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The starting point of this research was the notion that failure costs related with failed international 

assignments are high, while at the same time the selection for international assignments is carried out largely 

on the basis of technical competence, with minimal attention being paid to specific international dimensions. 

As an illustration of these failure costs, literature mentions that failure rates of expatriate assignments have 

been estimated anywhere in between 16 and 50 percent, with financial consequences ranging anywhere from 

$200,000 to $1.2 million. 

The management goal and research objectives of this research were related to providing more insight in key 

factors determining intercultural competence among Western international assignees, so that Western 

multinational companies can improve their decision making on both selection and training/ development of 

international assignees, ultimately leading to reduced failure costs related with failed international 

assignments. The research plan of this research consisted of a literature research on definitions and context, a 

literature research on existing literature on intercultural competence, a qualitative survey research on 

intercultural competence, and a discussion of findings. 

The literature research on definitions and context provided the "grammar" and the foundation for the 

consecutive parts of the study. Drawing on insights from the academic field of Work & Organization 

Psychology, intercultural competence within the context of this research has been considered as an important 

job-related generic competence for international assignees, complementing other competences, such as 

technical competences. Hereby, intercultural competence has been defined as "the learned capacity to manage 

intercultural interaction appropriately and effectively", whereby 'appropriately' refers to the host national's 

view, and 'effectively' refers to one's own view on this interaction. It comprises both dispositional elements 

(abilities, personality traits and other more stable characteristics), and more dynamic characteristics 

(knowledge, skills and attitudes). 

The literature research on existing literature on intercultural competence consisted of an analysis of 40 existing 

models of intercultural competence. The data for the qualitative survey research were obtained by conducting 

20 in-depth interviews with field experts (2 interview rounds of 10 interviews each). The literature research 

resulted in the establishment of a literature model of intercultural competence within the context of this 

dissertation. The qualitative survey research among field experts resulted in a practitioner's model of 

intercultural competence, that was built up along the same lines as the literature model. 

The outcomes of the literature research were compared with the outcomes of the qualitative survey research 

among field experts. A key conclusion was that there was wide overlap between the two models, whereby the 

qualitative survey research provided several additional dimensions on top of existing literature. Based on the 

combined findings of the literature research and the qualitative survey research among field experts, a 

synthesized model of intercultural competence for the context of Western international assignees has been 



established, drawing on elements of both literature and practice. This model contains both dispositional 

factors, that are mostly relevant for selection, and the more dynamic factors of knowledge, skills and attitudes, 

that are mostly relevant for training and development of international assignees. 

An important implication for practice is that the research suggests to include the identified dispositional 

characteristics of intercultural competence as part of the selection process of international assignees, instead 

of the existing practice, whereby selection is largely carried out on the basis of technical competence, with 

minimal attention being paid to specific international dimensions. As the most important dispositional 

characteristics have been identified: the abilities of "cognitive complexity" and "emotional intelligence"; the 

personality traits of "being an explorer" and "a non-challenger"; and the other more stable characteristics of 

"having a genuine interest in international encounters" and "having a sense of humor". Including the 

dispositional characteristics of intercultural competence in the selection process of international assignees 

could not only change the potential outcomes of selection processes. It could potentially also make companies 

reconsider which positions are to be filled with international assignees, as in some cases there can be a 

mismatch between the dispositional factors of the technical competence profile of a position and the 

dispositional factors of the intercultural competence profile. With respect to training and development, the 

research suggests that it is not sufficient to focus on knowledge and skills, that are key elements of traditional 

expat trainings, but that especially the development of attitudes is important. Most notably are the attitudes of 

"open for the unexpected" (building further on "tolerance for ambiguity"), "strong self identity" and "seeking 

for diversity" (building further on "nonjudgmentalness"). Intercultural learning and the development of 

attitudes is something that could be incorporated in the corporate setting. 

The full model of intercultural competence as outcome of this research is pictured with Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Synthesized model of intercultural competence, based on the combined findings of the literature research and 
the qualitative survey research among field experts. 


	Summary of "Bridging Cultures in International Business: A Study on Characteristics of Intercultural Competence among International Business Assignees" by Matthias Spaink

