Selecting expatriate managers: key traits and competencies

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Joe Jordan, 

Manchester School of Management, UMIST, Manchester, UK

Sue Cartwright, Manchester School of Management, UMIST, Manchester, UK

Abstract 

Selecting expatriate managers for an international assignment has been hindered not just by a lack of empirical studies testing construct predictors, but more importantly, by a lack of clearly defined traits and competencies that can, in the first place, be introduced as construct predictors of success. This lack of clarity is largely owing to small variations in semantic differences in describing success factors rather than any conceptual differences in the factors themselves. This review article makes the distinction between stable personality factors, and core behavioural competencies in the development of construct predictors based on recurrent themes within the literature. Three personality attributes of low neuroticism, moderate extroversion, and high openness to experience, and four core expatriate competencies of relational ability, cultural sensitivity, linguistic skill, and ability to handle stress, are identified as crucial selector variables over and above factors typically taken into account in a domestic selection decision.
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Introduction

Anybody that has read the literature on the characteristics of an expatriate or other international manager cannot fail to be amused at the voluminous pages of competencies and personality characteristics required to ensure successful performance. To take an example, Harris and Moran (1996) tabulate 68 dimensions of overseas success of which 21 dimensions are deemed the most desirable. As Heller (1980) puts it:

a flexible personality, with broad intellectual horizons, attitudinal values of cultural empathy, general friendliness, patience and prudence, impeccable educational and professional (or technical) credentials - all topped off with immaculate health, creative resourcefulness, and respect for peers. If the family is equally well endowed, all the better.

There is no doubt that selecting someone for an international assignment requires something more than the usual stringent criteria for outstanding performance in a domestic scenario. However, the crucial factors that are a pre-requisite are not well defined. The "X-factor" has never been identified with anything like a consensus even though it has been a well established concept for over 40 years (see Masland, 1957). The difficulty of establishing relevant performance criteria in an expatriate environment has been the typical criticism (Meyers, 1972), although others see the problem as a reliance on technical ability to the exclusion of other relevant variables in the selection process (Tung, 1981).

A review of the literature pertaining to the selection of international managers does, however, shed some light on the matter if only because of the repetitive nature of a number of variables that crop up on a regular basis. By identifying those characteristics that consistently show themselves, and by organising these characteristics into a coherent set of variables, one can begin to see the basis of a psychological profile of stable personality traits and managerial competencies that may be useful in selection.

Voluntary workers - US Peace Corp

One of the largest and most relevant sources of data comes from the US Peace Corps literature. The use of social scientists and academics in the selection and training of volunteers led to a mass of literature on the topic. From the start, the essential dimensions of success were a mixture of personality characteristics and managerial competencies.

Mischel (1965) investigated three personality factors; authoritarianism, ego strength, and manifest anxiety in the prediction of Peace Corps volunteer performance. Authoritarianism was viewed within the context of the California F scale in which the subject is measured according to a preoccupation with power and status, and a general hostility towards members of outgroups. The traditional terminology of ego-strength is now more widely described as self-confidence. For the Peace Corps volunteer it represented one's ability to manage difficult and challenging situations without suffering from apprehension or a lapse into insecurity. Manifest anxiety was considered a crucial hygiene factor, the absence of which ensured an underlying stable structure free from stress and tension.

The usefulness of the Peace Corps programme for assessing the predictive validity of the selection criteria lay in the structured performance review that was part and parcel of the term abroad. Mischel, using teaching effectiveness as the performance criteria, found a correlation of r = -0.45 for authoritarianism, r = 0.34 for ego strength, and r = -0.34 for manifest anxiety suggesting that if the personality variables had been used to predict success or failure, they would have been more successful than the assessment board of selectors. The steady increase in the field attrition rate from 10 per cent in 1961 to 37 per cent in 1969 was further evidence that decisions by the selection board required a more robust predictive tool.

