
Enhancing expatriates’ assignments success: the relationships
between cultural intelligence, cross-cultural adaptation
and performance

Ilaria Setti1 & Valentina Sommovigo1
& Piergiorgio Argentero1

# The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
Today’s increasingly global marketplace is resulting in more organizations sending employees to work outside their home countries as
expatriates. Consequently, identifying factors influencing expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment at work and performance has become an
increasingly important issue for both researchers and firms. Drawing on Kim et al. (2008), this study examines the critical elements to
expatriate success, which are the relationships between cultural intelligence, cross-cultural adjustment at work, and assignment-specific
performance. One-hundred and fifty-one expatriates working within the energy sector, who were mainly located in the Middle East
completed questionnaires, investigating: cultural intelligence (Cultural Intelligence Scale), cross-cultural adjustment (Expatriate
Adjustment Scale), performance (Expatriate Contextual/Managerial Performance Skills), cultural distance (Kogut and Singh’ index),
length of staying in the host country and international work experience. Findings indicated that the four cultural intelligence components
were directly and indirectly (through cross-cultural adjustment at work) associated with performance. The positive relationship between
motivational cultural intelligence and cross-cultural adjustment at work was stronger when cultural distance was low, when expatriates
were at the beginning of a new international assignment, and when they had lower experience. Organizations can greatly benefit from
hiring cross-culturally intelligent expatriates for international assignments, providing their employees with pre-departure training pro-
grams aimed at increasing cultural intelligence, and giving them organizational resources and logistical help to support them.

Keywords Expatriates, cultural intelligence . Cross-cultural adjustment . Assignment-specific performance . Cultural distance,
international work experience

Introduction

As globalization of trade encourages multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) to operate in different geographic environments
(Sambasivan et al. 2013), talent mobility has become one of
the key channels through which to develop global organiza-
tions’ competitive advantages (Tarique and Schuler 2010).
This requires the presence of a cross-culturally competent
workforce that can manage overseas subsidiaries and liaise
with foreign affiliates (Froese and Peltokorpi 2011). In this
context, expatriates are considered as invaluable assets by
MNCs (Wu and Ang 2011). Consequently, there have been
numerous calls in psychology (e.g., Mol et al. 2005) for more

research aimed at identifying the psychological factors driving
expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment and performance.

In this context, cultural intelligence (CQ) represents an
interesting variable since it is a malleable capability which
can be developed through cross-cultural experiences (Chao
et al. 2017) and specific trainings (Leung et al. 2014). CQ
is defined as “an individual’s competence to function and
manage effectively in culturally diverse settings” (Ang and
Van Dyne 2008, p. 3). CQ is conceptualized as a multi-
dimensional construct which includes four main compo-
nents: metacognitive CQ (i.e., cultural awareness), cogni-
tive CQ (i.e., cultural knowledge), motivational CQ (i.e.,
motivation and self-efficacy in functioning in diverse cul-
tural settings), and behavioural CQ (i.e., adoption of ap-
propriate behaviours during cross-cultural interactions).
Scholars have called for more research on the CQ dimen-
sions (Ang et al. 2011) as the four CQ components have
been differently associated with specific intercultural effec-
tiveness outcomes (see Rockstuhl and Van Dyne 2018 for
a review).
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This study responds to this call by analysing the relation-
ships between specific CQ dimensions, cross-cultural adjust-
ment (CCA; i.e., psychological comfort in a foreign country;
Black and Gregersen 1999) at work and assignment-specific
performance. This latter construct, which refers to the ability
to accomplish certain assignment specific tasks (e.g.,
replacement planning; Caligiuri 1997), was chosen in this
paper as main dependent variable because successfully exe-
cuting assignment-specific duties is frequently the main con-
stituent of success, which is evaluated by the home office
(Earley and Ang 2003). Aside from performance, this study
focused on work CCA, namely the extent to which expatriates
become psychologically comfortable handling assignment
duties and meeting performance expectations (Chen et al.
2010; Shaffer et al. 2006). Work CCA is one of the three
dimensions of CCA, together with general (i.e., general living
conditions) and interaction (i.e., interactions with locals) com-
ponents (Black et al. 1991). This paper concentrated on work
CCA as it is more predictive of performance than the other
CCA dimensions (Chew et al. 2019).

The role of overall CQ as a meaningful antecedent of over-
all CCA (e.g., Chen et al. 2014; Rockstuhl and Van Dyne
2018) and job performance (e.g., Malek and Budhwar 2013;
Ramalu et al. 2012) has been identified, whereas the literature
on the role of the four CQ facets in facilitating work CCA is
less consistent (e.g., Ott and Michailova 2018a, 2018b). The
literature on the effect of CQ on performance indicates an
intricate association between the variables, the relevance of
the specific CQ dimensions, and the role of work CCA in this
association (ibidem). Thus, while some researchers found a
direct positive CQ-performance association (e.g., Chen et al.
2011; Lee et al. 2013), there is also evidence that the impact of
CQ on performance may be mediated by work CCA (e.g.,
Jyoti and Kour 2017a, 2017b; Lee et al. 2013).

Additionally, a closer look to the literature on the boundary
conditions under which specific CQ dimensions may enhance
work CCA and, in turn, assignment-specific performance re-
veal numerous gaps. To fil this gap, this study aimed to ana-
lyse how and when specific CQ facets were more - or less -
likely to facilitate assignment-specific performance. To this
end, this paper concentrated on cultural distance (CD, i.e.,
the extent to which the culture of destination differs from
expatriates’ home country on various values; Shenkar 2001),
length of stay in the host country and work international ex-
perience. Indeed, although some studies analysed the moder-
ating role of CD in the relationships between various individ-
ual features and outcomes in the expatriation area (e.g., Chen
et al. 2010; Zhang 2013), the research on the effect of CD on
the association between CQ dimensions and work CCA re-
mains limited. Moreover, even though some studies demon-
strated that the length of residence in the local country influ-
enced both CQ (e.g., Li et al. 2013) and CCA (e.g., Ramalu
et al. 2010), no previous research, to the best of our

knowledge, has investigated the enhancing effect of length
of stay on the association between specific CQ assets and
work CCA. Furthermore, though some investigations showed
that work experience played a moderating role in the CQ-
CCA relationship (e.g., Lee and Sukoco 2010; Jyoti and
Kour 2017a, 2017b), no study, to our knowledge, has consid-
ered the moderated mediated effect of the four CQ dimensions
and work experience - through work CCA - on assignment-
specific performance.

Therefore, our research questions are as follows: do the
four CQ dimensions directly and indirectly, through work
CCA, impact on assignment-specific performance? And what
are the effects of CD, length of stay in the host country and
previous international experience with regard to this? In an-
swering these questions, this paper drew on Kim et al. (2008)
which presented, for the first time, propositions that delineated
the relationships between CQ, CCA and performance
analysing them together, so that scholars and practitioners
could reach a better understanding of each of these. The au-
thors proposed that overall CQ – conceptualized as the result
of its four components – would be directly and indirectly,
through each of the three dimensions of CCA, associated with
overall performance. Additionally, the authors suggested that
the CQ-CCA relationship would be positively moderated by
CD, so that such relationship would be stronger when CD
would be greater.

The main contribution of the present work is to extend this
model by analysing whether specific dimensions of CQ – rather
than overall CQ - were related to assignment-specific perfor-
mance – rather than overall performance. Moreover, this re-
search moves an important step forward in the expatriate liter-
ature as it identifies, beyond CD – as proposed by the model -
other understudied boundary conditions for CQ effects (i.e.,
work experience and length of stay in the host country).

In doing so, the study was undertaken on the relatively
under-investigated population of expatriates working within
the energy sector in the Middle East for several reasons.
First, some Middle East countries, such as the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), have experienced unprecedented growth
over the past years (Bealer and Bhanugopan 2014).
Second, such nations remain relevant economic hubs in the
Middle Eastern region, that attract numerous expatriates
from Western countries (ibidem), especially within the ener-
gy sector (Finaccord 2018). For instance, in 2017 Saudi
Arabia hosted the largest number of expatriates, whereas in
the UAE expatriates constituted the 87.8% of the total pop-
ulation (ibidem). Nevertheless, only a few studies have con-
centrated on this population. Third, since most of our re-
search respondents were from Latin America, the subsequent
national cultural dissimilarities were likely to result in sig-
nificant CCA difficulties. Thereby, we contribute to litera-
ture surrounding organizational behaviour and psychology
as well as international human resource management.
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In the next section, we provide theoretical arguments for the
reasons why each of the four CQ dimensions might be uniquely
posited to contribute to expatriates’ assignment-specific perfor-
mance and work CCA. We describe each component in more
detail, and we give rationale for the mediating role of work
CCA. Subsequently, we present conceptual logic for our pro-
posed effects of CD, length of stay in the host country and
international work experience in the association between spe-
cific CQ components and work CCA. After that, we present the
sample investigated and the methodology adopted. Then, we
report the results and discuss our findings. Finally, we present
theoretical and managerial implications, limitations, and sug-
gestions for future research as well as conclusion.

