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Abstract: Employees of multinational construction companies who have been selected for an assignment in
a foreign country must be conditioned with all aspects of life abroad, which may be alien to them and their
family. The success in implementing of an overseas assignment does not solely depend on an expatriate’s
technical  expertise.  Non-technical  issues such as the accompanying family and the host  country’s culture
also  exert  influence on the assignment. Data were collected from  a  questionnaire  survey  of 53 companies.
It was found that a large proportion of companies did not provide pre-departure training. Many companies did
not adequately prepare their employees on work, personal and family dimensions for an overseas transfer.
Family  needs such as spouse’s employment, children’s  education  and basic training for them for the life
abroad were taken for granted. The high training costs, lack of training experts and time constraint were not the
prime reasons for ignoring pre-departure training but the companies’ top management believed that such
training could be substituted by employing experienced personnel.
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INTRODUCTION Between 2000 and 2010 inclusively, 109 Malaysian

A study conducted  by Global Relocation Services projects overseas [11]. The companies had succeeded in
on 180 international firms found that 69% of all expatriates penetrating the world market through 652 construction
were assigned by multinational companies [1], 47% more projects in 49 countries covering six regions, including
than in 2005 [2]. An increase in demand for expatriates Asia,  Australia  and  Oceania,  Europe, Middle East,
poses a challenge to organizations because there are not Africa  and  North  America.  A research was carried out
very many of them [3-4]. to investigate the extent to which Malaysian MNCCs

The literature has shown that most of the trained their  expatriates  on the host countrys’ general
multinational  companies  do  not  provide  training to and  work   characteristics   prior   to   their   departure.
their  employees  prior  to  overseas   assignments  [5]. The research objectives were:
The lack of training makes it difficult for expatriates to
carry out the more challenging tasks [5-7]. Such training To investigate the extent to which pre-departure
is essential for the expatriates to adapt to the new training of expatriates was provided by Malaysian
situations in host countries [8-9]. Non-training companies MNCCs.
are not aware of the importance of non-technical training To determine  the  reasons Malaysian MNCCs did
that influences expatriate assignments abroad. They do not conduct pre-departure training.
not feel that the need for training before departure is To determine the importance placed on work,
essential for expatriates to adapt to their new personal and family dimensions in pre-departure
environments [10]. training.

multinational construction companies (MNCCs) secured
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Literature Review: According to [12], Hurn [13] and [14] who are too dependent on the expatriates and strained
an expatriate might not know how to act and dress within family relationships. Such situation can affect the
a culturally diverse community of employees in the host expatriates emotionally since they endear the relationship
country. [15] said that non-technical issues such as with their family. The family should be included in
behavior readiness, communication and negotiation skills expatriate management programs to overcome its adverse
and knowledge of their peculiar culture are important to effects on the expatriates’ task performance. Previous
ensure the optimum use of human resources in an studies, however, have shown that the expatriates’ family
overseas assignment. Other non-technical issues include had been left out in company pre-expatriation programmes
accommodation, transportation, financial services, [5, 29].
schooling for the expatriate’s children, neigborhood [30] confirmed that an expatriate’s success depends
environment, social contacts in the community, health on the host country’s management of human resource, his
condition and medical services and the local spoken or her understanding of the local culture, communication
language [10, 15-20]. style and human skills. [17] highlighted that good

[5]  stressed  that  the  preparatory  training is communication is the prime factor that correlates with an
essential to give expatriates a good chance for success. expatriate’s success. It facilitates his or her adjustment
[21] indicated that the training and exposure can help within the community of people at work and outside work.
expatriates to understand the situation in the host [17] espoused that an essential characteristic for the
country. The training should  cover  technical aspects success of an expatriate manager is the individual’s
(job specification), non-technical aspects and the personal character, which includes the ability to adapt to
assignment payoff [15-19]. The lack of preparatory cultural change and the preparedness in executing an
training results in difficulties in carrying out assignments assignment. [20] emphasized that a manager must possess
that  are  challenging  and  more  global in nature [22]. the right personality to be able to adapt to a new
Such situation causes the expatriates to experience environment. He must be open-minded, not lacking in
various  psychological  problems  when abroad. [23] technical competency and not reluctant to learn.
stated  that  pre-departure  training should cover topics A large number of international organizations in the
on cross-culture. In that way expatriates can gain U.S.A. and Japan had not fully established training
experiential knowledge on the relationship with future programs to help expatriates acclimatize in an unfamiliar
local employees and the public. host country environment [31, 32]. Such situation would

