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Expanding horizons and
expatriate adjustment

Perceptions of Western expatriate managers
in multinational companies in the

United Arab Emirates
Rizwan Tahir

Business and Management Division, Rochester Institute of Technology,
Dubai, United Arab Emirates

Abstract
Purpose – Expatriate management is a popular theme in the field of international human resource
management in light of the fact that expatriates play a crucial role in a MNC’s global operations. The purpose
of this paper is to explore how MNCs select, train, deploy and support expatriate managers during and after
their international assignment in the United Arab Emirates (UAE).
Design/methodology/approach – This qualitative study is based on in-depth interviews with 22 Western
expatriate managers who are presently based in the UAE. However, in order the ensure a diverse sample
among the participants with regards to their age, professional experience, gender and nationality, purposeful
sampling was utilized while selecting the participants.
Findings – The results of the present study cast light on many shortcomings of the overall expatriation
process as they are implemented by MNCs in the UAE. Accordingly, there is a pressing need for MNCs in the
UAE to develop strategic expatriation processes, involving the following critical factors: the selection of the
right person for the right job; specific and relevant pre-departure and post-arrival cross-cultural training
(CCT); practical support for the expatriate employees and their trailing spouses in the host country; and lastly,
a clear repatriation strategy to mark a successful conclusion of foreign assignments in the UAE.
Research limitations/implications – It is acknowledged that the results of this purely qualitative study,
based on a relatively small sample size, cannot claim to represent the management theories, practices and
realities of all the Western MNCs in the UAE. Moreover, these findings narrate the views and perceptions of this
particular cohort of expatriate executives with relation to their selection, pre-departure CCT, adjustment in the
UAE and the support and repatriation policies utilized by their companies for doing business in the UAE.
Practical implications – This study points to the fact that technical skills are mostly considered to be the
predominant selection criteria for the expatriate selections in the MNCs. Other abilities, such as language
skills and relational and perceptual adjustability are considered to be less important and do not feature
overtly in the selection criteria for expatriate positions. The results demonstrate that distinctive features of
adjustability, which include expatriates’ willingness to communicate, their social orientation, dynamic
anxiety resistance and openness ability are all critical to the adjustment in the host country and should be
given more emphasis.
Originality/value – Regardless of the presence of numerous MNCs in the UAE, it is indeed surprising to see
that the topic of the expatriation management process in MNCs in the UAE has received little research
attention. The objective of this study is to address this deficiency. Additionally, it is hoped that these findings
may also be valuable to MNCs and consultants who are preparing expatriates for international assignments,
especially in the Middle East and in particular in the UAE.
Keywords Expatriates, UAE, Expatriation management, Global assignment, Multinational companies
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Due to the fast pace of globalization, international assignments have become a regular
feature for the employees of MNCs. Thus, a more thorough understanding of the challenges
of working and living in a foreign country has become all the more crucial. One reason for
expatriates’ failures has been referred to as the incapability of these expatriate managers
and their spouses to adjust to the new host country culture (Tung, 1988). Substantial
financial and social costs tend to be linked to the unsuccessful adjustment of expatriates in
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the host countries. Tung (1982) described expatriate failure as an incapability of the
expatriate to perform successfully, resulting in them either being recalled back home or
being asked to resign from the company. In general, previous studies (e.g. Selmer, 2005)
show that the scale of failure of expatriate managers has a reported range of somewhere
between 10 and 80 percent; costing MNCs between US$40,000 and US$1 million for each
unsuccessful international assignment. In order to accelerate and advance the research on
the expatriation process and to deepen our comprehension of this relevant and critical area,
further research is needed, especially from a non-western setting like the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), because the majority of previous research studies (see Qi et al., 2005) that
were undertaken on this issue have been conducted in the west.

The purpose of the present study is to explore how MNCs select, train, deploy and
support expatriate managers during and after their international assignment in the UAE.
The UAE is a vibrant, Muslim and Arab country and has values and morals that are in
contrast to, and sometimes clashing with, the values and morals of Western societies. Many
MNCs find themselves dealing with a conflict of Western and Eastern cultures. For example,
Eastern decision-makers tend to be more implicit and integrative than their
Western contemporaries. For instance, Combs (2004) and Kume (1985) found that during
the decision-making process, Easterners demonstrated a more oblique and
agreement-centered attitude, however, Westerners were more confrontational and direct.
As a result of those cultural differences Westerners often find themselves backed into a
corner and unable to do business here. This, in turn, can lead to lucrative deals being
canceled (Khaleej Times, 2011). Regardless of the presence of numerous MNCs in the UAE, it
is astonishing that the question of how to manage the expatriation process in MNCs in the
UAE has received relatively little research attention. The present study attempts to address
this deficiency. This study also adds to the literature on international human resource
management (IHRM) by concentrating on the MNCs based in the UAE. The UAE is a small
Arab country in the Middle East, where the local economic environment is altogether
different from those where MNCs operate; such as in the USA, Europe, and Japan that have
been the main focus of attention of past research in the field of IHRM.

This paper begins with an analysis of the relevance of the UAE and after that moves into
the literature review section that scrutinizes existing literature on the relevant theories that
offer the basis for the proposed framework. This is followed by the research methodology,
data analysis, and research finding sections. Finally, we conclude the paper with a thorough
discussion of the key findings and their implications, their limitations and finally we
suggest future directions for the research.

For the purpose of the present study, an “expatriate manager” is characterized as an
employee of the parent organization who has worked outside his/her country of origin for
over one year. Likewise, a “repatriate manager” is characterized as an employee of the
parent organization who has come back to his/her country of origin after working abroad
for no less than one year.

2. Relevance to the UAE
In the UAE, oil was discovered in the late 1950s and until then most of the UAE population
were Bedouins who, for the most part, depended on pearling, nomadic fishing, agriculture
and herding. After a long series of very lengthy negotiations an agreement was finally
reached between the rulers of seven of the Emirates (Abu Dhabi, Ajman, Dubai, Fujairah,
Ras al-Khaimah, Sharjah and Umm al-Quwain) and the country named the UAE was
formally created in 1971 with a population of 209,243 (Al Abed and Hellyer, 2001).
The total population in 2010 was estimated to be slightly over eight million (Bealer and
Bhanugopan, 2014) and by 2016, the projection was that it would cross the milestone of
9.5 million. This growth rate of 112 percent in six years has come about because of strong

402

CCSM
25,3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
R

iz
w

an
 T

ah
ir

 A
t 0

4:
22

 1
0 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
8 

(P
T

)



economic development, and that has pulled in expatriates from all around the world
(UAE-Interact, 2016).

Basically, the UAE’s culture has, for some time, been depicted as being masculine in
nature, delegating to the male members the authority over major family decisions and the
duties of accommodating, protecting and providing for the family. According to Hofstede’s
well-known dimensions of national cultural values, the UAE scores very highly on the
dimensions of collectivism and masculinity (Hofstede, 2001). The collectivistic nature of
UAE society emphasizes and strengthens the significance of the family unit. It delineates
the commitments of the individual members to the family and determines how those
commitments outline the desires and accomplishments of the individuals. The masculine
environment of UAE society draws a sharp contrast between the gender roles
(Hofstede, 2001). Inside the household of Emirati families in the UAE, women are
expected to fulfill their traditional roles, which principally focus on their domestic
responsibilities. They are restricted to being good mothers and wives, to be monetarily
reliant on the men in the family and to anticipate that the men will take care of them.

