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Tiivistelmä 
Vaikka organisaatioiden ulkomaille lähettämiä ekspatriaatteja on tutkittu korkeakouluissa jo vuo-
sia, viime aikoina tutkijat ovat enenevässä määrin kiinnostuneet henkilöistä, jotka oma-aloitteisesti 
muuttavat ulkomaille töihin sekä heidän roolistaan yhtenä lähteenä yritysten globaalille osaami-
selle. Tämän mielenkiinnon kohdentumisen myötä myös pieni joukko tutkijoita on alkanut kiinnit-
tää huomiota akateemisiin ekspatriaatteihin, jotka edustavat ulkomaille omasta aloitteestaan muut-
tavien työntekijöiden alaryhmää. Kuitenkin tähän hetkeen mennessä, akateemisiin ekspatriaattei-
hin ja heidän muuttoprosessin aikana saamaansa sosiaaliseen tukeen kohdistuva tutkimus on jäänyt 
vähäiseksi. Tämä tutkimus keskittyy akateemisiin ekspatriaatteihin ja siihen, kuinka sosiaalinen 
tuki vaikuttaa heidän identiteettiinsä, sopeutumiseensa ja sitoutumiseensa yliopistoihin. 
    Aihepiirin niukan tutkimuksen edistämiseksi tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on ensin tunnistaa 
sosiaalisen tuen eri lähteet ja tyypit, jotka ovat merkityksellisiä akateemisille ekspatriaateille ja sit-
ten tutkia tuen vaikutuksia sopeutumiseen, sitoutumiseen ja identiteetin rakentumiseen. Tulosten 
perusteella tavoitteena on myös antaa konkreettisia ehdotuksia tukikäytännöistä yliopistoille, jotka 
pyrkivät houkuttelemaan lisää kansainvälisiä tiedekunnan jäseniä. 
    Aiheen syvemmän ymmärryksen luomiseen tarvittavien näkökulmien keräämiseen käytettiin 
kvalitatiivisia tutkimusmenetelmiä. Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimusta varten haastateltiin 31 ulko-
maalaista akateemikkoa, jotka olivat muuttaneet Suomeen töihin 22 eri maasta. Heidän kertomuk-
sensa kirjoitettiin ensin puhtaaksi, minkä jälkeen ne analysoitiin temaattisesti.             
     Tutkimus tekee kolme keskeistä havaintoa. Ensinnäkin, se osoittaa, että sekä työhön että muu-
hun kuin työhön liittyvistä lähteistä saadulla emotionaalisella, instrumentaalisella ja informaatioon 
perustuvalla sosiaalisella tuella on positiivinen kokonaisvaltainen vaikutus ulkomaalaisten akatee-
mikkojen sopeutumiseen. Toiseksi, se havaitsee useita mekanismeja, joilla sosiaalinen tuki vaikut-
taa ekspatriaattien henkilökohtaiseen, suhteelliseen ja sosiaaliseen identiteettiin. Kolmanneksi se 
osoittaa, että sosiaalinen tuki vaikuttaa identiteetin rakentumiseen myös sopeutumiseen vaikutta-
misen kautta ja että sitoutuminen liittyy läheisesti sosiaalisen identiteetin muodostumiseen. 
    Tulosten perusteella tutkimus esittää yliopistoille myös kolme suositusta kohdista, joihin olisi 
hyvä keskittyä järjestettäessä tukikäytäntöjä. Ensinnäkin, yliopistojen tulisi harkita tarjoavansa laa-
jennettua tukea, joka kattaa myös muut kuin työelämän näkökohdat, koska yksityiselämä vaikuttaa 
suuresti työsuorituskykyyn. Toiseksi, tukipalvelukäytännöt olisi yhdenmukaistettava yliopistota-
solla ulkomaalaisten akateemikkojen oikeudenmukaisen kohtelun varmistamiseksi. Lopuksi olisi 
tärkeää vastata ekspatriaattien odotuksiin ja vaikuttaa samaistuttavalta affektiivisen sitoutumisen 
aikaansaamiseksi. 
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 1 

 

1 Introduction 
 

 

“You’re an expatriate. You’ve lost touch with the soil. You get precious. Fake European 

standards have ruined you.”  

- Ernest Hemingway 

 
This quote from Hemingway represents some of the personal changes and challenges one is 

likely to face when becoming an expatriate. Not only does moving abroad pose a risk of losing 

the feeling of belonging to the home country and becoming different from the previous social 

contacts, but also being exposed to cultural differences can make expatriates amend their 

existing standards and adopt new habits. These individual changes and challenges are 

reflections of how expatriates try to adjust to new environments and change their identities as 

a response to the identity threats caused by the relocation. Still, the expatriates are rarely alone 

in the new situation but surrounded by other people and institutions that are able to support 

them throughout the relocation process. Previous literature has identified multiple types and 

sources of social support that have been of importance to corporate employees on foreign 

assignments. To expand the understanding of social support and expatriates, this study, unlike 

most of the previous research that has focused on organizational expatriates, will view social 

support from the perspective of expatriate academics, trying to understand what the role of 

social support is in relocations that have been self-initiated by academics. 

 

1.1 Background 
 

Academics are some of the most mobile people in terms of international relocations, often self-

initiating the expatriation process. This is linked to a wider phenomenon, as global mobility in 

general is experiencing constant growth, the worldwide number of expatriates reaching a total 

of 66 million in 2017 (Finaccord, 2018). According to the estimates published prior to the 

coronavirus outbreak, the size of the global expatriate population is expected to rise up to 87.5 

million by 2021, and what is more, the forecasts suggest individual workers, the category 

including academic expatriates, to become the most rapidly growing group of expatriates (ibid).  
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Such growth in the number of expatriates could be explained by the changes in how the role of 

expatriates and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), in particular, is perceived. Namely, the research 

on organizational expatriates has recognized the importance of global mobility in global talent 

management, as expatriates can fill critical positions abroad, thus bringing added value to 

organizations (Collings, 2014). Similarly, the importance of self-initiated expatriates has been 

more recently noticed and SIEs are increasingly seen as competent sources of international 

talent (Vaiman, Halsberger and Vance, 2015). This same realization has also taken place in 

universities that try to increase the number of incoming academics as an attempt to gain higher 

positions in global university rankings (Jonasson, Lauring, Selmer and Trembath, 2017).  

 

Although moving to another country to work and live is getting more and more popular, 

becoming an expatriate is not a simple thing from the adjustment and identity point of view. 

Several studies (e.g. Selmer, 2001; Breakwell, 2015; Collins and Bertone, 2017) have shown 

that expatriation is a serious threat to identity as it requires leaving the familiar environment 

and exiting the comfort zone, which in turn leads to higher levels of uncertainty and stress. 

Also, it is not given that the adjustment process will unfold as wanted because issues related to 

cultural topics, language barriers or differences in work-related requirements may emerge. In 

order to handle these possible side effects caused by the major life change, using coping 

strategies is necessary for the well-being of expatriates (Breakwell, 2015). Social support, that 

refers to assistance from family, friends, coworkers, supervisors and so forth, is one of the 

crucial resources that helps to relieve stress and to better adjust to the new environment (Sharma 

and Sharma, 2010).  

 

This research study will particularly focus on analyzing foreign academics who have initiated 

their own relocation to Finland. Being a mobile and highly-educated but understudied group in 

the field of expatriate research, academic expatriates form an interesting target for investigation. 

Finland as a host country for academics, in turn, provides a suitable environment for such 

research as it is known for its high-quality education system and Finnish students have 

continuously performed well in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

surveys (Nordic Statistic Database, n.d.). However, most of the local universities are rather 

young compared to their European counterparts in the countries that have significantly 

contributed to the evolution of the university as an institution of research and higher education, 

such as Italy, France, Germany and the UK (Rüegg, 1992, 2004, 2011; Frijhoff 1996). 

Moreover, the Finnish academia has internationalized slowly as the academic community 
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remained rather closed for a long time, with little international funding and publications (YLE 

Uutiset, 2009). More recently, more attention has been paid to the internationalization of 

Finnish universities. For example, in 2009, the Ministry of Education in Finland published an 

internationalization strategy for higher education where it outlined the future goals for global 

mobility of university lecturers and researchers (both incoming and outgoing) as part of the 

attempts to establish a genuinely international university community (Ministry of Education, 

2009). Yet, it could be argued that Finnish universities are still in the learning process when it 

comes to attracting and retaining foreign academics. Thus, the findings of this study can be of 

significance for both the local universities and universities operating in similar environments.  

 

1.2 Research Gap and Motivations of the Study 
 

Despite the rapid growth of global mobility and the number of self-initiated expatriates, the 

research on expatriate academics is very limited. Business and psychology research have made 

extensive contributions to matters related to expatriation from the perspective of multinational 

enterprises, for example concerning international adjustment of corporate employees (e.g., Lee 

and Larwood, 1983; Black, 1990; Caligiuri, 2000; Takeuchi, 2010) and expatriate selection and 

training (e.g., Tung, 1982; Arthur and Bennett, 1995; Morris and Robie, 2001; Lee and Sukoco, 

2010). Also, some literature on the effects of social support on the adjustment and well-being 

of organizational expatriates exists (e.g., Fontaine, 1986; Adelman, 1988; House, Umberson 

and Landis, 1988; Madjar, 2008; Ng and Sorenson, 2008; Ramos, Mustafa and Haddad, 2017). 

However, there is still little research on academic expatriates precisely, and particularly the 

effects of social support on their identity construction, adjustment and formation of 

commitment to universities remain under-researched. This study aims to fill the existing gap in 

research. Obtaining new knowledge on the topic is important in order to verify the role of social 

support also in the case of self-initiated expatriates. Furthermore, as previous expatriate 

literature has provided suggestions to multinational enterprises on the best practices related to 

supporting their mobile employees, this study, in turn, makes recommendations to universities 

on providing support to incoming academic expatriates. These recommendations can help the 

universities to attract more foreign talent in an era of high competition for gifted academics. 
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1.3 Research Objectives and Questions 
 

The purpose of this research study is to broaden the understanding of academic expatriates and 

their relocation process in order to supplement existing scarce research on the topic and also 

make recommendations to universities who wish to welcome more international faculty 

members. There are four specific key objectives in this research. First, the study tries to gain 

insights into the different types and sources of social support that are relevant to academic 

expatriates. Secondly, it aims to understand how social support affects the adjustment of foreign 

academics to Finland. Thirdly, it is interested in how social support influences the level of 

commitment that the expatriates experience towards the host institution and lastly, it aims to 

identify the effects of social support on academic expatriates’ identity construction, by 

examining what kind of changes occur in the academics’ self-perceptions as a result of the 

support they receive. 

 

Based on these objectives, this research study will focus on answering the following research 

questions: 

 

• What type of social support do academic expatriates receive and from whom? 

• How does social support influence adjustment, organizational commitment and identity 

construction of academic expatriates?  

 

To answer the research questions, this study will first review existing essential literature in 

section 2 and introduce the methodology applied to gather new data in section 3. Next, in 

section 4, the findings made based on the data will be presented and further analyzed in section 

5. Section 6 will summarize the key findings and provide suggestions for further research and 

recommendations to universities.  
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2 Literature Review 
 

The term expatriation stems from the Latin word ex-patria that means “out of country” 

(McNulty and Brewster, 2017). Although the practice of expatriation goes back to as far as the 

foundation of countries, in history, the term expatriate has referred to what we today know as 

migrants (ibid). In academic literature, the definition of an expatriate is usually taken for 

granted, which has led to some ambiguity among researchers (ibid). Therefore, it is important 

to start off with an explanation of what kind of expatriates are discussed in the context of this 

study and what not. 

 

For a long time, expatriates have been seen first and foremost as employees of multinational 

enterprises (MNEs) or national governments who are assigned abroad for a definite time (e.g., 

Harrison, Shaffer and Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 2004; Janssens, Cappellen and Zanoni, 2006; Shaffer, 

Kraimer, Chen and Bolino, 2012). However, as McNulty and Brewster (2017) argue, this view 

excludes all the individuals working for non-governmental organizations as well as those who 

have initiated the relocation process on their own. Adams and van de Vijver (2015) recognize 

three types of expatriates from the literature according to their background characteristics: 

traditional, non-traditional, and self-initiated expatriates. Traditional expatriates are 40-50 years 

old senior or executive level males from Western countries, who are assigned abroad by MNEs 

and accompanied by their families (Cerdin and Brewster, 2014). The group of non-traditional 

expatriates consists of female executives, same-sex couples, singles, couples without children 

as well as relatively young (<30) and old (>60) individuals, assigned by multinational 

enterprises (McNulty, 2013; Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen and Bolino, 2012). Self-initiated 

expatriates, that will be more extensively discussed in the next section, are knowledge workers 

or highly skilled professionals who decide to pursue work opportunities outside of their home 

country on their own initiative (McNulty, 2013). In this study, the focus is on self-initiated 

expatriates, and even more specifically on their subgroup, academic expatriates. This literature 

review will first define self-initiated expatriates and academic expatriates, then go through 

relevant identity theories that relate to the identity construction of expatriates, view different 

types and sources of social support and finally, examine what research so far has proposed 

regarding the effects of social support on organizational commitment and the adjustment of 

self-initiated expatriates. 
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2.1 Concepts 
 

To form the basis for this study, the definitions of and existing research on the main concepts 

related to the topic of this study, self-initiated expatriates and academic expatriates, are 

discussed in the following sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2. 

 

2.1.1 Self-Initiated Expatriates 
 

Although academic literature on expatriates has previously focused mostly on organizational 

expatriates (OEs), continuous globalization has resulted in expatriate assignments becoming 

increasingly personal and individual choices instead of decisions made by organizations 

(Halim, Bakar and Mohamad, 2014). As a result, and because the topic of organizational 

expatriates has already been extensively examined, the interest of research is switching towards 

so-called self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) (Halim, Bakar and Mohamad, 2014).  

 

Halim, Bakar and Mohamad (2014, p.124) define self-initiated expatriates as “individuals who 

initiate their own travel and find work in foreign country”. They are professionals, who make 

the decision to expatriate (Harrison, Shaffer and Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 2004), usually for an 

indefinite time (Harrison, Shaffer and Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 2004; Suutari and Brewster, 2000) to 

their country of choice to look for a job or engage in entrepreneurship (Jokinen, Brewster and 

Suutari, 2008; Saxenian, 2005). SIEs may also find a job already before relocation takes place 

(Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Thang, MacLachlan and Goda, 2002; Bozionelos, 2009). 

According to several studies (e.g., Doherty, Dickmann, and Mills, 2011; Napier and Taylor, 

2002; Hugo, Rudd, and Harris, 2003), the number of self-initiated expatriates is actually greater 

than the one of organizational expatriates. In fact, according to Doherty, Dickmann and Mills 

(2011), the ratio of SIEs to OEs of western origin is 65% versus 35%.  

 

Although the term self-initiated expatriate is prevailing, other labels appear in, especially the 

earlier, literature (Cerdin and Selmer, 2014). The phenomenon is for example called overseas 

experience (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle and Barry, 1997), self-initiated foreign experiences (SFE) 

(Suutari and Brewster, 2000), self-selecting expatriates (Richardson and McKenna, 2003) and 

self-initiated international work opportunities (Tharenou, 2003). Also terms self-expatriates 

and self-made expatriates (Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010) as well as self-initiated movers, self-

initiated mobility and self-initiated foreign experiences (Thorn, 2009) are used in parallel with 
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the concept of self-initiated expatriates (Cerdin and Selmer, 2014). Although all of these labels 

refer to the same phenomenon in broad terms, some differences still exist. Inkson et al. (1997), 

for instance, argue that the idea of overseas experience is to visit new countries and combine 

vacation and work. However, in order to make the ends meet, individuals engaging in overseas 

experience may need to accept “relatively unskilled temporary work with little apparent career 

value” (ibid, p.352). Suutari and Brewster (2000), in turn, criticize this working holiday 

impression, arguing it is too focused on young people and the perspective of Australians and 

New Zealanders. To also include those expatriates who move within a continent and not literally 

overseas, Suutari and Brewster (2000) call the phenomenon self-initiated experiences.  

 

Although the perspective of Inkson et al. (1997) has been criticized, it presents the differences 

between overseas experience and expatriate assignments, some of which are still valid for 

comparisons between self-initiated expatriates and organizational expatriates. Inkson et al. 

(1997) argue that the main contrasting qualities are initiation, goals, funding and career type. 

They suggest that first, overseas experience starts with an initiation from an individual instead 

of a company and go on to state that secondly, the goal of expatriation is individual 

development, not contribution to any company project. Thirdly, people engaging in overseas 

experience usually fund the expatriation process with their own personal savings, instead of 

salary from a company and finally, although expatriate assignments offer a career inside an 

organization, overseas experience has no boundaries whatsoever in terms of career (Inkson et 

al., 1997). Particularly the difference in initiation is relevant also when defining self-initiated 

expatriates. According to Cerdin and Selmer (2014), who conceptualize self-initiated 

expatriates, SIEs meet four criteria: they self-initiate the international relocation, seek regular 

employment in the host country, have an intention to stay temporarily and are highly skilled 

employees. Moreover, the goals of SIEs are usually the same as those involved in overseas 

experience because SIEs see international experience as “a means of self-development or part 

of other personal agenda” (Halim, Bakar and Mohamad, 2014, p.124). 

 

In terms of industries, investment banking, IT and education are the most open industries for 

self-initiated expatriates as there are good opportunities for transferring existing professional 

skills from one country to another (Froese, 2012). Moreover, according to the talent shortage 

report of ManpowerGroup (2020), the global talent shortages are record high, growing all over 

the world. The shortages combined with the increasingly recognized role of SIEs as sources of 
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talent (Vaiman, Halsberger and Vance, 2015) create more and more attractive opportunities for 

self-initiated expatriates (Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010), such as foreign academics. 

 

2.1.2 Academic Expatriates 

 

As mentioned above, education is one of the most welcoming industries for SIEs (Froese, 

2012). This is reflected in the growing number of academics who expatriate to other countries 

to work in the university sector (Romanowski and Nasser, 2014; Jonasson, Lauring and 

Guttormsen, 2015; Selmer, Trembath and Lauring, 2017). Literature refers to this group of 

expatriates as academic expatriates and expatriate academics, both terms used synonymously 

(e.g. Harry, Dodd and Chinyamurindi, 2017; Selmer and Lauring, 2010; Halim, Bakar and 

Mohamad, 2014). However, the exact definitions of academic expatriates remain rare. Karpen 

(1993, p.42), defines expatriate academics as “professors and non-professorial staff, the latter 

only as far as [they are] part of the research and teaching profession”. Following the definition 

of Karpen (1993), the concept of academic expatriates covers professors and postdoctoral 

researchers for the purpose of this study. 

 

Welch (1997) argues that expatriation serves two purposes for academic expatriates: first, an 

opportunity to take advantage of the bargaining power they have based on their non-firm-

specific human capital and secondly, being an achievement per se, expatriate experience 

increases their human and social capital. Related to the non-firm-specific knowledge, Selmer 

and Lauring (2010) argue that the highly specific skills, that this expatriate group possesses, 

make them extremely mobile in the global labor market. Likewise, Froese (2012), as well as 

Isakovic and Whitman (2013), explain the reasons for the growing number of academic 

expatriates by describing that academic profession offers a relatively high degree of autonomy 

and the work is usually done in much the same way worldwide. Another reason is the global 

competition for talent (Isakovic and Whitman, 2013; Silvanto and Ryan, 2014). Many 

universities aim to gain world-class status and succeed in global rankings, which requires hiring 

talented academic staff (Jonasson et al., 2017). Thus, universities are somewhat dependent on 

self-initiated expatriates to compensate the shortage of professionals (Suutari and Brewster, 

2000; West and Bogumil, 2000; Banai and Harry, 2004).  

 

Richardson and McKenna (2002), who examine the reasons why academics change jobs across 

national borders and how they experience expatriation, classify academic expatriates as 
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explorers, refugees, mercenaries and architects, based on their motivations to relocate. In 

another study, conducted by Richardson and Mallon (2005) on the incentives of academics to 

expatriate, similar motivations are found: the key incentives are related to the will to experience 

adventure and travel (similar to explorers), family reasons, enhancement of career opportunities 

(architects), financial reasons (mercenaries) and life change or escape from current situations 

in the home country (refugees).  

 

Richardson and McKenna (2002) also classify academic expatriates as explorers, outsiders, 

tightrope walkers and students, based on how they perceive expatriation. Explorers find the 

expatriate experience as a “part of an adventure” (p.72) whereas outsiders have difficulties to 

integrate into the local culture (ibid). Tightrope walkers, as the name implies, are very aware 

of the risks related to expatriation and are concerned about losing their job, which would also 

mean repatriation (ibid). Those described as students, in turn, emphasize continuous learning 

and personal development (ibid). 

 

2.2 Expatriate Identity Construction and Disruption 

 
This section discusses expatriation from the identity perspective. First, the focus in section 2.2.1 

is on conceptualizing identity that has been widely studied in psychology, sociology and 

business research. Secondly, in section 2.2.2, the interest shifts to the most relevant identity 

theories in the context of expatriates’ identity reconstruction, social identity theory and identity 

process theory, that are essentially presented. Finally, sections 2.2.3 and 2.2.4 will conclude 

this part of the literature review by framing expatriation as a potential threat to identity due to 

its comprehensive nature and by introducing the research on expatriate identities to date.  

 

2.2.1 Identity as a Concept 

 

Identity can be seen as a set of meanings that distinguishes individuals from each other based 

on their unique characteristics, define individuals in different roles and as members of various 

groups (Peltokorpi and Zhang, 2020). More briefly, identity can be defined, for example, as 

“the subjective concept of oneself as a person” (Vignoles, Golledge, Regalia, Manzi and 

Scabini, 2006, p.309). Although the attempts to define identity minutely have been extensive 

and entire books have been written to gather together all the theories regarding identity, there 
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is no single exact definition of identity, but instead, identities should be seen as protean concepts 

(Breakwell, 2015) that “react upon the given social structure, maintaining it, modifying it, or 

even reshaping it” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p.195).  

 

For decades, psychology literature has acknowledged identity formation to be of significance 

for psychological well-being and individual development (Smith and Silva, 2011). However, 

in the context of expatriates, identity research is scarce. Still, Adams and van de Vijver (2015) 

argue that acquiring understanding of expatriate identity is crucial for comprehending the job 

success and well-being of expatriates. Expatriation may namely shake many of the existing 

identity structures of an individual, being a major change in life and thus, a factor that is able 

to disrupt identity (e.g., Brown and McGill, 1989; Kraimer et al., 2012; Collins and Bertone, 

2017). However, expatriates themselves also have some power to construct their identities in 

new environments (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015) and as Kohonen (2004) reminds, identity 

changes and expatriate adjustment are not separate processes, but adjustment eventually 

reinforces the changes in identity.  

 

To give a brief overview of the extensive amount of identity literature and the theories that have 

been introduced over the years, the next section will first discuss one of the most popular 

classifications that has generally been agreed on in the literature and then, expand on the social 

identity theory and identity process theory that operate as the backbone for the further literature 

review on expatriate identities and social support. As the identity literature in the context of 

expatriates is limited, the review needs to be broadened out to, for example, the fields of 

psychology and sociology. 

 

2.2.2 Social Identity Theory and Identity Process Theory 

 

Identity has been widely researched in academia throughout history and there is a large number 

of identity theories presented in the literature. For the purposes of this study, introducing all of 

them would not be worthwhile nor meaningful, but instead, this literature review will only take 

a closer look at the most relevant theories regarding expatriation and social support. 

 

In general, identity can be separated into three dimensions: personal identity, relational identity 

and social identity (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015). Relocation to a new country may impact 

all of these dimensions, as expatriates are required to redefine themselves constantly (ibid). 
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Personal identity covers the intrapersonal side of self, for example values, goals and beliefs that 

are individual and thus, help to distinguish a person from others (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga 

and Szapocznik, 2010). Also, preferences, habits, abilities, skills and traits are included in 

personal identity (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015). These personal aspects are likely to be 

affected by the expatriate experience, for example influence the preference for food (ibid).  

 

Relational identity covers the different social roles, both public and private, that are associated 

with an individual identity of an expatriate (Sluss and Ashforth, 2007; Adams and van de 

Vijver, 2015). Relational identity also encompasses the personal, social, and interpersonal 

processes that a person needs in a certain role (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). According to the 

relational identity perspective, a social role of an individual needs to be acknowledged and 

legitimized by other people and therefore, when expatriates relocate to a new country and start 

in a new job, they need to renegotiate their roles, for instance their role in the job (e.g. a 

professor) and the social status they have (e.g. an expatriate) (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015).  

  

Social identity, in turn, is constructed around the group memberships of an individual, meaning 

that individuals define themselves based on what social groups they are part of (Adams and van 

de Vijver, 2015). Tajfer and Turner (1986) argue that when expatriates interact with foreign 

cultures, they become more aware of what social groups they belong to. For example, the 

importance of one’s own ethnic identity may decrease (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015). 

Jackson and Smith (1999) also recognize four dimensions that contribute to social identity 

change: perception of groups, attraction to groups, interdependent beliefs and 

depersonalization.  

 

Social Identity Theory 

 

Social identity theory, that was already touched upon above, offers one suitable framework 

where expatriate identities can be examined. It was introduced in the 1970s by two social 

psychologists, John Turner and Henri Tajfel (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) and has over the years 

become one of the most cited theories in terms of identity. Tajfel (1981, p.255) defines social 

identity as “that part of the individuals’ self-concept which derives from their knowledge of 

their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional 

significance of that membership”. According to Stets and Burke (2000), a social group refers 

to a group of individuals who socially identify themselves in the same way or consider being 
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members of a specific social category. In essence, the theory suggests that the self-concept 

consists of a personal identity, described above, and a social identity that covers salient group 

categorizations (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Social identity theory, as many other identity 

theories, thus proposes that individuals have various identities that become active in relevant 

social situations (Owens, Robinson and Smith-Lovin, 2010).  

