
OVERCOMING INTERCULTURAL  
ADAPTATIONAL CHALLENGES 
How Korean and Canadian self-initiated expatriates  
cope in their new workplaces

        any expatriates consider 
        the compelling reasons to 
        relocate to another country – 
the cultural adjustment challenges, 
unique experiences, new friendships 
and opportunities for growth. But do 
these expectations match their reality? 

Dr. Rene Arseneault, Assistant 
Professor in Human Resource 
Management at the Hill and Levene 
Schools of Business, conducted 
a study to find out what cultural 
adaptational challenges self-initiated 
expatriates (SIEs) from two culturally 
diverse groups experienced working 
in each other’s countries. SIEs are 
employees who are not assigned to 
another country by an organization 
but have instead chosen to move to 
another country to work and live on 
their own. 

Arseneault focused on South Korean 
and Canadian SIEs working in each 
other’s societies. He specifically 
conducted interviews with 15 
Canadian SIEs working in Korea, 
and with 12 Korean SIEs working 
in Canada. The SIEs experienced 
noticeably different challenges in 
their respective countries in terms of 
hierarchy, communications, and social 
expectations.

In terms of hierarchy, Canadian 
SIEs in Korea expressed frustration 
because work culture in Korea does 

not allow for a free flow of ideas. 
They felt they were being silenced 
or that their constructive feedback 
was ignored by their managers. 
Conversely, Korean SIEs in Canada 
were used to direct orders from their 
supervisors and found that a higher 
amount of job ambiguity made their 
work experiences more challenging.

Both groups also reported 
communication challenges. Although 
Koreans speak English with much 
higher proficiency than Canadian SIEs 
speak Korean, Korean SIEs reported 
a lack of respect for their English 
language skills in the workplace. Co-
workers clearly became ‘frustrated’ 
throughout communication episodes, 
making Korean SIEs uncomfortable 
with small talk. Canadian SIEs, by 
comparison, felt that their managers 
were poor communicators, not 
because of any language barriers, 
but because they failed to adequately 
articulate job expectations and duties, 
often in an untimely manner, leaving 
them feeling manipulated into doing 
extra work. 

In terms of social expectations, 
Canadian SIEs felt pressure to 
participate in group activities, usually 
outside of work. For example, Koreans 
practice “Hway-shik”, a mandatory 
dinner outing for employees where 
the manager purchases food and 

drinks for everyone. Although 
Canadians appreciated efforts to 
increase social engagement, they were 
used to these types of activities being 
optional. While Canadians complained 
about mandatory social activities, 
Korean SIEs experienced the opposite. 
They missed the sense of community, 
team chemistry, and consideration for 
fellow employees that these types of 
activities created. 

Each group of SIEs were asked how 
their foreign managers could make 
better accommodations for them. 
Canadian SIEs indicated that better 
communication of expectations and 
a platform to express opinions would 
help them, while Korean SIEs felt 
that their co-workers having greater 
compassion for English as a second 
language speakers would help them. 
These findings suggest that the 
intercultural adjustment challenges 
of Canadian and Korean SIEs 
experiences when working in each 
other’s societies are different from 
each other and that the best method 
for management to address these 
challenges is to develop a customized 
approach for these employees. 
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