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Abstract. The success of Malaysian construction companies creates an opportunity to explore abroad. Past studies

have shown that the difficulty of expatriates in adjusting to a new environment is the main aspect that leads to failure

of assignments. The success in implementing an overseas assignment does not solely depend on an expatriate’s
technical expertise. The adjustment issues such as the interaction with the host nationals, and adaptability to the host
country’s culture also exert influence on the assignment. The research was conducted to identify the influence of
executive expatriate general adjustment on assignment in host countries. The objective of the study was to identify

adjustment influence factors relating to general adjustment abroad. Questionnaires were sent to Malaysian expatriate

executives. Sixty four Malaysian expatriate executives from Malaysian construction companies overseas were
involved in this study. The findings show interaction, social and living environment influences their adjustment
during expatriation. Pre-departure training preparation aspects for expatriates is a good step before their departure to

host countries.

1 Introduction

The present internationalization of the construction
industry shows that Malaysian firms are getting more
involved in construction projects abroad. The
involvement of companies to secure projects overseas can
strengthen the position of the company. However, to be
successful, a company must ensure that individuals
selected to work overseas must have the perseverance and
must be ever ready to face challenges.

To a great extent, success of the companies depends
on the employees assigned to the projects overseas. The
efficiency of staff assigned abroad depends not only
depends on their technical capabilities, knowledge, and
creativity, but also on other non-technical matters that
influence the staff in foreign countries. The control over
these factors would enable the optimum use of
employment for ensuring success of a company [1, 2].

The ability of the expatriates to adjust to general
aspects, jobs, and family influences their performance in
their assignments [3, 4, 5].The different environmental
conditions in the host countries suggest the importance of
expatriates of making adjustment so that they can enjoy
their normal life. Not all staff sent overseas can adjust
themselves to the situation overseas. Therefore, to face
the new environmental condition in a foreign country,
preparation and adjustment of an expatriate is imperative.
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Among the reasons for Malaysian construction
companies getting involved in a foreign country is to
secure market access in the host country, to increase their
market share, to strengthen their networking and to gain
experience [6]. The success of a Malaysian construction
company to secure a highway project overseas worth
RM17.5 billion has opened up opportunities to local
Malaysian companies to invest in foreign construction
projects [7]. This shows foreign recognition towards the
capabilities of Malaysian construction companies. Such
opportunities have become the foundation for Malaysian
companies to implement foreign projects successfully,
apart from increasing their contribution to the national
economy. In this connection, the need for Malaysian
expatriate to lead this kind of projects has become a
priority.

2 Problem Statement

Malaysian multinational construction companies are
getting projects in foreign countries such as in the
Southeast Asian region, the Middle East, Asia, Africa and
other countries [8, 9]. Table 1 shows, up till December
2010, altogether 96 projects with an estimated value of
RM40,404.54 million were in operation in foreign
countries. The projects were distributed in South Asia
(32.3%), Middle East (27.1%), Asian (21%), and the rest
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in other countries. According to [6], the fact that 79% of
these companies intend to expand their operations
overseas within five years is a positive development
regarding the involvement of Malaysian multinational
construction companies in foreign countries.

Table 1. Involvement of Malaysian Multinational
Construction Companies in Foreign Countries

No.o i
Region project % (RM
s mil.)
Asian 21 21. 6,087.28
9
Middle 26 27. 16,378.80
East 1
Africa 6 6.2 7,033.40
South 31 32. 8,257.52
Asia 3
Others 12 12. 2,647.54
5
Total 96 100 40,404.54

Note. Adapted from Zakaria, 2011

Among the problems faced by expatriates when in
foreign countries are that they are unable to cope with the
situation of being in a new environment and that they are
unable to adjust themselves in performing their heavy
responsibilities overseas [2], [10]. Therefore, the
adjustment aspects of facing the situation in the host
country should be taken into consideration by companies
so that expatriates can have some expectations about the
problems they will be facing overseas.

