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Person-Environment Fit and Emotional Control: Assigned Expatriates vs. Self-Initiated 

Expatriates 

 

Studies exploring the difference of assigned expatriates (AEs) and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) have 

recently started to emerge. However, so far few results have been connected to theory developed in this 

area. In the current study, we use responses from 324 business expatriates in China and take departure in 

the two elements of the person-environment fit theory, supplementary fit and complementary fit. We use 

the supplementary fit element of this theory to explain why emotional control (low dispositional anger and 

high self-control) increases performance and satisfaction in China. We rely on the complementary element 

of person-environment fit theory for understanding why this effect may vary between AEs and SIEs. Our 

argument is that as opposed to SIEs, AEs could add contact and knowledge from the parent company to 

the local organization thus complementing it. Our findings, with regard to supplementary fit, show that 

self-control has a positive association with both job performance and job satisfaction while trait anger has 

a negative effect on job satisfaction. In relation to complementary fit, also as expected, we found a 

buffering moderation effect of being AE, meaning that the negative effect of their trait anger on job 

satisfaction was diminished for this group. 

 

Keywords:  personality, assigned expatriates, emotions, self-initiated expatriates, anger, self-control, 

person-environment fit. 

 

Introduction 

For several years, the expatriation literature has focused on expatriates as a homogenous group sent 

from a parent company (Peltokorpi & Froese, 2009). However, recently, scholars have started to 

look also at different types of expatriates such as expatriate NGOs (Fee & Gray, 2012), expatriate 

academics (Jonasson, Lauring, Selmer, & Trembath, 2017), foreign executives in local 



2 

 

organizations (Arp, Hutchings, & Smith, 2013), public expatriates (Selmer & Fenner, 2009), 

flexpatriates (Mayerhofer, Müller, & Schmidt, 2010), and inpatriates (Moeller, Maley, Harvey, & 

Kiessling, 2016). The greatest interest, however, has been directed toward the growing group of 

self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) that relocate on their own initiative without the support of a parent 

organization (Selmer & Lauring, 2010; Tharenou, 2013). 

 

This interest has led to a rapidly growing number of academic publications on SIEs and how they 

can be distinguished from assigned expatriates (AEs) (Cerdin & Selmer, 2014; Tharenou, 2013). 

The academic focus on SIEs is driven not only by the fact that international assignments are 

expected to continue to increase in the coming years (GRTS, 2013; van Erp, van der Zee, Giebels, 

& van Duijn, 2014), but also by SIEs now being more numerous than AEs (65% vs. 35%) (Doherty, 

Dickmann, & Mills, 2011). 

 

There is, however, not only scholarly attention on the growing group of SIEs. A corporate interest 

is driven by SIEs being accessible from the host country and being relatively inexpensive, not 

requiring an expatriate compensation package (Andresen, Bergdolt, & Margenfeld, 2012a; Banai 

& Harry, 2004; McKenna & Richardson, 2007; Tharenou & Harvey, 2006). Moreover, the pool of 

headquarter nationals willing to expatriate has been argued to be shrinking due mostly to dual 

career issues (Tharenou, 2013). Still, for some types of job roles, SIEs are less qualified than AEs. 

For example, because of their parent company experience, AEs are superior in implementing firm 

strategy, transferring HQ corporate culture or information (Tan & Mahoney, 2003; Tharenou, 

2013; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010). Hence, organizations may not be able to substitute all AEs 

with SIEs. 
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In this article we aim to first assess the supplementary person-environment fit of personal 

characteristics in a specific local context. Secondly, we explore if there could be differences 

between AEs and SIEs indicating a complementary fit. To test the two elements of person 

environment fit theory on AEs and SIEs, we have chosen to focus on the People’s Republic of 

China (henceforth, China). This is for several reasons. With its current population of 1.3 billion 

China is one of the world’s fastest growing economies with a large and increasing group of middle-

class consumers. This, according to Tung (2016) makes the country vital for those with an interest 

in doing business internationally. In consequence, China has also become one of the top 

destinations for international assignments (Zhang & Harzing, 2016). However, in terms of 

language and culture, China deviates substantially from many other countries – not least the ones 

in the OECD where most SIEs and AEs in China originate (cf. Peng, Lu, Shenkar, & Wang, 2001; 

Selmer, Lauring, & Feng, 2009). This also makes China one of the most challenging destinations, 

with the highest failure rate in the world (Brookfield, 2014). Finally, in China, organizational 

position, such as AE or SIE status, has been argued to have great significance (cf. Takahashi, Ishikawa, 

& Kanai, 2012). The Chinese context is therefore relevant and useful for the purpose of this study. 

 

As a collectivist country, China is known for the emphasis on conformity to societal rules 

(Bodycott & Lai, 2012). This is a reason for emotional self-regulation being perceived as 

essential for the individual’s functioning in the group (Chen, et al., 2015). Lacking self-control 

and display of strong emotions can be at odds with the maintenance of interdependent social 

interaction (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In this regard, Zhou, Eisenberg, and Wang (2004) 

maintain that self-focused emotions, such as anger, motivate individuals to eliminate the threat to 
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the sense of self and to assert the self’s independence. This, however, is seen as harmful to the 

collectivity of the social unit. Similarly, Kitayama, Mesquita, and Karasawa (2006) argue that 

anger as a socially disengaging emotion is particularly problematic because it can be destructive 

for the social harmony of the group. The specific importance of anger (negative) and self-control 

(positive) in Chinese culture has led to a number of studies focusing on those two particular traits 

when comparing Chinese and Western populations (e.g. Liew, Kwok, Chang, Chang, & Yeh, 

2014; Mauss, Butler, Roberts, & Chu, 2010; Zhou, et al., 2004; Zhou, Lengua, & Wang, 2009). 

