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Organizational Context 
 

For our Capstone Project, we have selected the American Chamber of Commerce in Saudi 

Arabia (AmCham) as our partner organization. Based in Dhahran, AmCham is responsible for 

cultivating business investment between the United States and Saudi Arabia, which we will refer 

to as “The Kingdom.” The organization connects leaders, aligns policy objectives, and supports 

expatriates by providing professional networking and training. The project sponsor is Mr. Jesse 

Lapierre, Vice President for AmCham. He is a former United States Diplomat in Saudi Arabia. 

AmCham serves a multifaceted group of stakeholders, including businesses and local 

governments. Members include some of the largest companies in the world such as Amazon, Exxon 

Mobil, FedEx, and Dow Chemical. Furthermore, US and Saudi government leaders actively 

participate in the chamber’s ten sector committees, which comprise senior executives from 

companies with significant investments in Saudi Arabia. A fifteen-member Board of Directors leads 

the organization, and a seven-member executive team supports daily operations.  

To operate successfully within Saudi Arabia, US business leaders must learn to navigate the 

cultural elements that underpin The Kingdom’s values. For example, they must understand the 

Islamic calendar, the influence of the Quran, the role of tribal affiliation, and the importance of 

Sharia law in civil and commercial activities, as well as major economic initiatives. This acquired 

knowledge is essential for any American company conducting business within The Kingdom. 

Problem of Practice 
 

While the Saudi government sponsors learning programs to prepare professionals for long-

term assignments, most expatriates receive training from their respective companies. AmCham 
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provides an onboarding program that emphasizes Saudi society and an introductory lesson in 

Arabic, among other topics important to members. To supplement this activity, companies focus 

on The Kingdom’s history and information about social norms and Islamic traditions. According to 

AmCham, many companies focus their introduction on legal norms to ensure expatriates do not 

violate rules. This emphasis creates a compliance orientation of The Kingdom, which limits the 

development of other competencies. 

This perception, coupled with the lack of culturally relevant training, creates challenges for 

communication and engagement between the expatriate and the local community. As a result, 

many expatriates have difficulty navigating Saudi Arabia’s high-context culture. Obstacles include 

understanding the nuances of language, eye contact, power dynamics, and body language. As 

AmCham explains, these misunderstandings not only create conflicts within the workplace, but 

they also lead to dissatisfaction, lowered morale, and attrition among expatriates.  

AmCham has quantitative data that show increasing job attrition rates, alongside anecdotal 

evidence regarding expatriate dissatisfaction and performance. AmCham feels that its partner 

companies desire a workplace environment that allows expatriates to develop more empathetic 

connections to members of the culture, experience a greater sense of belonging within the 

community, and increase their job satisfaction.  

To foster this environment, we believe AmCham can help companies broaden their 

understanding of The Kingdom beyond facts, legal norms, and language lessons and build an 

onboarding program that helps expatriates understand the ways of working that drive contextual 

success. If companies foster this skillset, we believe that expatriate performance will improve, 

thereby enhancing the business opportunities available to both US and Saudi investors. 
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The Kingdom is experiencing rapid change, a fact that exacerbates these issues. Recently, 

the Saudi government expanded public entertainment venues, provided additional opportunities 

for women, and diminished the role of the religious police. As such, the historical norms that govern 

this society are evolving. Therefore, the ability of expatriates to successfully operate within those 

changes requires a thoughtful, culturally responsive approach.  

The goal of this project is to diagnose the drivers of expatriate cultural adaptation in Saudi 

Arabia, with a particular focus on the contextual factors influencing onboarding success. Regarding 

potential biases, media portrayals of Saudi culture, alongside Americans’ limited exposure to The 

Kingdom, impact the issue. The other challenge is that many still view Saudi Arabia as an oil and 

gas society, and, despite significant investments in other sectors, perceive that expatriates 

predominantly work in energy-related fields. Therefore, we anticipate that existing onboarding 

programs would likely apply that historical lens, which they must expand to account for other 

sectors and policy objectives. Our proposed onboarding program, therefore, must emphasize 

understanding of the current cultural and economic landscape rather than merely legal norms.  

The key stakeholders are expatriates working in Saudi Arabia, American businesses that are 

Chamber members, employees of the Chamber, and Saudi business leaders. The team intends for 

the project to inform a new onboarding model for expatriates preparing to work in Saudi Arabia, 

emphasizing the activities that occur in the months prior to departure.  

Stakeholder feedback shapes this iterative model as part of a continuous, formative 

evaluation process that emphasizes understanding. Using our project findings, the team developed 

a framework that AmCham can use for American expatriates relocating to Saudi Arabia. We hope 

that stakeholders will be able to easily adapt this framework to a variety of industries and 
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professional contexts within Saudi Arabia. To create this model, the project focused on pre-

departure activities such as expatriate job design, recruiting, and onboarding activities rather than 

delving into Saudi-specific training more appropriate for post-arrival.  

A key project challenge is data transparency and the contextual factors impacting its 

interpretation. Specifically, the literature indicates that communication within high-context 

cultures requires a significant amount of background information. Fundamentally, these societies 

are relationship driven. This means that social norms are personally reinforced rather than 

documented in writing. As such, onboarding tools such as manuals, operational procedures, and 

checklists are not sufficient. Furthermore, objective data that highlights trends in attrition, 

expatriate performance, and corporate performance is limited without incorporating context. 

Review of Literature 
 

To understand the key factors related to our problem, we reviewed literature concerning 

high-context versus low-context cultures, expatriate recruiting, and onboarding activities. Our 

search process included examining peer-reviewed publications using Google Scholar and 

Vanderbilt’s Jean & Alexander Heard library system, analyzing trade journals for industries 

affiliated with AmCham, and examining benchmark data AmCham provided. The team also 

reviewed sources with the project sponsor to ensure that all chosen studies aligned with the 

cultural norms of Saudi Arabia. Our search emphasized the three stages of onboarding (i.e., job 

design, recruiting, and pre-departure activities) that occur prior to the employee’s arrival in the 

host nation. This process included identifying theories that explained the expatriate experience, 

while examining the issue through multiple stakeholders such as recruiters and hiring managers. 
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The concept of legitimate peripheral participation is important for onboarding. Legitimate 

peripheral participation theory emphasizes the importance of newcomers progressing through a 

situated learning process that helps them acclimate to cultural norms, while gradually becoming 

full members. The interactions between newcomers and old-timers, alongside the rituals that 

anchor the community, are what drive learning outcomes. Learning involves increasing 

participation in communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). It concerns the whole person 

acting in the world. This means learning continuously evolves with experience.  

For legitimate peripheral participation to occur, the literature suggests that the pre-

departure phase should incorporate situated learning. This means emphasizing cultural rituals, 

connecting new hires with old-timers, and fostering continued feedback that drives meaningful 

learning outcomes. Though it is important to provide general information related to the host 

nation, pre-departure onboarding must also incorporate actual experiences that allow the 

expatriate to apply their knowledge. This may include in-country onboarding activities prior to 

starting the role (Bird et al., 1999; Freeman, 2020).  

