Journal of Social Sciences 4 (4): 320-328, 2008
ISSN 1549-3652
© 2008 Science Publications

The Effects of Personality and Cultural Intelligence on International
Assignment Effectiveness: A Review
1

1

Naresh Kumar, 1Raduan Che Rose and 2Subramaniam
Faculty of Economics and Management, University Putra Malaysia,
2
Graduate School of Management, Universiti Putra Malaysia

Abstract: Problem statement: Studies on cultural intelligence (CQ) have been recently initiated
dramatically in an effort to determine how they were related to positive life outcomes. While past
findings showed positive correlations to various aspects of life outcomes, clear establishments of the
theoretical and empirical connections of CQ on cross-cultural adjustment and job performance among
expatriates was still remain elusive in the literature. Approach: The literature was explored to
acknowledge the accessible relationships among CQ, cultural adjustment and job performance of
expatriates. Results: This article proposes a research framework that intends to cover several gaps and
weaknesses identified in the literature. The sway of personality traits on CQ and expatriate assignment
effectiveness were also discussed. In offering a new research approaches, total of eight research
propositions were established. Conclusions/Recommendations: This article provides an updated
review of the literature on CQ. The practical implications as well as academic contributions were also
presented. Thus, anticipate more empirical studies on CQ and at the same time substantiate the
proposed research framework.
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INTRODUCTION

settings and ability to function easily and effectively in
situations characterized by cultural diversity[3,22]. CQ is
composed of mental (meta-cognitive and cognitive),
motivational and behavioral components. The mental
component of CQ refers to the skills needed to
conceptualize a new culture and develop patterns from
cultural cues, meta-cognitive CQ relates to the
processes used to acquire and understand cultural
knowledge and cognitive CQ is general knowledge
about culture and cultural differences. Motivational CQ
goes beyond recognizing cultural differences and deals
with the motivation behind cognitive processes and
cognitive knowledge, it reflects the interest in engaging
others and the desire to adapt to the other culture.
Lastly, the behavioral aspect involves the capability to
engage in adaptive behaviors in accordance with
cognition and motivation.
Accordingly, because individuals higher in CQ can
more easily navigate and understand unfamiliar
cultures, theoretically, they are expected to be more
effective during their international assignment.
However, due perhaps to the relative newness of the
CQ construct, even though it is sufficiently refined so
that research is growing, theoretical development of the
role CQ may play in expatriate adjustment and job
performance has been limited. Moreover, it is still

Globalization is quickly becoming a permanent
fixture in today’s business environment. Accordingly,
the effectiveness of international assignment is
becoming important source for competitive advantage
for many organizations. Prior research has indicated
that cross-cultural adjustment played significant roles
for effectiveness in the international assignment among
the expatriates. Despite growing interest in the
expatriate management, many gaps hang about in
understanding the diverse factors affecting expatriate
cross-cultural adjustment and job performance. It is
believed that cultural intelligence (CQ) represents an
essential intercultural capacity that is crucial for
expatriates working on international assignments within
the contemporary organizations. Yet, awareness of the
CQ’s significance for international assignment
effectiveness still remains at an early stage. Responding
to this need, this article highlights the theoretical based
predictions for relationships between personality traits,
CQ and cross-cultural effectiveness, specifically
adjustment and job performance.
Theoretical development and propositions: The
concept of CQ represents an individuals capability for
successful adaptation to new and unfamiliar cultural
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unclear whether or not different CQ dimensions are
more important to the prediction of adjustment and job
performance than others hence we examine the four
dimensions separately in our proposed research
framework. Since the four dimensions of CQ are
qualitatively different facets of the overall capability to
function and manage effectively in culturally diverse
settings[22], we focus on CQ as an aggregate
multidimensional construct[3] when developing the
theoretical framework and make specific propositions.
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contributions on international assignment effectiveness.
For this purpose, a thorough search of journal articles,
research studies, doctoral dissertations, World Wide
Web (WWW) and books were done. Drawing on
evolutionary personality psychology, social learning,
social support, management stress and work-role
transition theories, we developed a comprehensive
model that encompasses the interrelationships among
expatriate personality, CQ, expatriate adjustment and
expatriate job performance (Fig. 1). Finally, we discuss
the uniqueness of the CQ construct in relation to other
non-academic intelligence (e.g., emotional intelligence
and social intelligence) in explaining variance in
expatriate cross-cultural adjustment and job
performance. More specifically, our discussion was
divided into eight sections and each section
encompasses relevant literature to support the
development of the framework as well as the research
propositions.
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RESULTS
After reviewing core aspects of personality and
CQ, the following propositions were formed in support
of the simplified theoretical framework (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: A simplified theoretical framework