In the UAE, good human rights records and political stability in the course of the last
40 years have, in fact, facilitated this nation to develop as a tourism hub and as a regional
headquarter for reputed and well-known MNCs. The expatriate share of the population in
the UAE is numerically dominant, and as per the 2016 UAE Year Book, circulated by the
Ministry of Information and Culture, expatriate employees represent roughly 85 percent of
the aggregate workforce. Bashir (2012) mentions that in the UAE, the private sector
provides roughly 55 percent of the jobs, and UAE nationals represent just 3 percent of the
aggregate laborforce in the private sector.

In any case, the UAE is unmistakenly different from most Western nations and it
regularly seems to be a challenging place for the vast majority of Western expatriates.
The requirement for an effectual expatriation management process in the UAE is
significant, as expatriates have to adapt to a profoundly different social and cultural
environment from their own. Thus, we believe that the current study, which undertakes to
investigate the adaptation challenges that expatriates encounter during and after their
international assignment in the UAE, is timely and relevant.

3. Theoretical background and framework
Cultural differences between the UAE and five Anglo-Saxon countries
To provide a grasp of the UAE’s cultural norms and values and to classify how they are
different or similar to the cultural norms and values in the five Anglo-Saxon nations that are
the focus of our research, we examined three national cultural models: (Hofstede, 1980, 2001;
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998) and the World Values Survey (WVS). Although
recognizing that distinctions exist inside and amongst the UAE and the Anglo-Saxon block
themselves, there are adequate shared characteristics inside the UAE and the Anglo-Saxon
countries to allow for thought-provoking assessments.

Using Hofstede’s (2001) framework, the UAE scored exceptionally high on the power
distance index and had lower individualism scores than Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa, UK, and the USA – the five Anglo-Saxon countries that we have analyzed. Power,
status, and observed abilities are connected to rank, position and echo accomplishments of
friends, family and, in the UAE, charm and the authority to use force (Weir, 2000). Although
the UAE ranks in the middle of the individualism index, nevertheless it is a group-based
society and individuals have a high necessity for association. Reputation is so critical to the
point that some sociologists allude to “shame societies” (Al Ariss, 2010). The UAE has all the
characteristics of being similar to the five Anglo-Saxon countries on the masculinity/
femininity index, with all the nations showing moderate outcomes (Robertson et al., 2002).
Weir’s (2000) research delivers an integrative framework of organization and business
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relationships in UAE society. Defining UAE business culture as “moderately” masculine,
Weir (2000) also highlights the significance of masculine qualities alongside feminine
qualities, or “high relation” aspects in overseeing businesses (Table I).

The cultural dimensions introduced by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) are
universalism/particularism, communitarianism/Individualism, neutral/emotional, diffuse/
specific and achievement/ascription. Intriguingly, every one of the six countries in our
research – the five Anglo-Saxon countries and the UAE – display a universalist perspective
where they have moral principles, and their judgments depend on perceived arrangements
of commonly held beliefs. Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) accentuated that
Protestantism assumed a unique part in building up this orientation in these five
Anglo-Saxon countries; Islam has contributed similarly with regards to the UAE, which
endorses universal theistic instructions. On every other dimension, UAE society has all the
features of being on the opposite side of the spectrum with respect to the five Anglo-Saxon
countries: the later have individualistic cultures and factual consideration and value
objectivity whereas the UAE values collectivism and community-based conduct along with
a diffuse perspective of life. Anglo-Saxon countries value achieved status, whereas the UAE
leans more toward an ascriptive type status (Whiteoak et al., 2006) (Table II).

Inglehart (2007) described cross-cultural differences on the premise of traditional/
secular-rational and survival/self-expression dimensions. Traditional dimensions have high
respect for religion, display intense national pride, specify enormous admiration for
obedience and authority and show a strong preference for traditional family values and
structure. Secular-rational values put little importance on national pride and religion, are
less reverential toward formal authorities, try to encourage thinking through objectivity and
put little emphasis on typical family values and structures (Welzel, 2006). As seen from
Table III, South Africa, the UAE and the USA scores tend to favor traditional values,
whereas the other Anglo-Saxon countries are in the middle of the scale. The WVS likewise
established that compared to Anglo-Saxon countries, the UAE like other Islamic societies,
tends to have a more restricted perspective of the ability and role of women in the

Hofstede’s (1980) culture dimensions
Power distance Individualism Masculinity Uncertainty avoidance

UAE 80 38 53 68
Australia 36 90 61 51
New Zealand 22 79 58 49
South Africa 49 65 63 49
UK 35 89 66 35
USA 40 91 62 46

Table I.
Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998)
Universalism/
particularism

Communitarianism/
individualism

Neutral/
emotional

Diffuse/
specific

Achievement/
ascription

UAE U C E D As
Australia U I N S Ac
New Zealand U I N S Ac
South Africa U I N S Ac
UK U I N S Ac
USA U I N S Ac

Table II.
Trompenaars and
Hampden-Turner
cultural dimensions
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public arena. On the estimation of survival/self-expression, people in every one of the five
Anglo-Saxon nations valued self-expression over survival, yet the UAE’s scores were just
past the mid-point range toward self-expression, whereas each of the five Anglo-Saxon
countries scored higher on the scale of self-expression.

Finally, Western expatriate managers working in the UAE can expect to encounter
substantial cultural differences. Those differences have been, to a great extent, anticipated as
posing (and frequently profoundly stereotyped) as being a testing working environment for
expatriates in general and in particular a mostly hostile environment for Western expatriates.
In the next section, we will present and discuss the framework for the present study.

Framework of the present study
The UAE has the potential to be an important worldwide economic player. Due to its vast
natural and human resources and more importantly its strategic geographical position, the
UAE has turned into a hot spot for international assignments. The 2012 Mercer’s
Worldwide Survey of International Assignment Policies and Practices ranked the UAE as
the seventh top global destination for MNCs hoping to multiply their global footprint
(Gulf News, 2014). Consequently, more and more MNCs are hoping to send their expatriate
managers to the UAE in order to compete effectively in the global arena. Ozdemir and Cizel
(2007) attempted a thorough review of the literature and emphasized that competitive
advantage is expanded through employing expatriate executives only if they can
successfully manage the subsidiaries in the overseas locations. Strengthening this
viewpoint, Harvey (1996) contended that only the MNCs that are capable of filling crucial
worldwide positions with qualified and skilled expatriates can compete effectively in the
global marketplace. This argument is also supported by Fisher and Hartel (2003) and their
research concluded that expatriate executives, who perform inadequately in their
international assignments, cost MNCs thousands of dollars, harm the company reputation
and disturb its relationship with the local partners. More precisely, the success of an
expatriate manager is identified with an adequate performance on the international
assignment, and as per Harzing (2002), expatriate failures can result in a premature
termination of the international assignment in an overseas country. Expatriate executive
failures are also characterized by a performance that falls below expectations during the
assignment in question. This, in turn, signifies the inability of the expatriate to learn novel
things as well as to adjust to the unfamiliar culture of the overseas country.

Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) utilized the crucial expatriate hotel manager as a fundamental
concept and developed a four-step theoretical framework for the expatriation management
process: recruitment and selection, pre-departure preparation, international assignment, and
repatriation. It is apparent from the previous research (e.g. Harris, 2004) that numerous
expatriates were unsuccessful and returned before completing their overseas assignment.
The main reasons were either inadequate performance at the workplace or their inability to
adapt to the cultures of the host country (Selmer, 2002). Similarly, Fisher and Hartel (2003)

World values survey, Inglehart (2003)
Traditional values Secular-rational values Survival values Self-expression values

UAE T SE – mid scores
Australia S – mid scores SE – high scores
New Zealand S – mid scores SE – high scores
South Africa T SE – high scores
UK S – mid scores SE – high scores
USA T SE – high scores

Table III.
Inglehart – world

values survey
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contended that the effective adjustment to novel cultures by expatriates is a crucial
determinant of the success of both the expatriate and the MNC in a foreign country.
Likewise, Orpen (2003) analyzed the subject of the need for cross-cultural skills for
expatriates and argued for the significance of cross-cultural training (CCT) before the start
of the international assignment.

Global assignments are crucially important for the MNCs to equip their personnel with
international perspectives and cross-cultural skills (Lee et al., 2017). While the MNC have
broadened their global staffing practices to incorporate business traveling, commuting,
virtual assignments and short-term assignments (Collings et al., 2007), the need for
long-term global expatriate assignments has not diminished (e.g. CARTUS, 2016). Moreover,
the previous studies (e.g. Harzing et al., 2013) indicated that international exposure through
expatriate assignments is the most passionate and effective way for MNCs to develop key
skills and to transfer knowledge across the subsidiaries in the foreign countries.

Based on the literature review presented in the above paragraphs, it is appropriate to list
the crucial managerial challenges connected with the process of expatriate management.
Those include the following stages; recruitment and selection, pre-departure cross-cultural
training, international assignment and repatriation. Figure 1 offers an overview of the
framework originally developed by Ozdemir and Cizel (2007) which we have modified to
apply to our present study.

Recruitment and selection. Global staffing, involving recruitment and selection, deals
with the vital issues faced by the MNCs regarding the employment of the host, home and
third-country nationals for the critical positions in their corporate headquarters and
international subsidiaries (Kang and Shen, 2013). Through global staffing, MNCs control
and coordinate their international operations (Stroh and Caligiuri, 1998). Subsequently,
global staffing may impact the performance of subsidiaries as well as the MNC as a whole
(Colakoglu et al., 2009).

As mentioned above, staffing can be separated into recruitment and selection.
Recruitment can be characterized as searching for and acquiring potential candidates in
adequate quantity and quality so that the company can select the most appropriate persons
to fill its job requirements. Selection is the process of collecting information, with the end
goal of assessing and deciding which candidates should be employed in specific jobs
(Dowling et al., 1999). In practice, recruitment and selection are not separated.

The majority of MNCs recruiting and selecting employees for international assignments
employ a variety of selection processes. It is apparent that the selection processes of some

Recruitment and
Selection

Pre-departure
Cross-Cultural

training

Expatriate
Adjustment

Expatriate
Repatriation

Expatriate
Manager

Figure 1.
Framework of the
present study
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MNCs are superior to those of others. Nevertheless, expatriate failure, in all probability, is
brought about by mistakes in the recruitment and selection process. Previous studies
(see, e.g. Caligiuri et al., 2009) have contended that, historically, the selection of expatriates is
just done on the premise of their technical capabilities. Thus, the soft behavioral skills, such
as interpersonal skills, and cultural empathy in contributing to the success of an overseas
assignment, are frequently overlooked. Mendenhall and Macomber (1997, p. 58) argued that
in most of the MNCs, the selection of expatriates “is an irrational process,” and for the most
part it is out of the control of the HR. Similarly, Klaus (1995) mentions that the selection of an
expatriate manager happens quickly, in the light of the fact that there is frequently an undue
haste to send an expatriate manager abroad to fill an urgent opening in a foreign subsidiary.

In the same way, Swaak (1991) cites one human resource manager who stated, “My job is
to find people in a hurry […] [i]t is a highly crisis-oriented and unsystematic.” Santoso and
Loosemore (2013) confirmed the disorganized nature of the selection procedure in Australian
MNCs and reported that “the most prevalent form of selection, evaluation, and appointment
was ad hoc recommendation by line managers (including the Chief Executive Officer) or
specialist personnel.” Likewise, Forster and Johnsen (1996) thoroughly examined UK MNCs
and concluded that they “largely employ ad hoc and subjective measures when selecting
expatriates.” Subsequently, many expatriates end up on their way back home before
finishing their foreign assignments, and it costs the MNCs billions of dollars with regards to
their foreign direct investment.

Pre-departure CCT. In their overseas assignments, expatriate managers frequently find
themselves in unfamiliar circumstances in their new surroundings; in which they are
unclear about which behaviors are suitable and which are not. Expatriate literature
proposes that a lessening of this uncertainty is crucial to successful adjustment in a
foreign culture (Gudykunst, 1998). CCT has been emphasized by previous studies
(e.g. Dowling et al., 1999; Tahir and Ertek, 2018) as being one of the most fundamental
areas of both research and practice for human resource management in the contemporary
global economy. The primary objective of the CCT is to educate managers of one culture to
interact efficaciously with the citizens of another culture and to help them in their gradual
adjustment during an international assignment. Nevertheless, the empirical evidence
connected with the effectiveness of CCT remains unconvincing. Puck et al. (2008)
established that there was no meaningful relationship in the degree of successful
adjustment in an overseas country among the expatriates who received the pre-departure
CCT and those who did not.

Zhang and Oczkowski (2016) argued that more appropriate, exact, and specially
designed CCT programs that aimed to increase awareness of the social structure in the host
cultures can either create accurate and precise expectations or anticipation of the challenges
to be faced in advance of the arrival of the manager in the foreign country. A similar
argument is also reiterated by Morris and Robie (2001) and mentioned that a more focused
and relevant pre-departure CCT can lead to better adaptation in an overseas country and
can ultimately increase the possibilities of an expatriate’s success in the foreign assignment.
Also, Waxin (2004) reasoned that the type of pre-departure CCT that an expatriate was
provided matters a lot in their cross-cultural adjustment in an overseas country.
In conclusion, a relevant and concise pre-departure CCT benefits the expatriate managers
and enhances the likelihood of their being content while working and living in an overseas
country and it enhances their successful cross-cultural adaptation to life and work in a
foreign country.

Expatriate adjustment. Gupta (2016) argued that expatriates’ adjustment to the culture of
the host country is considered crucial to the company’s performance and success. Hence, it is
emphasized that MNCs ought to provide help and support to their expatriates during the
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international assignments (Black and Gregersen, 1991). Similarly, in the previous studies
(e.g. De Cieri et al., 1991) it has been found that the support provided to the expatriates
obviously helped them in coping with stress and lessening the impacts of their cultural
shocks in the foreign countries. Selmer (2005) has suggested a difference between the
sociocultural and psychological adjustment of expatriates in an overseas country. Even
though they are conceptually interdependent, the sociocultural origin of adjustment is
linked closely to cultural learning theory. As such, it is linked to factors that inspire and
empower cultural knowledge and the gaining of everyday social skills in the specific
cultures of the foreign countries (Searle and Ward, 1990).