With the view that legitimate peripheral participation drives learning outcomes, our 

theoretical framework focuses on four factors that improve an expatriate’s understanding of the 

community. Those include: 1) the difference between high-context versus low-context cultures; 2) 

expatriate job design; 3) recruiting procedures; and 4) pre-departure onboarding activities. Aligned 

with this framework, our literature review examines how each of these factors are influenced by 

an expatriate’s behavioral competencies such as cultural awareness and emotional intelligence. 
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Factor 1: High-Context versus Low-Context Cultures 

The work of anthropologist Edward T. Hall was pivotal. Specifically, Hall identified the key 

factors impacting high-context versus low-context cultures, which are important to increasing 

intercultural understanding, particularly for American business professionals overseas (Hall & Hall, 

2001; Hall, E. T., 1960; Hall, E. T., 1963). He divided communication into three parts: “words, 

material things, and behavior” (Hall & Hall, 2001, p. 199). Within the behavioral piece, he identified 

a subconscious “silent language” that included “a broad range of evolutionary concepts, practices, 

and solutions to problems which have their roots not in the lofty ideas of philosophers but in the 

shared experiences of ordinary people” (p. 199).   

According to Hall, citizens of a high-context culture, such as Japanese, French, Spanish, 

Italian, and Middle Eastern, share extensive backstory among networks of friends, family, 

coworkers, and acquaintances. In addition, their messages contain very little information because 

most of it is “context” that community members already understand. In contrast, a message within 

a low-context culture contains an abundance of information, primarily the result of fewer networks 

and a tendency to compartmentalize. For example, members of low-context cultures frame their 

relationships and interactions with coworkers as merely professional, having little overlap into 

their family, religious, or personal lives. In a high-context culture, these layers are inextricable. 

Citizens in America, Germany, and some European countries function as low-context cultures (Hall 

& Hall, 2001).  

All cultures have shared characteristics that include patterns, values, symbols, beliefs, and 

expectations. To this point, culture exists across a spectrum with one side emphasizing explicit 
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communication and the other relying on implicit shared experiences. Culture is learned to assist 

society’s social construction (Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2001). In low-context cultures, interaction 

depends on explicit communication. For example, supervisors tell subordinates precisely how to 

engage in topics. Comparatively, supervisors in high-context cultures expect their subordinates to 

understand without an explanation. In these environments, physical mechanisms such as tone, eye 

contact, hand gestures, and body language play a significant role in providing context for messaging 

(Hall, 1976; Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2001).  

In Saudi Arabia, an example of high-context communication is the way Saudis approach the 

reduced work schedule during Hajj. Since leaders and employees are fasting, Saudis adjust work 

demands accordingly (e.g., meetings and project schedules). However, AmCham explains that 

companies make this adjustment without an explicit explanation to their employees. 

Comparatively, American companies adjust productivity through explicit means such as national 

holidays and bank closures. These differences can create conflict between high-context and low-

context citizens.  Those in high-context cultures become frustrated and insulted because they 

perceive their low-context counterparts to offer them unnecessary information in a manner they 

interpret as condescending (Hall & Hall, 2001). In high-context cultures, citizens expect one another 

to inherently understand based on their network of family and social contacts. Likewise, job 

assignments that expose expatriates to high-context situations require them to navigate “invisible 

barriers” deeply embedded in the host culture (Meyskens et al., 2009, p. 1448). As such, companies 

must engage in more onboarding activities to prepare their international workers. 

Another useful lens to help individuals understand and navigate cultural differences 

between high-context and low-context cultures is the Hofstede Model. This model consists of six 
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dimensions that describe cultural characteristics that one can measure relative to other cultures 

(Hofstede, 2011). Although Hofstede did not apply his analysis to Saudi Arabia in particular, he did 

apply it to the Arab region, which included Saudi Arabia as well as Egypt, Iraq, Kuwait, Lebanon, 

Libya, and the United Arab Emirates (Cassell & Blake, 2012; Shi & Wang, 2011). Among the six 

cultural dimensions are Power Distance, Individualism versus Collectivism, Masculinity versus 

Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation, and Indulgence vs. 

Restraint (Hofstede, 2011; Beugelsdijk, Kostova, & Roth, 2017).  

 Within this model, the greatest disparity between the United States (low-context culture) 

and Arab countries (high-context cultures) occurs within Power Distance and Individual versus 

Collectivism (Cassell & Blake, 2012). Whereas the United States strives to minimize inequality, 

encourage collective decision-making, and uses a flat organizational structure, Arab countries 

respect authority and adhere to strict hierarchies. In addition, the United States rewards individual 

achievement and competition, which contrasts with the Arab world’s focus on collaboration and 

tradition (Cassell & Blake, 2012). These characteristics have implications for American expatriates 

working in Saudi Arabia because they suggest sources of potential misunderstanding and conflict.  

Although the Arab world and the United States have similar scores in their fifth dimension, 

short-term versus long-term orientation, for Saudi Arabia, this dimension and its relationship to 

the other dimensions carry significant weight. In other words, the indexes show that both countries 

prefer fast results rather than sustained, long-term efforts and slower results. They value national 

pride and individual stability, both of which the Hofstede Model categorizes as short-term values. 

However, in Saudi Arabia, unlike in the United States, other short-term values such as tradition, 

social obligation, and “preservation of face” take precedence over the bottom line. “Face” refers 
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to “favorable social self-worth that a person wants others to have of her or him” (Ting-Toomey & 

Kurogi, 1998, p. 187). “Preservation of face” is vital in Saudi Arabia; thus, understanding its 

importance is vital in cross-cultural understanding, communication, and relationship building 

(Cassell & Blake, 2012, p. 157). As a result, an American expatriate should avoid confrontation and 

pressure to meet deadlines because these actions will likely embarrass a Saudi national.  

Factor 2: Expatriate Job Design 

Technical-skill transfer and project-based support are the main reasons that companies 

initiate expatriate assignments (Cartus, 2007). However, companies should also examine the need 

for an expatriate, which would encompass several years, versus a consultant, which would require 

an assignment of one year or less.  In determining the need for an expatriate to fill a role, the type 

of an assignment should be based on two factors: 1) the goal congruence between the parent and 

subsidiary; and 2) the similarity in work/life practices of the host nation relative to the expatriate 

talent pool (Meyskens et. al, 2009).  

In situations where the parent and subsidiary have low goal congruence but similar 

work/life practices, an expatriate assignment would be ideal. However, if work/life practices 

significantly differ, these scholars recommend that the company use a commuter model that allows 

the expatriate to visit the host nation without relocation (Meyskens et al., 2009). These 

recommendations suggest that a key factor in expatriate success is talent and assignment 

matching. We believe that prior to identifying individuals, recruiters should understand the 

relationships between expatriate success, goal congruence, and work/life balance.  



PREPARING EXPATRIATES FOR HIGH-CONTEXT CULTURES 12 
 

Personal agency and relationships are key factors that influence expatriate decisions and 

satisfaction. Family, spouse, and work/life balance heavily influence worker decisions for 

international assignments which companies initiate (Stahl et al., 2002). In fact, adjustment of the 

spouse is among the top factors in expatriate retention (Jackson, 2012). In addition, expatriates 

who initiate an assignment are more likely to have the motivation to work abroad than those for 

whom their companies initiated an assignment (Alshahrani, 2022; Isakovic et al., 2013). Additional 

studies have relied on social penetration theory to show that increased familiarity over time results 

in greater understanding and communication (Gundykunst & Chua, 1987). We believe, therefore, 

that an expatriate’s early efforts to nurture relationships with members of the host culture will 

lead to improvements in communication and job success.  

Factor 3: Recruiting Procedures 

 Our review suggests that expatriate assignments within high-context cultures require 

companies to conduct careful candidate screening. This process includes identifying individuals 

that have prior international experience, alongside a willingness to engage in new cultures. 

Furthermore, candidates with more professional experience demonstrated a stronger ability to 

adjust (Moon et al., 2012). For recruiting, we believe that hiring managers would benefit from 

identifying candidates with high self-initiated interest, alongside previous international experience 

(Isakovic & Whitman, 2013; Alshahrani, 2022).  