Sensitivity  and  local  experience  appreciation have certainly brought psychological problems to
should also be part of the preparation for an expatriate expatriates while performing their overseas assignment.
assignment [16-17]. Training on sensitivity is a program [33] found that 32% of US companies, 69% of European
that emphasizes on the physical development and companies and 57% of Japanese companies had
perseverance of an expatriate to meet all the possibilities conducted pre-departure training. U.S. multinational
due to the different local society’s behavior and human companies are less inclined to use pre-departure training
environment. The appreciation of the locals’ way of life programs than European and Japanese firms [31-32, 34]. 
can be nurtured among participants by sending them to a Many companies did not provide pre-departure
nearby location that has similar characteristics and training because of the large expenses involved. It was
geography. estimated that companies spent up to two times more to

[13] and [24] found that that is a consistency between send an employee for an  overseas assignment than if
training and expatriates’ performance. According to [25], they are to hire a local employee [35]. The high costs are
the weakness in training on different cultures results in incurred in training, expatriating, maintaining and
under-performance of an expatriate. They added that repatriating expatriates [36]. [37], however, stated that
having clear roles during and after an expatriation program without pre-departure training, an organization have to
is an important factor contributing to the success of an eventually bear the high cost of post-departure training
expatriate. and associated relocation expenses.

According to Forster [26], 8% of staff failures were
caused by factors such as poor work performance and MATERIALS AND METHOD
family problems.  The  relationship between expatriates
and their family affects their organizations [27] and the Data were obtained via self-administered
family influences the expatriates’ adjustment in the host questionnaires that were distributed to human resource
country [4, 28]. The influences include family members managers   of    Malaysian    MNCCs.   The  questionnaire
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Table 1: The Coding of Variable Rating

Rating Range Importance Category

1.0-1.49 Unimportant
1.5-2.49 Little importance
2.5-3.49 Moderately important
3.5-4.49 Important
4.5-5.0 Very important

covered three pre-departure training dimensions, i.e.
personal, work and family. These dimensions and their
measures were adapted from survey instruments designed
by [16, 38-39]. Each dimension consisted of a number of
measurement items that made use of a balanced five-point
Likert scale. Altogether, 25 variables were tested: nine for
personal dimension, eight for work dimension and another
eight for family dimension. Among the specific variables
examined were cultural orientation, banking, retail
shopping, social contacts in the community, job-related
training, interaction with nationals of the host country,
housing and neighborhood selection.

The Directory of Construction Companies, 2010
produced by the Malaysian Construction Industry
Development Board (CIDB) was used as the sampling
frame. The directory indicated that 102 companies had
ventured overseas. These companies were personally
contacted to obtain confirmation of their multinational
status. Among them, there were 4 companies that could
not be reached, 21 were operating locally only, 14 no
longer had overseas projects and 3 used host nationals
for their construction projects. Following the screening
exercise,  the number  of  companies that had assigned
their Malaysian executives abroad was reduced to 60.

Blank questionnaires were either hand delivered or
posted to the human resource manager of the sampled
companies. The completed questionnaires were either
collected personally or returned using self-addressed
envelopes. The practice of dropping questionnaires
personally and collecting them later was adopted by [40]
and [41]. A waiting time of 21 days was allowed for
questionnaires to be returned in accordance to [42].
Reminder telephone calls were made to non-respondents
and blank questionnaires were e-mailed to them. A waiting
time of another 12 days were allowed as proposed by [43].
This time, non-respondents were approached personally.
In  the   end,  data  from  53  companies  were  collected.
As mentioned by [44], 52 respondents were required for
a 60-respondent population. The sample size was
sufficient on the basis of Roscoe’s recommendation for
such research [45]. Following [30] and [46], the cumulative
score for each tested item was ‘qualitised’ according to

Table 1. The reliability of each dimension was gauged by
using the Cronbach’s alpha ( ) of.7 as adopted by [47]
and [48].

