challenge of not being accepted in the new environment 

by sharing the following: 

 

But initially you know, first the barrier, I would say, is the acceptance. Personally, as 

a family, what we feel […] [is that unless we] commit for a longer duration of stay, 

right. So, when the people perceive you as an expat, right, some or the other day you 

will go back, right? So, the friendship and also the bonding will not be there. […] 

This was also experienced by my daughter at school […] 

 

Participant 7 already stated the challenge of not being accepted by host-country na-

tionals in theme three, but the above comment makes it clear that he and his family 

also experienced this challenge in the non-work environment. He pointed out that 

being an expatriate manager implies staying in the host country for a limited period. 

Thus, many of the local residents did not want to bond with them, as the residents 

knew that the expatriate manager and his family would leave the country again at a 

certain point in time, which made it even more difficult for the family to settle in 

completely.  

 

In summary, many of the challenges that were identified in the literature review re-

garding theme five have been confirmed in this study. In addition, several other chal-

lenges were identified, some of which are specific to South Africa. However, the 

literature review revealed one more challenge that none of the participants in this 

study had mentioned. The study conducted by Tahir (2018) found that a majority of 

the interviewed expatriate managers either received no orientation or a very short 

orientation upon their arrival in the host country, which led to their being dependent 

on the favours of their new colleagues on the one hand, and, on the other hand, led to 

a culture shock. A culture shock was also identified as a challenge in the study con-

ducted by Dousin and Sulong (2021). The fact that none of the participants of the 

current study mentioned this challenge shows that they either came to South Africa 

well-prepared or that they had previous international experience and were already 

accustomed to living in another country. 

 

 



 

 95 

4.5.6 THEME SIX: CHALLENGES EXPECTED TO EXPERIENCE DURING 

THE REPATRIATION 

Theme six ‘Challenges expected to experience during the repatriation’ consists of 

five categories that are analysed in more detail in the following sections. Theme six 

also presents the answer to RQ4.  

 

4.5.6.1 Category 6.1: Having to show a higher degree of flexibility 

The first category of theme six is ‘Having to show a higher degree of flexibility’. As 

shown in Table 4.2, several codes were combined to establish this category. Pertain-

ing to this category, Participant 3 explained that repatriation became difficult once he 

insisted on returning to Germany or going to a specific country. He explained that 

people in Germany stayed longer in their work positions than in many other coun-

tries, which led to fewer job openings and thus limited options for returning expatri-

ate managers. Therefore, expatriate managers have limited control over their future 

location and must show a certain degree of flexibility pertaining to the work location 

or the work position. In addition, Participant 3 elaborated: 

 

And my philosophy always was, I don’t change unless the next step is the right one for 

me. [B]ut now being an expatriate in a timeframe the point comes when you have to, 

so you can’t stay longer in that country. Now you have to take what is available. And 

that can be of course a challenge, that you say I take it because it’s vacant, not because 

it’s the right thing for me. 

 

In summary, it had always been a priority for Participant 3 to not accept another 

work position unless it was a suitable option to him. However, being on an interna-

tional assignment, he had to make sacrifices with regard to repatriation, as he had to 

leave the host country upon the expiry of his visa. Thus, he would need to start his 

new job at a specific point in time and had to accept a position that was available at 

that time without being able to wait for a more suitable opening. This predicament 

shows the need for flexibility, which was identified as a challenge. Also, in line with 

this category. Participant 1 pointed out that he felt trapped in company processes. As 

these company processes were not flexible, he had to show a certain degree of flexi-

bility. At the time of the interview, Participant 1 was spending his final weeks in 

South Africa and the repatriation was already planned. He mentioned that his family 

needed to ship their furniture to two different places in Europe, which was, from his 
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company’s perspective, not possible. Although his family circumstances required this 

scenario, his company was not able to approve his request, which was a challenge to 

him.  

 

The last experience related to this challenge was made by Participant 7, who had 

already experienced two previous repatriations. He explained that repatriation often 

involved a family separation, as families should consider school calendars. This 

meant that his family might need to return to India earlier than him for his daughter 

to be able to start school in India at the beginning of the new school year. With his 

international assignment ending on a specific date and the difficult visa situation al-

luded to earlier, these circumstances could lead to a temporary family separation.  

 

This challenge to show a higher degree of flexibility is a valuable contribution to the 

existing body of knowledge, as it has not been identified as a challenge in the litera-

ture review. 

 

4.5.6.2 Category 6.2: No planning of future career 

Category 6.2 of theme six is ‘No planning of future career’ and the codes associated 

with this theme are depicted in Table 4.2. In respect of this category, three partici-

pants (Participants 3, 4 and 7) mentioned that they expected it to be difficult to find a 

work back in the home country that matched both the company’s and the expatriate 

manager’s aspirations. Participant 7 shared: 

 

[…] finding the right position is you know, always tough, right. So, to match the aspi-

rations of the self and also the aspirations and expectations of the management in In-

dia, right? So, to get an alignment it takes a lot of time and also where I am happy. So, 

to find the position might be challenging […]. 

 

Participant 3 also explained that if there was a specific position he wanted to pursue 

following the international assignment, the timing was important as expatriate man-

agers were restrained with regard to the starting date of the position. Participant 4 

elaborated that he saw expatriates leaving the company after returning from their 

international assignment as no suitable position could be found for them in the com-

pany. With regard to the challenge of having no future career planning, Participant 6 

shared: 
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[…] I don’t even know whether I will go back to Germany itself. So this is a bit compli-

cated sort of, in [company name]*. So there’s not a very clear succession plan or kind of 

plan for that. 

 

At the time of the interview, Participant 6 was supposed to stay in South Africa for a 

further five months but he still did not know where he would move to after South 

Africa and which job he would do. Participant 4 also explained that she did not know 

what the company’s plans were for her following her international assignment in 

South Africa, as there had been no clear career planning. She elaborated that her age 

might be a further challenge. She would turn 58 upon her return to Germany and was 

not sure if the company would still need her at that age. All of these experiences in-

dicate a lack of career planning by the participants’ companies, as the expatriate 

managers did not know which job they would have after their international assign-

ment and what the future plans were in general, even if their assignment were about 

to come to an end. This challenge was identified in the literature review; however, it 

was identified as part of the first stage of the expatriate management process. Stahl 

(2017) pointed out the challenge of the lack of a long-term orientation, by showing 

that the career planning made for expatriate managers was often inadequate. Stahl 

(2017) referred to this challenge to be part of stage 1 of the expatriate management 

process, but as confirmed in the current study, this challenge is also prevalent in the 

repatriation stage. 

 

4.5.6.3 Category 6.3: Struggle to adapt to the home country again 

Category 6.3 ‘Struggle to adapt to the home country again’ comprises the codes as 

illustrated in Table 4.2. Partly based on experiences with previous international as-

signments, three participants alluded to the challenge of readapting to their home 

country. Participant 4 explained: “I guess having spent seven years outside Germany 

things feel different and it will be the same adjustment as moving to another loca-

tion.” 