 

Social identity theory includes processes of social categorization, social identification and 

social comparison (Tajfel and Turner, 2004). According to Ashforth and Mael (1989), social 

categorization (also social classification) serves two purposes. First, it helps to systematically 

classify and segment individuals into social groups (e.g. by gender or nationality), organizing 

the social world into a more understandable form based on stereotypes (ibid). Secondly, it helps 

to define one’s own place in the society (ibid; Tajfel and Turner, 2004). Then, through the social 

identification process, one identifies as a member of a group (Abraham and Hogg, 1990). Tajfel 

and Turner (2004, p.284) propose that “individuals must have internalized their group 

membership as an aspect of their self-concept: they must be subjectively identified with a 

relevant in-group”. Finally, by engaging in social comparison, an individual compares the self 

to others, and those similar to the self become the above-mentioned in-group whereas those 

who are different from the self are out-group individuals (Stets and Burke, 2000). In order to 

gain and maintain positive social identity, individuals practice in-group favoritism that refers 

to comparisons where the in-group is favored and evaluated more positively than the out-group 

(Tajfel and Turner, 2004). 

 

The power of social identity is noteworthy, because as Tajfel and Turner (2004) suggest, in 

certain intergroup situation, individuals will act as members of a group instead of based on their 

own individual traits and relationships. This is closely connected to the self-categorization 

theory and depersonalization. Self-categorization theory, that is an extension of social identity 

theory (Abrams and Hogg, 1990), further identifies the social categorization process as “the 

cognitive basis of group behavior” (Hogg and Terry, 2000, p.123). In the center of the self-

categorization theory is an idea that groups are prototypes that build on the stereotypes of what 

the members of a certain group usually are like (ibid). Ramsey (2005), who studies the 

relationship between expatriate adjustment and institutional distance, argues that self-

categorization helps to diminish uncertainty experienced by expatriates through the assimilation 

of the self to a prototype and the attitudes, behaviors, feelings and perceptions related to that 
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prototype. This way, the expatriate goes through so-called depersonalization, meaning that he 

or she is no more seen as a separate individual but as an epitome of a prototype (ibid).  

 

Identity Process Theory 

 

In the context of this study, the identity process theory (IPT), that was first introduced by Glynis 

Breakwell in 1986, is another meaningful theory to discuss, because it looks at identity from 

the perspective of the structural components and identity processes as well as examines identity 

threats (Breakwell, 2015). This fits well together with the focus of this thesis, as for example 

Collins and Bertone (2017) argue that expatriation is indeed a threat to identity, and the degree 

of this threat determines how much personal, role (or relational) and social identities need to be 

redefined in order to properly adjust. Social support, in turn, is one of the possible resources for 

coping with such threats (Taylor et al., 2004). 

 

The original identity process theory consists of four identity principles – continuity, 

distinctiveness, self-efficacy and self-esteem – that guide the processes of assimilation-

accommodation and evaluation (Breakwell, 1993; Jaspal and Cinnirella, 2012). According to 

Breakwell (1993), continuity refers to congruent development of the same identity through time 

and situations. Iyer and Jetten (2011) argue that identity continuity can be built on basically any 

relevant aspect of the self, for example culture, roles and activities, social relationships, 

attitudes and beliefs as well as memberships of groups. This suggests that in terms of 

expatriation, maintaining one’s interpersonal relationships (e.g. within family or circle of 

friends) or having the same role at work, help to retain identity continuity. Distinctiveness 

covers the need of an individual to be unique and somewhat different from other people 

(Breakwell, 1993). Brewer’s (1991) model of optimal distinctiveness supports this principle as 

it proposes that the perception of self is established both by the need for similarity and the need 

for difference between the self and other people. It is worth noting that both the ‘continuity’ 

principle and the ‘distinctiveness’ principle are seemingly related to the idea of social identity 

and the distinction between in-group and out-group, by seeking similarities and differences and 

maintaining group memberships.  

 

Self-efficacy, in turn, refers to the attempt of an individual to maintain an identity structure that 

reflects control and competence, and the lack of which results in feelings of alienation and 

futility (Breakwell, 1993). Collins and Bertone (2017), who study the threatened identities of 
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expatriate spouses describe, for instance, how self-efficacy of one of the research participants 

was challenged as she could not drive a car in the city. Finally, the self-esteem principle means 

that an individual has a positive conception of the self (Vignoles et al., 2008) or aims to achieve 

and maintain self-esteem (Breakwell, 1993). The social psychological theories have 

emphasized the role of self-esteem in an extensive manner, arguing that individuals trust and 

focus more on information that strengthens the positive evaluation of the self, whereas threats 

to self-esteem activate the coping reactions and aggression towards the threat (Vignoles, 

Chryssochoou and Breakwell, 2002). However, Vignoles, Chryssochoou and Breakwell (2002), 

who test the significance of the four aforementioned principles, conclude that also 

distinctiveness, continuity and self-efficacy should be taken into consideration equally to self-

esteem, when viewing the motives that direct identity processes. 

 

The identity processes refer to assimilation-accommodation and evaluation that are guided by 

the four identity principles above (Breakwell, 1993). Assimilation-accommodation means that 

new personal or social elements are added to the identity structure (assimilation) but in order 

to become a part of this structure, adjustment is needed in the old structure (accommodation) 

(Breakwell, 2015). For example, when an individual becomes a member of a group of 

expatriates (social element), his or her existing identity structure needs to be readjusted. In 

addition, the evaluation process gives value and meaning for the different elements of identity 

(Breakwell, 1993). These two processes are dependent on each other: evaluation affects what 

exactly is assimilated and in which form it will be accommodated, whereas assimilation-

accommodation creates the values embedded in identity that are used as the basis for evaluation 

(Breakwell, 2015). 

 

Over the years, there have also been some suggestions to add new principles on top of 

continuity, distinctiveness, self-efficacy and self-esteem. Vignoles et al. (2006) examine the 

impact of different identity motives (that Vignoles et al. (2008, p.1166) define as “motivational 

pressures toward particular ways of seeing oneself”) on identity construction. Vignoles et al. 

(2006) confirm that the four principles presented by Breakwell (1993) are indeed crucial to 

identity construction and in addition, show that belonging and meaning are also relevant in this 

process. They define the belonging motive as the need to maintain or boost the sense of 

closeness and acceptance by others, whereas the meaning motive covers the need to seek 

significance or purpose in one’s personal life. Similarly, Jaspal and Cinnirella (2010) suggest 
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an additional identity principle called the psychological coherence principle that refers to the 

need to make sure that identities are coherent.  

 

To better illustrate the idea of identity process theory, the identity processes and all of the seven 

proposed identity principles have been collected together in Figure 1 that is adapted from the 

work of Daramilas and Jaspal (2016). In the graph, they have also included the effect of the 

experience to the identity outcome and further to the actions taken. In this study, the expatriate 

experience is assumed to be obstructive, at least to some extent, leading to an identity threat 

and the use of social support as a coping resource. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Identity Process Theory (adapted from Daramilas and Jaspal, 2016) 

 

2.2.3 Expatriation as an Identity Threat 

 

Previous academic contributions (e.g., Selmer, 2001; Breakwell, 2015; Collins and Bertone, 

2017; Peltokorpi and Zhang, 2020) suggest that expatriation presents threats and challenges to 

identity as individuals need to adopt new roles and face new cultures, which adds on the amount 

of stress. Burke (1991, p.836) explains that in many cases “stress results from a common 

mechanism: disruption of identity process”. Breakwell (2015), who connects identity threats 

and disruption of identity process, suggests that an identity threat means that the identity 

processes (i.e. assimilation-accommodation and evaluation) are not able to follow the principles 

of self-esteem, distinctiveness, continuity and self-efficacy that usually guide how these 

processes work.  
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Also, other mechanisms regarding identity disruption have been proposed in the literature. 

Brown and McGill (1989) introduce a two-step identity disruption model that suggests that life 

events shape identity, and identity disruption further affects health in a negative manner. They 

argue that life events can cause identity alterations in four ways by making an individual to 1) 

reject their extant identities, 2) endorse new identities, 3) amend the structure of the self-concept 

or 4) rethink pre-existing identities. Brown and McGill (1989) also suggest that the negative 

effect of identity disruption on health is two-folded. They emphasize that it is important to 

understand that the concept of self operates as a tool which individuals apply in order to make 

sense of their own actions and the actions of others. Therefore, identity disruption both makes 

this process more complex and time-consuming, taking time from other activities, and creates 

a feeling that the individual cannot predict or control the environment as well as before. Both 

of these effects influence health by reducing the ability to fight illness and promote well-being 

(ibid).  

 

Burke (1991), in turn, suggests four different interruption mechanisms of identity processes. 

First, there may be broken identity loops that are caused by external events that disturb the 

normal identity adjustment process. Secondly, interference between identity systems can occur, 

for example nurturing one identity interrupts the other identity. Thirdly, Burke (1991) proposes 

that individuals with over-controlled identity systems may experience higher levels of anxiety 

than others, because they need to constantly adjust their identity processes. Lastly, episodic 

identities are a source of interruption caused by lack of feedback while individuals practice 

adjusting self-meanings to the identity standards (ibid).  

 

To recapitulate, the previous literature has suggested that expatriation disrupts the always 

ongoing identity processes that constantly update an individual’s self-perceptions, resulting in 

increased stress levels and impaired sense of well-being. Following the conceptualization of 

identity made in section 2.2.1 and the identity dimensions presented in section 2.2.2, identity is 

here seen as a multidimensional concept that is continuously in flux. As Adams and van de 

Vijver (2015) indicate, relocation can affect all dimensions of identity and therefore, the 

assumption in this thesis is that also the identity threats may affect all identity dimensions 

through disruption of the identity processes. In order to deal with the identity threats and 

disruption of identity processes effectively, individuals need to rely on different means of 

coping (Breakwell, 2015). Social support has been found to serve as an effective resource when 
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coping with changing and stressful environments (Sharma, 1999) and organizational expatriate 

literature has titled it as a critical factor in successful expatriate assignments (Ramos, Mustafa 

and Haddad, 2017). Social support will be discussed more in detail in the section 2.3.  

 

2.2.4 Expatriate Identities  

 

This section collects together the discussion on expatriate identities in the academic literature 

so far. Although the focus points of the studies vary, they all examine, at least to some extent, 

the different effects of expatriation on identity construction and changes in identities. For 

example, the study of Kohonen (2008) shows that self-reflection and identity work are often 

part of expatriation and she recognizes three different types of expatriates based on their identity 

shifts: identity shifters, balanced identities and non-shifters. Identity shifters find it easy to 

adjust to the new culture and feel emotionally-connected to the host country whereas expatriates 

with balanced identities combine both the host and home culture identity (ibid). Non-shifters, 

in turn, barely change or adapt their identities (ibid). 

 

To continue on this topic, Näsholm (2012), who studies the identity construction of global 

careerists, finds differences in how repeat expatriates and international itinerants form their 

identities. Repeat expatriates usually identify themselves with the organization they work for 

as well as the work they do, whereas international itinerants build their identities around the 

career, personal development and the industry where they work in (ibid). The itinerants also 

identify with other people who have same kind of experiences but their connection to the home 

country is weaker than the one of repeat expatriates who still mirror the home culture (ibid). 

However, the generalizability of these findings should be treated with caution as the individuals 

interviewed for the study are all Swedish and therefore, there may be some bias in the results.  

 

Nadeem and Mumtaz (2018), in turn, focus on social identity by looking into the social identity 

changes of Chinese expatriates who work in Pakistan. They discover that the identities of these 

expatriates transformed regarding their work habits and behaviors, however, their value 

systems and beliefs did not change much. Nadeem and Mumtaz (2018) argue that the main 

changes were connected to the fact that the Chinese perceived Pakistani people to be friendly 

and selfless and felt attraction to their Pakistani colleagues, which further led to the 

development of interdependent beliefs as well as depersonalization, that is, changes in behavior, 

feelings and habits after socializing with a certain group of people.  
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Scurry, Rodriguez and Bailouni (2013), who examine identities of self-initiated expatriates in 

Qatar, divide the identity narratives emerged in the interviews into narratives of mobility and 

narratives of opportunity. The narratives of mobility focus on the temporary nature of 

expatriation that further results in loss of the feeling of belonging to the host location but also 

sometimes to the home country (ibid). In the narratives of opportunity, expatriates emphasize 

the new opportunities and experiences offered by expatriation, as well as motivation to leave 

the home country due to lower standard of living, lack of job opportunities and other incentives 

(ibid). These narratives seem to support the idea of four motivation types of individuals to 

expatriate, presented by Richardson and McKenna (2002), that was discussed earlier.  

 

As a final example, Guimarães-Costa, Pina e Cunha and Rego (2014) contribute to the identity 

discussion while studying the adjustment process of expatriates to Sub-Saharan Africa when 

faced with ethical challenges. They conclude that when expatriates experience events that 

challenge their ethical principles, they act based on their past and present experiences as well 

as a so-called intended future identity. This means that the expatriates consider who they will 

be in the future, that is, try to see their intended future selves, to understand the meaning of the 

ethical challenge in order to respond accordingly (ibid).  

 

2.3 Social Support as a Resource for Expatriates 
 

Social support has been recognized to be crucial in terms of the success of the expatriate 

experience, being an important part of expatriates’ everyday lives and also affecting their 

overall well-being (Ramos, Mustafa and Haddad, 2017). Selmer (2001), who studied coping 

and adjustment of Western managers who expatriated to Hong Kong, argues that becoming an 

expatriate can be a stressful experience and the means of coping with the stress influence the 

level of adjustment and the overall feeling about living and working in a foreign country. One 

of such means is social support as the literature highlights the role of expatriates’ social 

networks as a resource to help, for example, with adjustment issues (Adelman, 1988) and stress 

(Fontaine, 1986; Bader and Shuster, 2014) and to influence work performance and mental 

health (House, Umberson and Landis, 1988; Madjar, 2008; Ng and Sorenson, 2008). Albrecht 

and Adelman (1987, p.20) define social support as “communication between recipients and 

providers that reduces uncertainty about the situation, the self, and other, or the relationship, 
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and functions to enhance a perception of personal control in one’s life experience”. Wills 

(1991), in turn, describes social support as belonging to a social network that shares assistance 

and obligations, and as an experience of being appreciated and cared for. Social support can 

also be seen as a part of relational content, that is the quality or functional nature of social 

relationships (House, Umberson and Landis, 1988). In earlier literature, social support has also 

been used synonymously with social integration and social networks (ibid).  

 

The significance of social support is well emphasized by Fontaine (1986) who identifies three 

main roles of social support systems, also building a clear connection to the feeling of stress. 

First, he argues that one of the main factors causing stress in terms of expatriation is disruption 

of an individual’s social support system. Secondly, social support is one of the main coping 

strategies with stress on international assignments. Thirdly, the social support received by 

expatriates is often inadequate, as those who should provide assistance are also under stress. In 

other words, social support is both the problem and the solution in terms of expatriation, and is 

thus often neglected in practice. The connection between stress and support is also recognized 

by Cohen and Wills (1985), who additionally note that social support has a positive health 

impact in general, even without the feelings of stress. Namely, after an extensive review of 

social support literature, they argue that social support may contribute to well-being through 

two models, the buffering model and the main-effect model. The buffering model comes from 

the idea that social support “buffers” an individual from possible harm caused by stressful 

events, whereas the main-effect model suggests that social support affects health positively 

regardless of whether a person is stressed (ibid).   

 

Ng and Sorensen (2008) build the connection between social support and identity construction. 

They view social support using the symbolic interaction perspective introduced by Blumer 

(1969). The authors suggest that according to this perspective, identity construction is to a great 

extent a social process and that social support is not only about providing or receiving help, but 

also about social interaction that creates interpretations and meaning that further help an 

individual to renew their perception of their own identity and social reality.  

 

However, it is worth noting that despite the proposed positive effects of social support on well-

being and construction of one’s self-perceptions, the extent of taking advantage of social 

support varies among individuals, which might also depend on one’s cultural background. 

Namely, Taylor et al. (2004) who studied the influence of culture on social support found out 
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that Asians and Asian Americans living in the United States relied less on social support in 

their attempts to deal with stress than European Americans. The findings thus indicated that 

individuals from collectivist cultures utilized less social support than their peers who came from 

individualistic cultures. Surprisingly, this difference was explained by the cultural norms in 

East Asia that did not encourage turning to one’s social network if faced with problems or stress 

(Taylor et al., 2004). 

 

2.3.1 Types of Social Support 

 

Social support is usually divided into three forms: informational support, instrumental support 

and emotional support (Taylor et al., 2004). House, Umberson and Landis (1988, p.302) present 

the same classification by describing that social support means “the positive, potentially health 

promoting or stress-buffering, aspects of relationships such as instrumental aid, emotional 

caring or concern, and information”. In their study, Caligiuri and Lazarova (2002) call these 

three forms types of interactions. Agha-Alikhani (2016) builds on the inputs of Caligiuri and 

Lazarova (2002), and conceptualizing social support, calls the types of interactions types of 

social support, which will be the term used in this thesis, as well. Information (or informational) 

support refers to help provided by one person to another to make sense of a stressful situation 

with certain resources and coping strategies (Taylor et al., 2004). It is “any information that 

reduces expatriates’ uncertainty and confusion” (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2002, p.768), for 

example advise and facts (Nardon, Aten and Gulanowski, 2015). Nardon, Aten and Gulanowski 

(2015) argue that informational support resources may decrease the amount of uncertainty that 

has occurred as a result of difficulties to predict and explain certain behaviors in the new host 

country. Instrumental support, in turn, consists of tangible assistance: goods, services, 

financing and other specific help (Taylor et al., 2004). The focus is on building a supportive 

environment that offers the needed resources (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2002), skills and time 

(Agha-Alikhani, 2016). Lastly, emotional (or socio-emotional) support covers sympathy and 

caring provided by one individual to another (Taylor et al., 2004).  

 

2.3.2 Sources of Social Support  

 

There are numerous different classifications and lists used to discuss the sources of social 

support in academic literature. When modeling the effect of social interaction and social support 
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on female expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment, Caligiuri and Lazarova (2002) list the relevant 

sources of social interaction and support to be family, colleagues, host nationals, mentors, other 

expatriates and functionaries. Quite similarly, Ramos, Mustafa and Haddad (2017) argue that 

the range of sources of social support is wide and covers various social groups, including 

family, friends, co-workers, supervisors and peers whereas Ballesteros Leiva, Poilpot-Rocaboy 

and St-Onge (2018) discuss family, friends, co-workers, supervisors and organization. 

 

A more structured approach is offered by van der Laken, van Engen, van Veldhoven and 

Paauwe (2019) who suggest that social support consists of various social support domains 

(social interaction areas that enable providing assistance) that cover numerous social support 

agents (individuals or entities that represent the domains). In their explanatory framework, van 

der Laken et al. (2019) present three domains: family domain, community domain and work 

domain. Although the list of agents is not exclusive or exhaustive, the authors mention spouse, 

children and relatives under the family domain, friends and daily services as parts of the 

community domain and organizations, practices, supervisors, mentors, peers and subordinates 

under the work domain. 

 

As mentioned earlier, social support and social networks are sometimes used interchangeably 

in the literature (House, Umberson and Landis, 1988) and therefore, also the concept of social 

capital is useful when discussing social support and classifying its sources. Namely, social 

capital refers to an individual’s social networks and can be divided into bonding social capital 

and bridging social capital (Putnam, 1995; Putman, 2007), the former meaning relationships 

to people who are similar in some crucial way and the latter meaning connections to those 

different from oneself (Putnam, 2007). In the context of expatriation, He, An and Berry (2019) 

mention family, organization and co-cultural coworkers’ support as examples of bonding 

capital and host country nationals’ support as bridging capital. In their research on social capital 

and psychological adjustment of Chinese expatriates, they also find out that bonding capital is 

more promotive of psychological well-being of expatriates than bridging capital.  

 

The differentiation between the various sources of social support has also been made by 

dividing them into work-related and non-work-related sources (e.g. Adams and Kind, 1996; 

Bowling, Beehr and Swader, 2005). As a complete list of all possible sources of social support 

cannot be created, in this study the loose separation of the resources is done on a high-level 

using the work vs. non-work-related approach. However, such a division is merely a line drawn 
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in water (e.g. coworkers can become important part of one’s personal life outside of work) and 

used only to facilitate the analysis phase at a later stage. In the next sections, the most important 

and common sources of both non-work-related and work-related social support will be 

discussed.  

 

Non-work-Related Sources of Social Support  

 

The critical sources of social support outside of work, presented by researchers (e.g. Ramos, 

Mustafa, Haddad, 2017; Ballesteros Leiva, Poilpot-Rocaboy and St-Onge, 2018; van der Laken 

et al., 2019), are usually family and friends. Particularly, the role of family as a source of support 

is crucial to the majority of expatriates. According to a study of Schütter and Boerner (2013) 

on the work-family interface on international assignments, 93.3 percent of the interview 

participants perceived family as an important source of social support, especially in terms of 

emotional and instrumental support. Likewise, Mérignac and Grillat (2013, p.117) conclude 

that “family plays a major part in the establishment of strong ties required for an efficient 

adjustment”. A recent study by Khedher and Asadullah (2019), provides more detailed insights 

into the influence of social support on the adjustment of Tunisian self-initiated expatriates. The 

study is highly relevant for this thesis, as lots of the previous research on expatriate social 

support focuses exclusively on business expatriates, and therefore, the findings of such studies 

might not directly reflect the experiences and challenges SIEs face in terms of support and 

adjustment. However, Khedher and Asadullah (2019) shed light on the matter from the 

perspective of self-initiated expatriates, showing that also for the SIEs studied, family was the 

primary source of social support.  

 

The impact of expatriate spouses on the success of international assignments has attracted its 

share of attention in organizational expatriate literature and some researchers have argued that 

there may be negative effects in terms of accompanying spouses (e.g. Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 

2005). However, Lauring and Selmer (2010) speak for the importance of social support that 

expatriates receive from their partners. The results of their research on Danish expatriates living 

in Saudi Arabia showed that spouses actively support their husbands by creating alliances with 

other families and building social networks, for example by organizing dinner parties. 

Similarly, Khedher and Asadullah (2019) argue that the spouse is the number one source of 

social support within the family members, regardless of if they accompany their partner or not. 

Also, children provide support of some sort, however, mostly in the form of their own 
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integration and adjustment to the new environment, that is, if they do not feel at home in the 

new country, this will negatively affect the expatriate and evoke thoughts of returning home 

(ibid).   

 

In terms of friends, both the friends back at home and in the new host country are important 

sources of social support (Copeland and Norell, 2002). Copeland and Norell (2002) explain that 

although the relationship with home country friends changes from face-to-face interaction to 

more physically distant, technology-based communication, expatriates may still continue to 

receive social support from these friendships. However, Black (1989) warns that in case there 

are culture-related adjustment difficulties, keeping in touch with fellow nationals at home may 

result in experience of alienation in the international location. Therefore, the role of new 

friendships in the host country usually increases in importance as a source of social support 

(Copeland and Norell, 2002).  

 

In addition to family and friends, other non-work-related sources of social support include 

relationships with fellow expatriates and host country nationals (e.g. Caligiuri and Lazarova, 

2002) that can also develop into close friendships (Copeland and Norell, 2002). Johnson, 

Kristof-Brown, Van Vianen, De Pater and Klein (2003) found out in their study that the number 

of connections to fellow expatriates and host country nationals (HCNs), that expatriates are able 

to acquire, has a positive relation to the core self-evaluations of the expatriates. According to 

the authors, core self-evaluations are composed of elements such as self-esteem and self-

efficacy. Therefore, it could be argued that there is a clear link to Breakwell’s (1993) identity 

process theory through these two identity principles, or more specifically, that other expatriates 

and HCNs as a source of social support affect the identity processes of expatriates in a positive 

manner through self-esteem and self-efficacy. Van Bakel, Gerritsen and van Oudenhoven 

(2015) further examine the influence of the quality, that is, the depth of expatriates’ contacts 

with local hosts. They conclude that the higher the quality of the relationship, the more benefits 

regarding social support and adjustment there are for incoming foreigners. With a local host, 

Van Bakel, Gerritsen and van Oudenhoven (2015) refer to social ties with local people who 

sort of act as peer mentors outside of work.  

 

On top of the most common sources of support, also somewhat unusual resources have been 

recognized. In their groundbreaking study, Nardon, Aten and Gulanowski (2015) investigated 

the potential of blogging technology in facilitating the adjustment of expatriates by operating 
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as a source of social support. They found out that blogging systems are able to offer an 

alternative source of social support to expatriates who can access the blogs of other expatriates, 

gaining new understanding of expatriation and experiencing the feeling of comfort. This 

example shows that although the assistance received face-to-face is emphasized more often in 

expatriate literature, there are also other ways to receive support. 

 

Work-Related Sources of Social Support  

 

Regarding social support at work, Schütter and Boerner (2013) identify three sources: 

organizational support, support from supervisor and support from coworkers. These same 

support resources have also been acknowledged by Ballesteros Leiva, Poilpot-Rocaboy and St-

Onge (2018). The significance of work-related sources of social support is confirmed, for 

instance, in the interviews conducted by Shütter and Boerner (2013) as these interviews showed 

that expatriates are able to receive all three types of social support – emotional, instrumental 

and informational – from all of the three above-mentioned work-related sources.  Empirical 

studies have also revealed that organizational support, supervisor support and coworker support 

have a clear positive connection to performance, retention, job satisfaction, commitment and 

adjustment (e.g. van der Laken et al., 2019; van Emmerik, 2002; Bruning, Sonpar and Wang, 

2012), of which the latter two will be discussed more in depth in section 2.4. 

