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Attitudes Toward Expatriate Employees: A Psychological Perspective

The study of attitudes toward expatriate employees occupies a critical intersection within
organizational psychology, cross-cultural management, and social psychology. These attitudes,
held primarily by host country nationals (HCNs), colleagues in the home country, and
organizational stakeholders, fundamentally influence the success or failure of international
assignments. An expatriate, defined as an employee temporarily transferred to a foreign subsidiary
or business unit, often faces a complex web of perceptions that range from admiration and respect
for specialized knowledge to resentment stemming from perceived favoritism or cultural intrusion.
Understanding the formation, components, and consequences of these attitudes is paramount for
multinational corporations (MNCs) seeking to maximize global efficiency and ensure the well-being
and productivity of their internationally mobile workforce. Negative attitudes can manifest in subtle
forms of non-cooperation or overt resistance, significantly hindering the expatriate's ability to
integrate, perform their duties, and achieve assignment objectives.

Attitudes are generally understood as relatively enduring evaluations of people, objects, or issues,
and in the context of expatriates, they reflect the evaluative stance taken by local employees
regarding the presence, role, and legitimacy of foreign staff within their workplace and community.
These evaluations are not monolithic; they vary significantly based on the expatriate's country of
origin, perceived tenure, level of authority, and the specific economic climate of the host nation. For
instance, an expatriate perceived as bringing unique, irreplaceable technological expertise may
elicit more favorable attitudes than one perceived merely as a management replacement who
could have been locally sourced. Therefore, the organizational context, including the clarity of the
expatriate's mandate and the transparency of compensation structures, plays a crucial role in
shaping initial and sustained attitudes among the host country workforce.

The psychological mechanisms underlying these attitudes are deeply rooted in theories of social
identity and intergroup relations. When HCNSs perceive expatriates as members of a distinct, often
privileged, out-group, this can trigger negative biases, particularly if the local group feels their
resources (promotions, status, control) are being threatened. The complexity is further amplified by
the fact that the expatriate simultaneously represents the foreign entity (the MNC headquarters)
and a specific cultural background, leading to potential dual sources of attributional bias. Analyzing
these attitudes requires a nuanced approach that considers both the micro-level interactions within
the work team and the macro-level cultural and political environments that influence intergroup
dynamics.

The Tripartite Model of Attitudes in the Expatriate Context

Psychological research frequently utilizes the tripartite model, which posits that attitudes are
composed of three interacting components: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. Applying this
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framework to attitudes toward expatriate employees provides a comprehensive understanding of
how specific evaluations are formed and maintained. The cognitive component refers to the
beliefs, thoughts, and knowledge held about expatriates. These cognitions might include beliefs
about the expatriate's competence, their work ethic, their perceived salary advantage, or their
adherence to local business norms. For example, a host country manager might hold the cognition
that "all expatriates are highly trained experts," or conversely, "expatriates are primarily sent here
to control local operations and lack real-world experience in this market." These beliefs, whether
accurate or stereotypical, form the rational foundation upon which the overall attitude is built.

The affective component encompasses the feelings or emotions elicited by the presence or
interaction with expatriates. This is often the most powerful and immediate component of the
attitude, ranging from feelings of warmth, curiosity, and admiration to feelings of resentment,
jealousy, frustration, or even hostility. Affective responses are frequently tied to perceptions of
fairness and equity. If HCNs perceive a significant disparity in compensation, housing, or benefits
between themselves and the expatriate staff--even if justified by company policy--it can generate
strong negative affect, often labeled as "expatriate envy." This emotional response is difficult to
combat using purely logical arguments and requires careful consideration of transparency and
perceived distributive justice within the organization.

Finally, the behavioral component refers to the observable actions, intentions, or tendencies
displayed toward expatriates. This component is the most tangible manifestation of the underlying
attitude and directly impacts the expatriate's daily functioning. Positive behavioral intentions might
include actively assisting the expatriate with cultural integration, sharing vital local knowledge, or
offering cooperation on joint projects. Conversely, negative behavioral manifestations can include
avoidance, passive aggression, withholding critical information, or actively undermining the
expatriate's initiatives. The success of an international assignment often hinges on the willingness
of HCNs to engage in supportive behaviors, highlighting why managing the behavioral component
is a primary goal for MNCs.

