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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to review empirical research on the relationship between
organization-based social support and the success of international assignments (IAs).
Design/methodology/approach – Four search engines were used to obtain empirical studies
relating organization-based social support to success criteria. Studies were compared based on type of
theoretical foundation, criteria of success, source of social support and study design.
Findings – The reviewed studies draw on three theoretical paradigms – based on stress, social capital
and relational exchange. The results demonstrate that expatriates receive social support from multiple
organization-based sources and that these sources’ proximity to the expatriate influences the
relationship between social support and success. Regarding geographical proximity, sources in the
home and host countries fulfil different supportive functions and therefore stimulate different success
criteria. Additionally, the success criteria stimulated by organizational support depend on the type of
supportive practices offered. The impact of support from organizational members is further influenced
by their hierarchical proximity to the expatriate, with supervisory support relating most strongly to
success. In addition to proximity, characteristics of the expatriating employee and the assignment (e.g.
expatriate motivation and assignment hardship) influence the value of social support. Finally, social
support relates most strongly to expatriates’ satisfaction, commitment, and adjustment and these
frequently mediate its effect on expatriates’ retention and performance.
Research limitations/implications – Although only organization-based sources were considered,
this review demonstrates that a multidimensional perspective is warranted when examining the effects
of social support during IAs.
Practical implications – This review provides insights into the ways organizations could and
should assist (self-initiated) expatriates when aiming for specific outcomes.
Originality/value – This in-depth examination of social support in the work environment of
expatriates combines several theoretical paradigms and investigates multiple criteria of success.
Keywords International assignment, Expatriate, Social support, Systematic review, Success
Paper type Literature review

Introduction
The transition implied by an international assignment (IA) often brings about
situational uncertainty and elevated job demands for the expatriate, who
simultaneously needs to leave behind most of his/her professional and personal
social networks. Overseas transfers may therefore have serious consequences for
expatriates’ well-being, adjustment and performance in their new roles (Baruch et al.,
2016; Black et al., 1991). An expatriate’s social environment can, however, provide the
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necessary resources that allow him/her to address this transition (Adelman, 1988;
Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2002; House, 1981; Lin, 1999).

Social support from within organizations is widely acknowledged as crucial to the
success of IAs (see Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005), but several factors seem to moderate
its impact. First, expatriates distinguish among different sources of organization-based
social support and these vary in terms of their impact on IA success (Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001). In part, this may be due to the (perceived) proximity
between the source of support and the expatriate (Altman and Taylor, 1973; Byrne,
1971; Ibarra, 1992). This proximity can be hierarchical, geographical, situational and/or
cultural, and determines, among other things, the frequency and formality of contact,
the content and mode of interaction, the shared (overseas work) experiences and the
(perceived) cultural gap (Claus et al., 2015; Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001; Johnson et al.,
2003; Ng and Sorensen, 2008). Second, the context in which the social support is
provided can affect its value. On the one hand, the value of social support may increase
with the demands of the IA (Bakker et al., 2007). On the other hand, social support can
be less valuable when substitutes are available, such as assistance from other sources
(see Podsakoff et al., 1996).

Additionally, multiple criteria have been used to measure the success of IAs. In
general, the effect of social support seems stronger when evaluated using more
“proximal” criteria (Harrison and Shaffer, 2005), but studies show that the moderating
factors described above introduce exceptions. For example, social support by
supervisors directly stimulates distal criteria such as expatriate performance and
retention, whereas organizational support has its effect through processes of
adjustment and commitment (e.g. Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001).

This paper examines how these moderating factors have influenced the relationship
between organization-based social support and the success of IAs. This may provide
clarity regarding which criterion of international success is affected by which type of
assistance, by whom, and under which conditions. Such clarity holds value for both
academia and practice. Future expatriate management research may be aided by
understanding the factors that need to be taken into account when investigating social
support. Moreover, this review may provide insights into the (causal) relationships
between social support and proximal and distal success criteria. In terms of practical
value, this review provides a basis of evidence for the decisions human resource and
global mobility professionals need to make regarding the implementation of practices
and policies. In particular, the insights of this study may shed light on the optimal
design of the overseas transfer and socialization process. Based on the results,
organizations may wish to tailor their supportive practices to expatriates as well as
assignments in order to increase the effectiveness and the return on investment of the
provided support.

Search methodology
In September 2015, the libraries Web of Science (Core Collection); EBSCOhost (Business
Source Elite, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Psychological and Behavioral Sciences
Collection); ProQuest and ScienceDirect were systematically searched for relevant
documents. In total, 21 keywords had been derived from literature and through
discussion with international human resources and expatriate management scholars in
the authors’ networks. Clustered into three subgroups, these keywords resulted in 100
possible keyword combinations for which titles, abstracts and subject terms of

409

Expatriate
support and

success

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

N
IV

E
R

SI
T

E
IT

 V
A

N
 T

IL
B

U
R

G
, M

r 
Pa

ul
 v

an
 d

er
 L

ak
en

 A
t 0

5:
19

 2
2 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

16
 (

PT
)



documents were searched (Table I). In addition to the automated search, all issues of the
Journal of Global Mobility published prior to September 2015 were manually inspected
for additional relevant studies by examining their abstracts and full texts.

Inclusion criteria
The automated search resulted in 854 references of which 572 were unique. Of these, 78
references were excluded because they were not written in English (2), did not refer to
an academic study (22) or no full text was available (54). Next, studies had to examine
expatriates in a professional environment. This led to the exclusion of 225 documents
that studied regular employees, missionaries, soldiers, partners, students or repatriates,
or that did not study a work context whatsoever. Another 171 documents were
excluded because they did not examine success criteria. Following Caligiuri (1997) and
Harrison and Shaffer (2005), expatriates’ adjustment, commitment, performance and
retention (including return intentions) were considered relevant criteria of IA success
for this literature review. Expatriates’ satisfaction was added as a fifth success criterion
because scholars regard it as a proxy for the mediational process between social
support and success (e.g. Cao et al., 2014). Finally, 36 documents were excluded because
they did not examine social support. Of the remaining 64 documents, 37 were empirical
studies that statistically examined how social support in expatriates’ work
environments influences at least one of the criteria named above. A manual search
of the Journal of Global Mobility resulted in the identification of two additional studies
that met the inclusion criteria. The final selection therefore yielded 39 articles, including
three doctoral dissertations (De Paul Chism, 2014; Littrell, 2007; Pattie, 2007). Please
refer to Table II for an overview of the selection process.

