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Expatriate Management in High-Risk Countries 

In recent years, expatriate assign-

ments have increased steadily, cov-

ering literally every country in the 

world. Among these host countries, 

there are also several countries that 

are a regular target to terrorist at-

tacks, such as Pakistan, Afghani-

stan, or parts of India. For interna-

tionally operating companies, this is 

a big threat. Especially when they 

send employees abroad, these peo-

ple are in the front line and particu-

larly exposed to the danger. With 

higher protection of official govern-

mental buildings, such as embas-

sies, softer targets, such as build-

ings and/or employees of Multina-

tional Companies (MNCs) get in-

creasingly in the focus of terrorist 

strikes. Even though the vast majori-

ty of expatriates even in high-risk 

countries is only affected indirectly, 

the negative aspects connected with 

that cannot be denied. The following 

studies are analyzing this phenome-

non from an academic point of view, 

conducting two independent online 

surveys among expatriates in coun-

tries suffering from the threat of ter-

rorism. While the first study focused 

on the effects of organizational sup-

port by the assigning company, the 

second study analyzes the social 

networks expatriates maintain and 

what kind of support they can derive 

from this network. Finally, a spin-off 

study, focusing on the special setting 

of expatriates with families was con-

ducted from a data subset (only 

those expatriates having family) and 

published separately. This summary 

is intended to outline the setting and 

the core findings of the two major 

studies. Further information about 

the particular statistical procedure 

as well as the academic backing of 

each study can be obtained in the 

below mentioned articles published 

in academic journals. 
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Study 1 – Compensation and Support  

as Predictors of Expatriate Work Attitudes 

Summary 
This study is based on survey re-

sponses from 143 expatriates in 

high-risk countries. The main goal 

was to empirically analyze measures 

a company can provide, in order to 

maintain good work attitudes. Data 

clearly show that both social support 

from co-workers as well as from the 

organization itself is essential. In ad-

dition, results depend on whether an 

individual is particularly sensitive to 

terrorism. 

Sample Group 
Overall, in this study 143 responses 

were included in the final analysis. 

Nearly 75 percent of the respond-

ents are male. On average, about 

two thirds is satisfied or very satis-

fied with their compensation. This 

includes both the actual salary as 

well as any other forms of financial 

and non-financial compensation re-

ceived with regard to the assign-

ment. Moreover, respondents in the 

sample are very well-educated with 

more than 90 percent having college 

education and holding at least a 

Bachelor’s degree. 

Almost 80 percent are assigned to 

work in an executive position, many 

of them as senior executives. Finally, 

the average assignment is sched-

uled for about 3.5 years. The aver-

age respondent is almost 43 years 

of age and has substantial previous 

expatriate experience. 

The Role of Work 

Attitudes 
Attitudes are an individual‘s psycho-

logical tendency, expressed by evalu-

ating an entity with favor or disfavor. 

In a work context, this means an em-

ployee’s favor or disfavor regarding 

his or her co-workers, supervisors, 

the task itself, as well as the organi-

zation as an employer. Negative 

work attitudes cause bad emotions 

and can severely impede the perfor-

mance of an employee. This could 

lead to a reduced attachment to the 

job and eventually cause turnover or, 

in the case of expatriates, a failed 

assignment. On the contrary, posi-

tive work attitudes make employees 

more effective and productive, sup-

port job involvement, and also lead 

to a higher global level of life satis-

faction. This is not only a prerequi-

site to ensure success abroad but 

also essential for the general well-

being of the employee. Therefore, 

work attitudes are an important fac-

tor that is valuable for an organiza-

tion as well as the employee. 

Research Ques-

tions and Inves-

tigated Predict-

ing Factors  
In this study, three primary research 

questions were answered. First, it 

was analyzed how the satisfaction 

with financial compensation as well 

as organizational support can affect 

expatriate’s work attitudes. Second, 

though some people can get used to 
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a latent danger such as potential 

terrorist attacks in a way, others can-

not do so. Therefore, we tested 

whether the results differ, if individu-

als are particularly sensitive to ter-

rorism. Finally, social support ob-

tained can be distinguished in quan-

tity (amount of people providing sup-

port) and quality (intensity of sup-

port). We tested whether more sup-

port is better no matter how valuable 

it appears. 