RESULTS

An independent t  test  of difference was performed
on the means  between  the  data   collected  through
non-personal  and  personal  means. The test  resulted in
t = -1.584 (p >.05), which indicated that there was no
significant difference between the mean responses
obtained from postal and drop off-pick up surveys.

There were 17 (32.1%) of the 53 companies surveyed
had provided pre-departure training to their expatriates
(training companies) and 36 (67.9%) of  them had not
(non-training companies). The mean rating of individual
work, personal and family elements and the aggregate
mean of the dimensions for the two groups of companies
are given in Table 2 and Table 3, respectively.

The data of both groups demonstrated that work
dimension was rated highest in the level of importance
(mean = 3.15 and 2.91, respectively) followed by personal
dimension (2.93 and 2.89) and family dimension (1.42 and
1.91). Both work and personal dimensions were in the
moderately important category. For the work dimension,
both groups  rated  job  related  training  as important.
For the personal dimension, the cultural orientation
element was considered important. Sensitivity training,
social contacts in the community and medical services
were rated as moderately important. The family dimension
was perceived as being unimportant by training
companies and slightly important by non-training
companies. The results contradict with past research
findings where family influences were shown to
contribute to the adjustment of expatriates during their
assignment. For the family dimension, specific country
information and housing selection were perceived as
slightly important while job creation was unimportant.

Some differences were observed between the two
groups with regard to the three dimensions. For work
dimension, training companies considered arrival
orientation and field experience (visit to the host country)
elements as moderately important. Non-training
companies considered them as being slightly important.
For  personal  dimension, specific  country  information
and housing selection  was  rated moderately important
by training companies. Non-training companies perceived
specific country information as being important while
housing  selection  was  slightly  important.  Finally,  for
the  family   dimension,  training   companies   rated  that
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Table 2: MNCCs Pre-departure Training Dimensions and their Perceived Importance (for Training Companies)

Variable Mean SD Rank Min Max Remarks

Work

Specific country information 3.71 1.26 1 1 5 Important

Job related training 3.59 1.50 2 1 5 Important

Host country business environment 

eenvironment enenririenvironment 3.29 1.45 3 1 5 Moderately important

Management practices in host country 3.18 1.38 4 1 5 Moderately important

Arrival orientation 3.18 1.47 5 1 5 Moderately important

Interaction of host nationals 2.94 1.48 6 1 5 Moderately important

Language training 2.71 1.70 7 1 5 Moderately important

Field experience (visit to the country) 2.59 1.50 8 1 5 Moderately important

Mean  3.15

Personal

Cultural orientation 3.88 1.17 1 1 5 Important

Medical services 3.47 1.42 2 1 5 Moderately important

Specific country information 3.41 1.37 3 1 5 Moderately important

Sensitivity training 3.35 1.62 4 1 5 Moderately important

Social contacts in the community 3.24 1.44 5 1 5 Moderately important

Housing selection 2.65 1.50 6 1 5 Moderately important

Expatriation counseling 2.41 1.33 7 1 5 Slightly important

Retail shopping 2.00 1.28 8 1 5 Slightly important

Banking 1.94 1.25 9 1 5 Slightly important

Mean  2.93

Family

Specific country information 1.71 1.36 1 1 5 Slightly important

Housing selection 1.53 1.01 2 1 5 Slightly important

Schooling for children 1.47 .94 3 1 5 Unimportant

Retail shopping 1.41 .87 4 1 5 Unimportant

Job creation for spouse 1.35 .79 5 1 5 Unimportant

Compensation for spouse 1.35 .79 6 1 5 Unimportant

Employment opportunities for spouse 1.29 .57 7 1 5 Unimportant

Social contacts in the community 1.24 .66 8 1 5 Unimportant

Mean 1.42

Note: Mean of 1.0 to 1.49, unimportant; 1.5-2.49, slightly important; 2.5-3.49, moderately important; 