The Relationship between CQ Dimensions
and Expatriates’ Assignment-Specific
Performance

The construct of CQ attracted ever-increasing attention since
other existing formulations of intelligence, such as emotional
intelligence (EQ) or social intelligence (SI), do not provide a
comprehensive explanation in culturally diverse situations
(Groves and Feyerherm 2011). Indeed, both EQ and SI are cul-
ture bound, such that although these two forms of intelligence
may enable individuals to better understand social situations, this
does not turn automatically into successful CCA (Caputo et al.
2018). Thus, individuals who have high EQ and SI in one culture
may not easily adapt to cross-cultural interactions due to misin-
terpretations of culture-specific situational cues. Conversely, CQ
is culture free and regards a general array of abilities particularly
relevant on settings characterized by cultural diversity.

Drawing on Kim et al. (2008), CQ is related to expatriates’
performance, such that culturally intelligent expatriates may
successfully function across cultural settings. We present be-
low conceptual logic for our proposed relationships for each
of the CQ dimensions with performance, describing each
component in more detail.

Meta-cognitive CQ refers to an individual’s level of con-
scious cultural awareness of - and control over - cognitions
during cross-cultural interactions. Self-awareness and cogni-
tive flexibility can promote expatriates’ performance by facil-
itating their understanding of culturally appropriate role ex-
pectations (Ang et al. 2007). Indeed, individuals high in meta-
cognitive CQ are better at adjusting their existing knowledge
to meet changing environmental demands (ibidem). Thus,
they can compensate for cognitive capability when previously
acquired knowledge is unreliable, avoiding potential prob-
lems. Additionally, in unpredictable situations, their meta-
cognitive skills provide them with a means by which supple-
ment the lack of overt cues (Fernandez-Duque et al. 2000).
This may stimulate the adoption of effective solutions to per-
form well (Tobias and Everson 2002). Meta-cognitive CQ

may also facilitate expatriates’ performance by enhancing in-
tercultural creative collaboration (Chua et al. 2012), conflict
management (Caputo et al. 2018), decision-making and task
performance (Ang et al. 2007) as well as knowledge transfer
from headquarters to subsidiaries (Vlajčić et al. 2019). Thus,
we expected the following:

Hypothesis 1a: meta-cognitive CQ will be positively re-
lated to assignment-specific performance.

Cognitive CQ refers to an individual’s general knowledge of
norms, practices, and conventions in foreign countries gained
from personal experiences and education (Ang et al. 2007).
Expatriates high in cognitive CQ possess sophisticated mental
maps of culture, which allow them to anticipate similarities and
differences across cultures (Brislin et al. 2006). As a result, they
may perform well in foreign workplaces because their in-depth
knowledge about diverse cultures enables them to reach a great-
er understanding of cultural expectations. Additionally, such
knowledge leads them to adopt culturally appropriate behav-
iours by facilitating decision-making, cultural judgment (Ang
et al. 2007), intercultural negotiation (Groves et al. 2015), con-
flict management (Caputo et al. 2018) and knowledge transfer
from headquarters to subsidiaries (Vlajčić et al. 2019). Thereby,
we expected the following:

Hypothesis 1b: cognitive CQ will be positively related to
assignment-specific performance.

Motivational CQ refers to individual’s ability to direct at-
tention to understand cultural diversity and maintain energy
concentrated on learning about - and operating in - new cul-
tural settings, even when situations are challenging (Ang et al.
2007). Expatriates high in motivational CQ are motivated in-
trinsically and by their efficient beliefs of adaptive capabilities
to interact with colleagues from different backgrounds
(Templer et al. 2006). As a result, they may direct their energy
toward learning role expectations, positively coping with
problems, and striving to address challenges. Motivational
CQ may also facilitate expatriates’ performance by easing
intercultural collaboration and negotiation (Chua et al.
2012), communication effectiveness (Presbitero and Quita
2017), integrative information behaviours (Imai and Gelfand
2010), and conflict management (Caputo et al. 2018).
Therefore, we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1c: motivational CQ will be positively related
to assignment-specific performance.

Behavioural CQ reflects the individual’s ability to commu-
nicate in a culturally sensitive way and exhibit culturally ap-
propriate (verbal and non-verbal) behaviours when interacting
with people from other cultures (Ang et al. 2007). This
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involves having a wide repertoire of overt behavioural re-
sponses which fits to a variety of cross-cultural situations, in
addition to using culturally appropriate words, body language
and conversation style (ibidem). Expatriates high in behav-
ioural CQ can choose appropriate verbal and physical actions
when interacting with locals (Ang and Van Dyne 2008). This
behavioural flexibility may help them to enact culturally ap-
propriate role-related behaviours and meet assignment-
specific expectations (ibidem). This may reduce miscommu-
nications and enhance performance (Ng et al. 2012; Rose et al.
2010). Accordingly, behavioural flexibility was positively re-
lated to task performance within intercultural environments
(e.g., Chen et al. 2011), conflict management (Caputo et al.
2018), and intercultural negotiation effectiveness (Groves
et al. 2015). Then, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1d: behavioural CQ will be positively related
to assignment-specific performance.

The Relationship between CQ Dimensions
and Expatriate Adjustment at Work

In line with Kim et al. (2008), culturally intelligent individuals
are better able to adjust to the host country because they are more
likely to gain appropriate emotional and informational support
through interactions with locals. Then, CQ represents an impor-
tant factor driving expatriate CCAwhich may explain individual
dissimilarities in adapting to foreign contexts. We provide below
theoretical arguments for the reasons why each of the CQ facets
might be uniquely positioned to contribute to work CCA.

To date, relatively little research has been conducted to ana-
lyse the relationship betweenmeta-cognitiveCQ andworkCCA,
producing mixed results. Indeed, whereas some investigations
have found that meta-cognitive CQ exerts a positive influence
onworkCCA (e.g., Lin et al. 2012;Guðmundsdóttir 2015), other
studies have revealed a nonsignificant effect (e.g., Jyoti andKour
2015; Jyoti et al. 2015). Expatriates high in meta-cognitive CQ
tend to reflect on cultural dissimilarities before a cross-cultural
interaction and develop action plans for how they will interact
with locals. This planning prompts cultural learning, problem-
solving and interactions with host colleagues, which may reduce
uncertainties related to expatriation and, then, facilitate work
CCA (Earley and Ang 2003; Earley et al. 2006). Thus, we pro-
posed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a: metacognitive CQ will be positively relat-
ed to work CCA.

Whereas some studies have identified a positive influence
of cognitive CQ on work CCA (e.g., Konanahalli et al. 2014),
other investigations revealed a non-significant association

between the two constructs (e.g., Jyoti and Kour 2015).
Expatriates high in cognitive CQ have a greater understanding
of cross-cultural differences (Brislin et al. 2006): they are bet-
ter able to use their cultural knowledge in making decisions
and thinking strategically to overcome transition problems.
This, in turn, may improve their ability to adjust to the new
workplace (Van Dyne et al. 2012). Thus, we expected the
following:

Hypothesis 2b: cognitive CQ will be positively related to
work CCA.

Expatriates high inmotivational CQ aremore psychologically
prepared to adjust to the work demands expected in culturally
diverse workplaces (Chen et al. 2010). Thus, they have confi-
dence in their capabilities and intrinsic motivation to adjust to
new workplaces (Palthe 2004) and display newly learn behav-
iours (Black et al. 1991). This may stimulate their involvement in
culturally different modes of working and the accomplishment of
their assignment objectives (Lin et al. 2012). Accordingly, em-
pirical evidence supported that motivational CQ is positively
associated with expatriates’ work CCA (Jyoti and Kour 2015;
Jyoti et al. 2015). Thus, we predicted the following:

Hypothesis 2c: motivational CQ will be positively related
to work CCA.

Whereas some studies have revealed that behavioural CQ
was non-significantly (e.g., Huff et al. 2014; Konanahalli et al.
2014) or negatively (e.g., Guðmundsdóttir 2015; Malek and
Budhwar 2013) related to work CCA, other investigations
have found a positive association between the two constructs
(e.g., Ng et al. 2012; Ramalu et al. 2011). Expatriates with
greater behavioural CQ can use culturally appropriate expres-
sions in communication, in addition to flexibly adapting their
behaviour to create comfort zones for the other individual(s)
involved in cross-cultural encounters (Earley and Peterson
2004). The ability to make such adaptations is likely to result
in better work CCA because it facilitates communication with
host colleagues, reducing the risk of cross-cultural misunder-
standings (Ang et al. 2007). Therefore, we hypothesized the
following:

Hypothesis 2d: behavioural CQ will be positively related
to work CCA.

