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Introduction: Expatriates are facing more stressors, such as cross-cultural adjustment, global political instability, family separation, 
health concern. The black swan events of the pandemic and the Russian-Ukrainian war have posed significant challenges in the current 
international environment. Adapting to an expatriate environment as soon as possible is critical to expatriate success. This study aims 
to examine the factors that affect expatriate adjustment through psychological resilience.
Methods: Guided by person-environment (p-e) fit theory, an expatriate adjustment framework based on psychological resilience is 
proposed, and 309 valid sample data are used for structural equation model (SEM) analysis.
Results: The results show that expatriate adjustment is a psychological process based on the development of resilience. Social support 
plays a buffering role in dealing with environmental deviations induced stressors. The person-environment transactional process is the 
most critical adjustment process.
Discussion: The development of expatriate adjustment is divided into four stages (shock, buffer, adjustment, mastery) consistent with 
resilience development. Project managers can take different expatriate management strategies from multiple aspects. Finally, this study 
proposes the U-curve hypothesis of expatriates’ psychological resilience development aligned with the U-curve process of expatriate 
adjustment for future research.
Keywords: international assignments, expatriate adjustment, psychological resilience, multifactorial framework

Introduction
Economic globalization has led many international companies to send employees to work overseas. Although expatriate 
work can help companies expand their business and develop local labor and expatriate employees can enrich their work 
experience, working abroad can be challenging.1 In a complex cross-cultural environment, expatriates often show 
problems such as low performance and work stagnation.2,3 There are many reasons for these problems, such as 
expatriates’ social ability and skill level. One of the fundamental reasons is cognitive conflict and work pressure caused 
by cultural differences.4 Therefore, the cultural adaptation of expatriates to the host country has become an important 
indicator affecting expatriates’ job performance.5 The black swan events of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian- 
Ukrainian war have posed significant challenges for expatriate employees to adjust around the world.6 In the wake of 
these unforeseen events, some expatriate employees were able to adjust and adapt to the best of their ability, returning to 
their regular routines and continuing to work. Others have a tough time and even experience psychological problems 
such as anxiety and depression7 and asked to finish their assignments earlier. This may lead to stagnation and loss of 
overseas programs, particularly in industries where compulsory training requires onsite work, such as the construction 
industry.8 Expatriate managers, therefore, expect to determine what kind of people are suitable for expatriation in high- 
risk situations, meaning that they adapt well to the expatriate environment.
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However, the perceptual elements (eg, understand and utilize) integral to expatriate adjustment have not been 
captured.9 Extensive previous research has explored the effect of individual differences on expatriate adjustment,10 

mainly focusing on one’s confidence and ability. Moreover, studies have shown that expatriate adjustment can affect 
individual behavior performance by affecting psychological development.11 Thomas and Znaniecki12 put forward the 
psychological theory of expatriate adjustment in the 20th century. Psychologists believe that expatriate adjustment is 
a psychological adjustment.13 However, psychological adjustment is a conceptual point of view. Previous studies have 
not systematically analyzed the mechanism of expatriate adjustment and psychological adjustment. Through extensive 
research and investigations, psychologist Duckworth has discovered that the most critical factor in determining a person’s 
success in dealing with stressors is a person’s ability to persevere through hardships. This ability is defined as 
psychological resilience in positive psychology, which refers to a person’s ability to recover from adversity, conflict, 
failure, and even positive events.14 In the workplace, employees’ psychological resilience is activated in stressful 
environments and has different levels in different conditions. Psychological resilience in the workplace is predicted by 
collected resources and is positively related to work performance.15 Expatriate adjustment and psychological resilience 
are all positive reactions that adapt to stressful events. While psychological adjustment has been considered in expatriate 
research, there is a lack of systematic analysis regarding the relationship between expatriate adjustment and psycholo-
gical resilience, specifically whether expatriates’ psychological resilience is related to their expatriate adjustment.

To fill in the above research gap, this study aims to construct and validate a theoretical framework for expatriate 
adjustment via psychological resilience development. In international assignments, the general expatriate adjustment is 
defined as a process in which expatriates adapt to sudden environmental differences and complete expatriate assignments. 
This paper explores the psychological mechanism from the perspective of psychological resilience based on the person- 
environment fit theory. Some contributions are made in this research. First, this paper identifies psychological resilience’s 
direct and mediating role in expatriate adjustment. The psychological mechanisms underlying the development of 
expatriate adjustment in a cross-cultural environment are identified. It extends the research on the mechanisms of 
expatriate adjustment. The consistency of psychological resilience with the development of expatriate adjustment is 
also identified from a process perspective. The influencing factors of expatriate adaptation can be classified into four 
stages: shock, buffer, personal characteristics, and adjustment through psychological resilience. It is assumed that the 
levels of psychological resilience during one stressful event have a similar U-curve with expatriate adjustment. Second, 
this research has implications for managers. Expatriates who have high levels of psychological resilience are better 
during international assignments. Moreover, organizations have different managerial strategies to improve expatriate 
adjustment levels according to assignment stages.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
Expatriate Adjustment in International Assignments
Expatriate adjustment (Expatriate adaptation) is a kind of cross-cultural adaptation in the initial phase after an 
expatriate’s relocation to a foreign country. Its research foundation comes from the fields of sociology and anthropology. 
The traditional expatriate adjustment is defined as a state. Specifically, it refers to the adaptability of the expatriate to the 
local environment or the psychological comfort and familiarity with all aspects of foreign culture (J. Stewart Black, 1988; 
R. Takeuchi, 2010). However, more and more studies believe that expatriate adjustment is a process. It emphasizes that 
employees adjust their psychology and behavior to achieve their work goals. It is an active adjustment process for 
employees. Haslberger and Brewster16 pointed out the dynamicity of expatriate adjustment within and across dimensions: 
their cognition, feelings, and behaviors change over assignment time. The U-curve theory17 is the most consistently used 
to describe the change process of expatriate adjustment over time. It divided the adjustment process into four stages 
(honeymoon, culture shock, adjustment, mastery), and the different stages suggest that expatriates’ cultural understanding 
changes over time along with culture learning.

