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Abstract: The workforce of growing globalization has led to a large number of expatriate employees
working overseas for short term employment. An expatriate assignment is strongly correlated with a
variety of difficulties that affect expatriates’ adjustment abroad. Therefore, the aim of this article is:
(1) to determine the challenges encountered by Chinese expatriates in Pakistan and (2) to determine
the role of cross-cultural training for a successful international assignment. The paper adopts a
qualitative approach by conducting semi-structured interviews; the interviews were conducted
with 22 males and eight females, forming a total of 30 Chinese employees with the average age
of 34.5 years, working in different Chinese organizations in Pakistan in 2018. The findings of this
study revealed that the most significant challenges faced by Chinese expatriates in Pakistan were
cultural differences and language barriers in both work and non-work factors, whereas, those Chinese
expatriates who were trained through formal and informal learning techniques could facilitate their
cross-cultural adjustment.

Keywords: cross-cultural adjustment; cross-cultural training (CCT); challenges; Chinese expatriates;
formal and informal learning

1. Introduction

Sustainability and culture have been widely discussed, but to date they have rarely been combined.
The concepts of ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ persist in policy and research despite
the criticism and skepticism that they have been facing, as a result of uncertainties, since the concept of
‘sustainability’ was first introduced. “Culture” is also widely debated across scientific disciplines and
policy areas, and is attracting attention as its own aspect of the sustainability debate [1,2]. This also
raises awareness of the fact that the protection and promotion of cultural diversity is vital to universal
human rights, fundamental freedoms and ensuring ecological and genetic diversity. This opinion
is based on the view that sustainable development can only be achieved if there is consistency and
reconciliation between cultural diversity and environmental responsibility and economic viability.
The past few years have reflected the increasing investment by China in various countries around
the world [3,4]. This has led to a large number of Chinese expatriates moving around the globe [5,6].
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The 2013 Belt and Road Initiative is one of China’s significant global investments [7]. This initiative
focuses on territorial connectivity and economic development and covers a wide range of countries
from China to South East Asia, East Africa, West Asia, Greece, Venice, and then Rotterdam [8]. Since the
initiation of the Belt and Road Initiative, a big proportion of Chinese firms and expatriates have shifted
to Pakistan [5], and adjusted to Pakistan’s work and non- work spheres.

In the cross-cultural literature, expatriate adjustment has been a dominant research area [9–14].
According to Black, et al. [15], expatriates face many challenges linked to living and working abroad
during their tasks. The resulting difficulties in adjusting to these settings resulted in a lively debate
about how to improve effectiveness in the host country and decrease an expatriate assignment’s
failure. Black and Stephen suggested that expatriates are considered adjusted to the host culture if they
experience comfort and psychological satisfaction and a lack of distress on three aspects of expatriate
adjustment, i.e., general, interaction, and work adjustment [16].

In a foreign cultural climate, expatriates switch to working and living overseas [17], and as a
result, expatriates are suffering from cultural shock, differences in working standards, loneliness,
home-sickness, diverse healthcare systems, a different education system, a diverse culture and language,
and food and other living expenses. Expatriates encounter difficulties linked to their work as well
as social transitions; if these issues are unresolved, then the expatriates may get depressed, and their
professional life will be affected, with a diverse impact on their overseas performance [18].

Cross-cultural adjustment is a method of adapting to the needs of foreign cultural environment
which means altering views and belief systems according to the foreign culture. According to Neuliep
James [19], because of diverse cultural values and unexpected conditions and principles, expatriates
will become confused and anxious. As expatriates move to the host country and encounter the host
culture, their beliefs, norms, and values are dependent on their home country’s culture. Expatriates
may encounter culture shock because the host culture and their own culture are completely diverse.
This is a psychological process where expatriates experience uncertainty, depression, nervousness,
homesickness and anger, and feel harassed [20].

Expatriates also encounter work pressure and insecurity in overseas tasks due to diverse cultural
norms, language, and perceptions of acceptable actions [21]. Grundey [22] argues that, for a successful
international assignment, cross-cultural training (hereafter CCT) efficiency is significant, as specific
CCT may minimize the cultural shock and psychological stress, which often determines the expatriates’
failure. The successful CCT may assist expatriates in becoming familiar with the host country’s
culture, laws, regulations, work culture, and other features, hence facilitating expatriates’ cross-cultural
adjustment while working abroad.