In practice, this means companies should properly advertise the job posting in advance of 

the recruiting cycle. That way, internal and external candidates have a chance to review the 

opportunity and demonstrate their interest. Hiring managers could properly screen this interest 
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during the interview process. This approach is more favorable than hiring managers’ selecting 

talent for development assignments, which runs the risk of logistical challenges interfering with 

long-term success. Once hiring managers select a candidate, it is important that they transition the 

recruiting process into a structured onboarding program. Since the first year is critical for long-term 

adaptation (Isakovic et al., 2013), organizations should align pre- and post-departure activities.   

During the recruitment process, companies should assess candidates’ behavioral 

competencies prior to assigning them to an expatriate role. Specifically, three factors positively 

influence an expatriate’s ability to culturally adapt: 1) having high self-efficacy or willingness to 

view the assignment as an adventure rather than a burden; 2) believing that the assignment is a 

valuable means for personal and professional growth rather than simply a means to a promotion; 

and 3) appreciating the opportunity for continued learning for its own benefit (Bird et al., 1999).  

Combined with the behavioral competencies detailed above, the literature also noted three 

psychological competencies that play a role in determining expatriate cultural adaptation. Those 

competencies included: 1) the drive to communicate; 2) the ability to establish non-work 

connections with locals; and 3) a willingness to maintain cultural flexibility. In addition, since 

expatriates typically possess the technical skills for the roles, recruiting and onboarding should not 

merely focus on professional competencies, but on building local connections and cultural 

flexibility (Black & Gregersen, 1999).  

Expatriates must be willing to sacrifice their existing norms and beliefs to culturally adapt. 

This adaptation requires having emotional intelligence to assess the situation, determine the 

appropriate response, and adjust accordingly. During the recruiting and pre-departure period, it is 
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critical that the organization identifies individuals with these qualities and provide them with the 

tools to apply unfamiliar cultural practices during the pre-departure period (Bird et al., 1999). 

In terms of recruiting, additional factors impact expatriate cultural adjustment within 

Middle Eastern high-context cultures, including prior success working as an expatriate and the 

candidate’s overall professional experience (Isakovic et al., 2013). These contextual items are 

connected to the behaviors and psychological competencies listed above. However, they play a 

disproportionate role as it relates to expatriate assignments within the Middle East (Moon et al., 

2012; Isakovic et al., 2013).  

Factor 4: Pre-Departure Onboarding Activities 

Pre-departure onboarding can positively influence work adjustment (Jochems, 2019) and 

the absence of thoughtful onboarding can result in negative outcomes (Cuevas et al., 2011). The 

literature emphasizes the importance of the pre-departure phase in helping the expatriate adjust 

to three factors: 1) the general living conditions; 2) social interactions; and 3) work-related 

challenges. At the core of each of these factors is context. Specifically, organizations should reduce 

the uncertainty of these issues by fostering meaningful connections with local nationals, 

integrating the spouse into the process, and addressing cultural awareness (Zhu et. al, 2016).  

The challenge with pre-departure training programs is that these programs do not provide 

a social frame for the expatriate to anchor against. In other words, the individual is not living the 

experience when the programs explain certain cultural norms. Though it is important to provide 

general information related to the host nation, pre-departure onboarding should also incorporate 
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actual experiences that allow expatriates to apply their knowledge, such as in-country onboarding 

activities prior to starting the role (Bird et al., 1999; Freeman, 2020).  

Overall, the literature stipulates the importance of intentions and making connections 

during the pre-departure onboarding process. That is, expatriates should signal a strong intention 

to learn by practicing the language and engaging in unfamiliar cultural norms. Separately, they 

need to proactively make connections within the workforce and broader community. Another 

important element of expatriate onboarding is increasing the amount of social interaction between 

host country nationals and the employee, while incorporating the expatriate’s spouse into the 

post-arrival activities. The key is to provide both job-related and social support (Dollwett, 2013). 

The organization should assist the expatriate with logistics, while emphasizing the importance of 

building friendships and connecting with the broader community. Overall, interactions with locals 

are a critical component in the onboarding process.  

Additional components of pre-departure onboarding included providing the expatriate with 

coping strategies known as “strategic disengagement,” “purposeful bonds,” and a “contingency 

plan” (Asif et al., 2020, p. 801). Strategic disengagement involved brief escapes, such as shifting 

focus to personal projects as well as a renewed focus on the rewarding parts of the job assignment. 

Purposeful bonds included cultivating a network of other expatriates for support: “They rely on 

each other for swift information exchange and support each other blindly, without genuinely liking 

each other” (p. 802). Contingency plans involved taking steps to secure their future career: “You 

need to prepare an alternative plan, in order to not fall flat on your face” (p. 802). 
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The Molinsky Global Dexterity Model, or the “My Way, Your way, Our way” model 

(Molinsky, 2013) revealed ways in which professionals can cross-culturally adapt, and suggested 

ways that organizations can build the dexterity competency (Stensberg, 2021). This model focused 

on a “cultural agility” mindset as opposed to memorizing cultural facts (Stensberg, 2021, p. 126). It 

also emphasized the need to recognize the unique culture of an organization as well as the 

globalization of individuals.  

Ultimately the model provides a six-point cultural inventory that considers 1) 

straightforward communication; 2) emotion; 3) respect; 4) assertiveness; 5) self-promotion; and 6) 

personal disclosure. Most importantly, this model creates a way for expatriates to understand their 

own cultural responses, consider these responses within the context of the host country’s culture, 

and then choose a response that is not only appropriate but that aligns with their own values.  

Others explored the origins of inter-cultural conflicts, such as gender, religious, and 

culturally inappropriate topics, to help prepare expatriates to avoid these obstacles (Palmer, 2015). 

Issues that arise include contact between genders, feedback on work that might translate as 

offensive or discouraging, or differing interpretations of eye contact or body language. Additional 

conflicts occur when expatriates appear to disrespect religious customs.  

Face-negotiation theory can inform intercultural conflict training (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 

1998). In other words, while members of all cultures have a sense of face or self, specific cultures 

have different nuances among interpretations of this concept. Some have widely disparate 

relationships between the private and public self, while members of some cultures perceive them 

to be more closely aligned. Training that builds greater understanding of conflict goals and ways to 
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honor the other party in a conflict without attacking the other’s self can improve communication 

and conflict resolution. Hofstede’s model, as it distinguishes individual from collective-focused 

cultures, helps inform the basis of understanding (Hofstede, 2011); thus, training can incorporate 

modeling facework interaction skills and social responsibility.  

          Individual and environmental factors determine the ability to deal with change, handle 

logistics, and manage diversity; furthermore, perceived organizational support during the 

onboarding process increases employee resilience. That said, perceived organizational support 

mediates employee resilience, which in turn moderates employee engagement. This happens 

because employees feel motivated to learn and experiment because the organization has 

demonstrated a willingness to support them, even if they fail to initially perform. The combined 

effect is a reduction in turnover (Davies et. al, 2019; Eisenberger et al., 1986).  

 It is important for companies to build resilience among their expatriate employees by 

fostering a culture of flexibility. Individuals should be allowed to learn, while feeling supported by 

their leaders throughout the process (Stahl, Miller, & Tung, 2002; Stavely, 2018). Connecting to this 

idea, pre-departure onboarding should incorporate positive messaging from the hiring manager, 

senior leadership, and human resources about adaptation (Hadeed & Henry-Campbell, 2021). 