According to Ward and Kennedy (1996) psychological adjustment is related to personal
welfare and is identified with a person’s emotional state, conscious perception, and personal
attributes. More specifically, the notion of psychological adjustment supports a
problem-oriented methodology, concentrating on attitudinal features of the adaptation
process (see Juffer, 1986). This distinction between psychological adjustment and
sociocultural adjustment is predictable with the divergence of the behavior from
attitudinal and cultural assimilation as mentioned by Jun et al. (1997).

The framework of Black et al. (1991) contains sociocultural features related to expatriate
adjustment and suggests that expatriate adjustment should be viewed as a
multidimensional concept, instead of as a unitary phenomenon. In their suggested model
for expatriate adjustment, Black et al. (1991) perceived a difference between the three
dimensions of adjustment in the foreign country. These three dimensions of expatriate
adjustment have been supported by various past empirical studies (see, e.g. Black and
Gregersen, 1991):

(1) adjustment to work;

(2) adjustment to interacting with host nationals; and

(3) adjustment to the general non-work environment.

The notion of individual welfare, predictable with the psychological facets of
expatriate adjustment, has been academically very well established, especially in
relation to the features of the work environment. Concerning the adjustment of
the expatriate in the overseas country, the notion of individual welfare has been
extensively deliberated and empirically established in numerous past research studies
(see, e.g. Anderzen and Arnetz, 1997).

Expatriate repatriation. The repatriation process starts when an expatriate manager
finishes his/her international assignment and starts making arrangements to return to his/
her home country. Andreason and Kinneer (2005) argued that due to the knowledge and
experience gained, and the time spent in the foreign country, the repatriate employee often
has a “changed point of view” and is seen as a transformed individual. Subsequently, given
the changes in living and working environments in the home country, the repatriated
employee is likely to face readjustment challenges on their return to their home country.

Although the previous studies (e.g. Grop et al., 2017; Osman-Gani and Hyder, 2008;
Tahir and Azhar, 2013) found that the MNCs frequently provide very minimal support to
their repatriate managers, there is a substantial amount of academic literature related to
the various support strategies that MNCs could employ to make the repatriation process
less worrying (Breitenmoser and Berg, 2017). These previous studies, for instance,
demonstrate the importance of staying in contact with colleagues from their home base
during the foreign assignment (Pattie et al., 2010). Having a mentor in the headquarters
back home is an ideal way of maintaining this crucial link. In addition, annual return visits
to the headquarter also provide opportunities for expatriates to network with people in
their MNCs (Arnaez et al., 2014). Maintaining reliable connections with the home base
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improves the possibilities of getting a suitable position after repatriation (Mäkelä and
Suutari, 2009). Associated with this, is the significance of making sure that repatriate
managers have accurate expectations about their remuneration and career advancement
on re-entry (Arnaez et al., 2014). This is a very important topic, and it should be discussed
candidly before the start of the international assignment. A final, crucial dimension that
MNCs could concentrate on is to support repatriation by ensuring that the international
experience of the repatriating employee is valued, for instance by making sure that the
abilities and skills learned during the foreign assignment are pertinent for the new
position (Tyler, 2006).

Linehan and Scullion (2002) reasoned that the successful management of foreign
assignments must be backed by a successful repatriation process that diminishes the
likelihood of a high turnover among expatriate managers and enhances the commitment
and dedication of the expatriates to their parent organization. Phatak et al. (2009) argued
that the objective of the repatriation process ought to be: to provide adequate time for the
repatriate manager to readapt to the home country (the reverse cultural shock of arriving
back to the home country is often worse than the cultural shock after arrival in a new
foreign country). The parent organization should publicize, recognize and utilize the
experiences of expatriate managers that were gained during their international assignment.
Those enhanced skills and experiences should overtly contribute to a smooth, continued,
career progression and to the further development of expatriate managers on their return to
the parent company.

In conclusion, the framework of the present study reveals that the profile of an expatriate
manager includes a clear definition and identification of desirable abilities, as well as an HR
perspective that highlights the specific aspects of job that need to be considered in the
cultural and national context of the host country in order to manage expatriates in the UAE
effectively. According to the framework, both the managers of the MNCs and the scholars
ought to be aware of the critical phases that occur in the systematic planning for and
management of the expatriates. Accordingly, the framework is comprised of the following
stages; recruitment and selection, pre-departure CCT, expatriate adjustment and expatriate
repatriation. In this manner, the managers of MNCs would have an instrument to assist
them during the complete process of expatriate management in the UAE on a step-by-step
basis. They would also be able to evaluate the effectiveness of both the expatriate managers
and the process, as this framework incorporates key management issues, which the HR
managers can consider and act upon. Similarly, scholars can apply this framework to future
studies on the challenges that face both the MNCs and the expatriate managers, and use it
for the classification of those variables in the context of the unique cultural environment of
the UAE.

4. Research methodology and design
Research methodology
The study of expatriation has for some time been considered to be an area of research, which
lends itself to methodologies, which incorporate theory building, exploration and discovery.
Along these lines, a qualitative methodology was viewed as appropriate, given the infancy
of the subject and the exploratory nature of this field (Carson et al., 2001). The present study
included in-depth unstructured interviews, which lay emphasis on an “informal” dialogue
style approach. The relative informality of the methodology enabled participants to talk
about their encounters in a way that allow the details of their expatriation endeavors to
emerge. It was possible to probe deeper into key issues during the course of the interviews in
a semi-structured format, where appropriate, in order to maintain an emphasis on the main
topics of interest, while giving space for other concerns to emerge.
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Sample
The sample of the present research is taken from Western expatriates of the MNCs, who are
currently on their overseas assignments in the UAE. The Australian/New Zealand Association
gave the list of its members, and this provided us with a starting point for targeting individuals
for the interviews. In order to achieve a degree of consistency, we only contacted expatriates
who had been living in the UAE for over one year. However, in response to the initial contact
made via e-mail by the author, only three managers expressed any interest and consented to be
involved in the research. Those three participants were later asked to suggest other expatriates
who might have appropriate experiences and who might be interested in getting involved in
our research. This snowballing method has likewise been utilized in international best practices
in an IHRM study proposed by Von Glinow et al. (2002) and it proved to be an exceptionally
viable tool for the current study, as it enabled qualified participants to be found outside the
usual database methods that had, up to then, not been as fruitful. The final number of
participants was 22. Interviews were favored for the present study because they are suitable in
a situation where the research is investigative and exploratory and where there is a small
quantity of possible participants (Daniels and Cannice, 2004).

In the current study, we describe “Western” managers as individuals who have
nationality in, and identification with the Anglo-Saxon nations, which are included in our
research. We understand that there is a considerable diversity within these nations and they
don’t exemplify a homogenous group. For example, since the 1950s, all the five Western
nations have experienced high levels of immigration and consequently are hugely
multi-cultural in their makeup (Hutchings et al., 2012) (Table IV ).