 

Organizational support, as the self-explanatory term already indicates, refers to the supporting 

actions from the organizational side. Florkowski and Fogel (1999) further divide organizational 

support policies into three parts. First, they introduce pre-departure support that covers the 

level of realism regarding the conceptions and expectations of living and working in the host 

country that an expatriate has formed based on organizational support received before arrival. 

Second, the authors present in-residency support that aims to maintain expatriates’ respective 

pre-existing standard of living in the destination country. Finally, Florkowski and Fogel (1999) 

discuss career-management support that, in their study, includes a home-country mentor and a 

clear repatriation plan.  

 

Expatriates may experience organizational support in the form of social events, organizational 

culture, diversity and assistance from HR, for example (Khedher and Asadullah, 2019). 

Schütter and Boerner (2013) reveal that particularly in terms of instrumental support, the 

organization is seen as an important source of help, assisting with practical matters, such as 



 25 

finding accommodation and registering with tax authorities. Other researchers have likewise 

reported positive connections between perceived organizational support and expatriation 

outcomes. They have indicated that positive perceived organizational support enhances 

expatriates’ organizational commitment (Guzzo, Noonan and Elron, 1994) and work- and 

country-related adjustment (Kraimer, Wayne and Jaworski, 2001). Perceived organizational 

support refers to an employee’s “generalized perception concerning the extent to which the 

organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being” (Kurtessis, 

Eisenberger, Ford, Buffardi, Stewart and Adis, 2015, p.1854). The distinction between 

perceived organizational support and organizational support is important to make as despite the 

actual amount of organizational support provided, the perceived organizational support can 

vary within a company significantly (Bashshur, Hernández and González-Romá, 2011), and 

even within and between different work-units, as the perception of social support is highly 

subjective (ibid; El Akremi, Colaianni, Portoghese, Galletta and Battistelli, 2014).  

 

Support from coworkers and supervisor is likewise a major resource to manage with work 

requirements (van Emmerik, Euwema and Bakker, 2007; Ng and Sorensen, 2008). Van 

Emmerik (2002, p.251) discovers in her research on coping assistance of academic staff to 

reduce burnouts that “coping assistance from a supervisor and colleagues is an important 

measure to reduce both dissatisfaction and emotional exhaustion”. That is to say, those who 

receive social support from their coworkers and supervisor, are likely to have higher job 

satisfaction and better experience of well-being. Although both, supervisor and coworker 

support, are of significance, differences between the impact of the two sources of social support 

have been recognized, as well. Ng and Sorensen (2008) suggest that supervisor support is a 

more stable form of assistance, including for example replying to the subordinates’ questions, 

guiding career development and taking notice of possible concerns or complaints. In 

comparison, utilizing coworker support could be a sign of one’s incompetence and therefore a 

threat to self-esteem (ibid). Coworker support is a somewhat complex matter due to another 

reason, too. Namely, Bruning, Sonpar and Wang (2012) indicate based on their research on 

expatriates living in China that although having a close network of host country coworkers 

improves work performance, it can simultaneously have a negative impact on adjustment. They 

speculate that this could result from not receiving a sufficient amount of emotional support 

from colleagues, but instead informational and instrumental support that is of importance to 

perform well at work. This is supported by the fact that those participants who succeeded in 
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building friend-colleague relationships with locals, instead of pure colleague relationships, 

reported higher levels of general adjustment.  

 

2.4 Expatriation Outcomes 
 

To build the basis for further investigation on the effects of social support on psychological and 

organizational outcomes of expatriation, this section reviews the previous academic 

contributions to expatriate adjustment and organizational commitment. These two outcomes 

were selected as van der Laken et al. (2019, p.2) argue that adjustment and commitment are 

“proximal outcomes as they constitute direct psychological responses to received social 

support”. They suggest that other outcomes, such as performance and retention, are longer-term 

responses and thus, it is more likely that other external factors in addition to social support 

affect them simultaneously.  

 

2.4.1 Adjustment of Self-Initiated Expatriates 

 

As Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991, p.301) illustrate, adjustment is required in contexts 

where “an individual leaves a familiar setting and enters an unfamiliar one” because this new 

setting provokes changes in routines and feelings of uncertainty. To reduce the uncertainty, 

individuals attempt to assess what behaviors are appropriate for the new situation and as a 

result, adjust their behavior and attitudes accordingly (ibid). When defining adjustment, a 

distinction between the mode and degree of adjustment needs to be made. Nicholson (1984) 

presents the mode of adjustment as the way an individual adapts to the new environment 

(personal development) or tries to modify the environment to meet his or her personal needs 

and abilities (role development). The degree of adjustment, in turn, refers to the psychological 

comfort and familiarity the expatriate feels regarding the new culture (Black, Mendenhall and 

Oddou, 1991), and being the more researched (Kraimer, Bolino and Mead, 2016) and well-

structured dimension, the degree of adjustment is also in the focus of this study. 

 

There is a clear consensus among researchers that the degree of adjustment is composed of 

three subcategories that are interrelated: general adjustment, interaction adjustment and work 

adjustment (e.g. Peltokorpi and Zhang, 2020; Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Black, 

Mendenhall and Oddou, 1991; Gregersen and Black, 1990). Although this structural notion has 
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attracted criticism for being “merely a statistical construct with elements that are not well-

defined or discrete” (Selmer and Lauring, 2009, p..432), it has been supported, for example, by 

the meta-analytical study of Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005) who investigated 66 studies in total, 

covering the views of almost 8,500 organizational expatriates. To elaborate, general adjustment 

can be specified as the psychological comfort with the host country environment (Peltokorpi 

and Zhang, 2020) and the degree of adjustment to the everyday living conditions in the new 

host country, including climate, health care, shopping, housing, transportation and food, for 

instance (Selmer, Lauring, Normann and Kubovcikova, 2015; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). 

Interaction adjustment, on the other hand, means expatriates’ degree of psychological comfort 

when interacting with host country nationals at work or outside of work (Peltokorpi and Zhang, 

2020) and the level of adjustment in terms of different communication and interpersonal styles 

in the local culture in general (Selmer et al., 2015; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). Finally, work 

adjustment refers to the psychological comfort with the work-related expectations, standards 

and work values (Peltokorpi and Zhang, 2020; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). Black, 

Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) further introduce the variables that affect these three facets of 

adjustment: anticipatory adjustment and in-country adjustment. The former refers to the stages 

before the relocation and as Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) propose, the more 

appropriate the anticipatory adjustment is, the easier and faster the actual adjustment process 

will be. In-country adjustment, on the other hand, covers the adjustment affecting factors once 

an expatriate has arrived in the new host country, and includes five areas: job, non-work, 

individual, organization culture and organization socialization (Reynolds, 2005).  

 

Expatriate adjustment has been thoroughly examined in the organizational expatriate context 

(Isakovic and Whitman, 2013) but with the growing interest in self-initiated expatriates, the 

distinction has been made between these two types of expatriates in the cross-cultural 

adjustment literature, as well (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). Important contributions have been 

made by Reynolds (2005), Selmer and Lauring (2009, 2014), Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) as 

well as Isakovic and Whitman (2013), who have examined international adjustment from the 

SIE perspective. Yet, research on the adjustment of SIEs remains as a rather unexplored area. 

To better understand the potential differences in cross-cultural adjustment of self-initiated 

expatriates and thus also expatriate academics, the previous comparisons between 

organizational expatriate and self-initiated expatriate adjustment are reviewed next.  
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Reynolds (2005), who investigates the suitability of the expatriate adjustment model of Black, 

Mendenhall and Oddou (1991), described above, to self-initiated expatriates, highlights some 

of the possible differences in the adjustment of SIEs. She argues that it is likely that the 

importance of individual factors (self-efficacy, relation skills and perception skills) in 

anticipatory adjustment decreases but the organizational factors (social support, organization 

culture novelty and logistical help) become more crucial. In terms of in-country adjustment, 

she assumes that both nonwork factors (culture novelty and family-spouse adjustment) and job 

factors (role clarity, novelty, discretion and conflict) are of significance for SIE adjustment, as 

well. Reynolds (2005) also expects that organizational factors and socialization are remarkably 

decisive in the SIE adjustment context.  

 

In comparison to Reynolds (2005) who approached the topic from the anticipatory and in-

country adjustment perspective, Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) examine the matter focusing on 

general, interaction and work adjustment. Their quantitative study reveals that SIEs have much 

higher interaction adjustment compared to OEs, which is likely to be a result of the motivation 

of SIEs to interact with host country nationals. Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) report that the 

general adjustment of SIEs was better as well and assume that as SIEs have made the decision 

to relocate to the host country by themselves, they feel more motivated to adjust to the culture. 

However, the study did not discover any major differences in work adjustment between SIEs 

and OEs.  

 

Similarly to Peltokorpi and Froese (2009), also both Selmer and Lauring (2009) and Isakovic 

and Whitman (2013) use the three-dimensional adjustment model to study the adjustment of 

expatriate academics. Due to the focus on academic expatriates, these two research studies are 

of special interest for this thesis. Selmer and Lauring (2009) examine how cultural similarity 

affects the adjustment of expatriate academics. Dividing academic expatriates, who relocated 

to work in universities in five EU countries, into non-EU and EU citizens, Selmer and Lauring 

(2009) conclude that although the cultural differences varied between the two groups, there was 

no difference in the adjustment or in the time period that was required to be proficient. This 

indicates that “perceived cultural similarity could be as difficult to adjust to as perceived 

cultural dissimilarity” (ibid, p.434).  

 

Isakovic and Whitman (2013), in turn, focus on quantitatively investigating the adjustment of 

foreign academics in the United Arab Emirates. They report a handful of interesting findings: 
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there was no significant relationship between previous international work experience nor 

foreign language ability and any of the three adjustment facets. Furthermore, culture novelty 

had a negative relationship to general, interaction and work adjustment, which is contradictory 

in comparison to the results of Selmer and Lauring (2009). However, the geographical areas, 

that these two studies are focused on, could possibly explain such difference in the findings.  

 

2.4.2 Organizational Commitment  

 

Commitment, that is the other outcome of interest resulting from relocation, refers in general 

to “a willingness to persist in a course of action” (Cooper-Hakim and Viswesvaran, 2005, 

p.241). From the identity and social support perspective of this thesis, organizational 

commitment that is a subdimension of work commitment together with four other dimensions, 

job involvement, career commitment, work ethic endorsement and union commitment (Cooper-

Hakima and Viswesvaran, 2005), is the most interesting type of commitment due to its close 

relationship to identity and its empirically shown connection to social support.  

 

According to the conceptualization by Allen and Meyer (1990), organizational commitment 

consists of three components: affective commitment, normative commitment and continuance 

commitment. Affective commitment refers to the desire to keep on working for an organization 

(Meyer and Allen, 1991). In other words, it measures expatriates’ emotional attachment to, 

involvement in and identification with an organization and its goals, and positive feelings 

towards being a member of the organization (Allen and Meyer, 1990; Liu and Ipe, 2010). Allen 

and Meyer (1990, p.3) describe the second component, normative commitment, as “a belief 

about one’s responsibility to the organization”. More specifically, an individual feels obliged 

to remain in the company (Meyer et al., 2002). Finally, continuance commitment is defined as 

the need to stay with an organization and as commitment originating from the perceived costs 

related to the termination of the current employment (Meyer and Allen, 1991). That is to say, 

an employee decides to continue working for an organization because the switching costs would 

be too high.  

 

The previous quantitative studies have connected the influence of social support to 

organizational commitment, especially affective commitment. Both Van der Laken et al. (2019) 

and Kurtessis et al. (2017) indicate that the perceived organizational support has a strong 

relationship to expatriate commitment. Likewise, Liu and Ipe (2010), who examined the effect 
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of organizational and leader-member support on the commitment of expatriates, discover that 

both organizational support and support from supervisor significantly increase expatriates’ 

affective commitment. Ng and Sorensen (2008) further report that perceived supervisor support 

is more strongly related to affective commitment, job satisfaction and turnover intention than 

perceived coworker support. Although these findings confirm the assumption that work-related 

sources of social support have a positive effect on organizational commitment, van der Laken 

et al. (2019) reveal an interesting particularity. Namely, they discover crossover and spillover 

effects between the social support domains and expatriation outcomes, for example that 

community support, defined earlier as friends and daily services, affects organizational 

commitment, showing that non-work-related social support can be useful in terms of work-

related outcomes.  

 

2.5 Theory Framework 
 

In light of the reviewed literature, expatriation in its entirety threatens the identities of 

expatriates (Selmer, 2001; Breakwell, 2015; Collins and Bertone, 2017; Peltokorpi and Zhang, 

2020) by disrupting their identity processes (Burke, 1991). Thus, the relocation experience 

requires the expatriates to redefine and revise their self-perceptions constantly. Social support 

may facilitate this construction of expatriate identities by reducing stress and enhancing well-

being (Wills and Cohen, 1985; Sharma and Sharma, 2010). Social support has also been found 

to influence the outcomes of relocation, the most immediate ones being adjustment and 

commitment (van der Laken et al., 2019). However, the actual mechanism, through which 

social support affects these outcomes, remains somewhat unclear. Yet, based on the reviewed 

literature, the mechanism seems to be as follows: by receiving social support from various 

sources, expatriates gain an understanding of the new culture and the organization, cope with 

emotional reactions caused by the major life change as well as manage practical procedures that 

need to be taken care of in the new host country. By adapting their behavior and attitudes with 

the help of social support, expatriates adjust better and, feeling cared for by their organization 

and others around, experience higher levels of commitment.  

 

To bring together the concepts and topics discussed in this literature review, Figure 2 portrays 

a potential framework to combine the identity threatening relocation experience, social support 

and the outcomes of expatriation based on the mechanism presented above. Prior to the 
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expatriation experience, academic expatriates have certain perceptions about themselves that 

reflect their personal, social and interpersonal identities. However, these identities are not 

unchangeable but minor alterations happen all the time through the identity processes that 

constantly assimilate, accommodate and evaluate the identities (Breakwell, 1993) and 

categorize, identify and compare the self in relation to others (Tajfel and Turner, 2004).  

 

Expatriation, however, lays an individual open to increased levels of stress as one faces and 

needs to cope with numerous new things at once (Selmer, 2001; Breakwell, 2015; Collins and 

Bertone, 2017; Peltokorpi and Zhang, 2020). This affects the existing self-perceptions of the 

expatriate and disrupts the continuous identity processes by disturbing the usual identity 

adjustment, creating conflicting identities, making the expatriate to endorse new identities or 

reject old ones, for instance (Brown and McGill, 1989; Burke, 1991). Therefore, in the 

framework, expatriation as an identity threat has been illustrated to have a negative impact on 

the identity processes.  

 

To continue, social support – emotional, informational and instrumental – received from both 

work-related (e.g. organization, supervisor, coworkers) and non-work-related sources (e.g. 

family, friends, fellow expatriates, host country nationals) is in turn a resource to manage the 

identity threat caused by the relocation experience by buffering stress, enhancing the sense of 

well-being in general (Cohen and Wills, 1985) and balancing the disrupted identity processes. 

This way, social support affects the revision of expatriates’ self-perceptions and further the 

different dimensions of identity (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015). Moreover, social support 

also positively affects expatriate adjustment (general, interaction and work adjustment) in the 

new host country and commitment to the organization (affective, normative and continuance 

commitment), or in the case of academic expatriates, the commitment to the respective 

university.  
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Figure 2: Theory Framework 



 33 

3 Methodology 
 
This section elaborates on the methodology used in this research study. Section 3.1 presents the 

research approach and paradigm applied. Section 3.2 expands on the sampling strategy and 

section 3.3 on the participant profile of the interviewees. Section 3.4 further describes the data 

collection process and section 3.5 covers how the analysis was prepared. Finally, section 3.6 

identifies the limitations of the study. 

 

3.1 Research Design and Method 
 

The purpose of this study, that is a part of a larger project at Aalto University School of 

Business, was to extend the understanding of academic expatriates and the social support, that 

the expatriates receive from various sources. Furthermore, the objective was to examine how 

this support affects their identity construction, adjustment to the host country and commitment 

to the university they work in. The primary focus was on emotional, instrumental and 

informational support from both work-related and non-work-related sources. The final goal of 

the study was to provide recommendations in terms of social support for universities attracting 

foreign academics. To meet the goals of the research, qualitative narrative approach was used 

to gather in-depth subjective experiences of expatriates through interviews. Qualitative method 

was a natural choice for data collection as the aim of the study was to understand where 

academic expatriates get support from and what type of support that is and to describe the 

effects of social support, for which qualitative approach was the most suitable option (Gupta 

and Awasthy, 2015). As Leavy (2017, p.124) argues, qualitative approaches “allow us to build 

a robust understanding of a topic, unpacking the meanings people ascribe to their lives”, also 

giving high importance to the “depth of meaning and people’s subjective experiences”. To 

maintain this subjectivity and to produce rich data by using a diverse sample of academics with, 

for example, different origin, career stage, gender and age, the unit of analysis in the research 

was an individual expatriate. In addition, using the narrative approach allows participants to tell 

a personal story about their experiences and meanings given to them (Allen, 2017), which 

supported the objectives of this study. During the interviews, the participants shared their 

personal experiences that, according to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008), mirror the emotions 

and events a person has undergone.  
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The plan was to answer the research questions by approaching the topic from the subjective 

perspective of an individual and to examine the spectrum of diverse personal experiences that 

academic expatriates have had in terms of their relocation. Thus, the interpretive research 

paradigm was applied. This paradigm focuses on how individuals take part in constructing 

meaning in their day-to-day interactions, for example how they assign meaning to different 

situations and events (Leavy, 2017). Furthermore, the interpretive paradigm prioritizes 

individual understanding and various meanings (ibid). This was of significance in the study, as 

based on the review of expatriate literature, it was expected that the relocation experience and 

the feelings evoked and understanding formed as a result of the life change, would be 

manifested in a multitude of ways.  

 

The theoretical background for the research was formed by reviewing the literature on social 

support, identity processes, expatriate adjustment and commitment, the combination of which 

was further developed into the form of a solid theory framework. The theoretical frame operated 

as the backbone for collecting additional profound information from individual expatriate 

academics to better understand the relevance of different sources and types of social support 

for them and the influence of social support on their identity construction, adjustment and 

commitment. The data collection will be discussed more in detail in section 3.4.  

 

3.2 Sampling  
 

The sample selection was accomplished using a nonprobabilistic sampling strategy, purposeful 

sampling, due to the research goals and the qualitative nature of the study. Purposeful sampling 

builds on the idea of a researcher who wants to “discover, understand and gain insight and 

therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned”, although the purpose is 

not to be able to generalize the findings in a statistical sense (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p.96). 

According to Patton (2015), this can be done by finding so called information-rich cases.   

 

When identifying potential interviewees for this research, the prospects had to fulfil certain 

criteria in order to be further approached. This is a usual step in purposeful sampling (Merriam 

and Tisdell, 2015), also called as criterion-based selection (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993). First, 

the individuals suitable for the study had to be foreign academics that have come to Finland to 

work in a university after completing their PhD studies in another country. Secondly, they were 
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required to work and live in Finland most of their time, that is, not to work for the university 

from abroad on a regular basis. Thirdly, they had to have lived in Finland for less than 10 years. 

These criteria aimed to select a group of academics that have already somewhat proceeded in 

their academic career, thus excluding doctoral candidates, and that might have previous 

experiences abroad. It was also crucial that they had stayed in Finland long enough to recognize 

possible changes in their self-perceptions and to reflect on their adjustment to Finland as well 

as their commitment to the university. Therefore, those who had lived in the country for more 

than 10 years were considered to have become too “native” for the purposes of this research. In 

turn, those who only occasionally visited the university but had their permanent 

accommodation and full-time position elsewhere, for example visiting professors, were 

considered not to have spent sufficient time in Finland to provide the insights needed for the 

study. The prospective interviewees were identified based on the criteria above using a public 

university website. This process was also supplemented with other information available 

online, for instance on LinkedIn, to validate the suitability of the interview candidates before 

contacting them. Those who fulfilled the criteria were added on a list of prospects that were 

then contacted via email.   

The participant search was limited to one specific Finnish university, Aalto University. This 

decision was made due to two reasons. First, the university is considered to be relatively 

international measured by Finnish standards and covers multiple academic disciplines. Thus, it 

was expected that a diverse group of interviewees would be available there. Secondly, there 

was better understanding of the particular university environment and easier access to the 

foreign academics working there as all of the four researchers involved in conducting this study 

represented the same university.  

 

3.3 Sample Profile 
 

As a result of sampling and contacting the interview candidates, 31 academics, who met the 

criteria set for the participants, were interviewed during the primary data collection phase. With 

respect to the demographics of the interviewees, seven of them were female and the rest 24 

were male. This ratio corresponds well to the gender distribution of the professors and the 

research staff at the university in general as in 2019, approximately 77 per cent of the professors 

and 71 per cent of the research staff were male and the rest female (Aalto University, 2019).  

The interviewees possessed citizenships of 22 different countries in total, including countries 
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located in Europe, North America, South America, Asia, Middle East and Oceania and the 

countries represented by more than one interviewee were Sweden, Germany, India, Russia and 

South Korea. In terms of family situations, seven respondents were single, one did not wish to 

disclose the status and the rest 23 were in a relationship. Seven of those 23 interviewees had a 

partner who was living abroad, 14 had their partner living in Finland and at the time of the 

interviews, two respondents themselves had already moved to another country with their 

partner. In total, ten of all the respondents had children. The ages of the interviewees ranged 

between 29 and 57, with three missing data points, the average age being slightly over 38 years. 

The respondents had moved to Finland between 2011 and 2019, however, approximately two 

thirds of them had arrived after 2016, thus having lived in Finland for less than four years.  

 

With regard to work, the academics interviewed for the study worked at all of the schools of 

the university, holding positions of postdoctoral researcher (10), assistant professor (12), 

associate professor (4), professor (2) and professor of practice (2). A particularly noteworthy 

detail is that only one of the respondents did not have experience abroad prior to relocating to 

Finland. Otherwise, all the other academics had lived in a country other than their home country 

at least for a couple of months either due to work or studies and many had completed academic 

degrees outside of their country of origin, as well.  

 

3.4 Data Collection 
 

The primary data for this study was collected using semi-structured interviews. The interviews 

were conducted as individual interviews with the presence of two interviewers and one 

interviewee at a time. In total, there were four interviewers who interviewed in mixed pairs: a 

master’s student, a research assistant and two professors. Individual interviews were selected 

because the topics discussed were expected to evoke highly personal feelings, experiences and 

details that were assumed to be more easily disclosed with the interviewers in a setting with 

few people. According to Leavy (2017, p.139) such approach also enables the respondents to 

“use their own language, provide long and detailed responses if they choose”, which was of 

high importance when aiming to hear subjective views and to build deeper understanding on 

the topic. The interviews were conducted using video communication tools to avoid meeting in 

person due to the current situation with the coronavirus pandemic. 
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The interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide because the aim was to hear as many 

personal stories about the researched topics as possible, but at the same time, it was necessary 

to cover the core areas with all the respondents to find out common themes and patterns in their 

experiences. In addition, semi-structured interviews allow high flexibility during the interviews 

as they are not tied to any exact wording or order of questions, enabling the interviewer to act 

more responsively during the interviews (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). The interview guide (see 

Appendix 1) was structured to include questions on four core areas: 1) the reasons for relocating 

and prior expectations, 2) the general adjustment process and effects of social support received, 

3) the changes in self-perceptions and effects of social support received and 4) the overall 

feelings about the relocation that included the sense of commitment to the university. It is worth 

mentioning that as the study was conducted as a part of a larger project, the interview guide 

was constructed to collect information that would be of significance also for the other parts of 

the project. Therefore, although the purpose was to gather data to answer the research questions 

formulated at the beginning of this study, there were also some questions in the guide that were 

not directly derived from the research questions of this thesis.  

 

Before going to the four core areas listed above, the interviews started off with an introduction 

of the project and also the confidentiality of the conversations was discussed. Moreover, some 

general questions were asked about the backgrounds of the interviewees. As Morris (2015, 

p.49) argues, it is ideal that the starting questions build rapport with the participants and are 

“non-threatening” and do “not induce anxiety”, which was the reason why the interviews were 

started by discussing basic facts. After that, the interviews further proceeded into discussing 

the questions on the core topics that were then expanded on with more specific and clarifying 

questions depending on the flow of the interviews. The language of the interviews was English 

as it was the common language of the interviewers and the interviewees. However, it was the 

native language of only two of the interviewees and the rest of the respondents and the 

interviewers spoke it as a foreign language, which might be somewhat problematic as Welch 

and Piekkari (2006) suggest that using a non-native language in qualitative interviews could 

pose a risk of losing the accuracy or authenticity. Yet, considering the great variety of 

nationalities and languages that were represented by the interviewees, using English in the 

interviews was the only feasible alternative.   

 

The data collection resulted to approximately 2041 minutes of recorded interview data. The 

duration of a single interview ranged between 36 and 95 minutes, the average interview lasting 
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for 66 minutes. The interviews were recorded with the participants’ consent to later enable 

transcription of the interviews and also to provide more free interaction in the actual interview 

situation as the interviewers were able to fully focus on the discussion and asking additional 

questions instead of taking notes. Every recording was transcribed by the person running the 

interview as intelligent verbatim shortly after the interview had been completed. One participant 

also preferred the interview not to be recorded and thus, the interviewers took notes instead. 