From the psychological perspective, cross-cultural adaptability is considered the degree of psychological adjustment 
of an individual to a new cultural environment.13 Psychological adjustment pays more attention to the attitudes of the 
expatriate; this is in line with the theoretical concept of subjective well-being and satisfaction in all aspects of one’s 
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life.18,19 Ward, Bochner20 model pointed out that psychological adjustment is released on the stress and coping approach. 
Maertz Jr, Takeuchi21 explicated cross-cultural adaptation as a set of psychological change processes. However, these 
perspectives were abstract and not specific. It partially explained the mechanism of psychological adjustment. However, 
managers could not obtain and manage expatriates psychological cognition and feelings. Therefore, a specific psycho-
logical construct should be found and establish a link between psychological cognition and expatriate adjustment. In 
Haslberger5’s 3D (Dimensions, Domains, Dynamics) expatriate adjustment model, they defined the dimensions of 
expatriate adjustment as cognition, feelings, and behaviors, which was also the process of attitude formation in the 
process of psychological development. Furthermore, their model was based on the person-environment (p-e) fit theory of 
psychology. The p-e fit theory focuses on the interaction between the characteristics of the individual and the environ-
ment. The adequacy of this fit between a person and the environment can affect the person’s motivation, behavior, and 
overall mental and physical health.22 This study follows the definition that expatriate adjustment has multiple dimensions 
of cognitions, feelings, and behaviors and is a psychological adjustment interaction with the environment.

Psychological Resilience in the Workplace
The study of psychological resilience in the workplace is an essential element of positive psychology, concerned with 
individuals’ positive cognitions, feelings, and behaviors.23 In the workplace context, psychological resilience has been 
studied in various industries and occupations, such as general business organizations,24 medical and nursing,25 and the 
military.26 In the construction industry, Turner, Holdsworth27 found that the psychological resilience of female engineers 
had a more significant impact on job performance than male engineers. Resilience in the workplace contains two defining 
elements.28 One is the experience of adversity. Fisher, Ragsdale29 emphasize that adversity in the workplace can take the 
form of isolation and high-intensity circumstances (eg, crisis) or occurs in the form of lower-intensity but high-frequency 
or high-duration circumstances (eg, work stress). The first adversity for expatriates in their international assignment is 
adjusting to various differences in the host country. Another element is a positive adjustment,28 through which the 
individuals return to a stable status of well-being or performance or even bounces beyond it.30,31 In previous studies, it 
was considered that the individual’s protective resources were the main reason for positive adjustment. At the same time, 
the protective resources given by the organization should be considered in the work scenario.

This paper focuses on individual-level psychological resilience in the workplace, which is the same perspective as 
most studies of psychological resilience in the workplace. The majority of research on psychological resilience in the 
workplace has conceptualized individual resilience as a stable personality trait,32 a capability,33 or a process.34 The 
process perspective refers to psychological resilience as developing progress in feelings and behaviors in response to 
several adversities and demonstrating positive adjustment.35 This manuscript defines resilience as a “dynamic process 
encompassing positive adjustment within significant adversity”.36 A process-based definition of resilience is premised on 
the three requisite requirements (1) the need for a significant adversity/risk, (2) the presence of assets or resources to 
offset the effects of the adversity, and (3) positive adjustment or the avoidance of a negative outcome.27,29 Although 
many studies define psychological resilience as a dynamic development process, the assessment of psychological 
resilience still adopts the scale developed based on ability theory. From the process perspective, psychological resilience 
consequences may be impacted by resilience mechanisms and resilience facilitators.23 Thus, the experience of adversity, 
resilience mechanisms, resilience-promoting factors, and resilience outcomes mark essential elements of the resilience 
process.23,37 Kumpfer37 emphasised on the person-environment fit actions, and defined psychological resilience as 
individual positive outcome of positive cognition, feelings, and activities respond to adversity.

Hypothesis Development
The core idea of the p-e fit theory is that an individual’s attitudes, behaviors, and other individual-level traits depend on 
the interaction between the individual and the environment, given the demands of the specific environment. Consistency 
between the individual and the environment in response to each other can result in positive attitudes and behaviors, such 
as less stress, better job adaptation, and employee well-being.38 In expatriate assignments, the individual’s cognition and 
behavior interact with the cross-cultural work environment. At the same time, the shock of cultural conflicts stimulates 
employees’ resilience to cope with the stress and return to normality. Therefore, it is hypothesized that there is 
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a congruence between expatriate adjustment and the development of psychological resilience. Based on Kumpfer37’s 
resilience process framework and p-e fit theory, this research proposes an expatriate adjustment framework for expatriates 
based on the direct effect of psychological resilience and the indirect effect of various personalities through psychological 
resilience (Figure 1). Under the action of stressors (environmental differences), protective factors (external social 
support) in the environment will play a buffering role first. Then, internal factors (emotional intelligence, self-efficacy) 
and external factors (coping style) will interact to adapt to this stressful event, which is called the person-environment 
(p-e) interaction. For example, expatriates with higher emotional intelligence will feel more external support and promote 
better coping. Finally, psychological resilience is reorganized to adapt to expatriate work. Expatriate adjustment is 
regarded as the outcome of psychological resilience reorganization.