Our study contributes to two major aspects of the literature. Firstly, the study explores the
challenges experienced by Chinese expatriates while adjusting to Pakistan’s work and non-work
environment. Secondly, the literature shows that the skill of adjusting to diverse cultures is one of
the essential aspects of a foreign assignment. Thus, CCT performs a significant role. The primary
objectives of CCT methods are to help understand the significance of culture to expatriate employees
and to make them aware of cultural diversity, as well as explaining the beneficial role of CCT in the
expatriates’ adjustment and minimizing cultural shock [23].

The aim of this study is to explore the factors that affect Chinese expatriates’ adjustment, and,
particularly, to determine the challenges faced by Chinese expatriates during international assignment
in Pakistan. Further, the study is interested in finding out how to mitigate challenges while on foreign
assignments; for instance, the role of cross-cultural training in expatriates’ adjustment.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Expatriate Cross-Cultural Adjustment

In the literature on cross-cultural adjustment, a differentiation was made between socio-cultural
adjustment and psychological adjustment [24,25]. Although conceptually interconnected, socio-cultural
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adjustment is linked to the capacity to “fit in” or communicate successfully with representatives
of the host country [26], whereas psychological adjustment relates to the psychological well-being
or happiness of a person in their new social and cultural environment. The idea of psychological
adjustment includes a problem-oriented interpretation of the transition method, based on attitudinal
variables [27,28].

The idea of becoming an expatriate seems attractive, but most people struggle to adjust to their
new environment. Expatriates will be isolated in the host country if they have contact with a limited
amount of host nationals, and this will be exacerbated if the host language is not spoken well. This will
be carefully observed, because an expatriate who doesn’t like his or her international task will start
searching for work abroad. In contrast, numerous scholars have described the degree of psychological
satisfaction of an individual with certain aspects of their new environment [29–31].

According to Black [32], adjustment can be defined in three dimensions: (1) the expatriate’s degree
of comfort with his or her working domain is referred to as work adjustment, (2) the expatriate’s degree
of comfort with his or her social interaction with host citizens is referred to as interaction adjustment,
and (3) the expatriate’s degree of comfort with the host country’s cultural surrounding is referred to as
general adjustment.

2.2. Challenges in Cross-Cultural Adjustment

The research literature is gradually realizing that overseas employment can be a stressful and
exhausting activity and that psychological assistance in the foreign country will relieve the anxiety of
expatriates and enhance their initial adjustment [33,34].

Expatriates working abroad will have adjustment issues in general as to how to interact with
host nationals and the foreign working atmosphere. In the available literature focused on expatriates,
it’s also a struggle to work and live in diverse cultural settings, therefore it’s not strange that the lack
of cultural understanding and language skills, and the challenges of adjusting to the host culture,
are significant factors leading to the failure of expatriates [35,36]. Therefore, it is essential for expatriates
to know about the host culture, become conscious of cultural differences, and have expertise in
cross-cultural interactions, so that they will be able to adapt to the foreign culture and conduct a
productive international task.

Nevertheless, an increasing amount of studies have shown that expatriates are inefficient in
host countries [37,38] and outline the problems for expatriates when working in the diverse cultural
environment [5,11,39,40]. To analyze the expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment, mainly focusing on
“work factors” using powerful approaches [41,42], the importance of working dynamics was limited to
understanding the consequences of task clarification for expatriates [11]. There was also a need to
recognize “non-work” factors [12,43,44].

While several past studies have highlighted the different approaches used for both work and
non-work spheres of expatriates [45,46]. Parhizgar [45] states that social networks of expatriates in
abroad are particularly essential in both work and non-work domains, as these networks will assist the
expats in learning about the country’s rules, regulations, and culture in a more realistic way, and guides
them with essential knowledge about the host culture standards, customs, and how to resolve any
hurdles and difficulties which may impede their progress.

Several other scholars have mentioned in their studies that expats’ positional discrepancies also
perform an important role in work domains, for instance, top level management expats were usually
engaged in organizational decision-making, and therefore, the clarification of position will not be as
essential to them as middle and low-level management [47].

2.3. Facilitating Expatriate Cross-Cultural Adjustment

In the context of an expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment, the researchers have identified that
CCT is the most effective method to help with expatriates’ adjustment abroad [48,49]. CCT gives
expatriates the opportunity to learn different things. It equips them with the knowledge needed
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to identify, understand and act on different cultural nuances, overcome any difficulties they might
experience, develop meaningful and beneficial relationships with other people, and cope with any
pressures and stressors they may experience [50]. CCT aims at educating a person of one culture to
communicate successfully with a person of other cultures and help them to easily adapt to their new
role [51,52].