Coding
The 39 studies were then coded by the first author on four dimensions. First, it was
determined which theories the articles had used to explain how social support may
relate to the success of IAs. The mentioned theories clustered in three paradigms and
articles were coded according to which of these they had used. Second, the success
criteria examined by the articles were coded. Third, social support was coded according
to the characteristics of its source. A basic distinction was made between organizations
and their members. These members were furthermore coded for their proximity to the

Social support Expatriate success Specificity of sample

support performance expata

effectiveness sojourna

success inpata

failure transpata

attrition country nationala

retention global professionala

intenta global workera

cognitiona overseas assigna

withdrawa international assigna

commitment global assigna

Notes: aKeyword was truncated and thus extended versions of that keyword were also included;
100 (1× 10× 10) keyword combinations were used

Table I.
Keywords by their
respective cluster
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expatriate in terms of organizational hierarchy (i.e. supervisor, mentor, peer or
subordinate), their geographical location (i.e. located in the home or host country), their
employment status (i.e. host country national (HCN), inpatriate or expatriate) and their
cultural background (same or different from expatriate). Finally, study design elements
were examined, such as sample characteristics, the measures used and their raters.

Theoretical paradigms
In the broadest sense, social support can be defined as the assistance and protection
that one party provides to another (Shumaker and Brownell, 1984). More specifically,
scholars have proposed that social support manifests itself in four types or forms.
Emotional support is the affective component and involves the provision of care,
empathy, love and trust. Instrumental support consists of more concrete assistance, in
the form of tangible resources, services or aid. Informational support relates to the
provision of information to assist with general problem-solving. Finally, appraisal
support involves the provision of information for self-evaluation (House, 1981). Multiple
theories link social support to the success of IAs and the theories used by the 39 articles
in this review can be clustered into three theoretical paradigms: a stress, a social capital
and a relational paradigm.

First, ten articles (26 per cent; Table III) refer to theories on stress management.
IAs imply major transitions in terms of work and living environment, job content, work
roles and/or employment status. Such changes can be stressful and threatening as they
introduce considerable uncertainty (Ashford and Taylor, 1990). For example, the
behavioural patterns associated with the new culture in general and the new work role

Specification Remaining studies Excluded studies

Search results
Web of Science 854 289
EBSCO 368
ProQuest 139
ScienceDirect 58

1st step
Unique studies (automatic) 764 −90
Unique studies (manual) 572 −192

2nd step
Full text English articles 496 −76

3rd step
Expatriate sample 271 −225

4th step
Success criteria 100 −171

5th step
Social support 64 −36

6th step
Empirical papers 37 −27

7th step
Manual search of JGM 39 2

Table II.
The seven steps
in the selection

procedure
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Included articles,
their theoretical
frameworks and the
examined variables
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in particular may not be clear and may thus cause stress (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and
Kahn, 1978). Additional uncertainty may arise because of changes in non-work roles
due to the overseas transition (Minuchin, 1974), and the resulting strain may have
implications for an expatriate’s work environment as well (Lazarova et al., 2010). In
summary, the general notion of theories in the stress paradigm is that an IA causes
stress and adjustment issues due to uncertainty, which can be minimized by providing
expatriates with resources through social support (Ashford and Taylor, 1990;
Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001).

Second, ten articles (26 per cent; Table III) use social capital, social networks and
social learning theories to demonstrate how an expatriate’s professional network can
stimulate IA success. According to social capital theory, an expatriate’s social network
holds certain resources that can be accessed by the expatriate (Lin, 1999). This means
that expatriates can call on their social ties for assistance, including financial or
material benefits, emotional support, task assistance, information, visibility, legitimacy
and/or sponsorship in a social system (Seibert et al., 2001). By mobilizing this social
capital, expatriates make sense of, behave appropriately and perform effectively in
their work environment. This relates to social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), which
posits that expatriates learn how to behave in their new cultural and work environment
by observing and interacting with their social ties. In this sense, expatriates gain
information about their expected role and work behaviours and about the cultural
norms and social conventions of the host country through interactions with their
colleagues (Aycan, 1997; Black et al., 1991; Caligiuri, 2000). Altogether, this “social
capital” paradigm proposes that expatriates draw resources from their professional
social networks, which allows them to behave effectively in their overseas environment.

Third, 17 studies (44 per cent; Table III) refer to theories based on relational
exchange and psychological contracting. In general, social support can be viewed as a
resource that is shared with the expectation of reciprocity (Cohen and Syme, 1985) and,
therefore, exchange theories argue that interactions between two parties create a
pattern of mutual obligation (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960). For example, expatriates
form an exchange relationship with their employing organization(s). Organizational
support theory therefore posits that, based on the policies and practices in place in an
organization, an expatriate may infer to what extent the organization(s) support(s) his/
her well-being. The more supported the expatriate perceives him-/herself to be, the
more s/he will reciprocate that support regarding the good of the organization and its
members (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). This process closely links to theory on
psychological contracts, which involves the expectations of employees and
organizations regarding their mutual obligations to each other (Rousseau, 1995).
However, expatriates also perceive such an exchange relationship with their leaders (i.e.
their supervisors). An expatriate with a high-quality leader-member exchange
relationship will build mutual respect and loyalty over time through the reciprocal
exchange of supportive resources with his/her supervisor(s) (Liden and Maslyn, 1998).
The care and assistance these expatriates perceive themselves as receiving from their
supervisors may, by itself, increase their ability to be successful. However, expatriates
may return the favour to their supervisors by showing higher levels of affection and
effort. In conclusion, this “relational” paradigm proposes that expatriates receive
support from their work environment and feel obliged to reciprocate with effort and
psychological bonding.