 

While emotional control is highly important in a Chinese context it may also have important 

general implications for expatriation. Emotional control has been described as the “gatekeeper 

skill” in intercultural adjustment (Matsumoto, et al., 2003). This is because it gives individuals 

more time to engage in critical thinking about causes of differences and miscommunication 

instead of acting directly on their emotions (Gullekson & Dumaisnil, 2016). In this regard it has 

been argued that expatriates need to regulate their emotional displays according to what is 

appropriate in the local culture (Firth, Chen, Kirkman, & Kim, 2014). If rules for emotional 

display in the host country vary much from what the expatriate is used to, additional emotional 

labor will be required for the expatriate to succeed (Haslberger, Brewster, & Hippler, 2013). In 

this line of thinking existing literature has connected emotional control to expatriate performance 

and wellbeing (Stahl & Caligiuri, 2005). Hence, emotional control is important for expatriates 

and in particular when relocating to China. We therefore explore the role of trait anger and self-

control that could have a great effect on expatriates’ performance and wellbeing in China. 

Moreover, we investigate differences between AEs and SIEs in relation to the outcome of their 

emotional control. We use job performance and job satisfaction as dependent variables since they 
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have been described as key outcomes in the person-environment fit theory (Patsfall & Feimer, 

1985). This model uses information about the relation of the desires and abilities of the person to 

the supplies and demands of the environment to predict an outcome (e.g., satisfaction or 

performance). Satisfaction is achieved when there is a good fit between the desires of the 

individual and the supplies of the organization. Performance, one the other hand, relies on a fit 

between personal abilities and environmental demands (Tinsley, 2000). To a high extent, desires 

and abilities can be determined by the individual’s personal characteristics (Buss, 1991). 

 

This research endeavor is important for several reasons. Although existing studies has established 

that self-control and trait anger have profound effects on performance and well-being in other 

samples (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004), and are known to be central to the role of 

management in East Asia (Bond, 1993; Wang, Karns, & Meredith, 2003), they have only been 

scantly investigated in relation to expatriates before. This is a crucial omission because we cannot 

necessarily assume that specific personal characteristics function similarly for expatriates as for 

locals. In this regard, Gullekson and Dumaisnil (2016) state that emotions has received little 

attention in expatriate research. According to them, more research is needed on emotional 

behavior of expatriates in relation to that of the host culture. Finally, assessing how the two 

different expatriate categories moderate the relation between personality traits and work 

outcomes could reveal yet uncovered variations in the work life of AEs and SIEs that may be 

essential for both theory development and practice. 

 

Conceptualization and theory 
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Self-initiated expatriates 

Being an SIE in general refers to expatriates who are hired individually on a contractual basis and 

are thus not transferred overseas by a parent organization (Andresen, Bergdolt, & Margenfeld, 

2012b; Lee, 2005). In other words, SIEs take jobs in a foreign country, often with no planned time 

period, and with the legal employment decision made by a new work contract partner (Inkson & 

Myers, 2003; Tharenou, 2010). Hence, SIEs independently cross both country and organizational 

boundaries to seek work in a new organization that recruits them directly (Andresen, et al., 2012a; 

Tharenou, 2013; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010). Because SIEs have no initial support from a home 

organization they are placed in what Shaffer, Harrison, Gregersen, Black, and Ferzandi (2006) label 

a ‘weak situation’. Under such circumstances, it is argued that personal characteristics, such as 

emotional control, play a particularly important role as there is no external support network. 

 

Personal characteristics: Trait anger and self-control 

Anger can be defined as a negatively toned emotion subjectively experienced as an aroused state 

of antagonism towards someone or something perceived to be the source of an aversive event 

(Owen, 2011). Anger is commonly experienced and therefore regarded as one of the basic human 

emotions. It can vary in intensity from mild annoyance or aggravation to fury and rage (Averill, 

1982; Plutchik, 2002). Approximately one in ten people have been found to experience difficulty 

controlling their anger (Owen, 2011). Trait anger has been shown to be firmly established in one’s 

personality in adulthood (Deffenbacher, Richards, Filetti, & Lynch, 2005). As such, it is argued to 

be an enduring disposition that predisposes individuals to experience the same environmental anger 

triggers but with a more intense, enduring, and aroused state anger than individuals low in trait 

anger (Dear, Watt, & Dockerill, 2003; Quinn, Rollock, & Vrana, 2014). 



7 

 

 

Self-control has been argued to be one of the most historically efficient means of ensuring that 

social and moral order are sustained (Harter, 1983). However, individuals are not equally good at 

managing their lives, holding their tempers, keeping their diets, persevering at work, fulfilling 

their promises, saving money, stopping after a couple of drinks, or keeping secrets (Tangney, et 

al., 2004). Self-control is generally viewed as a personality trait defined by the individual’s 

willpower to alter or override dominant response tendencies and to regulate behavior, thoughts, 

and emotions (Bandura, 1989; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Wang, et al., 2003). As such, self-

control emphasizes the importance of controlling immediate impulses and responses, interrupting 

undesired behavioral tendencies and refraining from acting on them (Logue, 1988). Self-control 

can also be perceived as a capacity to change and adapt the self so as to produce a better, more 

optimal fit between the self and the external world (Rothbaum, Weisz, & Snyder, 1982). Finally, 

it has been argued that self-control requires one to make decisions and to act in accordance with 

long-term rather than short-term orientations (de Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, Finkenauer, Stok, & 

Baumeister, 2012). 