Initiatives have been taken by the Construction
Industry Development Board (CIDB) to encourage local
contractors to participate in construction projects abroad.
The government through DICB has produced a directory
of construction companies involved in construction
projects abroad. In addition, the government has
published the Malaysian Builders Go Global to establish
a communication network for the construction industry.
With these facilities, Malaysian construction companies
can have direct communications with international
markets and expand the construction industry in
Malaysia, at the same time contributing towards the
Malaysian economy. The involvement of the Malaysian
multinational construction companies abroad was with
their own initiatives [11]. Therefore, when operating
abroad, companies have to give priority to the
requirements of their staff to facilitate them in performing
their tasks.

The general adjustment experienced by executive
expatriates affects their work satisfaction and motivates
them in performing their assignments [12]. Expatriates
not only have to perform their assigned responsibilities
well, but also have to face environment changes that
require psychological strength to adjust to. Therefore, it is
important to understand the changes they have to face
when abroad.

This study focuses on ways to solve the problems
faced by expatriates in their host countries. The question
that needs to be answered in this study is that whether

there are any non-technical aspects of general adjustment
faced by expatriates of Malaysian multinational
construction companies in their host countries, and to
what extent these non-technical factors contribute to the
adjustment factors.

3 Literature Review

General adjustment involved changes in lifestyle, social
status, and comfort faced in the new situation [13, 14].
Life, for every individual is an adaptation process to the
existing situation and creating good communication with
the environment. Adjustment to new environment
condition affects the psychology of the expatriates in the
host country [1], [15]. If people are affected
psychologically such as if they are feeling discomfort,
sadness, and worrisome, when performing their duties, it
is a sign that they are unable to adjust to the new
situation.

Based on the U-curve adjustment theory, expatriates
experience psychological changes after being in a host
country. [16], maintained that adjustment is obtained
when they have accepted and understood the changes that
exist in the host country. At the early stage, the
expatriates would not feel the difficulties because they
are in a stage of “fantasy”. However, after a while being
in the host country, differences start to surface as in
location of their settlement and culture shock.
Nevertheless, the expatriates have to understand and
accept these differences that occur. Previous study found
that Japanese expatriates require at least four years
making adjustment [17]. Expatriates from monoculture
countries such as Japan find it difficult to adjust to
situation in other countries that have different cultures
[18].

General adjustments with regard to food, shopping
and banking have also been studied. According to [18],
expatriates would face new things, especially food when
they are in their host country. Prior exposures to food in
the country where the expatriates would be staying will
help them get prepared for the changes that they will be
facing. Some expatriates often go to work in several
countries, and yet they still need this kind of adjustment
for their daily comfort [19, 20]. This view is supported by
[21] when they agreed that adjustment to food is more
crucial compared with adjustment to health facilities,
standard of living, and entertainment. With regard to
shopping, it was found that shopping is a required daily
spending activity for people [20]. Moreover, there are
also differences in the way people do shopping in the
home country as compared with the host country. [22]
observed that expatriates need to adjust to shopping
because in some host countries bargaining is practiced
while in their home country bargaining may not be
practised.

According to [23], the difficulties faced by expatriates
to adjust to the living standard in the host country would
lead to other difficulties. Some expatriates who live in a
host country tend to compare the situation there with that
in their home country where it is more comfortable. [20]
agreed with this view. They said that one of the reasons
staff refuse the offer to work abroad is that the living
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standard in the host country is different from that of the
home country. If the living standard in the host country is
higher than that of their home country, it would be
difficult for the expatriates to adapt to the situation in the
host country [24]. Findings by [25, 26] showed that
adjustment to living standards is positively correlated
with adjustment of expatriates in their host countries.
This shows that adjustment to living standards influences
adjustment of expatriates in their host countries. [26, 27],
are among researchers, who has taken into consideration
the living standards adjustment of expatriates.

The interaction with host country citizens is related
closely with the activity of socializing with the local
citizens of the host country. This refers to how
comfortable the expatriates interact with local citizens
when they are performing their tasks and when outside
their tasks [23], [26], [28-30]. Previous expatriate
research has shown that one main problem of adjustment
of expatriates is their difficulty to interact with local
citizens during their appointment in the host country [23].
[31] also found same problem faced by expatriates.
According to [32] , because expatriates face difficulties to
interact, their adjustment would take a longer time, which
in turn affects their job performance. In addition,
expatriates need to interact with the environment to
enable them to take positive actions to facilitate their
adaptations with local citizens [30], [35,36].