In sum, the 39 studies in this review have used stress, social capital and relational
paradigms to explain how social support may relate to IA success. The remainder of
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this review first examines the support expatriates perceive themselves to receive
from their organization(s), before turning to the assistance expatriates receive from
three hierarchical groups of organizational members (i.e. supervisors, mentors and co-
workers). Each separate section elaborates on the relationship between social support
from one source and the five success criteria. Moreover, each section presents source-
specific moderating factors and an intermediate conclusion. The overall conclusions
and implications for future research and practice are presented in the final discussion
section.

Organizational support
Following the domestic literature (e.g. Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002), organizational
support encompasses all those practices and policies that are perceived by expatriates
as conveying that the organization(s) values their contributions, cares about their well-
being, considers their goals and values, treats them fairly, listens to their problems and
helps to solve them. Prior studies have identified up to 43 such practices that
organizations can implement to facilitate IAs and to stimulate the social support
expatriates perceive to be coming from the organization (Guzzo et al., 1994).

In all, 26 studies in the current review have investigated perceived organizational
support (POS) using different measures. In total, 17 studies examined expatriates’
perceptions regarding the general supportiveness of organizations (e.g. Shaffer et al.,
2001). Alternatively, four studies examined POS in terms of the specific practices
implemented by organizations (Florkowski and Fogel, 1999; Jayasekara and
Takahashi, 2014; Shih et al., 2010; Wu and Ang, 2011), whereas another four
examined specific types or bundles of practices (Kawai and Strange, 2014; Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004; Puck et al., 2008; van der Heijden et al., 2009). Guzzo et al. (1994)
investigated both general POS as well as specific practices and found that the effect of
practices on IA success is indirect through expatriates’ general POS.

Organizational support and success
The 26 studies demonstrated that POS is highly important for the success of IAs. In
particular, the positive effect of POS on the more proximal success criteria is apparent.
POS consistently has a positive effect on the job satisfaction and organizational
commitment of expatriates (Cao et al., 2014; Guzzo et al., 1994; Jayasekara and
Takahashi, 2014; Kawai and Strange, 2014; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Liu and Ipe,
2010; Puck et al., 2008; Shaffer et al., 2001; Takeuchi et al., 2009; Shih et al., 2010;
Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014; Yahya et al., 2012). Similarly, positive effects on
expatriates’ adjustment were found in the majority of studies (Bhatti et al., 2013; Kawai
and Mohr, 2015; Kawai and Strange, 2014; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al.,
2001; Malek et al., 2015; Takeuchi et al., 2009; Wu and Ang, 2011; Wang and Takeuchi,
2007). Only three studies found insignificant effects of POS on adjustment. While Chen
et al. (2010) likely found no effect due to their aggregated measure with low power, an
effect of POS in Chen (2010) and Supangco and Mayrhofer (2014) may have been absent
due to the support from alternative sources that was included in their models.

POS consistently has a positive effect on the more distal success criteria, but the
observed relationships are frequently indirect. Regarding the completion of
assignments and the retention of expatriates, 11 studies demonstrated a positive
effect of POS. However, combined, their results suggest that this effect is not only direct
but also partially indirect through the adjustment, satisfaction and commitment of the
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expatriate (Cao et al., 2014; De Paul Chism, 2014; Florkowski and Fogel, 1999; Guzzo
et al., 1994; Jayasekara and Takahashi, 2014; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Puck et al.,
2008; Shaffer et al., 2001; van der Heijden et al., 2009; Wang and Takeuchi, 2007; Wu
and Ang, 2011). The results of the 15 studies that investigated POS in relation to
expatriates’ performance are less straightforward. Four suggest a direct positive link
(Malek et al., 2015; Shen and Jiang, 2015; Shih et al., 2010; Wu and Ang, 2011), five found
no effect of POS at all (Bader et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2010; Kawai and Mohr, 2015;
Showail et al., 2013; Wang and Takeuchi, 2007) and, finally, five studies found that the
effect of POS on expatriate performance is mediated by expatriates’ satisfaction,
commitment and adjustment (Bhatti et al., 2013; Bader and Berg, 2013; Kawai and
Strange, 2014; Kraimer et al., 2001; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004). Only one of the studies
that investigated the direct effect also tested for indirect effects and found partial
mediation (Malek et al., 2015). It is likely that the larger part of the effect of POS on
expatriate performance occurs indirectly through the more proximal success criteria.

Moderating factors
This review found three main factors that can moderate the impact of organizational
support on the various criteria of IA success. The first relates to the type or content of the
support provided, the second to the geographical proximity of the organizational entity
providing the support, and the third to the context in which the support is provided.

First, there are many practices that organizations can implement to assist their
expatriates (see Guzzo et al., 1994), and expatriates may therefore feel more or less
supported in different aspects of the expatriation process. While earlier scholars
investigated the effects of individual practices, contemporary research more
frequently examines how expatriates’ feel supported in these different
aspects, including their career, their adjustment and their finances. Career POS is
defined as “the extent to which the organization cares about the employee’s career
needs” (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004, p. 218) and has been shown to relate directly to
expatriates’ commitment, their adjustment and their intentions to complete the
assignment (Kawai and Strange, 2014; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; van der Heijden
et al., 2009). However, the positive effect of career POS on performance seems to be
indirect (Kawai and Strange, 2014; van der Heijden et al., 2009). Adjustment POS
refers to the extent to which the organization cares about the adjustment
of the expatriate (and his/her family) following the overseas transfer (Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004). Adjustment POS relates positively to expatriate adjustment, but may
actually have a negative effect on the performance of expatriates (Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004). Finally, financial POS is defined as “the extent to which the
organization cares about the employee’s financial needs and rewards the employee’s
contributions in terms of compensation and employment benefits” (Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004, p. 218). Apart from enhancing expatriates’ satisfaction and
commitment, financial POS has a direct positive effect on expatriates’ retention
and performance ( Jayasekara and Takahashi, 2014; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Puck
et al., 2008). In sum, the type of support provided to expatriates may influence
whether or not certain success criteria are influenced (directly). Most strikingly,
financial support stimulates expatriates’ performance directly whereas career
assistance may only have an indirect effect, and adjustment POS may even have
negative consequences for expatriates’ performance.