 

Expatriate performance and satisfaction 

Among expatriate work outcomes job performance and job satisfaction are some of the most 

intensely explored (e.g. Selmer & Lauring, 2013; Selmer, Lauring, Normann, & Kubovcikova, 

2015). A reason for job performance and job satisfaction to be often used in combination is that 

work outcomes should be understood in terms of both evaluative and affective effects (cf. Ajzen, 

1991; Baeyens, Eelen, & van den Bergh, 1990). Job performance is an evaluative outcome that 

refers to the core technical duties of the job, also known as task performance or in-role 
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performance (Fisher, 2003). Job satisfaction is also a central result of the job but of affective 

character since it has been defined as the emotional state resulting from the evaluation of one’s 

job or job experience (Locke, 1976). Hence, in combination job performance and job satisfaction 

cover key aspects of expatriates’ day-to-day effort and wellbeing. 

 

Person-environment fit theory 

Person-environment fit theory predicts that a correspondence between a person and 

environmental dimensions will result in positive outcomes such as job performance (Greguras & 

Diefendorff, 2009) and job satisfaction (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005; Ostroff 

& Schulte, 2007). In this context, personal characteristics can be, e.g., personality or skills while 

environmental characteristics could include job role, cultural values, or characteristics of other 

organization members (Boon, den Hartog, Boselieb, & Paauweb, 2011; Edwards, 2008). 

 

An important and long-standing distinction in person-environment fit theory is that between 

supplementary and complementary fit (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). Supplementary fit 

operates under the similarity attraction paradigm (Byrne, Clore, & Worchel, 1966) suggesting 

that individuals can experience a fit with an organizational context if they possess characteristics 

and values that are comparable to those of other employees in the organization (Kristof-Brown & 

Guay, 2011). 

 

The second concept of person-environment fit theory is the complementary fit (Muchinsky & 

Monahan, 1987). This operates under the need fulfilment paradigm focusing on difference rather 

than similarity (Edwards, 1991). Complementary fit occurs, e.g., when a person’s characteristics 
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provide what is missing in an organization (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). For example, an 

employee may have skills or contacts that an organization requires (Chuang, Hsu, Wang, & 

Judge, 2015). As Muchinsky and Monahan (1987) argue, complementary fit can exist when “the 

weaknesses or needs of the environment are offset by the strength of the individual” (p. 271). In 

other words, if the individual holds characteristics that are rare but usable in the new context this 

can be perceived as a complementary fit. 

 

Although person-environment fit research has focused on many different individual 

characteristics, the personal characteristics has received much interest (Stevens & Ash, 2001). In 

this article we are specifically interested in trait anger and self-control that have a particularly 

high significance in an Asian context as central indicators of emotional control (Zhou, et al., 

2009). We will use the above outlined theoretical foundation to develop hypotheses concerning 

the fit of individuals with certain traits in China and we will examine how expatriate category 

(AE/SIE) may influence this relation. 

 

Hypotheses 

In order to establish a baseline, we first develop two sets of hypotheses concerning a 

supplementary fit between expatriates’ personal characteristics (trait anger and self-control) and 

job performance/satisfaction of both AEs and SIEs. The third set of hypotheses focus on the 

differences between AEs and SIEs. Here the complementary fit element of person-environment 

fit theory is applied. 

 

Supplementary fit: Emotional control and expatriate job performance/satisfaction 
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Supplementary fit indicates a similarity between the expatriate and the host country environment. 

In a Chinese context, this means that the expatriate needs to have good emotional control, e.g. 

low trait anger and high self-control. 

 

Angry personality or dispositional anger has been explored in very few empirical studies dealing 

with expatriates. Selmer, Lauring, Zhang, and Jonasson (2016) compared the temperament of 

different groups of expatriate CEOs and found that SIEs had a higher level of temperament than 

AEs. Some studies have also made theoretical arguments about anger and expatriation. For 

example, Haslberger, Brewster, and Hippler (2013) predict that high temperament in expatriates 

could enhance the negative relation between incorrect emotional display and reactions from the 

environment. Similarly, Dalton and Wilson (2000) argue that expatriate performance could be 

negatively related to an angry personality.   

 

While dispositional anger could be negative for expatriates, in general it may be even more so in 

China. Ahadi, Rothbart, and Ye (1993) argue that in China, impulsive behaviors are strongly 

discouraged, with special emphasis on aggressive behaviors, which are prohibited from early 

childhood. As such, members of collective cultures, such as those in China, are socialized to 

control emotional expression so that group harmony can be maintained (Markus & Kitayama, 

1991). This makes it more difficult for expatriates with high trait anger to function well in 

Chinese organizations (Law, Wong, Huang, & Li, 2008). In consequence, it will be more difficult 

to match individual desires with organizational supplies and to make personal abilities meet 

environmental demands (Tinsley, 2000). Hence, based on the above we formulate the first set of 

hypotheses. 
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Hypothesis 1a-b:  For both AEs and SIEs in China, there is a negative association between 

trait anger and a) job performance and b) job satisfaction.   

 

With regard to self-control, expatriates that are high in this trait have been found to be better able 

to adjust to external, situational factors thus being the right person in the right place at the right 

time (cf. Caligiuri & Day, 2000; Harrison, 2006). In a study on Canadian technical expatriates, 

Hawes and Kealey (1981) found self-control to be among the best predictors for adjustment. Self-

control in the form of emotional maturity has also been found to predict expatriate adjustment in 

several studies (e.g. Stein, 1966; Tung, 1981). 