As the evidence for the predictive power of personality characteristics in volunteer success became apparent there followed an effort to gain a greater sophistication in identifying the factors that might contribute to success. As well as the stable personality characteristic "emotional stability" which was essentially the lack of manifest anxiety, and intellectual capacity which was an acknowledged pre-requisite, Gordon (1967) investigated a number of competencies of overseas success; adaptability (as in being able to see more "perspectives"), well developed interpersonal relations; and language capacity. Like Mischel, he concluded that paper and pencil tests of personality, values and intellectual ability had the same predictive validity as a full clinical assessment (r = 0.37).

In addition, Harris (1973) showed that the variance in volunteer performance was mostly accounted for by the strength of personality and character as opposed to technical competence;

The evaluation of technical performance alone is not sufficient either to describe or to predict total performance and adaptation in the field. Deeper-lying personal qualities, conventionally described as traits of character and identified by both discriminant analyses and factor analyses, constitute the single most important category of variables which distinguish successful volunteers from early terminees in the field... p. 243.

Unfortunately, the proliferation of studies investigating the character structure of the volunteer resulted in an ever increasing variety of characteristics and competencies that were assumed to contribute to success (Guthrie and Zektick, 1967; Hare, 1966; Harris, 1972; Stein, 1966). As more and more variables were presented, clarity of the profile was lost and the predictive models of success lost their potency (see Mischel, 1984).

However, a closer look at some of the variety in the variables indicates that the difficulty was perhaps a semantic one rather than one of fundamental individual differences. For example, Smith's (1966) factor analytic study of the Peace Corps personality structure found that success clustered around self confidence and maturity, a concept very closely resembling ego-strength. In addition, the introduction of the characteristic of "openness to experience" that contributed a large proportion of the variance in success, could very easily be considered the opposite of authoritarianism and may be closely aligned with adaptability. Personality factors that contributed to a poor performance clustered around high levels of anxiety, the opposite of which is emotional stability.

Assuming that the character structure of the successful volunteer were an amalgamation of all of the variables presented, one could summarise the character structure of the volunteer with four stable personality attributes: 

1Intellectual capacity; 

2self-confidence; 

3openness to experience; 

4emotional stability. 

Expatriate manager - personality attributes

Openness to experience

Early investigations into the character structure of the commercial expatriate manager showed remarkable similarities to the volunteer worker. Borrman (1968) described adaptability, cultural empathy, and emotional stability as critical for success and Hays (1974) described the absence of "dogmatism" as the most significant success factor:

a relatively closed cognitive organisation of beliefs and disbeliefs about reality and is sometimes loosely referred to as "close-mindedness"... The opposite end is occupied by the corresponding opposites: openness, social sensitivity, and empathy. p. 30.

An attempt by Sieveking et al. (1981) to profile the successful expatriate based on a modified analysis of the job requirements in a "generic" expatriate role indicated a number of relevant characteristics not dissimilar from those that crop up elsewhere. In particular, is their assessment of openness. In order to appreciate cultural differences the trait of broadmindedness (a sensitivity to and accepting of differences between people) is required. In order to be rewarded by challenge (a curiosity stimulated and intrigued by uncertainty), and to endure inevitable hardships, delays and frustrations the traits of adaptability and openness to change is required.

Openness to experience seems to be a constantly recurring personality variable that is positively linked to successful performance in an international environment. This is all the more interesting given that it has recently been established as one of the "big five" personality traits (Deary and Matthews, 1993). Costa and McCrae (1993) have outlined some of the constructs in the psychological literature that relate to openness to experience and these show a semblance with some of the competencies outlined in the expatriate and volunteer literature (see Table I).

Extroversion
Earlier work by Hays (1971) showed that contrary to intuition, sociability, or generalised gregariousness was negatively correlated with expatriate performance even though relational abilities were strongly associated with success. Assuming that gregariousness in this context is equivalent to high extroversion in modern currency, the evidence of Hays would suggest that it would be a mistake to assume that high extroversion per se facilitates in the sort of social relational skills necessary for expatriate success.

There is evidence to suggest that extroversion is more important in some cultures than in others. Tung (1981) outlines a contingency approach to the selection of expatriates. The selection criteria is contingent on: 

1the interaction required with the local community; and 

2the degree of similarity between cultures. 