1.

Another related gap exists in our knowledge of CQ
construct. Although it is important to understand
outcomes of CQ, it is also important to examine
antecedents of CQ. Unfortunately, given the novelty of
the concept, it is not fully understood why some
individuals might experience greater CQ than others. A
diverse set of individual difference constructs could be
related to CQ[1]. This examination advances the study
by exploring the effects of personality traits on CQ.
However, being the only study that examines the effects
of personality traits on CQ and the use of unrepresented
sample, for example the MBA students has triggers for
new research in this area. In considering why some
people are more culturally intelligent than others, it is
useful to examine whether individual differences in
personality traits predispose individuals to possess
varying levels of CQ. Moreover, the existing expatriate
literature has shown that personality differences often
account for variations in expatriate cross-cultural
adjustment and job performance[12,40,43,47,53].

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Personality has significant influence on expatriate
cultural intelligence.
Expatriate’s personality has significant influence
on expatriate cross-cultural adjustment.
Expatriate personality has significant influence on
job performance.
Expatriate cultural intelligence has significant
influence on cross-cultural adjustment.
Expatriate cultural intelligence has significant
influence on job performance.
Expatriate adjustment has significant influence on
job performance.
The relationship between CQ, personality and
expatriate job performance is mediated by
expatriate cross-cultural adjustment.
CQ is distinct from, but positively correlates with
EQ and SQ.

The eight propositions projected in this article could
significantly facilitate new directions for future
research. Indeed, all the propositions could be easily
transformed into research hypotheses rather than as
statistical hypotheses. For a basic explanation, a
research hypothesis predicts the nature of the
relationship being examined in rather general, nonquantitative terms; a statistical hypothesis is a
translation of the research hypothesis in terms of the
statistical parameters of the population being studied.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
In this article, we attempt to provide a
comprehensive understanding of personality and CQ’s
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an expatriate has with the various aspects of a host
culture[9,27]. Three specific areas of cross-cultural
adjustment have been distinguished in the literature[9]
Adjustment to (1) general environment (degree of
comfort with general living conditions, such as climate,
health facilities and food) (2) interaction with host
country nationals and (3) work (performance standards,
job and supervisory responsibilities).
Social learning theory[5,12,52], as applied to an
expatriate context, suggests that uncertainty is reduced
when expatriates learn appropriate behaviors through
interaction with and observation of Host Country
Nationals (HCNs). The theory typically proposes that
the more HCNs the expatriate interacts with and the
more diverse these contacts are, the greater the
repertoire of acceptable behaviors he or she will have to
draw on[12], which in turn facilitates the cross-cultural
adjustment[48]. It also can be applied to expatriates
personality-adjustment relationship: Certain personality
traits predispose individuals to engage in interpersonal
interaction with HCNs and learn about new culture, in
turn it may lead to better cross-cultural adjustment. For
instance[12,50], argue that expatriates with greater
openness (receptivity to learn and change in the new
situation) have a greater interest in the new culture, take
more opportunities to learn about it from contacting
host country nationals and adjust to the host country
culture better than low openness expatriates.
Prior research on cross-cultural adjustment has
demonstrated that personality traits such as
conscientiousness, openness to experience, selfmonitoring and self efficacy, are important predictors of
cross-cultural adjustment[12,30,47,49,50]. The effects of
each dimension in the personality traits has somewhat
different. Caligiuri[12] contended that extroversion,
agreeableness and emotional stability lead to
willingness to stay (better adjustment). Ones and
Viswesvaran[47] indicated that conscientiousness level
of prospective expatriates lead to higher degree of
expatriate adjustment.