Adaptation to the culture of the host country is an
adjustment to the cultural practice and the customs of the
local citizens in the host country [33]. Individuals who
can accept the differences in the host country will face
less adjustment problems. According to [34], it is difficult
for individuals to adjust to a situation with a different
socio-economy and society. In addition, [35], [37]
believed that language is closely related to culture.The
language is the foundation of culture for a country [2]. By
having good communication with the local citizens, one
shows that he or she is trying to understand and adapt to
the local culture. This will facilitate cultural adjustment.
Expatriates who have less interactions and making less
cultural adaptation to the culture of the host country will
require a longer time to make adjustment [26].

4 Methodology

This study uses the questionnaire to collect data. The
population is based on the list of Malaysian construction
companies operating in foreign countries, which is
obtained from the Construction Industries Development
Board (CIDB). Questionnaires were distributed to
Malaysian expatriates assigned to their various host
countries. However, the questionnaires were sent,
attached with a covering letter, through e-mails to the
human resource managers to be forwarded to their
executives working abroad. Three follow-up actions were
taken to obtain their responses [36]. Finally, 64
questionnaires were returned by the respondents. Data
obtained were analysed using Statistical Package for the
Social Science software (SPSS). Data analysis was
performed using the quantitative approach as the data
obtained were measured using nominal data.

Reliability test were performed using the Cronbach’s
alpha for determining the reliability of the items tested
[38]. Factor analysis procedures were performed based on
the interpretation of the research question and findings
from statistical analysis [27], [39]. The measurement
scale made use of 5-point Likert scale with 1 = No
adjustment at all to 5 = Full adjustment [40, 41]. A mean
score less than 2.5 represents no adjustment [6], [42].

5 Results and Discussion

The general dimension consists of 13 items, which
include living condition, housing condition, religious
practices, and types of local food, shopping, banking, and
living standards. Reliability tests performed on the
general dimension obtained the value of a = .89. The
items with value of Cronbach’s o greater than .7 were
selected because they have acceptable reliability values.
Using the Principal Component Analysis (PCA),
factor analyses were performed on the 13 items. One
item, that is, food suitability was dropped for having
communalities value less than .5. The factor analysis
procedure was repeated and returned a Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (KMO) value of .79 (> .6). The Barlett’s test of
Sphericity was significant at p = .00 (p < .01), and
communalities values for all items were greater than .5,
as shown in Table 2. The largest eigen value was 5.49 for
the first factor, followed by 1.52 for the second factor,
and 1.12 for the third factor. The first factor obtained the
largest eigenvalue because it gave the largest contribution
to the changes in the total variance of the changes in the
variables [43]. The results from the factor analyses have
grouped three factors which together explained 67.74%
of the total variance where the first factor explained
45.76%, followed the second factor, which explained
12.65%, and the third factor, which explained 9.33%.

Table 2, Factor Analysis for General Adjustment

Item FL CA EV
Factor 1 Interaction
Adjustment
Socializing with local .76
Interaction ~ with  host .88 .78 5.49
nationals
Communication .87
Culture adaptation 75
Factor 2 Social
adjustment
Shopping .67
Banking 72
Cost of living .67 .78 1.52
Entertainment .60
Healthcare .64
Factor 2 Living
environment
Living condition .76
Housing condition .84 .89 1.12
Religious practice 15
KMO Measure of .79
Sampling Adequacy
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Barlett’s test of Sphericity 398.39%
Anti-Image  Correlation | .67-.93
Matrix (MSA)
Total Variance 67.74%

Note: FL= Factor Loading, CA=Cronbach’s
Alpha, EV= Eigen Value.

p <.01* Cronbach’s alpha coefficients with values
less than 0.7 were deleted.