2.4. Cross-Cultural Training (CCT)

Expatriate CCT has been crucial. The scholars acknowledged that CCT performs a key role in
expatriates’ effective foreign adjustment [53]. In addition, CCT is often described as a method aimed
at increasing the capacity of individuals to manage and function properly abroad [54]. Black and
Mendenhall [55] stated that CCT has been introduced as a way to facilitate successful cross-cultural
relationships. Training strengthens the cultural attitude of expatriates and allows them to realize their
environment abroad [56]. Caligiuri, et al. [57] pointed out that CCT was intended to help employees
feel confident living and working abroad and it will also strengthen their adjustment and improve
their ability to recognize and understand different cultural backgrounds. Through the implementation
of adequate planning, such as offering CCT to these expatriates prior to a foreign assignment most
challenges will be minimized or avoided.

According to Deal [58], CCT will minimize the culture shock and the impacts and shocks that
individuals feel subsequent to confronting a new culture. Due to CCT, expatriates encounter less
cultural shock and adjust quickly in the host country as compared to those expatriates without CCT [23].
Mondy and Noe [59], suggested that different kinds of pre-departure and CCTs involving host country
language, culture, living standards, and cultural norms will help expatriates to adjust easily in the
host environment. CCT performs a key role in expatriate’s successful foreign assignment. As a result,
this training is aimed at advancing the expatriates’ awareness of the host culture and making them
familiar with cultural differences.

2.5. Formal and Informal Learning

The literature on cross-cultural training (CCT) suggested that expatriates will learn in two ways
(i.e., formal learning and informal learning). CCT has been recognized as an essential method of
promoting the learning and improvement of the skills that expats need to work effectively abroad [60,61].
Most of the past studies argue that pre-departure training is very effective, but this training can
performed in foreign countries as well [62]. A short time period of pre-departure training will not
entirely perpare expatriates for the difficulties they may encounter while on foreign assignment,
and then training should begin after settling in the host country [62]. Sims and Schraeder [63] narrated
that post-arrival training is extremely useful in minimizing culture shock and cross-cultural adjustment
challenges in host country. As a result, these will contribute to facilitating the expatriates’ basic
needs, such as legal issues, children’s education system, and other common guidelines on performing
fundamental things in the host country [64].

Tissot, [65] describes “Formal learning” as the typical learning offered by a company or training
agency. These firms provide training programs for expatriates before they take on an international
task (in which they assume their responsibilities for a global project before heading to that country).
Brewster and Pickard [66] reported in their study that about half of European companies provide
their employees with formal cross-cultural training prior to departure on international assignments.
Ghafoor and Khan [67] have conducted a study regarding Asian companies; they also offer training to
their employees before sending them on foreign tasks.

Informal learning is regarded as a continuous mechanism, in which information, behavior,
knowledge, and experience is learned. This can be deliberate or accidental, and the creation of
strategies and innovations is promoted. We are living in a digital environment that provides us with
unlimited resources for informal learning. Informal learning is sought from life and work experiences
through working professionals and peers through internet use, guidance, and technical networks,



Sustainability 2020, 12, 1327 5 of 16

etc. Furthermore, these informal training techniques are mostly organized by expatriates themselves,
although sometimes the company offers such informal training to them [66]. Several approaches and
resources are used for informal learning. Bear, et al. [68] argues that the majority of expatriates use
internet technologies as a source of informal learning to acquire information about the host county and
its culture, for example, YouTube, Google, Facebook, Whatsapp, Wechat.

Informal learning is also gained through everyday work and social activities. Sambrook [69]
argues that informal learning occurs in the working environment through evaluation, practicing and
so on, instead of through taking part in a formal training class while working. For instance, informal
learning may take place through staff meetings, client relations, coaching, peer-to-peer conversations,
and exploring new work [70,71].

3. Methodology

Past studies on expatriate adjustment focused on quantitative methods [9,43,72]. Although some
have also used qualitative methods [40,73], according to Birkinshaw, et al. [74] and Yin [75], qualitative
methodologies offer the ability to better understand adjustment strategies across cultures; therefore,
“qualitative techniques” have been used in this research to comprehensively analyze the cycle of
Chinese expatriates’ adjustment.