Expatriates should feel they have support to learn the social norms of their host country, especially 

within a high-context society. 

Mentoring plays a significant impact on the onboarding of expatriate employees 

(Bozionelos, 2009; Muhamad, 2022). Specifically, the goal of the onboarding program is to reduce 

the stress and uncertainty of the new employee relative to the company’s policies and procedures. 
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Expatriate assignments exacerbate this issue when employees must learn cultural context 

alongside the business practices of the parent’s subsidiary.  

To mitigate these challenges, the literature recommends adding a structured mentoring 

program to the onboarding process. As part of this practice, it’s important to incorporate the 

spouse into the cultural adjustment, focusing on the practical aspects of relocation, alongside the 

social norms specific to the host nation (Stanek, 2001). In some studies, living-related challenges 

and family needs emerged as important contributors to expatriate adjustment (Zawawi & Al-

Rashed, 2020; Tung, 1987).  

Overall, the literature stipulates the importance of intentions and making connections 

during the onboarding process. That is, expatriates should signal a strong intention to learn by 

practicing the language and engaging in unfamiliar cultural norms. Separately, they need to 

proactively make connections within the workforce and broader community. After the recruiting 

and pre-departure period has allowed hiring managers to identify individuals with a strong sense 

of self, an onboarding program should provide them with the tools to apply unfamiliar cultural 

practices during the pre-departure period (Bird et al., 1999). 

Expatriates on assignment in Saudi Arabia face cultural barriers that employers can both 

anticipate and mitigate. While job design and a clear reason for placement are important first steps, 

employers can go further to ensure a successful transition. They can choose candidates who not 

only have the requisite professional skills and prior international experience, but those whose 

temperaments are compatible with Saudi Arabia’s high-context, face-saving culture.  Once they 

hire suitable candidates, organizations can prepare them with a carefully designed pre-departure 

onboarding program that includes families, particularly the spouse.  
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Conceptual Framework 

Figure 1–AmCham Conceptual Framework 

 

We relied upon the following concepts to develop the project’s theoretical framework: the 

difference between high-context versus low-context cultures (detailed in our literature review 

above), uncertainty reduction theory, resource theory, and expatriate adjustment factors (see 

figure 1). The team divided the conceptual framework into three stages of onboarding. The first 

stage focuses on expatriate job design (Meyskens et al., 2009). The second stage emphasizes 

recruitment, whereby hiring managers evaluate technical and behavioral competencies needed for 

a candidate to be successful. The third stage concerns pre-departure onboarding. This stage 

focuses on activities that help reduce the uncertainty of selected candidates (Zhu et al. 2016). 

Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

In addition to motivation, a key success factor concerns the ability of the expatriate to 

culturally adapt. Uncertainty reduction theory suggests that adjustment follows a U-Shaped curve 
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(Berger & Calabrease, 1975). During the initial phase, learning is accretive and the worker 

experiences high engagement interacting with the host nation. After this stage, a significant drop 

in productivity occurs as new interactions occur requiring more context. The final stage sees a 

rebound as the expatriate develops new skills. 

A key to successful onboarding is the reduction in uncertainty. This theory suggests that 

expatriates will adapt the more their uncertainty related to a cultural interaction decreases. This 

occurs through multiple direct experiences that teach the individual how to communicate and 

respond. To this point, the literature suggests that the U-Shaped curve can be positively reduced 

by selecting expatriates with previous cultural experiences (Zhu et al., 2016).   

Resource Theory 

Resource theory builds on uncertainty reduction theory by introducing the role of core-self 

evaluations. Expatriates who engage in reflective practice build resources that help them respond 

to the external environment. Beneficial responses include recognizing skill gaps, identifying cultural 

strengths, and building key relationships with members of the host country (Leiva et al., 2018; van 

Bakel, M., 2019). Furthermore, core-self evaluations help improve motivation by aligning individual 

goals with the assignment’s situational context (Hobfoll, 2002). Taken together, prior cultural 

experience, alongside core-self evaluations, helps reduce uncertainty in expatriate interactions. 

This reduction in uncertainty has emerged as a key success factor in optimizing the U-Shaped 

adjustment curve that occurs during onboarding.  
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Expatriate Adjustment Factors 

Another topic pertaining to expatriate onboarding is cultural adjustment, the factors that 

influence the ability of expatriates to adjust to the host country’s social norms. The literature 

acknowledges a positive relationship between cultural adjustment and job satisfaction (Little, 

2019). We identified three stages of expatriate adjustment, all of which the onboarding process 

influences: 1) general adjustment; 2) interaction adjustment; and 3) work adjustment. The general 

adjustment deals with the degree of satisfaction that expatriates have for the host country’s living 

conditions. The interaction adjustment focuses on the psychological comfort the expatriate has 

towards communication with host country nationals. The work adjustment emphasizes an 

individual’s alignment with the company’s work values (Black et al., 1991; Saquib et al., 2019; Khalil 

et al., 2016; Bhuian et al., 1996; Tung, 1988; Jackson, 2012).   

Project Questions 

AmCham wants to explore the connection between expatriate job design, recruiting, and 

onboarding for Saudi Arabia’s high-context culture. The goal is to assist member corporations in 

understanding what specialized recruiting and onboarding activities they should use for American 

expatriates. We believe that high-context cultures require enhanced learning programs to prepare 

expatriates because of the different cultural, political, and governmental norms of those societies 

relative to the United States.   

The project questions follow a sequential flow (see Table 1). The first question focuses on 

job design and placement, while questions two and three evaluate the factors that influence 
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recruiting and onboarding activities. Question four deals with key stakeholders, emphasizing the 

critical relationships that are important during pre-departure. 

Table 1–Project Questions 

No. Question 

Project Question 1 Given Saudi Arabia’s high-context culture, how do recruiters determine 
whether a particular job assignment requires an expatriate? 

 

Project Question 2 What personal and professional factors do recruiters consider when 
matching expatriates to job assignments in Saudi Arabia? 

Project Question 3 What professional competencies, behaviors, and cultural knowledge ensure 
success as an expatriate? 

 

Project Question 4 Which key stakeholders most productively contribute to expatriate long-term 
success and in what ways? 

 

 

Project Design 

Data Collection Methods 

  The data collection process consisted of three steps. First, we collaborated with the 

AmCham sponsor to design an onboarding survey. AmCham collected responses anonymously and 

did not record emails. Second, AmCham provided us access to the data temporarily to complete 

the secondary analysis. Third, the AmCham sponsor selected ten stakeholders for interviews with 
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the project team participating in the interviews. The stakeholders were American expatriates that 

had significant experience working in Saudi Arabia. The team used the interview protocol during 

each session and encouraged each participant to provide additional context, as needed.  

Onboarding Survey 

We developed the survey based on our literature review, conceptual framework, and 

conversations with the AmCham sponsor. The survey focused on the three stages of expatriate 

onboarding: 1) job design, 2) recruiting procedures, and 3) pre-departure training programs. The 

survey used a five-point Likert scale, a comment field that allowed for generalized suggestions, and 

a question consenting to the data analysis.  

To start the survey, we asked participants to stipulate their job role, company size, and 

industry background (see appendix 1—survey). In the first section, the questions asked participants 

to identify the factors that needed to be in place to justify an expatriate role. This included the 

length of the assignment, the type of skills required for the role, and the importance of using a 

standardized checklist (see appendix 1—survey). These questions aligned with the conceptual 

framework by examining the processes that are used to determine whether an expatriate is needed 

for a role. The second section dealt with recruiting practices, emphasizing the use of psychometrics 

to evaluate an expatriate’s cultural flexibility and emotional intelligence. This section also 

examined the importance of language skills and prior experience in The Kingdom (see appendix 1–

survey). The third section measured pre-departure training. Questions focused on the importance 

of cultural awareness training, alongside the need for a mentor to be assigned, and whether 
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expatriates should begin interacting with local nationals as part of pre-departure activities (see 

appendix 1–survey).   