 

This comment suggests that although Participant 4 was on her first international as-

signment, she was aware of the challenge of readapting to her home country, given 

that she had lived in South Africa for almost seven years. Participant 5, who already 

returned to his home country shared the following: 
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We neglected that we thought, oh yes, we’re moving back to the Netherlands and 

that’s the country we know; that’s where we come from. So that should be an easy 

move. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t.” 

 

This excerpt from Participant 5 shows that he underestimated the challenge of return-

ing and readapting to his home country after his international assignment in South 

Africa. At the time of the interview, Participant 5 had been living in the Netherlands 

for seven months. He was still on his international assignment in South Africa at the 

time of the interview, but since had to return (temporarily) to the Netherlands due to 

visa limitations. He explained that he and his wife were still finding it difficult to 

readapt to their home country and found this the biggest challenge.  

 

Also, in line with this category, several participants shared that they had enjoyed 

several benefits in South Africa, such as having a domestic, living in a spacious 

apartment or house, the pleasant weather conditions, the people’s general positive 

attitude, and the overall low prices for services, which they did not have in their 

home country. Participant 5 described: 

 

And also imagine that we were living in quite a big house in South Africa. We had a 

gardener. We had someone, a domestic, who was doing the cleaning, who was doing 

the laundry, who was doing the ironing […]. All those kind of things. And it sounds 

stupid, but you have to get used to that [being without these services] again. 

 

The experience described by Participant 5 can be linked to the differences mentioned 

in Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimension of indulgence. South Africa’s score in this 

dimension is high, which indicates a focus on enjoying life, being content and gener-

ally having a positive attitude. This positive attitude was noted by Participant 6, who 

explained that it would be a challenge to him to not be surrounded by this positive 

attitude anymore when returning to Germany. According to Hofstede Insights 

(2023b), Germany received a low score in this dimension, which shows that German 

people are generally more restrained by social norms with regard to enjoying their 

lives. Lastly, and also in accordance with the differences between Germany and 

South Africa in this dimension, Participant 5 said that he had experienced much pres-

sure from society since his return to his home country, including pressure from his 

family. He elaborated that his life in South Africa had been free from social pressure 
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and that he had to adjust to this changing again in the Netherlands, which was a chal-

lenge to him.  

 

4.5.6.4 Category 6.4: Repatriation not seen as important as other stages 

Category 6.4 ‘Repatriation not seen as important as other stages’ consists of several 

codes as illustrated in Table 4.2. Regarding this category, Participant 4 mentioned the 

challenge of not receiving company support as part of the repatriation. Participant 4 

earlier alluded to the fact that moving back to Germany implied the same adjustment 

as moving to another location, which shows that this stage is just as important as the 

preparation stage. However, a few participants referred to the challenge of not receiv-

ing company support such as assistance in searching for a suitable school or apart-

ment or support in readjusting to the German culture. This finding indicates that re-

patriation is not deemed as important as other stages of the expatriate management 

process. Further, Participant 4 shared that she had wished for better communication 

during this stage and, for example, a process flow showing the timing of events with 

regard to relocating, resigning and receiving one’s contract. This points to the lack of 

communication pertaining to the expatriation stage by her company and the disregard 

of this stage. Participant 4 also emphasised the following: “I even think that it [the 

repatriation stage] is much more important – more effort has to be spent on the re-

turning than into the preparation.” 

 

Participant 4 further noted that considerable self-initiative was needed to make plans, 

given that the repatriation stage was not deemed as important as the other stages: 

 

There’s a contact in the HR department there, but we haven’t discussed any future 

with me. Only when I was [at the HR department] last time. And it was always on my 

initiative, yes, where I addressed [the issue]: okay, I’m interested in another prolonga-

tion. 

 

This statement by Participant 4 confirms the challenge of repatriation not being seen 

as important as the other stages of the expatriate management process. Although Par-

ticipant 4 had a contact in the company’s human resources department, no plan was 

in place for her and everything that was proposed in this respect was based on her 

initiative. Lastly, and as the initiative came from Participant 4, she was afraid to 

catch the human resources department off guard when asking about plans for her 



 

 100 

future. The inadequate focus on the repatriation stage was also identified as a chal-

lenge in the literature review presented in Chapter Two. Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) 

explain that the biggest challenge regarding repatriation that has been identified in 

the existing literature is that this stage of the process is often completely ignored by 

MNCs. Further, the study conducted by Tahir (2018) indicates that there was no 

strategy or plan in place for the participants’ repatriation. Tahir and Egleston (2019) 

also found in their study that repatriation was not a priority in the expatriate man-

agement process.  

 

4.5.6.5 Category 6.5: Uncertainty about the future 

The final category constituting theme six is ‘Uncertainty about the future’. The se-

lected codes associated with this category are illustrated in Table 4.2. Participant 4 

noted that no one in her company had given her information about her future options. 

Participant 6 confirmed this challenge of uncertainty about the future by sharing the 

following: “I don’t know where I’m going. I know neither the country nor the role 

nor the unit nor anything. So I don’t know.” 

 

Although Participant 6 was spending his last few months in South Africa at the time 

of the interview, the future was still uncertain for him, which constituted a challenge 

to him. Participant 6 elaborated that he at least knew that he would have a job and 

that he would receive a salary, but that the uncertainty for his partner was higher, as 

she could not try to find work given that they did not know where they would have to 

move to after his assignment in South Africa. Lastly, Participant 6 stated that it was 

impossible to even plan his personal life as a result of the uncertainty regarding his 

work situation. This experience expressed by Participant 6 shows that the uncertainty 

about the expatriate managers’ future jobs also affected their personal lives, which 

was identified as a challenge. In contrast to category 6.2, which described the chal-

lenges of not having a long-term career planning which led to the challenge of not 

finding a suitable job, category 6.5 focuses on the uncertainty the participants ex-

pected to experience during this stage. This uncertainty not only relates to the expat-

riate managers work position, but also to their partner and personal life. 

 

This challenge is a valuable contribution to the existing body of knowledge, as it has 

not been identified as a challenge in the literature review. 
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The challenge of repatriation that is often ignored and that was also revealed in the 

literature review, has been confirmed in this study. However, the literature review 

also pointed out the challenge of remaining in contact with the headquarters – a chal-

lenge that has not been confirmed in this stage of the expatriate management process. 

This challenge was mentioned in theme three of this study and was thus also noted 

by the participants. Apart from the challenges that were reported in Chapter Two, the 

participants of this study highlighted several more challenges that they had expected 

to experience during their repatriation. 

 

4.6 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Chapter Four first provided an overview of the demographic profile of 

the respondents, which included the sample size and a description of the participants. 

Based on Chapter Three, the data collection strategies and their implementation were 

explained in more detail. Thereafter, the data analysis process and the use of thematic 

analysis was disclosed. Chapter Four concluded with a detailed discussion of the 

themes, categories and codes that were generated from the dataset. The data analysis 

resulted in six themes with a total of 27 categories.  