In order to gather a sufficiently diverse collection of participants in terms of gender, age
and professional experiences, purposeful sampling was utilized as a part of selecting the
participants. Purposeful sampling encourages the researchers to select participants who are
information-rich for an exploratory research. The participants of the present study were heads
of departments, managers, general managers, and supervisors in the MNCs. Participants had

Cases Industry
Years as an

expatriate in UAE Designation Age Gender Home country

Participant 1 Hospitality 2 Department head 45 M UK
Participant 2 Construction 3 Project manager 62 F UK
Participant 3 Tourism 1 General manager 53 M Australian
Participant 4 Hospitality 2 CFO/Departmental head 58 M UK
Participant 5 Engineering 4 Senior manager 55 M USA
Participant 6 Construction 3 Vice presidents 41 M Australian
Participant 7 Real estate 2 Managers 48 M UK
Participant 8 Consulting 5 Senior consultant 57 F USA
Participant 9 Education 2 Departmental head 51 M Australian
Participant 10 Hospitality 1 Manager 39 M UK
Participant 11 Engineering 1 Production manager 46 M New Zealander
Participant 12 Engineering 2 Logistics manager 63 M USA
Participant 13 Tourism 3 CEO 61 M UK
Participant 14 Hospitality 2 General manager 54 M South African
Participant 15 Construction 4 Project manager 37 M Australian
Participant 16 Consulting 1 Manager 44 M USA
Participant 17 Finance 2 Manager 42 F UK
Participant 18 Tourism 5 Departmental head 49 M New Zealander
Participant 19 Accounting 3 Manager 58 M South African
Participant 20 Engineering 1 General manager 53 M UK
Participant 21 Construction 1 Manager 52 M USA
Participant 22 Real estate 3 Manager 59 M New Zealander

Table IV.
Background of the
participants of the
present study
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differing backgrounds and diverse age, marital status, gender, family backgrounds,
professional experience and education. In the end, the average age of the respondents was
roughly 51 years, and on average, they had been with their MNCs for seven years.
The average duration of their overseas assignment in the UAE was approximately two years
and six months. Of the participants, 36 percent (n¼ 8) were British, 23 percent (n¼ 5)
Americans, 18 percent (n¼ 4) were Australians, 14 percent (n¼ 3) were New Zealanders and
9 percent (n¼ 2) were South Africans. Expatriates of different nationalities were purposefully
pursued as it was expected that sharp cross-cultural differences might emerge because the
cultural dimensionswere probably going to affect their approach toward life (Powel et al., 2009).

Data collection
As mentioned in the previous section, the seven emirates that make up the UAE share a
common culture, language, religion, and currency. Nevertheless, there are distinctive
differences in their terrains, tribal origins, and traditional occupations. Similarly, the
diversity of the local population is also mirrored in the expatriate population with more than
200 nationalities represented in the UAE (UAE-Interact, 2016). However, both Abu Dhabi
and Dubai are perceived as the country’s commercial and cultural centers, and therefore
most expatriates reside in those two cities. Keeping this scenario in mind; we have
conducted our data collection in Abu Dhabi and Dubai only. Semi-structured, in-depth
interviews were undertaken in a two-step process over a 12-month time span. Each
expatriate manager was interviewed individually for about one and a half hours during that
period. The interview decorum was left deliberately wide to allow participants to lay stress
on the issues that they thought were fundamental in relation both to their experiences as an
expatriate in the UAE and in anticipation of their upcoming repatriation to their home
nation. We did not specifically ask them to comment on whether they had been successful in
their working and living environment in the UAE, regarding how they felt they were
culturally adjusted, or what they considered that they had achieved for themselves and for
their organizations. The purpose of the exercise was less specific and it focused on asking
them to emphasize what they viewed as being important about their expatriation process.
The author of this research carried out all the interviews. Whenever possible, the interviews
were audio recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Where the participant did not consent
to being audio recorded ( five cases), full notes were taken throughout the interview.
Moreover, in some cases, concise observational notes were also taken regarding
participants’ workplaces, outside interactions, and facial expressions. This was a means
of arranging the accounts recorded and it helped to provide better analysis quality.

In the results of our data analysis, we endeavored to present the narrative of the
deliberations rather than the condense data of the quantitative counts of variables via
content analysis. Basically, there are two main clarifications for this. First, we did not follow
the path of examining the relationship between dependent and independent variables. We
simply encouraged participants to speak to us about their experiences as expatriates in the
UAE and how they anticipated that their upcoming repatriation to their home nation would
be. Second, we desired that the results should hold the full richness of insight enclosed in the
narratives that we had collected from those expatriates. Since Miesel and Karlawish (2011)
mentioned, “the strength of a narrative is in interpreting the participants’ accounts into data
that people are able to understand.” Obviously, it is not humanly possible to describe all that
was told amid the interviews. Hence, we described below the main themes that were
common subjects of agreement among all our participants.

5. Results
In this section, we present and deliberate the results from the empirical analysis and classify
the key elements of the expatriation experience of Western expatriates in the UAE.
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Recruitment and selection
The results indicate that there is not one specific method to expatriate staffing for the
assignment in the UAE, even if all MNCs preferred an strategy which Brisco et al. (2009)
identified as being an “ethnocentric” approach to staffing a foreign subsidiary with parent
company nationals. Most of our participants (n¼ 18) explained that there was a highly
rational approach that responded to the availability of the best, qualified person at that
particular point in time. This may have been driven by a shortage of expatriates for those to
choose from. As one participant said:

HR have to be able to fill a position for the international assignment in UAE. Top management tells
what they need, and HR have to try to fill those positions with the best available individual, at that
particular point in time.

Our results are in line with the research by Phatak et al. (2009), who argued that most MNCs
utilize a haphazard and disorganized approach to expatriate selection for overseas
assignments. Furthermore, most of our participants (n¼ 19) also mentioned that their
organizations mainly rely on domestic records and technical skills as being the most
important selection criteria and it looks like those MNCs undervalue the soft skills and
personal characteristics that are desirable for the overseas assignment. Similarly, we believe
that the profile of a successful expatriate assignment in the Middle East necessitate more
than the possession of a set of technical skills. Western societies have a tendency to have an
individualistic culture, where social contexts are not all that applicable, while the UAE has a
highly collectivistic culture, where business relations in the UAE draw heavily on the
existence of social networks (wastaa). Wastaa makes the distinction of being from the
in-group and the out-group more significant, and expatriates in the UAE will naturally fall
into the out-group class, which will make it difficult for them to adapt. Consequently, a
successful assignment in UAE requires not only a set of technical skills but also requires
good social and perceptual abilities, strong reasoning capabilities, and behaviors that enable
one to adjust in accordance with the local culture.

Caligiuri and Tarique (2009) investigated the conditions in which MNCs developed
effective business leaders. Backed by the data of approximately one hundred global leaders,
they were able to establish that the leaders’ personality characteristics were the
fundamental predictor of success in the endeavors of global leadership. Similarly, Sparrow
et al. (2004) also argued that most of the MNCs counted on domestic records and technical
skills as being the most important selection criteria and they commonly undervalued the
significance of soft skills that are fundamental for international postings. To conclude, when
attempting to develop selection criteria for an international posting, it ought to be
acknowledged that the selection criteria for prospective expatriates also need to be adjusted
so that the vital “soft skill” requirements are included and assessed in order to enhance the
likelihood of success during the overseas assignment.