Major Findings 
Data clearly showed that organiza-

tional support has a significant and 

positive effect on expatriates’ work 

attitudes. While social support by co-

workers is important, social support 

received directly from the organiza-

tion (e.g. programs initiated by the 

headquarters) has an even stronger 

effect. In addition, regarding the 

third research question, data clearly 

show a preference for quality over 

quantity of social support. In other 

words, intense social support from 

only a few people is a better predic-

tor to create positive work attitudes 

than medium to low intensity of so-

cial support coming from many peo-

ple.  

With regard to the satisfaction with 

compensation, we found that a high-

er satisfaction indeed leads to more 

positive work attitudes. However, 

this findings need to be interpreted 

with caution and must be considered 

in the light of the sensitivity to terror-

ism. While sensitivity to terrorism 

has a slight negative effect on work 

attitudes, the combination of sensi-

tivity and other factors reveals some 

interesting results. When distinguish-

ing expatriates along their sensitivi-

ty, it can be seen that for those with 

a high sensitivity to terrorism, the 

positive effect from their satisfaction 

with compensation vanishes. Only 

for expatriates with a relatively low 

sensitivity, i.e. those who are less 

psychologically affected by a perma-

nent latent threat of terrorist at-

tacks, positive effects of being satis-

fied with compensation can be de-

tected. This has some important im-

plications for practice. 

Regarding the sub-sample on expat-

riates with families, data show that 

tensions within the family that are 

related to the potential terrorism 

threat have a tremendous negative 

effect on work performance of expat-

riates. This holds true no matter 

whether the family is accompanying 

the expatriate on the assignment or 

if spouse and children stay in the 

home country. Yet, social support 

can help to diminish these negative 

effects. 

Practical  

Implications 
As social support, in particular com-

ing from the organization directly, is 

a powerful instrument to maintain 

positive expatriate work attitudes 

and prevent their performance from 

dropping, companies operating in 

high-risk countries should make sure 

to provide their workforce with suffi-

cient support. The knowledge about 

the effectiveness of different 

measures contributes to better man-

aging the expatriation process. How-

ever, it is crucial that the expatriate 

abroad actually perceives and val-

ues the kind of support that is given. 

Therefore, a constant, transparent, 

and open dialogue between expatri-

ates and headquarters is essential. 

A company needs to listen to expatri-

ates’ needs in terms of social sup-

port and adjust all measures that 

are being perceived to be ineffective, 

if the goal is to fully unfold the posi-

tive effects of social support. 

Major 

Facts 
 

Social support 

is a valuable 

predictor of ex-

patriate work 

attitudes 

 

Companies have 

several instru-

ments they 

should use to 

provide expat-

riates in high-

risk countries 

with social sup-

port 

 

An individual’s 

sensitivity to 

terrorism plays 

an important 

role when de-

signing differ-

ent measures 

 

The feedback 

loop between 

expatriates and 

their employer 

needs to be 

transparent and 

effective 
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With regard to compensation, the 

company needs to make sure that 

expatriates perceive their compensa-

tion package as fair. However, re-

garding the second research ques-

tion, overly sensitive expatriates can-

not be incentivized with a higher 

compensation package. For them, 

better results can be obtained by 

fully drawing on the power of social 

support. This does not mean that 

they can be underpaid. However, the 

compensation package is just a side 

factor. Rather than relying on mone-

tary compensation, companies need 

to make especially sure to provide 

sufficient social support.  

For instance, regular social ex-

change among staff abroad could 

help to increase the size of expatri-

ates’ social network and ideally the 

relationships with people in this net-

work, which eventually should in-

crease the quality of social support 

as well. Out-of-work bonding events, 

such as a theater visits or BBQs, 

could help to better introducing staff 

abroad to each other and creates a 

better work atmosphere. Regarding 

high-risk countries in particular, reg-

ular safety trainings could be done 

together, so that people do not only 

learn how to behave in case of an 

attack but also learn to rely on each 

other and solve problems together. 

This will help to create a stronger 

feeling of solidarity. 

Another option to credibly show 

forms of social support is to provide 

expatriates (especially those recently 

arrived) with an experienced on-site 

mentor. Thus they can benefit from 

his or her experience and also has a 

person who understands problems 

and issues, particularly regarding 

safety, as they have better infor-

mation and a better feeling for the 

anxieties and problems of expatri-

ates in high-risk countries than staff 

in the headquarters does. 