 

The majority of the challenges that were identified during the literature review have 

been confirmed in this study. However, some of these challenges could not be con-

firmed during the empirical investigation of this study; they were complemented by 

several other challenges that have not been found in the literature review. One possi-

ble reason for the additional challenges encountered in South Africa is the economic 

disparities, which, among other things, have led to the high crime rate in South Afri-

ca. The high crime rate, in turn, resulted in the participants’ experiencing a lack of 

basic needs and unfamiliar living conditions. A further reason is the cultural diversi-

ty, which led to challenges pertaining to stage three of the expatriate management 

process and especially the adjustment to interacting with host-country nationals (eg, 

dealing with cultural peculiarities, cultural diversity, and managing unexpected situa-

tions). A last possible reason for the additional challenges that were identified is the 

strict South African laws and regulations with regard to visa applications, which led 

to difficulties in obtaining a visa for the expatriate manager and their partner. All 

these challenges show that the expatriate managers in South Africa experience dif-
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ferent and additional challenges compared to their counterparts in other countries. 

Also, insights into these additional challenges help address the research gap that was 

identified in this study pertaining to the lack of empirical research on expatriate man-

agement through a diverse cultural lens. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter Four presented the analysis and interpretation of the data collected in the 

semi-structured interviews. This included an overview of the demographic profile of 

the respondents, a demonstration of the data collection strategies that were used and a 

disclosure of the data analysis process that was applied by means of thematic analy-

sis. Chapter Four concluded with a detailed explanation of the themes, categories, 

and codes that were generated from the dataset.  

 

In Chapter Five, the conclusions and recommendations of the study are discussed. 

The chapter starts with a general overview of the research, its purpose and the 

achievement of the research objectives. The empirical findings are then summarised 

and conclusions and recommendations based on the findings are made, clearly high-

lighting the practical implications for MNCs and expatriate managers. The chapter 

concludes with the practical and theoretical contributions of the study, its limitations, 

and suggestions for future research. 

 

5.2 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH 

The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges that expatriate managers ex-

perienced (and expected to experience with regard to their repatriation) relating to the 

MNC’s expatriate management process during and after their international as-

signment in South Africa. The following section provides a brief outline of the re-

search process followed in this study to address its purpose. The section also high-

lights how each research objective was achieved in this study to subsequently answer 

the research question. 

 

5.2.1 RESEARCH PROCESS 

As part of the research process a literature review was conducted on expatriate man-

agement and the challenges that expatriate managers experienced during their inter-

national assignment. The literature review included a contextualisation of the term 

‘expatriate management’ and an explanation of the rationales for expatriate manage-

ment. Further, the cultural differences between South Africa and Germany were ana-
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lysed by means of Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions concept and Hall’s (1976) 

context theory. It was found that Germany and South Africa have similar scores in 

the dimensions of masculinity and individualism, but that they differ in the dimen-

sions of power distance, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation and indul-

gence. With regard to Hall’s (1976) context theory, it was pointed out that Germany 

can be classified as a low-context country, whereas South Africa can be classified as 

a high-context country. Following the cultural analysis of South Africa and Germa-

ny, the expatriate management process model by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) and the 

expatriate adjustment model by Black (1988) were explained and combined into one 

model, which provided the theoretical framework for this study. After presenting the 

model, the challenges that were identified in the literature were presented in align-

ment with the theoretical model of this study, meaning that the challenges were 

demonstrated for each stage of the expatriate management process. 

 

Following the literature review, a suitable research design and methodology was de-

veloped to answer the research question. In this study, an interpretivist philosophy 

and inductive research approach were adopted. The research was therefore qualita-

tive in nature and semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven expatriate 

managers working for two different German MNCs in Gauteng, South Africa. With 

regard to the research instrument, the interview was introduced with a few introduc-

tory questions about the participant’s professional background to ensure that the par-

ticipants met the criteria to participate in the study. The introductory questions were 

followed by questions to identify the challenges the expatriate manager experienced 

and expected to experience during their international assignment. Following the data 

collection, the data were analysed by means of thematic analysis and the findings 

were presented in Chapter Four. In the following section, an overview is given on 

how each research objective was achieved. 

 

5.2.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES ADDRESSED 

Table 5.1 shows how each research objective and research question was achieved in 

this study, by providing the theoretical evidence, related questions in the interview 

schedule, empirical findings and the recommendations. 
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5.3 SUMMARY OF EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

In the following sections, the empirical results are summarised. First, a brief sum-

mary of the participant’s demographic profile is given, followed by a brief overview 

of how this study addressed the issues of trustworthiness and rigour. In the last sec-

tion, the findings from the thematic analysis are discussed and conclusions and rec-

ommendations are offered that highlight the implications of the findings for MNCs 

and expatriate managers. 

 

5.3.1 PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS 

As explained in Chapter Four (see section 4.2.1), the sample consisted of seven par-

ticipants. Of the seven participants six were male and one was female. Their ages 

were well distributed between the ages of 30 and 60 years. The seven participants 

had lived in South Africa for between one and eight years, came from four different 

countries, three of which were European countries, and they were either on their first, 

second or on their third international assignment (see Chapter Four, Table 4.1) 

 

5.3.2 TRUSTWORTHINESS AND RIGOUR OF THE STUDY 

In order to ensure the trustworthiness and rigour of this study, the principles of credi-

bility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were applied (see Chapter 

Three, section 3.7.4). To ensure credibility, the researcher asked every participant if 

they wanted to see the transcript of the interview again. The direct quotes of the par-

ticipants were presented in Chapter Four. To achieve the transferability of this study, 

the research context and data collection methods were described in detail (see Chap-

ter Three, section 3.7.4) and the participants represented a diverse profile. To ensure 

the dependability of this study, the researcher provided a transparent and detailed 

presentation of the research design and plan in Chapter Three. Finally, the principle 

of confirmability was ensured by the researcher’s use of a reflexive approach 

throughout the entire research process. 

 

5.3.3 DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THEMATIC ANALY-

SIS 

In the following sections, the six themes that constitute the findings of the thematic 

analysis are discussed. Furthermore, conclusions are drawn based on the findings and 
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recommendations are made to address the challenges that were identified.  

 

5.3.3.1 Theme one: Challenges experienced during recruitment and selection for the 

current position 

As explained in Chapter Four (see section 4.5.1), the most important challenges relat-

ing to theme one were the ignorance among the participants’ companies towards soft 

skills; the poor internal communication at these companies; and the resultant uncer-

tainty among the expatriate managers. On the one hand, the uncertainty was attribut-

ed to company processes and circumstances and, on the other hand, it was caused by 

external factors. Theme one provided the answer to the first research question, RQ1 

(see Chapter Four, Table 4.2). Regarding category 1.1, and concerning this theme, 

the findings revealed that the companies disregarded soft skills when they selected 

candidates for international assignments given that experience in previous interna-

tional assignments was deemed mandatory for future management roles. To address 

this challenge, both the MNCs and the candidates for international assignments need 

to be aware of this challenge. Companies could, for example, analyse their data of 

expatriate failure by assessing the failure rate of the company. Further, the MNCs 

should consider both the candidates’ soft skills and their personal characteristics, 

such as interpersonal skills, cultural empathy and adaptation skills. Candidates, on 

the other hand, should only accept an international assignment if they are interested 

in taking this step and not because it is a requirement to obtain future management 

positions in the company. These recommendations confirm the findings that indicate 

that companies should sense when candidates are interested in the international as-

signment and that candidates should not be forced to accept such an assignment. 