The Buffering Effect of Social Support
Cohen and Wills39 considered social support a buffer factor in stress research. In the following decades, social support 
was widely used in stress models as a buffer against workplace stress.40–43 The buffering degree of social support is 
positively correlated with perceived stress. In international project assignments, expatriates face many stressors, such as 
cultural differences, political events, and family conflicts. However, environmental differences in the host country are the 
most common stressors in the early stage of an assignment. The greater the environmental differences experienced by 
expatriates, the more social support they utilized to deal with stress. Therefore, the present study hypothesizes that:

H1: The environmental deviations that expatriates perceived positively correlate with perceived social support.

The Interaction Between Personality Traits and Social Support
Social support is helpful for employees facing stressful situations.44,45 Social support is a protective resource obtained by 
individuals from the outside.46 The broaden-and-build theory indicates that positive emotions and resources can broaden 
individuals’ cognition and behavior and build positive outcomes.47 Since protective resources can make people feel 
content and hopeful, the more protective resources an individual has, the stronger his self-confidence and self-efficacy. 
This positive self-awareness will also affect individual behavior. People with solid self-efficacy are more likely to adopt 
active coping behavior.48 Therefore, the present study hypothesizes that:
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Figure 1 Theoretical model of expatriate adjustment as a resilient outcome.
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H2a: Social support is positively correlated with expatriates’ active coping style.

H2b: Social support is positively correlated with expatriates’ self-efficacy.

Emotional intelligence was conceptualized as a personal trait/ability that involves the cognitive processing of 
emotional information and using the information to guide one’s thinking and actions.49 People with high emotional 
intelligence are more likely to feel external support and utilize support dealing with stressful events.50 At the same time, 
people with high emotional intelligence can analyze and utilize emotional information, know how to take counter-
measures, and have enough confidence to solve problems.51 Therefore, the present study hypothesizes that:

H3a: Expatriates’ emotional intelligence is positively correlated with their active coping style.

H3b: Expatriates’ emotional intelligence is positively correlated with their self-efficacy.

H3c: Expatriates’ emotional intelligence is positively correlated with their utilization of social support.

H4: Expatriates’ self-efficacy is positively correlated with their active coping style.

Antecedents of Psychological Resilience in the Workplace
The antecedents of psychological resilience have been discovered in numerous types of research. In the workplace, 
personal characteristics such as active coping strategy, self-efficacy, and emotional intelligence have been found to affect 
employees’ resilience.23,52 Individuals with high self-efficacy are more motivated and persistent at work and thus able to 
address work challenges better.53 Many types of research indicated that self-efficacy was positively related to resilience 
in the workplace.54,55 Employees’ emotional intelligence is regarded as one of the social competencies strongly linked to 
their resilience.56 Expatriates with high emotional intelligence can quickly bounce back from emerging markets.57 

Conservation of resources theory58 treats resilience as a personal resource that social resources from the contextual 
environment may influence. Concerning work resources, Kuntz, Connell48 found that colleagues’ and supervisors’ social 
support for employees’ was positively related to resilience. Therefore, the present study hypothesizes that:

H5a: Expatriates’ active coping style is positively correlated with their psychological resilience.

H5b: Expatriates’ self-efficacy is positively correlated with their psychological resilience.

H5c: Expatriates’ emotional intelligence is positively correlated with their psychological resilience.

H5d: Social support is positively correlated with their psychological resilience.

Psychological Resilience and Expatriate Adjustment
The conservation of resources theory suggests that individuals accumulate and conserve resources in order to achieve 
high performance at work. In the workplace, psychological resilience was positively related to individual job 
performance.14 Resilient individuals were more likely to engage in organizational citizenship behavior.59 Although 
there is no research on the relationship between psychological resilience and expatriate performance in international 
construction projects, it has been proved that there is a positive relationship in multinational enterprises.60 Resilient 
employees are better able to deal with adversity and setbacks than their less resilient counterparts.24 Individuals with high 
psychological resilience are more likely to achieve good job performance in the assignment.61 As a manifestation of 
expatriate performance, expatriate adjustment has been confirmed to be positively affected by psychological resilience.62 

Therefore, the present study hypothesizes that:

H6: Expatriates’ psychological resilience is positively correlated with their expatriate adjustment.

All the hypotheses are displayed in Figure 2.
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Methods
Samples and Procedure
In this research, expatriates are construction workers sent to overseas projects by international construction companies for 
approximately 1–3 years. Unlike other industries, employees in the construction industry cannot work remotely through video or 
e-mail, even during the epidemic. They must be on site. At the same time, the external environment of international construction 
projects is complex (eg, high political risk), the stakeholders are numerous (eg, owners, contractors, government organizations, 
and non-governmental organizations), and the assignment time is long (eg, generally at least one year). According to Engineering 
News-Record 2021, China’s market share of international contractors accounts for a quarter of the world’s top 250 international 
contractors. About 1 million expatriates work on projects around the world every year. At the same time, 41.77% of Chinese 
international construction revenue are in Africa and the Middle East according to the top 250 international contractors list released 
by the Engineering News-Record in 2022. These regions have high political risks, climate characteristics, and living and cultural 
habits, which are also quite different from China. Therefore, the research object has certain representativeness and research value 
among expatriates.