Similar conclusions may be drawn based on an early study that examines the effects
of a realistic assignment preview, financial support, home country mentoring and a
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clear repatriation policy. Florkowski and Fogel (1999) found that financial support
particularly stimulated commitment and expatriates’ intentions to remain on the
assignment. Furthermore, a clear repatriation policy was beneficial for expatriates’
commitment to the parent organization but decreased their commitment to the
subsidiary. Home country mentoring and realistic previews had no effects on
expatriates’ adjustment, commitment or leave intentions. Again, these findings
highlight that the impact of organizational support depends on the type or content of
the support and the criteria of IA success under investigation.

As a second moderating factor, multiple organizational units share the
responsibility to provide support during IAs. At least two organizational units are
involved in the expatriation process: a sending parent organization and a receiving host
subsidiary organization. While scholars acknowledge that expatriates are in a dual
employment relationship, involving psychological contracts with both the parent and
the subsidiary organization, this has not frequently been accounted for in empirical
investigations of organizational support. Only three out of 26 studies in this review
have examined whether it matters which of the organizational units is considered the
provider of support. These studies demonstrate that support by each unit has distinct
value for the commitment (Liu and Ipe, 2010) and adjustment of expatriates (Kraimer
et al., 2001) but that expatriate retention is only stimulated by support from the parent
organization (De Paul Chism, 2014). This raises questions regarding the referent
organization(s) in the other 23 studies as well as regarding the relationship between
parent and subsidiary POS and the other success criteria.

The third moderating factor involves the context in which the support is provided.
Organizational support may be more or less valuable depending on the assignment
context and the expatriate him-/herself. Regarding assignment contexts, on the one
hand, the value of social support seems to increase with the level of hardship. For
example, the effect of POS on expatriate performance was stronger under conditions of
high stress (Bader et al., 2015), high demands (Kawai and Mohr, 2015) and local
prejudice (Shen and Jiang, 2015). On the other hand, the value of social support may be
affected by the availability of supportive resources in general. For example, synergetic
(Liu and Ipe, 2010; Takeuchi et al., 2009), complementary (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004;
Kraimer et al., 2001; Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014) and substitution (Chen, 2010; Shen
and Jiang, 2015; Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014) effects have been found between
different forms of social support from different sources. Regarding individual
differences, the value of support may vary from one expatriate to the other. For
instance, POS only stimulated performance among expatriates who identified with
their organization (Showail et al., 2013).

Conclusion
In conclusion, POS typically has a positive impact on the success of IAs. It has a direct
positive influence on more proximate success criteria, such as expatriate satisfaction,
commitment and adjustment. The effect of POS on the retention of expatriates and the
completion of assignments is also positive, but may be partially indirect. Regarding the
performance of expatriates, the impact of POS is typically indirect, although direct
effects were found if the assistance involved financial support or was provided under
certain circumstances. Finally, the assistance provided by parent and subsidiary
organizations can have unique, differential and/or synergetic effects. Further
implications for POS in research and practice are presented in the discussion section.
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Support by organizational members
Separately from the organization, organizational members can function as a source of
social support for expatriates. These organizational members may differ in terms of
their proximity to the expatriate with regard to organizational hierarchy,
geographical proximity, situational context and cultural similarity. Following
theories on social penetration and social attraction (Altman and Taylor, 1973; Byrne,
1971; Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001; Ibarra, 1992), this (perceived) proximity can
influence the social support these organizational members are willing and able to
provide to expatriates.

First, the hierarchical distance of the source may influence the value of its social
support due to perceived discretion and the content of the support. On the one hand, the
extent to which social support is perceived as voluntary or discretionary has been
shown to increase its value (Eisenberger et al., 2001). While supervisors provide
assistance on a daily basis, this can be viewed as part of their job. Expatriates may
experience support from their peers less frequently but on a more voluntary basis (Ng
and Sorensen, 2008). Although social support from subordinates can be as voluntary as
that of peers, it may be harder to accept or may even be perceived as brown-nosing.
Social support by mentors seems to be more of a hybrid, as it can be more or less
formally arranged and hierarchical (e.g. from seniors, supervisors or peers). On the
other hand, the type of social support provided may be influenced by the hierarchical
level of the source. For instance, while each individual can provide all types of social
support, some hierarchical roles (e.g. supervisor) provide better opportunities to offer
certain types of support (e.g. appraisal). In sum, the hierarchical proximity of the source
may thus influence the type of support provided as well as its formality.

Furthermore, organizational members in multinational organizations can differ in
terms of their geographical locations, employment status and/or cultural backgrounds.
The geographical distance between two organizational members influences how
frequently they interact or whether contact is face-to-face or virtual (Altman and Taylor,
1973; Claus et al., 2015). Moreover, an IA is quite an experience and organizational
members who have not had such experiences or are currently not on an assignment
themselves may struggle to provide suitable assistance to expatriates ( Johnson et al.,
2003). Finally, differences in cultural norms and values may cause a (perceived) distance
between individuals. A vast amount of research demonstrates that cultural factors can
lead to ambiguity in communication, can inhibit relational bonding and can have
implications for the provision of social support (Aycan et al., 2000; Feldman and Bolino,
1999; Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001; House et al., 2004; Peltokorpi, 2007; Sias et al., 2008).