Both the expatriate manager and the team in the host country will most likely suffer 

from a selection in which the soft skills of the candidate were not considered. 

 

Category 1.2 explained the challenge of poor internal communication during the se-

lection process. To manage this challenge, the MNCs should communicate as openly 

and transparently as possible during the entire expatriate management process, as 

taking part in an international assignment is a bold step for expatriate managers, who 

have to make considerable sacrifices in leaving their home country. In this situation, 

any kind of communication is welcome and helpful for the candidate to reduce their 

uncertainties. These uncertainties can be addressed by providing the expatriate man-
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ager with constant feedback on the status quo of the recruitment and selection pro-

cess to provide more transparency on when a decision can be expected. Further, 

MNCs should make sure that the internal communication among their different de-

partments is efficient by introducing clear policies and procedures. 

 

The recommendation of open and transparent communication also applies to catego-

ry 1.3, which describes the challenge of uncertainties owing to company processes 

and circumstances, such as the long waiting time until a decision has been made or 

uncertainties regarding the outcome of this decision. If MNCs communicate openly, 

this challenge of facing uncertainties can also be diminished or even overcome. 

 

Category 1.4 pertains to uncertainties owing to external factors. In this study, the 

external factors referred to two aspects: The COVID-19 pandemic and family issues. 

The uncertainties that COVID-19 in particular caused were extremely difficult to 

reduce, as neither the company nor the candidates could influence these factors. 

However, the MNC could address the challenge of family issues by providing family 

support to the expatriate manager from the first stage of the expatriate management 

process onwards. This support can, for example, be in the form of an orientation pro-

gramme on family-related topics and/or consulting services to family members. 

These offerings should be communicated effectively by attending to them in the very 

first meetings with the candidate or by adding the offerings to the company’s policies 

on expatriation. 

 

In conclusion, and based on the findings presented in Chapter Four, open, effective 

and transparent communication is a key recommendation to overcome the challenges 

that the participants experienced during the first stage of the expatriate management 

process. In addition, selecting the most suitable candidate and considering all the 

necessary soft skills is of high importance to increase the chances of a successful 

international assignment.  

 

5.3.3.2 Theme two: Challenges experienced during the preparation for the interna-

tional assignment 

The second theme, which consolidates the challenges that the expatriate managers 

experienced during the preparation for their international assignment, was developed 
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from seven categories which provide the answer to RQ2 (see Chapter Four, Table 

4.2). The key challenges relating to theme two were as follows: the uncertainties 

caused by COVID-19; the unfamiliar living and working conditions; the companies’ 

poor internal communication on the expatriate management process; the unclear situ-

ation for the expatriate’s partner; a high need for self-initiative; training that did not 

adequately prepare expatriates for their assignment; and, finally, obtaining a visa.  

 

The first category of theme two refers to the challenge of COVID-related uncertain-

ties. Similar to category 1.4, this challenge was due to external factors, which neither 

the company nor the expatriate manager could influence. Showing a certain degree of 

flexibility in the starting date of the assignment and a willingness to relocate to an 

unknown destination, however, should diminish the challenge of uncertainty for ex-

patriate managers.  

 

The second category in theme two (category 2.2) describes the expatriate’s challenge 

of being confronted with unfamiliar living and working conditions. To address this 

challenge, communication between the MNC and the expatriate manager should be 

as clear and transparent as possible. MNCs should be aware of changes in company 

benefits, such as the non-availability of a company car, and inform the expatriate 

manager accordingly. Considering the requirements for the expatriate’s accommoda-

tion, requirements should always be made clear to the service providers by the MNC 

and the expatriate in finding suitable accommodation. Furthermore, it might be help-

ful to provide the expatriate managers with a document containing recommendations 

on all the aspects that the expatriate managers might need to know. These recom-

mendations, which should be made by previous expatriate managers who have 

worked in South Africa before, could include information about situations that they 

had not expected or general recommendations about good residential areas. A docu-

ment containing such information could serve as a written mentorship network. The 

findings revealed that expatriate managers sometimes had contact with other or pre-

vious expatriate managers who were on an international assignment in South Africa. 

Two participants in the current study explained that this exchange had been most 

helpful as they could share experiences and learn from one another. As these former 

expatriates had been in the same situation as the participants, they were familiar with 

the questions that expatriate managers had and would be able to make recommenda-

tions to the human resources department that this department might otherwise not 
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have been aware of. A document containing all these recommendations could also be 

helpful to those expatriate managers who do not have connections with previous ex-

patriate managers. In this way, the expatriate managers might be able to overcome 

the aforementioned challenges. Lastly, it is recommended that information and guid-

ance be included on the host country’s property market in the pre-departure training 

that the expatriate managers receive. 

 

Category 2.3 refers to the challenge of poor internal communication on the whole 

expatriate management process. Participants raised the point that the process had not 

been understood, that there had been no transparent communication of the policies 

and that some unexpected situations had occurred. To overcome this challenge, a 

document containing recommendations by previous expatriate managers (see rec-

ommendations for category 2.2), might be a useful tool. In addition, MNCs should 

make sure that every expatriate manager has a clear point of contact in the human 

resources department who could guide the expatriate manager through the entire ex-

patriate process and the relevant policies before starting their international assign-

ment. This could be achieved by, for example, briefing sessions that should be of-

fered as soon as possible in the expatriate management process. In this way, the chal-

lenges emanating from poor communication might be eradicated. 

 

Category 2.4 explains the challenge of the expatriate manager’s partner experiencing 

an unclear situation. Participants mentioned that there had been a lack of support for 

their partners and that the partners’ situation with regard to obtaining a work permit 

for South Africa had not been made clear. The recommendations about providing an 

information document (see recommendation for category 2.2) and having access to a 

clear point of contact could solve this challenge. MNCs should further be aware that 

the success of the partner’s adaptation has an influence on the success of the overall 

international assignment and that expatriate failure results in high costs (see Chapter 

Two, sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.5). Consequently, MNCs should not neglect the expatri-

ate manager’s partner and should offer the same support that they offer to the expat-

riate manager. The support to partners should be stated in detail and clearly in the 

company’s policies on expatriate management to avoid that expatriate managers are 

not aware of this support. On the other hand, expatriate managers should not only 

rely on the support provided by the MNC, but should do their own research to avoid 

being confronted with unexpected surprises pertaining to the partner’s situation.  
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The fifth category of theme two (category 2.5) covers the challenge of having to 

show self-initiative to manage the administrative processes, as the preparation pro-

cesses for the international assignment were either not intact or not in place. To ad-

dress this challenge, MNCs should review their preparation process by, for example, 

requesting honest feedback from previous expatriate managers after the completion 

of their international assignment. Based on this feedback, MNCs would be able to 

identify areas with potential for optimisation. Furthermore, MNCs should review the 

performance of third-party service providers to ensure that expatriate managers re-

ceive the necessary support in this regard. As was recommended in the case of cate-

gory 2.3, a dedicated point of contact in the human resources department could fur-

ther help the expatriate manager with the administrative processes. 