For example, the top rated competence for an executive was "communicative ability", whereas for a trouble shooter it was "technical ability". Hays' result on sociability was drawn from a sample of US expatriates in Mexico City where there is a fairly small degree of similarity on accepted cultural indices (Hofstede, 1984).

Sieveking's analysis indicated that introspection is selectively adaptive to expatriation. The idea that an introvert is more in tune with the environment and consequently more aware of changing environments than an extrovert (Eysenck, 1967) and so more suitable to high risk occupations (Smith, 1989) is complicated by the three-dimensional model of expatriate selection proposed by Mendenhall et al. (1987). Competencies for dealing with the relational aspects of expatriation include a "willingness to communicate", suggesting a social boldness typically found in extroverts. Furthermore, in a study of Canadian expatriates, Hawes and Kealey (1981) showed that the over-all single most consistent predictor of adjustment in expatriates was interpersonal skills made up of; a respect for others, listening skills, relationship building, and sensitivity to host country issues, a constellation that is indicative of participative warm-heartedness usually associated with second order extroversion.

Low anxiety/neuroticism

Expatriation is characterised by high levels of stress (Furnham, 1990) as individuals move through the process of relocation and culture shock. Smith (1989) has outlined the character structure necessary for successful performance in high-risk and stressful occupations using the 16PF personality profile. Quoting Krug and Johns' (1986) terminology, the composite profile would represent a 2132 pattern of moderate extroversion, low anxiety, high tough poise and moderate independence;

...emotional stability may be considered as the ability to withstand and recover from "short, sharp shocks" and it may be viewed as the inverse of neuroticism. A stable person is able to cope with distractions, is rarely lethargic and lacking in energy. p. 563.

Additional support for low anxiety is provided by Tung (1981). Although psychological dimensions of success described by Tung were contingency dependent, the most robust of the dimensions across all job types (executive, functional head, trouble-shooter, and operative) was emotional stability. It is not unreasonable to assume that emotional stability is the lack of anxiety as described by Mischel (1965), and by Krug and Johns (1986) (Table II).

Thus far, low (trait) anxiety is already established as a necessary characteristic of the expatriate manager, and extroversion is perhaps more appropriate given the relational skills requirement, but high tough poise is a matter of debate. High tough poise is typically associated with independence and responsibility but one would also expect a certain scepticism of subjective, cultural elaborations which might hinder the development of culture learning. However, the opposite end of the scale, that of tender-mindedness, is characterised by day-dreaming, being fanciful, and often a dependent lack of realism, all equally inappropriate for culture learning especially in a hostile environment. It does not therefore seem unreasonable to suggest that a low to moderate level of tough poise is the more applicable in the expatriate scenario.

Expatriate manager - competencies

The development over the last number of years to introduce competency frameworks into selection policies has added an additional dimension to the selection of expatriate managers. It is perhaps the development of competency lists that has generated the superman image of the international manager largely due to the lack of agreement about competencies that are considered important, or through a general lack of communicating externally those competencies that are utilised internally (Torrington, 1994). Woodruffe (1992) is in no doubt that there are generic management competency dimensions which he calls "universal" competencies, as does Dulewicz (1989) who calls them "supra" competencies. Tung's research indicated that a universal competence of "communicative ability" crossed all job types in the contingency approach. Recent research substantiates the idea that there are a limited number of key variables. For example, a study conducted by Hay/McBer (Whitfield, 1995) suggests that international managers require three "universal competencies" (leadership, communication and adaptability), and the recent exposition of the foreign assignment selection test (FAST) (Fuchsberg, 1994) outlines six dimensions of success (cultural flexibility, willingness to communicate, ability to develop social relations, perceptual abilities, conflict-resolution style, and leadership style).

In the international environment the difficulty of specifying competencies for each job, and for each geographical region of the globe, makes it impossible not to rely on core competencies in the selection of international managers. As with personality variables, the multitude of existing competencies are characterised by minor semantic differences of a much smaller number of core competencies that would deliver successful behaviour in an international environment over and above those that would normally be included in organisationally specific selection decisions.