The following sections discuss how social support by specific organizational
members has been found to affect the success of IAs. As the majority of reviewed
studies investigate the support provided by a specific hierarchical group of
organizational members, this section discusses the results according to the same
division of members. For three groups – supervisors, mentors and co-workers – the
influence of their support on the success criteria is discussed. Moreover, each section
includes an overview of the moderating factors, such as the other proximity
dimensions, that may have influenced the results. While each section concludes with a
brief summary, the overall implications are presented in the general discussion.

Supervisor support
Social support by supervisors and its impact on the success of IAs is examined by nine
studies in the current review. The majority of these studies used the construct of leader-
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member exchange to measure the perceived supervisor support (PSS) by the expatriate
(alternatives in Kawai and Mohr, 2015; Pattie, 2007; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011; Supangco
and Mayrhofer, 2014).

Supervisor support and success
Support from supervisors consistently has positive effects on the satisfaction,
commitment and retention of expatriates. Four studies demonstrate how PSS
contributes to the job satisfaction of expatriates (Benson and Pattie, 2009; Kawai and
Mohr, 2015; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011; Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014), whereas one
study demonstrates how PSS fosters expatriates’ commitment (Liu and Ipe, 2010).
Furthermore, because a positive impact of PSS on expatriate retention was found in
two large studies (Pattie, 2007; Benson and Pattie, 2009), a smaller study attributes its
insignificant effect to study artefacts (Pattie et al., 2013).

Results are more ambiguous regarding the criteria of adjustment and performance.
While two studies demonstrate how supervisors may assist expatriates in their
adjustment process (Chen, 2010; Kawai and Mohr, 2015), no such adjustment effects
were found in two other samples (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001;
Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014). Similarly, supervisor support has been found to
improve expatriates’ performance in four studies (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer
et al., 2001; Pattie, 2007; Benson and Pattie, 2009), whereas three other studies found
insignificant effects (Kawai and Mohr, 2015; Pattie et al., 2013; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011).

Moderating factors
A review of studies suggests that their mixed findings may have been caused by at least
three moderating factors. The first factor relates to the possibility that expatriates have
multiple supervisors/managers. Second, the context in which the support is provided
may be influential. Finally, results suggest interpersonal affectivity may play a role.

As a first moderating factor, expatriates may have multiple supervisors at different
geographical locations, and these have been shown to play different supportive roles.
Benson and Pattie (2009) demonstrate how assistance by local, subsidiary supervisors
was essential for the adjustment and retention of expatriates. In contrast, support from
supervisors in the home country primarily influenced expatriates’ performance and
career success. Despite these findings, limited academic attention has been paid to
these differing supportive roles that supervisors fulfil. This is highlighted by two
studies in the current review that leave the location of the supervisor in question
completely unmentioned (Chen, 2010; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011). On a related note, no
study in the current review examined whether supporting supervisors were themselves
expatriates or HCNs or whether cultural differences played a role.

The context in which supervisory support is provided forms a second factor, as it
seems to influence the value of this support. Studies demonstrate that PSS becomes more
important when the overseas role is novel or ambiguous (Kawai and Mohr, 2015).
Furthermore, the effect of PSS is stronger when it is combined with support from the
(parent) organization (Liu and Ipe, 2010). Additionally, five studies demonstrate that
supervisors may provide unique or substitutable resources compared to other sources of
social support (Pattie et al., 2013; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001; Stroppa
and Spieß, 2011; Supangco and Mayrhofer, 2014). Although it is difficult to draw a simple
conclusion, these findings suggest that the effect of PSS on IA success relies, at least
partly, on the context in terms of the overseas role and the other available resources.
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The final, third moderating factor involves the measurement of constructs.
Although scholars typically expect common method variance to inflate effect sizes
(Podsakoff et al., 2003), the opposite occurred in the current review of PSS and
expatriate performance. All studies that examined expatriates’ self-rated performance
found insignificant effects of PSS (Kawai and Mohr, 2015; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011),
whereas those that used supervisor evaluations of performance found mostly positive
effects (Benson and Pattie, 2013; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001; Pattie,
2007; Pattie et al., 2013). One explanation for this phenomenon is that expatriates might
not be able to assess their own performance very well. However, this seems
questionable, as the issue did not arise when examining the impact of POS on
expatriate performance. Hence, the concept of interpersonal affectivity may offer a
more likely explanation (see Lefkowitz, 2000). It suggests that expatriates who have a
high-quality relationship with their supervisor will generally be more positively
evaluated by that supervisor without actually performing well. This would imply that
the relationship identified between supervisor support and expatriate performance
may have been a design artefact.

Conclusion
In summary, PSS is typically associated with the success of IAs. Studies consistently
demonstrate that supervisor support improves the satisfaction of expatriates, whereas
they suggest a small positive influence on expatriate commitment and retention.
Regarding expatriates’ adjustment, studies demonstrate either positive or non-existent
effects of PSS. The evidence of an effect of PSS on expatriates’ performance is meagre.
As our review shows, the supervisor support-success relationship is contingent on
moderating factors such as the proximity of the supervisor, design artefacts related to
the measurement of constructs, and the available or needed resources in the IA context.

Mentoring support
Four studies in the current review examine the influence of social support by mentors
on the success of IAs. Each of these studies measured mentoring support in a different
way. Bozionelos (2009) asks expatriates for the number of mentors they have had,
Florkowski and Fogel (1999) survey whether expatriates have a mentor looking out for
their interests, Littrell (2007) examines both the number of mentors and the support
they provide and Lee and Kartika (2014) specifically investigate expatriates’ own
mentoring behaviours.