In this study, we gathered data via semi-structured interviews from Chinese expatriates working
in various Chinese firms in Pakistan in 2018. Selmer [14] argued that these qualitative techniques may
help the scholar to resolve “language barriers” while collecting data and also help Chinese expatriates
to comprehend the research question by answering their concerns. The study follows two specific
approaches consisting of “narrative analysis” that were incorporated into the study model [76,77],
and this technique was used in order to make the interviewees confidently express their experiences in
the interview [75].

3.1. The Study Configurations

As we mentioned previously, the focus of this study is Chinese expatriates who have worked in
various Chinese firms in Pakistan. Most of these Chinese firms are situated in Islamabad (capital of
Pakistan) owing to stringent security protocols [78,79]. These companies operate in various domains and
the majority of these companies are operating in the energy, infrastructure, construction, manufacturing,
engineering, petroleum, telecommunications, and IT fields.

In order to expand the sample, a “snowballing sampling technique” was used to access the
respondents, because this technique is especially effective in qualitative research [80]. This included
asking every participant whether someone they know would be helpful in this project and the author
would also interview those participants [81]. This sampling approach has proved effective in past
studies in this domain [82,83].

3.2. The Participants

In order to make the collected data richer and more systematic and informative, three main
selection criteria have been implemented, thereby leading to an in-depth analysis and interpretation of
the subject explored in this research:

• The participants have at least one year of work experience in Pakistan;
• Participants must be working in Chinese firms in Pakistan;
• Participants have the ability to speak English, as the interviews were performed in English.

The study comprised 22 males and eight females. The participants’ average age was 34.5 years
old, whereas the average working tenure was 2.8 years in Pakistan. Table 1 offers information about
the interviewees and the length of the interviews.
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Table 1. Participants Information.

Identity of
Participants Working Sector Participants

Age

Working
Experience

(Years)

Interview
Length

(minutes)

Transcribed
Words

Participant 1 Telecommunication 29 1.5 30 1328
Participant 2 Telecommunication 30 3 15 718
Participant 3 Telecommunication 34 2 18 1173
Participant 4 Telecommunication 36 2 20 1132
Participant 5 Telecommunication 31 2.5 17 1257
Participant 6 Telecommunication 37 4 24 1406
Participant 7 Telecommunication 35 3 19 1224
Participant 8 Telecommunication 29 2 21 1146
Participant 9 Telecommunication 30 2 16 1009

Participant 10 Telecommunication 31 1 15 773
Participant F11 Telecommunication 33 3 18 896
Participant 12 Telecommunication 30 2 19 1097
Participant 13 Telecommunication 35 2.5 20 1152
Participant 14 Manufacturing 34 1.5 22 1473
Participant 15 Manufacturing 38 2 17 1991
Participant 16 Manufacturing 33 1 19 872
Participant 17 Manufacturing 45 10 23 865
Participant 18 Manufacturing 39 4 25 1320
Participant 19 Manufacturing 42 3 21 1102
Participant20 Manufacturing 37 4 17 801
Participant 21 Manufacturing 43 8 24 1029
Participant 22 Manufacturing 36 3 25 1352

Participant F23 Telecommunication 39 5 19 1190
Participant 24 Telecommunication 28 1.5 23 1274

Participant F25 Telecommunication 29 1 26 1018
Participant 26 Telecommunication 33 2.5 17 933
Participant 27 Manufacturing 40 2 19 1090
Participant 28 Manufacturing 37 3 20 1101

Participant F29 Manufacturing 32 1 19 802
Participant F30 Telecommunication 30 1 23 985

Total Values 1035 84 611 33,509

3.3. The Interview Phase

To find the best possible responses to the research questions on Chinese expatriate’s experiences,
the primary focus of the interviews was determining the aspects that will impact Chinese expats’
adaptation. The challenges they encounter during their stay in Pakistan both in work and non-work
spheres were particularly focused on, as well as how cross-cultural training will help to minimize
these challenges.