 

As somewhat opposite of displayed anger, self-control is also perceived to be of particular 

importance in China. In Chinese culture, individual autonomy is often suppressed for the purpose 

of facilitating collective interests. ‘Zhi’ (restraint) and ‘keji’ (conquering one’s individuality) are, 

for example, mentioned to be highly desirable traits for a person to possess (Zhou, et al., 2009). 

In line with this, Zhou, Eisenberg, and Wang (2004) find empirical documentation for a direct 

effect between an individual’s self-control and the person’s adjustment and social competence in 

China. As a fitting trait, individuals with high self-control will be better able to meet the demands 

of the organization and match their own desires with what the local context can offer (Tinsley, 

2000). Hence, we hypothesize that expatriates with high self-control will have higher 

performance and satisfaction, not least in a Chinese context. 

 

Hypotheses 2a-b:  For both AEs and SIEs in China, there is a positive association between 
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self-control and a) job performance and b) job satisfaction. 

 

Complementary fit: AEs vs. SIEs 

While supplementary fit concerns the alignment of values and behavior between the person and 

the environment, complementary fit implicates that the person has something useful, novel, and 

different to offer to the environment. The newcomer thus fit because he or she is needed, not 

because of similarity. In other words, if the person can provide rare desirable characteristics in 

relation to the organization, this will compensate for insufficiencies in terms of supplementary fit. 

 

In line with the complementary fit approach, a number of studies have shown that individual 

differences (Edwards, 1991, 2008) and status characteristics (Dawis & Lofquist, 1984) can 

moderate the relation between person-environment fit and work outcomes. This is because 

distinct personal characteristics that are needed in the organization will lead to certain persons 

being included more readily in work activities (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). With regard to 

this, a number of studies have found that individuals holding a special or high status will be freer 

to express anger whereas ordinary organization members should show self-control (Tiedens, 

Ellsworth, & Mesquita, 2000). This effect was found to be even stronger in Asia compared to 

Western countries (Gullekson & Dumaisnil, 2016). 

 

In relation to international business, the successful management of most multinational 

corporations rests on their ability to act as a collective whole (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Bouquet, 

Morrison, & Birkinshaw, 2009). In this regard, AEs are known to play a pivotal role (Tarique, 

Schuler, & Gong, 2006). AEs can be instrumental in ensuring inter-unit integration (Edström & 
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Galbraith, 1977), HQ-subsidiary strategic alignment (cf. Tan & Mahoney, 2003), inter-unit 

knowledge sharing (cf. Ando, Rhee, & Park, 2008; Delios & Bjorkman, 2000), communication 

(cf. Paik & Sohn, 2004), and trust (cf. Barner-Rasmussen & Björkman, 2007). These specific 

objectives for AEs could give them a higher status in foreign organizations than SIEs simply 

because they can provide connections, communications, and understanding from the parent 

company (Arp, et al., 2013; cf. Marschan-Piekkari, Welch, & Welch, 1999; Tharenou, 2013). Put 

differently, since AEs have valuable HQ knowledge and contacts, they can have a unique, but 

important, role in a subsidiary compared to SIEs with little specific knowledge or contacts in the 

parent company. This type of complementary fit can compensate for lacking supplementary fit so 

that well-fitting traits will be less important in order for AEs to experience favorable work 

outcomes. Accordingly, we state the final set of hypotheses. 

 

Hypotheses 3: AE status compensates for the effect of personality traits – in the form of 

T) trait anger and S) self-control – on work outcomes – in the form of a) 

performance and b) job satisfaction – so that unfitting traits will be less 

problematic for AEs compared to SIEs. 

 

Method 

Target population and place of investigation 

In the current study, business expatriates residing in China were targeted as this was a suitable place 

to study the effect of traits indicating emotional control. The survey was developed to assess how 

contextual factors such as type of expatriation and status in the organization influenced the relation 

between stable personal characteristics and expatriate work outcomes. It was launched in 2014. 
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Screening questions were applied to only retain members of the targeted group. We asked whether 

the respondents were currently living in China and whether their nationality was different from that 

of the host country (indicating expatriate status). Moreover, the distinction between AEs and SIEs 

was determined by the direct question: “Was your current job (1) assigned to you by your parent 

country firm or another organization? or (2) acquired independently (self-initiated) or recruited by the 

host company?” 

 

Data collection 

A web-based survey software package was used to administer the questionnaire. To develop a 

database for launching our survey, we used information from various commercially available 

country lists of foreign businesses in China. From these documents we were able to identify names 

and e-mail addresses of foreign organization members. To ensure a broad sample, we also 

employed a number of student assistants to identify foreign employees in Chinese located 

organizations. This was done by using LinkedIn. From these sources a long list of names and e-

mail addresses for 1,702 business expatriates in China was created. After three e-mail reminders, 

351 responses were received amounting to a response rate of 20.6 per cent. Of these, 

324 respondents passed the screening questions indicating that they were all business expatriates 

residing in China. 

 

Sample 

For the purpose of testing hypotheses 3, the total sample of business expatriates in China was 

divided into two groups based on whether they were AEs (n=154) or SIEs (n=170). The remainder 

of the hypotheses was tested on the total sample.  
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The AEs had an average age of 45.32 years (SD=8.68). On average, they had spent 5.67 years in 

their host location in China (SD=4.75), they had spent 4.61 years in their current job (SD=3.10) 

and had worked abroad as an expatriate for 9.57 years (7.24), including their current job. A clear 

majority of the AEs were male (92.9%) and married (86.4%). Most of them had a top management 

position (85.1%) and a higher degree (55.3%). An overwhelming majority of the AEs were of non-

Asian nationality (97.4%). 