Pre-departure CCT
The idea of the CCT is to educate executives of one culture to interact effectively with the
nationals of another culture and to help them in their gradual adjustment to their host
countries. Even if the results on this dimension were conflicting to those expected, we are
nevertheless confident in our assertion of the suitability and relevance of pre-departure
CCT, both in methodology and materials, and that its systematic application would result in
a better outcome than that of casual and superficial pre-departure CCT. However, additional
research is still needed in this context. We discovered that most MNCs do provide a form of
pre-departure CCT. Nevertheless, that is neither appropriate nor tailored to the needs and
requirements of such a specific overseas assignment as that of the UAE. Most of the
respondents (n¼ 19) did not believe that the pre-departure CCT, whether it was formal or
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informal, to have had much impact on their ability to adjust to their assignment in the UAE.
The forms of training that the participants were given were often not relevant to the
expatriate experience of living and working in the UAE. They were provided one to three
days of pre-departure CCT in which the possible challenges and difficulties amid the
international assignments were generally discussed. The majority of them thought that
pre-return CCT had not assisted them much in their adjustment in the UAE. One mentioned:

Indeed, they provided me some training, but it was not very beneficial. I relied on my
contemporaries who have worked and lived in UAE in the last three-four years and speaking to
them was the most valuable and useful training I could ever have.

Subsequently, a majority of the participants (n¼ 16) in our sample believed that they were not
prepared well for their assignment in the UAE and they felt that they had somewhat
unrealistic expectations before their arrival in the UAE. Expatriates in our study thought that
the pre-departure CCT, as a means of delivering the information about the expatriation
process, was completely irrelevant. This is consistent with the results of the previous studies;
for instance, Cerdin (1996) investigated a sample that comprised of 293 French expatriates in
44 different nations and concluded that CCT had no significant effect on their adjustment in
the host nations. The present study demonstrates that in the UAE there is a great emphasis on
face-to-face business and trust, as well as bonding and getting to know business associates
before starting any serious business. The relationship between the business associates is of
high significance to the people of the Middle East. Therefore, expatriates could find it difficult
to operate successfully if they are not suitably trained and prepared for their assignment in
UAE. To establish trust can take extensive time. However, the time required is a necessity as
trust is the basis for directing business in UAE society. When trust is built up between the
business partners, impediments to progress such as overriding bureaucracies, processes and
actions that appeared to be troublesome or impossible to overcome, suddenly appear feasible
and doors may start to open. Therefore, the right type of CCT can prepare expatriates for the
appropriate and acceptable practices of leading businesses in the UAE.

Post-CCT experience is viewed as being critical and MNCs ought to invest in evaluating
the post-CCT experience. Most participants (n¼ 18) concur that testing for post-CCT
experience would be advantageous. The testing of post-CCT experience can demonstrate if
the CCT is working. For instance, if it is not appropriate and not working, then the CCT can
be changed. Furthermore, trainees can suggest possible improvements, and in this way CCT
can be modified on a regular basis. Consequently, this will help the MNCs save money and
have better-trained expatriates, who are better prepared to complete successful international
assignments in the UAE.

Similarly, Okpara and Kabongo (2011) discovered in their same study that a focused and
specific CCT was the most important element when it came to predicting the successful
adjustment of Western expatriates in Nigeria. Likewise, studies by Waxin and Panaccio
(2005) support the notion that the quality and type of pre-departure CCT that expatriates
receive matters. Even if, the efficacy of CCT for expatriates is still questioned by some
scholars (see Selmer, 2005), we nevertheless are convinced that there is a need for more
research in this field to develop proper, pre-departure CCT, which is vital in the evaluation of
the expatriates’ needs.

Expatriate adjustment
Black’s (1998) definition of adjustment is considered as the most adequate one in IHRM
literature. It describes how adjustment can be linked to psychological distress that can be
characterized as work, general and interaction adjustment. Expatriate managers
are frequently faced with differences such as those in sentimentalities between their
home culture and the new foreign culture in which they currently reside. Obviously, those
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differences in cultures can lead to impediments in adapting to the host nation, as well as
performance challenges during their foreign assignment. Subsequently, adjustment in the
host country has been recognized as a crucial dimension in describing the failure or success
of an expatriate manager in the host nation. We discovered that expatriates exemplify their
adjustment in the UAE as being very difficult. In total, 14 (n¼ 14) out of 22 respondents
experienced a significant level of cultural shock, five (n¼ 5) had faced some minor cultural
issues, and three (n¼ 3) did not have any difficulties adjusting in the UAE. Those challenges
can be best explained by this statement below. One women participant related:

I was young and enthusiastic, but I was shocked to see that Asian and Arab men would not take me
seriously and were reluctant to take instructions from me because I was a Western woman. So, in
my early days in UAE, I was frequently restricted to my cabin, whereas I was desperate to be out
on the construction site.

To many, changing gender orientations across cultures are vital in anticipating the
probability of the success of women expatriate managers in the host countries. While many
countries have specific expectations of gender roles, this phenomenon is more extreme is
some countries that in others. Tlaiss (2013, p. 758) argued, from research on the career of
women managers in UAE, “the masculine nature of these societies draws sharp distinctions
between gender roles.” The men were more easily accepted and it was anticipated that they
would be more assertive and that the women would be less confident in a highly masculine
society like the UAE (Littrell and Bertsch, 2013). In previous research studies (e.g. Mostafa,
2005; Omair, 2008) in Arab countries, it was indicated that the role of the leader was
identified with men, and that most men and women employees expressed a preference for
male supervisors. Similarly, the previous research studies demonstrate that equality
between the sexes is lower in a collectivistic culture like the UAE than in individualistic
cultures. The principal argument about the gender role is that women expatriates in specific
cultures can encounter challenges if they are to assume a role that is not considered suitable
for them or which clashes with the cultural expectation of their perceived role in society.
For instance, a western women expatriate manager in the UAE may find that her male
subordinates are often less cooperative in the event that she occupies a higher position.
In these circumstances, when managing their male subordinates, women expatriate
managers may have to be more culturally sensitive, given that they possess a position that
the local subordinates may not be used too. Thus, women expatriates can be seen positively,
but they must aware of how to interact effectively with their male colleagues. Given that
gender roles are different from one country to another, women expatriate managers need
special CCT on the best way to manage gender in a culture like UAE. Additionally,
acquiring those culturally appropriate social skills as well as dress code awareness can
improve expatriates’ effectiveness. Similarly, women expatriates ought to be aware of the
cultural norms in regard to social interactions with men. For instance, continual eye contact
with, or being in the company of men, may be understood differently in different countries.