As the total number of expatriates could not be accurately counted, non-probability sampling was used in this study. Moreover, 
snowball sampling can tap into social networks and capture individuals who might otherwise be missed through traditional 
sampling methods. By leveraging the networks and relationships within a project, researchers can access participants who possess 
unique knowledge, experiences, or perspectives that are relevant to the research objectives. This can lead to rich and diverse data 
that may not be easily obtained through purposive sampling alone.Then, this study utilized a snowball sampling technique to 
maximize the number of qualified respondents. All respondents to the survey were then asked to refer other eligible individuals 
who might be interested in participating. First, the leaders of Chinese international contractors familiar with our research group 
sent questionnaires to their overseas project leaders. Then, international project managers sent the questionnaires to colleagues on 
the project and other qualified expatriates to fill in. Because the respondents are distributed worldwide, face-to-face research 
cannot be conducted. Thus, an online questionnaire was conducted for research.

Some measures have been taken to ensure the online questionnaire’s validity and reduce response bias. First, the purpose of the 
research was indicated on the questionnaire cover, and all the data were only used for academic research. Moreover, all 
respondents participated anonymously. Secondly, all respondents should fill in according to their recent assignment experience. 
Furthermore, all the questions were not right or wrong; they were just answered according to their subjective feelings. In this way, 
the respondents’ experience of being sent abroad is more profound and true. Third, set some questions in the questionnaire to 
distinguish the valid respondents. For example, please choose “one” for this question. If the respondent chooses other answers, it 
will be an invalid questionnaire. Finally, according to the recovered IP address of the online questionnaire, it is determined whether 
the respondent is on an expatriate assignment. If the IP address is displayed as mainland China, it will be an invalid questionnaire. 

Figure 2 Hypothesis model.
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The survey was completed in May 2021. According to the above screening methods for valid questionnaires, this research 
obtained 309 effective questionnaires from 349 for analysis. Table 1 lists the demographic information of this survey.

Measures
Based on the integration of relevant theories of psychological resilience, expatriate adjustment, and construction management 
practice, seven scales were used in the study. All the measurements reflected the respondents’ subjective perceptions and proved 
reliable. Environmental deviations (ED) was measured by a self-developed scale based on previous literature and interview. It 
contained six items from five aspects. The item ED was an overall assessment of the environmental deviation. Item ED01-ED05 
reflected climatic, working and living habits, political, cultural, and epidemic prevention measures.63–65

The other six measurements were based on existing scales. Availability of social support (AS) was measured by the 
Social Support Rating Scale (SSRS) developed by Xiao.66 The 10-item scale consists of 3 dimensions: objective support, 
subjective support, and utility of social support availability. However, using the available support to cope with stress is 
more valuable to the individual’s positive behavior.67 In this research, only the availability of social support was 
measured. The scale of Emotional intelligence (EI) was based on Wong and Law’s Emotional Intelligence Scale 
(WLEIS).68 It contains four dimensions: self-emotional appraisal, others’ emotional appraisal, use of emotions, and 
regulation of emotions. Active coping (AC) style was measured with the Chinese version Simplified Coping Style 
Questionnaire (SCSQ) from Xie.69 In this survey, six items reflect active coping strategies. Self-efficacy (SE) was 
measured by the Chinese Versions of the General Self-efficacy Scale (GSES) developed by Schwarzer, Bassler.70 It 
contained six items in this research. The Connor–Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) of Connor and Davidson71 is 
widely applied to measure psychological resilience (PR). It has three versions in the empirical study with 25 items, 10 

Table 1 Demographic Information

Profile Category Frequency %

Gender Male 251 81.23

Female 58 18.77
Age ≤25 60 19.42

26–35 146 47.25

36–45 63 20.39
46–55 36 11.65

≥56 4 1.29

Marital status Single/Divorced/Widowed 165 53.40
Married/In love 144 46.60

Position Manager 216 69.90

Non-manager 93 30.10
Moths of assignment ≤3 51 16.50

3–6 53 17.15

6–12 90 29.13
12–18 52 16.83

≥18 63 20.39

Assigning location Europe 30 9.71
Asia 66 21.36

United States 11 3.56
Middle East 45 14.56

Africa 136 44.01

Latin America/Caribbean 4 1.29
Australia 3 0.97

Canada 1 0.32

Others 13 4.21

Total 309 100
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items and 1 item. The 10-item CD-RISC (CD-RISC-10) has good validation in the workplace.72 Thus, this paper used the 
CD-RISC-10 created by Campbell-Sills and Stein73 to measure individual resilience. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.936 in 
this research. Expatriate adjustment (EA) was measured with the scale developed by Black and Stephens.74 It contains 
three dimensions: general adjustment, interaction adjustment, and work adjustment. The general adjustment dimension 
was modified according to the management characteristics of international construction industry and was verified to have 
good reliability.63 The Cronbach’s alpha of expatriate adjustment scale was 0.908.

Each item was assessed on a 5-point Likert scale. According to the literature review results, this study takes the 
gender and age of expatriates as control variables.

Analytical Approaches
This paper uses structural equation model (SEM) to test the proposed hypothesis. SEM is widely used to research the 
relationship between multiple dependent and independent variables.75 There are currently two main types of SEM: 
Covariance Base SEM (CB-SEM) and Partial Least Squares SEM (PLS-SEM). PLS-SEM has a solid ability to handle 
complex models76 and is robust to non-normally distributed data. Meanwhile, as the ED in this study is a formative 
construct, the sample size does not meet the requirement of more than ten times the items. Therefore the analysis method 
of PLS-SEM was used. This study adopted partial least squares-structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) with the 
SmartPLS V3.3.3 software to assess hypotheses models (Figure 2).

This research followed the analysis procured by Hair, Risher77 and Sarstedt, Ringle.78 A measurement model was 
firstly constructed to verify the validity and reliability of the data. Then, the structural model was tested to evaluate 
hypothesized path among constructs. Furthermore, Harman’s single-factor test was used to examine the common method 
bias. Ten factors were extracted, and the variance explained by the leading common factor was 36.86% (<40%) before 
rotation.79 This indicated that the common method bias is not a significant concern in this study.