The Relationship between Expatriates’ Work
CCA and Assignment-Specific Performance

When expatriates can successfully adjust to the work domain,
they are less stressed and, then, have more personal resources
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to invest in job duties. In this case, they are likely to feel
themselves as culturally competent and build closer relation-
ships with local colleagues (Lee and Sukoco 2010; Chen et al.
2010). As a result, expatriates who are culturally adjusted to
their new workplaces are more likely to perform well on their
international assignments than those who are unable to adjust
well (Lee and Kartika 2014; Wu and Ang 2011). Therefore,
we expected the following:

Hypothesis 3: work CCA will be positively related to
assignment-specific performance.

The Mediating Role of Work CCA

Prior research suggested that CCA might mediate the asso-
ciation between CQ and performance (Kim and Slocum
2008;Wang and Takeuchi 2007). Despite this development,
the empirical evidence on the role played by work CCA in
mediating the relationship between specific CQ dimensions
and assignment-related tasks has been relatively limited in
the expatriate literature, requiring further research (e.g.,
Jyoti and Kour 2015; Lee et al. 2014). Kim et al. (2008)
proposed that CQ may work through work CCA to affect
expatriate performance as the extent to which expatriates
are able to successfully adapt to a new work setting may
impact on individual work outcomes. They argued that “a
smooth transition across work assignments is critical to an
expatriate’s success because the work-role that is executed
in the host country may be quite unfamiliar, even though the
task is the same as it was in their home country, due to
different cultural contexts” (ibidem, p. 76). Therefore, ex-
patriates who have greater CQ are more likely to success-
fully adjust to their new work setting which, in turn, will
enable them to reach high levels of performance. Overall,
relevant intercultural skills, such as abilities to revise cul-
tural assumptions (meta-cognitive CQ), elaborate sophisti-
cated metal maps about cultures (cognitive CQ), channel
one’s own energies toward functioning (motivational CQ)
and exhibit appropriate actions (behavioural CQ) in cultur-
ally diverse settings, are all factors which are expected to
decrease the misunderstandings in role expectations and
facilitate interactions with local colleagues (Ramalu et al.
2012). As a result, culturally intelligent expatriates, who are
better able to cope with stress related to uncertainties
(Sambasivan et al. 2017), may more easily feel comfortable
in any cultural setting they are working in. Then, work CCA
holds the potential to be a proximal intercultural effective-
ness outcome which may partially mediate the effects of the
four CQ dimensions on more distal effectiveness outcomes,
such as assignment specific performance. Hence:

Hypothesis 4: work CCA will mediate the relationship
between specific dimensions of CQ (Hp4a: meta-
cognitive CQ, Hp4b: cognitive CQ, Hp4c: motivational
CQ, Hp4d: behavioural CQ) and assignment-specific
performance.

The Moderating Role of Cultural Distance

The individual’s capability to successfully adjust abroad is
related to the novelty of the foreign culture. A large difference
between the country of origin and the destination requires
more transitions, which results in more adjustment difficulties
than in a country with a similar culture (Bhaskar-Shrinivas
et al. 2005). Said differently, adjustment is more challenging
when the host country is more culturally distant (Wang and
Varma 2019). In this context, individual differences may be-
come particularly salient. Indeed, prior investigations revealed
that CD moderates the relationship between individual char-
acteristics and various outcomes in the expatriation field, such
as effectiveness (Chen et al. 2010), adjustment (Zhang 2013),
and intention to work abroad (Remhof et al. 2013). Among
individual characteristics, CQ seems to be a variable highly
likely to interact with CD on work CCA because of its rele-
vance on settings characterized by cultural diversity. In line
with Kim et al. (2008), “as CD increases, it is expected that
CQ would become more, rather than less, critical to expatri-
ates’ adjustment and success” (Kim et al. 2008, p. 78).
Accordingly, CD strengthens the CQ-CCA association since
the greater cultural challenges inherent in more culturally dis-
tant settings demand more cross-cultural competencies. In this
context, those with greater CQ may be better equipped to
overcome such challenges and, then, better able to adjust
and perform well than those with lower CQ. Thus, we expect-
ed the following:

Hypothesis 5: CD will strength the relationship between
CQ, in all its dimensions (Hp5a: metacognitive CQ,
Hp5b: cognitive CQ, Hp5c: motivational CQ, Hp5d: be-
havioural CQ), and work CCA, such that the positive
effect of CQ dimensions through work CCA on
assignment-specific performance will be stronger when
the home-host CD will be greater.

The Moderating Role of Length of Residence
in the Host Country

Previous investigations on CCA have showed that length of
residence in the host country influences CCA (e.g., Li et al.
2013; Ramalu et al. 2010). According to the U-Curve of CCA
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framework (Black and Mendenhall 1991), the first twelve
months in a foreign country are characterized by frustration
as the newcomer must deal with living in the host country on a
daily basis, overcoming the so-called “cultural shock stage”.
CQ may become critical to overcome such highly challenging
period because culturally intelligent expatriates can more eas-
ily use their cultural knowledge and develop action plans to
solve transition problems (meta-cognitive and cognitive CQ;
Earley et al. 2006). In addition, CQ may be salient because it
drives expatriates to establish relationships with local col-
leagues and vicariously learn about appropriate behaviours
(motivational CQ; Mendenhall and Oddou 1985). This may
lead them to make appropriate behavioural adaptations (be-
havioural CQ). Thereby, expatriates high in CQ are more like-
ly to learn quickly appropriate behaviours, which may de-
crease the anxiety related to not knowing how to behave in
an unfamiliar environment. As a result, the time required to
reach the adjustment stage may be shortened. Additionally,
the longer the time spent in the host country, the greater the
opportunities to build support systems, reach greater cultural
knowledge, and become more efficacious in interacting with
locals. This suggests that motivational CQ might be more
critical in the initial stages of the adjustment process when
individuals have to deal with daily challenges. Thus, we ex-
pected the following:

Hypothesis 6: the length of residence in the host country
will moderate the relationship between CQ, in all its di-
mensions (Hp6a: metacognitive CQ, Hp6b: cognitive
CQ, Hp6c: motivational CQ, Hp6d: behavioural CQ)
and work CCA, such that the positive effect of CQ dimen-
sions through work CCA on assignment-specific perfor-
mance will be stronger when the length of residence will
be lower.

The Moderating Role of International Work
Experience

Culturally intelligent expatriates having longer experience of
working abroad through vicarious learning can more easily
make anticipatory adjustments to the new work setting before
they ever experience it (Black et al. 1991). In this sense, they
may benefit from prior international work experience because
they can utilize it as an important source of information which
facilitates the formation of realistic work expectations and
accurate anticipatory work behavioural adaptations (Church
1982). Indeed, expatriates with greater CQ will be more likely
to acquire more accurate information from their previous ex-
perience as, for instance, they will think critically about cul-
tural knowledge and monitor the quality of that knowledge
(Ang et al. 2007). This may increase attention and retention

processes, leading them to make anticipatory adjustments in
behaviours, which would turn out to be appropriate in the host
workplace. This means that they will learn lessons from their
prior experience and form comprehensive cognitive schemata,
which will be useful to predict consequences across a variety
of future situations (Takeuchi et al. 2005). As a result, prior
experience will help expatriates with greater CQ to effectively
handle future cross-cultural situations (Lee and Sukoco 2010;
Shannon and Begley 2008). This will decrease the uncertainty
and, therefore facilitate, the adjustment process (Black et al.
1991), leading to a better performance (Jyoti and Kour 2017a,
2017b). Conversely, expatriates with lower CQ will be less
likely to take advantage from their prior experience as the
content of the information will be inaccurate and, then, their
actual reproduction of the anticipatorily determined behav-
iours will prove to be inappropriate in the new workplace
(Black et al. 1991). Furthermore, although some studies
showed that prior experience had an enhancing effect on the
CQ-CCA relationship (Lee 2010; Lee and Sukoco 2010; Jyoti
and Kour 2017a, 2017b), the research has not been consistent-
ly supportive (Vlajčić et al. 2019). Further to this, research
analysing whether prior experience might exert an enhancing
effect on the association between the four CQ dimensions and
specific domains, such as work CCA, is still limited
(Kusumoto 2014). Thus, we examined whether prior experi-
ence would strengthen the CQ- work CCA relationship,
expecting the following:

Hypothesis 7: international work experience will moder-
ate the relationship between CQ, in its dimensions
(Hp7a: metacognitive, Hp7b: cognitive, Hp7c: motiva-
tional, Hp7d: behavioural), and work CCA, such that
the culturally intelligent expatriates with greater experi-
ence will adapt more easily to the host workplace and,
then, perform more effectively than those with lower
experience.