The findings in Phase 1 of the interviews show that, while staying in Pakistan, Chinese expats
face various challenges linked to their work and non-work spheres. Therefore, the guidelines for the
interview were improved. In Phase 2 interviews with Chinese expats in order to understand CCT’s
role in their cross-cultural adjustment, the discussions intended to get information regarding Chinese
expat encounters. Questions were structured to provide a convenient atmosphere for respondents in
answering and, therefore, to contribute to “solid explanations” instead of just surface descriptions [84].
For this reason, the semi-structured interview questions were related to two main criteria. The first
part contains the questions related to their experiences of challenges regarding “work factors and
non-work factors” (e.g., what kind of challenges/problems are faced). The second part contains the
facilitation provided for these challenges (i.e., cross-cultural training).

As for cross-cultural adjustment, the questions centered on what the Chinese expatriates viewed as
being most difficult while engaging in cross-cultural activities and how well they adapted, mentally and
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behaviorally, to work and life overseas [15]. The researchers also ask questions as to whether or not the
firm offered cross-cultural training to them or whether they self-directed their cross-cultural adjustment.

3.4. The Procedure of Data Collection

The semi-structured technique was used for data collection. The interviews were conducted with
30 Chinese employees who are working in various Chinese firms in Pakistan. Further, these semi-structured
interviews were conduct by a team of three members. Most interviews were performed in firms, while some
were in various Islamabad restaurants. The interviews lasted for about 15–30 min.

Initially, to inform the participants about the project specifics, an email was generated and sent,
whereas the remaining participants were informed by their Pakistani work peers. To conserve the
privacy of respondents, the interviewers recorded all the interviews after collecting information.
In order to maintain factual findings, the interviews have been transcribed precisely. In addition,
the participants also endorsed an agreement to participate in the interview process in the research [46].

3.5. The Procedure of Data Analysis

In this study, we analyzed data by using “MAXQDA 18,” taking a five-stage procedure into
effect [75]. Qualitative data analysis will be illustrated in five steps, i.e., compiling, disassembling,
reassembling, interpreting, and concluding [85]. In the first step, searching for concrete responses
concerning the research involves compilation of the data in a workable manner. Compilation may
involve transcribing; after that, a researcher will feasibly have access to the data. In different cases,
where data have been transcribed through interviews or focus groups, then researchers would
recommend transcription by themselves [86]. The second step contains disassembling data; it includes
sorting and creating accurate categories. This will also include a coding process in which raw data
is transformed into meaningful information by defining themes and ideas that are linked to one
another [86].The third step involves reassembling the data, in which the meaning assigned for each
code and category, are created with an emphasis on the theme creation [87]. The fourth step involves
the investigator drawing analytical conclusions through data identified as codes and as themes [85].
In the final step, every study will begin with a logical research question and respond to this question;
it could simply be that the query has moved slightly during the process of data analysis [88].

Before interviewing, the “Thematic analysis” coding framework was used through a literature
review and then modified by a systematic review of transcripts and codes [89]. Finally, Figure 1
presents the final version of the hierarchical coding framework. This section analyzes the framework of
hierarchical coding, in which the analysis in each sub-heading outlines the results in each main category,
and Flick [84] “narrative arrays” shows the participant’s quotations (1). To preserve respondents’
privacy, a code that distinguishes male and female participants covers each quote. Thus, “Participant 1”
represents participant number 1, and “Participant F” represents “female”, as shown in Table 1.

Figure 1. Final Coding structure.
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4. Results

The results of the study are discussed in two main areas. In the first part, the results have been
presented as the challenges faced by Chinese expats in their adjustment in Pakistan, especially the
challenges related to the “work factors and non-work factors” of Chinese expatriates. The second part
explains the effectiveness of CCT in the cross-cultural adjustment of Chinese expatriates, specifically
elaborating the way in which Chinese expats facilitate their adjustment (i.e., formal learning and
informal learning).

4.1. Cross-Cultural Adjustment Challenges in Pakistan

During foreign assignments, expatriates encounter several difficulties and issues. To determine the
obstacles of Chinese expats in Pakistan, researchers asked questions about two dimensions (i.e., work
factors and non-work factors). The following segment illustrated the importance of these two factors.
Some statements are shown in Table 2 in these two sections.

Table 2. Work factors.