The transcribed interviews and the notes together formed a dataset of 233 pages of text that 

corresponds to approximately 247,000 words.          

 

3.5 Data Analysis 
 

The transcribed interview data was further analyzed using analysis of narratives. Analysis of 

narratives is one of the two primary analysis types in narrative research and treats narratives as 

one form of representation, unlike narrative analysis that sees narratives as a mode of analysis 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). This research study was particularly interested in the content of the 

narratives, attempting to find the regularly occurring patterns related to the connection of social 

support and identity construction, expatriate adjustment and organizational commitment. 

Therefore, the focus of the analysis was on the meanings of the narratives. According to 

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008), when meaning and content are in the core of the analysis, the 

goal is to understand ‘what is told’. To see if there were similarities or certain patterns in the 

interviewees’ narratives, thematic analysis, that has been widely used in narrative research 

(Riessman, 2005), was used as a tool to understand what the expatriates told about the effects 

of social support on their self-perceptions and relocation outcomes. Thematic analysis aims to 

identify common or atypical themes that occur in the dataset and to make explicit the meanings 

and structures that the text contains (Riessman, 2005; Gavin, 2008). It is used to recognize the 

relevant patterns in the data from the perspective of a specific research question based on 

coding, thus being a systematic way to analyze qualitative data (Clarke and Braun, 2016).  

 

The coding of the data was conducted using abduction that is a research logic that combines 

both deduction and induction during a research project (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). 

Deduction refers to the model of research where existing theories serve as the basis for 

hypotheses that are then tested through empirical studies, whereas in induction, the process is 

reverse and theories are built based on empirical research (ibid). In this research study, 
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deduction was applied first and the initial coding was completed using the theoretical 

framework that was derived from the existing academic literature. This helped to find the 

relevant pieces of information, organize the data and recognize the emerging themes later in 

the abduction phase. Abduction was applied because the prior research on the effects of social 

support on adjustment, commitment and identity was scarce, and through abduction it was 

possible to identify the effects from the narratives and to supplement the theory framework with 

the findings.  

 

The data analysis process, that has been illustrated in Figure 3, began with carefully reading the 

transcriptions and listening to the interview recordings to gain an overview of the interviews 

and the reoccurring topics in the discussions. Next, example quotes about the key interest areas 

of the study, expatriate adjustment, organizational commitment and identity alterations, were 

sought and collected together. These example quotes were then coded based on the theory 

framework. During the first coding round, the adjustment related quotes were directly triple-

coded based on the type of social support (3 codes), source of social support (13 codes) and 

degree of adjustment (3 codes) to gain the basic understanding of the connection between social 

support and expatriate adjustment. However, there were also quotes that did not include the 

social support aspect and were further divided into two groups: other means to adjust and 

challenges in adjustment. These two groups were single-coded: the latter with 10 codes and the 

former with two codes. Similarly, quotes concerning identity alterations were triple-coded 

according to the identity dimension that changed (3 codes), identity alteration (4 codes) and 

details of identity alteration (41 codes). Commitment-related quotes, in turn, were double-coded 

based on whether they represented affective, normative or continuance commitment and what 

the object of the commitment was (7 codes). 

 

During the second coding round, more specific codes were added based on the themes that 

emerged from the interviews. With regard to adjustment, the quotes were categorized with 44 

additional codes that defined more in detail the connection of social support to adjustment. 

Identity alterations were also categorized with 32 codes that built the link between identity 

changes and social support. The similar process of coding the connection to social support was 

tried to be applied to commitment, as well, but due to the reasons discussed in section 5.1.3, 

these attempts were abandoned and replaced by adding 15 codes that captured more specifically 

how the expatriates’ commitment manifested in the interviews. At this point, to avoid having 

too many and detailed codes, some of the codes were rephrased and combined.  
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After that, based on the codes given in the first and second coding round, the key factors 

affecting general and work adjustment as well as commitment were identified. Also, the main 

identity alterations and how they appeared were recognized. This was done to have an overview 

of the general factors and identity changes so that it would be possible to later analyze the 

connection of social support to these main categories. In the case of adjustment and 

commitment, codes were combined to bigger themes whereas in terms of identity alterations, 

the more specific codes behind the four main themes suggested by Brown and McGill (1989) 

were identified. Some examples of how different codes were merged in order to form more 

general themes have been shown in Table 1. The main themes related to adjustment factors, 

commitment factors and identity alterations have been presented in Table 2. 
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Figure 3: Data Analysis Process 
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Table 1: Examples of How the Themes Were Formed by Merging the Codes 

Theme Codes 

Arranging Practical 
Matters 

• Assistance with Accommodation Facilitating Adjustment (Colleagues) 
• Assistance with Accommodation Facilitating Adjustment (University) 
• Administrative Support from the University 

Social Network 

• Emotional Support from Relocating with Partner 
• Professional Contacts Becoming Friends 
• Companionship Support from Sports Team Facilitating General 

Adjustment 

Ability to Relate • Identification with the University and Its Goals 
• Identification with the University and Its Values 

Endorsing New 

Identities* 

• Adopting New Traits (Personal) 
• Adopting New Beliefs (Personal) 
• Endorsing the Immigrant Identity (Social) 

*theme was divided into more specific codes 

 

Table 2: Main Themes of Adjustment Factors, Commitment Factors and Identity Alterations 

General Adjustment 
Factors 

• Arranging Practical Matters 
• Previous Experience 
• Language 
• Personality-Culture Match 
• Suitability for Family Life 
• Social Network 

Work Adjustment 
Factors 

• Freedom at Work 
• Hierarchy 
• Style of Communication and Interaction 
• Onboarding 
• Relationships to Colleagues and Supervisor 

Identity Alterations  
(Brown and McGill, 1989) 

• Endorsing New Identities 
• Abandoning Extant Identities 
• Amending the Structure of the Self-Concept 
• Re-Evaluating Pre-Existing Identities 

Commitment Factors 
• Ability to Relate 
• Connectedness 
• Temporary Situation 
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Finally, analyzing the connection between the social support related codes, that were given in 

the second coding round, and the main themes presented in Table 2, the effects of social support 

on adjustment and identity alterations were identified. Adjustment factors and effects of social 

support that did not have a mutual connection also emerged and were considered later on in the 

analysis. The summary of the themes regarding the effects of social support on adjustment and 

identity construction are shown in Table 3. Here, the commitment-related effects have been 

excluded due to the reasons discussed in section 5.1.3. 

 
 

Table 3: Summary of the Effects of Social Support on Adjustment and Identity Construction 

 
Effects: 

General Adjustment 

• Assistance with Practical Matters 
• Alleviating Emotional Challenges 
• Insider View into Society 
• Support for Family 
• Help with Language 

Work Adjustment 

• Knowledge Sharing at Work 
• Financial and Administrative Resources 
• Supportive and Enabling Partner 
• Supportive Work Environment 

Personal Identity 
• Assimilation through Social Interaction 
• Learning New Skills Enhancing Self-Confidence 
• Improving Psychological Comfort 

Relational Identity 
• Role Acknowledgement 
• Providing Conditions to Enact Roles 

Social Identity 
• Strengthening Cultural Identification 
• Weakening Cultural Identification 

 

After forming the main themes of adjustment factors, commitment factors and identity 

alterations as well as the effects of social support on them, the key findings were already visible. 

The next steps were to analyze them thoroughly and write the report.  
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3.6 Limitations of Research 
 

Before presenting the findings of the study, the limitations related to this research need to be 

disclosed. Naturally, there are limitations in this research study both from the participant side 

and the researcher side. First, there is likely to be several types of response bias. The sampling 

was conducted in a way that aimed to find a diverse set of participants that would mitigate the 

risk of having a biased sample. However, partly due to access reasons, the sampling process 

was limited to one Finnish university only and thus, the group of interviewees consisted of 

academic expatriates who live, or have lived, in the country and work in the particular 

university. Although the respondents represented different cultural backgrounds and 

nationalities as well as different schools and departments of the university, being rather diverse 

in that sense, it could still be possible that the same host country and university had aligned 

their views of the researched topics. Their experiences could be rather similar to each other but 

still very different compared to the experiences of academic expatriates in different countries 

and universities.  

 

Moreover, there might be a social acceptability bias in this study if the respondents felt 

uncomfortable to share their real feelings and thoughts with the interviewers and decided to tell 

what they assumed would be more acceptable or what they assumed the interviewers would 

like to hear. This could have been the case particularly because the interviewers represented the 

same university as the interviewees. In addition, an interesting point to consider is the fact that 

all of the participants in this research study were academics and therefore, better aware of the 

research process that this study followed than someone not working in academia would have 

been. This could have affected how the participants perceived the interview questions or how 

they answered to them.  

 

It is also noteworthy that the interview questions did not only concern work-related matters but 

also issues related to private life, personal relationships and individual self-perceptions, that are 

fairly sensitive and personal topics, especially if expatriation had negatively affected these 

aspects. Thus, it is possible that the interviewees filtered their narratives at least to some extent. 

The interview questions were also shared with some participants prior to the interview to give 

them time to prepare as the questions required a lot of self-reflection. However, it also enabled 

the interviewees to think about their answers longer and might have resulted in inaccurate and 
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non-spontaneous responses. To mitigate this, additional questions, that the interviewees were 

not aware of beforehand, were also asked. 

 

In terms of the limitations related to the researcher, there is a risk of confirmation bias, 

especially because the research started with a literature review. Reviewing the earlier research 

on the topic naturally created some assumptions about what could be found in the interview 

data of this study. To alleviate such risk, the data was carefully coded using abduction and those 

pieces of information, that emerged from the data but did not support or were inconsistent with 

previous research findings, were also taken into consideration.  

 

Furthermore, at times, closed-ended questions were asked by the interviewers or examples of 

the topic discussed were given to help the interviewees to understand the question better. It is 

possible that such questions and examples led the interviewees to respond in a certain way or 

to emphasize certain aspects that they otherwise would not have highlighted. Still, the vast 

majority of the interview questions were open-ended to avoid leading the interviewees in any 

particular direction.  
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4 Findings  
 

In this section, the key findings of the research study will be presented. Section 4.1 introduces 

the general observations regarding social support, sections 4.2 and 4.4 the factors affecting 

adjustment and commitment and section 4.6 the identity changes that emerged. Sections 4.3, 

4.5 and 4.7 present the effects of social support on adjustment, commitment and identity 

construction. Finally, section 4.8 draws the links between expatriate adjustment, organizational 

commitment and identity construction. To protect the anonymity of the interviewees and to 

focus on their experiences instead of to whom or where exactly certain things have happened, 

the personal details of the interviewees have been excluded when quoting them and also the 

names of countries and universities have been left out.  

 

4.1 Social Support 
 

As the main interests of this study – adjustment, commitment and identity alterations – were 

examined in connection to the social support that the academic expatriates received when 

relocating to Finland, the different types and sources of social support, that were essential to 

the interviewees, will be first identified. Section 4.1.1 presents with examples the types of social 

support that the interviewees reported to have experienced whereas section 4.1.2 discusses the 

various sources where the expatriates received social support from. 

 

4.1.1 Types of Social Support  

 

All of the three types of social support presented in the literature, emotional, informational and 

instrumental, were found in the narratives of the interviewees. Regarding emotional support, 

the way the expatriates received emotional support appeared to be dichotomous. On the one 

hand, the academics experienced emotional support through the active efforts of others to 

ensure that the newcomers felt included in the new environment by showing sympathy and 

concern. The ability of other people to relate to the major life change that the expatriates were 

going through was crucial when showing this type of emotional support.    

 

“... because we're all, except for one person maybe, we're all foreigners who have more 

or less very recently arrived and she [supervisor from another university] asked, ‘I 
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wanted to know how you are doing. I can imagine especially for you who are new in the 

country, things may be hard and if you need to talk, I'm here’. “ 

 

On the other hand, the sense of emotional support was based on the feeling of companionship 

and connection that resulted from the general presence and availability of other people for 

conversations and social activities, such as board game nights or having dinner together. In this 

type of support, the emotional support seemed to indeed stem from a certain functional purpose 

of the relationship, for example, having someone to share a lunch or engage in sports with. 

Therefore, such support appeared to build on the idea of not being physically alone. However, 

these two types of emotional support were not mutually exclusive. 

 

“I joined the Espoo rugby team, so there’s quite a big group of people that are not 

affiliated to university or academic life whatsoever.... You come there, soon enough you 

become a member of a team, because yes, you are all playing on the same side, and one 

thing leads to another, and things happen.” 

 

In terms of informational support, the academics reported to have received information in 

written format as well as through in-person interaction regarding their work, administrative 

procedures, culture, daily life and networking opportunities in the new host country.  

 

“I met our HRs ... and she was very kind so she showed different places to me and she 

gave me a lot of documents. She was very organized so she told me everything about 

the university and about Finland, even about how can I find a house, which places are 

good, in which bank should I open an account, how should I do that.” 

 

Both formal and informal information were perceived as useful, however, they served 

somewhat different purposes. Although the expatriates often received written and formal 

information, informal information was used to get the alternative perspective or to ensure that 

the formal information was de facto valid and should be applied. 

 

"There was a lot of also knowledge transfer from that person [fellow national]. So, not 

any official, let’s say, state or institution or anything else. It was basically through 

stories of these people because of course they also know how to translate what does this 
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actually mean. Or if they tell you these are rules, well you have to read them, they sort 

of verify.” 

 

Finally, instrumental support emerged in the interviews in multiple forms. The most central 

form emphasized by the expatriates was assistance with accommodation, either meaning an 

apartment organized for them before arrival or specific help after the arrival to facilitate getting 

one.   

 
“I think this Töölö Tornit thing that we got was really, really good. I haven’t seen that 

in other places that you have like this apartment hotel where you can actually move in 

and you can live there until you find yourself a new apartment.”  

 
Other forms of instrumental support mentioned included for example financial support to cover 

the costs of moving and buying work materials, visa assistance and favors in the home country.  

 

4.1.2 Sources of Social Support  

 

The interviewees received social support from both work-related and non-work-related sources, 

as the literature initially indicated. The non-work-related sources included the partner and 

children, living either in Finland or abroad, as well as parents and other family members. 

Friends both back in the home country and in Finland were likewise an important source. Many 

academics also had built connections to fellow nationals living in Finland and some even had 

a bigger group of friends consisting of people who had their origins in the same home country.  

 

In terms of work-related sources, similar resources were found as in previous studies. From the 

institutional side, contacts to human resources specialists, especially before and right after the 

arrival, were brought up by almost all of the respondents. Colleagues, supervisors and mentors 

were also seen as crucial sources of support and some expatriates also had experienced that 

subordinates as well as students had been of assistance.  

 

The classification of resources into non-work-related and work-related sources, however, is 

artificial and the interviews showed that there are frequent overlaps between the categories and 

the same individuals very often have multiple roles. For example, work acquaintances or 

colleagues who had relocated to Finland from the same home country could become friends 
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and meaningful sources of social support, as one of the interviewees described the emotional 

support he received:  

 
”There’s also [name of a person], one of the post docs, he's from [name of a country] 

originally, so him and I hang out a lot because it's just easier to have a freewheeling 

conversation with somebody who has the same cultural background as you. He 

understands my stupid jokes.”  

 

Some expatriates also used one source of social support to extend their network to another 

source. For example, partners or colleagues acted as intermediaries who connected expatriates 

to their families or circle of friends, thus enabling the expatriates to receive social support both 

from the partners or colleagues themselves and their network.  

 

“I do get support from my wife’s family which is good, we interact quite often, because 

of the time difference it’s a bit harder with my family in [name of a country].”  

 

Interestingly, unlike in the previous studies, the role of health care professionals as a source of 

social support emerged in this research. In total, 5 out of 31 academics (approximately 16 per 

cent) brought up in the interviews that they had turned to such professionals either due to mental 

or physical reasons and in reality, the number could be even higher. To approach the health care 

professionals, occupational, private and public health care providers were used. 

 

Another somewhat surprising finding was how clearly the opinions on the key source of support 

differed among the interviewees. When being asked what the most important source of social 

support was, 11 respondents mentioned their partner, family or friends, whereas 9 participants 

referred to their colleagues, mentor, supervisor or other work-related sources. One respondent 

also stated that a psychologist was the most crucial person in terms of support. The rest were 

either unable to provide a clear view or to decide on one most important source. They argued 

that there were different sources of support for different purposes, such as supervisor for work 

and friends and family for emotional support.     
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4.2 Factors Affecting Adjustment  
 

The adjustment of the interviewees was examined based on their adjustment to the daily life in 

Finland, to the work at the university as well as to the local style of interaction. Section 4.2.1 

presents the main factors that were identified to have an effect on general adjustment and 

section 4.2.2 the ones affecting work adjustment. The factors related to interaction adjustment 

have been embedded in sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2 as interaction was found to be so closely related 

to both general and work life that discussing it separately would not provide the big picture.  

 
4.2.1 General Adjustment  

 

Arranging Practical Matters  
 

Arranging practical matters at the beginning of the stay was crucial for starting to settle properly 

to Finland. As briefly mentioned in section 4.1.1, one key factor that had a positive influence 

on the general adjustment was finding an apartment. Depending on the complexity of and time 

required for finding a suitable place to stay either facilitated or hindered the general adjustment 

of the expatriates. In fact, based on the previous foreign experiences of the interviewees, 

apartment search had developed into one of the biggest relocation-related stressors for some 

respondents prior to their move to Finland. Although there were two perspectives into the 

importance of having a cozy home base – one, where home was mostly a place to sleep in and 

the other, where home was seen as a crucial aspect in terms of psychological comfort – there 

was a consensus among the interviewees that finding an apartment quickly and with as little 

effort as possible was crucial. The fact that those expatriates, who struggled with finding an 

apartment, had difficulties to start settling in reflects the connection between general adjustment 

and having a suitable accommodation. Namely, when a lot of energy was occupied by 

apartment search, the ability to adjust decreased.  

 
“... apartment in Finland is very hard to find, ... I spent every non-trivial amount of time 

looking for an apartment. I did not sleep properly, because I also wanted to continue 

my research. So, for the first few months, I did not sleep, and then, in the end, I found 

the apartment of course, but I would say that this is not what I expected.” 
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However, the majority of the respondents reported to have had a positive experience in finding 

an apartment in Finland, which was facilitated to a great extent by the support from the 

university, as will be discussed more in section 4.3.1. In addition to finding an apartment, also 

taking care of the official administrative processes related to the relocation was of importance. 

This included obtaining the required permits and visas as well as completing registrations with 

the authorities after the arrival.  

 

Previous Experience  
 

With regard to the ease of starting to adjust to the new environment, previous experience abroad 

played an important role. Because all, except one, interviewees had lived in a foreign country 

prior to relocating to Finland, there was already a general understanding of how the immigration 

process was going to proceed and what practicalities had to be taken care of when moving to a 

new place. There was a feeling of being prepared, and especially those expatriates, who had 

relocated multiple times during their life, had already created a routine that they followed in the 

host country. For example, one interviewee explained that he had a list of particular IKEA items 

that he would always buy in the new location and later give away when it was time to leave the 

country. Because the expectations in terms of the relocation were realistic, the respondents had 

faced relatively few major surprises and unexpected matters during the process.   

 

“I had lived abroad before in other places, that kind of really helped with the adjustment 

phase where, how to find an apartment, how to settle bank accounts, ..., how do you get 

adjusted to putting, assembling our life in a place where you don’t recognize friends, 

where you don’t recognize names, where you don’t recognize shops. I’ve learned that 

before, that was sort of easy.” 

 

Some interviewees also described how previous foreign experiences acted as points of 

comparison. If the experience in Finland was better than the previous experience, adjustment 

to Finland was facilitated and the other way around. One interviewee explained that when she 

arrived in Finland for the first time, there were lots of difficulties with the authorities regarding 

the registration process, unlike in the previous location, which eventually led to negative 

feelings towards Finland and further hindered general adjustment. However, after moving to 

another country, where the experience was even worse, and then coming back to Finland, she 
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felt a certain level of adjustment and appreciation as she realized how much easier the daily life 

in Finland was as an expatriate.  

 
Language 
 

Language was suggested to have two opposite effects on adjustment. On the one hand, the 

respondents on the whole argued that there had been no major challenges to manage in the daily 

life in English, considering that none of them spoke Finnish on a level that would allow them 

to have a proper conversation with the locals. Despite some inconveniences, such as not being 

able to understand the text on product packaging or signs in public places, the interviewees 

were able to run the daily errands, such as going to the grocery store or asking customer service 

for help, with relatively few problems. In fact, many interviewees emphasized that in general, 

Finns spoke very good English and some locals even apologized if they did not directly realize 

that their conversation partner was not a Finnish speaker. As a result, there was little or no 

incentive to learn Finnish, especially because it was perceived as a very difficult language and 

because for many, there was uncertainty about the duration of their stay in Finland. As one 

respondent concluded, “With Finnish you don’t start from zero, you start from minus two.” 

Thus, the majority of the interviewees argued that they rather spent their time on improving 

their work performance than learning the language, but there were also some academics who 

had learned the basics and wanted to continue learning Finnish at some point for their own joy 

and to understand some common words.  

 

On the other hand, not speaking Finnish was experienced to hinder the adjustment process. It 

was seen to limit social opportunities and to force the newcomers to seek company from other 

foreigners instead of the Finns. For instance, if the expatriates wanted to join a class in 

something, they were not able to join the class with the locals but had to select the one for 

English speakers, which automatically led them to interact with other foreigners. Some 

respondents also described that although there was no language barrier, per se, they felt anxious 

and somewhat uncomfortable in social settings where they knew Finnish was spoken and even 

avoided going to such events. Moreover, there was a sense of distance when not being able to 

speak or understand Finnish, as the language was associated to the general culture by many 

interviewees.  
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“I think that ... being able to speak Finnish would establish some sort of a higher sense 

of, I guess, psychological closeness, something like that, because even though people 

are very good at English, ... I think that people are definitely more familiar with 

someone else who can speak Finnish, because being able to speak Finnish ... 

immediately indicates that you are more familiar with the rest of the Finnish culture.” 

 

A small number of those interviewed also felt that although they did not have to learn Finnish 

to manage, there was still a feeling of personal obligation to do so. Such feelings of obligation 

appeared to be related to how highly the person valued languages in general or how they 

perceived the expectations towards immigrants. One expatriate, for example, argued that he felt 

sorry for his local girlfriend’s parents who had to express themselves in a foreign language 

because of him, while the other stated that not speaking Finnish felt frustrating as she would 

have liked to speak the local language of the country.  

 

Personality-Culture Match 
 

One of the most striking adjustment facilitating factors to emerge from the interviews was a 

phenomenon that will be called the personality-culture match. A handful of respondents 

reported that the general adjustment to the Finnish culture and daily life had been easy as they 

felt that their character and personality matched well with the new environment right from the 

start. Some respondents, for example, emphasized that they did not feel very representative of 

their native culture in the first place. For instance, they had the experience of being more 

introverted than others around them in previous locations, but after coming to Finland, they felt 

that their personality traits were well-suited to the Finnish culture. The most frequently 

mentioned traits that were seen highly suitable for the new environment included tolerating 

silence, behaving somewhat unsociably in certain situations and being direct when speaking.   

 

“I'm a very straightforward person, so for me it was actually a bit difficult to manage 

in [name of a country] so I think that it is much easier here because I can speak my 

mind.” 

 

In addition, the compatibility of Finnish habits and values with the personal ones similarly had 

a positive influence on adjustment. Those who stated that they appreciate having general 

guidelines and shared values, for instance, found themselves to be a good fit for the Finnish 
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society that has clear rules in place, low level of corruption, and close relationship to nature. 

Particularly, the nature theme constantly arose during the interviews.  

 

“I kind of missed this [undeveloped space], living in [name of a country], I never went 

to a national park or anything like that. There’s never any big forest land anywhere that 

I could just go and walk around in, go hiking somewhere nearby, not like there is here 

[in Finland] and I think now I kind of realized that I would have, not exactly a difficult 

time but like difficult time living somewhere that was very dense and far from nature.”   

 

Suitability for Family Life 
 

As approximately two thirds of the interviewees were in a relationship and one third had 

children, topics related to family life were prominent in the interview data. The suitability of 

the new environment for family life was seen as an important factor for general adjustment both 

in the form of family adjustment and the connections abroad. As for the family adjustment, 

some broad themes that the interviewees discussed included the availability of day care, school 

places and other support for families with children, the level of adjustment of their partner and 

children as well as their partner’s opportunities to work in Finland. The overall family 

adjustment seemed to have a positive influence on the general adjustment of the expatriates, 

which is an intuitive result because when expatriates do not have to be worried about how their 

family is feeling, it is also easier for them to adjust and to see the relocation as a good decision.  

 

“... because if she [daughter] would have had a really tough time, we would have 

probably moved back, because it’s good for my career but the career isn’t all in life, 

right.”  

 

Altogether, for the children, the relocation experience had been good although there were some 

difficulties in the beginning and it took some months before they started to properly adjust. This 

mainly seemed to be a result of the change of environment and the language barrier, as the 

majority of the kids were quite young and did not yet speak English on a sufficient level. 

However, as many of the children attended bilingual schools or day cares where one language 

was their native language and the other one was Finnish, they started to learn the local language, 

got new friends and that way, began to integrate more easily.   
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Some concerns, however, were expressed regarding partner adjustment. The job market in 

Finland was found to be quite limited and the relocation caused challenges for those partners 

who had worked in good positions in the home country or other previous foreign locations. 