Relational abilities

Relational abilities have already been positioned as a crucial international competence. One's ability to interact with host country nationals, managing first impressions, active listening, and maintaining a positive regard for others in circumstances that are outside one's own experience are considered crucial by practitioners (Coyle and Shortland, 1992; IPD, 1996). Empirical studies of social interaction largely indicate support (Klineberg and Hull, 1979) for the "contact hypothesis" (Tajfel, 1981), suggesting that host contact is not only positively related to more favourable stereotyped attitudes but also to better personal adjustment and satisfaction.

Additional evidence of the efficacy of relational ability as an international competence is provided by Furnham and Bochner (1982), who outline the effect of social skills inadequacy on cross-cultural competence:

Many of these people [students, academics, businessmen, diplomats] tend to be highly skilled in the verbal and non-verbal facets of interaction of their own society, and find their inadequacy in the new culture particularly frustrating and embarrassing (p. 166).

Furthermore, restricting social interaction has been shown to inhibit the learning of the language, values, and customs of the new culture, reinforcing feelings of alienation (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963).

Support for the relational ability competence also seems to be implied by recent developments in the theory of validity. Smith (1994) outlines three predictor domains; universals, such as cognitive ability tests which will predict for all work characteristics; occupationals, such as technical ability, or specialised knowledge, which will predict for specific jobs; and relationals, such as values, which will predict for relational success. It is suggested that selection decisions often ignore this third domain.

Occupations can vary widely according to their setting. For example, lawyers can work in a "sharp" city practice dealing with taxation legislation or they can work in a neighbourhood law centre in a poor district but still deal with taxation problems. Even adjacent work settings can have markedly different psychological characteristics. A lawyer in any one of these settings will not necessarily perform well in any one of the other settings even though his intelligence (universals) and law knowledge (occupationals) remain the same (p. 21).

In expatriation, success can be defined as successful cultural adjustment that leads to personal growth as much as it can be defined as high performance at work.

Cultural sensitivity

Another critical competence is cultural sensitivity. Attempts at understanding the dynamics of culture learning have been at the root of much of the recent upsurge in literature concerning cross-cultural psychology (see Bhagat et al., 1990). Within the literature concerned with sojourning, there has been a shift in emphasis away from the medical model of dealing with culture shock whereby the individual is expected to leave behind the old culture and embrace the new one, towards a more socially orientated conceptualisation of culture learning in which the sojourner learns the dynamics of interaction just like learning a new language. Bochner (1981) suggests that effective multi-cultural performance abroad is achieved by being able to switch effectively into which-ever host culture one is in.

Cultural sensitivity encapsulates many other competencies that go by a different name. Indeed, the term cultural sensitivity itself probably does not capture the fullness of the competence and other terms may be interchangeable, for example, inter-cultural cognitive competence (Gertsen, 1990), flexible attributions (Mendenhall et al., 1987), cultural flexibility (Harvey, 1996), cultural adaptability (Coyle and Shortland, 1982), intercultural effectiveness (IPD, 1996), cultural empathy (Harris and Moran, 1996), and so on. However, the underlying core competence is virtually identical in each case.

Allied to the concept of cultural sensitivity is the more commercially orientated concept of the global perspective (Adler and Bartholomew, 1992), an understanding of the global nature of one's business and being able to recognise cross-border opportunities and risks as well as linking activities and capabilities around the world (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1992). The commercial aspects of international geopolitical understanding are as much part of thinking internationally as cultural sensitivity.

Linguistic ability

Linguistic ability is perhaps a competence that is automatically accepted as critical for success at least on an intuitive level (failure factors rarely identify language deficiency as a cause of premature return from an international assignment). A Peace Corps volunteer typically spent 325 hours in language training prior to posting overseas, and language learning capacity was considered a critical competence that played a deciding role in final selection (Henry, 1965). The goal of progressive language learning programmes is to establish multicultural communicative competence (Shanahan, 1996), and as such some organisations have made recent attempts to internationalise by encouraging language training (Lauerman, 1992; Swift and Smith, 1992).