As a conceptual framework, Fig. 1 illustrates our proposed
model, incorporating our hypothesized relationships.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Our research sample consists of employees who were working
in a company in the oil and gas industry with an extensive
portfolio of projects around the world. Expatriates’ contacts
details were gathered from organizational databases.
Questionnaires were administrated in English (see Appendix
1), the official working language in the company, through a
Web-based solution (i.e., mails and online questionnaires).
Once respondents voluntarily agreed to participate, we
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obtained informed consent from them and ensured them the
anonymity and confidentiality of their responses. Data were
collected in the period betweenMarch andMay 2018. In total,
we contacted four hundred ninety-four expatriates. Of them,
one hundred sixty-eight employees completed the survey
(34% response rate). We excluded eight participants working
in their home country and nine participants because they did
not complete at least the 60 % of the survey. The descriptive
statistics of the remaining participants (N = 151) are reported
in Table 1.

Most of research participants were Latin American expa-
triates assigned to Middle East countries. The Middle East,
especially the Muslim and Arab countries of Sud Arabia,
Oman and the UAE, represents a hot spot for international
assignments (Raghu and Sartawi 2012). For instance, accord-
ing to the data provided by the World Bank, the UAE’s pop-
ulation in 2020 is 9.89 million of whose the 88.52% is con-
stituted by expatriates and immigrants (GMI 2020). Arab
countries have practices and habits that contrast with those
of the Latin American nations. Since the UAE’s culture is
masculine in nature, a Latin American expatriate might have
difficulties to adjust to a 100% male environment where there
is a dress code for men as well (Konanahalli et al. 2012).
Additionally, during the holy month of Ramadan the
Muslim colleagues observe Ramadan fasting rules, which will
require Latin Americans to be respectful of such religious
observances (ibidem). According to GLOBE Project’s studies

on cultural dimensions (House et al. 2004), the Middle East
cultural cluster is characterized by high scores on collectivism,
average scores on assertiveness, human orientation, institu-
tional collectivism, performance orientation and power dis-
tance, while for future-orientation, gender egalitarianism and
uncertainty avoidance the scores are low (for a detailed de-
scription of each cultural dimension see at the following link:
https://globeproject.com/study_2004_2007). Although
similar for some dimensions, the Middle East cluster differs
from the Latin American cluster most significantly on the
values of institutional collectivism, performance orientation
and gender egalitarianism. These differences might translate
in striking contrasts in terms of decision making, negotiation,
conflict management, leadership styles and so on (e.g., Caputo
et al. 2018; Caputo et al. 2019). In sum, it is likely that Latin
American expatriates working in an Arab country will expe-
rience significant national cultural dissimilarities, whichmight
lead them to adjustment difficulties.

Measures

CQ was assessed by The Cultural Intelligence Scale (Ang
et al. 2007) which comprises four sub-scales: meta-cognitive
CQ (four items, e.g. “I check the accuracy of my cultural
knowledge as I interact with people from different cultures”,
α= .81); cognitive CQ (six items, e.g., “I know the rules for
expressing non-verbal behaviour in other cultures”, α= .83);

Fig. 1 Proposed model regarding the relationships between the four
components of cultural intelligence (CQ) and assignment-specific perfor-
mance as well as the moderating role of cultural distance (CD), length of

stay in the host country (LoS) and previous international work experience
(WEX) in the association between CQ components and cross-cultural
adaptation at work (work CCA)

4297Curr Psychol (2022) 41:4291–4311

https://globeproject.com/study_2004_2007


motivational CQ (five items, e.g., “I enjoy interacting with
people from different cultures”, α= .89); behavioural CQ
(five items, e.g., “I change my verbal behaviour when a
cross-cultural interaction requires it”, α= .84). This robust
and reliable scale has been utilized by previous studies (e.g.,
Gozzoli and Gazzaroli 2018), confirming the existence of four
specific CQ dimensions. Participants indicated how much
they agreed with each statement concerning their cultural

abilities on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree 7 = strongly agree), where higher scores indicated
higher CQ levels.

Work CCA was measured using three items from the
Expatriate Adjustment Scale (Black and Stephens 1989).
Participants rated their adjustment (e.g., “How adjusted are
you to performance standards and expectations in your job?”,
α = .89) on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = very

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
regarding the sample (N = 151) Variable n %

Gender

Male 111 73.5

Female 40 26.5

Age

24–30 28 18.5

31–40 69 45.7

41–50 39 25.8

51–67 15 9.9

Marital status

Single 27 17.8

Married 124 82.2

Education status

High school 19 12.6

Degree 132 87.4

Role

Administrative 24 15.0

Technical 83 55.0

Executive 41 27.0

Other 3 2.0

Previous overseas experience

No 65 43.0

Yes 86 57.0

Pre-departure training

No 74.8 113

Yes 25.2 38

Country of origin

Latin America (Venezuela, Argentine, Columbia, Ecuador) 68 45.0

Europe (Italy, UK, Spain, France, Romania, Ukraine) 40 26.5

South-East Asia (India, Philippines, Pakistan) 38 25.2

Africa (Egypt, Nigeria) 3 2.0

North America (USA, Canada) 2 1.3

Country of destination

Middle East (United Arab Emirates, Oman, Saudi Arabia) 67 44.4

North America (USA, Canada) 28 18.5

Europe (Italy, UK, Romania, Norway; Spain, Germany) 26 17.2

Latin America (Mexico, Chile, Colombia, Uruguay) 13 8.6

Africa (Congo, Egypt, Nigeria, Ghana, Kazakistan, Angola) 9 6.0

Asia (Japan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Iraq) 7 4.6

Australia 1 0.7
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unadjusted 7 = very adjusted), where greater scores indicated
greater work CCA. This measure has been consistently vali-
dated by previous studies on expatriates (e.g., Bhaskar-
Shrinivas et al. 2005) confirming its construct validity among
culturally different samples.

Assignment-specific performance was evaluated through
five items from the Expatriate Contextual/Managerial
Performance Skills (Caligiuri 1997). Participants were asked
to rate their perceived ability in each of the job performance
items (e.g., “Your effectiveness at transferring information
across strategic units (e.g., from the host country to
headquarters)”, α = .73) on a five-point Likert-type scale
(1 = poor 5 = outstanding), where greater scores indicated
greater performance.

CD between expatriates’ home country and host country
was computed through the index of Kogut and Singh (1988)
in combination with Hofstede’s (2001) country-specific
scores (i.e., power distance, individualism, masculinity, and
uncertainty avoidance), consistent with prior studies (e.g., Ng
et al. 2019).

Length of residence in the host country was measured in
months in line with previous researchers (e.g., Chen et al.
2014). Participants indicated the period in the current country
of destination in months (i.e., How long have you been work-
ing in your current country of residence?).

International work experience was assessed in years, ac-
cording to previous studies (e.g., Jyoti and Kour 2017a, b).
Respondents indicated how many years they had been work-
ing internationally (i.e.,How many years had you spent work-
ing abroad before this assignment?).

Control variables. We controlled for marital status (1 =
single, 2 = engaged) and education level (1 = high-school,
2 = degree) because previous studies showed that work-
family conflict - that is more likely to occur for married expa-
triates; Kupka and Cathro 2007 - and education level (e.g.,
Moon et al. 2012) may influence CCA; thereby, potentially
affecting performance. Furthermore, we controlled for gender
(1 =male, 2 = female) and age since prior investigations (e.g.,
Li et al. 2016; Vlajčić et al. 2019) have revealed contrasting
results about the impact of age and gender on CQ and CCA.
Additionally, we recognized that pre-departure cross-cultural
training (i.e., Did you have any cross-cultural training before
departure? 1 = yes, 2 = no) might be associated with CCA as
some studies showed that expatriates who received cross-
cultural pre-departure training were more likely to successful-
ly adjust to the host environment (e.g., Evans 2012). Since
previous studies found that length of stay in the host country
and international work experience could affect both CQ (e.g.,
Wang et al. 2017; Moon et al. 2012) and CCA (e.g., Ramalu
et al. 2010; Lee and Kartika 2014), we considered the role of
these constructs as control variables. Moreover, we acknowl-
edged that CD might impact on CCA, such that the greater the
CD, the greater the adjustment difficulties (e.g., Wang and

Varma 2019). None of the control variables significantly cor-
related with - or had any significant impact on - the variables
of interest within our models, which is why we decided to
exclude them from all subsequent analyses and present
models without these controls. This is in line with recom-
mended practices (Aguinis and Vandenberg 2014).