Mentoring support and success
The few studies in the current review that investigated mentoring support show
mixed results. For example, while Bozionelos (2009) shows that mentoring improved
the satisfaction and retention of expatriate hospital personnel, such effects were not
found in a different sample (Florkowski and Fogel, 1999). Furthermore, mentoring did
not influence expatriates’ commitment or their adjustment (Florkowski and Fogel,
1999). In contrast, Littrell (2007) found that mentorship could improve the
satisfaction, commitment, adjustment and retention of expatriates, but this only
applied to minor aspects of the mentoring process, whereas the overall relationship
was weak at best. Finally, Lee and Kartika’s (2014) results suggest that expatriates
who take on mentoring roles themselves adjust better to their host environment and
may therefore perform better.
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Moderating factors
The reviewed studies put forward one factor that may have affected the results, namely,
the geographical proximity of the mentor and the consequences this holds for the support
provided. Following Littrell (2007), it is likely that the formal assignment of a mentor does
not aid expatriates, but rather the expatriate is aided by the (perceived) mentoring
activities and the enhanced organizational visibility. These latter two are affected by the
geographical proximity of the mentor. Littrell (2007) compared mentors in the home and
host countries and found that they fulfil similar as well as different supportive roles.
They provide their expatriate protégés with equal amounts of career and psychosocial
assistance, whereas mentors in the host country were especially capable of providing
emotional support. Due to these different roles, home and host country mentorship had
distinct effects on the examined success criteria. Most strikingly, both home and host
mentoring could improve the satisfaction and retention of expatriates, whereas only a
host mentor stimulated expatriates’ adjustment and IA completion rates (Littrell, 2007).
Unfortunately, Littrell did not extend her studies to proximity in terms of employment
status or cultural background, but her results do provide early evidence for the influence
of geographic proximity on mentor programmes.

Conclusion
Limited conclusions can be drawn regarding the impact of mentorship on the success of
IAs, mostly due to the mixed effects and the limited number of studies in this review.
Nevertheless, no strong impact of mentoring support on the success of IAs was found
in any of these studies. Early work further suggests that the impact of mentoring
support relies on the types of support offered and that this is influenced by the
geographical location of the mentor.

Co-worker support
Nine studies in the current review have examined the effect of perceived co-worker
support on the success of IAs. However, studies often do not explicitly define the
hierarchical proximity between the supporting co-worker(s) and the expatriate. While
some studies investigate the support by co-workers regardless of hierarchy (e.g. Malek
et al., 2015), others specifically examine support by peers (e.g. Stroppa and Spieß, 2011)
or by subordinates (Harrison and Shaffer, 2005). Moreover, only two included studies
define how similar the co-workers were to the expatriate in terms of their geographic
location, their employment situation and/or their cultural background (Claus et al.,
2015; Johnson et al., 2003).

Co-worker support and success
The studies demonstrate mixed effects of co-worker support on IA success. Regarding
expatriates’ job satisfaction, one study found a positive effect of co-worker support in
general (Bozionelos, 2009), whereas another study investigating peer support found no
effect (Stroppa and Spieß, 2011). While no study examined co-worker support in
relation to the commitment of expatriates, Bozionelos (2009) found that the retention of
expatriates did not improve as a consequence of co-worker support. Additionally,
several studies demonstrate how support from co-workers stimulates the adjustment of
expatriates (Chen et al., 2011; Harrison and Shaffer, 2005; Johnson et al., 2003; Lee and
Kartika, 2014), whereas other studies found no effect (Malek et al., 2015) or even
negative effects (Bruning et al., 2012; Claus et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2003).
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An effect of co-worker support on expatriate performance seems absent (Stroppa and
Spieß, 2011), except in studies examining specifically the assistance HCN co-workers
provide to expatriates. In these latter studies, the support HCNs provide consistently
stimulated expatriate performance (Bader and Berg, 2013; Bruning et al., 2012; Chen
et al., 2011; Harrison and Shaffer, 2005).

Moderating factors
One main factor seems to consistently influence the results of the reviewed studies,
namely, the proximity between the supporting co-worker and the expatriate.
Additionally, one study found that the personal characteristics of expatriates may
influence the value of co-worker support.

Two studies of co-worker support demonstrate that geographical proximity may
influence the extent to which support by co-workers is beneficial to IA success. Claus
et al. (2015) found that expatriates who more frequently experience virtual rather than
face-to-face co-worker support report lower levels of adjustment. Although not the
focus of their research, this suggests that face-to-face interactions between colleagues
at the same geographical location are more valuable for adjustment purposes than
virtual interactions between globally dispersed colleagues. Cao et al. (2014)
demonstrate how expatriates’ professional networks in the home and host country
fulfil different supportive functions and therefore differentially affect expatriate
satisfaction and retention.

These conclusions align with those of Johnson et al. (2003), who compared the
support expatriates receive from other expatriates and from HCN colleagues.
The expatriate colleagues are clearly situationally (and potentially culturally) similar to
the expatriate, whereas HCN colleagues are both situationally and culturally different
compared to the expatriate. Johnson et al. (2003) found that, although providing similar
levels of social support, assistance from expatriate co-workers and from HCN
co-workers differs in terms of content. Therefore, support from each group has a
distinct impact on the adjustment process.

Finally, results by Stroppa and Spieß (2011) suggest that co-worker support may be
more valuable to certain expatriates. They found that co-worker support only improved
performance among expatriates who demonstrated high levels of personal initiative.
They suggest that such expatriates accept adjustment challenges, recognize their
personal mistakes and actively seek out feedback in their social interactions. This
allows expatriates with high levels of personal initiative to gain more from the social
support they receive.