Themes Quotations on Themes

Different time
perceptions

“I think Chinese rules are different, we work according to the rules in China, we work
on time, and people are not working on time in Pakistan, and they don’t know

about this” (Participant 1)
“Time management is a big challenge in Pakistan, they aren’t on time, and another
issue is like when you call him to meet once you reach the location, then they told

you that we are not available. So why you didn’t tell us early, this is also a
big concern” (Participant 28)

“When we call for meeting at 09:00 in Pakistan that means it will begin at 09:30, but in
China, if the meeting calls on 09:00, then it means 09:00” (Participant F25)

“Our Pakistani colleagues are on time, when we have daily meetings or monthly
meetings they are punctual. But sometimes when we have meetings with our clients

and they don’t come on time but I think it’s just because of their social life”
(Participant 6)

Work style differences
“There are many differences between Chinese and Pakistani workers. The main

reason for the different work styles due to cultural diversity” (Participant20)
“Chinese people are very hardworking and they goal oriented people, they always
complete their projects on time because they highly skilled, while on the other side
Pakistani workforce still don’t have capacity, skills like Chinese people have. So the
work difference is just because of Pakistan workforce is less technology oriented as

compared to Chinese work force” (Participant14)
“Chinese people are more loyal to their work and assignments, they give more

priority to their work, while on the other side Pakistan people orientation is different,
they give more priority to other things such as families, gatherings, etc. So in my

point of view, these are work style differences as compared to Chinese people”
(Participant F30)

“It’s a little hard to start a business here due to different way of work and cultural
diversity” (Participant F23)

4.1.1. Work Factors

Findings have identified two main hurdles faced by Chinese expatriates in their working
environment in Pakistan (i.e., different time perceptions and work-style differences), and these are
the most important challenges they faced while working in Pakistan. A large number of Chinese
expatriates mentioned poor time-keeping in their interviews regarding their Pakistani colleagues.
More than 18 participants said that people in Pakistan delay tasks and spend more time on social
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activities and interaction with people in the working domain, and therefore take more time to finish
their assignments.

The second hurdle in the work factor is work-style differences. Working in a diverse environment
and different cultures will create these hurdles because of differences in norms, ethics, and values in
the working environment. A large majority of respondents highlighted concerns regarding work-style
differences. This hurdle was commented on by more than 15 respondents; due to differences in both
business and culture, they face these obstacles in Pakistan. Some exemplary quotations of Chinese
expats are shown in Table 2.

4.1.2. Non-Work Factors

The results regarding Chinese expatriate’s non-work factors highlighted two main hurdles during
their stay in Pakistan (i.e., language barrier and cultural differences). These are the major concerns
for Chinese expats in Pakistan. Language was mentioned as a barrier by more than 20 respondents
in their interviews. Most of the Chinese expatriates said in their interviews that language issues are
confronted when they interact with the local people of Pakistan. Many said in their responses that,
in their organizations, they don’t face language issues because almost everyone can speak English
very well.

“Cultural differences” was the second hurdle in the adjustment of Chinese expats in Pakistan.
A majority of respondents highlighted that culture is a very sensitive topic in every country, so they
have to be very careful regarding Pakistan’s culture. This obstacle was commented on by more than
18 respondents: in Pakistan, the majority of peoples are Muslims; many things are prohibited in
Pakistan; and they must respect the local culture here. Some exemplary quotations of Chinese expats
are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Non-work factors.

Themes Quotations on Themes

Language barrier
“Most of the Pakistani people can speak English, while most of them can’t speak

English. They speak their national language Urdu, and for Chinese people, it’s very
difficult to understand” (Participant 22)

“One day, we go out for a survey, there is a market named “Supermarket” where most
of the people can’t speak English, and we can’t communicate with them, and we face

communication problems over there” (Participant 6)
“Language is the first barrier while adjusting to Pakistan’s working environment,

and as a foreigner, I think we need to take time to study how Pakistani people think”
(Participant 5)

“Language is a challenge for Chinese people because here some people speak English,
some people speak Urdu, and you know that Chinese people don’t use English in

China, they use Chinese to communicate. So first here we should learn English,
and then we should learn Urdu” (Participant 3)

Cultural differences
“I keep a distance from some people, as they are more spiritual and their culture,

religion, and behaviors are different. So sometimes I feel uncomfortable with them”
(Participant 26)

“It’s not easy for women to communicate or interact with local people in Pakistan due
to cultural differences, and there are also some obstacles within the organization at the
beginning. Yet we interact comfortably with our colleagues, but I was very hard to

communicate with them in the initial stages when I came to Pakistan” (Participant F23)
“We have so many differences, such as Muslims who do not eat pork, and culture is

different, such as food culture and Muslim culture” (Participant 18)
“People of Pakistan offering prayer five times a day, because of their culture and
religion. As you know Chinese people don’t have any religion, so it’s difficult to

understand and sometimes feel uncomfortable” (Participant F11)
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4.2. Cross-Cultural Training Facilitates Cross-Cultural Adjustment

The world is globalizing; individuals are living and working globally in diverse cultural
environments from their homelands. Therefore, cross-cultural training intends to make expatriates feel
confident in foreign assignments. In addition, this training will improve their adjustment and increase
their knowledge and appreciation from different points of view. In the following section, findings have
been presented in two areas (i.e., the formal learning and informal learning of Chinese expatriates).