 

Among SIEs the average age was lower, 43.25 years (SD=9.84). On average, they had longer 

experience. They had spent 8.53 years in their host location in China (SD=4.99), had spent 5.63 

years in their current job (SD=4.59) and had worked abroad as an expatriate for 12.06 years 

(SD=7.04), including their current employment. Fewer were male (80.0%) and married (78.2%) 

among the SIEs. Fewer of them had a top management position (81.2%), but also a majority of the 

SIEs had a higher degree (56.2%). Again, an overwhelming majority of the SIEs had non-Asian 

nationalities (96.5%). 

 

Instrument 

Background variables were assessed as single direct questions to the respondents. Personality trait 

variables and work outcome variables were measured by established multi-item scales. 

 

Emotional control 

Trait anger in the form of angry reaction was gauged by a four-item, seven-point scale developed 

by Spielberger, et al. (1983). Response categories ranged from 1=“strongly disagree” to 
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7=“strongly agree” Sample item: “I feel annoyed when I am not given recognition for doing good 

work.” (alpha=.74). Self-control was assessed by a thirteen-item, five-point scale (Tangney, et al., 

2004). The scale was anchored at 1=”not at all” and 5=”very much”, sample item:” People would 

say that I have iron self-discipline.” (alpha=.85). 

 

Performance and satisfaction 

Job performance was measured by a four-item, seven-point scale by Earley (1987). Response 

categories ranged from (1)=“Poor” to (4)=“Neutral” to (7)=“Excellent”, sample item: “How would 

you rate the quality of your performance?” (alpha=.75). Job satisfaction was assessed by a four-item, 

seven-point scale by West et al. (1987). This scale ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly 

agree, sample item: ”I am satisfied with my job” (alpha=.75).  

 

Control Variables 

Work outcome variables may be affected through the learning-curve of the respondent, making a 

better result possible over time in the same job (Furnham & Bochner, 1986). Accordingly, this 

aspect was controlled for in the regression analyses. Time in current job in host location was 

estimated by a direct question to the respondents: “How long have you had your current job in the 

host location?”. Size of subsidiary was also controlled for. Major workplaces may provide more 

and different learning challenges than minor ones, or, alternatively, minor workplaces could offer 

more varied work with fewer people performing more wide-ranging and expansive roles. This 

variable was measured by a direct question: “How many employees work in your current 

workplace?”. Furthermore, the respondent’s marital status was included as a control variable as 

well because this has consistently been found to influence expatriates’ result of work (Selmer & 

Lauring, 2011). It was measured by the direct question: “Are you married?”. Finally, position level 
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was used to control for the status originating from one’s formal employment level. This was 

measured by the question: “What is your current position?” 

 

Data analysis techniques 

The hypotheses were tested by way of hierarchical regression analyses. To reduce the 

multicollinearity that can be associated with interactions, all variables of interest were standardized 

prior to the analysis. The estimated values of the variance inflation factor (VIF) ranged between 

1.03-1.13 with an average VIF of 1.06, indicating that the explanatory variables included in our 

models were essentially uncorrelated. The differences between SIEs and AEs were determined via 

the dummy variable organizational status (OS) where AE=0 and SIE=1. The interactions that 

emerged were plotted in the following way: one standard deviation above the mean as the high 

mean, and one standard deviation below the mean as the low mean (Aiken & West, 1991). We also 

tested whether the simple slopes were statistically significant. 

 

The cross-sectional self-reports of this study may have created common method variance (CMV). 

However, the general and automatic condemnation of cross-sectional self-report methods has been 

found exaggerated (cf. Crampton & Wagner, 1994; Lindell & Whitney, 2001; Spector, 2006). In the 

current study, crucially, the electronic questionnaire prevented respondents to go back to previous 

pages thus preventing any possibility of editing answers retrospectively. To further lessen the potential 

bias of CMV, a number of procedures were implemented. As usual, the anonymity and confidentiality 

of the respondents were assured. In addition, the items measuring work outcomes were placed at the 

middle of the questionnaire, and the items assessing the personality trait constructs were located at the 

end of the questionnaire. These design procedures may all have contributed to diminish effects of 

CMV (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). To investigate the potential for remaining 
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biases of CMV, Harman’s single factor test was applied (cf. Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Aulakh & 

Gencturk, 2000). Harman’s single factor test applies exploratory factor analysis to produce an un-

rotated factor solution. The exploratory factor analysis of the items, corresponding to all the variables 

of the study, resulted in a four-factor, un-rotated solution where none of the factors accounted for the 

majority of the covariance among the measures (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Moreover, the varying effect 

of the different personality traits in relation to the two work outcome variables does not indicate a 

strong influence from CMV. In addition, it has been argued that moderation effects, commensurate 

with the one we have found, also cannot be caused by CMV (Chang, van Witteloostuijn, & Eden, 

2010). Accordingly, we conclude that CMV was not an important problem for the main findings of 

this study. 

 

In addition, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) as a way of screening the construct 

validity of our study. The standard goodness-of-fit decision criteria reported the following estimates 

for our full measurement model: SRMR=0.072, RMSEA=0.071; 90% CI: 0.064-0.078; p 

(RMSEA0.05) = 0.000; CFI=0.816; TLI=0.795 (cf. Hu & Bentler, 1999). These indicated a 

moderately good fit of the data and denoted a notable improvement over the fit of the unrestricted 

model, where all dimensions were tested as if they represented a single factor: SRMR=0.121, 

RMSEA=0.121; 90% CI: 0.115-0.127; p (RMSEA0.05) = 0.000; CFI=0.459; TLI=0.410. Finally, 

further tests of the reliability of our construct revealed that while there may be some issues related to 

the convergent validity of our model (AVE = 0.41 on average), the reliability of the scales used was 

still relatively high (CR = 0.78 on average). 