Results
Measurement Model Results
The reliability and validity should be checked first in testing the measurement model. The relevant criteria differ for 
reflective and formative constructs. In this research, the environmental deviation (ED) was measured by a formative 
measurement, and reflective measurements measured the other constructs. Five indexes of outer loading of items, 
Cronbach’s Alpha, composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE), and Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio 
(HTMT) were used to assess reflective measurement constructs. The PLS Algorithm aided by SmartPLS V3.3.3 software 
was performed to calculate the index values. The first step was to examine the indicator loadings. All the outer loadings 
were slightly less than or greater than the threshold of 0.708.77 The outer loadings of each item were listed in Appendix 1. 
The second step was to assess internal consistency reliability. The CR values of all the constructs ranged from 0.891 to 
0.941 and were considered “good.” The Cronbach’s Alpha scores from 0.816 to 0.930, higher than the acceptable level of 
0.70. The third step was to address the convergent validity. The average variance extracted (AVE) value of each construct 
ranged from 0.573 to 0.731 (Table 2), all above 0.50.77 It indicated a significant convergent validity of the measurement 

Table 2 Measurement Model Results of Reflective Constructs

Construct Mean SD Cronbach’s  
Alpha

CR AVE

Availability of social support (AS) 3.730 0.801 0.816 0.891 0.731

Emotional intelligence (EI) 3.747 0.670 0.912 0.930 0.656
Active coping (AC) 3.662 0.662 0.864 0.902 0.649

Self-efficacy (SE) 3.687 0.677 0.871 0.903 0.608

Psychological resilience (PR) 3.828 0.674 0.930 0.941 0.615
Expatriate performance (EA) 3.552 0.684 0.908 0.923 0.573

Abbreviations: SD, Standard deviation; CR, composite reliability; AVE, Average variance extracted.
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model. The final step was to assess discriminant validity. The HTMT values are calculated to test the discriminant validity. 
In Table 3, all the HTMT values are under 0.9, indicating an acceptable discriminant validity of the model.

For formatively measured constructs, measurement models are evaluated based on the following: convergent validity, 
indicator collinearity, statistical significance, and relevance of the indicator weights.77 Firstly, convergent validity was assessed 
by the correlation of ED with an alternative measure of the same concept, “The overall differences between the host country and 
China (ED)”, designed in the questionnaire. The correlation between the ED and ED is 0.878, higher than 0.70.77 Secondly, the 
variance inflation factor (VIF) was used to evaluate the collinearity of the formative indicators. The VIF values among the 
indicators of ED ranged from 2.621 to 3.731 (Table 4). According to Hair, Risher’s77 suggestion, the VIF value is close to 3 and 
lower but under 5, indicating a critical collinearity issue among the indicators of formatively measured constructs. Finally, the 
indicator weights statistical significance and relevance with size were evaluated. In case the bootstrap distribution of the indicator 
weights was skewed, bias-corrected and accelerated (BCa) bootstrap confidence intervals were applied in the analysis.77 As 
shown in Table 4, the confidence interval of indicator weight (ED01, ED03, ED04) included zero; this indicated that the weight 
was not statistically significant. However, the total contribution to the construct was defined by its outer loading.80 According to 
Hair, Hult,81 indicators with a nonsignificant weight should be eliminated if the loading is also not significant. The item loading of 
ED01 was 0.702 (p < 0.01), the loading of ED03 was 0.763 (p < 0.01), and the loading of ED04 was 0.701 (p < 0.01). Thus, the 
three indicators were not removed in the following analysis.

Structural Model Results
As the measurement model assessment was satisfactory, the structural model was tested next. In the structural model 
assessment, the the coefficients of determination (R2), the blindfolding-based cross-validated redundancy measure (Q2), 
the out-of-sample predict power, and the path coefficient with statistical significance were checked. Collinearity was 
examined before assessing the structural relationships to ensure the regression results were unbiased.77 As shown in 
Table 5, the inner variance inflation factor (VIF) values were lower than 3 or close to 3, indicating that collinearity was 
not an issue.

Table 3 HTMT Values as Evidence of Discriminating Validity

Construct AS EI AC SE PR EA

AS –

EI 0.808 –

AC 0.838 0.841 –
SE 0.828 0.848 0.827 –

PR 0.87 0.816 0.847 0.858 –

EA 0.701 0.729 0.694 0.705 0.651 –

Abbreviations: AS, Availability of social support; EI, Emotional intelligence; AC, Active coping; 
SE, Self-efficacy; PR, Psychological resilience; EA, Expatriate performance.

Table 4 Measurement Model Results of Formative Construct

Construct and Measurement Items Item 
Weight

CIs  
[2.5%, 97.5%]

Item Loading 
(p)

VIF

Environmental 

deviations (ED)

The overall differences between host country and 

China.

ED01 Differences of climate compared with China. 0.002 [−0.459, 0.420] 0.746 (0.000) 2.621
ED02 Differences of working and living habits compared with 

China.

0.623 [0.140, 1.095] 3.731

ED03 Differences of social and political environment 
compared with China.

−0.182 [−0.631, 0.363] 0.655 (0.000) 3.044

ED04 Differences of culture compared with China. −0.203 [−0.682, 0.207] 0.701 (0.000) 3.071

ED05 Differences of epidemic prevention measures compared 
with China.

