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ABSTRACT

Expatriate adjustment is important for the success of international assignments, as employees working abroad
must adapt to different cultural values, social expectations, communication styles, and workplace practices.
Although previous studies have examined several factors influencing expatriate adjustment, cultural and
individual factors are often discussed separately. This conceptual paper addresses this gap by integrating
Hofstede-based cultural distance and emotional intelligence (EI) within a moderated framework. Hofstede-based
cultural distance represents differences between expatriates’ home and host cultural environments and is
expected to create greater adjustment difficulties as cultural distance increases. EI represents an individual
capability that helps expatriates understand and manage emotions, deal with stress, communicate effectively,
and develop relationships in unfamiliar environments. Drawing on the person—environment fit perspective and
cross-cultural adjustment literature, the paper proposes that EI has both a positive relationship with adjustment
and a buffering role: emotionally intelligent expatriates may be better able to manage the uncertainty and
emotional demands created by greater cultural distance. Three propositions are developed. First, greater home—
host cultural distance is negatively associated with expatriate adjustment. Second, EI is positively associated
with expatriate adjustment. Third, EI moderates the relationship between cultural distance and adjustment by
weakening its negative effect. The framework focuses deliberately on cultural distance and EI to provide a
parsimonious explanation of the interaction between an external cultural challenge and an internal emotional
resource, while recognising cultural intelligence, language ability, international experience, and organisational
support as relevant contextual influences. Future research should test the framework using longitudinal and
multi-country samples, compare objective and perceived cultural distance, and examine general, interaction, and
work adjustment separately.

Keywords: cultural distance; emotional intelligence; expatriate adjustment; Hofstede’s cultural dimensions;
international assignments

INTRODUCTION

International assignments remain important for multinational organisations, but working and living in a foreign
country can create significant cultural, social, and emotional challenges. Expatriates must adapt to unfamiliar
values, communication styles, workplace expectations, and social practices that may differ from those in their
home countries (Jenkins & Mockaitis, 2010; Tsegaye & Su, 2017). Their ability to manage these differences is
reflected in expatriate adjustment, which is influenced by both personal characteristics and conditions in the host
environment (Han et al., 2022; Reed et al., 2023). This suggests that adjustment cannot be fully understood by
focusing only on cultural differences or individual characteristics.

Two factors are particularly relevant to this issue: cultural distance and emotional intelligence (EI). Cultural
distance reflects differences between home and host cultures and may create unfamiliar expectations and
behaviours that expatriates need to manage. However, cultural differences alone may not explain why expatriates
facing similar environments adjust differently. Individual capabilities also matter. EI may help expatriates
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understand and regulate emotions, manage stress, communicate effectively, and build relationships in unfamiliar
cultural settings (Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Singh et al., 2019; Wechtler et al., 2015). Recent research has
continued to highlight the importance of emotional and cultural capabilities in international assignments (Draoui
& Sossi Alaoui, 2026; Kokubun et al., 2026).

Despite these developments, research on expatriate adjustment often examines cultural factors and individual
capabilities through separate perspectives (Han et al., 2022; Toumi & Su, 2025). Simply placing these factors
together as independent predictors provides only a limited explanation of why expatriates respond differently to
the same cultural challenges. This paper therefore proposes a more specific mechanism: greater Hofstede-based
cultural distance increases adjustment demands, while EI may help expatriates manage the emotional strain,
uncertainty, and interpersonal difficulties created by those differences. In this way, EI is expected not only to
support adjustment directly but also to weaken the negative effect of cultural distance on adjustment. The
framework deliberately focuses on this cultural challenge—emotional resource mechanism to remain theoretically
focused, while recognising cultural intelligence, language ability, international experience, and organisational
support as important influences that future empirical studies may include as contextual or control variables.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Expatriate Adjustment

Expatriate adjustment refers to the extent to which individuals become comfortable with living and working in
a foreign environment. It is commonly viewed through three dimensions: general, interaction, and work
adjustment. General adjustment concerns everyday living conditions in the host country, interaction adjustment
involves relationships and communication with host-country nationals, while work adjustment refers to adapting
to new job responsibilities, expectations, and workplace practices (Hechanova et al., 2003; Peltokorpi, 2008).
These dimensions show that adjustment is not a single experience. An expatriate may adapt successfully to work
responsibilities while still facing difficulties in daily life or social interaction.