Results

Descriptive Analyses

We conducted descriptive statistics and correlations among
the study variables using SPSS version 20 (Morgan et al.
2012). The four CQ dimensions were significantly and posi-
tively correlated with each other and with both work CCA and
performance (see Table 2). The average inter-item correlations
between CQ and outcomes was .24, suggesting that items did
contain sufficiently unique variance to not be isomorphic with
each other (Piedmont 2014).

Confirmatory Factor Analyses and Assessment of
Common Method Bias

Firstly, using Mplus Version 7 (Muthén and Muthén 1998-
2012), a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with the maxi-
mum likelihood method was carried out to examine the factor
structure of the study variables. Results from CFA revealed
that the six-factor model (i.e., four CQ dimensions, work
CCA, performance) outperformed all the alternative models
(χ2[335] = 782.70, CFI = .78, TLI = .76, RMSEA = .09,
SRMR = .10). However, to obtain a satisfactory fit
(χ2[330] = 221.59, CFI = .90, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .06,
SRMR = .07), it was necessary to take into account the high
correlation existing among some items (see Table 3). The
resulting models were built considering the modification indi-
ces which were used in this satisfactory model. Moreover, to
control for common method bias, an unmeasured latent meth-
od factor was added to the hypothesized CFA model and
allowed manifest indicators to load on their respective latent
constructs as well as on the method factor (Podsakoff et al.
2012). Results indicated that the hypothesized six-factor mod-
el yielded a better fit to the data after inclusion of the method
factor (Δχ2 [302] = 480.28, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .06,
CFI = .91, TLI = .90). The method factor explained only
24% of the variance in the items, which is below the average
amount of method variance (25%) reported in self-reported
research (Podsakoff et al. 2012). Accordingly, common meth-
od bias does not appear to have a substantial impact on the
present study. Finally, a second order CFA was tested,
confirming that CQ loaded into its respective four sub-
dimensions (χ2[327] = 505.460, CFI = .91, TLI = .90,
RMSEA= .06, SRMR= .07).
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Hypotheses Testing

Given our relatively small sample size, the Partial Least
Squares (PLS) method, which is a variance-based structural
equation modelling, was considered as particularly appropri-
ate to simultaneously test whether each of the four CQ dimen-
sions were related to performance directly and indirectly, as
mediated by work CCA. Partial least squares structural equa-
tion modelling (PLS-SEM) represents a multivariate model-
ling technique suitable for the analysis of multiple dependent
and independent latent constructs (Mathwick et al. 2008). This
technique computes relationships between all variables simul-
taneously and does not necessitate multivariate normality
(Zhou et al. 2012). Since CQ includes four components, a
hierarchical component model (HCM) was created to assess
the mediation model (Lohmoller 1989). This allowed us to
reduce the number of associations in the model, making the
model more parsimonious and resistant to collinearity prob-
lems (Hair et al. 2017). PLS-SEM methodology, utilizing a
HCM, enables to examine each component of CQ indepen-
dently through a higher-order construct that, by theoretical
classification of HCM modelling, is a full mediator (Hair
et al. 2017) in the process of direct and indirect associations
between each component of CQ and performance. Using
PLS-SEM, it is possible to evaluate each dimension separate-
ly, in addition to providing a diverse theoretical explanation
for each dimension (Ott and Michailova 2018a, 2018b). The

repeated indicator approach was utilized in a reflective-
formative type of HCM using SmartPLS v. 3.2.6. (Ringle
et al. 2017) to further confirm the measurement model which
was previously tested. This model comprises six reflective
constructs and one second-order construct which contains la-
tent variable scores for the four dimensions of CQ (a similar
methodological approach was also taken by Vlajčić et al.
2019). All the items showed statistically significant and satis-
factory loadings values (> 0.7; de Pablo González et al. 2014).
The composite reliabilities of all seven constructs were accept-
able as values were above 0.80 and below 0.95 (Nunnally and
Bernstein 1994; see Table 2). The convergence validity was
acceptable as all the average variance extracted (AVE) values
were above the recommended value of 0.5 (Hair et al. 2010).
Discriminant validity of our constructs was further confirmed
as correlations between each pair of latent constructs do not
exceed the square root of each construct’s AVE (Fornell and
Larcker 1981), apart from the second-order formative con-
struct (CQ-HCM) and the latent constructs it includes, as an-
ticipated by Hair et al. (2017). These results further confirmed
the discriminant validity of our constructs of interest.

Subsequently, the structural model was evaluated using a
bootstrapping procedure (10,000 sub-samples; Hernández-
Perlines et al. 2016). Structural coefficients presented in the
PLS model (see Table 4) indicated that the dimensions of
meta-cognitive (β = .10, t = 4.13, p < .001), cognitive
(β = .12, t = 3.58, p < .001), motivational (β = .15, t = 4.12,

Table 2 Descriptive, internal consistency and intercorrelations for study variables (N = 151)

Measure M SD rho_A Composite
reliability

AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. MET_CQ 5.81 .80 .83 .88 .64 .81

2. COG_CQ 4.80 .96 .84 .88 .55 .41** .83

3. MOT_CQ 5.53 1.09 .89 .92 .70 .40** .36** .89

4. BEH_CQ 5.01 1.09 .84 .89 .61 .32** .32** .56** .84

5. CQ .90 .91 .55

6. CCA_W 5.91 .94 .89 .92 .70 .45** .26** .27** .23** .89

7. W_PERF 3.72 .70 .80 .80 .53 .16* .19* .23** .19* .23** .73

8. CD 50.95 26.41 – – – .12 .02 .02 .08 .15 .15 –

9. LoS 46.29 50.44 – – – .09 .11 −.04 .09 .08 .07 −.05 –

10. IWE 4.53 4.89 – – – .03 .08 .07 .13 .17 .01 −.07 .12 –

11. Gender – – – – – .02 .05 −.02 −.04 −.01 .08 .32** −.03 −.22* –

12. Educ. – – – – – .16 −.06 .07 .02 −.01 .12 .00 −.12 −.14 .25** –

13. Civil Stat. – – – – – .04 −.09 .01 −.05 .10 −.02 .08 .13 .02 .01 .07 –

14. Training – – – – – 0.02 0.03 −.02 −.14 .01 .01 −.06 .07 −.03 −.14 .05 .13

Note. Boldfaced numbers on the diagonal represent Cronbach’s alpha; AVE= average variance extracted; M=means; SD= standard deviation; * p <
05; ** p < .01; MET_CQ=meta-cognitive cultural intelligence; COG_CQ= cognitive cultural intelligence; MOT_CQ=Motivational cultural intelli-
gence; BEH_CQ= behavioral cultural intelligence; CCA_W=work cross-cultural adjustment; W_PERF= assignment-specific performance; CD=
cultural distance; LoS = length of stay in the host country (in months); IWE= years of previous international work experience; Educ. = Education; Civil
Stat. = Civil Status; Training = Pre-departure cross-cultural training. Rho_A, composite reliability and AVE refer to CQ second order construct and are
calculated using SmartPLS v. 3.2.6., whereas correlations and Cronbach’s alphas refer the average CQ and are computed using SPSS
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p < .001), and behavioural (β = .12, t = 3.68, p < .001) CQ
were directly and positively associated with performance.