 

Results 
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Sample means, standard deviations and zero-order Pearson correlations of all variables are 

provided in Table 1. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

Hypotheses were investigated via a series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses.  

Table 2 displays the results. The control variables were entered in Step 1. This did not result in 

any significant association with the criterion variables. In Step 2, the two personality trait 

variables were entered. Angry reaction had a negative association with job satisfaction (β=-.09; 

p<.10) and self-control had positive relationships with job performance (β=.21; p<.01) as well as 

job satisfaction (β=.12; p<.05). In Step 3, the moderator variable, organizational status, was 

entered. This did not result in any significant relationship with the criterion variables. In Step 4, 

the interaction terms were entered. Angry reaction x organizational status had a negative 

relationship with job satisfaction (β=-.14; p<.01). All F values were statistically significant, 

indicating a proper fit between the regression model and the data. 

 

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

To explore the character of the moderating relationships, the significant interactions were plotted 

in Figure 1. For the SIEs, angry reaction had a stronger negative association with job satisfaction 

than for the AEs, regardless of whether angry reaction was low or high. Tests of the simple slope 

indicated that the linkage between angry reaction and job satisfaction was significant, both when 

the organizational status variable was low (AE) (t=-2.97, p<.01) and high (SIE) (t=-3.60, p<.001).  

Insert Figure 1 about here 
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The results therefore provide support for H1b, H2a, H2b, H3Tb. The remaining hypotheses were 

not supported. 

 

Discussion 

Only few expatriate studies have engaged in exploring the role of person-environment fit (Nolan & 

Morley, 2014) and none of them have distinguished between AEs and SIEs. Moreover, as far as we 

know, no prior study has examined how organizational status in terms AEs vs SIEs can moderate 

relationships between personal characteristics and work outcomes. Accordingly, our study contributes 

to an underexplored area. This is not least because there is a great need to understand more about the 

rapidly growing group of SIEs and how they differ from AEs, who have traditionally been examined 

in this field (Tharenou, 2013). 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of emotional control (low anger and high 

self-control) on expatriate job performance and job satisfaction and to determine if the type of 

expatriation (AE or SIE) affected this relationship. We draw on person-environment fit theory 

(Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987) to argue that good emotional control will facilitate expatriate 

performance and wellbeing as this will allow the individual time to observe and adjust behavior 

to the local context. In China emotional control is particularly important as a central value in the 

Confucian tradition. Moreover, we argue that AEs would be freer to have a lower emotional 

control than SIEs because they, due to their connection to the parent company, hold a special 

status as well as needed knowledge and contacts. The empirical study generally confirmed our 

theoretical assumptions (see Figure 1).  
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Theoretical contributions 

Using the supplementary and the complementary elements of person-environment fit theory 

(Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987), this study offers a model for understanding how expatriates can 

fit to a new context in a supplementary as well as a complementary way depending on their 

personal characteristics and their status in the organization. Our findings show that emotional 

control, low anger and high self-control, is generally positive for expatriates. However, having 

high dispositional anger is less problematic for those expatriates that have relocated from the 

parent company compared to those who came on their own initiative. This could be because AOs 

can offer needed contacts and knowledge from the parent company to the subsidiary which make 

locals more accepting of their deviant emotional display. We thus extend the existing literature by 

providing a new model on the relation between different types of personal-environment fit that 

can affect expatriate performance and wellbeing in a new context. 

 

Contribution to expatriate studies on emotional control 

Although not empirically documented, anger has been theorized to have an unfavorable relation to 

expatriate performance (Haslberger, et al., 2013). That trait anger is generally negative for expatriates 

in China is not surprising as such results have also been found in Chinese domestic samples (Zhou, et 

al., 2004; Zhou, et al., 2009). In addition, many western studies also find trait anger to have negative 

consequences (Bodenhausen, Sheppard, & Kramer, 1994). However, recent studies have found 

constructive outcomes of voicing anger in Western populations (Davis, Woodman, & Callow, 2010). 

For example, Davis, Woodman, and Collow (2010) found that trait anger was positively associated 

with anger-derived performance enhancement among British students. We did not find any positive 

consequences of anger in our study. Rather, our results support the theoretical assumption that 
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dispositional anger is destructive for expatriates’ wellbeing in general and for expatriates in China in 

particular. However, the argument that there can be some positive aspects of anger in relation to 

performance may explain why we did not, as we expected, find a significant negative relation between 

trait anger and expatriate job performance. As a generally positive trait, not least in China (Zhou, et 

al., 2004), some studies have included self-control as a variable in expatriation research and shown its 

positive connection to adjustment (Caligiuri & Day, 2000; Harrison, 2006). Showing that trait anger 

is negative for expatriate job satisfaction, self-control is positive for expatriate performance, and 

satisfaction extends the existing literature on expatriate emotional control. 

 

Contribution to AE and SIE literature 

Empirical research has identified a number of differences between AEs and SIEs (Lauring & Selmer, 

2014; Peltokorpi & Froese, 2009; Suutari & Brewster, 2000). However, such differences have not yet 

been connected to any theoretical explanations. We found that the effect of angry reaction on job 

satisfaction was less damaging for AEs than for SIEs. In other words, if one has high dispositional 

anger, it is better to be an AE than a SIE. This can be explained by the complementary element in 

person-environment fit theory (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). To elaborate, since AEs could have a 

special status and something unique to offer local Chinese employees in terms of knowledge and 

contact to the parent company, this may complement potential insufficiencies in terms of 

supplementary personal fit – e.g. lacking emotional control. This finding is in line with the person-

environment fit theory and can be used to build a more complete theoretical framework for the 

meaning of expatriation type. However, as this is an exploratory study, more research is needed. 