Also, one interviewee mentioned that he felt financial pressure because he was supposed to 

provide monetary support to his wife, as well, when she was not yet working, which caused 

some additional stress. Eventually, many of the partners had succeeded in finding a job, which 

eased the situation and facilitated adjustment.  

 

With regard to the connections abroad, the good location of the university and the flight 

connections from Helsinki to other countries, particularly the largest cities in Europe, were 

found important by those interviewees whose partner and children were living abroad. This 

made it possible for them to visit their family regularly, even just for a weekend, as travelling 

required fairly little time. The awareness of being able to go to meet their partner and kids 

almost anytime made it easier to live in and adjust to Finland, as the quote in Table 4 implies. 

This effect became especially clear during the coronavirus when travelling was restricted and 

the uncertainty of the possibility to visit families grew. One interviewee for example 

temporarily left Finland for some time to be sure they would not be in different locations with 

her partner if the flights between the countries had been stopped. 

 

Social Network 
 

The social network that the expatriates were able to maintain and build was found to affect 

general adjustment by decreasing the sense of loneliness as the expatriates had company outside 

of the work. Thus, the level of adjustment improved when there were other people to spend 

time, discuss the relocation and share the experience with. In this context, social network is 

referred to as all social connections, both old and new, that provide company or support of any 

type in the free time. The interviews showed that such connections consisted of both work-

related and non-work-related people, such as colleagues, partners, friends and fellow nationals. 

The example quote in Table 4 illustrates the positive experience that one participant had in 

terms of social network.  

 

Both the width of the social circle and the depth of the relationships appeared to have an impact 

on general adjustment. Some respondents argued that they felt psychologically comfortable 

with only one close person, for example the partner who they had moved with, and perhaps 
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some additional acquaintances, while others reported to have made a lot of new friends that 

they spent time with fairly regularly, and felt contented with that. The importance of social 

network will be discussed more in detail in section 4.3. 

 
Table 4: Main Factors Affecting General Adjustment 

Adjustment 
Factor 

Description Example 

Arranging 
Practical Matters 

The ease of finding a home in 
Finland and completing the official 
procedures related to relocation. 
Less time and effort needed for 
finding a place and taking care of the 
relocation procedures had a positive 
impact on adjustment. 

“I now have relocated last year to [name 
of a place] and I now feel really cozy 
here..., and having this base, this 
home base, is very important.” 

Previous 
Experience 

The previous experiences of living 
abroad. Observed positive influence 
on general adjustment. 

 
“Almost immediately I was feeling 
comfortable. I think it is to do with the 
fact that I also had an experience in 
living in other countries before...” 
 

Language 
The ability to manage in daily life in 
terms of language. Observed mixed 
effect on adjustment. 

 
“The very nice thing is that everybody 
speaks just perfect English ... On a 
personal level of course, I like to speak 
the language where I am,... but it's more 
personal thing, like language is very 
important.” 
 

Personality-
Culture Match 

The match between Finnish culture 
and the expatriate’s character. 
Observed positive influence on 
adjustment. 

“I think I consider myself to more 
Finnish line, the culture line, so I haven’t 
found big difficulties in terms of 
adjusting to the culture.” 

Suitability for 
Family Life 

The level of family adjustment and 
flight connections home. The better 
the experience for the family in 
Finland and opportunities to visit 
family abroad, the more positive 
influence observed on adjustment. 

 
“Of course, I did [feel homesick] 
sometimes and then I can just get on the 
plane for the weekend and go home and 
then come back. It's easily solved with my 
possibility of mobility basically because 
I'm not bound here.” 
 

Social Network 

Ability to build and maintain social 
connections. The wider the network 
and the deeper the connection, the 
more positive impact observed on 
adjustment. 

 
“I had a very nice first impression of 
social life and being embedded to the 
community from day one.... And from 
there, it makes kind of life and work very 
easy when people directly say let's meet 
up for beers,..., we are meeting for this 
and that on Wednesday, whatever.” 
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4.2.2 Work Adjustment 

 

Freedom at Work 

 

A common view amongst the interviewees was that there was a lot of freedom given to them at 

work, which meant that they were allowed to decide for themselves in many occasions instead 

of someone else telling them what to do and how to do it. Based on the varying experiences of 

the expatriates regarding the perceived level of freedom, two opposing effects on work 

adjustment emerged. One group of interviewees felt that the freedom given to them was 

overwhelming as they were not used to that in their previous institutions. Thus, at first, it was 

difficult for them to form an understanding of what they should do and what they were even 

allowed to do. There were for example numerous different options to choose from, but there 

was uncertainty about how to take advantage of them. Although this uncertainty was only a 

passing phase, it hindered work adjustment. One respondent stated that “It seems that there is 

absolutely no obligation of anything” while the other explained: 

 

 “… there’s opportunity A, B, C, D, whatever. Somehow, it’s a little too much and then 

it’s also difficult to actually figure out how to team up with other people to do 

something.”  

 

The other group of interviewees, in turn, found the freedom and the autonomous working 

culture as highly positive things that helped them to take charge of their own work and gave 

them the possibility to consider what kind of research they actually were interested in. They 

felt that there was almost full freedom regarding what they were allowed to research and there 

was no pressure to go in a certain direction, which increased their job satisfaction and work 

adjustment. One interviewee who represented this group described his experience: 

 

”I have lots of freedom, I guess this is true in many places, but I know that in [name of 

country] … it’s not, especially starting professors, they usually work together, … and 

they’re expected to do some kind of research, and I will just do whatever I want.” 
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Hierarchy 

 

Freedom also appeared to be closely related to hierarchy and there were some positive 

comments about the flat hierarchy in Finland. Due to the low level of hierarchy, there was a 

sense of being equal with colleagues and respected by others instead of being questioned by 

someone higher up in the hierarchy. Some interviewees also noted that such egalitarian 

approach seemed to be a broader phenomenon in the Finnish society, which made it also 

possible to contact virtually anyone, including governmental offices, for research purposes. 

However, flat hierarchy was not seen only as a positive thing for work adjustment. Concerns 

were voiced for example about the lack of appreciation caused by the flatness: 

 

”It’s so horizontal and flat that maybe the leadership don’t recognize the hard work of 

some people that needs to be returned, because if [name of the university] wants to 

retain professors, maybe need to pay attention to that. The reward in terms of salary 

and other rewards, not only salary, should be balanced with merits.” 

 

In addition, a couple of respondents also argued that hierarchy did exist in Finland but occurred 

just in a different, more inconspicuous way. 

 

Style of Communication and Interaction 
 

Some challenges in terms of work adjustment were reported to have occurred due to the 

different communication style. The interviewees had paid attention to different practices in 

sending emails, grounding opinions and asking questions, for example. Some respondents 

referred to the directness, such as direct questions asked by the local academics and they felt 

the questions were somewhat indelicate and made them contemplate whether it was acceptable 

to ask such things. 

 

“I think people here are very direct … Like when I give a talk, their [local professors’] 

direct attitudes, so they ask questions in many places they can be considered rude. But 

they [the questions] are useful academically…. But I would not do this in public. I think 

the ability to handle this kind of question in public should not be expected from anyone.” 
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Other respondents, in turn, argued that interpreting the reactions and behavior of the local 

colleagues was sometimes difficult. For example, one interviewee stated that in the beginning, 

he was totally unable to read his Finnish supervisor’s opinion on his work because there was 

“absolutely no reaction”. Similarly, the lack of communication and interaction experienced at 

work brought up the differences in communication styles. One interviewee wondered why she 

was not introduced to PhD students although they worked at the same department and whether 

there was hierarchy involved in such behavior whereas another expatriate suggested that the 

interaction at work was more based on assumptions than actual communication. She explained 

that people seemed to simply expect that everyone knew their role and therefore, things were 

not discussed together in between different steps of a project. Also, at times, the reactions of 

the locals were found somewhat confusing:  

 

“… I have this suggestion and somebody just says no. Like, why we are not discussing 

it. Why no? I want an explanation with no. No itself for me coming from [names of 

countries], it's unacceptable. There must be an explanation coming with no that I can 

expect and I can react to.”  

 

Such differences in the communication styles seemed to slow down the pace of work 

adjustment, which can be attributed to the time the expatriates needed to comprehend how the 

local interaction style worked. 

 

Onboarding 

 

The interview results imply that the informational welcome package and the onboarding 

activities provided by the university and the expatriates’ respective departments mainly had a 

role of sharing information about the work-related expectations and work standards, as the 

quote in Table 5 shows. Such welcome guides and activities were of importance for work 

adjustment especially during the first weeks when the expatriates formed an understanding of 

how the university works, what its structure is like and what different functions there are at the 

university. This helped them to learn to whom they could turn to with certain issues and what 

was required from them work-wise. Onboarding will be discussed more in section 4.3.2. 
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Relationships to Colleagues and Supervisor 

 

Some of the most influential factors to impact work adjustment were the expatriates’ 

relationships to their colleagues and supervisor. Those expatriates, who formed close 

connections with some of their colleagues and were able to discuss openly and be more informal 

with their supervisor, had an easier time adjusting to the new work environment than those 

expatriates whose colleagues and supervisor seemed more distant and did not become friends. 

One respondent described his relationship to his supervisor: 

 

“I’m tenure professor so usually we [him and supervisor] have a meeting every year to 

discuss the situation and so on and if there are some difficulties, I come to discuss with 

him but also sometimes he suggests me to join here and there and I also come to discuss. 

So, I would say, he’s way more like a colleague rather than a supervisor…” 

 

In addition, if the relationships were not that close but informational, the influence on work 

adjustment was also positive. The effect of the support from coworkers and supervisors will be 

examined more thoroughly in section 4.3.2. 
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Table 5: Main Factors Affecting Work Adjustment 

Adjustment Factor Description Example 

Freedom at Work 

Individual freedom to decide 
for one’s own work. Freedom 
was observed to have a mixed 
effect on work adjustment 
depending on the expatriate’s 
ability to take advantage of it. 

“I think, it was a bit difficult at the 
beginning because there is a huge amount of 
freedom, much more than in my previous 
organization, and even at what is accepted 
or not accepted in the organization.” 

Hierarchy 

The experienced level of 
hierarchy at the university. 
Perceived low level of 
hierarchy was observed to have 
a positive impact on work 
adjustment. 

“I really much value flat, hierarchiless 
interaction.… being on equal level with 
people and being autonomous in my 
decisions and being respected about my 
decisions, that my decisions are respected 
and not questioned.” 

Style of 
Communication 
and Interaction 

The local way of 
communicating and interacting 
with others. The differences in 
communication styles were 
observed to have a slowing 
effect on work adjustment and 
interaction adjustment.  

“In [name of previous home city] we would 
communicate a lot more, just to know we are 
on the same side of things…. Here it's 
more… people just expect that everybody 
knows what their role is…. In the beginning, 
I think I was asking a bit more and some 
people were surprised why I was asking this 
kind of things that were supposed to be 
clear.” 

Onboarding 

The onboarding provided by 
the university. Observed to 
have a positive impact on work 
adjustment. 

“… I have received, I believe like everyone, 
this [name of the university] care package 
… with a general description of how the 
university functions as well as what are the 
roles of different employees and staff 
members, with this kind of a flow chart on 
what a career development of a lecturer and 
a professor should be, with a certain very 
broad type of explanations of what is to be 
seen.” 

Relationships to 
Colleagues and 
Supervisor 
 

The connections formed with 
coworkers and supervisor. Both 
informational and close friend-
like relationships observed to 
facilitate work adjustment.  

“Of course we had some joint events 
between some professors and sometimes we 
have lunch together to discuss about things 
and they were giving me some tips at the 
beginning of what were right things to do 
and so forth.” 
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4.3 Effects of Social Support on Adjustment 
 
This section introduces the actual effects of social support on adjustment that were identified 

in this study. Section 4.3.1 presents the effects on general adjustment and section 4.3.2 on work 

adjustment. Tables 6 and 7 summarize the key effects.   

 

4.3.1 Effects of Social Support on General Adjustment 

 

Assistance with Practical Matters 

 

One effect of social support on general adjustment found in this study was facilitation of settling 

in by assisting the academics with practical matters. This was usually done by the university. 

Most of the times, the university had arranged an apartment hotel stay for the first couple of 

months, allowing the newcomers to first settle and then start looking for a place to stay. Those 

who had lived in such accommodation emphasized that they had had a great experience and 

also an opportunity to adjust both to the new environment and their work as they did not have 

to stress about finding a place to stay before or right after the arrival. As there were other foreign 

academics staying at the apartment hotels, many respondents reported that they had made 

friends during their stay. Thus, the originally instrumental type of support indirectly resulted in 

positive emotional outcomes, too. Some respondents had also been assisted with apartment 

search by their colleagues and mentors who shared information on how and where to search for 

a place or used their own network to obtain accommodation for their colleague.  

 

“For example when I came, he [colleague] was like oh, you don’t know where to get an 

apartment.... he put us in a neighborhood with people that were exactly like us that we 

would fit very well with this.” 

 

The university, particularly the human resources, assisted also with obtaining the visas or other 

permits that the expatriates needed to legally work and live in Finland. This was mainly done 

by sharing information about the processes and documents that were required for the 

authorities. One respondent described his positive experience: 
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“There was also a lady from HR who was very experienced, very helpful, very active in 

getting me set up, and pretty much on my first day, … I felt that I almost had everything 

that I needed in terms of administrative wise. And within the first week, I think I was 

almost completely integrated into the system…” 

 

Alleviating Emotional Challenges 

 

Another way how social support facilitated general adjustment was by promoting the 

psychological well-being of the expatriates in the new host country. An important source of 

support that made the academics feel more comfortable in the new environment was their 

network of friends. Namely, the influence of friends on the general adjustment was mainly 

emotion-based. Both the new friends in Finland and the old friends back in the home country 

or previous locations were seen as meaningful sources of support although the mechanisms 

appeared to be somewhat different. First, in terms of old friends, occasional meetings and 

contact with them with the help of instant messaging applications seemed to alleviate emotional 

challenges caused by the relocation to the new country. It could be argued that the contact with 

such friends helped the expatriates to feel less detached as the friends were often individuals 

who had been in the interviewees’ lives for years and thus knew them well.  For example, one 

interviewee described that with such friends there was “definitely this kind of sense of belonging 

together”.  

 

Secondly, the new friends in Finland were likely to serve more the companionship aspect of 

emotional support, for example by inviting the newcomers to join for drinks after work or by 

having dinner together. The depth of such friendships, however, varied greatly as some 

expatriates claimed to have made friends for life whereas the others hesitated to call the new 

acquaintances friends at all as they didn’t consider them that close but mostly someone to spend 

time with occasionally. The three key sources of friends for the interviewees included the 

academic environment at the university, the apartment hotels where many expatriates stayed 

the first couple of months, and existing relationships. In the case of some respondents, 

professional contacts became friends and in the work setting, internationals and locals also had 

a better opportunity to interact. In addition, many expatriates met new people through their 

partner, children and other pre-existing relationships, such as former Finnish contacts.  
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“I can say that through the kids we actually know a lot of people now and actually one 

nice thing is we live in this [name of a place] area there, and we walk around and we 

meet people everywhere because we know so many kids and their parents through the 

day care, ... So, I would say the kids have been very good for as a means to socialize, 

and it’s of course the natural way to do it.”  

 

With regard to the new friendships, there was quite some variance in the ratio of fellow 

nationals, Finns and internationals in the expatriates’ social circles. A portion of the respondents 

ended up, either non-intentionally or on purpose, to socialize more with people from their home 

country or other foreign countries where they had lived before. The apparent reasons for this 

were the difficulty of making Finnish friends as well as the simplicity of interacting with people 

who shared the similar cultural background. Still, for most of the interviewees, the circle of 

friends was a mixture of both international and Finnish people. In fact, a similar stage of life 

was seen more important than national background in making friends and in receiving adequate 

social support. For example, those expatriates who had children were more likely to form 

friendships with others who had children, whereas older academics that had relocated without 

their partner sought for fellow individuals who had more free time to spend together with 

friends. One such interviewee explained: 

 

“I’m a little bit older in a sense, so it’s hard to have a match in terms of interest, habits, 

routine, in the sense that most likely most of my Finnish colleagues, they probably have 

family,… I’m by myself so I can easily manage … And most of the time it’s easier with 

international people because some of them might be in my same situation.” 

 

Similarly to friends, also the expatriates’ family members, both immediate and extended, 

seemed to have a positive influence on improving the emotional side of the expatriates’ lives, 

regardless of whether they accompanied the expatriates in Finland or were living abroad. Two 

different effects were identified. First, those expatriates who relocated with their partner, 

reported to have received peer support from each other as they were together in the situation. 

Also, there was the companionship aspect, as the expatriates were not alone in the new country. 

Second, keeping in touch with the family members living abroad and organizing reciprocal 

meetings with them also seemed to bring some psychological comfort for living in Finland, 

which could be attributed to the sense of permanence.  
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Insider View into Society 

   

In terms of integration into the Finnish society, the university and a local partner played an 

important role in facilitating the expatiates’ integration. The respondents’ comments 

demonstrated how the university provided them with some basic information about how the 

country works in general and what official procedures had to be completed with the authorities. 

However, as one interviewee argued, the process was not very systematized.  

 

The respondents who had a Finnish partner reported to have established a deeper understanding 

and connection to the new host country as they had the opportunity to see Finland through the 

eyes of a local person. Gaining this insider view was facilitated by knowledge transfer from the 

partner as well as by becoming more of a member of the Finnish community, for example the 

partner’s family. These connections enabled the expatriates to receive insights that were not 

possible to receive from other sources and felt emotionally more included and less isolated in 

their new environment.      

  
”I had an [name of nationality] partner at some point and it opens up some new 

perspectives. As the Americans say, it’s pillow talk. So, it’s these kinds of informal 

honest conversations that you can have about society and other kinds of things that 

allow you to learn and get very, very different cultural perspective than you would have 

if didn’t have a native partner. So, I definitely have benefitted from that.”       

 

Support for Family 

 

General adjustment was also facilitated by offering assistance for families and enabling visits 

abroad, which prevented the expatriates from family-related emotional challenges. To facilitate 

the family adjustment and possibilities to visit families abroad, expatriates received support 

from various sources and in different forms. One interviewee referred to a colleague who had 

been active in involving the children of the family in a new hobby that had then developed into 

a joint family activity. Another expatriate reported that the university had assisted him to get 

his child to an international school whereas his mentor had helped to find a job for his wife. 

Some other interviewees discussed also the flexibility provided by the university, meaning the 

possibilities for remote work which enabled visits to the family in another country. 
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“At the moment, I think the university,… and the department and the way we are 

working is very flexible and luckily I can travel back and forth easily here and there so 

we are able to manage this [living in different countries], I think in a resumable way.” 

 

Help with Language 
 

As discussed in section 4.2.1, not speaking Finnish seemed to have a somewhat negative effect 

on general adjustment. To some extent, social support received from the university and a local 

partner was able to mitigate the challenges caused by the language. Some respondents 

mentioned that there had been a Finnish course organized by the university so that the foreign 

academics could learn the basics of the language and simultaneously, get an overview of the 

culture. However, criticism was expressed towards how the course was organized and the real 

value remained low. Moreover, such courses were not offered for all expatriates. What seemed 

to be the more useful source of support in terms of the language was the local partner, who was 

able to read and translate the Finnish texts. One respondent described: 

 

”… a lot of the fact that the adjustment was smooth is related to having met [name of 

partner] shortly after I came here, … the fact that she speaks Finnish certainly helps a 

lot because it's like ’hey, can you read this for me?’” 
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Table 6: Main Effects of Social Support on General Adjustment 

Effect Theme Description of Effect on General 
Adjustment 

Source of Social 
Support Type of Support 

Assistance with 
Practical Matters 

Facilitating general adjustment 
by enabling the expatriate to 
kickstart the life in Finland 

university 
instrumental, 

informational 
colleagues 

mentor 

Alleviating Emotional 
Challenges 
 

Promoting the psychological 
well-being of the expatriates in 
the new host country 

family  
(incl. partner) 

emotional 
friends  

(both old and new) 

Insider View into 
Society 
 

Fostering integration into the 
society by providing an insider 
perspective 

local partner informational 

Support for Family 
 

Preventing emotional challenges 
by facilitating family adjustment 
and visits abroad 

university 

instrumental mentor 

colleagues 

Help with Language 
 

Making daily life easier by 
alleviating language issues 
caused by the Finnish language 

university informational 

local partner instrumental 

 

 

4.3.2 Effects of Social Support on Work Adjustment 

 

Knowledge Sharing at Work 

 

One effect of social support on work adjustment was knowledge sharing at the work place. To 

become adjusted to the new environment and to get started with the work, the introduction to 

the new job was mainly arranged by the university but also supervisors, colleagues and mentors 

were reported to have an impact. The university took care of the general onboarding activities 

that included lots of information on what was expected work-wise, what kind of assistance was 

available and from whom, and different functions of the university, for example.  

 

”… one gets a lot of support from the different fields, so I got kind of a meeting round 

the first few weeks, one meeting with pedagogical experts, one meeting with the finance 

controllers, one meeting with the funding experts, one meeting with HR experts, so I 

now know who to ping when I have an HR issue or when I want to apply for a fund.” 
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Colleagues, supervisors, and mentors, in turn, were found to be sources of information in day-

to-day work. The comments of the expatriates showed that supervisors were mainly seen as 

persons who to turn to with specific questions and requests for feedback that was needed for 

career development and to fulfil the work-related expectations. Similarly, some respondents 

suggested that their mentors had been the ones to explain how things work and why things are 

the way they are, also sharing knowledge of what the right things are to do in order to get 

tenured. In comparison to interaction with supervisors and mentors, the discussions with 

colleagues appeared to be more informal and unsystematic, such as conversations over lunch 

where the colleagues shared their insights.  

 

Financial and Administrative Resources 

 

From the instrumental perspective, it was suggested that the university had a role of an enabler 

by offering both financial and administrative support. For instance, the institution assisted some 

of the academics by providing them with a so-called starting package that included for example 

research funds and funds for work-related materials and products. The importance of such 

package became clearly visible in the opposite stories of the respondents, those who did not 

receive the package and those who did. One respondent that belonged to those who did not get 

the package described that it took a lot of time and effort to get things running in a new place 

as she had to apply for funding and hire people to her research group. In turn, another 

respondent that was part of the group that received the starting package stated: 

 

”… I received this strong support in my starting package that of course it’s very helpful 

for me, because … before I get external projects and so forth, it’s important to have 

some local support before you start growing the [research] group.” 

 

Similarly, some interviewees reported to have received administrative support from the 

university with supply orders and arranging travel plans. One interviewee also mentioned that 

she had got lots of instrumental support from a project writer, provided by the university, who 

had helped her to write a funding application. The value of such support could be attributed to 

the possibility of the expatriates to focus more on their research work instead of spending 

excessive time on ancillary tasks.  
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Supportive and Enabling Partner  

 

Expectedly, the majority of the respondents mainly referred to work-related sources of social 

support as facilitators of work adjustment, but also some spillovers emerged from the non-

work-related side in the form of support from a partner. For example, if there were difficulties 

at work, a partner lent a listening ear, thus providing the interviewee with emotional support 

that enabled processing the hardships and manage at work. Alternatively, partners offered 

stability and balance in life, which indirectly affected the work performance and ability to meet 

work-related goals. Some partners also instrumentally enabled the respondents to fully focus 

on their work, even move to a new country, by taking care of the family in the meantime. 

 

“... in the end of the day, the thing I’m able to do in [name of the university] is actually 

because my wife has to manage the whole family and kids and everything.”  

 

Supportive Work Environment 
 

In addition to the mainly informational and instrumental types of support that facilitated the 

work adjustment of the expatriates, a lot of weight was given to the emotional comfort in the 

work place. Colleagues and supervisors emerged as the most important persons in building a 

supportive work environment, accompanied with a couple of mentions about a mentor. The 

departments also had an intermediating role by organizing social events, such as Christmas 

parties and board game nights where the expatriates had an opportunity to socialize with others. 

Moreover, the expatriates’ respective departments and the university in general assisted in 

building a supportive work environment by providing a high level of freedom and relatively 

flat hierarchy in the work place, which further built a good atmosphere and facilitated the work 

adjustment of some respondents as discussed in section 4.2.2.   

 

From the emotional perspective, an informal relationship to a supervisor seemed to build a 

friendly atmosphere at work. This affected work adjustment positively, as the expatriates felt 

they were allowed to relax and have a more personal touch in discussions.  

 

“Starting from my supervisor or head of the department, I have to say that that was a 

very or even an unexpectedly friendly encounter I had, starting from even before my 

official contract was committed. I had a very open discussion and there were things 
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discussed that were more on a friendly way than I would be expecting, I thought it would 

be more formal, which helped me ease up.”  

 
Also, colleagues had an active role in promoting emotional well-being at work. Peer support, 

inclusion and friendships recurred throughout the dataset as the main ways in which the 

coworkers facilitated work adjustment. For instance, in the case of problem situations or 

disagreements in the department, some expatriates reported to have received peer support from 

their colleagues, usually those who were either fellow expatriates or represented the same age 

group. One respondent described that there were different opinions on things between the 

younger and the more seasoned professors that caused internal tensions in the department. Still, 

he felt there was simultaneously a shared understanding in his peer group, which made it easier 

for him to bear with the situation.  