0.794 [0.389, 1.252] 3.513

Abbreviations: CI, Confidence intervals; VIF, Variance inflation factor.
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R2 values shown in Figure 3 were used to assess the predictive accuracy of the structural model. The R2 values of all 
endogenous variables range from 0.390 to 0.743, indicating that the model achieved a moderate explanatory level.77 In 
addition, Q2 values shown in Figure 3 were used to evaluate the predictive relevance of the structural model.82 The Q2 

values were obtained after the Blindfolding test. Furthermore, the Q2 values of all endogenous variables were above 
zero,83 providing explicit support for the model’s predictive relevance.

The model’s out-of-sample predictive power was assessed using the PLSpredict procedure. The results (Table 6) 
showed that constructs of AS, AC, and PR had medium predictive power since a minority of the indicators used during 
the PLS-SEM analysis had any root mean squared error (RMSE) values or any mean absolute error (MAE) values higher 
than the naïve linear regression model (LM) benchmark. Meanwhile, constructs of SE and EA had strong predictive 
power because all the indicators have higher RMSE and MAE values in PLS than in LM.

The path coefficient and significance results were obtained after bootstrapping with 5000 subsamples. The path 
coefficient and significance provided the basis for testing our hypotheses and the relative strength of the effect of the 
independent variable on the dependent variable. All the supportive paths were performed in Figure 3. Environmental 
deviation played a significant effect on social support at the 0.05 level. Moreover, the social support that expatriates 
perceived significantly affected the expatriates’ self-efficiency and resilience. Meanwhile, individual emotional intelligence 
significantly affected their coping style, self-efficiency, and social support perceived at the 0.001 level. Expatriates’ self- 
efficiency significantly affected their active coping activities and resilience at the 0.001 level. Also, active coping activities 
played a significant effect on resilience, and resilience significantly affected expatriate adjustment at a 0.001 level. The exact 
p-value is listed in Table 7. Furthermore, it is found that psychological resilience has a mediating effect between the 
availability of social support, emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, active copying, and expatriate adjustment (Table 7).

Table 5 The Inner Variance Inflation Factor Values

Construct AS AC SE PR EA

ED 1.233
AS 1.233 2.717 1.974 3.100

EI 2.827

AC 2.750 2.914
SE 1.000

PR 1.233

Abbreviations: ED, Environmental deviations; AS, Availability of social support; EI, 
Emotional intelligence; AC, Active coping; SE, Self-efficacy; PR, Psychological resilience; 
EA, Expatriate performance.

Figure 3 Path analysis results. Only supported paths were displayed. 
Note: **p < 0.01.
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Table 6 PLSpredict Indicator Prediction Summary

Endogeno  
Construct’s  
Indicators

PLS LM PLS-LM Decision of  
predictive 
relevance

RMSE MAE RMSE MAE RMSE MAE

AS01 0.779 0.567 0.803 0.581 −0.024 −0.014 Medium predictive 

powerAS02 0.710 0.509 0.719 0.509 −0.009 0.000
AS03 0.753 0.534 0.748 0.530 0.005 0.004

AC01 0.665 0.480 0.684 0.494 −0.019 −0.014 Medium predictive 

powerAC02 0.699 0.532 0.715 0.549 −0.016 −0.017
AC03 0.675 0.521 0.669 0.512 0.006 0.009

AC04 0.631 0.464 0.649 0.479 −0.018 −0.015
AC05 0.623 0.476 0.648 0.483 −0.025 −0.007

SE01 0.657 0.497 0.675 0.509 −0.018 −0.012 Strong predictive 

powerSE02 0.723 0.590 0.750 0.608 −0.027 −0.018
SE03 0.736 0.583 0.742 0.586 −0.006 −0.003

SE04 0.746 0.563 0.752 0.567 −0.006 −0.004

SE05 0.659 0.477 0.675 0.491 −0.016 −0.014
SE06 0.669 0.507 0.701 0.519 −0.032 −0.012

PR01 0.636 0.476 0.644 0.482 −0.008 −0.006 Medium predictive 

powerPR02 0.631 0.481 0.629 0.474 0.002 0.007
PR03 0.709 0.534 0.700 0.540 0.009 −0.006

PR04 0.671 0.507 0.674 0.516 −0.003 −0.009

PR05 0.769 0.581 0.781 0.575 −0.012 0.006
PR06 0.622 0.450 0.614 0.439 0.008 0.011

PR07 0.827 0.616 0.848 0.624 −0.021 −0.008

PR08 0.676 0.515 0.679 0.525 −0.003 −0.010
PR09 0.674 0.495 0.691 0.512 −0.017 −0.017

PR10 0.695 0.494 0.722 0.508 −0.027 −0.014

EA01 0.719 0.528 0.783 0.620 −0.064 −0.092 Strong predictive 
powerEA02 0.825 0.634 0.853 0.672 −0.028 −0.038

EA03 0.924 0.735 0.969 0.776 −0.045 −0.041

EA04 0.859 0.676 0.899 0.701 −0.040 −0.025
EA05 0.789 0.604 0.834 0.648 −0.045 −0.044

EA06 0.736 0.547 0.764 0.598 −0.028 −0.051

EA07 0.647 0.464 0.671 0.516 −0.024 −0.052
EA08 0.638 0.469 0.648 0.508 −0.010 −0.039

EA09 0.608 0.432 0.633 0.486 −0.025 −0.054

Abbreviations: AS, Availability of social support; AC, Active coping; SE, Self-efficacy; PR, Psychological resilience; EA, Expatriate performance; PLS, 
Partial Least Squares; LM, Linear regression model; RMSE, Root mean squared error; MAE, Mean absolute error.