Organizational Factors Influencing Attitude Formation

The multinational corporation itself plays a crucial, often deterministic, role in shaping the attitudes
of host country employees toward expatriates. Organizational policies related to recruitment,
compensation, communication, and integration signal the relative value placed on different
employee groups. A policy that heavily favors expatriates in terms of fast-track promotions,
housing allowances, or generous bonuses, without clear justification tied to unique skill sets, often
fosters resentment among HCNSs, leading to negative attitudes rooted in perceived organizational
injustice. Conversely, organizations that mandate collaborative team structures and ensure
transparent communication regarding the rationale for expatriate deployment tend to cultivate more
positive and accepting environments.
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The design and execution of the international assignment itself are also critical factors. If an
expatriate is deployed without adequate preparation, or if their role duplicates the function of an
existing HCN manager, the local staff may perceive the assignment as a waste of resources or,
worse, a sign of headquarters' mistrust in local capabilities. Effective organizations mitigate this
risk by clearly defining the expatriate's mandate, emphasizing knowledge transfer and training of
local staff as key performance indicators (KPIs), and setting a fixed tenure for the assignment.
When the expatriate is viewed as a temporary resource dedicated to building local capacity,
attitudes tend to be more favorable than when the expatriate is viewed as a permanent
replacement or overseer.

Furthermore, the leadership style and behavior of the expatriate themselves heavily mediate the
attitudes they encounter. An expatriate who demonstrates cultural sensitivity, humility, and a
genuine effort to learn the local language and customs is far more likely to generate positive
attitudes than one who exhibits ethnocentric behavior, relies solely on home-country practices, or
fails to acknowledge the expertise of local employees. Organizational training programs should
therefore not only focus on technical skills but also extensively on cross-cultural competency,
stressing the importance of building trust and rapport with HCN colleagues as a core element of
assignment success.

Host Country and Cultural Determinants

Attitudes toward expatriates are inevitably filtered through the lens of the host country's
sociopolitical and cultural context. The concept of cultural distance--the degree of difference
between the home and host cultures--is a strong predictor of attitude formation. Greater cultural
distance often increases the likelihood of misunderstandings, communication barriers, and the
application of negative stereotypes, thereby potentially exacerbating negative attitudes. When
cultural norms regarding hierarchy, communication style (high-context vs. low-context), or
interpersonal conflict resolution clash, the friction generated can quickly translate into unfavorable
evaluations of the foreign employee.

Socioeconomic factors within the host country are also powerful determinants. In nations
experiencing high unemployment or economic instability, expatriates may be viewed as direct
competitors for scarce, desirable jobs. This perception of economic threat often fuels xenophobic
attitudes, where the presence of foreigners is linked to a decline in local opportunity. Conversely, in
rapidly growing economies where specialized skills are scarce, expatriates may be viewed
positively as necessary agents of modernization and technological transfer. The local media
narrative regarding foreign investment and international business presence also significantly
influences public and employee attitudes toward the expatriate community.

The host country's prevailing level of ethnocentrism--the belief in the superiority of one's own
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ethnic group or culture--is another critical determinant. High levels of societal ethnocentrism
predispose HCNs to view foreign practices and personnel skeptically or negatively, regardless of
individual merit. This societal bias can be deeply ingrained and requires proactive, organizational-
level intervention, such as establishing robust diversity and inclusion initiatives that clearly
articulate the value of global perspectives. Furthermore, historical relationships between the host
country and the expatriate's home country (e.g., colonial history, recent political conflicts) can
introduce powerful, pre-existing biases that color all intergroup interactions.

The Role of Prejudice and Stereotyping in Evaluation

Prejudice, defined as a preconceived negative judgment toward a group and its individual
members, is a significant barrier to positive attitudes toward expatriates. Expatriates, by their very
nature as a distinct out-group, are susceptible to being categorized and evaluated based on
generalized stereotypes rather than individual characteristics. Stereotypes concerning nationality
(e.g., perceptions of German efficiency, American assertiveness, or Japanese reservedness) often
dictate initial interactions and attributions of behavior. If an expatriate makes a mistake, the
stereotype provides a ready-made explanation (e.g., "That's typical of their culture™), reinforcing the
negative attitude.

Stereotypes are particularly damaging because they often ignore the vast individual variation within
a national or cultural group, leading to flawed expectations and communication breakdowns. When
HCNSs rely on stereotypes, they are less likely to engage in effortful, individualized information
processing, thereby hindering the development of genuine, positive relationships. Furthermore,
attributional biases frequently come into play: positive outcomes associated with the expatriate
may be attributed to external factors (e.g., company resources, luck), while negative outcomes are
attributed to internal, cultural flaws.