 

In addition to peer support, many interviewees suggested that their colleagues had been active 

in involving them in events and social activities both at work and also outside of work. This 

seemed to be a mixture of sharing information on those events but also proving the feeling of 

being included in the new social circle. Also, many of the respondents told that they had become 

friends with some of their colleagues. Interestingly, some interviewees still had a somewhat 

negative perspective on becoming friends with their coworkers. They argued that after all, there 

was competition between academics and, as one respondent stated, “it’s kind of rare that you 

develop a friendship among competitors”. Another reason for avoiding forming friendships 

with colleagues was a position superior to the others. One interviewee explained:  

 

“… I think my colleagues, I don’t generally do huge amount of stuff outside of work, 

like these undergrads because I don’t want to appear to be showing favoritism to 

anyone. So, it’s kind of a bit more difficult now in that sense.”  

 

However, even those who avoided becoming friends with their colleagues reported to have 

formed relationships with other academics from different fields or teams.  

 

 

 



 71 

Table 7: Main Effects of Social Support on Work Adjustment 

Effect Theme Description of Effect on Work 
Adjustment 

Sources of Social 
Support Type of Support 

Knowledge 
Sharing at Work 

Sharing the basic information 
needed in order to perform in the 
new job and work environment 

university 

informational colleagues 

supervisor 

Financial and 
Administrative 
Resources 

Providing the resources to start the 
work from scratch and to focus on 
value-creating tasks 

university instrumental 

Supportive and 
Enabling Partner 

Mitigating the irritation caused by 
work-related issues and enabling 
full focus on work 

partner 
emotional 

instrumental 

Supportive Work 
Environment 

Building a comfortable work setting 
with informal relationships where it 
is psychologically easy to work  

colleagues 

emotional supervisor 

mentor 

university instrumental 

 

4.4 Factors Affecting Organizational Commitment 
 

In this section, the findings related to the expatriates’ organizational commitment will be 

discussed. Interestingly, affective commitment was observed to emerge the most from the 

interview data, accompanied with some references to continuance commitment. However, 

normative commitment did not appear in the respondents’ narratives. In terms of affective 

commitment, the respondents referred to their willingness to stay in the university, 

identification with the institution and positive emotions towards being a member of it. Some 

interviewees, for example, had bought products with the university logo, thus, carrying a visible 

sign of their membership with them. With regard to continuance commitment, the switching 

costs that mattered the most to the expatriates seemed to relate to leaving the country rather 

than leaving the university. Moving from one country to another, especially with a family, was 

exhausting and some expatriates had also become fond of the country itself and leaving the 

university would mean leaving Finland, too. In turn, the expatriates did not show feelings of 
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obligation towards the institution, due to the likely reasons discussed more in detail in section 

5.1.3. In the following sections, the factors affecting commitment will be examined and 

summarized in Table 8. As affective commitment was the most prominent type of commitment 

in the interview data, the factors will be discussed from the perspective of affective commitment 

unless stated otherwise. 

 

Ability to Relate 
 

The ability or inability to relate to the public image, goals and values of the university as well 

as the actions of the institution emerged as one of the major factors that either increased or 

decreased the affective commitment to the university. The more relatable these different aspects 

were for the individual academics, the higher the affective commitment seemed to be. Some 

expatriates for example reported that the university’s goals and values, such as the emphasis on 

sustainability and well-being, matched well with their personal values, which evoked positive 

emotions towards the institution and thus, led to greater affective commitment and 

identification with the university. On the other hand, if the commercial image that was created 

of the university with carefully planned marketing efforts did not correlate with the actual 

actions taken or the expatriates own work, the respondents reacted by starting to disidentify 

with the university. One respondent explained the mismatch between the public image and the 

actual actions: 

 

”… as a mathematician, sometimes this [the slogan of the university] seems to me like 

words that don’t really mean too much in themselves, and then I feel like in [name of 

the university], there’s too much of these words and nice looking things that maybe 

don’t matter so much, and it should be more about doing things.” 

 

Another conflict between impressions and reality that was criticized by some of the expatriates 

was related to the statements made by those in the leadership positions of the university and the 

actions taken in practice. For example, the university management made a statement about the 

importance of diversity but those who eventually signed the statement were “the total opposite 

of diverse”. This undermined the credibility of the statement and, more broadly, affected the 

attitude towards the management. Likewise, poorly handled problem situations at work led to 

similar negative outcomes in terms of affective commitment. When the respondents felt there 

were certain aspects that fought against their own values, they rather had to see themselves 
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separate from the university and felt less committed emotionally. One interviewee described 

how he lost the feeling of commitment after one such incident:  

 

”…at our department we’ve had quite some problems, there has been some cases with 

harassment and violence, … I feel like this was being totally ignored, … I don’t sort of 

feel committed to the organization, I mean I’m very happy with my colleagues and so 

on, I’m very happy with my own research, but I lost the [name of the university] spirit.” 

 

Connectedness 
 

The interviewees’ opinions differed as to whether the sense of commitment targeted the 

university as a whole or just certain parts of it. Although approximately half of the interviewees 

told that they experienced the feeling of commitment towards the university, mostly due to their 

ability to relate to the institution as discussed in the previous section, the other half of them 

found it difficult to identify with and feel committed to the university as a whole because there 

was little interaction with the different schools and people outside of the closest circle of 

professional contacts. For example, some expatriates explained that they were not aware of 

what the other academics even worked on and that the overall picture of what was happening 

at a university level remained unclear. This seemed to have a negative impact on the general 

sense of community and what the expatiates thought they were a part of.  

 

It could be argued that the experienced level of connectedness affected commitment because it 

appeared to be easier for some expatriates to feel committed to their own department, research 

group, colleagues, students or their personal area of expertise, in other words, those with whom 

there was a regular contact and interaction. In turn, the level of commitment to the university 

remained low if the connection to the institution was weak and if there was little interaction 

with people who represented other parts of the university.  

 

”… it’s hard for me to identify with institution but I feel part of the group, both the 

department level which is the more natural because, you know, that’s the closest 

environment but also at the school level.”    

 

Another aspect of the connectedness appeared to be the ability to affect the reputation of the 

university with one’s own work. One respondent, for example, emphasized that except for the 
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world-famous universities that are perceived to be good in all of their fields, usually there is a 

certain subject area that the university is particularly good at and known for and that “the 

proudness tends to be in one’s own area where there’s a feeling that what you do is actually 

making a difference in terms of reputation”. Therefore, some expatriates felt it was easier to be 

committed to the own department or research group, as there was a clearer connection with 

their performance and the success of the department and they felt it was possible to directly 

influence the level of the department by working hard on their own research.  

 

Temporary Situation 
 

The general perception of organizational commitment in the university context appeared as 

highly different from traditional organizations. The interviewees’ responses indicated that they 

viewed the experience at the university as a temporary thing, either because they had a 

temporary contract and were not sure if they would be tenured or because they perceived the 

academic profession in general to be temporary in nature. When asked about the willingness to 

stay at the university, the majority of the respondents were unanimous in the view that given 

the opportunity, they would like to continue working there. However, many of them voiced 

their awareness of how rare such opportunities were in reality, which kept them on their toes.  

The type of commitment that mostly emerged from the interviews was affective commitment. 

Also, some interviewee discussed issues related to continuance commitment but normative 

commitment was not prominent in the interview data. The imbalance between the commitment 

types emerged also from the narratives of those expatriates who at the time of the interviews 

had already left Finland or had got a position elsewhere and were about to leave soon. Although 

they reported high levels of affective commitment and continuance commitment, it was not 

enough to keep them at the university, when the opportunities offered elsewhere outweighed 

the costs of leaving. One such academic explained why he decided to leave although the 

experience at the university and in Finland was very positive to the whole family and thus, the 

apparent cost of moving to another country was relatively high: 

“… for more mature or senior professors, it is a little bit challenging to arrive late in 

life to a country, in Finland, where the opportunities to grow economically are 

somewhat limited, and that was one of the reasons why then I thought moving to [name 

of a country] can offer, or could offer, me that opportunity.” 
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There also appeared to be an underlying conception of two-way commitment that was similarly 

affected by the temporary situation. Not having a permanent contract with the university 

seemed to indicate to some respondents that the university was not fully committed to them, so 

they did not feel the obligation to stay either. Still, it is noteworthy that such academics were 

highly committed to their own work and producing high-quality research, but they still kept 

other options open in terms of where to do their work.  

 

“In terms of being corporately committed, so saying to you that I want to spend here 

the rest of my life, I wouldn’t be, because if [name of the university] is not 

corporately committed to me, I don’t have to be corporately committed to [name of the 

university]. They give me a contract, I serve this contract. When they give me a 

permanent position, I will think whether I want to serve this permanent position. That’s 

how it is.”   

 
Table 8: Main Factors Affecting Organizational Commitment 

Commitment 
Factor 

Description Example 

Ability to Relate 

The ability to relate to the 
university’s goals, values, image 
and actions. Higher ability was 
observed to have a positive 
impact on affective commitment 
whereas inability led to 
disidentification. 

“I think I like it here and I am happy to say 
that I am from [name of the university] and 
I work there.… Kind of good ideas in 
[name of the university] strategy, … They 
are important and also a core of my own 
thinking…” 

Connectedness 

The closeness of relationship to 
the university as a whole and its 
sublevels. Low connectedness 
was observed to negatively 
influence affective commitment. 

“I feel like I’m very committed to my 
department, so as I said, I really like, I 
think most of my colleagues are wonderful 
people, I just don’t interact with [the name 
of the university] too much beyond my 
department.” 

Temporary 
Situation 

Temporary work contracts and 
the temporary nature of academic 
profession. Temporary situation 
was observed to have a negative 
effect on normative 
commitment. 

“… I don’t want to lock myself at [name of 
the university] and then get disappointed, 
because it’s not a must from university to 
provide me this position.… Let’s say I’m 
open for any other university so I’m 
monitoring if some interesting position 
opens.” 
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4.5 Effects of Social Support on Organizational Commitment 
 

The most striking result to emerge from the interview data was the weak connection between 

social support and organizational commitment. Based on the previous studies, the assumption 

was that a clear correlation would occur between these two. As presented earlier, the expatriates 

received financial and administrative support, assistance with accommodation and support for 

family from the university, not to mention the broad spectrum of support from supervisors, 

colleagues and mentors. However, none of the respondents explicitly stated that they would 

feel obliged to stay at the university due to all the support they have received. Moreover, 

although continuance commitment did occur in the interviews, it mostly seemed to stem from 

the costs of leaving Finland instead of leaving the university. Even more surprisingly, although 

approximately half of the respondents felt certain level of identification with the university’s 

values, goals and image, otherwise indicated that they experienced affective commitment 

towards the institution or stated that would like stay in the university, no significant evidence 

was found that the reasons behind such feelings would have had a connection to social support.  

The possible reasons why the link between social support and organizational commitment was 

not prominent are discussed more in section 5.1.2. 

 

4.6 Identity Alterations 
 

In this section, the identity changes, that the respondents experienced as a result of the 

relocation to Finland, will be examined. Section 4.6.1 discusses the personal identity 

alterations, section 4.6.2 covers the changes in relational identity and finally, section 4.6.3 

presents how the expatriates’ social identities have transformed. Table 9 summarizes the main 

personal, relational and social identity changes. 

 

4.6.1 Personal Identity Alterations 

 

In terms of personal identity, the respondents mostly seemed to endorse new identities, or more 

specifically, add new elements to their personal identity. The relocation experience was 

reported to have led to a multitude of additions: adoption of new preferences, goals, beliefs, 

traits, habits, skills and abilities. Some interviewees described the adoption of new preferences 

as starting to like the local specialties, for example, liking local foods, such as mämmi or 
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Karelian pies, or going out to the woods for hikes. Likewise, incorporation of new habits 

emerged from the interviews in the form of learning how to address people in the culturally 

appropriate way and adopting the tendency of going to the sauna. Living in Finland also led to 

new beliefs about other people and the society in general. One respondent, for example, 

described how his perception of safety and security had changed from highly skeptical to 

carefree. Due to the high level of safety in Finland, he started to believe that one does not have 

to be on the alert constantly: 

 

“… I’m less careful about safety or security.… Now I’m then the naive one, going 

around Brussels and people tell me, ‘Man, you are going to get robbed, why are you 

wearing your back bag like that?’” 

 

New personality traits were identified, too. One interviewee had started to perceive himself as 

more opinionated than before whereas the other had become more introverted. Some common 

changes in personal characteristics that the respondents had also noticed included becoming 

more patient, tolerant, open-minded, confident and independent. Some expatriates had also 

adopted new goals during their stay, for example, aiming to make their work even more perfect 

or wanting to get a certain position in the university. Adopting new skills, however, was the 

most frequently reported change. The skills were almost exclusively work-related, including 

things such as leadership skills, networking skills and teaching skills. In terms of new abilities, 

one respondent explained that the relocation experience had made him feel less locked down in 

his home country and he had gained the ability to navigate both Finland and the home country. 

 

The expatriation also made some interviewees to abandon their extant identities. Many times, 

the rejection of extant identities seemed to take place simultaneously with the endorsement of 

new identities. Some respondents reported to have rejected some of their old habits, for 

instance. A couple of academics who had before followed their home country news regularly, 

had quit doing so when becoming an expatriate and one interviewee also argued he had stopped 

voting in the home country elections. Reading in the native languages had likewise decreased.  

 

The new environment resulted also to amendments in the structure of the self-concept as the 

expatriates started to weigh certain aspects of their existing personal identity more whereas 

some other aspects declined in prominence. For example, coming to a culture where people 

usually come across as more introverted, one expatriate suggested that her extroverted side had 
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become stronger when surrounded by less social people. Also, the order of importance of 

different things in life had changed, meaning that the personal values had been amended. For 

example, a common theme that emerged from the interview data was work-life balance because 

the working culture in Finland differed to a great extent from the other non-Nordic countries. 

As a result, many expatriates had started to value free time more than before, naturally still 

putting a lot of effort on their work, but seeing work as only one part of life. One respondent 

described: 

 

“Everything is life, work is also life but it’s kind of saying, okay, this is leisure time or 

this is time for my hobby or my family and I really much value this also. To have a fuller 

understanding of the overall life, and not just work is my life and then I will try to get 

bits and pieces for the other stuff that I have.” 

 

4.6.2 Relational Identity Alterations 

 

With regard to relational identity, a major theme in the interviews was the endorsement of new 

roles. Many expatriates had started in a new position after the arrival in Finland, which required 

them to adjust to their new role and also get acknowledged by their colleagues, students and 

subordinates, for example. The new roles adopted included a teacher, a mentor and a leader, 

the latter one being the most significant relational identity change. It appeared to have 

transformed the way the expatriates saw their own responsibilities, behavior as well as their 

relationships to others. One respondent elaborated on the changes in her self-perception caused 

by the new position: 

 

”… I have responsibility that I didn’t have before and before I’ve never been, how to 

say, I’ve never been the boss…. And now it’s actually me, so this is something very new 

that I little bit underestimated … if you have to be the boss, there’s a lot of other things 

that you have to keep in mind when talking, when giving feedback.” 

 

Also, those who had joined academia after working in the industry had adopted a new academic 

identity. From the perspective of personal life, some respondents had experienced major 

changes during their time in Finland, including becoming a mother or a father, or getting 

married, which also to a great extent affected how they perceived themselves both personally 

and professionally.  
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In addition to the adoption of new roles, the move to the new country meant abandoning some 

previous roles. For instance, those expatriates who relocated to Finland right after finishing 

their doctoral studies, abandoned the student identity at the same time with adopting the 

professional identity. One interviewee described the drastic change: 

 

”I guess the thing is that I came here right after my PhD so in a sense it was like, oh my 

God, I actually finished the PhD and managed to get a job, so in that sense the [self-] 

perception changed dramatically because I was at some point like, I can never do this, 

this is the hardest thing and I will never find a job and I'm a complete failure, you know, 

and then with the move here that's basically all of those things sort of objectively 

changed…” 

 

Some respondents also indicated that they had needed to reevaluate their pre-existing roles. For 

instance, although one interviewee had taught courses in his previous institution and seemed to 

have adopted the role of a teacher before the relocation, he noted that the requirements in terms 

of teaching in Finland were very different. Therefore, he had to rethink his own role as a teacher 

and to consider how he could balance the two culture-based teacher identities. 

 

4.6.3 Social Identity Alterations 

 

In terms of social identity, the interviews mainly focused on the expatriates’ perception of their 

national or cultural identity and how it had changed as a result of becoming an expatriate. Four 

main groups were recognized based on how the expatriates saw their national identity after the 

relocation. First, some interviewees, “the chameleons”, had started to consider Finns as their 

in-group, feeling a strong sense of belonging to Finland. This did not necessarily mean 

abandoning their home country identity, but nurturing both identities simultaneously. One 

respondent described that he had become half Finnish and half of his native national identity. 

He reflected on the change as follows: 

 

“Whenever I return to Helsinki area, this feels like home, almost. So, I spent now time 

in [name of home country] and sometimes, there are moments when I really, even then 

when I’m with my kids, I have the kids there, which is of course the big big factor, but 

still this feeling home is very strong here already, in Helsinki and in Finland.” 
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Secondly, the immigrant identity or the idea of being a global citizen was endorsed (“the 

immigrants”). These respondents seemed to be comfortable from the emotional perspective 

with their life in Finland, although they did not see themselves as members of the new home 

country. One respondent explained that he was not willing to embrace some aspects of the local 

culture as he felt it is “not genuine” and called himself “a visitor” although he was highly 

satisfied with his experience. In addition, particularly those who had relocated many times 

during their life seemed to rely on the immigrant identity and being a foreigner was a natural 

state for them. One interviewee explained: 

 

“… there’s also the fact that I’ve been a foreigner all my life, and I was always in the 

process of learning the culture of the place that I’m currently living in, and I think that 

on some base level I always feel like a foreigner and I know that I’m a foreigner…” 

 

Thirdly, some interviewees, “the detached”, felt they had lost the sense of belonging: they did 

not belong to any place anymore but had a feeling of being an outsider both in their home 

country and in Finland. Although this group was similar to the second group in the sense of 

being a foreigner, it also differed from the second group due to the emotional challenges the 

feeling of not belonging caused. The members of this group also expressed their concerns about 

the possibility to nurture two cultures at the same time: 

 

“… I'm not sure to what extent it's the move here or it’s the fact that I’m not so young 

anymore that has made me sort of wonder can I not do both, like can I not be a model 

immigrant in that sense and still be in touch with where I came from, at least culturally 

or in touch with the culture to get produced out of [name of home country].” 

 

Finally, some respondents, “the preservers”, kept on identifying strongly with their home 

country culture and did not change their cultural identity more than just a little. These four 

categories have multiple similarities with the three identity shifts, identity shifters, balanced 

identities and non-shifters, suggested by previous studies, however, none of the respondents 

had become fully Finnish during the time in Finland even in spite of the identification with 

local culture and environment.  
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On the one hand, the experience of being an expatriate also made some respondents to question 

their home country identity if they did not correspond to the stereotypical image of their native 

culture. One academic explained: 

 

”… as a [name of nationality] person in Finland, people often ask me advice about food 

or wine for instance, which I'm not a specialist about. But this is really the image that 

maybe people have of [name of nationality] people so it has maybe a bit questioned my 

identity.”  

 

Another interviewee mentioned that he had stopped thinking in his native language which 

caused him a momentary identity crisis as he felt he was losing a part of his identity. Also, when 

visiting and discussing with friends and family back home, some respondents argued that they 

had realized that their thinking was not aligned with their relatives’ thinking anymore as they 

had adopted new views of the society, for example. This seemed to further affect their feeling 

of belonging to the home country environment.  

 

On the other hand, although the home country identity had declined in significance for many 

academics interviewed, there were still opposite reactions in the form of nurturing and 

overemphasizing the home country identity. Many respondents had namely preserved certain 

aspects of their national identity, including celebration of national holidays or eating country-

specific foods, and some respondents also actively took care of embracing their home country 

identity in Finland. For example, those academics who had children, wanted them to learn the 

home country language and therefore also participated in events in Finland where there was an 

opportunity to interact with other fellow nationals. As a result of living in a foreign country and 

trying to meet the expectations of others or to avoid others’ negative reactions, some 

respondents had started to overemphasize certain aspects of their home country identities. One 

respondent for example had started to emphasize his way of pronouncing English as he wanted 

to make sure others would not think he is American, when he really was not, and therefore 

associate the negative aspects of the American society to him.   

 

In addition to cultural identity, some changes in the membership of other groups emerged, too. 

As discussed in section 4.4, many respondents argued that they had started to identify with the 

university or their respective departments, for instance. Some academics with children, in turn, 

implied that they had become members of the local community of families. However, other 
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changes than the cultural identity alterations remained less prominent in the interview data, 

which can be attributed to the intentional concentration on national identity in the interview 

guide.  

 
Table 9: Summary of Main Personal, Relational and Social Identity Alterations 

 Identity Alterations Examples 

Personal 
Identity 

Endorsing New Aspects to 
Identity 

Adopting new preferences, goals, beliefs, 
traits, skills, abilities and habits, such as 
walking in forests 

Abandoning Extant Identities Rejecting old habits, such as reading in native 
language  

Amending the Structure of the 
Self-Concept 

Emphasizing introverted personality when 
around less social people  

Relational 
Identity 

Endorsing New Role Identities Becoming a leader, a teacher or a mentor 

Abandoning Previous Roles Letting go of the student identity when 
becoming a post-doctoral researcher 

Re-Evaluating Pre-Existing 
Roles 

Rethinking the teacher role when faced with 
highly different expectations for teachers 

Social Identity 

Endorsing New Social Identities Becoming half Finnish or adopting the 
immigrant identity 

Detaching from or Abandoning 
Previous Social Identities 

Rejecting home country identity or detaching 
from the social identity adopted in previous 
foreign setting 

Amending the Structure of 
Social Identity 

Embracing the European identity that has 
always been on the background 

Re-Evaluating Pre-Existing 
Social Identities 

Reconsidering the own national identity when 
not meeting the stereotypical cultural 
expectations of others 
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4.7 Effects of Social Support on Identity Construction 
 

In the following sections from 4.7.1 to 4.7.3, the effect of social support on expatriates’ identity 

construction will be examined. This will be conducted by presenting how the social support, 

that the expatriates have received, has influenced the identity alterations discussed in the 

previous section. The key effects of social support on identity have been collected in Table 10.    

 

4.7.1 Effects of Social Support on Personal Identity  

 

Assimilation through Social Interaction 
 

The main effect of social support on the personal identity construction, that emerged from the 

interviews, was the assimilation process that was set in motion by social interaction. Social 

interaction led the expatriates to assimilate new aspects to their identities by observing others, 

usually the locals. When the expatriates were exposed to other individuals that differed from 

themselves in terms of values, goals, habits, beliefs or cultural traits, they seemed to start to 

assimilate these aspects to their own personal identity to better match with the current 

environment or to maintain their distinctiveness. In the case of assimilation, the identity 

construction was not based on the idea of someone intentionally providing support and the other 

one receiving it but on the casual daily interaction between the expatriates and other people. 

One major aspect that many respondents had adopted through the assimilation process was the 

local perception of work-life balance, mainly from their contacts at work, that further changed 

their personal values to more emphasize family and free time. Also, culture-specific traits, such 

as being humble, were assimilated. One respondent also reflected on how he had become even 

more introverted in Finland as a result of trying to maintain the same level of distinctiveness 

but trying to assimilate the Finnish cultural traits at the same time:  

 

“I behave differently depending on how others behave, it’s almost kind of relative to the 

rest of the population…. if I was considered a bit introverted,... in a very gregarious 

city in [name of country], then theoretically I could be considered a little less 

introverted in a place like Finland where people are less gregarious. But I think I’ve 

almost become even more introverted after coming to Finland… I think some of my 

behaviors have changed so that the way I am different from the average person has kind 

of remained the same.” 
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Interestingly, the individual need to be distinctive from others seemed to regulate to which 

extent the assimilation took place. Although the general opinion among the interviewees 

appeared to be positive towards personal change and assimilation of new aspects to identity, 

some of them argued that they were only ready to change as long as they felt comfortable and 

did not lose their core identity: 

 

“I try to assimilate as much as possible … but I don’t want to lose my individuality…. 

as long as [it] fits my feeling, my internal feeling, my personality, I’m very open to 

change. But I don’t feel comfortable to change in something what is needed, what 

society requests, but [what] I don’t like personally. So, I’d say I don’t want to break 

myself…” 

 

In addition to being exposed to new cultural environment, also the differences in the 

demographics appeared to result in similar outcomes. One respondent reported that in Finland, 

he interacted a lot with the younger generation, which to a great extent made him view the 

world from a different perspective, thus, changing his existing personal beliefs. At a more 

general level, the relocation required interacting with different types of people, which according 

to some interviewees had led to self-reflection and evaluation of their own reactions or 

perceptions. 

 

Learning New Skills Enhancing Self-Confidence 

 

Informational and instrumental support played an important role in the personal identity 

construction of the expatriates as it appeared to enhance their self-confidence by facilitating 

learning new skills and by enhancing individual capabilities. Namely, learning new skills and 

having the experience of being capable of new things seemed to be linked to how the expatriates 

perceived themselves. Both two types of support were mainly received from colleagues and 

supervisor at work but also the university in general facilitated this learning process by 

providing a supportive environment. The informational support from supervisor and colleagues 

that had a positive effect on adopting new skills included sharing knowledge about teaching, 

running certain tests or doing some specific type of research. The supportive environment, in 

turn, was characterized by providing time to self-development, freedom to pursue own interests 

and possibilities to collaborate and network.   
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”… I took this course on introduction to teaching … And that was extremely helpful for 

me, because before I didn’t have any teaching course, so basically the teaching that I 

was doing in [name of previous country] was, I did it basically from learning from what 

others were doing and I never learned properly how teaching should be done and so 

forth. So that was for example very helpful for me, because apart that I had never 

properly learned.”  