DISCUSSION
The influence of personality on cultural intelligence:
Prior research on individual differences has
distinguished between trait-like constructs and statelike constructs[1]. Trait-like individual differences are
not task specific or situation and are stable over time[18],
which is represent by personality traits in this study. In
contrast, state-like individual differences are specific to
certain tasks and situations and tend to be malleable
over time (e.g., Bandura, 1977). According to[36], traitlike individual differences are more indirect and serve
as predictors of proximal state-like individual
differences[18], which in this study represent by CQ.
Thus, it is proposed that personality characteristics
(trait-like individual differences that describe broad and
stable predispositions) serve as predictors of CQ (statelike individual differences that describe malleable
capabilities to interact effectively with people from
different cultures).
According to evolutionary personality psychology,
personality traits are universal adaptive mechanisms
that have developed and evolved in humans over time
as mental solutions to preserve life and reproduction[11].
These adaptive mechanisms include [personality
characteristics such as] humans ability to learn
hierarchies in society (extraversion) their willingness to
cooperate (agreeableness) their capacity for reliable
work and enduring commitment (conscientiousness)
their ability to handle stress (neuroticism or emotional
stability) and their propensity for innovation or
astuteness in solving problems (openness or
intellect)[11,12]. In a similar vein, it was expected that
since CQ involves the ability to effectively adapt to
culturally
diverse
contexts
(meta-cognitively,
cognitively, motivationally and behaviorally) certain
personality traits should be related to specific factors of
CQ and certain personality traits should be able to
predict and explain variance in levels of CQ among
individuals. Van Dyne and Ang,[1] has demonstrated
that the four dimensions of CQ were distinct from and
yet related to, more distal big five personality traits in
conceptually meaningfully ways. In their study,
openness to experience was the only big five
personality that was significantly related to all four
facets of CQ. Lee and Sukoco[43] however, found that
conscientiousness significantly predicts cognitive,
motivational and behavioral component of CQ.

The influence of personality on job performance: In
recent years, emphasis on the big five superordinate
factors of personality as the basic structure of
personality[17] has triggered increasing interest in
personality in the organizations[6]. While domestic
studies involving the big five have demonstrated that
some of these traits help to explain the variation in job
performance[6,34] only a handful of published studies
have investigated the influence of the big five on
expatriate job performance[12,20,21,47,53]. The findings on
effects of each dimension in the personality traits has
somewhat mixed. For instance,[53] found that openness
to experience was the only big five personality

The influence of personality on cross-cultural
adjustment:
Cross-cultural
adjustment
is
conceptualized as the degree of psychological comfort
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significantly predicts the contextual and task
performance among the expatriates. However,[47] found
that openness to experience was not deemed to be one
of the most important personality dimensions for job
performance. Caligiuri[6] found that conscientiousness
is positively related to the supervisor-rated performance
on the expatriate assignment. Caligiuri and Sinangil and
Ones[14,55] however, found that dependability
(conscientiousness) is a poor predictor of overall job
performance.
The big five personality characteristics should
predict expatriate job performance based on the tenets
of evolutionary personality psychology[11]. First,
according to the theory of evolutionary personality
psychology, the Big Five personality characteristics
represent universal adaptive mechanisms that allow
humans to adapt with and meet the demands of
physical, social and cultural environments[11,44]. Second,
while all individuals have some degree of these
universal Big Five adaptive mechanisms, individuals
vary in the extent to which they possess these
personality characteristics necessary for success in goal
attainment. Thus, those who possess key personality
traits suited for a given role in a given physical or social
environment will adapt and perform more effectively
than those who do not possess the appropriate traits or
personality characteristics for that same role. Likewise,
from a socioanalytic perspective, Hogan and
colleagues[31,32,33,] attempt to align personality with
performance criteria has led to better prediction of
performance outcomes.