In a nutshell, the main implication of 

this study is that social support is a 

powerful and important thing that 

any expatriate in a high-risk country 

should receive. For companies, the 

responsibility is to provide the expat-

riate with this kind of support wher-

ever it can, while the expatriate 

needs to give the company honest 

and realistic feedback about these 

efforts. Overall, a fruitful and mutual-

ly trusting relationship is the key to 

successful assignments, particularly 

in high-risk countries

About  

expat-research.org 

The website expat-research.org is an online 

platform focusing on academic research in 

the area of global mobility. 

 

It is run independently by researchers from 

various universities as a not-for-profit 

platform. The overarching goal is to have an 

outlet, where latest research and ideas can 

be shared with both, other academics as 

well as the public. 

 

Despite the core idea behind it is on aca-

demic research, there is also practical value 

for HR specialists and companies in general. 

 

Besides presenting recent projects, expat-

research.org also serves as a communica-

tion tool to get practitioners and research-

ers together in order to discuss new ideas 

and launch new, practically relevant pro-

jects. 
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Study 2 – Expatriate Social Networks in High-

Risk Countries 

Summary 
Focus of this study was to analyze 

the social network characteristics 

(network size, closeness and fre-

quency of contacts, as well as diver-

sity) of 175 expatriates in Afghani-

stan, India, Pakistan, and Saudi Ara-

bia and resulting effects of these 

characteristics on expatriates’ psy-

chological well-being. Size of one’s 

network is the number of people one 

has regular social exchange with, 

such as family, friends, or colleagues 

at work. Closeness refers to how in-

tense an individual’s contact is with 

the respective network partner, fre-

quency means the amount of con-

tact approaches one has with some-

body in his or her network. Finally, 

diversity in this study depicts the re-

lation between males and females in 

the network (gender diversity) as 

well as the relation between home 

and host country nationals (HCN di-

versity). Overall, results indicate that 

a benevolent social network is a 

good instrument to receive a lot of 

social support, which in turn increas-

es an expatriate’s psychological well-

being. The selection of the countries 

mentioned above allows to distin-

guishing between the severity of 

danger by terrorism. Data show that 

positive effects of social networks 

are more beneficial for expatriates, 

when the exposure to terrorism in a 

country is higher. This emphasizes 

the importance of social networks 

and suggests several practical impli-

cations. 

Sample Group 
The sample consists of 175 expatri-

ates and their social networks in Af-

ghanistan, India, Pakistan, and Sau-

di Arabia. The exact distribution is 

depicted in the Figure on the next 

page, the ranks given for each coun-

try indicate the relative danger of 

being exposed to terrorism accord-

ing to the Institute for Economics 

and Peace. Saudi Arabia was chosen 

as a comparison country, since its 

danger level is relatively low com-

pared to the other countries while its 

geographic proximity yet equally big 

cultural distance to the expatriates’ 

home countries allows to control for 

the effects of terrorism while keep-

ing other factors similar. In order to 

be included in the analysis, respond-

ents’ social networks needed to con-

tain at least three partners and no 

more than twelve, as this is the 

range of people considered to be in 

the core network. The average re-

spondent is 38 years of age, half is 

married or living in a committed rela-

tionship, with about 70 percent men, 

women are underrepresented. On 

average, respondents had a core 

social network consisting of about 

five people, whom they were relative-

ly close with and approaching them 

on a regular basis. The diversity in 

the networks, both considering gen-

der and host country national diver-

sity, was rather small with a mean of 

14 and 11 percent respectively.  

Role of Expatri-

ate Social Net-

works 
Expatriate social networks are, as for 

any individual, the most important 

source to obtain social support from. 

Since social interaction with other 

people is considered to be an invalu-

Major 

Facts 
 

Social net-

works provide 

valuable social 

support and 

increase ex-

patriates’ psy-

chological well

-being 

 

In high-risk 

countries, the 

size of social 

networks is 

especially im-

portant 

 

Bonding with 

host country 

nationals con-

tributes to 

higher social 

support and 

thus increases 

well-being 

 

The social net-

work back in 

the home 

country has an 

important spe-

cial role, that 

needs to be 

taken into ac-

count 
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able resource to receive information, 

e.g. about culturally acceptable 

norms and to reduce uncertainty 

both in work and non-work situa-

tions, when being on assignment, a 

social network unfolds a very high 

value. This social resource does not 

only contribute to increasing one’s 

knowledge but also facilitate one’s 

psychological well-being. Thus, being 

embedded in a benevolent social 

network helps individuals to cope 

with daily stress, uncertainty, and 

anxieties. In terms of expatriation, 

the network partners from the home 

country are important especially 

when newly arriving abroad and are 

a valuable source of social support, 

until a new network is established in 

the new local environment. 