Thereby, Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 1c and 1d were confirmed.
Additionally, the dimensions of meta-cognitive (β = .11, t =

Table 3 Fit indices for the six-factor model and the alternative models

Model χ2 df p RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Six-factor model_secs 505.460 327 .00 .06 .07 .91 .90

Six-factor model_mer 480.28 302 .00 .06 .06 .91 .90

Six-factor model_moq 524.82 330 .00 .06 .07 .90 .90

Six-factor modelp 782.704 335 .00 .09 .10 .78 .76

Five-factor model3o 921.72 340 .00 .10 .12 .71 .68

Five-factor model2n 859.20 340 .00 .10 .09 .74 .72

Five-factor model1m 911.20 340 .00 .10 .11 .72 .69

Four-factor model3l 1163.99 344 .00 .13 .11 .60 .56

Four-factor model2i 985.77 344 .00 .11 .11 .68 .65

Four-factor model1h 1137.54 344 .00 .12 .11 .61 .57

Three-factor model3g 1263.88 347 .00 .13 .12 .55 .51

Three-factor model2f 1291.97 347 .00 .13 .12 .53 .49

Three-factor model1e 1113.60 347 .00 .12 .12 .62 .59

Two-factor model 3d 1426–57 349 .00 .14 .12 .47 .43

Two-factor model 2c 1402.69 349 .00 .14 .12 .48 .44

Two-factor model 1b 1330.42 349 .00 .14 .12 .52 .48

One-factor modela 1490.16 163 .00 .15 .12 .44 .40

Note. df = degree of freedom; RMSEA=Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square Residuals; CFI =
Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index
aAll indicators load on a single factor
b All CQ sub-scales load on one factor, CCA at work and expatriates’ performance load on a second factor
c Cognitive, meta-cognitive, behavioural CQ and performance load on one factor; motivational CQ and CCA load on a second factor
d Cognitive, meta-cognitive, motivational CQ and CCA load on one factor; behavioural CQ and performance load on a second factor
e Cognitive and meta-cognitive CQ load on one factor; behavioural and motivational CQ load on a second factor, CCA and performance load on a third
factor
f Cognitive and motivational CQ load on one factor; behavioural and meta-cognitive CQ load on a second factor, CCA and performance load on a third
factor
g Cognitive and behavioural CQ load on one factor; motivational and meta-cognitive CQ load on a second factor, CCA and performance load on a third
factor
h Cognitive and behavioural CQ load on one factor; motivational and meta-cognitive CQ load on a second factor, CCA loads on a third factor;
performance loads on a fourth factor
i Cognitive and meta-cognitive CQ load on one factor; motivational and behavioural CQ load on a second factor, CCA loads on a third factor;
performance loads on a fourth factor
l Cognitive and motivational CQ load on one factor; behavioural and meta-cognitive CQ load on a second factor, CCA loads on a third factor;
performance loads on a fourth factor
mCognitive and meta-cognitive CQ load on one factor; motivational CQ loads on a second factor; behavioural CQ loads on a third factor; CCA loads on
a fourth factor; performance loads on a fifth factor
nMotivational and behavioural CQ load on one factor; cognitive CQ loads on a second factor; meta-cognitive CQ loads on a third factor; CCA loads on a
fourth factor; performance loads on a fifth factor
oMotivational CQ loads on one factor; cognitive CQ loads on a second factor; meta-cognitive CQ loads on a third factor; behavioural CQ loads on a
fourth factor; CCA and performance load on a fifth factor
p Cognitive, meta-cognitive, motivational and behavioural CQ, CCA, performance load on their respective factor
q Prior model allowing correlations for two pairs of items from behavioural CQ scale (item 19 with 20; item 13 with 17) and for one pair of items from
motivational CQ (item 11 with 10), cognitive CQ (item 7 with 13) and performance scales (item 12 with 13)
r Previous model with the inclusion of a common method latent variable on which make all the items loaded
sModel q including a second-order factor obtained by making CQ dimensions load on a common factor (CQ) and allowing correlations among CQ
dimensions
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3.39, p < .001), cognitive (β = .13, t = 4.79, p < .001), motiva-
tional (β = .17, t = 4.30, p < .001), and behavioural (β = .13,
t = 4.18, p < .001) CQ were directly and positively related to
work CCA. Thereby, Hypotheses 2a, 2b, 2c and 2d were
confirmed. Work CCA (β = .19, t = 1.96, p < .05) was posi-
tively related to performance (see Fig. 2). Thereby,Hypothesis
3 was supported. Results from mediation models indicated
that work CCA partially mediated the associations between
meta-cognitive (β = .02, t = 1.65, p < .05), cognitive (β = .03,
t = 1.83, p < .05), motivational (β = .03, t = 1.84, p < .05), and
behavioural (β = .02, t = 1.85, p < .05) CQ and assignment
specific performance. Therefore, Hypotheses 4a, 4b, 4c and
4d were confirmed. Moreover, our analysis of the structural
model also includes the R2 and Q2 as indexes of model con-
sistency and predictive relevance. The indicators of consisten-
cy were appropriate, even if CQ and its dimensions explained
a weak amount of variation in the constructs of interest (R2

(CCA) = .26; R2 (performance) = .25). The predictive rele-
vance of the indicators (Q2(CCA) = .70; Q2 (performance) =
.35) were in the large effect size range (Neter et al. 1990).
Further, we tested whether the strength of the relationship

between CQ and performance through work CCA was condi-
tional on the value of our expected moderators. To this end,
we conductedmoderated mediationmodels for each of the CQ
dimensions using Mplus Version 7. CD weakened the rela-
tionship between motivational CQ and work CCA (β = −.06,
p < .05), but no significant interaction terms were revealed for
the other CQ dimensions. Then, Hypotheses 5a, 5b and 5d
were not supported. The moderated mediation effect of the

interaction of motivational CQ and CD through work CCA
on performance was significant (see Table 5). However, con-
trary to what expected based on Hypothesis 5c, results indi-
cated that CD weakened the positive relationship between
motivational CQ and work CCA, such that the relationship
was stronger when CD was low and weaker when CD was
high (β = .14, p < .05 for low CD, β = .12, p < .05 for moder-
ate CD, β = .11, p < .05 for high CD).

Length of residence in the host country weakened the pos-
itive association between motivational CQ and work CCA
(β = −.19, p < .01). The moderated mediation effect of moti-
vational CQ and time of residence in the host country through
work CCA on performance was particularly significant for
expatriates who had been working in the host country for a
shorter time (β = .44, p < .05), but, even if it was still signifi-
cant, the enhancing effect of length of residence in the host
region on the motivational CQ-work CCA relationship de-
creased with the passage of time (β = .37, p < .05 and
β = .31, p < .05; for those working in the foreign country for
an average and a longer period of time, respectively; see
Table 5). Thereby, Hypothesis 6c was supported, whereas
Hypotheses 6a, 6b and 6d were rejected.

Experience moderated the relationship between motivational
CQ and work CCA (β = −.35, p < .01), but not the associations
between the other CQ dimensions. However, contrary to what
expected based onHypothesis 7c, themoderatedmediation effect
of motivational CQ and experience through work CCA on per-
formancewas stronger for expatriates who had lower internation-
al work experience (β = .47, p < .05) than for those who had

Table 4 Effect of cultural
intelligence dimensions
(behavioural, cognitive,
metacognitive, motivational) on
cross-cultural adjustment at work
and performance, indirect effect

Effects Original sample T statistics P values 95% CI

META_CQ→WP_PERF .103 4.127 .000 [.06,.15]

META_CQ→CCA_W .114 3.393 .000 [.06,.17]

META_CQ→CCA_W→WP_PERF .026 1.838 .033 [.01,.05]

COG_CQ→WP_PERF .122 3.581 .000 [.07,.18]

COG_CQ→WORK_CCA .135 4.795 .000 [.09,.18]

COG_CQ→CCA_W→WP_PERF .022 1.651 .049 [.01,.05]

MOT_CQ→WP_PERF .150 4.120 .000 [.10,.21]

MOT_CQ→CCA_W .166 4.304 .000 [.10,.23]

MOT_CQ→CCA_W→WP_PERF .032 1.841 .033 [.01,.06]

BEHAV_CQ→WP_PERF .117 3.676 .000 [.07,.18]

BEHAV_CQ→CCA_W .129 4.177 .000 [.08,.18]

BEHAV_CQ→CCA_W→WP_PERF .025 1.850 .032 [.01,.05]

CQ-HOC→WP_PERF .365 4.243 .000 [.18,.46]

CQ-HOC→CCA_W .405 4.497 .000 [.26,.66]

CQ-HOC→CCA_W→WP_PERF .078 1.834 .033 [.02,.15]

Note. 95%CI = confidence intervals; META_CQ=Meta-cognitive CQ; COG_CQ=Cognitive CQ;MOT_CQ=
Motivational CQ; BEHAV_CQ=Behavioral CQ; CCA_W=work CCA; W_PERF= expatriates’ performance
in specific tasks; CQ-HOC=CQ second order factor
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moderate (β = .36, p < .05) or longer (β = .24, p < .05) experi-
ence (see Table 5). Therefore, Hypotheses 7a, 7b and 7d were
rejected and Hypothesis 7c was not confirmed given that the
direction was opposed to what expected.

The validity of the hypothesized models was assessed by
comparing each of them (i.e., in terms of BIC and AIC com-
parative indices) with three competing models, as described in
detail in Table 6. The models with motivational CQ were the
better-fitting models compared to those which included other
CQ dimensions as antecedents.

Discussion

Several findings emerged from this research which make a
meaningful contribution to the existing literature on expatri-
ates (see Fig. 3 for an overview of the confirmed hypotheses).