Conclusion
The impact of co-worker support in general seems rather mixed, potentially due to the
wide variety of co-workers one may have in a multinational organization. It seems that
more focussed research attention is needed: scholars should differentiate between
support from co-worker groups that are similar in terms of their position in the
hierarchy, their geographical location, their employment circumstances and/or their
cultural background. Subsequently, the relationship between co-worker support and IA
success may become more apparent. This is illustrated by the consistent results
regarding the positive effect of HCN support on expatriate performance (e.g. Bader and
Berg, 2013) or by the unique contributions of support from HCNs and from expatriates
to the adjustment process ( Johnson et al., 2003).
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Discussion
This paper systematically reviewed literature concerning the factors that moderate the
relationship between organization-based social support and the success of IAs. Three
theoretical paradigms – based on stress, social capital and relational exchange – were
employed by the 39 included articles. Moreover, three main moderating factors were
found. First, the articles demonstrate that social support is a highly complex construct
in the expatriate management literature, as its source can differ in terms of its
hierarchical, geographical, situational and/or cultural proximity to the expatriate. The
proximity of the source may affect the value of its support. Hierarchical proximity is
most frequently specified, and studies demonstrate that organizational support is most
essential, closely followed by supervisor support, which stimulates success in most
cases. No clear effects were found regarding mentoring, and co-workers seem too broad
a category in which to find consistent effects. Studies furthermore show that, based on
the geographical proximity of the source, social support may stimulate different
processes. Social support sources in the home country were consistently found to fulfil
different supportive functions than their counterparts in the host country. Regarding
situational and cultural proximity, future research needs to examine how they influence
the value of support. This may be especially helpful in untangling the mixed results
regarding co-worker support. Second, in line with common belief, the impact of social
support was more consistently positive for proximal success criteria such as
satisfaction, commitment and adjustment, which were shown to frequently mediate the
effects on the more distal criteria of retention and performance. However, certain
configurations of support, such as that of HCN co-workers, contradict this general
assumption, underlining the need for future research to specify the proximity
dimensions. Third, this review suggests that support is more effective depending on
the characteristics of the expatriate and the assignment, examples being the
expatriate’s cross-cultural motivation or the level of hardship.

From a theoretical perspective, this review identified three main paradigms that
complement each other, especially in light of House’s (1981) taxonomy of support. First,
stress management theories posit that social support is necessary to facilitate
international transitions by reducing the uncertainty expatriates experience. Therefore,
the stress paradigm applies especially to the informational and appraisal support
expatriates receive, as both reduce uncertainty by clarifying what is (to be) expected.
Second, theories in the social capital paradigm view resources as means by which
expatriates may achieve their goals in the new cultural and work environment.
Although various types of resources may fit this perspective, the general notion of the
social capital paradigm is that resources are instrumental. Finally, social exchange
theories argue that only social interactions that are considered fair and discretionary
would make expatriates feel a psychological obligation to reciprocate. In this sense,
support needs to include emotional elements in order to fit the reciprocal process of this
relational paradigm. In sum, the theoretical paradigms seem complementary, as they
refer to different types of support and different processes. Future research could test to
what extent sources provide specific types of support and how these stimulate the
processes leading to IA success.

From a more operational perspective, the large variety of social support sources in the
39 studies shows that the construct is highly multidimensional during the process of
expatriation. Assistance in the work context can be provided by multiple organizational
units (i.e. headquarters, subsidiary or sending organization) as well as by their members,
who may be more or less proximal to the expatriate on multiple dimensions. This review
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demonstrates that, at least, the hierarchical and geographical proximity of a support
source influence the relationship between its support and the success of IAs. However,
too many studies ignore this influence and do not specify the relevant information.
Regarding situational and cultural proximity, workplace interactions between
individuals with different cultural backgrounds, with different past experiences and
on different employment terms occur on a daily basis as expatriation, in all its variants,
steadily increases (Baruch et al., 2016). Although literature suggests that such differences
influence the value of social interactions (e.g. Peltokorpi, 2007; Sias et al., 2008) and early
studies demonstrate some effects (e.g. Johnson et al., 2003), the expatriate management
literature has not sufficiently investigated the implications yet. Scholars should
more consistently report how proximal the social support source under investigation is to
the expatriate.

This review suggests that the organization is the most crucial source of support in
expatriates’ work environments. Due to the breadth of supportive practices (see Guzzo
et al., 1994), POS was found to consistently stimulate all success criteria. Moreover,
results suggest that organizational support yields unique resources for expatriates, as
it accounted for significant variance in success after controlling for support from other
sources (e.g. Malek et al., 2015; Cao et al., 2014; Liu and Ipe, 2010; Kraimer and Wayne,
2004; Kraimer et al., 2001). This may not come as a surprise, as POS entails unique
financial resources, such as tax equalization and allowances, or instrumental and
informational support, such as pre-departure preparation. Future studies can
investigate to what extent these practices, or POS and its dimensions (financial,
adjustment and career POS), fulfil expatriates’ needs in terms of House’s (1981) support
types. Moreover, future studies could examine what elements of organizational support
can be substituted with support from other sources.

As a second point regarding POS, this review demonstrates that scholars should
take into account that multiple organizational entities are perceived to share
responsibility for certain types of support (cf. Aycan, 1997). Expatriates form distinct
perceptions regarding the supportiveness of, at least, the parent organization and the
subsidiary, and these separate perceptions account for unique variance in IA success
(Kraimer and Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001; Liu and Ipe, 2010). HRM system theory
(Bowen and Ostroff, 2004) could be used to argue that the impact of POS will be larger
if expatriates feel supported by both organizations. If both organizations send a
consistently supportive message, the strength of this message will be enhanced,
causing expatriates to reciprocate with increased affection and effort. Future research
could examine to what extent parent and subsidiary organizations can create a strong
supportive climate in order to synergistically enhance success rates. Similar
moderation effects have been demonstrated between work and non-work domains
(Takeuchi et al., 2009) and could also be examined for the various practices, the
dimensions of POS or the types of support they influence (House, 1981).