The sponsor distributed the survey to a total of 50 AmCham members during March 2023, 

collecting a total of 37 responses, which represents a 74% response rate. AmCham utilized a holistic 

recruitment process that included sourcing participants from a variety of industries and 

professional backgrounds (i.e., recruiters, mentors, and hiring managers). AmCham then provided 

the survey data, excluding all personally identifiable information, temporarily to the project team 

to complete the secondary analysis. AmCham revoked access at the conclusion of the project.   

Stakeholder Interviews 

 Once we completed the secondary analysis of the survey data, we proceeded to the 

interview protocol. We used four standardized questions during each interview (see Table 1–

Project Questions). The first question dealt with the job design and recruiting stages of the 

conceptual framework. The goal was to identify which job requirements, competencies, and 

behaviors were needed to justify an expatriate position. This information was compared to 

questions one through three on the AmCham survey. We asked follow-up questions in situations 

where the response deviated from the AmCham survey findings. If responses aligned with the 

AmCham survey, we asked clarifying questions about why a particular experience, competency, or 

behavior was critical.  

Questions two and three focused on the competencies and behaviors that are needed for 

an expatriate to succeed in Saudi Arabia. Question four dealt with the type of stakeholders that 
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should be involved in the onboarding process. This question was compared to the mentoring 

question on the AmCham survey. 

For the stakeholder interviews, AmCham selected a diverse set of participants including 

recruiters, hiring managers, and mentors. The sponsor nominated stakeholders based on their 

professional expertise, recruiting experience, and knowledge of The Kingdom. The participants 

included leaders in the oil and gas, manufacturing, and chemicals industries. Likewise, each of them 

had previously worked in The Kingdom (see Appendix 3–interview participants). The breath, depth, 

and quality of their experiences provided the context needed to address the survey themes related 

to job design, recruiting practices, and cultural awareness. Consistent with IRB guidelines, we 

conducted all stakeholder interviews with Americans. We interviewed no Saudi citizens. We 

conducted the interviews remotely using the Zoom platform with participant consent. We used 

Otter AI to transcribe the sessions.  

Data Collection Challenges 

IRB guidelines limited the type of stakeholder interviews that the team could conduct; 

therefore, the ten interview participants consisted entirely of American expatriates. Though their 

expertise was significant, the fact that no Saudi citizens were included in the stakeholder pool was 

important. Ideally, AmCham should conduct additional interviews of this population to compare 

the American’s responses with the Saudi nationals’ responses. Differences between the two may 

elicit further areas of emphasis when addressing onboarding. These differences could include 

communication and expectation gaps, which employers could incorporate into pre-departure 

activities. Separately, the AmCham survey collected 37 responses. This response rate provided a 
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meaningful signal on key trends. However, a more robust participant pool would be needed to fully 

validate the findings. Furthermore, only six percent of respondents were recruiters. Additional lines 

of inquiry should emphasize this job category. 

Data Analysis 
 

Figure 2–Coding and Calibration Process 

 

As outlined in Figure 2, we used a structured coding and calibration process to analyze 

the survey and stakeholder interviews. First, each team member independently examined the 

AmCham survey and developed a list of themes. Then, we held a calibration session to determine 

which themes were present in each team member’s analysis. We consolidated the recurring 

themes into a preliminary findings report. After that, the team conducted a contextual review 

with the project sponsor to ensure that the preliminary findings accounted for Saudi Arabia’s 

social context. We cataloged all adjustments as part of developing the final list of 

recommendations.  

The team followed the same process for the stakeholder interviews. After obtaining 

consent from the participants, we transcribed interviews using Otter AI. From the transcripts, 

each team member conducted an individual coding process in which we identified recurring 
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themes and linked topics to the conceptual framework. From this point, we held a calibration 

session to review the key themes and determine whether we had successfully mapped each 

interview. As part of aligning the transcripts to the conceptual framework, the team debated 

topics that were considered outliers (i.e., unique comments relative to other participants).  

Once we completed the calibrated transcripts, we conducted a review with the project 

sponsor to ensure that we had accounted for contextual items impacting The Kingdom. After 

that, we developed a consolidated list of themes that accounted for the survey results and the 

suggestions from the stakeholder interviews. We compared key themes against the conceptual 

framework to determine whether best practices had emerged from the literature. We discussed 

a list of potential risks, emphasizing the future of expatriate onboarding. These risks included the 

generational shift towards Millennials, the role of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in recruiting 

expatriates, and the need for sustained L&D investment to support onboarding activities. The 

calibration discussions occurred in an iterative fashion. Once the project team and sponsor 

agreed, we generated a consolidated list of findings and recommendations. 

In terms of the contextual review, the project sponsor examined the coded themes in 

relation to two factors: religious and tribal affiliations specific to Saudi Arabia. The first factor 

evaluated the religious calendar emphasizing the Eid, Hajj, and daily prayers. We examined this 

lens against interview responses that emphasized productivity. During the year, there are 

religious periods that temporarily lower productivity in The Kingdom. This is a high context, 

“widely understood” factor that impacts expatriates living in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, any 

interview responses that address productivity should account for the religious calendar.  
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The second factor dealt with the differences between Sunni and Shia tribal affiliation. The 

former is the majority population in Saudi Arabia, while the latter comprises the majority in Iran. 

Both tribes are part of the Saudi community, but differences exist that create competition. During 

the interviews, the sponsor recommended incorporating tribal affiliation in the cultural 

awareness training that occurred during the pre-departure stage.
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Findings 
 

Findings Related to Project Question 1: Given Saudi Arabia’s high-context culture, how do 
recruiters determine whether a particular job assignment requires an expatriate? 

● 1a: Needs a world class skill set that is unavailable locally;  

● 1b: Adds value to the organization in a way that reflects cultural awareness; 

● 1c: Trains a local replacement; 

● 1d: Emphasizes skill transfer; 

● 1e: Requires a multi-year commitment. 

Our first project question reflected the Job Design phase of our conceptual framework: 

According to our interviews, we found that an assignment best fits an expatriate when it requires a 

skill set unavailable in the local talent pool that will add value to the organization. One participant 

said that an expatriate should bring “the highest level [of] world class quality. That’s whether that’s 

quality of thought, quality of project management, quality of management, or stakeholder 

engagement.” Although we framed our question in terms of high-context culture, the responses did 

not overtly mention that component. It did, however, contribute in a meaningful way in subsequent 

questions. 

One participant emphasized that the expatriate should add value “in a way which does not 

transgress.” He elaborated further: 

“You may achieve some great results, but if you do it at the expense of either cohesiveness 

or if you do it at the expense of creating annoyance or difficulties within the business, then 

clearly that has less of an advantage. It’s got to be about adding value, but it’s got to be 

about adding value in the right way.” 
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After discussing this response during the calibration meeting, the “right way” dealt with the 

issue of cultural awareness. Specifically, the project sponsor noted, “People often think preparing 

for international assignments require checklists for success. However, in reality it’s an iceberg.” This 

statement reflects the underlying context that drives The Kingdom’s interactions. The ability of 

expatriates to assess what is needed is a key success factor. The “right way” is indicative of an 

emotionally intelligent person that can adapt to cultural requirements. Furthermore, this situation 

also reflects the Legitimate Peripheral Participation noted by Lave & Wenger (1991). Specifically, 

newcomers to The Kingdom must learn the context to progress in their understanding of the 

community. The interactions with locals help them learn what the “right way” means. 