 

Improved Psychological Comfort 

 

Emotional support seemed to impact identity construction by enhancing psychological comfort 

and, similarly to informational and instrumental support, self-confidence. In relation to self-

confidence, emotional support showed signs of a more profound effect than the other two types 

of social support as it seemed to further boost self-esteem as well. Compared to informational 

and instrumental support that mainly influenced the identity construction by facilitating 

learning new skills, the mechanism how emotional support affected personal identity was 

somewhat more complex. First, the range of sources of support was wider and included 

partners, friends, colleagues and the university. Secondly, emotional support received seemed 

to affect personal identity through numerous identity alterations related to adoption or change 

of habits, goals and personal beliefs, for instance. One respondent described the effect of 

emotional support on his self-confidence: 

 

“… I came with a visiting prof type of arrangement, then I realized that somebody in 

the world appreciated my work, and then when I came back and became professor in 

[name of the university], I realized that I had a fresh perception that I was able to make 

a change and a difference. So that was very positive, because it reinforced positive 

feedback in my mind, meaning that as a professor I could do more impactful work.”  

 

The other example illustrates the psychological comfort and to some extent also the experience 

of self-value (self-esteem) that were enhanced due to the accepting attitude of the colleagues:  

 

“In school of engineering in many places you would be like, who’s that weird guy 

publishing in ethics or philosophy. I think that I have had plus the fact that we also work 

in this group that is by default multidisciplinary…. I feel very comfortable inside of that 
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[group]. That bunch [of professionals] has also allowed me then to be my own, this dual 

split personality, kind of identity that you can be, you can deal with genetic algorithm 

optimization but also at the same time be able to read Wittgenstein and I don’t see a 

problem in that. It has allowed me to not fit a box…” 

 

Also, the lack of social support could have a negative impact on the expatiates’ self-esteem. 

For example, one respondent reflected on his experience after the arrival when his colleagues 

had received lots of support, such as assistance with accommodation, from the university 

whereas he did not receive such support. As a result, he started to believe there was something 

wrong with him personally and that was the reason why he was treated unequally. However, he 

received emotional social support from his mentor who assured him the bad experience was not 

the expatriate’s fault in any way and provided suggestions on how to improve the situation.  

 

4.7.2 Effects of Social Support on Relational Identity  

 

Role Acknowledgement 

 

With regard to relational identity, the connection between social support and identity 

construction was not as evident as in the case of personal identity. As discussed in section 4.6.2, 

the relational identity alterations were mostly related to change or adoption of roles when 

moving to Finland. Based on the respondents’ narratives, social support seemed to mainly affect 

relational identity construction through the role acknowledgement and by providing the 

conditions to enact the roles. The role acknowledgement refers here to a process where the new 

role identities seemed to be validated in the social interaction with others. For example, when 

adopting the leader role, other people, such as team members or a supervisor, verified the role 

by allowing the respondents to behave according to the new position. However, if the expatriate 

did not meet the role-specific expectations, other types of social support were provided. One 

respondent described: 

 

“… I had the former qualification, the teaching qualification which is a 4-year program 

in [name of home country]… So, I would say my pedagogical skills are quite up-to-date 

and then you are put back on to ‘yeah, please take all those pedagogical courses’…. 
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And I think that's the general thing that ‘oh, you might join this committee, just sit there 

and see how it's working’ and I've been in committees before and they work similarly.” 

 

The above example shows concretely how the respondent already had adopted the teacher role 

in the home country, but the role needed to be renegotiated in Finland. However, the university 

refused to validate the role, which caused an identity threat to the interviewee.  

 

Providing Conditions to Enact the Roles 

 

The previous example is related to the other effect of social support on relational identity, that 

is, providing the conditions to enact the role. The interview data indicated that in order to 

perform the roles successfully, certain role-specific skills, such as the pedagogical skills 

mentioned in the quote above, and an enabling environment, were needed. The conditions were 

mainly provided by the university or the supervisor. For instance, in the previous example, the 

university offered informational support to the expatriate so that the teacher role could be 

acknowledged later on. When being asked about how a supervisor had helped to progress the 

career, another interviewee, in turn, elaborated on the supportive conditions his supervisor had 

established for him to become a leader: 

 

“… we had a project from Academy of Finland that he [supervisor] was running and 

basically I was in charge of that and working out what research should happen in that 

area from pretty much from the beginning. So, I‘ve been given opportunities to lead 

projects and people, which I hadn’t in the past… So, there’s been quite a regular 

increase in responsibility and I’ve generally been given the independence to do my own 

thing that I can then learn from.”  

 

4.7.3 Effects of Social Support on Social Identity 

 

Strengthening and Weakening Cultural Identification 

 

As discussed in section 4.6.3, the main changes in social identity that emerged from the 

interviews were related to cultural or national identity. Unsurprisingly, social support was 

observed to strongly affect cultural identity either by strengthening or weakening cultural 

identification and thus, impacting the expatriates’ sense of group memberships. Particularly, 
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the emotional support from friends and family appeared to be crucial in relation to cultural 

identity. Some interviewees representing the immigrants argued that their home country 

identities had declined in significance whereas the European identity had risen in prominence 

as a result of having friends and in Finland and in other countries. One such respondent 

explained that he did not have the feeling of belonging to one exact place as his friends were 

scattered around the world. Some other respondents, in turn, reported that by spending time 

with their fellow nationals in Finland, they still tried their best to keep their national identity 

alive. One expatriate described how social support from his partner and friends had alleviated 

the identity crisis caused by him gradually losing his native language as a result of expatriation: 

 

”… now it’s a bit better, she [girlfriend] is learning [name of language] so we get to 

exchange a few words in [name of language] here and there…. And one important 

thing, that is, a good part of my friends here are [name of nationality] so one of my 

PhD students is [name of nationality], one of our couple friends is, he is [name of 

nationality]. So, in that sense it sort of helps to have friends that share the nationality 

with you…” 

 

In the case of those respondents who had a Finnish partner, the connection to Finland seemed 

somewhat more profound. This can be attributed to the unofficial information and high level of 

emotional support and instrumental support in the daily life received from their partner. 

However, it’s noteworthy that the majority of these expatriates still considered themselves as 

immigrants or global citizens. 

 

Some expatriates of the detached group, who had lost the feeling of belonging and even faced 

some emotional challenges as a result, reported that although they received certain level of 

emotional support in Finland, keeping the previous friendships alive took a lot of time and 

effort, which might have affected their ability to build new close connections in the host 

country. This further seemed to increase the sense of not belonging. Similarly, if the emotional 

support was received from individuals with whom the world view or values, for example, did 

not match anymore due to the changes caused by the relocation experience, the effect on social 

identity was rather negative. As a reaction, the expatriates had started to disidentify with such 

sources of support and to see them more as their out-group.  
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Finally, the preservers whose national identity remained almost unchanged despite the change 

of country, indicated that they spent a remarkable amount of their time both at work and in the 

free time with their fellow nationals, with few other closer connections. Through this 

companionship and other emotional support, they seemed to keep on identifying strongly with 

their home country culture.  

 
Table 10: Effects of Social Support on Identity Construction 

 Effect Theme Description of the Effect of Social Support on Identity 
Construction 

Personal 
Identity 

Assimilation through 
Social Interaction 

Social interaction with others made the expatriates 
assimilate new aspects to their personal identity 

Learning New Skills 
Enhancing Self-
Confidence 

Informational and instrumental support from colleagues, 
supervisor and university facilitated learning new skills 
that led to enhanced trust in own capabilities 

Improved Psychological 
Comfort 

Emotional support from various sources resulted in 
higher sense of comfort and self-confidence as well as 
improved perception of self-value 

Relational 
Identity 

Role Acknowledgement 
Existing roles and endorsed new roles were validated in 
social interaction with others, mainly work-related 
contacts 

Providing Conditions to 
Enact the Roles 

The social network established conditions where 
performing the roles was possible 

Social 
Identity 
 

Strengthening Cultural 
Identification 

Particularly emotional social support from friends, 
partner and family strengthened the identification with 
certain cultural settings, also leading to adoption of 
preserver or chameleon identities 

Weakening Cultural 
Identification 

Receiving emotional support from sources located 
elsewhere weakened the identification with current or 
previous cultural settings or any specific culture in 
general, also leading to adoption of immigrant or 
detached identity 

 

4.8 Link between Adjustment, Commitment and Identity Construction 
 

The previous sections from 4.1 to 4.7 have presented the factors affecting academic expatriates’ 

adjustment and commitment and how particularly the social support that the respondents had 

received influenced their adjustment, commitment and identity construction. In this chapter, the 
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connection between expatriate adjustment and identity construction as well as the link between 

commitment and identity construction will be drawn.  

 

4.8.1 Expatriate Adjustment and Identity Construction 

 

Based on the interview data, the connection between expatriate adjustment and identity 

construction emerged. As discussed in sections 4.6 and 4.7, the identity alterations and the 

effect of social support on identity construction were much related to assimilating cultural 

aspects, learning new skills, adopting new roles and reconsidering the cultural identity as a 

result of the social interaction and support received from other individuals. These identity 

processes usually appeared together with the adjustment process. Both the level of work 

adjustment and general adjustment appeared to impact identity construction: general adjustment 

particularly influencing personal and social identities and work adjustment relational identity. 

The more the expatriates were able to adjust to the new environment, general and work, the 

more significant was the change of their identities. An example given by one respondent 

presents the phenomenon more illustratively: 

 

“… when I came here, I used to work from the very beginning in the morning to very 

late at night and when I was talking with my Finnish colleagues, they, most of them used 

to tell me, ‘Are you stupid, why you work this hard? After 5pm you should just enjoy 

your day.’ And I was like, ‘No, I have a lot of work to do, I need to finish my work.’ … 

but now I’ve changed, so when I come home at 6pm for example, I don’t work, I just do 

my work in the office and when I come home, I really enjoy my life … the quality of 

work is higher now and the quality of life is also higher, so I do enjoy my work and my 

life.” 

 

The quote above shows the connection between social support, general and work adjustment 

and the construction of personal identity. The informational support received from the 

colleagues made the respondent aware of both the work-related expectations and more 

generally, the value given for work-life balance in the Finnish culture. As a result, the 

respondent started to adapt her working style and also the overall structure of the day to better 

match the new work environment and simultaneously the Finnish culture in general. In the 
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process, her personal identity was restructured from the value and habit perspective to give 

more emphasis on free time and efficiency of work instead of the length of the work days.  

 
Another example highlights how the general adjustment to Finland affected the social 

identification with the home country:  

 

“… I don’t know if I necessarily would [vote in home country elections] just because I 

have no idea about what’s going on in [name of home country] politics, and something 

really insane happens. I think it’s part of this adjustment to being in a different culture 

of governance. It does maybe reduce my feeling of, like, ties to [name of home country] 

in a sense that I’m adjusting to be an immigrant somewhere else…” 

 

4.8.2 Commitment and Identity Construction  

 

As mentioned in section 4.5, the effect of social support on commitment remained unclear, 

however, the connection between commitment and identity construction was more prominent. 

As discussed in section 4.4, especially affective commitment towards the university appeared 

in the interviews in the form of positive emotions towards being a member of the university 

and the identification with its goals and values. Similarly, feelings of commitment towards 

colleagues, a certain department or a research group emerged. These emotions seemed to be 

closely associated with the membership of different work-related groups. Thus, commitment 

and particularly affective commitment had an impact on the construction of social identity. For 

example, those expatriates who reported that they felt emotionally committed to the university, 

were positive about telling others that they were members of the institution. One such 

respondent reflected on his organizational commitment and social identity: 

 

”… I’m proud to say to others that I’m working here and I’m part of [name of the 

university], and I’m always happy to, when discussing to someone and people do not 

know and I believe still, at least within my field, it’s not a known institution, I’m happy 

to share the story of [name of the university]. From that perspective, I could say I 

identify myself as a person or staff member of [name of the university].” 
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5 Discussion and Analysis 
 

This section will continue to summarize, analyze and discuss the main findings related to the 

three focus areas of this study: adjustment, commitment and identity construction, and their 

relation to social support, that were presented in section 4. Section 5.1.1 will further discuss the 

types and sources of social support identified. Section 5.1.2 will analyze the effects of social 

support on expatriate adjustment, 5.1.3 on organizational commitment and 5.1.4 on identity 

construction. Finally, section 5.2 will present how the original theory framework was modified 

based on these findings.  

 

5.1 Overall Discussion and Analysis of Findings 
 
5.1.1 Types and Sources of Social Support  

 
The first research question of this study was: What type of social support do academic 

expatriates receive and from whom? The stories shared by the interviewed expatriate academics 

revealed that all of the three types of social support, emotional, informational and instrumental, 

identified in organizational expatriate literature, were relevant also in the academic context. All 

of the types were seen useful both in work and private life, which will be discussed more in the 

following sections.  

 

In terms of the sources of support, both work-related and non-work-related sources were found 

to be meaningful for the academics. The work-related sources included the university, 

supervisors, colleagues, HR and mentors whereas the non-work-related sources covered family, 

especially partner and children, friends and acquaintances, health care professionals and fellow 

nationals. Although these findings were expected, particularly interesting and even surprising 

were the differences in how the respondents emphasized different sources of support. 

Approximately half of the interviewees responded that work-related sources were the most 

important sources of social support in terms of their relocation whereas the other half mentioned 

non-work-related sources. These differences could be attributed to the focus of the 

interviewees: those respondents who relocated alone and were in Finland mainly to work and 

advance their career seemed to rely somewhat more on work-related sources whereas those, 

who came to Finland with their family and considered staying permanently, relied more on non-

work-related sources.   
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5.1.2 Social Support and Adjustment 

 

The adjustment-related research question of this study was: How does social support influence 

the adjustment of academic expatriates? In order to answer the question, the aim was to first 

analyze the general factors that affected the adjustment of foreign academics and secondly, 

understand how these factors were related to the social support received. The following analysis 

has been divided into general adjustment and work adjustment. However, as discussed at the 

beginning of section 4.2, this study still sees adjustment as a three-dimensional phenomenon, 

but due to the complexity to separate interaction adjustment of general and work adjustment, 

the interaction perspective has been embedded in the discussion of the other two dimensions.   

 

General Adjustment 

 

In terms of general adjustment, six main factors were found to affect expatriate adjustment. 

Social support appeared to have an effect on four out of the six factors: arranging practical 

matters, social network, language, suitability for family life. This effect emerged through four 

different means: assistance with practical matters and support for family, alleviating emotional 

challenges and helping with language. As a fifth separate mean, social support generally seemed 

to facilitate the integration into Finnish society.  

 

First, several expatriates argued that one of the most critical aspects in their adjustment was 

finding an apartment. When they found a suitable home in Finland, it enhanced their sense of 

well-being and psychological comfort and made it possible to start adjusting to the new 

environment early on whereas difficulties with the apartment search increased the level of stress 

and hindered the adjustment. Although the negative effect of the challenges on adjustment 

concerned mainly general adjustment, some respondents also reported that when the difficulties 

with apartment became severe, the negative effect was also reflected in the work because they 

were not able to sleep properly, for instance. The instrumental support provided by the 

university, colleagues or mentors facilitated finding the apartment and making the start in the 

new country much easier while the lack of such support evoked dissatisfaction among the 

expatriates and caused struggle with daily life. Moreover, the university was seen as a helpful 

source when taking care of other practical matters, such as applying for visas or completing the 

local registrations. These experiences support the findings of previous studies that conclude 
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that social support has a positive effect on expatriates’ well-being by relieving stress and by 

helping to adjust to a new environment (Ramos, Mustafa and Haddad, 2017; Sharma and 

Sharma, 2010).  

 

Secondly, the ability to build a local social network and to maintain the pre-existing social 

connections was of importance for all of the interviewees when adjusting to Finland. Both the 

width and depth of the social network were found to have a positive adjustment-facilitating 

effect. The decision whether to focus on growing the size of the social circle or on deepening 

fewer number of connections, can probably be accounted for the individual orientation to 

introversion or extraversion and how many connections the expatriates needed to feel 

contented. In addition, the duration of stay in Finland at the time of the interviews might also 

have had an impact on which strategy the respondents had chosen. For example, those who had 

recently arrived in Finland naturally had not had time to socialize to the same extent as those 

who had lived in Finland already for some years, which could explain why they had preferred 

nurturing some existing connections.   

 

The role of social support in building and maintaining social network was evident, as in the 

context of this study, emotional support and social network were nearly synonymous. The effect 

of the emotional support, that the expatriates received mainly from their family (including their 

partner) and both old and new Finnish and international friends, facilitated the general 

adjustment by alleviating the emotional challenges caused by the relocation. Social connections 

helped them to mitigate the feelings of loneliness, preserve the feeling of belonging together 

with someone and share their experience with peers. It is also worth noting that the expatriates 

made most of their new friends either through their existing network or in the academic setting. 

Many interviewees suggested that their colleagues had been active in involving them in social 

activities both at work and also outside of work, which had had a positive influence on their 

adjustment. The friendships with colleagues, particularly, were emphasized in the interview 

results, which is a likely outcome of the nature of the academic profession. A great number of 

the respondents felt that the academic profession, per se, did not leave much room for 

socializing and probably therefore, the majority of contacts they had formed in Finland were 

through their work. Also, the finding that building friendships with colleagues facilitates 

general adjustment is in line with the earlier research on the topic by Bruning, Sonpar and Wang 

(2012). They suggested that the expatriates who managed to build friend-colleague 



 95 

relationships with the local employees showed higher levels of general adjustment than those 

whose relationships remained fully formal.  

 

Thirdly, the expatriates with families – a family including either a partner or children only or 

alternatively both – put a lot of weight on family adjustment or the possibility to visit the family, 

in case they lived abroad. The better the experience was for the family or the better the 

opportunities to visit them, the more positive the impact was on general adjustment. This is 

very likely to be linked to the ease of the relocation experience on an emotional level: when the 

family adjusted well and felt happy in Finland, also the expatriates did not experience additional 

stress but were able to focus more on their personal adjustment instead. This was not surprising, 

as researchers who have studied organizational expatriates have found that the adjustment of 

family members positively affects general expatriate adjustment (Caligiuri, Hyland, Joshi and 

Bross, 1998). The social support for family adjustment and combining the family life aboard 

was mainly instrumental and received from the university and a mentor. They facilitated the 

process by helping with getting a job for a partner, a certain school place for a child or generally 

by establishing a flexible work environment that enabled the expatriates to frequently travel 

between Finland and their family’s location.  

 

Finally, the language-related topics were brought up by several interviewees. Language 

emerged to have a mixed effect on adjustment. On the one hand, there was no major language 

barrier or remarkable challenges in the daily life in the new host country because generally, the 

locals were able to speak English, but on the other hand, some interviewees saw their own 

inability to speak and understand Finnish as an obstacle. Not speaking the local language made 

them sometimes feel excluded and detached from the local culture and they argued that did not 

have the same social opportunities as those who spoke Finnish fluently. This result is not 

surprising as, for example, Selmer and Lauring (2015) conclude that general adjustment has a 

connection to the host country language skills. Informational and instrumental support from the 

university and the local partner were found to have some effect on the challenges caused by the 

language as the university offered basic courses in Finnish or local partners helped to translate 

texts written in Finnish. However, the influence on general adjustment remained fairly minor 

because few expatriates had the personal incentive to learn the language due to English being 

widely-spoken. Moreover, Finnish has been continuously titled as one of the most difficult 

languages to learn and therefore, becoming fluent enough would take a lot of effort and time 

even if the interviewees were motivated to learn.  
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In addition to the four main findings presented above, local partners were observed to have a 

positive effect on general adjustment by helping the expatriates to integrate into the society by 

providing unofficial information that promoted a more comprehensive view of the host country. 

Also, as mentioned in the first paragraph, social support was found to have an effect on four of 

the six adjustment affecting factors. Interestingly, the two remaining factors that social support 

did not seem to influence, previous experience and personality-culture match, seemed to have 

a opposite impact on social support instead. Namely, it is highly likely that previous experience, 

at least to some extent, determined the expectations that the expatriates had towards social 

support. Some expatriates who had received a lot of social support in another place, seemed to 

expect the same level of support in Finland, which became visible in the comparisons they made 

between the different levels of social support in the two places. Some other respondents, in turn, 

did not have many expectations in terms of the support, which is probably a consequence of 

being so used to the process that they felt receiving support was nice but not necessary.  

 

Moreover, the findings confirmed what the previous studies, such as the one by Bruning, Sonpar 

and Wang (2012), had preliminary suggested about the importance of spillovers from work-

related sources. As discussed above, the university, colleagues and mentors had an important 

role in facilitating the expatriates’ general adjustment in spite of representing the work domain. 

Similar spillovers from the non-work-related sources were also identified in the context of work 

adjustment, which will be further discussed in the next section.  

 

Work Adjustment 

 

With regard to work adjustment, five key adjustment factors were identified based on the 

interviewees’ narratives: freedom at work, hierarchy, onboarding and relationships to 

colleagues and supervisor as well as style of communication and interaction. Social support 

was found to have an effect on four of them through the knowledge sharing at work 

(onboarding) and by building a supportive work environment (freedom, hierarchy, 

relationships). In addition, financial and administrative resources as well as a supportive and 

enabling partner had a positive effect on work adjustment as will be further discussed below. 

 

First, the respondents referred to the onboarding that they had received soon after the arrival in 

Finland. Many expatriates found the onboarding activities useful for their work adjustment as 
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they were provided with the basic knowledge needed to start in the new job and work 

environment. This introduction to the new job was mainly given by the university, supervisors 

and colleagues from whom the expatriates received informational support. The role of the 

university was particularly prominent at the beginning whereas the supervisors and colleagues 

continued to serve as a source of information in the day-to-day work also after the start. 

However, although the support from these two sources was seen as useful by the academic 

expatriates, the informational role of supervisor and coworkers in terms of performing the 

actual work tasks was not specifically emphasized by the interviewees. This is very likely to be 

a result of the independent nature of the academic profession compared to the usual corporate 

jobs where the work tasks and ways of working are often company-, team- or role-specific and 

therefore, a successful performance of the tasks requires more guidance from the supervisor 

and colleagues. Moreover, the supervisor-subordinate relationships in the corporate 

environment are normally clearer, whereas many of the academics interviewed for this research 

study hesitated when asked about their relationship to their supervisor because they were not 

sure who the actual supervisor was. 

 

Secondly, to continue on the importance of supervisor and colleagues, good relationships with 

them were found to be one key factor in successful work adjustment. Together with the high 

level of freedom in terms of work allowed by the university and the low level of hierarchy, the 

supervisor and colleague relationships were crucial in building a supportive work environment 

that made the expatriates feel psychologically comfortable in their new job. Especially peer 

support from and friendships with colleagues were found to facilitate work adjustment but also 

an informal relationship to a supervisor appeared to have a positive effect. The role of 

supervisor and coworker support in adjustment has been well recognized in the previous 

studies, as well (e.g. van Emmerik, Euwema and Bakker, 2007; Ng and Sorensen, 2008). 

However, the influence of the supervisors on work adjustment has been treated to a great extent 

to stem from the support they are obliged to provide to their subordinates. The results of this 

study, in turn, emphasize that in addition to the concrete action taken by the supervisor to 

facilitate the expatriates’ work adjustment, the informal relaxed interaction is likewise 

important when establishing a work environment that is easy to adjust to. In addition to 

supervisors and colleagues, the university and the expatriates’ respective departments also 

provided instrumental support as they promoted socializing in a more informal setting by 

organizing events where the academics where able to network.  
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Thirdly, particularly related to the effect of social support on work adjustment, financial and 

administrative resources provided by the university were mentioned by several interviewees. 

Compared to the relocation package and allowances provided in the corporate world, this 

instrumental type of support seemed to be provided specifically for the research purposes and 

on top of the assistance with moving costs and home search, for instance. The expatriates argued 

that the financial support, including research funds and funds for work-related materials, was 

important especially at the start when they did not yet have external funding for their research, 

for example. Also, those respondents who had received administrative support, such as 

assistance with supply orders, found it highly useful probably because it allowed them to focus 

more on value-creating tasks.  

 

Fourthly, as already mentioned in section 5.1.1, the spillovers from non-work-related sources 

of support also fostered work adjustment. Some interviewees reported that their partner, 

regardless of whether they lived in Finland or abroad, had a positive impact on their work 

adjustment by providing emotional or instrumental assistance, or both. On the emotional side, 

the partners were able to offer empathy by listening to work-related concerns whereas on the 

more instrumental side, they enabled the expatriates’ full focus on work by taking the main 

responsibility of the family and the home.  

 

Lastly, many respondents referred in the interviews to the different style of communication and 

interaction in Finland compared to what they were used to. The differences that were 

emphasized included the smaller amount of communication, being outspoken and expressing 

oneself briefly but precisely. The more significant the differences in communication styles 

were, the longer it took from the respondents to adjust to the interaction at work. Surprisingly, 

few respondents mentioned that they had received support from the locals to better understand 

the Finnish communication style. The perception of the communication style seemed to be more 

based on what the expatriates had learned by themselves before the relocation or what they 

discussed with other foreigners in Finland. 

 

When considering the effect of social support on work adjustment, it is worth noting that 

although all of the respondents had received at least some support to feel more comfortable in 

their new job, there appeared to be major differences between the schools or departments of the 

university. For example, two interviewees who had positions of the same level in different 

schools, reported to have received fairly different kind of work-related social support. Also, the 
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ability of the departments to promote the expatriate academics’ work adjustment seemed to 

vary significantly which can be attributed to the level of diversity in the department. Namely, 

those academics who joined the departments, that mainly consisted of native Finns that had 

mainly built their career in Finland, had the hardest time to adjust. Such expatriates felt that 

“maybe they [the local academics] don’t even know or sort of conjure up the notion that there 

would be an adjustment process” as they had not been in the same situation and therefore, were 

not able to relate. 