Research suggests that adjustment develops through a combination of individual and environmental factors.
Personal characteristics and motivation can influence how expatriates respond to unfamiliar situations, while
relationships with colleagues, local people, and other social networks provide information and emotional support
that can ease adaptation (Bayraktar, 2019; Johnson et al., 2003; Wang & Takeuchi, 2007). Organisational and
family support can further strengthen the adjustment process by providing practical and psychological resources
during international assignments (Lee & Kartika, 2014; Sterle et al., 2018).

More recent research supports a broader view in which psychological, social, and cultural factors work together
in shaping adjustment (Mumtaz & Nadeem, 2022). This perspective is important to the present study because
expatriates must respond not only to differences in the cultural environment but also to the emotional demands
created by unfamiliar situations. Expatriate adjustment therefore provides an appropriate outcome for examining
the complementary roles of Hofstede-based cultural distance and emotional intelligence.

Hofstede-Based Cultural Distance

Cultural distance refers to the degree of difference between the cultural environments of an expatriate’s home
and host countries. Hofstede’s framework provides a widely used basis for understanding these differences
through six dimensions: power distance, individualism—collectivism, masculinity—femininity, uncertainty
avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence—restraint. Differences across these dimensions can shape
expectations about authority, communication, relationships, decision-making, uncertainty, and workplace
behaviour (Blanton & Barbuto, 2005; Merkin, 2006; Tetteh et al., 2023). For expatriates, large differences
between home and host cultures may therefore create unfamiliar situations that require changes in behaviour and
expectations.

Hofstede’s framework remains useful in cross-cultural and international management research because it
provides a structured way to compare national cultural environments (Wenchang et al., 2024). However, its use
also requires caution. National cultural scores represent broad country-level patterns and should not be assumed
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to describe every individual within a country. Cultural values may vary within countries and can also change
over time (Fang, 2010; Venaik & Brewer, 2016). Therefore, Hofstede’s dimensions are more appropriately used
to understand differences between cultural environments than to predict the behaviour of individual expatriates.

In this paper, Hofstede’s dimensions are used as a basis for conceptualising home—host cultural distance. This
distinction is important because the framework does not assume that national culture directly determines
individual behaviour. Instead, cultural distance represents an objective contextual indicator of the cultural
differences expatriates may need to manage when entering a host environment. Such differences may increase
the difficulty of adjusting to daily life, social interaction, and workplace expectations. Because national scores
cannot fully represent individual cultural experience, the framework treats Hofstede-based distance as a
contextual approximation rather than an individual-level measure. Future empirical work should therefore
compare it with expatriates’ perceived cultural distance.

Cultural Distance and Expatriate Adjustment

Cultural distance can shape expatriate adjustment because greater differences between home and host cultures
may increase uncertainty and require expatriates to change familiar ways of thinking and behaving. These
differences may affect communication, workplace relationships, social interaction, and expectations about
acceptable behaviour. Research supports the importance of cultural distance in expatriate experiences, but its
effect on adjustment is not always straightforward. Cultural distance may create psychological adjustment
difficulties, while social support can help expatriates manage these challenges (Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023).
Cultural differences may also interact with individual capabilities, suggesting that expatriates do not respond to
the same level of cultural distance in the same way (Song et al., 2023).

Importantly, the relationship between cultural distance and adjustment may depend on how cultural distance is
understood and measured. Objective measures based on national cultural differences and expatriates’ own
perceptions of cultural distance may produce different results (Drogendijk & Slangen, 2006). Earlier research
also shows that cultural distance can be asymmetric, meaning that moving between two culturally different
countries does not necessarily create the same adjustment experience in both directions (Selmer et al., 2007).
Recent expatriate studies further show that adaptation involves more than simply responding to national cultural
differences; social relationships and experiences within the host environment also influence how expatriates
understand and manage cultural challenges (Mumtaz & Nadeem, 2023; Perdhana et al., 2026).