For instance[25] demonstrated that higher efficacy
beliefs led to engagement and persistence in difficult
situations, as well as better adjustment. As for
behavioral CQ, since cultural adjustment is a persons
sense of psychological comfort and familiarity in a new
environment, those with the capability to vary their
behavior (behavioral CQ) should have higher cultural
adjustment. According to[26] theory of self-presentation,
individuals use impression management techniques to
so that others view them positively. Since cultures
differ in their norms for appropriate behaviors[59] the
ability to display a flexible range of behaviors is critical
to creating positive impressions and developing
intercultural relationships[28]. When individuals are
flexible, they are less offensive to others, more likely to
fit in and better adjusted. As for meta-cognitive and
cognitive CQ, we do not predict relationships with
cultural adjustment because cognitive capabilities do
not necessarily translate into actions and behaviors[29].
Prior study has demonstrated that motivational and
behavioral component of CQ are significant predictors
of expatriate cross-cultural adjustment. For instance[3]
demonstrate the utility of motivational and behavioral
CQ in predicting general adjustment among expatriates.
Templer, Tay and Chandrasekar[58] indicated that
motivational CQ predicts all three facets of adjustment.
They further demonstrate that motivational CQ adds
incremental variance over and above cross-cultural
interventions such as realistic living conditions and job
preview, thereby highlighting the importance and utility
of motivation CQ for the expatriate literature.

The influence of cultural intelligence on crosscultural adjustment: We expect CQ to be related to
cross-cultural adjustment based on stress management
theory of psychological stress. Since intercultural
interactions involves a series of stress-provoking life
changes that draw on adjustive resources and require
coping responses, cross-cultural adjustment, therefore,
is conceptualized by successfully coping with change.
Based on[3] analysis, certain CQ facets such as
motivational and behavioral CQ are expected to negate
psychological stress, thus leads to higher level of crosscultural adjustment. This is consistent with metaanalytic findings that self-efficacy and relationship
skills predict expatriate adjustment[7].
Motivational CQ should positively relate to crosscultural adjustment because those with higher
motivational CQ have intrinsic interest in other cultures
and expect to be successful in culturally diverse
situations. According to social cognitive theory[2] they
initiate effort, persist in their efforts and perform better.

The influence of cultural intelligence on job
performance: According to[15] performance is a
function of knowledge, skills, abilities and motivation
directed at role-prescribed behavior, such as formal job
responsibilities. From the performance appraisal
standpoint, ones performance is evaluated based on the
degree to which individuals meet role expectations[38].
Role expectations and perceptions of role expectations
however, are influenced by cultural values. For
instance[56] argued that individuals often receive poor
performance evaluations when they have a different
cultural background, do not understand cultural
differences in role expectations and do not conform to
role expectations. Since expectations for performing
role prescribed behaviors often differ across cultures, it
is proposed that all four dimensions of CQ will enhance
cognitive understanding, motivation and behavioral
enactment of role expectations.
Cognitive CQ may facilitate one to have more
accurate understanding of role expectations. For
example, those with rich mental representations of
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relationship: successful cross-cultural adjustment in
local culture reduces expatriates stress and strain,
which, in turn may improve their performance by
helping them to expend more energy and efforts on
their work[42]. For example[12] posited that an expatriates
inability to cope with the stress associated with
adjusting to an overseas assignment may result in
personal and professional withdrawal behaviors (e.g.
depression, absence, turnover) and that these behaviors
may inhibit performance. A considerable number of
studies have indicated that expatriates psychological
stress caused by maladjustment negatively affects their
performance[7,13,42,54,61]. Thus, based on stress
management theories, it is expected that individuals
who adjusted well to the work, interaction and general
environment will be able to perform at higher levels.