First, each of the four CQ components were related to
assignment-specific performance, both directly and indirectly,
as partially mediated by work CCA. Then, culturally intelli-
gent expatriates are likely to minimize cultural blunders and
meet role expectations which, in turn, reduces the likelihood
of misunderstandings, increasing performance (Moynihan
et al. 2006). Moreover, they can successfully adjust to the host
workplace, which enables them to channel their energies to
improve their performance in assignment-specific tasks
(Malek and Budhwar 2013; Shaffer et al. 2006).

Second, contrary to what expected based on Kim et al.
(2008), CD is more likely to attenuate, rather than amplify,
the positive effect of motivational CQ on work CCA in less
culturally distant settings, such that the culturally intelligent
expatriates are more likely to adjust to the host workplace and,
then, performwell when CD is low. A plausible explanation is
that when expatriates are confronted with more culturally dif-
ferent workplaces, their motivational CQ might not be suffi-
cient to overcome the challenges posed by more complex
assignments due to the greater cultural unfamiliarity (Chen
et al. 2010; Vlajčić et al. 2018; Wang and Varma 2019).

Third, the length of residence in the host country weakens
the positive relationship between motivational CQ and work
CCA, such that motivational CQ is particularly salient when
expatriates are in the initial stages of the adjustment process.
Said differently, the greater the initial level of motivational
CQ, the shorter the time required to adjust to the host country.
Therefore, even if motivational CQ facilitates work CCA at
any time, expatriates who are at the beginning of their assign-
ment are likely to benefit more from motivational CQ than
those who are in the host region from a longer time (Firth
et al. 2014). Even if they were confronted with failures in their
attempts of reproducing the new behaviours, cross-culturally
motivated expatriates would be likely to persist at trying to
imitate such behaviours longer than those with lower motiva-
tional CQ (Bandura 2002). This will increase the chances of
receiving feedbacks, which will result in displaying

Fig. 2 Results from models analysing the mediating effect of work CCA in the relationships between each of CQ dimension and assignment-specific
performance
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appropriate behaviours; thereby, facilitating their adjustment
to the new workplace and, then, their performance.

Fourth, motivational CQ is more salient for expatriates who
are on their first assignment than for those who have longer
experience in international assignments. Even if they have limit-
ed experience, the cross-culturally motivated expatriates tend to

be more self-confident about their ability to interact with cultur-
ally diverse colleagues. They are also more willing to learn about
unfamiliar cultures and experiment themselves in imitating cul-
turally appropriate behaviours. Said differently, motivational CQ
may counterbalance expatriates’ lack of experience, enabling
them to adjust to the host workplace and, then, perform well.

Table 5 Moderated mediation
effects and total effects of
motivational CQ and CD (Model
5), length of stay in the host
country (Model 6), international
work experience (Model 7)
through work CCA on
assignment-specific performance

Model 5: X*W→M→Y Standardized conditional effects

Estimate S.E.

Motivational CQ*Low CD→work CCA→ Performance .14* .06

Motivational CQ*Moderate CD→work CCA→ Performance .12* .05

Motivational CQ*High CD→work CCA→ Performance .11* .05

Total effects for Low CD .22** .07

Total effects for Moderate CD .21** .07

Total effects for High CD .19** .07

Model 6: X*W→M→Y Standardized conditional effects

Estimate S.E.

Motivational CQ*Low LoS→work CCA→ Performance .44* .20

Motivational CQ*Moderate LoS→work CCA→ Performance .37* .03

Motivational CQ*High LoS→work CCA→ Performance .31* .03

Total effects for Low LoS .69** .23

Total effects for Moderate LoS .63** .21

Total effects for High LoS .56* .18

Model 7: X*W→M→Y Standardized conditional effects

Estimate S.E.

Motivational CQ*Low IWE→work CCA→ Performance .47* .23

Motivational CQ*Moderate IWE→work CCA→ Performance .36* .17

Motivational CQ*High IWE→work CCA→ Performance .24* .12

Total effects for Low IWE .72** .26

Total effects for Moderate IWE .60** .21

Total effects for High IWE .49** .16

Note. * p < 05; ** p < 01; X = I.V.; W =moderator; M =mediator; Y =D.V.; CD= cultural distance; LoS = length
of stay in the host country; IWE = international work experience.

Table 6 Goodness of fit indices
for the moderated mediation
model analysing the effects of
motivational CQ and CD (Model
5), length of stay in the host
country (Model 6), international
work experience (Model 7)
through work CCA on
assignment-specific performance
and its competing models

Model 5 X*W→M→Y AIC BIC

M1 Motivational CQ*CD→work CCA→ Performance 5455.28 5590.46

M2 Behavioural CQ*CD→work CCA→ Performance 5758.07 5893.25

M3 Metacognitive CQ*CD→work CCA→ Performance 6075.69 6225.88

M4 Cognitive CQ*CD→work CCA→ Performance 6688.91 6842.11

Model 6 X*W→M→Y AIC BIC

M1 Motivational CQ*LoS→work CCA→ Performance 8352.39 8482.13

M2 Behavioural CQ*LoS→work CCA→ Performance 9053.89 9192.68

M3 Metacognitive CQ*LoS→work CCA→ Performance 8975.81 9114.60

M4 Cognitive CQ*LoS→work CCA→ Performance 9416.05 9563.90

Model 7 X*W→M→Y AIC BIC

M1 Motivational CQ*IWE→work CCA→ Performance 4524.90 4645.59

M2 Behavioural CQ*IWE→work CCA→ Performance 5737.99 5876.79

M3 Metacognitive CQ*IWE→work CCA→ Performance 5654.69 5802.53

M4 Cognitive CQ*IWE→work CCA→ Performance 6115.98 6263.82
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Theoretical Implications

This research has several key contributions to expatriate liter-
ature. Firstly, this study extends Kim et al. (2008) by investi-
gating whether specific CQ dimensions were associated with
performance directly and indirectly, as mediated by work
CCA. Additionally, by identifying, beyond CD, length of stay
in the host country and work experience as boundary condi-
tions for CQ effects, this research helps explain the mixed
findings obtained in prior investigations on CQ.

Secondly, this study provides further evidence for the dif-
ferential role of CQ dimensions (e.g., Rockstuhl and Van
Dyne 2018) by testing mediating and moderating mechanisms
which explain how and when each CQ facet is more - or less -
likely to facilitate work CCA and performance.

Thirdly, our findings add to a growing body of literature on
expatriate adjustment (e.g., Chew et al. 2019; Bhaskar-
Shrinivas et al. 2005) by confirming the key role of work
CCA, which represents a primary factor of interest to MNCs
as it is crucial for assignment-specific performance.

Fourthly, this study deepens our understanding of boundary
conditions for CQeffects by showing that, of the four CQ factors,
only motivational CQ was qualified by CD, length of stay and
experience. On the one hand, this suggests that cognitive,
metacognitive, and behavioural CQ dimensions had a positive
influence on work CCA and, then, assignment-specific perfor-
mance, regardless of CD, length of stay and experience. In the
absence of moderation from such factors, we can confirm that,
even if expatriates are on their first assignment, at the beginning
of their assignment or assigned to a highly culturally diverse
country, a prediction of their success can be based on cognitive,
metacognitive and behavioural CQ dimensions. Such dimen-
sions can be particularly useful in promoting performance, since
the demanding work setting entails high degrees of culture-
related cognitive processing, cultural awareness, and behavioural

flexibility to enable for efficient problem solving (Stahl et al.
2009). On the other hand, this allows to consider the boundary
conditions that provide insights intowhenmotivational CQ has a
stronger influence on work CCA and, then, assignment-specific
performance. Even motivational CQ is a relevant skill for expa-
triates at any time of their assignment, expatriates benefited more
frommotivational CQwhen theywere working in the host coun-
try for a shorter period or when they had lower experience.
Motivational CQ plays a peculiar role which differentiates this
dimension from the others. Indeed, culturally motivated expatri-
ates are driven to prove themselves in a large quantity of inter-
cultural work situations (Ng et al. 2019), despite the challenges
experienced at the beginning of a novel assignment.
Furthermore, motivational CQmay compensate the lack of work
experience by strengthening use of skills and resilience in the
face of cultural difficulties (Bandura 2002). However, the posi-
tive effect of motivational CQ on CCA is necessary yet not
sufficient for overcoming the challenges posed by more cultur-
ally distant workplaces, as such environments demand less fa-
miliar task requirements from expatriates. This makes the effort
arouse by motivational CQ less relevant (Chen et al. 2010).
Overall, this study adds substantially to our understanding of
how motivation-related processes may contribute uniquely to
expatriate effectiveness.