4.2.1. Formal Learning

The findings on formal learning highlighted the techniques used for the success of expatriates in a
host country (i.e., pre-departure training). Formal learning is mostly offered by the organization or a
training institute. This aims to assist in successful adaption to working and living in a host country,
and, most importantly, the host country’s culture. The participants who conducted the pre-departure
training commented that the training helps them adjust to Pakistan’s working and living environment
and also provided recommendations on how to act or behave in these environments. Some exemplary
quotations of Chinese expats are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Formal learning.

Themes Quotations on Themes

Pre-departure training
“We took one-week training in China because you know that there are different
cultures in China and Pakistan. More than 90% of the peoples are Muslims in

Pakistan, so before that, we didn’t meet with Muslim friends and Muslim families,
and we learned a lot about Muslim culture and Pakistan culture from them”

(Participant 3)
“When we go to any foreign country for employment, the company will offer

training to us, and the most important topic of training is to respect the culture,
even though you don’t understand the culture, you have to respect the culture”

(Participant 5)
“I took the cross-cultural training, and it helps me a lot to understand the host

country culture and host country people” (Participant 27)
“Actually me and my Chinese fellow we came from a big company of China,

so before we came here there is a whole set of training you see how fluently I speak
English, this is just because of training, and the other thing you need to respect the
host culture and to respect everyone that’s the most important thing the rest of this

you have to be here” (Participant 15)

4.2.2. Informal Learning

In a modern and globalized world, where technology enables people to gain knowledge in
different ways, informal learning is gaining an extremely important role. Results regarding informal
learning highlighted “searching online.” A variety of techniques are used for informal learning, but,
in the digital age, a well-known technique that most people use to become aware of what is happening
in the world is internet technology. Most of the respondents commented that they use the internet as a
tool to gather information about Pakistan and the people of Pakistan. Some exemplary quotations of
Chinese expats are shown in Table 5.
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Table 5. Informal learning.

Themes Quotations on Themes

Searching online
“I can search online by myself and do not take orientation or cross-cultural training

before visiting Pakistan” (Participant 1)
“I didn’t take any specific cross-cultural training. I only get information from the internet

regarding Pakistan. Pakistan is an Islamic country, the culture is different, so here we
must be careful because different people have different perceptions. Different

understanding telling me that we cannot shake hands with any woman, so we have to be
careful about this kind of difference” (Participant 6)

“No I didn’t take any cross-cultural training, but the only way to get the information
about Pakistan is from internet, and I learned a lot about Pakistan from the Internet”

(Participant 16)
“No I just search on internet about Pakistan, and I also know the relationship of Pakistan

and China and their brotherhood relationships” (ParticipantF25)

5. Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to highlight the challenges faced by Chinese expatriates
during their cross-cultural adjustment in Pakistan, and how to facilitate their cross-cultural adjustment.

In the expatriate literature, scholars have illustrated that expatriates in the host countries face
different sorts of issues in their adjustment [5,9,39,40]. The study elaborated on two-dimensional
problems (i.e., work factors and non-work factors). Our findings clearly show that Chinese expatriates
are facing difficulties regarding the work environment in Pakistan (see Table 2). The main work-related
challenges for Chinese expats are “different time perceptions” and “work style differences.” Past studies
have also confirmed that Chinese expatriates face different challenges related to their work in Pakistan.
In addition, the main concern shown by the respondents is the delaying of tasks and working habits of
Pakistani people, resulting in obstacles in their adjustment [46].

The study also highlights challenges regarding Chinese expatriate’s non-works factors that affect
their adjustment in Pakistan (see Table 3). The major challenges are the “language barrier” and “cultural
differences” in Pakistan [46].