          3.50-4.49,  important; 4.5-5.0, very important

Table 3: MNCCs Pre-departure Training Dimensions and their Perceived Importance (for Non-training Companies)

Variable Mean SD Rank Min Max Remarks

Work

Job related training 3.64 1.30 1 1 5 Important

Management practices in host country 3.28 1.41 2 1 5 Moderately important

Host country business environment 3.25 1.30 3 1 5 Moderately important

Language training 2.89 1.58 4 1 5 Moderately important

Specific country information 2.86 1.50 5 1 5 Moderately important

Interaction of host nationals 2.67 1.40 6 1 5 Moderately important

Arrival orientation 2.33 1.40 7 1 5 Slightly important

Field experience (visit to the country) 2.33 1.51 8 1 5 Slightly important

Mean 2.91
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Table 3: Continued

Variable Mean SD Rank Min Max Remarks

Personal
Cultural orientation 3.75 1.03 1 1 5 Important
Specific country information 3.53 1.30 2 1 5 Important
Sensitivity training 3.47 1.23 3 1 5 Moderately important
Social contacts in the community 3.33 1.31 4 1 5 Moderately important
Medical services 3.31 1.43 5 1 5 Moderately important
Housing selection 2.42 1.42 6 1 5 Slightly important
Expatriation counseling 2.25 1.44 7 1 5 Slightly important
Banking 2.22 1.50 8 1 5 Slightly important
Retail shopping 1.72 1.06 9 1 5 Slightly important
Mean 2.89

Family
Schooling for children 2.42 1.42 1 1 5 Slightly important
Housing selection 2.25 1.38 2 1 5 Slightly important
Social contacts in the community 2.17 1.40 3 1 5 Slightly important
Specific country information 1.94 1.33 4 1 5 Slightly important
Compensation for spouse 1.86 1.27 5 1 5 Slightly important
Employment opportunities for spouse 1.67 1.22 6 1 5 Slightly important
Retail shopping 1.58 .97 7 1 5 Slightly important
Job creation for spouse 1.42 .81 8 1 5 Unimportant
Mean 1.91

Note: Mean of 1.0 to 1.49, unimportant; 1.5-2.49, slightly important; 2.5-3.49, moderately important; 
3.50-4.49, important; 4.5-5.0, very important.

Table 4: Pre-departure Training Variables of Malaysian Multinational Construction Companies

Variable Mean SD Rank Min Max Remarks

Employ only good people for expatriate assignment 4.11 .82 1 1 5 Agree
Believe that technical skills are the main success factors 3.94 .89 2 1 5 Agree
Top management does not feel it is necessary 3.81 .86 3 1 5 Agree
Temporary nature does not warrant budget expenditures 3.64 1.10 4 1 5 Agree
Inadequate posting notification 3.47 .91 5 1 5 Moderately agree
Expatriates feel that the training is not important 3.42 .97 6 1 5 Moderately agree
Too few Malaysian expatriates are sent overseas 3.42 1.18 7 1 5 Moderately agree
Insufficient time to train properly 3.36 .90 8 1 5 Moderately agree
Lack of training experts 2.22 1.29 9 1 5 Moderately agree
The cost of training is high 3.19 1.12 10 1 5 Moderately agree

Note: Mean of 1.0 to 1.49, unimportant; 1.5-2.49, slightly important; 2.5-3.49, moderately important; 
3.50-4.49, important; 4.5-5.0, very important.