Practical Implications

The current study has practical implications for MNCs and inter-
national human resource management. Firstly, the finding that all
CQ dimensions are related to expatriates’ performance suggests
that recruiters should select and hire culturally intelligent candi-
dates for international assignments. By evaluating applicants’CQ
and by emphasizing CQ as a critical credential that candidates –
especially those with lower international experience - should

Fig. 3 Model representing the
hypotheses which were
confirmed
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have, HR representatives can select the most suitable candidates,
assigning more cross-culturally motivated expatriates to foreign
assignments, if possible, in less culturally distant countries.

Secondly, organizations should provide expatriates with pre-
departure training programs aimed at increasing their CQ. For
instance, training can offer several scenarios for work so that
expatriates may be adequately prepared to comprehend andmas-
ter different situations (e.g., cultural habits) when facing prob-
lems in the host country (Lin et al. 2012). Since our findings
suggest that motivational CQ is particularly relevant to work
CCA, training programs could include a module on motivational
CQ (Earley and Peterson 2004). For example, training based on
dramaturgical exercises, including role plays and simulations
about intercultural interactions could be useful tools to build
efficacy regarding cross-cultural challenges (ibidem).
Furthermore, managers should consider fostering expatriates’
motivation prior to their assignments by emphasizing benefits
related to international assignments (e.g., opportunity to develop
global career competencies or monetary incentives; Hajro et al.
2017) and by stimulating their curiosity about diverse cultures.

Thirdly, considering the mediating role of work CCA in the
relationship between CQ and performance, interventions
should be implemented to enable expatriates – especially
those who are on their first assignment or at the beginning of
a new assignment – to receive organizational social support
(i.e., from both home and host-country managers and peers)
and logistical help (e.g., housing, schooling) to facilitate
reaching the adjustment stage (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al.
2005). For instance, companies could consider arranging in-
formal gatherings to help workers build strong bonds with
local colleagues and assigning newcomers to experienced
mentors (Chen et al. 2010). Moreover, MNCs should develop
appropriate performance management systems for expatriates
and expatriate-host country nationals interaction mechanisms
to facilitate work CCA (Wang and Varma 2019).

Limitations and Suggestions for Future
Research

This research suffers from some limitations which may give
venues for future research.

Some concerns regard the cross-sectional design of our study
and the exclusive use of self-reported measures. To decrease the
risk of common method bias, we followed Podsakoff et al.’
(2012) recommendations regarding questionnaire design.
Additionally, we used the unmeasured method factor technique,
showing that common method variance was not a major issue.
Future studies should focus on non-same-source outcomes, col-
lect data from multiple sources (e.g., interviews, observations of
actual behaviours, performance ratings from supervisors), adopt
a longitudinal design and analyse CQ at the team level (Ott and
Michailova 2018a, 2018b).

Since most of research participants were men, and gender
has been previously found to affect the levels of performance
among expatriates (e.g., Ramalu et al. 2012), this might have
partially influenced our findings. However, the gender distri-
bution in our sample is highly representative of expatriate
workforce in the analysed sector. Future studies should con-
trol for other variables (e.g., openness to experience, having
family accompanying in the host country).

A further limitation is related to the fact that possible selec-
tion bias due to the voluntary participation into the research
cannot be ruled out. It is possible that those who experienced
successful CCA experiences were more motivated to respond
and, as such, are overrepresented.

Since majority of respondents were from Latin America,
and cultural orientation has been revealed to impact differing
coping styles, such as conflict management and negotiation
styles (e.g., Caputo et al. 2018; Caputo et al. 2019), this might
have partially affected our results. Therefore, more research
on larger sample sizes is needed to investigate how the effect
of CQ on expatriate performance might vary as a function of
individual’s cultural values.

As the nature of global work assignment is expanding beyond
the traditional expatriation (e.g., frequent international business
travel; Shaffer et al. 2012), future studies should investigate the
relationships between specific CQ dimensions, work CCA and
performance by comparing expatriates employed in different in-
ternational work arrangements and by collecting data also on
international skilled migrants (Hajro et al. 2019).

Since CQ, EQ and SI are distinct but overlapping constructs
which have been found to positively interact with each other
(Crowne 2013), future investigations should analyse associations
at the subcomponent level of CQ, EQ and SI to identify how
specific dimensions of each may affect expatriate performance
when the three forms of intelligence are examined together.

Future studies should also analyse conditions under which
higher motivational CQ levels might undermine expatriate
effectiveness (e.g., through complacency; Chen et al. 2010),
including situations characterized by ambiguous tasks (e.g.,
Schmidt and DeShon 2010).

Finally, it would be especially important to detect further
contextual variables (e.g., group climate, performance
management practices; Chen et al. 2010; Wang and Varma
2019) that may facilitate expatriate performance, either direct-
ly or through interactions with specific CQ dimensions.

Conclusion

Even though the current cross-sectional study relied only on self-
report measures, it was conducted on the relatively under-
investigated population of expatriates working within the energy
sector in the Middle East and it addressed some gaps in the
literature by disentangling the complex relationship between
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CQ,CCAand performance. To this end,we testedmediating and
moderating mechanisms which explain how and when specific
CQ facets were more - or less - likely to facilitate assignment-
specific performance. Each CQ dimension had a differential role
in contributing to assignment-specific performance, directly and
through work CCA. Conversely, of the four CQ factors, only
motivational CQ was qualified by CD, length of stay and inter-
national work experience. Our findings indicated that motiva-
tional CQ was particularly salient in overcoming work CCA
difficulties for expatriates who were at the beginning of their
international assignment and who had lower experience.
Moreover, motivational CQ related more positively to expatriate
work CCA in less culturally distant countries. We conclude with
the hope that our theoretical contributions will stimulate addition-
al multilevel and longitudinal research on factors influencing
work CCA and performance to gather further knowledge about
cross-cultural management.
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Appendix 1: Measurements

Demographic Items

Thank you for participating in this study. Please pay close atten-
tion to each question provided and answer each question as
honestly as possible by placing a mark in the provided space.
Please take care in filling out this form.

1. Gender (Please Check One): [] Male [] Female.
2. Age (in years): ______.
3. Marital status (Please Check One): [] Single [] Married.
4. Education status (Please Check One): [] High school []

Degree.
5. Role (Please Check One):
[] 1. Administrative.
[] 2. Technical.
[] 3. Executive.
[] 4. Other.

6. How many years have you spent working abroad before
this assignment: ______.

7. How many months have you been working in your cur-
rent country of assignment? ______.

8. Did you have any cross-cultural training (any training
that prepared you for relocation) before departure? (Please
Check One): [] Yes [] No.

9. What is your country of origin? ______.
10. In which country are you currently living? ______

Cultural intelligence

Read each statement and select the response that best de-
scribes your capabilities.

Select the answer that BEST describes you AS YOU
REALLY ARE.

1: Strongly disagree 2: Disagree 3: Somewhat disagree 4:
Neither agree nor disagree 5: Somewhat disagree 6: Agree 7:
Strongly Agree.

1. I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I use when I am interacting
with people with different cultural backgrounds.

2. I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I apply to cross-cultural
interactions.

3. I adjust my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from a culture
that is unfamiliar to me.

4. I check the accuracy of my cultural knowledge as I interact with people
from different cultures.

5. I know the legal and economic systems of other cultures.

6. I know the religious beliefs of other cultures.

7. I know the marriage systems of other cultures.

8. I know the arts and crafts of other cultures.

9. I know the rules (e.g., grammar) of other languages.

10. I know the rules for expressing non-verbal behavior in other cultures.

11. I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures.

12. I enjoy living in cultures that are unfamiliar to me.

13. I am confident that I can socialize with locals in a culture that is
unfamiliar to me.

14. I am confident that I can get accustomed to the shopping conditions in
a different culture.

15. I am sure that I can deal with the stresses of adjusting to a culture that
is new to me.

16. I change my verbal behavior (e.g., accent, tone) when a cross-cultural
interaction requires it.

17. I change my non-verbal behavior when a cross-cultural situation
requires it.

18. I use pause and silence differently to suit different cross-cultural
situations.

19. I vary the rate of my speaking when a cross-cultural situation requires
it.

20. I alter my facial expressions when a cross-cultural interaction requires
it.
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Cross-cultural adjustment at work

Please indicate how well adjusted (how comfortable) you are
with each of the following aspects of living in your current city
of residence. Use the following scale:

1: Very unadjusted 2: Unadjusted 3: Somewhat unadjusted
4: Neutral 5: Somewhat adjusted 6: Adjusted 7: Very
adjusted.

Assignment-specific performance

Please rate your level of work performance to the factors
listed below using the following scale:

1: Poor 2: Below Average 3: Average 4: Above Average 5:
Outstanding.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adap-
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you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, pro-
vide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were
made. The images or other third party material in this article are included
in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a
credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article's
Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
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