Turning to supervisor support, this review demonstrates that PSS stimulates
success as well. Particularly, the extent to which high-quality relationships with
supervisors are formed has been demonstrated to enhance expatriates’ performance
and attachment (e.g. Kawai and Mohr, 2015; Kraimer and Wayne, 2004). Here too,
results suggest supervisors in the home and host country fulfil different and potentially
complementary supportive functions (e.g. Benson and Pattie, 2009). Nevertheless,
additional research is needed to investigate how these two supervisors provide
different resources and whether dual-supervision entails synergetic effects that provide
a return on investment or whether it merely causes role ambiguity.
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Relatedly, results suggest that supervisory support can work in synergy with POS
as well. Liu and Ipe (2010) found that expatriate commitment was at its peak when
expatriates perceived support from their supervisor as well as from their parent
organization. HRM system strength theory (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004) may again
explain these findings, as supervisors are often seen as agents of the organization who
are responsible for the direct implementation of supportive practices (Ng and Sorensen,
2008; Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). If the supportive signals of supervisors and
organizations are congruent, this may enhance the supportive climate that expatriates
perceive. However, a synergetic effect between only PSS and parent POS existed in Liu
and Ipe’s (2010) study, and not with subsidiary POS. This is peculiar, as the three
support sources may be expected to contribute to the same supportive climate.
Unfortunately, Liu and Ipe (2010) did not report the location of the supporting
supervisor or whether it concerned expatriates’ perceptions of home supervisor support
in particular, which would have explained why only interactions with parent POS were
found. Future studies might examine to what extent supervisors and organizations in
the home and host countries contribute to the same supportive climate(s). Furthermore,
as PSS and POS have unique as well as similar effects on success (see Kraimer and
Wayne, 2004; Kraimer et al., 2001; Liu and Ipe, 2010), future research could examine to
what extent these sources provide different and similar resources.

This review did not find conclusive results regarding the support of co-workers and
mentors, but this may be attributed to the situational and cultural proximity of these
sources. For example, it has been argued that HCN co-workers provide unique
informational resources that stimulate the adjustment process, whereas expatriates’
relationships with comparable others, meaning expatriate co-workers, may, in
particular, offer emotional resources due to their similar situational context and/or
similar cultural background (Adelman, 1988; van Bakel et al., 2015; Caligiuri and
Lazarova, 2002). It has already been demonstrated that support from these specific co-
worker groups has differential effects on the success of IAs (e.g. Johnson et al., 2003).
Similarly, it has been suggested that the cultural proximity of mentors and their
protégés influences the content and value of their interactions (Feldman and Bolino,
1999). Future studies should examine to what extent (previous) employment status and
cultural proximity affect the value of supportive interactions.

Finally, this review suggests that factors other than proximity influence the
effectiveness of social support in general. First, social support was found to contribute
more to IA success criteria under conditions of enhanced hardship. This includes
conditions characterized by local resistance (Shen and Jiang, 2015), role ambiguity
(Kawai and Mohr, 2015) or political and social instability (Bader et al., 2015). Second, it
seems that the effectiveness of social support may depend on the personal
characteristics of expatriates, such as their cross-cultural motivation (Chen et al., 2010),
the extent to which they identify with the organization (Showail et al., 2013) or their
personal initiative (Stroppa and Spieß, 2011). Third, as stated above, some sources of
social support have synergetic effects (Takeuchi et al., 2009; Liu and Ipe, 2010) whereas
others seem to complement or even substitute for each other (Cao et al., 2014; De Paul
Chism, 2014; Kraimer andWayne, 2004; Shen and Jiang, 2015; Stroppa and Spieß, 2011).
Future research should examine more broadly which factors moderate the effectiveness
of social support and how they do so. Best practices might exist in terms of types and
forms of support that always produce effects and that should consequently be provided on
each assignment. Other supportive interventions might only provide a return on
investment under certain circumstances or may require a certain mindset of the expatriate.
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Such moderating factors may be especially relevant because there is no longer only one
type of expatriation, given the rise of non-traditional assignments and the changing profile
of expatriate managers (Baruch et al., 2016; Brookfield, 2015).

This review is subject to three main limitations. First, in its search for relevant
documents this review focussed on success criteria related to expatriates’ effort and
attachment (see Table I), which means that important studies examining expatriates’
job satisfaction and adjustment may have been overlooked. However, the purpose of
this review was to illustrate what moderating factors influence the effectiveness of
social support, not to provide a comprehensive overview of all processes at play. We
urge scholars to consider reviewing the moderating factors affecting the relationships
between social support and each success criterion separately and in more detail.
Moreover, future studies could include other important outcomes of IAs such as
knowledge transfer, personal development, career success and well-being.

Second, in focussing on organization-based social support, this review did not
consider the assistance expatriates receive from social ties outside of the workplace.
Valuable social resources that members of the local community may provide to
expatriates (van Bakel et al., 2015) were thus overlooked, and future studies should
investigate to what extent expatriates’ interactions with non-work local ties stimulate
success. More important, this review excluded the support expatriates receive from
their families, which has been shown to have a major influence on IA success (e.g.
Lazarova et al., 2010). Taking into account insights from the current review, future
studies could examine how geographical proximity (i.e. trailing vs non-trailing) affects
the supportive resources that family members provide. Subsequently, their relative
impact on IA success could be evaluated. Furthermore, scholars could extend the
current framework to include success criteria from the family domain, such as spousal
adjustment, work-family conflict, family well-being or even family performance.

Third, a meta-analytical approach might provide more insights regarding the
influence of the moderating factors. It could demonstrate whether hierarchical,
geographical, situational and cultural proximity actually introduce discriminant
validity between support sources. Moreover, it could statistically test whether social
support actually has a stronger impact on the more proximal criteria of IA success.
Furthermore, in light of the changes in the expatriate population and the rise of new
forms of assignments since the last review (see Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005), a new
meta-analysis could compare the effects of social support for traditional and non-
traditional expatriate profiles and for different forms of assignment.

In conclusion, social support is highly multidimensional in the context of IAs and
while it has positive connotations in general, its effect on the various criteria of success
may not be as straightforward. The rise of the term “expatriate return on investment”
indicates the necessity of a more detailed investigation. Scholars should therefore team
up with multinational organizations to examine what manifestations and
configurations of social support reap the most benefits. This review shows that, in
order to answer this question, researchers should consider at least two dimensions of
proximity of the support source: its geographical location as well as its hierarchical
relation to the expatriate. Moreover, the input and interests of multiple stakeholders
involved in IAs should be considered. These stakeholders include not only the
organization and the expatriate but also the expatriate’s family, other organizational
members and members of the local community. Only by employing such a
multidimensional and multistakeholder perspective can social support be truly
instrumental for all involved.
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