Overall, the literature suggests that greater cultural distance can make expatriate adjustment more difficult by
increasing unfamiliarity, uncertainty, and the need to change established behaviours. Although this effect may
vary according to how cultural differences are experienced and the resources available to manage them
(Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023; Song et al., 2023), the expected overall direction is negative. Therefore, this paper
proposes:

P1: Greater home—host cultural distance is negatively associated with expatriate adjustment.
Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EI) refers to an individual’s ability to understand and manage emotions in oneself and
others. In international assignments, this ability is particularly important because expatriates often face
unfamiliar social situations, communication difficulties, stress, and different workplace expectations. EI can help
individuals regulate emotional responses, build effective relationships, and manage challenging situations in
culturally diverse environments (Gabel-Shemueli & Dolan, 2011; Mallick, 2026). Unlike cultural intelligence,
which focuses specifically on functioning effectively across cultures, EI provides a broader emotional capability
that may help expatriates respond to the emotional and interpersonal demands of living and working abroad
(Kokubun et al., 2026).

Research generally supports the importance of EI in expatriate experiences. EI has been linked to better cross-
cultural adjustment because emotionally intelligent expatriates may be more capable of managing stress,
understanding social cues, and developing relationships in the host environment (Abdyrakhmanova & Poor,
2023; Konanahalli & Oyedele, 2016; Koveshnikov et al., 2014). However, the relationship is not necessarily
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identical for all expatriates or across all forms of adjustment. Earlier research suggests that factors such as age,
gender, social competencies, and self-motivation may influence how emotional capabilities contribute to
adjustment (Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Singh et al., 2019; Wechtler et al., 2015).

Recent research continues to strengthen the relevance of EI in global mobility. Studies increasingly connect
emotional capabilities with organisational support, cultural intelligence, and expatriate outcomes (Draoui &
Sossi Alaoui, 2026; Kokubun et al., 2026). These developments suggest that EI provides a useful individual-
level perspective for explaining why expatriates may respond differently when facing unfamiliar cultural
environments. In this paper, EI is therefore considered a key personal capability that complements Hofstede-
based cultural distance in explaining expatriate adjustment.

Emotional Intelligence and Expatriate Adjustment

Emotional intelligence plays an important role in expatriate adjustment because international assignments often
require individuals to manage stress, unfamiliar social situations, and different cultural expectations. Research
generally shows that expatriates with stronger emotional abilities are better able to understand their own
emotions, respond to others, and manage the challenges of living and working in a foreign environment (Gabel-
Shemueli & Dolan, 2011; Konanahalli & Oyedele, 2016; Koveshnikov et al., 2014). This ability can support
adjustment by helping expatriates communicate effectively, develop social relationships, and respond calmly to
unfamiliar situations.

However, the relationship between EI and adjustment is more complex than a simple direct effect. Different
emotional abilities may contribute differently to adjustment, while personal characteristics such as age and
gender can shape how EI supports adaptation (Koveshnikov et al., 2014; Wechtler et al., 2015). Adjustment also
depends on the wider environment. Organisational and family support, cultural intelligence, and social
relationships can work together with emotional capabilities to help expatriates adapt (Farh et al., 2010;
Viswanathan et al., 2019). More recent evidence continues to highlight EI as an important personal resource in
global mobility, while showing that organisational support can strengthen expatriate outcomes (Draoui & Sossi
Alaoui, 2026).

Overall, the literature provides consistent support for EI as an important individual capability in cross-cultural
adjustment. Recent evidence among self-initiated expatriates further connects EI and cross-cultural adjustment
with positive work outcomes (Abdyrakhmanova & Podr, 2023). More importantly for the present framework, EI
may be especially valuable when expatriates face greater cultural differences because emotion regulation,
empathy, and interpersonal awareness can help them manage uncertainty and relationship difficulties. Thus, EI
is proposed as both a direct personal resource and a capability that can reduce the adjustment challenges
associated with cultural distance. Based on this evidence, the following proposition is proposed:

P2: Emotional intelligence is positively associated with expatriate adjustment.