 

5.1.3 Social Support and Commitment 

 

This research study was also interested in how social support affects organizational 

commitment, or if social support affects it at all. Organizational commitment was defined as a 

three-dimensional phenomenon that consists of affective, continuance and normative 

commitment. The research question, slightly reformulated, asked: How does social support 

influence academic expatriates’ commitment to the university? In order to respond to the 

question, the focus was first on identifying the main factors that affected expatriate commitment 

and then, on examining the connection between them and social support.  

 

Based on the interviews, three main factors that had an influence on organizational commitment 

were identified. The first factor, ability to relate, referred to the ability to 

relate to the university’s goals, values, image and concrete actions. Those expatriates who were 

able to relate to all or some of these aspects, reported higher levels of affective commitment 

towards the university. On the contrary, those respondents who felt that the university and its 

management had acted significantly against their personal values, had started to disidentify with 

the institution. 

 

The second factor, connectedness, covered the closeness of the relationship to the university as 

a whole and its various sublevels, such as schools and departments. When the connectedness 

was low, it appeared to have a negative influence on affective commitment as the expatriates 

felt they simply did not have enough interaction with the university as an institution to feel part 

of it. What particularly supported this finding was that many interviewees reported to feel 

committed to their respective school or department, colleagues or research groups or even their 

own area of expertise or the students of the university. These structures and people were the 

ones who the expatriates were mostly connected and in interaction with.  
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The third factor, temporary situation, in turn, meant the temporary work contracts that many of 

the interviewees had with the university as well as the temporary nature of the academic 

profession in general. The temporary situation was found to have a negative effect on normative 

commitment. It was evident that the interviewees were, at least to some extent, mentally 

prepared to switch the university and country if it would advance their professional growth and 

career development. Gaining international experience and moving from one country to another 

appeared to be an unwritten rule in the academic community, which is very likely to explain 

why many respondents simultaneously reported high levels of affective commitment to the 

university but still experienced low levels of normative commitment. This result indicates a 

major difference compared to organizational expatriates. In the case of corporate employees, 

they have a certain base office where to return to once the foreign assignment is completed or 

terminated, which allows them to work for the same corporation but in a different location. 

Thus, it could be argued they do not have to change their object of commitment to the same 

extent as academic expatriates who usually have to change the university when relocating and 

at the same time to whom they are committed. The work-related changes and uncertainty are 

the likely reasons why the expatriates did not dedicate a strong sense of obligation to the 

university itself. Moreover, some respondents stated that commitment is a two-way 

phenomenon and requires that the university is committed to the academic expatriates as well. 

 

As mentioned above, the commitment expressed by the interviewees was mainly affective 

whereas normative commitment was not prominent. In terms of the third type, continuance 

commitment, there were some narratives that suggested a certain level of continuance 

commitment but it seemed to stem from the switching costs related to changing the country 

instead of the costs related to changing the university. As in the case of normative commitment, 

this is probably another phenomenon linked to the nature of the profession and to seeing moving 

from one university to another as a natural part of being an academic. Changing the country, in 

turn, was seen as a bigger sacrifice if the expatriates and possibly also their families had 

adjusted well to the new culture. Some respondents also generally referred to the relocation as 

an exhausting process.  

 

The most surprising findings concerned the connection between social support and 

organizational commitment. According to the previous studies on corporate expatriates, 

particularly organizational support and supervisor support have a strong positive influence on 
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organizational commitment, particularly on the affective side of it (van der Laken et al., 2019; 

Kurtessis et al., 2017; Liu and Ipe, 2010; Ng and Sorensen, 2008). Therefore, the initial 

assumption was that also in the case of academic expatriates, social support would have a 

similar effect. As has been presented in the findings, all of the interviewees received at least 

some social support, both from work-related and non-work-related sources. However, the 

connection between social support and organizational commitment remained unclear and it 

seemed that organizational and supervisor support did not have an evident effect on 

organizational commitment. First, only approximately half of the respondents felt affectively 

committed to the university itself whereas the other half expressed commitment to other 

sublevels or people related to the university. However, there seemed to be no major differences 

in the support from the university or the supervisor, or even in the support from non-work-

related sources that were also worth considering as van der Laken et al. (2019) suggest 

crossover and spillover effects between the social support domains influence organizational 

commitment. Secondly, some respondents who stated that they felt strong affective 

commitment to the university still had left the institution after getting a better position 

elsewhere. Thus, it became visible that affective commitment does not necessarily correlate 

with the sense of obligation to stay. Thirdly, even more interestingly, some interviewees who 

had disidentified with the university due to the collision of personal values and the values of 

the institution, were still motivated to keep on working in the university.   

 

As the findings presented above did not directly support the results of the previous studies, the 

possible reasons for the inconsistency were considered. First, there did appear to be some 

connection between social support and commitment, however the commitment was not focused 

on the institution but its other structures and people. These sublevels and individuals were the 

ones that the expatriates mostly interacted and spent time with. Therefore, it could be argued 

that the colleagues who provided emotional and companionship support attracted the 

expatriates’ affective commitment similarly to the departments that the expatriates felt 

connected with. Secondly, the previous studies have focused on studying organizational 

expatriates, using quantitative methods, mainly meta-analysis. The differences between OEs 

and SIEs, as well as between the qualitative and quantitative nature of the research, could 

explain to some extent the inconsistencies between the results of this study and the previous 

ones. In this research, the interviewees had an opportunity to elaborate on the theme of 

commitment and who exactly they are committed to. To the employees of the university or the 

university as an organization? Moreover, as the literature review revealed, one of the 
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characteristics of SIEs is having self-development as the goal of expatriation (Halim, Bakar and 

Mohamad, 2014), which could explain why their sense of commitment to external parties might 

be limited. Thirdly, the definition of organizational commitment and what is considered as one 

might vary between the studies. Has affective commitment to colleagues been seen as 

organizational commitment in the earlier research, for instance?  Finally, the focus of this 

research study was mainly on adjustment and identity construction and therefore, it is possible 

that organizational commitment was not discussed in such depth in the interviews that it would 

have properly revealed the effect of social support on academic expatriates’ organizational 

commitment. Thus, further research on the topic would be required to confirm the results. 

 

5.1.4 Social Support and Identity Construction  

 

The third and final research question in the study was: How does social support affect the 

identity construction of academic expatriates? To cover the topic thoroughly, first the key 

identity alterations were recognized using the upper level classification of identity alterations 

suggested by Brown and McGill (1989) as a guide. Thereafter, the influence of social support 

on these alterations was analyzed. As in other academic discussion, identity was divided into 

personal, relational and social identity and this division will also be used to present the identity 

changes and their connection to social support in this section.  

 

Social Support and Personal Identity 

 

Based on the four upper level identity alterations proposed by Brown and McGill (1989), the 

main personal identity alterations that emerged included endorsing new aspects to identity, 

abandoning extant identities and amending the structure of the self. With regard to the new 

identity aspects, after relocating to Finland, several expatriates reported that they had adopted 

new values, preferences, goals, beliefs, traits, skills, abilities and habits that were to a great 

extent related to the Finnish culture. Some examples given included the change of attitude 

towards the government, starting to like local dishes and adopting the habit of going to the 

woods for a walk. In terms of abandoning previous identities or some aspects of them, the 

respondents had for example rejected some old habits such as following the home country news 

or reading in their native language. Lastly, the interviewees had also amended the structure of 

the self-concept by starting to emphasize more certain existing interests or traits, such as the 
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introverted side of the self. The effect of social support on these personal identity alterations 

was identified to consist of three main mechanisms analyzed below. 

 

The first mechanism, assimilation through social interaction, refers to how the expatriates 

constructed their identities by assimilating the culture-specific aspects through the social 

interaction with others, particularly the locals and colleagues. By observing and copying the 

local values and habits, for instance, the respondents adapted to the new environment. However, 

some respondents argued that there was still a personal limit how much they were willing to 

assimilate in order not to lose their core identity. This effect could be explained with Brewer’s 

(1991) model of optimal distinctiveness that emphasizes both the need for similarity and the 

need for difference between others and the self. Especially interesting was that for the 

assimilation to happen, the social support that the expatriates received was not actively provided 

by other people. In turn, the exposure to and interaction with others drove the assimilation 

process. This finding is similar to what Ng and Sorensen (2008) suggested about social support 

being also social interaction that creates interpretations and meaning that further assist 

individuals to rebuild their self-perceptions. 

 

Secondly, social support facilitated learning new skills, which further led to higher self-

confidence as the expatriates started to see their personal skills and capabilities more positively. 

Particularly important sources of support for adopting new skills were colleagues and 

supervisors who provided informational support and the university that shared instrumental 

support by establishing an environment where self-development was made possible. This 

positive effect of learning new skills on identity could be further explained by applying 

Breakwell’s (2015) identity process theory. As a consequence of learning new skills, the sense 

of self-efficacy is likely to increase and thus, also the feelings of competence and control can 

be enhanced. It could also be argued that becoming more confident of one’s own abilities and 

skills reduces the amount of stress that was earlier found to be the major factor causing identity 

threats by disrupting identity processes (Burke, 1991).   

 

Thirdly, emotional social support received from various sources, including the partner, friends, 

colleagues and the university, affected identity construction by improving psychological 

comfort, self-confidence and self-esteem. For example, the trust of others in the expatriates’ 

abilities enhanced self-confidence and being accepted and valued by others also had a further 

impact on why some expatriates started to perceive their self-value more positively. This 
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finding was somewhat expected as the previous studies had suggested that social support is of 

significance for general well-being and mental health (Cohen and Wills, 1985; House, 

Umberson and Landis, 1988).   

 

Social Support and Relational Identity 

 

In terms of relational identity, the main identity alterations that were prominent in the interview 

data included endorsing new role identities, abandoning previous roles and re-evaluating pre-

existing roles. Many respondents stated that after moving to Finland and starting at the 

university, they had adopted new roles both in their private and professional life such as a 

leader, a teacher, a mother or a husband. Abandoning previous roles, in turn, appeared in the 

expatriates’ narratives as letting go of the student identity when becoming a post-doctoral 

researcher, for instance. Finally, the new work environment particularly had made some 

interviewees to rethink their existing role identities, when the local culture had different 

expectations of the same role.  

 

The influence of social support on the construction of relational identity appeared to have two 

mechanisms: role acknowledgement and provision of conditions to enact the roles. First, role 

acknowledgement, similarly to assimilation in the case of personal identity, seemed to be 

related to social interaction: the new roles that the expatriates adopted were validated in the 

interaction with others, for example the teacher role identity in the interaction with the students 

or the leader role identity with the other team members. Also, the pre-existing role identities 

had to be renegotiated in the new host country and at times, others refused to fully validate the 

roles that did not meet the culture specific requirements. Secondly, the conditions to enact the 

roles were established mainly by the university and supervisors. They gave informational and 

instrumental support, including possibilities to grow professionally as well as role-specific 

skills, to the expatriates so that they were able to perform their roles. These results are in line 

with the core character of relational identity because, as the term itself implies, relational 

identity is indeed formed together with others (Adams and van de Vijver, 2015) as roles do not 

really exist in a vacuum. 
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Social Support and Social Identity 

 
With regard to social identity, mainly the identity alterations related to national and cultural 

identity were discussed with the interviewees. Based on their narratives, this study identified 

four different groups in relation to how the expatriate experience affected the respondents’ 

national identity: the chameleons, the immigrants, the detached and the preservers. The 

chameleons and the immigrants mainly adopted new identities: the chameleons adopted the 

host country identity and nurtured it simultaneously with the home country identity whereas 

the immigrant embraced the foreigner identity or the idea of being a global citizen. The 

detached, in turn, had lost the sense of belonging to both their home country and the host 

country and as a result, went through emotional challenges. Lastly, the preservers barely altered 

their national identity but kept on identifying strongly with their home country. They seemed 

to feel comfortable in Finland but lived in a rather separate bubble that maintained the home 

country culture. The reason for ending up into the bubble might be the difficulty of making 

local friends and one expatriate explicitly told that despite her active efforts to build a 

connection with the locals, she had not succeeded, which then limited her social circle to her 

home country nationals and individuals representing the previous country where she had lived.  

 

All four types of identity alterations suggested by Brown and McGill (1989) emerged. New 

cultural identities were mainly endorsed by the chameleons and the immigrants while the 

detached and some immigrants abandoned their previous cultural identities during the 

expatriate experience. Usually the one abandoning their cultural identities were those who had 

relocated multiple times before, even spent most of their adulthood abroad, or had not had a 

very strong national identity in the first place, which is a likely reason why they had started to 

disidentify with their country of origin. Amendments to the structure of the social identity also 

appeared when some expatriates started to more emphasize certain aspects of the self, such as 

being a European or from the Nordics, after being exposed to the new environment, whereas 

some other aspects, such as the home country identity, declined in prominence. Some remarks 

were also made in terms of rethinking the pre-existing social identities. For example, if the 

expatriates did not meet the stereotypical nationality-related expectations of others, they started 

to question their national identity.  

 

Social support was found to have a mixed effect on social identity construction as it both 

strengthened and weakened cultural identification. Having friends in multiple countries, for 
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example, promoted emphasizing the immigrant identity while the identification with the home 

country decreased. In turn, receiving a lot of social support from fellow nationals living in 

Finland was common for the preservers and maintained the home country identity. The effect 

of social identity was particularly complex in the case of the detached because the emotional 

social support that they received from their long-distance friends or family back home seemed 

to make them even more detached from Finland but also from their home country, as they were 

not able to identify fully with either of the cultures or social environments. The likely reason, 

however, is intuitive because as discussed above, there is a need for distinctiveness and also 

similarity (Brewer, 1991). In terms of the detached, these two aspects emerged to be in 

imbalance as the expatriates lacked the feeling of similarity.  

 

5.2 Discussion of Framework 
 

Based on the research findings, the initial theoretical framework that was built in section 2.5 

and illustrated in Figure 2, was modified to capture the links between social support, 

adjustment, commitment and identity construction. The revised framework is presented in 

Figure 5.  

 

First, although the effects of social support on identity construction that were derived from the 

earlier studies, stress relief and enhanced well-being, were supported by the findings of the 

study, more specific effects were found in the research results.  Therefore, stress relief and well-

being were replaced with the more detailed mechanisms how social support can affect identity 

processes and further personal identity (assimilation through social interaction, learning new 

skills, and improving psychological comfort), relational identity (role acknowledgement and 

providing conditions to enact roles) and social identity (strengthening and weakening cultural 

identification).  

 

Secondly, this research study identified multiple effects of social support on both general and 

work adjustment. These effects, assistance with accommodation, alleviating emotional 

challenges, insider view into society, support for family and help with language, that were 

related to general adjustment, as well as knowledge sharing at work, financial and 

administrative resources, supportive and enabling partner and supportive work environment, 

that affected work adjustment, have been added to the framework.  
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Thirdly, the connection between social support and commitment has been marked with a dashed 

arrow to illustrate that the effect of social support on organizational commitment remained 

unclear. However, as all of the expatriates received social support and approximately half of 

them felt at least affective commitment to the university, there might be a connection. Thus, the 

possible link has been retained also in the illustration. Thirdly, also related to organizational 

commitment, the effect of organizational commitment on the identity processes, particularly 

social identification, was recognized and this connection was added to the figure. Affective 

commitment appeared in the form of feeling part of the university that influenced how the 

expatriates started to perceive their social identity.  

 

Finally, in addition to social support, also personality-culture match and previous foreign 

experiences were found to have a visible effect on expatriate adjustment and thus, these two 

factors have been added to the figure. Expatriate adjustment, in turn, appeared to have an effect 

on expatriate identities through the identity processes, particularly general adjustment affecting 

personal and social identities and work adjustment affecting relational identities and the 

illustration was supplemented with this link, too.  

Figure 4: Revised Theoretical Framework 
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6 Conclusions 
 

This section will conclude the research study by summarizing the main findings in section 6.1, 

provide recommendations for future research in section 6.2. Finally, in section 6.3, the 

recommendations for universities who wish to attract more foreign academics will be shared. 

 

6.1 Main Findings 
 

The objective of this research study was to identify the types and sources of social support that 

are meaningful to academic expatriates and to examine how social support affects adjustment, 

organizational commitment and identity construction of foreign academics in the host country. 

Both academic expatriates and the effects of social support on these three aspects, have been 

under-researched in academia to date, and the purpose of this study was to produce more 

knowledge of the topic. There are three main contributions in this study:  

 

First, the findings extend the understanding of the adjustment of expatriate academics, thus 

supplementing the research on SIEs and specifically academic expatriates conducted by 

Peltokorpi and Froese (2009), Selmer and Lauring (2009) as well as Isakovic and Whitman 

(2013). This study showed that the different types and sources of social support all play an 

important role in general and work adjustment of academic expatriates and that there are 

significant spillovers from work-related sources to general adjustment and from non-work-

related sources to work adjustment. For instance, the university and colleagues assisted the 

expatriates with accommodation search whereas a partner listened to work-related worries. 

Thus, social support can be argued to have a positive holistic effect on adjustment of academic 

expatriates.  

 

The second contribution of this study is on expatriate identity research. One of the key findings 

was that social support influences expatriate identity construction through a multitude of 

mechanisms related to personal, relational and social identity changes. It affects how expatriates 

assimilate cultural aspects and perceive their own abilities, how they perform their new roles 

and how they see themselves culturally. These mechanisms could possibly explain why for 

example Scurry, Rodriguez and Bailouni (2013) noticed in their study that some SIEs 

experienced the loss of feeling of belonging to both their home and host country.  
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Thirdly, the study further explains the influence of adjustment on expatriates’ identities that has 

been recognized earlier by Kohonen (2004), for instance. The research findings showed that 

social support can have a double influence on identity construction as not only does it affect 

identity processes directly but also through facilitating adjustment. Adjustment, in turn, affects 

to what extent new traits or habits are adopted. Also, organizational commitment was found to 

affect identity construction and particularly affective commitment seemed be closely linked to 

the social identity alterations. However, the connection between commitment and social 

support was not fully confirmed. 

 

6.2 Suggestions for Further Research 
 

As the key topics addressed in this research have not been widely examined before, future 

investigations would be needed to validate the conclusions that have been made in this study. 

A number of recommendations for future research are given. First, future research is suggested 

to particularly focus on the effect of social support on organizational commitment of academic 

expatriates. The potential effects of social support on organizational commitment, especially 

normative and continuance commitment, should be investigated more carefully because the link 

between these aspects remained ambiguous in this study and even if there was a connection, 

social support seemed to have an influence on affective commitment only. 

 

Secondly, extending the research to other countries and universities would be necessary for 

better generalization of the results. It would be fruitful to examine the research topic in cultural 

and academic settings that differ from the ones in Finland. A particularly fascinating point of 

research could be the extent to which expatriates alter their identities in environments where 

for example values and habits are remarkably different from the existing values and habits of 

the expatriates. It could be that the interviewees of this study assimilated lots of culture-specific 

aspects to their identities in social interaction because they might have had a positive 

preconception of them to begin with. It is a question of future research to investigate if this 

assimilation takes place also in a setting where there are negative conceptions towards the 

culture, for instance.     
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Thirdly, the personality-culture match emerged in this study as an unexpected factor that 

positively affects expatriate adjustment and thus, would be a fascinating topic for future work. 

Especially, investigating how much the perceived or expected personality-culture match affects 

the choice of country made by self-initiated expatriates could be one interesting research angle.   

 

6.3 Recommendations for Universities 
 

This research study also provides recommendations on how universities, that receive many 

incoming foreign academics or wish to attract more academic expatriates, can improve the 

integration of the expatriates and enhance the ability of the university to retain them by 

providing social support.  

 

Provide Extended Support  

 

The first recommendation suggests that universities should see expatriation as a holistic life 

change that affects both academic expatriates and also their partner and other family members. 

Relocation has a major impact on work but also life in general. Thus, to support the incoming 

expatriate academics, universities should provide broad assistance that covers not only 

informational and instrumental support but also emotional support and assistance for family, 

this way facilitating work, general and family adjustment.  

 

This extended support provided at the beginning of the stay is likely to pay for itself in the long 

run because not only does it affect work performance directly but also indirectly when the 

expatriates feel comfortable and emotionally stable in the host country and feel capable of 

performing their roles properly. The findings of this study indicate that reaching such feeling 

becomes much easier when basic things such as an apartment and social circle are in place.  

 

Align Support Practices 

 

The second recommendation is to systematize the social support practices throughout the 

university so that different schools and departments essentially follow the same guidelines. 

Namely, the experiences of the expatriates interviewed for this research varied a lot even if they 

were all working in the same university. While some respondents claimed that they did not 
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receive certain type of support at all, the others praised how much assistance they had got with 

the same matter from the university. These two extremes made visible the discrepancies in the 

practices that did not seem to follow any specific university-wide instructions.  

 

It is also important to ensure that foreign academics are treated similarly in terms of basic 

assistance, such as accommodation search. In fact, discrepancies in the practices were found 

also at the department level. This led to both practical and emotional challenges that affected 

the ability of the expatriates to work efficiently without compromising well-being and also had 

an impact on how the university and the self were perceived.  

 

Meet the Expectations 

 

The final recommendation for the universities is to focus more on meeting the standards they 

promote. Many respondents in this study argued that they felt distant from the university due 

to the lack of interaction and feeling of community, which affected their sense of commitment. 

Concentrating on meeting the promoted standards would be important for living up to what has 

been told to the expatriates about the values and other principles of the institution. Problem 

situations and topics that are sensitive in the society should be treated with maximum caution 

and consideration as failure to do so is likely to damage the affective commitment of the 

expatriates to the university. The highest levels of affective commitment in this study appeared 

in those cases when the expatriates were able to relate to the university through common goals, 

values, standards and so forth. On the contrary, if the university acted against its own principles 

or generally accepted ways to manage problem situations, the affective commitment was lost. 

Also, if the way how the university was advertised in public was far from the image that the 

expatriates saw in their daily work, they started to mentally detach themselves from the 

university. 

 

The inability of a university to live up to its self-created expectations in the eyes of the 

expatriates could be harmful also for its public image or at least result in a missed opportunity 

to promote the institution internationally. Namely, those academics, who felt contented with 

their experience and reported commitment to the university, mentioned that they actively 

promoted the university or were willing to promote it in the future to other people.  However, 

it is likely that those expatriates who were unable to identify with the institution or felt that the 
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university had broken its promises would not promote the university and might even criticize it 

instead, which is an unwanted outcome for universities trying to attract more foreign academics.  
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APPENDIX: Interview Guide 
 
   
Introduction of the project (self-intro, the project’s goals, topics covered, anonymity) 
 
Personal background 

• Name 
• Age 
• Education/degrees 
• Country of origin 
• Family situation 
• Professional background  
• Area of expertise 
• Academic career so far 
• Previous periods of living abroad? 
• Periods of living abroad while in Finland? 

 
1. Can you tell me about your reasons for moving/relocating to Finland?    

 
• What were your primary reasons / secondary reasons to relocate to Finland?  
• What were your expectations prior to relocation?  
• Were you intending to relocate permanently or temporarily? Why?  

 
2. How do you feel about living & working in Finland now? How has the adjustment 

process been? 
 
• How has the process of your adjustment unfolded? Please consider both your 

personal AND work-related adjustment. Can you recall any significant events / 
identify particular phases?  PLEASE GIVE EXAMPLES 

• What has been the most challenging aspect in your adjustment? 
• How has your family supported and helped you during this process? EXAMPLES 
• How have your friends (home / local) supported and helped you during this 

process? Prompt for emotional, informational, financial aspects… EXAMPLES 
• How has your institution supported and helped you during this process? Prompt 

for emotional, informational, financial aspects… EXAMPLES 
• How has your supervisor supported and helped you during this process? Prompt 

for emotional, informational, financial aspects… EXAMPLES 
• How have your colleagues / coworkers supported and helped you during this 

process? Prompt for emotional, informational, financial aspects… EXAMPLES 
• What support has been the most important for you? 
• Have you actively sought support from your family, friends, institution, 

supervisor, coworkers? How? What did you do? 
• Did you have to adjust your expectations in any ways? How? EXAMPLES  
• How did you cope when you encountered challenges in your adjustment to Finland 

and Aalto? EXAMPLES  
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3. Can you reflect on how you see yourself as a person, as an academic and nationally now 
– Has it changed during your stay in Finland and how?  

 
• Has your experience in Finland changed your personal, professional and national 

self-perception somehow? EXAMPLES 
• If yes, how and when? What events / processes influenced your self-perceptions? 
• How has the various support that you received influenced / altered your self-

perceptions? 
• Were there any situations that made you question your personal / professional / 

national self-perception while in Finland? EXAMPLES 
• How did you reconcile these situations? 
• Have you grown professionally / as a person while in Finland? EXAMPLES 
• How do you see your national identity? EXAMPLES 
• What elements of your identity have been preserved and what have changed after 

relocating to Finland? EXAMPLES 
• Have you learnt Finnish (language)? When did you decide to learn it or not and 

why? 

 
4. What are your biggest (work/career and self-related) learnings from this relocation, how 

do you feel about it in general? 
 
• What your personal skills / competences have helped you to adjust in Finland? 

(e.g. political skills, networking ability, professional human skills, social capital, 
language and cultural aptitude, intelligence, experience, family and friends as 
resources, dedication to career and motivation to work)  

• Are you satisfied with your relocation experience up to now?  
• Do you feel committed to / identify with your host institution / colleagues? 
• Do you think your performance is at a good level? Could it be better? Why and 

how? 
• Are you thinking about leaving Finland? Why and where would you go? 
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