In addition, given the close links that have been shown between culture, language, and intercultural communication competence (Wiseman et al., 1989), Bochner (1981) suggests that there may be parallels between the acquisition of a second language and the ability to respond to second culture influences. He described those who develop such multicultural skills successfully as "mediating" persons, able to bridge cultural gaps by introducing, translating and reconciling respective societies to each other.

Linguistic competence as a recruitment criteria for international assignment is seldom used in the UK with many organisations considering language expertise as a training issue prior to departure (Tung, 1981). On the other hand, there is evidence to suggest that language skills left to pre-departure training suffers from a number of problems, in particular, time constraints, the typical provision of translators and interpreters once in situ (Swift, 1993), and the widespread use of English as the lingua franca of international business:

The importance of linguistic competence is frequently under-emphasised in English speaking countries, partly because it is a difficult competence to acquire and there seems to be the easy excuse of saying that English is the language of international business anyway. This fails to recognise that language fluency does not simply aid in negotiating with partners or dealing with colleagues but is essential if one is to acquire any real understanding of the foreign culture (Torrington, 1994, p. 93).

Calls for improvements in cross-cultural understanding by developing a dynamic, multicultural perspective in management education (Bogorya, 1985; Collier, 1989), can sometimes overlook the key importance of linguistic ability. To what extent can "intercultural communication deal(s) with the process of exchanging ideas, feelings, symbols, and meanings to help people learn how to interact in the intercultural context" (Bogorya, 1985, p. 17) unless there is a linguistic competence in which to mediate?

Ability to handle stress

Recent developments within the expatriate literature (Furnham, 1990; Jordan and Cartwright, forthcoming) confirm earlier indications (Torbiorn, 1982) of the prevalence of stress both during pre-departure and during the transition period of acculturation. The overwhelming indication is that a worrying prevalence of stress outcomes result from working abroad, providing conclusive evidence for the inclusion of a further competence of the expatriate manager - an ability to handle stress (Coyle and Shortland, 1992). Allied competencies have been variously described as "perseverance" (Harris and Moran, 1996), "stress tolerance" (Hiltrop and Janssens, 1990), and "resilience" (IPD, 1996), all of which encapsulate the competence of managing the inevitable stresses of culture shock, and the mundane hassles of everyday expatriate life.

Older literature perhaps failed to recognise the uniqueness of coping with stress by framing it within other competencies such as flexibility, cultural adaptability, or else considering the ability to handle stress as a maturity issue within a personality context. The difficulty of identifying a competence such as the ability to handle stress is perhaps due to the general problem of determining the difference between a stable personality attribute, and a behavioural competency (Fletcher, 1996). However, stress management techniques are more and more being considered as a behavioural skill as much as a stable personality predisposition such as the hardy personality, the Type-A behaviour pattern, or low neuroticism. For example, within the context of the expatriate coping process, rational planning strategies result in a significantly lower stress outcome than wishful thinking strategies in dealing with expatriate stress (Jordan and Cartwright, forthcoming).

Summary

The four competencies outlined above (relational ability, cultural sensitivity, linguistic skills, and the ability to handle stress) might appear to be too limiting in range. Indeed, they almost definitely are given the context of a specific job, or specific regional location (see Tung, 1981, for a contingency approach to selection). However, seen in the context of core competencies for international assignment, they represent a minimum that should be included in an assessment of suitability for selection, over and above that typically used in a domestic selection decision (such as leadership, technical ability, successful track record, intellectual stature, and so on), and can be substantiated with other non-personal selection criteria such as family suitability (e.g. stable marriage), and career management.

The lack of agreement on specific selection criteria has in the past hindered the progress towards improving selection decisions (Furnham, 1990; Hiltrop and Janssens, 1990). The combination presented in Table III of a hypothesised personality profile and a list of four core competencies provides a basis for further development and improvement in the selection of expatriates.

Table I Constructs relating to openness and experience

Table II Summary of identified personality characteristics and the related theorists

Table III Summary of personality traits and competencies of the expatriate manager
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