P3: Emotional intelligence moderates the relationship between home—host cultural distance and expatriate
adjustment, such that the negative relationship becomes weaker when emotional intelligence is higher.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Expatriate adjustment can be better understood by considering the fit between individuals and their new
environment. Person—environment fit suggests that adjustment becomes easier when personal characteristics and
abilities help individuals respond to the demands of their surroundings. Previous research shows that personality,
communication ability, and other personal characteristics influence how expatriates adapt to foreign
environments (Peltokorpi & Froese, 2012; Valenzuela & Rogers, 2021). More recent perspectives also show that
expatriate adjustment involves both psychological and socio-cultural processes rather than a single factor (Banai,
2022; Mumtaz & Nadeem, 2022). This provides a useful basis for integrating cultural and individual factors
within one framework.
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In the proposed framework, Hofstede-based cultural distance represents the contextual challenge, while
emotional intelligence represents an individual capability. Greater cultural distance can create unfamiliar
expectations, uncertainty, and stronger adjustment demands (Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023; Fenech et al., 2022).
In contrast, EI may help expatriates understand and regulate emotions, build relationships, and respond
effectively to unfamiliar situations (Draoui & Sossi Alaoui, 2026; Koveshnikov et al., 2014). From a person—
environment fit perspective, the value of EI should become particularly important when environmental demands
are high. The framework therefore proposes a buffering mechanism: EI weakens the negative relationship
between cultural distance and expatriate adjustment. Cultural intelligence, language ability, international
experience, and organisational support are not included in the core model because the purpose is to isolate this
specific interaction between an external cultural demand and an internal emotional resource. These factors
remain theoretically relevant and can be incorporated as controls, boundary conditions, or extensions in future
empirical tests.

Hofstede-Based Expatriate Adjustment
Cultural Distance P1 (negative)
P« General
| f + Interaction

1 .

1 P3: EI weakens the Work

I negative effect

1

1

: P2 (pgsttive)

Emotional Intelligence

Figure 1. Proposed Conceptual Framework
P1: Greater home—host cultural distance is negatively associated with expatriate adjustment.
P2: Emotional intelligence is positively associated with expatriate adjustment.

P3: Emotional intelligence moderates the relationship between home—host cultural distance and expatriate
adjustment, such that the negative relationship becomes weaker when emotional intelligence is higher.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The revised framework offers a clearer explanation of how cultural and individual factors work together in
expatriate adjustment. Greater cultural distance can increase unfamiliarity, uncertainty, and difficulties in
interpreting social and workplace expectations (Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023; Fenech et al., 2022). However,
expatriates are unlikely to respond to these demands in the same way. Research on individual capabilities shows
that personal resources can shape responses to cross-cultural challenges (Malay et al., 2023; Song et al., 2023).
The key argument of this paper is therefore not simply that cultural distance and EI independently predict
adjustment, but that EI can change how strongly cultural distance affects adjustment.

EI provides a plausible buffering mechanism because emotionally intelligent expatriates may be better able to
regulate frustration, interpret emotional cues, maintain constructive relationships, and remain flexible when
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familiar cultural expectations no longer apply (Abdyrakhmanova & Poor, 2023; Koveshnikov et al., 2014;
Wechtler et al., 2015). Thus, two expatriates facing a similar level of cultural distance may experience different
adjustment outcomes because they differ in their capacity to manage its emotional and interpersonal demands.
This moderated explanation strengthens the integration of the two constructs: cultural distance represents the
external demand, while EI represents a personal resource that can reduce the negative consequences of that
demand. Other factors such as cultural intelligence, language ability, international experience, and organisational
support remain important, but they are outside the core mechanism examined here and provide useful directions
for extending the model.

Theoretical Implications

The main theoretical contribution of this framework is not only the integration of contextual and individual
perspectives, but the specification of a mechanism connecting them. Previous research has established cultural
distance as an important feature of international assignments, although its effects can vary across contexts
(Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023; Fenech et al., 2022). Studies of EI likewise show that emotional capabilities
contribute to expatriates’ ability to manage cross-cultural experiences (Abdyrakhmanova & Poor, 2023;
Koveshnikov et al., 2014). By positioning EI as a moderator, the framework explains why greater cultural
distance may be more damaging for some expatriates than for others.

The framework also distinguishes EI from cultural intelligence, which has received considerable attention in
expatriate adjustment research (Jurasek & Wawrosz, 2024; Song et al., 2023). Cultural intelligence concerns the
capability to function effectively across cultural settings, whereas EI focuses on understanding and managing
emotions. The present model intentionally isolates EI to examine whether emotional capability buffers the
adjustment demands created by cultural distance. Language ability, international experience, cultural
intelligence, and organisational support are therefore treated as relevant but separate influences rather than
additional core predictors. This parsimonious design provides a focused proposition that can later be tested
against broader alternative models.