Table 7 Path Analysis Results

Paths Path  
Coefficient

t value p value CI [2.5%–97.5%]

Direct effect

ED -> AS 0.189 3.118 0.002 0.048 0.287

AS -> AC 0.279 3.575 0.000 0.121 0.426
AS -> SE 0.341 4.783 0.000 0.198 0.476

EI -> AC 0.368 5.008 0.000 0.222 0.513

EI -> SE 0.520 8.121 0.000 0.395 0.645
EI -> AS 0.620 12.435 0.000 0.525 0.716

SE -> AC 0.241 3.196 0.001 0.096 0.394

(Continued)
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Discussion
The results show that psychological resilience has direct and mediating effects on expatriate adjustment. To better 
understand the psychological mechanism of expatriate adjustment, the multifactor based on psychological resilience can 
be divided into four stages (Figure 4).

In overseas assignments, expatriates first feel the stimulation of environmental deviations in the host country. Thus, 
the first stage of factors is about differential shocks. Nevertheless, the perceptions of deviations differ for each expatriate. 
The confirmation of H1 proves that the degree of perceived differences in the external environment is significantly 
positively related to collected support and availability of social support. The stronger the external pressure stimulation, 
the higher the degree of social support needed. This shows that social support plays a significant buffer role in 
expatriates’ dealing with adversity, which is consistent with Kumpfer37’s theoretical framework. In the face of stressful 
events, expatriates do not respond in time to sudden differences and cannot adjust themselves quickly. At this time, the 
collected support from family, colleagues, and organizations is the fastest protection resource available to expatriates. 
Then, expatriates can use this support to take active coping and improve individual efficacy and psychological resilience 

Table 7 (Continued). 

Paths Path  
Coefficient

t value p value CI [2.5%–97.5%]

AC -> PR 0.233 3.851 0.000 0.114 0.354
SE -> PR 0.274 4.484 0.000 0.158 0.395

EI -> PR 0.171 3.315 0.001 0.072 0.272

AS -> PR 0.290 5.012 0.000 0.176 0.404
PR -> EA 0.625 15.071 0.000 0.529 0.695

Indirect effect

AC -> PR -> EA 0.145 3.772 0.000 0.071 0.224
SE -> PR -> EA 0.171 4.074 0.000 0.095 0.256

EI -> PR -> EA 0.107 3.096 0.002 0.042 0.177

AS -> PR -> EA 0.181 5.065 0.000 0.111 0.253

Abbreviations: ED, Environmental deviations; AS, Availability of social support; EI, Emotional 
intelligence; AC, Active coping; SE, Self-efficacy; PR, Psychological resilience; EA, Expatriate perfor-
mance; CI, Confidence intervals.

Environmental
deviations

Availability of 
support

Emotional 
intelligence

Self-efficacy Psychological
Resilience

Expatriate 
adjustment

Active 
coping

Envnn ironmnn enee talaa
deviations

Stage 1 Shock factors Stage 2 Buffer factors

Stage 3 Personal characteristics

Stage 4 Adjustment factors

Note: Four different color refer to four stages.
Stage 1 Shock factors

Stage 2 Buffer factors

Stage 3 Personal characteristics

Stage 4 Adjustment factors

Figure 4 Factors of expatriate adjustment responding to adversity.
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(H2a, H2b, H5d). It is consistent with the conservation of resources theory.58 While expatriates are far away from their 
families, support from the organization and team colleagues is easier to collect and use. This requires timely intervention 
by project managers, especially those expatriates in the early stage of the assignment. Thus, the availability of expatriate 
management practices (eg, social support) acts as a buffer factor for the second stage.

The third stage factors are personal characteristics. Expatriates’ personal characteristics of emotional intelligence, 
active coping style, and self-efficiency interact and have a critical effect on building psychological resilience. The 
hypotheses testing results (H3a, H3b, H3c, H5c) show that individual emotional intelligence plays a positive role in the 
availability of external support, actively coping with adversity, improving self-efficacy, and developing psychological 
resilience. This is consistent with Goleman84 that emotional intelligence reflects the ability to recognize our feelings, 
manage emotions effectively, and encompass social behaviors. However, emotional intelligence is a personal trait that 
cannot be changed easily. Expatriates with self-efficiency and coping with stressors actively feel hopeful and optimistic 
in cross-cultural environments. The broaden-and-build theory85 states that positive emotions produce positive cognitions 
and behaviors that cause the development of psychological resilience.47 Expatriates’ positive activities in coping with 
stressful events are positively related to psychological resilience (H5a). At the same time, individual self-efficacy plays 
a significant role in taking active coping styles and improving psychological resilience (H4, H5b). These positive 
personal characteristics finally broaden lasting psychological resources (psychological resilience) and benefit the 
adaptation of expatriates. The last stage is adjustment factors. The result of H6 shows that psychological resilience is 
significantly correlated with the level of expatriate adjustment. Thus, expatriate adjustment can be regarded as the 
development result of expatriates’ psychological resilience. Meanwhile, four indirect paths on expatriate adjustment 
indicate positive personal characteristics predict positive expatriate performance by activating positive psychological 
resilience. The broaden-and-built theory indicates that expatriates actively call on various positive external and individual 
resources to respond to adversity. This makes the individual’s psychological resilience develop to an ideal level to adapt 
to the assignment. It can ensure the efficiency and performance of expatriate work by maintaining a high level of 
adaptability.