 

Category 2.6 refers to the challenge of the cross-cultural training that did not prepare 

the expatriate manager adequately for their assignment. The training was either not 

offered on the correct platform, not timeous, not context-specific, not comprehensive 

enough or it was non-existent. Since the importance of adequate cross-cultural train-

ing to expatriate managers was pointed out in both the literature review (see Chapter 

Two, section 2.3.2), and in this study, MNCs should attend to this challenge. With 

regard to the training, the MNCs should communicate with the expatriate managers 

as soon as possible and provide them with different options regarding the time and 

platform that will be used. As explained earlier in this study (see Chapter Two, sec-

tion 2.3.2), cross-cultural training is cost-intensive for MNCs. However, MNCs 

should not try to save costs by, for example, offering combined training for expatri-

ate managers who are relocating to different countries, as this study confirmed that 

combined training leads to further challenges for the expatriate managers. These 

challenges were experienced by one of the participants, who attended a training ses-

sion along with other expatriate managers who were assigned to different countries. 

This participant alluded to the challenge of not having received context-specific 

training. Other challenges that were identified in theme four should also be covered 

in cross-cultural training, to prepare the expatriate manager as far as possible for their 

assignment in South Africa. For example, MNCs should offer training that includes 

cultural intelligence. According to Yari, Lankut, Alon and Richter (2020: 211), cul-

tural intelligence (CQ) refers to “the ability to succeed in a cross-cultural environ-

ment and comprises several dimensions, including cognitive, metacognitive, motiva-

tional, and behavioural CQ”. Azevedo and Shane (2019) further emphasise the grow-
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ing importance of understanding cultural intelligence and the reasoning for people 

functioning better or worse in cross-cultural settings. The authors explain that a focus 

on the cultural value frameworks is not sufficient anymore to prepare workers work-

ing in an international context and that training in CQ can close this gap by providing 

an integrated approach for employees to develop cross-cultural capabilities (Azevedo 

& Shane, 2019). As a result, one reason that cross-cultural training was deemed in-

complete and a challenge in the current study can be found in the aforementioned 

findings by Azevedo and Shane (2019). To close this gap and provide adequate and 

comprehensive cross-cultural training to expatriate managers, MNCs should also 

offer CQ training that would prepare the expatriate managers to function successfully 

in the cross-cultural environment of South Africa. 

 

The last challenge that was identified under theme two (category 2.7) was the diffi-

culty in obtaining a visa. Participants raised the issue that there had been no clear 

guidance, that it had been a long and difficult process, that there had been much un-

certainty involved, that visa requirements were from the host country’s perspective, 

and that the third-party service provider had not supported them in the expected way. 

As several visa-related challenges were mentioned by all the participants except for 

one, the MNCs should try to make this process as effortless as possible for the expat-

riate managers and also plan and prepare the visa process as early as possible. In ad-

dition, the implications of visa challenges included a delayed start of the assignment 

or family issues (eg, temporary family separation or limited work opportunities for 

the expatriates’ partners) The MNCs should provide professional and efficient sup-

port so that the expatriate manager is not left on their own with this critical and chal-

lenging issue. This support should also include support to the expatriates’ partners or 

assistance with obtaining family visas. Professional support by, for example, a dedi-

cated team of legal and immigration experts, should include clear guidance on what 

is needed to obtain the required visa, status updates, and transparent communication. 

Although some of the issues (such as the visa document requirements being from a 

host-country perspective) are beyond the control of the MNC, the expatriate manager 

and a professional third-party service provider, these challenges could still be miti-

gated by consulting legal and immigration experts.  

 

In conclusion and to summarise, based on the findings in Chapter Four, the following 

recommendations are made with regard to theme two: providing a document with 
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recommendations by previous expatriate managers; making available a single point 

of contact in the human resources department to the expatriate manager; offering 

briefing sessions about the expatriate management process; providing comprehensive 

expatriate partner support; obtaining feedback from previous expatriate managers 

about challenges they experienced; offering comprehensive cross-cultural training 

that includes cultural intelligence; starting as early as possible with the visa applica-

tion process; and, lastly, providing professional support in obtaining a visa. These 

recommendations can diminish the challenges that were experienced by the expatri-

ate managers taking part in this study. 

 

5.3.3.3 Theme three: Challenges experienced regarding position, tasks and responsi-

bilities while being on international assignment 

Theme three, which covers the challenges that the expatriate managers experienced 

regarding their position, tasks and responsibilities in South Africa, was created based 

on four categories, providing the answer to RQ3a (see Chapter Four, Table 4.2). The 

key challenges relating to this theme were dealing with and working in the unknown; 

managing unexpected situations; disrupted relationships because of physical dis-

tance; and working in a different organisational structure and culture. 

 

Category 3.1 refers to the challenges of dealing with and working in the unknown. 

Expatriate managers shared that they did not have a job description or did not have 

prior knowledge and experience with regard to their new position in South Africa. To 

manage this challenge effectively, MNCs should make sure that the expectations of 

the expatriate manager are shared and communicated clearly and transparently before 

the international assignment begins. The MNCs should also and as far as possible 

provide a job description of the expatriate manager’s work in South Africa.  

 

The second category of theme three includes the challenges of dealing with unex-

pected situations. This category was based on discrepancies between expectation and 

reality in the South African subsidiary, a lack of preparation for the international as-

signment and the need to deal with unexpected occurrences, which all posed a chal-

lenge to the participants. To overcome this challenge, clear and transparent commu-

nication of the situation in the host-country and the MNC’s expectations of the expat-

riate manager is of high importance. Further, a comprehensive handover of the new 
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tasks should take place between the expatriate manager and his or her predecessor or 

a South African colleague. This handover could then also include preparation for 

country-specific topics or peculiarities.  