The three factors were called interaction adjustment,
general adjustment, and living environment. The
interaction adjustment factor comprised items such as
socializing with the local society, interaction with local
citizens, and adapting to the culture of the host country.
The second factor was the social adjustment factor, which
include banking, shopping, living standards, recreational
and entertainment facilities, and health facilities. The
third factor was the living environment, which included
living condition, housing condition, and religious
practices. After the factors of the items have been
identified, reliability tests were performed to determine
the reliability of each factor. The Cronbach’s alpha
reliability test for the general dimension obtained an
alpha value for social interaction adjustment factor, o=

.78 and environment atmosphere factor, a = .89
Therefore, the reliability of both the factors were
acceptable.

The results showed that out the 13 items tested, 12 of
them were chosen, showing that those items have an
influence on the expatriates’ general adjustment in facing
the new environment in their host countries. The item on
food adjustment was dropped. This result contradicted the
results of previous research done by [23], [21]. These
authors have included this item on food adjustment.
Nevertheless, in the present research, the item was
dropped because it did not contribute to factor variance
proportion [44, 45]. From the 12 items of general
adjustment, three factors were extracted and named
interaction adjustment, social adjustment and living
adjustment in accordance with the group of items in the
factor.

Four items were grouped under interaction adjustment
factor. The items were socializing with local society,
interacting with local citizens, communication, and
adaptation with culture of the host country. These three
items were grouped in accordance with [26], [46].
However, [23] did not include the communication item in
his research. This shows that the item socializing with
local society, interacting with local citizens,
communicating and adapting to the culture of the host
country is an important aspect which need to be taken
into account in expatriates’ general adjustment in their
host countries.

With regard to general adjustment, five items were
grouped under this factor. This was based on the factor
analysis procedure performed. The items extracted were
shopping, banking, living standards, recreational and
entertainment facilities, and health facilities. [23] has
outlined three items that contribute to general adjustment,
namely shopping, banking and living standards.
However, studies by [46, 47] have included recreational

and entertainment facilities and health facilities under
general adjustment. It seems that there is a difference of
opinion between the present research and previous
research by [23], [46], who did not include the aspect of
health facilities. The combination of all these items
grouped under one factor demonstrates the importance of
these items to general adjustment. This is in line with
previous analysis and literatures which stressed on the
comfort of expatriates in adjusting to the living
environment in their host countries [36].

Three items were clustered under the living
environment factor for general dimension, namely living
condition, housing condition, and religious practices. The
item living condition and housing condition used by [21]
[46, 47-48] are adjustment items that affect adjustment to
environment condition. The item religious practices have
been considered by [49, 50] as having an influence on
expatriates’ adjustment. However, the present study
contradicted this notion.

6 Conclusion

The study found that three factors, namely interaction
adjustment, social adjustment, and living environment
contribute to non-technical adjustment in the general
dimension. The interaction adjustment aspect, namely
communication, cultural adaptation, and socializing with
local society need to be considered because expatriates
are unable to adjust with those aspects in their host
countries.

With regard to general adjustment, those elements
associated with health facilities, banking, and recreational
and entertainment need to be given serious attention.
However, expatriates do not face any problems and they
can adjust to the conditions and the living condition.
Housing provided by their companies also affects this
outcome. Therefore, three factors have been identified,
namely interaction adjustment, general adjustment, and
living environment. These factors have provided the
answer to the fulfilment of the first objective of the study.
The first objective is about the non-technical adjustment
challenges faced by Malaysian expatriates in the
construction industry, in their host countries.

The research findings have identified several factors
that affect the general adjustment of Malaysian
expatriates in the Malaysian construction industry.
Companies and individuals sent abroad need to realise
that there are also non-technical factors that would cause
the successful implementation of projects abroad. The
interaction adjustment and general adjustment provide the
largest contribution to expatriates’ adjustment in their
host countries. Other factors such as social relationship
with local society, adaptation to the culture of the host
country, and communication are among aspects that
should be given more attention by companies so that
expatriate executives can make adjustments to a new
environment abroad. This study suggests that future
research need to focus on family adjustment because this
factor also influences expatriate adjustment. In addition,
future studies should also pay more attention to
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qualitative approach in their studies so that the real issues
faced by expatriates can be brought to light.
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