Theoretical Implications
First, this study concretizes the psychological mechanisms of expatriate adaptation. It expands the research on the effect 
mechanisms of expatriate adjustment and the mediating effect of psychological resilience. It is a concrete application of 
the p-e fit theory in a cross-cultural context. This study construct and verify a theoretical expatriate adjustment model 
based on psychological resilience development. The hypothesis testing results clearly explain the relationship mechanism 
between the psychological resilience of expatriates and expatriate adjustment in international assignments. The direct and 
mediation effects of psychological resilience on expatriate adjustment verify that expatriate adjustment is a psychological 
adjustment proposed by psychologists. Next, the indirect effect of the availability of support on expatriate adjustment is 
empirical evidence that the perceptual element is integral. It extends the understanding of social/organizational support in 
the workplace. Actual, perceived, and utilized support are three levels of support. Researchers have a controversy about 
the buffer effect of social support. This research states that the buffer effect is that individuals utilize their perceived 
external support to cope with stressors and reduce the impact on their mental health.

Another contribution is worth discussing. By comprehensively analyzing the development process of psychological 
resilience and expatriate adjustment, it is found that the development process of expatriate psychological resilience can 
be combined with the known expatriate adjustment curve. In the dynamics dimension of expatriate adjustment,5 emotion/ 
mood is hypothesized to exhibit a U-shaped overall trend similar to the expatriate adjustment U-curve. They explain that 
emotions may vary unpredictably based on chance interactions. A single bad experience may cause negative emotions. 
The emotion is influenced by behavioral and cognitive adjustment. As psychological resilience is closely and positively 
influenced by emotion status; thus, the change curve of psychological resilience is assumed to be similar to that of 
emotion. It is found that the current expatriates are not ignorant about the host country they will be expatriated. They 
have some knowledge of the host country through the Internet, social media, and colleagues. Takeuchi and Chen86 

proposed that expatriates with overseas experience or familiarity with the host country’s culture in advance can skip the 
honeymoon stage during the adjustment process and proposed the adjusted U-curve. Therefore, the expatriate adjustment 
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process is closer to the revised U-curve adjustment.86 This research hypothesize that the psychological resilience level of 
expatriates may have a similar U-curve change pattern with the expatriate adjustment process when encountering a stress 
event (expatriate work). Namely, the U-curve of psychological resilience development can maintain a certain consistency 
with the U-curve of expatriate adjustment (shown in Figure 5). The development of psychological resilience and 
expatriate adjustment can be divided into four stages (shock, buffer, adjustment, and mastery). However, it is believed 
that the change range of the psychological resilience curve will be less than that of the expatriate adjustment curve. 
Because Garmezy, Werner32 believe that psychological resilience is one of the traits of individuals, and the change will 
not be too significant in a short period. These will be confirmed by longitudinal research in the future. Furthermore, 
according to our interviews with some international project managers, they said that “We will grow up after every 
emergency and deal with it better next time.” We assume that among some expatriates who are developing and growing, 
they have a strong ability to summarize and adapt themselves. Their psychological resilience curve may show an upward 
spiral trend.

Managerial Implications
The findings of this study point out that the individual psychological resilience of expatriates has a positive impact on 
expatriate adjustment, as well as the internal and external factors that affect the psychological resilience of expatriates. 
The research results provide some basis for managers to carry out expatriate management. First, managers can take the 
level of individual psychological resilience as one of the criteria for selecting expatriates. For example, employees with 
a high level of individual psychological resilience are the first selection for assignment. Second, the research results 
provide paths for managers to help expatriates adapt to overseas assignments. The development of psychological 
resilience is divided into different stages, corresponding to the expatriate adjustment stage. Managers can formulate 
help countermeasures according to the adjustment stage and psychological resilience development stage of expatriates. 
For example, before and at the beginning of the assignment, organize the expatriates to study the host country’s politics, 
culture, customs, and laws to reduce the impact of cultural differences first. In the second step, parent companies provide 
enough organizational support for expatriates, help their families at home solve problems, and reduce the impact of 
cultural differences from the outside. In the third step, it is necessary to do an excellent job in expatriates’ intervention 
and guidance. For example, the assistance of psychologists and the organization of psychological counseling activities. 
Finally, when the state of expatriate adjustment is relatively stable, the managers can give more encouragement and adopt 
affirmation measures to stabilize the individual’s psychological resilience level in daily work.

U-curve Adjustment (Revised)

U-curve Psychological Resilience

Time

Shock Buffer Adjustment Mastery

High 

Low 

Figure 5 Stages of resilience development and expatriate adjustment.
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Limitations and Future Research
Some limitations and future directions in this research are worth mentioning. First, this study adopted cross-sectional data for 
model verification. The expatriate adjustment and psychological resilience development are dynamic processes; thus, it is 
necessary to conduct longitudinal research to verify the changing curve in the future. Haslberger5 suggested the dairy method 
as feasible, considering the complexity of adjustment longitudinal studies. Second, this model is an individual-level hypoth-
esis. However, international assignments are mainly based on teamwork. So, more factors at team and organization levels 
affect psychological resilience, and expatriate adjustment should be considered. Lastly, this research used a Chinese sample 
for research in this paper. However, the research object has certain representativeness and research value in the construction 
industry. More samples will be collected from different cultural backgrounds to verify and modify the process model.

Conclusion
This paper constructs and verifies a framework of expatriate adjustment based on the perspective of psychological 
resilience. It is found that the development process of psychological resilience is coordinated with the process of 
expatriate adjustment, which verifies that expatriate adjustment is a kind of psychological adjustment. This research 
puts forward a new perspective on expatriate adjustment research and extends psychological resilience research to 
expatriates. According to the results, the multifactor of expatriate adjustment is clarified into four stages. This provides 
evidence for managers’ selection of constructs (eg, availability of support, emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, active 
coping style, and psychological resilience) that should be targeted in expatriate adjustment improvement. Meanwhile, the 
managers could carry out management strategies according to the different stages of the expatriate. In the end, this paper 
puts forward the U-curve hypothesis of psychological resilience development for future research.
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