 

Category 3.3 relates to the disrupted relationships because of the distance between 

either the headquarters and the expatriate manager or between the expatriate manager 

and their South African colleagues. More specifically, these challenges involved dif-

ficulties to the expatriate manager to do their work, which negatively affected the 

team dynamics, and the expatriate manager not being connected with the headquar-

ters. The disrupted relationships between the headquarters and the expatriate manag-

er were in all cases due to the COVID-19 restrictions or the long process in obtaining 

a visa, both of which were beyond the control of the MNC and the expatriate manag-

er. However, one of the participants mentioned that he had visited South Africa be-

fore his assignment, and that it had been very helpful as he could meet his new col-

leagues in person. The importance of meeting colleagues in person was confirmed by 

several participants in this study. Consequently, MNCs should not shy away from the 

costs of a look-and-see visit, as it might be very useful for the expatriate manager if 

unforeseen situations (such as visa difficulties) happened at a later stage of the pro-

cess, possibly delaying the expatriate manager’s relocating to South Africa. To make 

sure that the relationship between the expatriate manager and the headquarters does 

not derail, MNCs should provide the opportunity for the expatriate manager to visit 

the headquarters at least once a year, which can help the expatriate manager to be 

informed about and updated with relevant headquarter matters. MNCs should further 

ensure that the expatriate managers are still included in all company communication.  

 

The last category of theme three pertains to working in a different organisational 

structure and culture, which includes challenges such as adapting to a different or-

ganisational culture, not knowing the host country’s company processes, balancing 

diverse requirements between functional and regional responsibilities and being con-

fronted with a different level of education in the host country. To overcome this chal-

lenge, a so-called buddy system can be implemented, which refers to a programme 

that is used in many companies to onboard employees. The notion of a buddy system 

was supported by one of the participants who was also of the view that such a sup-

port mechanism could add value to address this challenge and provide assistance 

with, for example, questions about the company’s local processes, understanding 
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South African peculiarities or how to deal with the local culture. Last, comprehen-

sive cultural training, eg, to enhance cultural intelligence, could also add value and 

possibly mitigate this challenge. 

 

To summarise, the recommendations based on theme three focus on the MNCs’ of-

fering various services and support to the expatriate manager. These include offering 

comprehensive cross-cultural training, communicating expectations clearly and 

transparently, offering a look-and-see visit to the host country and a yearly visit to 

the headquarters, and implementing a buddy system for expatriates.  

 

5.3.3.4 Theme four: Challenges experienced regarding interaction and communica-

tion with host-country nationals while being on international assignment 

Being partly similar to theme three, theme four relates to the expatriate adjustment 

stage, but focuses specifically on the challenges the expatriate managers experienced 

in their interaction and communication with the host-country nationals. The theme 

comprises four categories, presenting the answer to RQ3b (see Chapter Four, Table 

4.2) and comprises the main challenges of navigating emotional communication in a 

sensitive culture, dealing with cultural peculiarities, establishing relationships with 

locals, and functioning in cultural diversity. Regarding the first category, which in-

cludes challenges regarding the navigation of emotional communication in a sensi-

tive culture, several of the participants experienced challenges that required them to 

change their communication style or to communicate more sensitively with host-

country nationals. These were explained by the differences between South Africa and 

Germany in Hall’s (1976) context theory, with South Africa being a high-context 

culture and Germany being a low-context culture. Hall’s (1976) context theory may 

explain the reason with respect to altering communication, but expatriate managers 

might not have been aware of these differences. To manage these challenges, con-

cepts such as Hall’s (1976) context theories, but also CQ and the general differences 

between South African and German communication styles should be included in the 

cross-cultural training that expatriate managers receive before relocating to South 

Africa.  

 

Category 4.2 comprises the challenge of dealing with cultural peculiarities, such as 

having to follow up on people concerning, for example, emails that have been sent or 
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the slower pace of doing things, for example walking, in South Africa. To manage 

and mitigate this challenge, comprehensive cultural training, a buddy system, or a 

document containing recommendations made by previous expatriate managers could 

advise the expatriate managers how to manage their expectations in this regard. 

 

The third category of theme four pertains to the challenges related to the establish-

ment of relationships with South Africans. Participants shared that they had experi-

enced difficulties in achieving full integration, making friends and forming relation-

ships with host-country nationals. To address this challenge, the inclusion of CQ in 

cross-cultural training would provide the expatriate managers with the needed 

knowledge about ways to function successfully in cross-cultural environments and 

therefore help them enhance their relationships with host-country nationals. A further 

recommendation to address the challenge of establishing relationships with host-

country nationals is to attend local events or clubs that align with one’s personal 

hobbies or interests, such as volunteer groups, sports clubs or art groups.  

 

The last category of theme four is the challenge of cultural diversity. Participants 

referred to their experiencing challenges in understanding the impact of diverse racial 

backgrounds and ethnic histories on relationships, managing diverse teams and navi-

gating diverse cultures. Similar to category 4.3, comprehensive cross-cultural train-

ing including the concept of CQ can be a way to overcome this challenge, as the CQ 

training can increase cultural awareness and sensitivity. Further, MNCs should make 

sure that all expatriate managers attend cross-cultural training and that different op-

tions are provided with regard to timing, platforms and contexts.  

 

In conclusion, the recommendations to overcome the challenges explained in theme 

four are as follows: MNCs should provide comprehensive cross-cultural training that 

should also include important concepts such as CQ and Hall’s (1976) context theory; 

expatriates should attend clubs or events in the host country that align with their in-

terests to establish relationships with the local people; MNCs should consider offer-

ing more short-term international assignments to possible candidates to consider 

them for long-term international assignments. By attending short-term international 

assignments, the candidates can gain valuable international experience and intercul-

tural skills. In the same vein, the MNC will be able to decide on whether a candidate 

should be considered for a long-term international assignment. 
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5.3.3.5 Theme five: Challenges experienced regarding general adjustment while be-

ing on international assignment 

Like the previous two themes, theme five is also part of the expatriate adjustment 

stage, but the focal point is the expatriate manager’s general adjustment. The theme 

comprises three categories and presents the answer to RQ3c (see Chapter Four, Table 

4.2). The theme includes the challenges with regard to changes in the expatriate’s 

family set-up that affect the success of the international assignment, the lack of basic 

needs and settling in requires time. Category 5.1 refers to the challenges that expatri-

ates experienced due their changing family circumstances, which may affect the suc-

cess of the international assignment negatively. The participants explained that it was 

extremely difficult for the partners to obtain a work visa in South Africa, which se-

verely limited their opportunities and required them to make sacrifices, such as not 

working at all or studying instead of working. The findings further revealed that the 

expatriates’ partners needed to have certain personality characteristics, such as high 

levels of pro-activity and self-initiative, to be able to adapt successfully to the new 

life in South Africa. This challenge was mostly caused by the limited work opportu-

nities for the partners in South Africa, which was further exacerbated by legal re-

strictions regarding visas, which in turn was beyond the control of both the MNC and 

the expatriate manager. Although it is still not possible to overcome this challenge 

completely, the MNC and the expatriate manager can mitigate this challenge. For 

example, the expatriate manager and his or her family must be well aware of the lim-

ited work opportunities for their partners in South Africa so that the expatriate man-

ager can assess if relocating to South Africa would be a feasible option for the whole 

family. To make this decision, it is recommended that the expatriate managers con-

duct research on the host country’s social, economic and immigration situation. Fur-

thermore, a document containing recommendations made by previous expatriate 

managers with regard to their earlier experiences, or general exchanges with previous 

expatriate managers may help the expatriate manager and his or her family to assess 

the situation. In this respect, the MNC must support the expatriate manager as far as 

possible, by, for example, providing professional support in choosing the appropriate 

visa, establishing contact with previous expatriate managers or sharing experiences 

from previous international assignments with the expatriate manager. In the event of 

this challenge occurring only after the expatriate manager has arrived in the country 

on their international assignment, it is recommended that the partners should get in-
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volved in activities that they enjoy. In this regard, one participant’s wife struggled to 

live in South Africa without being able to work, but as soon as she became involved 

with hobbies and/or activities that she enjoyed (such as the arts, volunteering, and the 

animal rescue service) she was able to adapt successfully and the risk of expatriate 

failure was mitigated. 