Research Objec-

tives and Inves-

tigated Relation-

ships 
Goal of this study was to answer three 

major research objectives. The first 

objective was to analyze the structure 

of expatriate social networks in high-

risk countries and to see, whether 

these networks significantly differ 

from those in countries less endan-

gered by terrorism. In a second step, 

we investigated whether one or more 

network characteristics indeed influ-

ence an expatriate’s psychological 

well-being. And finally, the study was 

intended to provide a more differenti-

ated picture of social support with re-

gard to network closeness.  

Major Findings 
In terms of the first objective, statisti-

cal analyses showed that there is no 

systematically different pattern in the 

social network characteristics in coun-

tries with higher versus lower terror-

ism threat. Even though some charac-

teristics do significantly differ from 

country to country, the reasons for 

that are rooted in living arrangement 

and other factors than the threat 

posed by terrorism. Therefore, we can 

state that expatriates do not set up 

their social network in a different 

manner, when they are assigned to a 

high-risk country.  
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As predicted, data show a clear sup-

port for the assumption in our sec-

ond research objective. In particular, 

the network size as well as the diver-

sity in terms of host country nation-

als made an important contribution 

to increase an expatriate’s well-

being. Despite there were no differ-

ent patterns in the characteristics of 

social networks, by adding each 

country’s terrorism level, we found 

that in countries with a high threat of 

terrorism, the effect of network size 

on psychological well-being is even 

more important. In other words, the 

more endangered a country, the 

more valuable having many people 

in one’s social network. This appears 

plausible since with having more 

people in one’s network, chances 

increase to obtain any relevant infor-

mation directly related to the latent 

danger of terrorism. 

Finally, the results for closeness, i.e. 

how close one’s relationship is with 

each network partner, showed an 

ambiguous picture. Overall data indi-

cated a negative relationship for 

closeness, suggesting that being 

closer to somebody is detrimental 

for the psychological well-being. 

However, this counterintuitive find-

ing could be disentangled in a follow 

up analysis. When distinguishing be-

tween network partners in the home 

country, e.g. family, and in the host 

country, e.g. other expatriates on the 

assignment, we found that the nega-

tive effect is caused by the close re-

lationship to people at home. A plau-

sible explanation for that is that peo-

ple back in the home country tend to 

overestimate the danger and/or are 

more likely to transmit their own con-

cerns on the expatriate, so that his 

or her psychological well-being is 

negatively affected. On the other 

hand, people in the host country 

have better information about the 

situation and are less prone to un-

necessarily transfer stress and anxi-

eties on the expatriate.  

Practical  

Implications 
Overall, the main implication is to 

cultivate and value the benefits of a 

benevolent social network. Expatri-

ates with a large and diversified so-

cial network compared to expatri-

ates with a small and homogeneous 

network have a higher psychological 

well-being, regardless of the coun-

try’s terrorism level. Yet, since data 

also show that especially network 

size is crucial in high-risk countries,

companies should encourage their 

expatriates there to start networking 

abroad and include more people in 

their “inner circle.” 

 

In line with our finding that a certain 

share of host country nationals in 

the network is valuable for psycho-

logical well-being, companies should 

try to actively bond host country na-

tionals and expatriates. Such rela-

tionships help to overcome stereo-

types and other kinds of hesitations 

and also are a good way to achieve 

the first implication, increasing the 

social network’s size. This could be 

done, for instance, by organizing in-

formal meetings and events be-

tween expatriates and locals. 

 

Finally, as the study also pointed out 

the importance of people in the net-

work staying back home, there is two 

ways to make life easier for expatri-

ates. First, the company should sup-

port regular trips home so that ex-

patriates can easier maintain their 

network relationships with people in 

the home country. And second, com-

panies should provide thorough 
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background information about the 

actual conditions at the location 

abroad that is intended to take away 

the fear of close network partners in 

the home country so that their nega-

tive influence on expatriates’ psycho-

logical well-being can be diminished. 

Academic Publications 
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