the schooling for children element was unimportant, while between   the    personal    and     work     training  needs
non-training companies considered it as slightly (p =.257 and.362, respectively) with respect  to   training
important. Social contacts in the community, specific  and   non-training   companies. There was,  however, a
country information, compensation for spouse, significant difference   in   the    family    training   needs
employment opportunities for spouse and retail shopping (p <.05) where  the  mean  rating  of  training  companies
elements were  considered  unimportant  by  training was lower (mean = 1.42) or unimportant  compared to
companies  and  slightly  important  by  non-training non-training  companies (mean = 2.16) or slightly
companies. important.   The   means   were   smaller than   the  means

The  apparent   differences  in  views  on pre- of work and personal dimensions, which were rated
departure training with respect to the  two groups of moderately   important.   That   might   meant   that   the
companies  were  tested  using  the  independent   t  test family aspects of training was not given the due
for  all  the  training  dimensions.  The  test  results recognition it deserved, particularly by the training
revealed  that  there  was  no  significant  difference companies.
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Table 4 lists the reasons why a large proportion the experts and  time  constraint were not the prime reasons
companies did not provide pre-departure training. for ignoring  pre-departure  training but the companies’

The top three rated items were: “employ only good top management believed that such training could be
people for expatriate assignment” (mean = 4.11), “believe substituted by employing experienced personnel.
that technical skills are most  important  for success”
(mean = 3.94) and “top management’s belief that training REFERENCES
is unnecessary” (mean = 3.81).

Interestingly, the high cost of pre-departure training 1. GMAC-GRS, 2006. Global Relocation Trends 2006
was the lowest rated item (mean = 3.19). The companies Survey Report. Illinois, GMAC Global Relocation
had assumed that pre-departure training was unimportant. Services.
Nonetheless, the survey revealed  that  the  companies 2. Grensing-Pophal, L., 2008. Expat lifestyles take a hit.
could bear the costs associated with pre-departure HR Magazine, 53(3): 51-54.
trainings. The lack of training experts was given the 3. Bolino, M.C., 2007.  Expatriate  assignments and intra-
second-lowest rating (mean = 3.22) followed by the lack of organizational career success: Implications for
time for employees to take part in training  (mean  =  3.36). individuals  and  organisations.  J.  Int.  Bus. Stud.,
Instead, the companies’ top management believed that 38: 819-835.
such training could be substituted by employing 4. Shay, J.P. and S. Baack, 2006. An empirical
experienced personnel. investigation of the relationships between modes and

CONCLUSIONS measures of performance. Int. J. Cross Cult. Manage.

The  number   of   companies   that   had provided 5. Vogel, A.J., J.J.V. Vuuren and S.M. Millard, 2008.
pre-departure training (training companies) were much Preparation, support and training requirements of
lesser than those that had not (non-training companies), South African expatriates. S Afr. J. Bus. Manage.
i.e., 17 (32.1%) out  of  53  as  compared  to 36 (67.9%). 39(3): 33-40.
Both company groups perceived the  order  of  importance 6. Caligiuri, P., M. Lazarova and S. Zehetbauer, 2004.
among the three dimensions were work, personal and Top managers' national diversity and boundary
family  dimensions.  Work    and   personal   dimensions spanning: Attitudinal indicator of a firm's
were believed to be moderately important. The family Internationalization.     J.       Manage.    Psychol,
dimension was perceived as being unimportant by 23(9): 848-859.
training companies and slightly important by non-training 7. Andreason, A.W., 2003. Direct and indirect forms of
companies. in-country support for expatriates and their families

For work dimension, training companies considered as means of reducing premature returns and
arrival orientation and field experience (visit to the host improving  job    performance.   Int.   J.   Manage,
country) elements as moderately important. Non-training 20(4): 548-555.
companies considered them as being slightly important. 8. Hutchings, K.     and    S.W.    Ratnasari,  2006.
For personal  dimension, specific country  information Cross-cultural non-work transition stresses:
and housing  selection  was  rated moderately important Domestic transferees in Indonesia. Cross Cult.
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housing selection was slightly important. Finally, for the cultural training: A critical step in ensuring the
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