 

Category 5.2 explains the challenge of expatriates’ experiencing a lack of basic needs 

in South Africa, which included load-shedding and its effect on traffic, safety, lim-

ited mobility options and adjusting to the unfamiliar safety situation. This challenge 

was also caused by external factors, which neither the MNC nor expatriate manager 

could change. However, it is advisable that expatriate managers relocating to South 

Africa receive training on safety issues. The empirical findings revealed that safety 

training sessions, which were attended by expatriate managers soon after their arrival 

in South Africa, helped them significantly. This kind of training can be offered in 

addition to cross-cultural training and should include general safety aspects, such as 

recommended behaviour to avoid general safety issues, and also during load-

shedding hours, especially when in traffic. 

 

The last category of theme five expresses the challenge of adjusting or settling in 

completely, which requires time. The participants explained that they were not able 

to start their new life immediately as they were living in temporary accommodation 

or that it was difficult to be fully accepted in the new environment. To mitigate this 

challenge, the MNC should continue offering look-and-see visits. In doing so, expat-

riate managers can investigate appropriate housing, which would speed up the move 

to their final accommodation once they arrive in South Africa. To be accepted in the 

new environment expatriate managers must attend comprehensive cultural training, 

as this might enhance their ability to understand the South African culture better, and 

thus enabling them to adapt quicker. Expatriate managers could further participate in 

cultural immersion activities, such as visits to important landmarks or festivals to 

learn more about the host country’s culture.  

 

The recommendations to both MNCs and expatriate managers to overcome the chal-

lenges pointed out in theme five are summarised as follows: conducting more re-

search on the host country; communicating clearly and transparently; establishing 

contact with previous expatriate managers; attending safety training sessions; offer-
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ing look-and-see visits to the host country; offering comprehensive cross-cultural 

training; and participating in cultural immersion activities.  

 

5.3.3.6 Theme six: Challenges expected to experience during the repatriation 

Theme six involves challenges that the expatriate managers experienced and ex-

pected to experience during their repatriation. This theme includes five categories 

and provides the answer to RQ4 (see Chapter Four, Table 4.2). The main challenges 

found were the following: the need for a higher degree of flexibility among both the 

MNCs and the expatriate managers; the lack of MNCs’ planning of the expatriate’s 

future career; expatriates’ struggling to adapt to their home country after their return; 

the repatriation stage that was not deemed as important as the other stages of the ex-

patriation management process and the expatriates’ uncertainty about their future.  

 

Category 6.1 includes the challenge of the need for expatriate managers to show a 

higher degree of flexibility, as most likely sacrifices will need to be made by the ex-

patriate manager owing to limited open job positions in the home country. Further-

more, there might be no control over the expatriate manager’s future location choic-

es, inflexible company processes such as the company not being able to despatch 

their belongings to two different locations, and temporary family separation. To 

overcome these challenges, MNCs should be as flexible as possible, to provide a 

suitable solution to all returning expatriate managers. In addition, and to avoid the 

expatriate manager having to make sacrifices, the repatriation process should start 

earlier, that is, at least six months before the planned end date of the international 

assignment. In this way, the expatriate manager can investigate and assess the availa-

ble job positions to make sure a suitable position is found. Involving the expatriate 

manager from an early stage is important to ensure a successful repatriation. This can 

be supported by regular career planning meetings, for example, between the expatri-

ate manager and the human resources department. To this end, future possible jobs 

can be discussed and if a suitable position opens, the expatriate manager can decide 

to repatriate at an earlier stage and avoid sacrifices in finding a suitable job at a later 

stage. Consequently, if the process starts earlier and there is constant exchange be-

tween the HR department and the expatriate manager, the expatriate manager’s need 

to show a high degree of flexibility might be reduced. 
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The challenge of flexibility complements Category 6.2, which refers to the challenge 

of not planning the future career of expatriate managers. This category further in-

volves the challenge of not being able to find a suitable work position for the expatri-

ate manager in the home country, because of the lack of career planning. Therefore, 

regular exchange between the expatriate manager and the human resources depart-

ment or their managers is recommended to ensure that all possible options for their 

future are contemplated and plans are being made. As experienced by one of the par-

ticipants, this approach could give more certainty to expatriate managers. 

 

Category 6.3 comprises the challenge of readapting to the home country again. Par-

ticipants shared that they expected to miss South Africa and the benefits of living 

there and that they expected difficulty in readapting to the life in their home country. 

To overcome this challenge, it is recommended that MNCs offer voluntary training 

for expatriate managers as part of the repatriation process, especially to those expat-

riates having lived in a foreign country for a longer period. This additional form of 

training could prepare the expatriate managers and their families for the life in their 

home country and in general for the challenges that they might not expect.  

 

Category 6.4 expresses the challenge of expatriate managers’ experiencing that the 

repatriation stage was often not seen as important as the other stages. No support was 

offered, individual situations were not being understood, processes and options were 

not communicated effectively and the need for self-initiative was high. To overcome 

these challenges, MNCs must acknowledge the importance of the expatriation stage 

and not be disregarded. As explained in this study and also by a few participants, an 

unsuccessful repatriation can lead to the expatriate manager leaving the company. 

Consequently, it is recommended that MNCs put as much effort into this stage as in 

the other stages. Repatriation should start early and with the constant involvement of 

the expatriate manager. Company processes and policies should be communicated by 

the human resources department to make sure that the expatriate manager is aware of 

everything they need to know. Last, it is recommended that MNCs obtain feedback 

from returning expatriate managers on optimisation their potential, to make sure that 

the repatriation process is constantly developed.  

 

The last category of theme six includes the challenge of the expatriate managers’ 

being uncertain about their future. Participants explained that they were not aware of 
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the possible options or about what would happen next. This also affected their per-

sonal lives, as the situation was even more uncertain for their partners and they were 

not able to plan their personal lives, including holidays. To overcome this challenge, 

the constant and early involvement of the expatriate manager in the expatriate man-

agement process and regular career discussion meetings can be beneficial. 

 

In summary, the recommendations to mitigate the challenges of theme six are as fol-

lows: an early start of the repatriation process; regular meetings to discuss future 

career options; a constant and early involvement of the expatriate manager; a strong-

er focus on the expatriation stage; and additional training to enhance the success of 

the expatriate manager’s adjustment to the home country.  