Several participants mentioned the importance of training a local replacement. One 

participant called it the “number one objective of any expat assignment.” Another put it simply: 

“My success would be . . . I delete myself from that role and I replace myself with a local guy.” Survey 

data also emphasized the importance of identifying a local successor and showed that although 

assisting an expatriate is important, AmCham members believe that expatriates should also be 

mentoring their replacement. Eighty-six percent of survey respondents supported this approach 

(see appendix 1—survey).  

Not everyone, however, agreed on the timeline. One survey respondent recommended that 

AmCham companies identify the local successor at the same time as hiring the expatriate. Then, the 

companies should match the two employees together from day one to ensure continuity. In 

contrast, another interview participant, who had spent much of this career in an expatriate human 

resources role, expressed caution:  
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“I’ll be honest with you. I don’t think that’s a very workable solution, and I’ll tell you why. 

[The person] tagged as your successor, that’s a long time for them to wait. They can be very 

impatient. And there’s a point where they can be undermining you because they want to 

move faster and take your role sooner, not knowing all they need to really learn.” 

This participant suggested the company identify a replacement only when the expatriate 

assignment is short-term, or within “less than a two-year cycle.”  

Survey data also showed that respondents believe the goal of an assignment is to serve Saudi 

Arabia’s interests, not to develop the career path of expatriates. Instead, companies should provide 

expatriates with a salary premium to access, deploy, and transfer their skills. The knowledge transfer 

component is an essential aspect of an expatriate’s role in Saudi Arabia, a philosophy which 

AmCham members believe employers should incorporate into the pre-departure onboarding 

process (see appendix 1—survey).  

Overwhelmingly, respondents emphasized that organizations should consider whether an 

assignment requires a short-term consultant rather than an expatriate.  For example, 92 percent of 

survey respondents stated that an expatriate role should be a multi-year commitment. We validated 

this information during the stakeholder interviews. The follow-up questions noted that expatriates 

needed the length to justify relocating their family to a new country.  

Findings related to Project Question 2 

What personal and professional factors do recruiters consider when matching expatriates 

to job assignments in Saudi Arabia? 

● 2a: Seek those with curiosity, extroversion, flexibility, patience, understanding, and 

emotional intelligence; 
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● 2b: Use psychometric assessments to make hiring decisions. 

The second project question aligned with the Recruitment phase of our conceptual 

framework: Stakeholder interviews indicated that recruiters should consider the following personal 

characteristics when matching expats to job assignments in Saudi Arabia: curiosity, extroversion, 

flexibility, patience, understanding, and emotional intelligence. One participant elaborated, 

explaining that Saudi nationals receive extroversion best because they perceive the expatriate to be 

actively listening. In contrast, expatriates working in Oriental cultures experience less conflict when 

they are more introverted: “The reality is that not every expat manager is suitable for every 

country.” Several claimed that an organization should consider the candidates’ sensitivity, 

adaptability, and ability to listen. They mentioned humility and “no signs of arrogance” as important 

attributes. One stakeholder recommended a “high level of tolerance for ambiguity” and the 

awareness that Saudi is a “saving face culture.”  

Some stakeholders endorsed using psychometric assessments and personality assessments 

when placing expatriates: Two stakeholders recommended a particular instrument, the OPQ32, 

which analyzes 32 “dimensions” of personality that fall within three categories: relationships, 

thinking style, and emotions. He said that to his knowledge, companies in Saudi Arabia do not 

currently use this or any other assessment to screen potential expatriates, but he insisted that it “is 

one of the best out there” and “should be very powerful” if it were used (see appendix 1–survey). 

Eighty-seven percent of survey respondents noted that emotional intelligence was a critical 

competency. The stakeholder interviews validated this claim by highlighting examples where 

emotional intelligence was needed to adapt. An example was visa processing, where expatriates 

must complete several difficult steps to activate their residency. This process is a relationship driven 
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exercise, which requires emotional intelligence. Interestingly, although a large number recognized 

emotional intelligence to be critically important, they considered assessing this characteristic to be 

important but not critical. 

Findings related to Project Question 3  

What professional competencies, behaviors, and cultural knowledge ensure success as an 

expatriate? 

● 3a: Prior global experience; 

● 3b: Capacity for relationship building; 

● 3c: Understanding of Saudi’s corporate hierarchy. 

The third project question also aligned with the Recruitment phase. Some participants noted 

that prior global experience is helpful, but not as important as personality traits, leading some of 

our findings for this question to overlap with those of the prior question. Several participants 

pointed out that although most expatriates had the technical expertise to fulfill a role, many lacked 

the emotional maturity to thrive within the high-context culture. One participant used the term 

“polite tenacity” to describe a successful method of interacting with Saudis: “You know, come in, 

drink some tea, you know, relationship build. Be nice but push in a way that you can see success 

and not get too frustrated.”  

Another common theme that emerged was the importance of understanding the rigid 

hierarchy within most Saudi organizations. Whereas many American professionals were 

accustomed to contributing their ideas and input into the organization’s objectives, expatriates 

working in Saudi Arabia often found the top-down hierarchy stifling. As one participant stated, “that 

could be a real jolt for someone who’s used to, you know, a very even playing field, linear decision-
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making processes to then come into a situation and just be told, this is what it is.” He noted the 

ambiguity between personal and professional traits, stating, “I don’t know if it’s a cultural 

characteristic or if it’s a corporate characteristic.” 

Findings related to Project Question 4 

Which key stakeholders most productively contribute to expatriate long-term success and in what 

ways? 

● 4a: Hiring managers, providing clear description of assignment with clear objectives; 

● 4b: Onboarding personnel, offering training regarding face-saving culture and one-

direction communication; 

● 4c: Help desk, assisting with nonworking logistics; 

● 4d: Hiring managers, providing interest inventories to build micro-communities; 

● 4e: Onboarding personnel, incorporating the spouse into all activities. 

Our final project question aligned with the Onboarding phase of our conceptual framework. 

Interviews suggested that the organization can best help expats in five different ways. First, 

respondents felt the organization should provide a transparent description of the assignment with 

clear objectives: “The better you can help make the objectives crystal clear and what you’re wanting 

to accomplish and that it’s connected. . . to the wider organization, how is what you’re doing 

contributing to the greater good of what we’re trying to do, and how do you fit into the equation, 

why is what you’re doing important. . . can be conducive to a successful assignment.” In addition, 

survey respondents noted the importance of providing a realistic job preview. One interview 

participant, however, suggested that organizations should limit transparency because “some folks, 

if you show them too much, they might not actually take the role.” (see appendix 1—survey). 
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Second, interview participants noted the importance of creating an understanding of Saudi 

Arabia’s face-saving culture and one-direction communication. Eighty seven percent of survey 

responses supported this finding and showed that AmCham companies do not fully articulate the 

challenges associated with living in Saudi Arabia. While some interview participants noted that 

cultural faux pas were not nearly as important as many believed, they also noted that “it’s crucial 

for people who are leading teams to have a deep understanding of the culture and to be able to 

give that kind of support and help their teams . . .to act as like some kind of cultural conduit.”  

A third support that emerged multiple times was to provide nonworking assistance, almost 

as a “concierge or help desk.” The organization should help “smooth out nonwork things that could 

limit someone’s productivity.” Some mentioned obtaining a driver’s license and a cell phone among 

these concerns. One participant recounted his experience of packing and shipping a large amount 

of furniture and other supplies only to find out that 90% of these items were available for purchase 

in Saudi Arabia. The list of needed items his company had provided was out of date.  