The second aim of this research to enhance the expatriates’ adjustment in the host country.
According to the literature, CCT is an effective method for aiding expatriates’ cross-cultural adjustment.
Furthermore, our study suggests that CCT is intended to help expatriates feel more useful in
international assignments [57]. Our study highlights the two methods that are used by expatriates to
acquire information and knowledge of the host country (i.e., formal learning and informal learning).
According to Tissot [90], formal learning programs are usually offered by companies or training
institutions; hence, we conclude that the pre-departure training method is a formal way of learning,
which is provided by the company prior to the departure of expatriates. The results show that Chinese
expatriates with pre-departure training have easily adjusted in Pakistan (see Table 3). Past studies
have also confirmed that this initial cross-cultural training provides basic information on the host
country, which is necessary for the immediate training of expatriates upon arrival at their intended
location. For instance, these training techniques may help expatriates to learn about cultural paradigms
and norms, the country’s business protocols, the dressing norms of that country, essential customs,
and basic knowledge of the language [91].

On the other hand, the study highlights the informal learning techniques of expatriates (shown as
Appendix A). In this study, these informal learning techniques are usually arranged by expatriates
themselves. Results regarding informal learning clearly show that Chinese expatriates use informal
ways of learning before coming to Pakistan. In the digital modern age, research conducted by Bear [68]
indicates that today’s expatriates mostly get essential knowledge of their host country by means of
informal learning using internet technologies (i.e., Google, Facebook, Whatsapp, Webchat, e-mail,
and blogs).
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6. Limitation and Directions for Future Research

There are several limitations to this research. First, our research is based on qualitative methods
and we collected data via semi-structured interviews of medium level management Chinese expats
performing their duties in distinct Chinese firms in Pakistan in 2018. We focused on English speaking
Chinese employees, which helped to recognize that their challenges, along with their adjustment,
varied with their experiences. In the future, scholars could conduct research not only on English
speaking Chinese expatriates but also non-English speaking Chinese; for instance, comparing their
adjustment process and recognizing their difficulties as compared to English speaking Chinese
expatriates. Our attention on expatriates at the medium level helped to develop comprehensive
knowledge of their adaptation, but the adaptation of expatriates employed at different levels and roles
differs. Therefore, future studies will conduct research which include different levels, for instance,
identifying their adaptation process and recognizing that their adaptation challenges varies according
to their different management levels.

Second, the numbers of Chinese expatriates are limited, and findings have demonstrated a positive
relation regarding CCT and expatriates’ adjustment. Thus, future research may investigate the finding
of this research by using quantitative methodologies.

Finally, the study is only limited to Chinese expatriates and we collected data from Chinese
expatriates only. Therefore, future research may focus on gathering data from Pakistani workers on
the assistance and facilitation provided to Chinese expatriates in Pakistan. Furthermore, this study
was limited to collecting data from only two industries, i.e., telecommunication and manufacturing.
Hence, future research can be conducted on other industries as well to broaden our understanding
about expatriates.

7. Conclusions

Based on a qualitative approach, it was found that difficulties are often encountered by Chinese
expatriates in cross-cultural transition periods. Expatriates’ adjustment challenges were linked to
their vulnerability in the diverse social, cultural, language, and working climate of the host country.
In addition, Baker and Ivancevich [92] suggested that by providing rigorous training to expatriates
before leaving the home country, they will be more prepared for the upcoming “culture shock”.
While Chinese firms extend their activities worldwide to different countries, covering Asian and
African regions, we suggest that organizations develop a series of CCT programs based on various
types of expatriates. We assume that CCT will contribute positively to both expatriation and the
entire firm. CCT will make expats feel more comfortable and adjust more easily, and provide a
fundamental understanding of the host country’s culture. Further, language skills are important for
expatriates’ to grasp the host country’s culture [93]. Therefore, organizations may offer language
training to expatriates for their successful international assignment, irrespective of where the training
takes place [94].

Author Contributions: M.N. contributed to the conceptualization, formal analysis, investigation, methodology,
writing of the original draft, and writing review and editing. All the other authors contributed to the formal
analysis, investigation, methodology, and writing review and editing. All authors have read and agreed to the
published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Q1. What is your perception about Pakistan?
Q2. How did you perceive Pakistan before visiting and now how do you see it?
Q3. How long you have been here?
Q4. What kind of problem did you face here in Pakistan?
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Q5. What are the key barriers while adjusting to work environment in Pakistan?
Q6. Did you take any cross cultural training before visiting Pakistan?
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