Perceived organizational support alludes to workforces’ general convictions about the
degree to which their MNCs esteem their professional commitment and how the MNC is seen
to or perceived to care about their prosperity and success (Eisenberger et al., 1986). In the
new foreign country, expatriates believe that someone from the human resource department
will take them under their wings and show them the ropes for the first few months until they
have settled in. It is typically a steep learning curve. Most of the participants in our sample
did have a little support from the parent company. One respondent said:

It was pretty tough in the beginning. I arrived in UAE and got very little time to get comfortable,
since the project, I was supposed to work on, was desperate for me to start working instantly.
It took some 3-4 weeks to get necessary things organized like accommodation, schooling, bank
accounts and at first, it was very tough particularly for my family.
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The majority of our participants (n¼ 16) articulated that their orientation in the host
country was very short or even in some cases that it was completely overlooked and they
were left to themselves on arrival, having to rely on the favors of their local work colleagues
to adapt to the new environment. The results of our study do not appear to be in line with
Aycan’s (1997) idealistic framework of expatriate acculturation that involved four discrete
stages: pre-departure preparation, post-arrival initial contact, appraisal and coping, and
psychological and adjustment outcomes. The parent organization must be the primary
source of support and assistance both before arriving and once in the host country.
The nature of that support will impact the expatriate’s life quality and their ability to adjust
to work on their foreign assignments. For instance, Florkowski and Fogel (1999) discovered
that those MNCs that offer expatriate managers adequate financial assistance to sustain
their expected and accustomed standard of living had more employees who were better
adjusted to working in the host nation. Additional benefits from the parent organization that
improved the adaptation outlooks of the new expatriate employee included; support in
housing location, involvement in social clubs in a foreign country, generous holiday leave,
support for finding employment for the spouse and schooling for the children.

Similarly, expatriate research (e.g. Shaffer et al., 1999) found empirical evidence to link
the expatriates’ perception of the extent of company support with their ability to adjust to
their international assignments. It has been argued (e.g. Borstorff et al., 1997) that where
MNCs have weak support mechanisms for their expatriate employees, the chances of
success of their expatriate programs are put more at risk, due to the fact that the managers
that the company wants to select are often hesitant to take on those international
assignments.

Repatriation
The final stage of an international assignment is that of repatriation and the ongoing
professional development. As soon as the expatriate managers commence their overseas
assignment, their local positions are taken, and this compounds the sensitive matter of
expatriate repatriation (Oddou, 1992). Even if an international assignment may have
developed expatriate managers in many ways, their enhanced value is not always positively
acknowledged upon their return. Most of our participants (n¼ 18) communicated to us that
their companies had no formal plan or strategy for their repatriation to their home country.
Our findings support the results of previous studies. For example, Pinnington (2011)
mentioned that very few MNCs do this well. As a consequence, the results of poorly
managed repatriation do not only impact the retention of existing expatriates but
additionally devalue the integrity and attractiveness of the international assignments. One
participant commented:

It will be a bigger reverse cultural shock than we had in UAE during our initial months. Things at
home were different where we left them. My colleagues have been pushed forward professionally,
and there will be no acknowledgment of the abilities and experiences that I have accumulated
during my time in UAE.

One of the values that repatriates bring back is that they see how their organization is
perceived in other countries and how they, the repatriates, are members of an informal
worldwide community that can advance the organization’s interests around the globe.
Repatriates have an unmatched role in the organizational learning model, as they can fast
track the exchange of information from the subsidiaries in the host nations to the corporate
headquarters, and vice versa. Hence, MNCs should consider their repatriate managers to be
vital human capital investments. Regardless of the financial and strategic significance of
repatriate managers, there is ample empirical evidence that MNCs do not to capitalize on
those personal investments, as a lot of the expatriates quit their companies after the
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conclusion of the international assignment. As indicated by Dolins (2007) in the 1998 Global
Relocation Survey, 12 percent of the expatriates leave within a year of returning, and
13 percent leave inside the next year. Thus a total of 25 percent of all expatriates leave
within two years after their repatriation.

Oddou (1992) also determined that merely one-fifth of the expatriate executives were
promoted upon return from their international assignments, another one-fifth were even
demoted, and approximately 40 percent had no specific positions waiting for them.
Likewise, one participant said:

Undertaking an international assignment in UAE can stop your career in your parent company.
You lose contacts with the key individual in your corporate headquarter and then your newly
acquired skills are neither acknowledge nor utilized upon return. That is the reason that many
expatriate managers quit and look for another job in the host country and never come back to the
parent company.

In a previous research study by Lazarova and Caligiuri (2001), it was observed that in terms
of repatriation support, there was a close correlation between the quality of the
organizational support and the repatriates’ intentions to stay or quit. In the case of an
organization where repatriation practices are perceived to be poor, it is not difficult to
envisage the impact on expatriates’working mindsets and their prospects of success in their
international assignments.

6. Limitations of the present study and avenues for future research
For western MNCs planning to enter the UAE market, the study presented herein ought to
provide valuable insight into both the Western expatriates’ and the Western MNCs’
experiences in the UAE. However, it should be understood that the results of this purely
qualitative study based on a small sample size cannot be generalized as being illustrative of
the norms and practices of all the Western MNCs in the UAE. These findings simply state
the views and perspectives of this group of expatriates concerning their selection,
pre-departure CCT, adjustment in the UAE, and the support and repatriation plans
employed by their companies for doing business in the UAE. To this end, the study is
limited, as it only investigates the expatriates’ views of their adjustment. It does not
investigate the local employees’ perceptions of their expatriate supervisors’ adjustment.

Accordingly, future research is required to incorporate a broader sample, which may
draw on a large number of male and female expatriates from developed and developing
countries in all seven of the emirates of the UAE; in spite of the acknowledgment in the
literature (e.g. AlMazrouei and Pech, 2014) of the challenges inherent in data collection from
local and other Asian expatriates in the UAE. However, it would be advantageous to
conduct a study that triangulates results of the qualitative/quantitative data collected from
the expatriates’ local and Asian employees and the business associates. Finally, further
research studies could also investigate the degree to which expatriate adjustment is
impacted by the MNCs’ market positioning and by the location of their operations in
the UAE.

7. Managerial implications
On a closing note, it should be pointed-out that the attractiveness of doing business in
emerging countries such as the UAE has increased in recent years. In order to gain first
mover advantage, MNCs need to nurture pools of expertise among their expatriate
managers who are proven to be able to work and function successfully on overseas
assignments such as the UAE. Consequently, the need to identify the elements required for
successful adjustment, in order to be able to plan and design well-developed programs
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accordingly, should be given more significance and should simplify the process of
expatriate adjustment.

The results of the present study contain several managerial implications for the
management of expatriates in the MNCs. The results suggest that MNCs would benefit
from the careful selection of the candidates for their overseas assignment in the UAE.
It appears that extroversion, suitability consciousness, emotional stability, and
intellectual openness to all cultures add to the successful adjustment of expatriate
managers in the UAE. Unfortunately, personality testing of the candidates is only
occasionally utilized as an integral part of expatriate selection and recruitment. It appears
that recruitment decisions are generally made on the basis of their technical competence
and performance in a very different domestic environment. Thus, technical skills and
domestic track records are by a long shot, the predominant selection criteria. Elements like
relational and perceptual adjustability and language skills are ascribed less importance
and do not feature overtly on the selection criteria for expatriate posts. Our results
demonstrate that distinctive features of adjustability, which include expatriates’
enthusiasm to communicate, their social orientation, dynamic anxiety resistance and
openness ability are all critical to successful adjustment in the host country and should be
given more emphasis.