 

While we predicted that expatriate status would moderate all four relations between the emotional 
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control variables and the work outcome variables, we only found a significant buffering effect on the 

trait anger and job satisfaction association. The unsupported moderation hypothesis connected to the 

anger-performance relation can be linked to the discussion on positive aspects of anger on 

performance in some situations. If trait anger can have positive as well as negative effects on 

performance, this could make it difficult to find conclusive results concerning a moderation effect 

(Davis, et al., 2010). However, we also did not find that expatriate type had an influence on any of the 

effects of self-control. While we cannot say for certain why this is the case, some studies have found 

anger to be more strongly connected to organizational status roles than self-control (Gullekson & 

Dumaisnil, 2016; Tiedens, et al., 2000). In other words, the status originating from HQ relations may 

have a stronger influence on the acceptance of high trait anger than of general lacking self-control. 

This may explain the missing support for hypotheses concerning self-control in relation to AE and 

SIE status. Another plausible explanation may be related to the motivation of AEs and SIEs. As SIEs 

relocate on their own initiative, their high motivation level may, in some situations, add to their 

functioning in the organization. This could make them just as able to match personal desires and 

abilities with organizational supplies and demands as AEs despite of not having relations to the parent 

organization. 

 

Limitations 

The current research has a number of potential shortcomings that could limit to what extent it may be 

generalized. All data were based on self-reports. For the two personality trait variables, nothing else 

may be practically possible since rating personality variables may be difficult for others. In 

addition, some of the work outcome variables may also be problematic to assess for others than the 

respondent in question since they refer to self-perceptions of job performance and job satisfaction. 
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However, for performance, peer ratings may have provided a more objective description although 

self-report performance measures have been found to be fairly accurate (Goffin & Gellaty, 2001). 

Still, when interpreting the results of the study, it is worth remembering that all variables of this 

research are based on self-rated, subjective assessments. Background variables were also self-

reported, but such information can be argued to have a factual character and may not pose a 

substantial problem in relation to subjectivity (cf. Brough, Johnson, Drummond, Pennisi, & Timms, 

2011). Also, the cultural context of China has been changing during the last few decades due to 

globalization and the accelerated participation of China in that process (Kühlmann & Hutchings, 

2010). This could indicate a development in the cultural values concerning the studied personality 

traits. However, some recent studies have indicated that ideals concerning anger and self-control 

are still very prominent among Chinese individuals (Bodycott & Lai, 2012). In addition, in this 

study we have focused on job performance and job satisfaction as dependent variables being key 

elements in the person-environment fit theory (Patsfall & Feimer, 1985). However, the relation 

between emotional control and other work outcomes, such as turnover intentions, affective 

commitment, and career advancement, could also be explored in future studies. Further, adding 

more variables focusing on mediating relations could potentially provide more explanation to how 

trait anger and self-control affect satisfaction and performance. Future studies could also look more 

into the role of individual motivation that could potentially explain the lack of support for some of 

our moderation hypotheses. Finally, using a longitudinal research design could improve the validity 

of the findings. However, longitudinal research faces other limitations such as low response rates 

(Ployhart & Vandenberg, 2010). This is not least true for an expatriate population with relatively 

short-term contracts. 
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Implications for Managers 

In terms of practical implications, our study shows that strong negative emotions need to be controlled 

at work in China. A way to confront this issue is to develop procedures to deal with individuals’ lack 

of self-control. The training of social skills, for example, has been found effective in reducing negative 

affective expressivity and other uncontrolled anger reactions (Edmondson, Conger, & Conger, 2007). 

Showing individuals with difficulties how to control their anger and how their affective cues influence 

others can have a positive effect on understanding what is communicated. Subsequently, interventions 

that focus on skills, such as controlling facial and postural expressions and word choice in situations 

with a high risk of provoking an anger reaction, can be used (Edmondson, et al., 2007). In the case of 

expatriates, this may involve asking a local boss for a raise or a different job role or asking an 

unadjusted spouse to change his or her perceptions or behavior. Our results also show that having 

fitting traits should be a greater concern in relation to SIEs than to AEs. 

 

Conclusions 

Based on the person-environment fit theory, this study showed trait anger to have unfavorable 

effects and self-control to have favorable effects on work outcomes. Moreover, based on the 

complementary fit element of person-environment fit theory, we hypothesized that AE status would 

compensate for unfitting personality traits. This hypothesis was supported for one relationship. 

Since there are still only few empirical studies on differences between AEs and the rapidly growing 

group of SIEs, the current investigation provides important new information. 
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Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson Correlations among the Variables 

 
 

    Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Job 
performance 5.85 .60 -1.00                 

2 Job satisfaction 5.81 .84 -.44*** -1.00         

3 Angry reaction 4.42 1.15 -.03 -.14* -1.00        

4 Self-control 3.71 .60 -.33*** -.18** -.08 -1.00       

5 
Organizational 
status (AE/SIE) 

a 
.53 .50 ---.11 -.09 .04 ---.21** -1.00      

6 
Time in current 
job in host  
location b 

5.15 3.98 -.06 -.03 -.17** -.03 .13* -1.00     

7 Size of 
subsidiary c 567.57 3165.28 -.03 ----.03 -.04 -.04 --.13* -.06 -1.00 

 
  

8 Marital status d 1.18 .38 -.03 ---.04 .05 .01 -.11 --.07 --.06 -1.00   
9 Position level .58 .50 .05 .17** -.20** .15* -.05 .19** .02 -.11 1.00 

