
In touch with the Dutch  

A longitudinal study on the impact of a local host on the success of international assignments 

 of Western expatriates in the Netherlands. 

 

Promotie-onderzoek 

With an increasingly internationalized world, the number of expatriate assignments is on the rise. It 

may take time before expats are able to meet company expectations because they have to adjust, 

not only to new work roles but also to new living environments. The more time this takes, the 

greater the costs for the organization. In addition, a failed assignment can lead to indirect costs such 

as disappointment and a loss of self-esteem for the expatriate.  

There are many different ways in which a company can support their employees before, during, and 

after an international assignment. Before departure from the home country, they can offer cross-

cultural training or preparatory visits to acquaint the expatriate with the country of assignment. 

During the assignment, the company can keep in touch with the expatriate; after repatriation, they 

can ensure that the expatriate gets a job. This research examines the effect of a new way to support 

expatriates: by putting them in touch with a local host. 

 

Contact with a host 

The period immediately after arriving in a new country is full of uncertainty and anxiety. Moving 

home or job are important stressors in life. In the case of an international assignment, the stress is 

exacerbated as the expatriate also moves to another country and has to overcome cultural 

differences as well. Expatriates must learn to cope with these stressors in order to be able to perform 

well on their international assignment.  

A number of studies have shown that informal relationships play an important role as expatriates 

cope with the problems they face. Social networks are crucial in the management of cross-cultural 

transition because they allow an expatriate to access social support. As the social support network in 

their home country is less readily accessible for expatriates, they need to locate and draw on sources 

of support in the host country: fellow-nationals or host country nationals (host nationals, in short). In 

addition, contact with host-nationals can help expatriates to learn about cultural rules and 

conventions and result in a smoother socio-cultural adjustment. Host nationals are an important 

source of information about the host culture, and contact with host nationals is, therefore, a 

prerequisite for culture learning to take place.  

Expats often find it difficult to make contact with host country nationals. This is a frequent 

complaint from expats in many different host countries, and also in the Netherlands.  

Here in Holland, we’ve not been asked to do anything with anybody, even not with my colleagues 

(American expatriate). 

One reason it is difficult for expatriates to make contact with host nationals could be that host 

nationals are part of an established circle of friends, and consequently, are not in search of new 

friends. In addition, cultural differences between host nationals and expatriates could complicate 

making contact. Expatriates often join an expatriate club or associations to meet fellow-nationals and 

expatriates from other nationalities. For these reasons, it is not surprising that expatriates tend to 

receive more support from fellow-nationals than from host nationals, even though this focus on 

contact with fellow-expats can be negative in the long run.  

 



The present longitudinal study examined whether contact with a local host in the Netherlands had a 

positive impact on the success of the international assignment of Western expatriates with English or 

French as their first language. Expatriates were assigned randomly to two conditions: thirty-three 

expatriates were put in contact with a Dutch host with whom they had regular contact during a 

period of 9 months; another thirty-two expatriates had no contact with a host. The contact varied 

from having dinner together to taking a bicycle ride to the Keukenhof. At the beginning of the 

research, and after five and nine months, the expats filled in questionnaires to assess the success of 

their international assignment in terms of adjustment, performance, intercultural communication 

competence and social support. 

 

Results 

The results of the quantitative analyses of the questionnaires indicate that contact with a local host 

contributed in some degree to the success of the international assignment. Even though there was 

no direct relation with performance at work, contact with a local host had an impact on Interaction 

Adjustment, which is the adjustment to interaction with host country nationals. This was especially 

the case for expatriates who did not have a partner. Contact with a Dutch host is a way to learn how 

to interact with the Dutch, which is especially useful for expatriates who are in daily contact with 

Dutch nationals. 

We had drinks, dinner at their home, we went to the museum, to the beach, to Amersfoort. The host 

family are friendly people and we learned about Dutch culture. It gave us a better understanding of 

Dutch people outside the business world that I work in. This project is an enjoyable way to get to 

know people (American expat). 

Contact with a local host also contributed to the intercultural communication competence of the 

expatriate (Social Initiative and Open-mindedness) and to the social support they received. The latter 

finding indicates that a local host can indeed partially fill the gap that is created when an expatriate 

moves abroad and leaves friends and family behind. One of the expatriates expressed this as follows:  

Meeting with the host family meant caring stimulating encounters and it made me feel welcome and 

cared for. There was someone to listen to me. It is a very meaningful connection (Canadian expat).  

 

Publication 

For the first published results, based on the first and second questionnaires of the project, please see 

the paper ‘The impact of a local host on the success of an international assignment’, written together 

with professors Marinel Gerritsen and Jan Pieter van Oudenhoven, that has been accepted for 

publication in Thunderbird International Business Review.  

Download the paper here:  http://www.ru.nl/cvp/onderzoek/bakel_van_marian/ 
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