Second, when should CCT be given? In most of our study cases, it occurred just before
the departure of the expatriate managers from their home countries. Nevertheless, it is now
clear from our results that further CCT and support should be offered after the expatriate
manager arrives in the UAE and particularly after they have begun to build up a frame of
reference to enable them to assimilate appropriate information. This can help to mitigating
the impact of culture shock by giving an overview of the UAE’s unique culture. The CCT
ought to provide useful information about the corporate culture in which the expatriates will
be employed during their stay in the UAE, as corporate culture is usually driven by the
national culture, and the UAE’s culture is exceptionally dominant. Moreover, CCT that was
intended for specific destinations, i.e., Abu Dhabi or Dubai, as opposed to the country
generally, would be beneficial. Despite the fact that CCT related to the country would
provide a good grounding, the crucial information about the specific local areas would add a
new facet to the CCT as the local customs may well at odds with those in the more
cosmopolitan areas. CCT can also incorporate a brief trip to the UAE before the start of the
assignment, to allow the expatriates, if appropriate, a chance to experience the culture by
themselves. This will help to make the transition less demanding when the formal
international assignment begins in the UAE.

Third, the presence of a suitable repatriation strategy enhances the quality of
communication. An open and clear channel of communications should encompass an
informed and sincere quality time that is set aside to address expatriate managers on their
career outlooks, re-entry jobs and the repatriation process. Western MNCs in the UAE
should heed the advice given by Lazarova and Cerdin (2007). They strongly recommended
that it was to everybody’s advantage to offer a repatriation agreement with potential
expatriate executives to guarantee appropriate positions upon their return and also give
realistic job reviews for expatriates prior to their return to their home country (Feldman and
Thomas, 1992). This exercise will serve to negate unrealistic expectations and
disappointment among the expatriates in the UAE when they return home.

Fourth, it is crucial that HR managers have a detailed conversation with the returning
expatriate managers to get their feedback about their expatriation process in the UAE.
This debriefing process will help HR managers to comprehend the challenges that the
expatriate managers face during their international assignment in the UAE, and it will also
help them develop a database of information for the HR department that they can pass on to
the prospective expatriates leaving for their international assignment in the UAE.
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Finally, it is intriguing to see how the present pattern of looking at expatriates as having
a restrictive relationship that is only associated with work and its technical aspects has now
been extended to include reciprocal relations with the different partners (i.e. parent
organization, work colleagues in the local community and the host country). This, in turn,
places more emphasis on the broader cultural and social surroundings. This approach is
more insightful of the host nation’s critical, every day, realities, which the expatriate
managers are exposed to when they choose to undertake the company’s offer and immigrate
to the foreign country. In spite of the general conviction that globalization makes the world
“smaller,” cultural challenges still play a crucial role that ought not to be neglected.

8. Conclusions
Expatriation, defined as an intentional, impermanent relocation of a person abroad for a
commitment with an eventual return to his/her home country, assumes ever increasing
prominence in international business activities undertaken by MNCs globally. Expatriate
managers who can work successfully in different countries and accomplish their company’s
objectives are ever more sought after as a source of competitive advantage. Almost
98 percent of employees in the public sector in the UAE are UAE citizens. This trend opens
up numerous positions for expatriates in private sector jobs. Accordingly, the expatriate
population has expanded extraordinarily as of late in order to fill these challenging private
sector positions. Because of the robust international influence in the UAE, there is always an
expanding need to fill key management positions, because UAE nationals frequently do not
have the experience, capability or qualities expected to successfully undertake the work and
duties required in those key leadership roles.

An expanding number of previous studies have considered ways of linking
contemporary HRM techniques and global approaches to enhance the performance of the
MNCs (De Cieri and Dowling, 1997). Those approaches embrace selection (Collings et al.,
2007) and expatriate adjustment (Bhaskar-Shrinvas et al., 2005). Unfortunately, a greater
part of the existing literature is of a nonspecific nature. There is still a lack of research to
help companies and expatriate managers in the UAE (AlMazrouei and Pech, 2014). Moving
beyond the already existing, expatriate, management research that has focused on
expatriate managers in the USA, Europe or China, the present study attempts to investigate
and comprehend the challenge of how the MNCs select, train, deploy and support expatriate
managers during and after their assignment in the UAE. In this study, we assembled
qualitative data about the encounters and experiences of 22 Western expatriate managers
by utilizing in-depth interviews. Despite the expanding number of expatriate managers in
the MNCs in the UAE, the issues and challenges related to expatriate management in the
UAE has not been extensively investigated in the previous studies.

Although the breath and, at times, depth of research conducted in this arena is on
European, Japanese and North American cases, the present study does provide a valuable
contribution in expanding the IHRM literature by examining expatriates from Australia,
New Zealand, UK, USA and South Africa who are undertaking their international
assignments in the UAE. More precisely, the present study has shown that expatriation is,
without a doubt, a multi-faceted, complex phenomenon and its results indicate various
intriguing patterns of relationship. The results suggest that most selection procedures for
expatriate assignments happen without a formal competency framework and they appear to
be frequently based on the technical knowledge and on the less formal suggestions of line
supervisors regarding skills and individual traits. A significant portion of our participants
didn’t think that the pre-departure CCT, informal or formal, was helpful during their
adjustment in the UAE. The CCT that the respondents were provided was not geared
toward the specific international assignment in the UAE, but was rather a one to three days’
pre-departure CCT in which the conceivable challenges arising from international
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assignments were mostly introduced. Lastly, the majority of MNCs in the UAE do not offer a
formal repatriation plan for their expatriate managers. This lack of a repatriation plan
assumes that most MNCs anticipate that their managers, on their return from their overseas
assignments, will readjust smoothly in their home countries and face no real challenges.

Our research observation is that the overall expatriation process in the MNCs in the UAE
is somewhat unsatisfying and that it displays a lack of awareness of the specific needs and
requirements of the managers during their expatriate assignment in the UAE. More
precisely, the present study is in line with the findings of previous studies, which argue that
MNCs still need to create robust strategic expatriation processes, incorporating the selection
of the right person, comprehensive as well as specific pre-departure and post-arrival CCT,
reasonable support for expatriates and their families in the host country and finally a clear
repatriation strategy to mark a successful conclusion of an international assignment.
Unfortunately, very few MNCs in the UAE are investing resources toward helping their
expatriates to experience a pleasurable and productive role during their overseas
assignment. There is clear evidence that ineffective handling of expatriate managers during
their overseas assignments may impact their readiness to accept international assignments
in the future. Our research proposes that these MNCs ought to offer interventions and
procedures for expatriate managers in the UAE, and that those must incorporate both
organizational and career issues. It is to be noted that viable mentoring and support are the
two key components of effective expatriate management in the UAE.

Finally, the present study endeavors to shed a light on this phenomenon for the benefit of
expatriate managers, their companies, human resource managers and the families of the
expatriate managers and all who care about the success of their expatriate experiences in
the UAE. The objective is crucial, especially for MNCs who frequently depend on technically
skilled personnel, who are in short supply, to set-up, staff and manage subsidiaries in
overseas locations.
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