culturally-based social interactions are more aware of
potential differences in role expectations and more
likely to demonstrate appropriate role behaviors. Metacognitive CQ should also influence expatriate
performance since those with high meta-cognitive CQ
know when and how to apply their cultural knowledge.
They do not rely on habitual knowledge structures, but
select from multiple knowledge structures depending on
the context. Accordingly, they have more accurate
understanding of expected role behaviors in situations
characterized by cultural diversity. Grounded with
theories of motivation[24,37], motivational CQ should
also influence expatriate performance because the
motivational states of CQ (namely, specific selfefficacy and intrinsic motivation in cross-cultural
settings) can enhance the strength of an individual’s
persistent effort toward their task in different cultural
contexts. Those with energy and persistence tend to
practice new behaviors and through practice, improve
their performance. Finally, behavioral CQ should also
influence expatriate job performance. Those with high
behavioral CQ tend to flexible in their verbal and
nonverbal behaviors to meet expectations of others.
When self-presentation[26] parallels role expectations,
misunderstandings should be lower and performance
should be higher. Consistent with this[53] demonstrated
positive effects of behavioral flexibility on crosscultural performance. Being the only empirical
evidence[2,3] demonstrated that meta-cognitive and
behavioral CQ significantly predicts task performance
among the expatriates.

Mediating effect of adjustment on personality, CQ
and job performance relationships: A smooth
transition across work assignments is critical to the
effectiveness of expatriate assignment because the
work-role expatriates execute in the host country may
be quite new to them, even though the task is the same
as in the their home country due to different cultural
contexts[8,46]. According to work-role transition theory,
adjustment to a new role and/or situation is fundamental
to subsequent outcomes in the role[46]. Thus, adjustment
is viewed as affecting other work-related outcomes
such as strain, job satisfaction, organizational
commitment,
job
performance
and
turnover
intention[30]. Accordingly, individual with a higher level
of CQ will show better performance through a
successful work transition to new international
assignments because they are more capable of adapting
effectively to a new cultural context. If competent
individuals in a domestic setting cannot make a
successful work transition to an international
assignment, their performance will suffer. In a similar
manner, those who possess key personality traits suited
for a new role in an international context predispose
individuals to perform more effectively in their job than
those who do not possess the appropriate traits or
personality characteristics for that same role by making
appropriate work-role transition. Thus, CQ and
personality traits especially those superiority striving
personality
(i.e.,
extraversion,
openness
to
experience)[50] is a necessary but not sufficient
component for expatriate performance, we posit that
work adjustment mediates the relationship between
expatriates CQ, personality and individual performance.
Moreover, maladjustment in nonwork domains may
negatively affect expatriates work adjustment and
work-related attitudes and outcomes by creating

The influence of cross-cultural adjustment on job
performance: The proposed relationship between
cross-cultural adjustment and job performance are also
theoretically grounded based on stress management
theory of psychological stress. International
assignments represent a considerable challenge for
expatriates because they may encounter cultural and
instrumental barriers in different work and life
environment. This may have significant impact on their
mental well-being since poorly adjusted expatriates
may be experiencing psychological stress. Within the
stress research[19] it has been suggested that
maladjustment may hamper job performance by
creating cognitive fatigue that deprives individuals of
the energy needed to perform their jobs. In support of
the negative relationship between psychological stress
and performance[45] found occupational stress to be
negatively related to job performance. Vicino and
Bass[60] also found that stress negatively correlated with
managerial success. Similar arguments also can be
applied
to
expatriates
adjustment-performance
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psychological hardship[42,57]. As such, we also propose
that maladjustment in interaction and general life also
mediate the relationship between expatriates CQ,
personality and individual job performance.
Previous expatriate research implies that
adjustment might mediate the relationship between
various individual differences and diverse expatriate
assignment effectiveness[7,35,39]. Indeed, few researchers
have examined the mediating role of cross-cultural
adjustment[41,42,57]. While[12] demonstrated a direct
effect of conscientiousness on the supervisor-rated
performance of expatriates based on evolutionary
personality psychology, there was no attention paid to
the underlying processes responsible for this
relationship. In addition[53] showed that work
adjustment partially mediates two individual difference
measures (i.e., intelligence and people orientation) and
performance based on a post hoc analysis.