A fourth suggestion was to conduct an interest inventory to provide community connections, 

including an onboarding buddy who is distinct from a professional mentor: “The principles behind 

it are this is the person who will help you with answering questions that you might not want to ask 

your boss, or you might not want to offend a local.” Participants emphasized the necessity for the 

expatriate to continue “living their life,” to engage in familiar activities of interest and connect with 

others who share those interests, “get them into micro-communities.” Another participant 

emphasized the importance of reaching beyond the expatriate community and interacting with the 

local Saudi citizens.  
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Fifth, both surveys and interviews revealed the importance of including the spouse in 

onboarding activities. According to one participant, “if you really dig down into the failure of any 

expat gig, any expat opportunity, it lies within the spouse.” He elaborated further, “You basically 

must treat the wife as an employee, and that they are going through this, too. . . It causes all sorts 

of craziness, right? And so, yes, so this is if you’re going to coach anybody, make sure the spouse is 

part of the team that has knowledge transfer.” Survey data supported the need for organizations to 

incorporate the family in onboarding activities, noting that the failure to integrate family members 

into the onboarding process has led to some expatriates struggling to adapt. Sixty-six percent of 

survey respondents believed that a lack of cultural awareness was the reason for expatriate failures. 

The interviews noted how important the spouse was in driving adaptation. 

One of the challenges that current expatriates face is that the trailing spouse is usually a 

professional, with credentials and expertise equal to that of the expatriate, who has left a high-

earning job to relocate to Saudi Arabia for several years. These situations work better when the 

trailing spouse uses the opportunity to start a family or stay home with young children. However, if 

the trailing spouse must leave a high-ranking position to make the move, that person is likely to be 

unhappy. One participant explained that “the higher the sacrifice a couple is making in terms of 

career, family, financial–whatever, the more they are going to have challenges living in that culture.” 

(see appendix 1–survey). 
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Recommendations 

 Once the team completed the data collection, secondary analysis, and coding of the 

stakeholder interviews, we developed a consolidated list of key themes. The team presented these 

themes to the project sponsor to incorporate context. This led us to create five recommendations. 

Consistent with our conceptual framework, each recommendation is anchored against one of the 

three onboarding stages, namely: job design, recruiting, and pre-departure onboarding, the 

objective being to maximize cultural adaptation. 

Summary of the Project Recommendations 

● Develop a structured checklist to determine whether a job role requires an expatriate. 

● Emphasize skills and knowledge transfer over professional titles.  

● Use psychometrics during the recruiting process to assess cultural flexibility and emotional 

intelligence. Correlate these scores to long-term expatriate performance. 

● Launch a pre-departure training program–that includes the spouse–to cover The Kingdom’s 

high-context culture and help expatriates form “micro communities” and local connections 

within the Saudi community. This includes initiating interactions during pre-departure. 

● Assist expatriates and their families with nonwork-related logistics. 

Recommendations for Finding One   

Beginning with job design, the first stage of our conceptual framework, our team believes 

that developing a guided checklist, which helps hiring managers understand whether a particular 

work challenge is best suited for an American expatriate, would be useful (1a, 1b). Fifty-seven 

percent of survey respondents felt that a standard template was important, while 92 percent 

believed that expatriate roles should require multi-year commitments (see appendix 1–survey). The 
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stakeholder interviews highlighted the importance of expatriates feeling fully utilized in their role. 

For hiring managers, this means that they should connect any expatriate role to multi-year projects 

(1e), which allow the expatriate to leverage their technical skills and provide mentoring (1c). During 

the job design phase, it is important that expatriate roles possess three factors: long-term project 

responsibilities, technical skill requirements, and the ability to mentor local nationals. If the position 

only meets one or two of those objectives, then member companies would be better served relying 

on consultants. 

Secondly, our recommendation is to emphasize skills and knowledge transfer, versus 

professional titles (1d). During the interviews, stakeholders noted that some expatriates fail because 

they arrive in The Kingdom having held senior roles. However, their current skill set is less 

transferable to local nationals based on the job design (i.e., the role needs specific things). To 

mitigate this disparity, we recommend designing expatriate jobs with specific skill clusters. Examples 

include AI/machine learning, finance and treasury, and engineering. Less technical roles such as 

Human Resources can be managed through short-term consultants or external training programs. 

An essential component of expatriate roles is knowledge transfer and mentoring the local 

replacement (Meyskens et al., 2009). This means targeting difficult-to-acquire skills.  

By emphasizing skills and using a job design checklist, we believe that AmCham members 

would improve the success of their expatriate onboarding process. Furthermore, the cost of hiring, 

processing, and relocating expatriates would diminish as several roles would likely be transitioned 

to short-term consulting projects or training vendors.   
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Recommendations for Finding 2 

 Regarding the recruiting stage, we recommend that hiring managers add psychometric 

assessments to evaluate an expatriate’s career interests and cultural flexibility (2a, 2b). The 

literature noted that a U-shaped curve occurs as part of the onboarding process, whereby 

expatriates experience short-term challenges associated with arrival, which gradually improve as 

they interact with locals and integrate into the work environment (Zhu et. al, 2016). Supporting this 

idea, the survey and stakeholder interviews emphasized the need for recruiters to assess the 

cultural flexibility of candidates. Assuming the organization has designed the job role correctly, it is 

important that the selection process incorporates the behavioral competencies needed for success. 

For AmCham members, we recommend developing a list of core competencies and validating those 

categories using existing expatriates that have succeeded in The Kingdom.  

As we detailed in the findings section (2a), some potential areas of focus could include 

humility, cultural flexibility, emotional intelligence, patience, understanding, extroversion, and 

polite tenacity. Over time, supervisors could evaluate assessment results against expatriate 

performance to determine which behavioral competencies have the strongest connection to 

expatriate adaptation. Uncertainty reduction theory supports this recommendation. Expatriates 

who are self-aware and adaptable can reduce their uncertainty associated with the host nation (Zhu 

et al., 2016). Mitigating this uncertainty is a success factor in learning the contextual factors that 

influence decision-making.  
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Recommendations for Findings 3 and 4 

Hiring managers should recruit candidates who have considerable prior global experience 

(3a). In addition, onboarding activities should help newly hired candidates understand the 

importance of relationship-building as a workplace strategy as well as the rigid corporate hierarchy 

(3c) and one-direction communication in Saudi Arabia.  

Organizations should provide expatriates with a clear description of the assignment with 

clear objectives and a clear understanding of the way their role serves the organization’s values (4a). 

In terms of pre-departure activities, our team identified two recommendations that may 

meaningfully improve expatriate adaptation. The first is to incorporate the spouse in the onboarding 

process (4c, 4e). This includes having them attend initial orientation meetings, participate in the 

relocation process, and serve as cosigners for important logistics. For example, the stakeholder 

interviews noted that spouses often have trouble setting up their mobile phones, coordinating 

school enrollment, or attending healthcare without the involvement of the working spouse. By 

integrating the spouse into the pre-departure process, while providing her/him with the ability to 

transact on logistical processes independently, AmCham companies can improve family cohesion 

and reduce the burdens of relocation stress. 

Separately, the survey and stakeholder responses noted the importance of cultural 

awareness in expatriate success (4b). Sixty eight percent of survey respondents noted that a lack of 

cultural awareness was a key driver of expatriate failure (see appendix 1–survey). The literature 

supported these observations, noting the differences between high-context versus low-context 

societies. Despite Saudi Arabia being high-context, most AmCham members relied on onboarding 
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programs that emphasized low-context items such as logistics, relocation, and legal matters. 