A specific form of prejudice, often termed xenophobia, represents an intense, irrational dislike or
fear of people from other countries. While often manifesting at a societal level, xenophobia can
infiltrate the workplace, leading to overt discrimination or subtle forms of exclusion against
expatriate staff. Organizations must actively monitor for signs of xenophobia, particularly in highly
competitive or culturally homogeneous environments, and implement strict anti-discrimination
policies to protect the expatriate workforce and ensure fair treatment. Addressing prejudice
requires not only policy enforcement but also educational initiatives designed to promote empathy
and challenge ingrained biases.

Consequences for Expatriate Adjustment and Performance

The attitudes held by host country nationals directly translate into tangible outcomes for the
expatriate assignment. Negative attitudes create a hostile or unsupportive work environment,
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significantly impeding expatriate adjustment--the psychological comfort and adaptation to the
new cultural and work setting. When expatriates perceive resistance, isolation, or a lack of
cooperation from local colleagues, their job satisfaction declines, stress levels increase, and they
are more likely to experience culture shock and professional burnout. This lack of social support is
one of the primary drivers of premature repatriation, which is financially costly and strategically
damaging for the MNC.

Beyond personal adjustment, negative attitudes severely impact task performance. Successful
completion of assignment objectives, especially those involving change management, knowledge
transfer, or team leadership, relies heavily on the willingness of HCNs to collaborate and share
critical localized information. If local staff withhold information or passively resist change initiatives
led by the expatriate, the assignment goals cannot be met. The expatriate's ability to influence,
motivate, and lead is fundamentally undermined when their legitimacy or competence is
guestioned by those they are meant to lead or train.

Conversely, positive and supportive attitudes from HCNs facilitate rapid integration and enhance
performance. When expatriates feel welcomed and valued, they are more willing to engage in
discretionary effort, share their knowledge openly, and commit to the long-term success of the local
operation. Positive attitudes foster a climate of psychological safety, allowing for effective cross-
cultural communication and collaborative problem-solving. This symbiotic relationship between
HCN support and expatriate success underscores the necessity of managing intergroup dynamics
proactively rather than reactively.

Strategies for Fostering Positive Attitudes

Multinational corporations have several critical levers they can employ to proactively shape and
improve attitudes toward expatriate employees. The most effective strategies focus on reducing
perceived threat, increasing intergroup contact quality, and promoting organizational fairness. One
foundational strategy involves enhancing the perceived legitimacy and utility of the expatriate
assignment. This means ensuring that the skills brought by the expatriate are genuinely needed
and are clearly communicated to HCN staff, framing the assignment as a temporary investment in
local capacity building, rather than a permanent takeover of local roles.

Implementing high-quality, mutual cross-cultural training is essential. This training should not be
limited to the expatriate alone; it is crucial to offer cultural awareness training to host country
employees as well, helping them understand the communication styles, motivations, and cultural
background of their foreign colleagues. Furthermore, training should emphasize the benefits of
diversity and the strategic value of international assignments to the local business unit. When both
groups understand the cultural frameworks guiding the other, opportunities for misinterpretation
and negative attribution are significantly reduced.
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Finally, leveraging Contact Theory provides a powerful psychological intervention. This theory
suggests that under specific conditions, direct contact between opposing groups can reduce
prejudice and foster positive attitudes. The necessary conditions include organizational support,
shared superordinate goals (tasks requiring mutual dependence), equal status between the groups
during the interaction, and frequent, meaningful interaction. Organizations should design work
teams and project structures that necessitate high levels of interdependence between HCNs and
expatriates, ensuring that both groups rely on the unigque expertise of the other to achieve a
common, high-value outcome. This structural intervention shifts the focus from perceived
differences to shared success.

Promoting Transparency: Clearly communicating compensation rationales and assignment goals
to mitigate perceptions of unfair privilege.

Mandating Joint Projects: Creating teams where HCNs and expatriates must pool unique
knowledge to succeed.

Encouraging Local Integration: Supporting expatriates in learning the local language and
participating in community activities to reduce social distance.

Establishing Mentorship Programs: Pairing expatriates with senior HCN mentors to facilitate
adjustment and foster strong interpersonal bonds.

By systematically addressing the cognitive, affective, and behavioral components of attitudes
through organizational policy, training, and strategic assignment design, MNCs can transform
potential sources of friction into opportunities for cross-cultural collaboration and mutual learning,
ultimately enhancing the effectiveness and sustainability of their global talent mobility strategies.
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