 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, 287≤n≤324. 
a AE=0, SIE=1 
b  Years 
c Number of employees 
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d Married=1, not married=2 



 
Table 2: Results of Regressions for Personality Traits on Work Outcomes Moderated  

by Organizational Status (AE/SIE).a 
 

 
  Work outcomes 
  Job Performance Job Satisfaction 
  β β 
Step 1: Controls     
   Time in Current Job in Host Location -.07* -.13 
   Size of Subsidiary -.01 -.00 
   Position level .04 .15*** 
   Marital Status -.00 -.05 
R² .02 .06 
F 1.54*** 4.33*** 
      

Step 2: Personality traits     
   Angry Reaction (AR) .03 -.09* 
   Self-Control (SC) .21*** .12** 
ΔR² .11 .03 
R² .13 0.09 
ΔF 17.09*** 5.27*** 
F 18.63*** 9.60** 
      

Step 3: Moderator     
   Organizational Status (OS) -.02 -.04 
ΔR² .00 .00 
R² .13 .09 
ΔF .22 .24 
F 18.85*** 9.84*** 
      

Step 4: Interactions     
   AR x OS -.02 -.14*** 
   SC x OS .01 .00 
ΔR² .00 .03 
R² .13 .12 
ΔF .20 4.45** 
F 19.05*** 14.29*** 
VIF value, highest 1.13 1.13 

 
a All standardized regression coefficients are from the last model of the analyses. 
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001; two-tailed; n=287 
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Figure 1: Moderation of the Effect of Angry Reaction on Job Satisfaction by Organizational 
Status (AE/SIE). 
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Appendix 1. Applied scales:  
 
Angry reaction (Spielberg et al. 1983) 
It makes me infuriated when I do a good job and get poor evaluation 
It makes me furious when I am criticized in front of others 
I feel annoyed when I am not given recognition for doing good work 
I get angry when I am slowed down by others’ mistakes 
 
Self-control (Tangney et al. 2004) 
I am good at resisting temptation 
I have a hard time breaking bad habits (R) 
I am lazy (R) 
I say inappropriate things (R) 
I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun (R) 
I refuse things that are bad for me 
I wish I had more self-discipline (R) 
People would say that I have iron self- discipline 
Pleasure and fun sometimes keep me from getting work done (R) 
I have trouble concentrating (R) 
I am able to work effectively toward long-term goals 
Sometimes I can’t stop myself from doing something, even if I know it is wrong (R) 
I often act without thinking through all the alternatives (R) 
 
Job performance (Earley 1987) 
How would you rate your overall performance? 
How would you rate your ability to get along with others? 
How would you rate your ability to get required assignments completed on time? 
How would you rate the quality of your performance? 
 
Job satisfaction (West et al. 1987) 
I am satisfied with my job 
I am satisfied with my performance 
I enjoy working with my co-workers 
My efforts are appreciated 
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Appendix 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis  

Table 3: Comparison of Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results Estimated through 
Structural Equation Modeling  

Model χ2 (df) RMSEA SRMR AIC BIC CFI TLI 
Full 
measurement 660.88*** 

0.071 0.072 19407.474 19703.892 0.816 0.795 
(4 factors) (269) 
Model A 922.63*** 

0.091 0.093 19663.230 19948.670 0.694 0.663 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model B 1060.00*** 

0.100 0.127 19800.600 20086.040 0.630 0.592 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model C 960.42*** 

0.094 0.110 19701.014 19986.453 0.677 0.643 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model D 954.40*** 

0.093 0.097 19695.001 19980.441 0.679 0.646 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model E 943.31*** 

0.093 0.100 19683.909 19969.349 0.685 0.652 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model F 753.98*** 

0.079 0.077 19494.577 19780.017 0.774 0.750 
(3 factors) (272) 
Model G 1212.39*** 

0.109 0.113 19948.991 20227.112 0.559 0.517 
(2 factors) (274) 
Model H 1195.33*** 

0.108 0.115 19931.932 20210.053 0.567 0.526 
(2 factors) (274) 
Model I 1010.64*** 

0.097 0.097 19747.240 20025.361 0.654 0.621 
(2 factors) (274) 
Model J 1173.88*** 

0.107 0.106 19910.482 20188.603 0.577 0.537 
(2 factors) (274) 
Model K 1425.78*** 

0.121 0.121 20160.373 20434.834 0.459 0.410 
(1 factor) (275) 

 
Notes: Based on a total of 287 observations. Model A: Angry Reaction and Self-Control 
combined into 1 factor. Model B: Angry Reaction and Job Performance combined into 1 factor. 
Model C: Angry Reaction and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. Model D: Self-Control 
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and Job Performance combined into 1 factor. Model E: Self-Control and Job Satisfaction 
combined into 1 factor. Model F: Job performance and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. 
Model G: Angry Reaction, Self-Control and Job Performance combined into 1 factor. Model H: 
Angry Reaction, Self-Control and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. Model I: Angry 
Reaction, Job Performance and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. Model J: Self-Control, 
Job Performance and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. Model K: Angry Reaction, Self-
Control, Job Performance and Job Satisfaction combined into 1 factor. 
*** = p< 0.001 
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Appendix 3. Further Reliability Analysis  

Table 4: Composite reliability of scales and average variance extracted 

Applied scale Number of items 
in scale 

Composite reliability Average variance 
extracted 

Angry reaction 4 0.746 0.432 
Self-control 13 0.846 0.303 
Job performance 4 0.772 0.472 
Job satisfaction 4 0.756 0.437 
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