Practical Implications

The moderated framework also has practical value for organisations managing international assignments.
Cultural preparation remains important because expatriates need to understand differences between their home
and host environments. However, the proposed interaction suggests that preparation should be especially strong
when employees are assigned to culturally distant locations. Organisations should also consider emotional
capabilities that help employees manage the stress and interpersonal demands of working abroad. Evidence
linking EI with expatriate adjustment and performance supports greater attention to emotional capabilities during
international assignments (Abdyrakhmanova & Poor, 2023; Singh et al., 2019).

This suggests that multinational organisations can adopt a more targeted approach to expatriate management.
Pre-departure programmes can combine cultural preparation with emotional and interpersonal skills
development, particularly for assignments involving large cultural differences. Support should continue after
expatriates arrive in the host country, because organisational and social support may provide additional resources
when cultural and emotional demands are high (Draoui & Sossi Alaoui, 2026). Rather than selecting expatriates
mainly for technical expertise, organisations may therefore benefit from considering EI alongside professional
skills while also providing language, cultural, and organisational support appropriate to the assignment.

Limitations And Future Research

Although the proposed framework provides a focused explanation of how cultural distance and EI may jointly
shape adjustment, several limitations should be recognised. First, Hofstede-based cultural distance is a country-
level approximation and may oversimplify the cultural experiences of individual expatriates. Cultural distance
can also be asymmetric, and its relationship with adjustment may depend on social support and other situational
factors (Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023; Fenech et al., 2022; Selmer et al., 2007). Future studies should therefore
compare objective Hofstede-based cultural distance with expatriates’ perceived cultural distance and examine
whether the proposed moderation operates similarly across different home—host country combinations.
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Second, the framework intentionally focuses on cultural distance and EI to test a specific cultural demand—
emotional resource mechanism. It does not imply that other influences are unimportant. Cultural intelligence,
previous international experience, cross-cultural training, language ability, and social or organisational support
have all been associated with expatriate adjustment (Al-Shammari, 2023; Huff, 2013; Koo Moon et al., 2012;
Song et al., 2023). Future empirical studies should include these factors as controls, competing predictors, or
boundary conditions to test whether EI provides additional explanatory value. Longitudinal and multi-country
designs are particularly important because adjustment changes over time and cultural contexts differ. Researchers
should also test general, interaction, and work adjustment separately, as EI may buffer cultural-distance
challenges more strongly for some dimensions than for others.

CONCLUSION

Expatriate adjustment remains an important issue because international assignments require employees to
manage cultural, social, emotional, and workplace changes. Existing research shows that the cultural
environment can shape expatriates’ adjustment experiences, but cultural distance does not affect all expatriates
in the same way (Baum & Isidor, 2016; Selmer et al., 2007). At the same time, individual capabilities are
important in helping expatriates respond to these challenges. Emotional intelligence, in particular, can support
cross-cultural adjustment by helping expatriates understand emotions, manage stress, and deal with interpersonal
situations in unfamiliar environments (Abdyrakhmanova & Poor, 2023; Koveshnikov et al., 2014).

This paper proposes a moderated conceptual framework that brings together Hofstede-based cultural distance as
an external cultural demand and emotional intelligence as an individual emotional resource in explaining
expatriate adjustment. The framework moves beyond treating the two variables only as independent predictors.
It argues that greater cultural distance is expected to reduce adjustment, while EI is expected to support
adjustment directly and weaken the negative effect of cultural distance. This mechanism offers a more specific
explanation of why expatriates facing similar cultural differences may experience different adjustment outcomes.
The model is intentionally kept simple and focused: cultural intelligence, language ability, international
experience, and organisational support are recognised as important influences but are excluded from the core
framework so that the cultural distance—EI interaction can be examined clearly. Future longitudinal and multi-
country research should compare objective and perceived cultural distance and test general, interaction, and work
adjustment separately. Overall, the framework therefore provides a clear basis for future research and may help
organisations improve expatriate selection, preparation, and support.
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