 

In view of the recommendations provided in the preceding sections, the contributions 

of the study are discussed next. 

 

5.4 CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge on expatriate management 

from both a practical and a theoretical perspective. The practical perspective relates 

to all the recommendations offered in section 5.3.3, which can be valuable for MNCs 

that want to optimise their expatriate management process. From a theoretical per-

spective, the existing theory has been confirmed in this study, but new challenges 

that have not been identified in the literature review have been disclosed. These new 

challenges provide a significant contribution to the existing body of knowledge. In 

stage one of the expatriate management process (recruitment and selection), the new-

ly identified challenges are uncertainties for the expatriate manager due challenges 

with company processes and the external factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic 

and poor internal communication by the MNCs. Newly identified challenges in stage 

two of the expatriate management process (pre-departure preparation) are COVID-

related uncertainties, unfamiliar living and working conditions in the host country, 

overcoming obstacles in the administrative processes by showing self-initiative, and 

difficulties in obtaining a visa. Newly identified challenges regarding stage three 

(expatriate adjustment) are managing unexpected situations, cultural diversity, 

changes in family circumstances, and a lack of basic needs – all of which may affect 

the overall success of the international assignment. With regard to the last stage of 
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the expatriate management process (repatriation), the need for expatriates and MNCs 

to show a higher degree of flexibility and the expatriates’ uncertainty about the future 

are the two key challenges that were identified.  

 

5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FU-

TURE RESEARCH 

Despite that this study closed the gap in the current research the study comes with its 

limitations. The first limitation of this study is the narrowing of the sampling frame. 

The sampling frame was limited to Western MNCs doing business in Gauteng, South 

Africa and the interviews were conducted in two German MNCs. Consequently, this 

study is not necessarily representative of the whole of South Africa, as some chal-

lenges the expatriate managers experienced (such as load-shedding and traffic and 

people’s culture) may be province-related and thus different in other South African 

provinces. Also, it is important to note that some of these challenges, such as diffi-

culties in obtaining a visa, the lack of basic needs, and cultural diversity, may be very 

specific to South Africa. To this end, caution should be exercised when generalising 

the findings of this study as the participants’ subjective opinions and experiences 

could have influenced the challenges that were identified. Further, the challenges can 

also be different for expatriate managers who do not work for German MNCs. As a 

result, an area for future research would be to conduct a similar study in, for exam-

ple, other South African provinces or in non-German MNCs. It would further be of 

interest to conduct the same study in more than two MNCs in Gauteng and to com-

pare the results to those of the current study. The second limitation of this study is 

the sampling method and size (see Chapter Three, section 3.7). A non-probability 

sampling technique was used, which could have led to sampling bias in the selection 

of the MNCs and the participants. Consequently, a recommendation for future re-

search would be to conduct the same study but with probability sampling. Further, 

the sample size led to a point of saturation but the sample was rather small with only 

seven participants and a majority of male participants. Thus, a recommendation for 

future research would be to do the same study with a larger sample and a more di-

verse team of males and females to obtain more representative findings. The third 

limitation of this study is the pilot testing. Owing to time restraints, pilot testing was 

conducted by two individuals who reviewed the questions to identify any sensitive 

questions or topics (see Chapter Three, section 3.7). To ensure a more comprehen-
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sive pilot testing, a recommendation for future research would be to thoroughly test 

the research instrument by, for example, interviewing the first participant as a test 

only and reviewing the interview questions based on the success of and the feedback 

from the first interview. A last recommendation would be to conduct a quantitative 

study on the challenges experienced during the expatriate management process. In 

this instance, the challenges identified in this study can be empirically tested by 

means of a deductive approach and survey strategy, therefore adopting a positivistic 

research philosophy. Such a study could further explore categories that had limited 

support with regard to the codes that were identified in this study. 

 

5.6 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges that expatriate managers ex-

perienced (and expected to experience about their repatriation) relating to the MNC’s 

expatriate management process during and after their international assignment in 

South Africa (see Chapter One, section 1.4). The study was guided by the research 

question ‘What are the challenges expatriate managers experienced and expected to 

experience about their recruitment and selection, preparation, adaptation and repat-

riation, during and after their foreign assignment in South Africa?’ The literature 

review revealed several challenges that expatriate managers generally experience 

during the four stages of their international assignment. The literature review further 

provided a background to the cultural and theoretical concepts and theories that were 

important to understand the challenges. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with seven participants working at two different German MNCs in Gauteng, follow-

ing the interpretivism research philosophy. The data collected in these interviews 

were analysed using thematic analysis. Six themes with a total of 27 categories were 

developed to analyse the challenges and provided the answer to each research ques-

tion formulated (ie, subquestions). The analysed challenges were further compared to 

the challenges that were identified in the literature and recommendations were pro-

vided to overcome these challenges in the future. The findings of this study showed 

that the participants experienced several challenges, some of which have already 

been identified in the literature review, and some of which were in addition to the 

challenges that were extracted from the existing body of knowledge. These challeng-

es confirmed and eventually closed the research gap that was outlined in Chapter 

One.  
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To conclude this study, it can be said that the expatriate managers who were inter-

viewed experienced and expected to experience several challenges during and after 

their international assignment in South Africa. However, the fact that one of the chal-

lenges – that was mentioned by several participants – is the missing of the benefits of 

their life in South Africa, shows that despite the challenges, the international assign-

ment has been and is still enjoyed by the participants.  

 

Although expatriate managers may encounter several challenges during an interna-

tional assignment, these assignments also offer opportunities for personal and profes-

sional growth and are an ideal opportunity to step outside one’s comfort zone. In the 

words of Neale Donal Walsch: 

 

"Life begins at the end of your comfort zone.” 
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ANNEXURE A: SAMPLE OF MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENT 

 

Introductory questions about the professional background: 

1. What is your current position in your company? 

2. How long have you been working for your current company? 

3. How long have you been on your international assignment now? 

4. What is your country of origin? 

5. Is this your first international assignment? 

 
 
Main questions: 

6. Can you please describe how your company has recruited and selected you 

for your international assignment? 

7. Which challenges did you experience during the selection and recruitment of 

your current position? 

8. Can you please describe how your company has prepared you for your inter-

national assignment? (eg, training, physical examination, preparation of fami-

ly members, etc) 

9. Which challenges did you experience during the preparation of your current 

assignment? 

10. Do you think your company has prepared you sufficiently? 

11. Which challenges did you experience while being on your international as-

signment in South Africa: 

a. Regarding your position, tasks and responsibilities? 

b. Regarding interaction and communication with host-country nation-

als? 

c. Regarding general adjustment (eg, food, living conditions, weather, 

family support, etc)? 

12. Do you know what the repatriation process looks like in your company? 

13. If so, can you please describe it? 

14. Which challenges do you expect to experience regarding your repatriation? 

  




