different set of social norms. CQ on the others hand is
the ability to interact in culturally diverse settings[2].
CONCLUSION
This article contributes to both CQ literature and
the research on expatriate management in several ways.
First, it fills the void in current CQ literature by
providing a compelling theoretical support for the
relationship between CQ and various expatriate
effectiveness outcomes. Second, this article contributes
to the expatriate literature by proposing a new set of
individual differences (personality and CQ) which are
distinct from and yet related to each other in
conceptually meaningfully ways. Third, this article
provides a comprehensive view on how CQ might be
predicted and/or explained. Hence, by empirically
examine the personality trait as the antecedent of CQ
allows further understanding on how culturally
intelligent individuals experience, interpret and make
sense of their environments and the relationship
between individual differences and factors of CQ.
Significantly this article enrich the current expatriate
literature by examining whether cross-cultural
adjustment mediate the relationship between individual
differences which is personality traits and CQ and
expatriate job performance. The examination of a
mediating role for adjustment may deepen our
knowledge about a potential underlying mechanism that
is responsible for the effects of personality traits and
CQ on expatriates assignment effectiveness. This article
theoretically explore the conceptual similarity of the
CQ construct to other non-academic intelligences
theoretically expected, or empirically shown, to relate
to expatriate effectiveness such as EQ and SQ. Thus,
we anticipate to begin to establish the conceptual
uniqueness of CQ in relation to other non-academic
intelligences in explaining expatriates cross-cultural
adjustment and job performance. Finally, related to
international human resource management, discussion
on this article research may provide organizations with
valuable direction and tools in the area of expatriate
selection, placement and training and development.
Although there are arguments that CQ can be trained,
candidate with readily high CQ level definitely is more
preferable and more likely to produce results than those
low in CQ. We conclude by hoping for this research to
stimulate more research attention on how CQ can
enhance expatriate effectiveness in its broader
nomological
network
by
examining
various
antecedents, moderators and outcomes of CQ.

CQ’s relationship with other form of intelligences:
While CQ may have some overlapping with other
related forms of non-academic intelligences, we argue
that since CQ deals specifically with cognition,
motivation and behavior in cross-cultural settings, the
construct is theoretically and empirically distinct from
emotional intelligence (EQ)[51] and social intelligence
(SQ)[16]. For example, even though meta-cognitive and
behavioral CQ may be similar to EQ in the sense that
they describe individual differences about how people
may conform and be flexible according to situation
demands and social cues, individuals who high in EQ
but do not have cultural sensitivity may suffer from
cross-cultural adaptation due to culturally inappropriate
understanding and interpretation of culture-specific
situational information. In addition[23] argues that EQ
does not include adaptation across cultures meanwhile
CQ has a heavy emphasis on meta-cognitions, including
thinking about thinking. They also argue that a person
having a high emotional intelligence in their native
culture may be entirely incapable at generalizing across
cultural settings (p.105), however this statement has not
been empirically tested.
As for SQ, it involves skills related to all social
interactions and acting appropriately in these
interactions, thus suggests a similarity to behavioral
component of CQ, which also reflects interpersonal
competencies[10]. However, does SQ necessarily
translate into effective cross-cultural adjustment? The
answer is unlikely, because rules for social interactions
vary from culture to culture. As such, individuals who
are able to interact effectively with others in a particular
culture may not necessarily be able to do so in a
different cultural environment characterized by a
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