However, the expatriates and their families had to navigate the importance of cultural awareness 

without employer support. In our view, companies could improve by providing an explanation of 

Saudi’s high-context culture, while the expatriates were still in the United States completing pre-

departure activities. Companies could accomplish this goal by using a training partner, who provided 

an overview of the Kingdom’s cultural norms, especially those that are distinct from Western 

societies. Furthermore, AmCham companies could set up introductory sessions with local nationals 

to meet the selected candidates (4d). These discussions could occur via videoconference and focus 

on the contextual items within Saudi Arabia. 

Collectively, our team believes that developing a job design checklist for expatriate roles, 

emphasizing skills over professional titles, utilizing psychometric assessments to assess candidates 

for cultural flexibility, incorporating the spouse into the pre-departure process, and launching a 

cultural awareness training program that local nationals supplement would be beneficial. Though 

Saudi Arabia is a vibrant society with decades of experience working with expatriates, this project 

identified several areas where companies could optimize existing practices. The Kingdom has 

developed a strong value proposition for foreign workers, which AmCham supports through its 

professional networking and business development activities. The more members assist expatriates 

with understanding the high-context nature of the Kingdom, the easier it will be to assimilate 

workers with the right skills that can advance the society’s objectives. Saudi Arabia is an evolving 

society with tremendous potential. Expatriate onboarding is a key process that can be used to 

strengthen the partnership between the Kingdom and its international worker pool.  
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Conclusion 

 Taking the view that Saudi Arabia is a high-context culture, it is important for onboarding 

programs to address the implicit cultural elements that impact expatriate adaptation. Our 

conceptual framework articulated three stages that impact expatriate onboarding: 1) job design, 

which emphasizes the factors that determine if a role needs an expatriate; 2) recruiting, which 

focuses on the process for identifying and selecting candidates; and 3) pre-departure activities, 

which stipulates that need for cultural awareness training and incorporating the spouse.  

 Though many onboarding programs address the explicit demands of relocating to Saudi 

Arabia such as legal norms, visa processing, and logistics, this project identified the need for 

addressing gaps in the implicit requirements. Our findings suggest that recruiters lack a structured 

process for designing expatriate roles. This process requires carefully assessing whether a project 

requires a multi-year commitment, alongside knowledge transfer to a local national. Likewise, 

organizations subjectively screen candidates for emotional intelligence without using 

psychometrics. This method is insufficient because most candidates have similar professional 

backgrounds and technical skills.  

The key differentiator in expatriate performance is emotional intelligence. Furthermore, the 

findings highlighted that the spouse is not incorporated into the pre-departure activities. This gap 

limits the ability of expatriate families to transition since many key processes (i.e., visas, IDs, 

cellphones, and housing) require coordination. Lastly, our findings highlighted the need for cultural 

awareness training during the pre-departure phase. This curriculum would focus on the contextual 
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items impacting Saudi culture, those which manuals, policy documents, or governmental forms do 

not convey. 

 Linked to our findings, the project team identified five recommendations. First, develop a 

structured checklist for expatriate job design. This tool would be used by recruiters and hiring 

managers to determine if an expatriate, consultant, or temporary contractor would be the ideal 

candidate. The organization would modify the checklist over time as project performance was 

assessed against the type of workers employed. Second, incorporate knowledge transfer as a key 

success factor in the recruiting process. Instead of looking solely at technical skills, recruiters should 

evaluate candidates on their ability to pass on knowledge. Third, embed psychometrics into the 

interview process focusing on emotional intelligence. Organizations should require candidates to 

take a validated assessment that tracks their ability to culturally adapt. Over time, companies should 

correlate assessment results with hiring performance to ensure that the metrics are predicting 

expatriate performance. Fourth, integrating the spouse into the pre-departure activities. These 

activities include logistical processes such as visa, cellphones, and housing. However, they also 

include interacting with mentors and local nationals. Fifth and finally, embed cultural awareness 

training into the pre-departure activities. To do this, AmCham should partner with a training 

provider to develop a curriculum that holistically addresses the “implicit” context of Saudi Arabia. 

In terms of data challenges, IRB guidelines limited the type of stakeholder interviews that 

the team could conduct; therefore, the ten interview participants consisted entirely of American 

expatriates. Though their expertise was significant, the fact that we could not interview any Saudi 

citizens was a potentially important limitation. Ideally, AmCham should conduct additional 
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interviews of this population to compare the Americans’ responses with the Saudi nationals’ 

responses. Differences between the two may elicit further areas of emphasis when addressing 

onboarding. This could include communication and expectation gaps, which employers could 

incorporate into pre-departure activities. Separately, the AmCham survey generated 37 responses. 

This sample size provided a directional signal. However, more responses would be needed to 

validate the findings. This includes sourcing additional recruiters, as the current survey collected 

only six percent of responses from this job category.  

Furthermore, it would be useful to engage in site visits to directly observe the process. This 

includes watching candidates complete the onboarding orientation, alongside reviewing materials 

provided during pre-departure. Interviews with spouses would be useful to confirm the gaps 

identified in this project. In terms of assessing onboarding programs, a correlation study comparing 

the pre-departure activities to expatriate performance and retention would be useful. The 

conceptual framework recommends completing this data analysis after the expatriate has 

completed a minimum of one year of employment. 

   Overall, Saudi Arabia is a vibrant culture with a robust history of employing expatriates. 

The implicit demands of the society are complex and largely unexplained during the onboarding 

process. However, the project identified a willingness among AmCham members to assist 

expatriates with learning these concepts. Ultimately, the ability of expatriates to successfully adapt 

to Saudi culture determines whether AmCham achieves its goals regarding business development 

and knowledge sharing. It is incumbent on executives to prepare their workforce for the cultural 

differences between Saudi Arabia and America. This project determined that the pre-departure 
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phase of onboarding is the best vehicle for addressing these issues. By working collaboratively with 

members, AmCham can develop a culturally relevant onboarding program.  
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Appendix 2–Matrix of how survey questions align with the conceptual framework 

 Category Maps to 
Conceptual 
Framework  

Question 

Respondent 
Profile 

Identifies the 
respondent’s 
characteristics 

Tell me about your role as an expatriate stakeholder. 

Job Design Maps to Job 
Stage in 
Conceptual 
Framework 

How do you define expatriate “success”? 
 

Recruiting Maps to 
Recruitment 
Stage in 
Conceptual 
Framework 

In your experience, what personal characteristics have determined 
the success of an expatriate? 
 

Onboarding Maps to Pre-
Departure 
Onboarding  

What is the most important way in which an organization can help 
an expatriate succeed? 
 

Overall Best Practices In your view, what are the key lessons you’ve learned that 
corporations should follow in placing expatriates?  
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Appendix 3–List of Interview Participants 

# Organization Role 

1 Formerly Saudi Aramco (Retired) Head of HR, Operations 

2 Saudi Luberef Refinery  Head of Talent Management 

3 AmCham Vice President 

4 Saudi Aramco Talent Assessments & Selection 

5 Sadara Chemical Company Talent Assessments & Selection 

6 Saudi Aramco HR & Performance Specialist 

7 Saudi Aramco Process Improvement Specialist 

8 Saudi Aramco Finance Controller 

9 Saudi Aramco Learning Specialist 

10 Haliburton Engineering Leader  
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Appendix 4–Project Timeline–Gantt Chart 

 

 


