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ABSTRACT 

 

The U.S.-Mexico border region is unique in its social, legal, economic, political, and 

technological dynamics. Therefore, professionals moving from the interior of the U.S. or Mexico 

(or from other countries) into the borderland region experience cross-cultural adjustment issues 

similar to those of expatriates. A quasi-expatriating model that takes into consideration the 

domestic adjustment and international expatriate adjustment literature addresses the unique 

adjustment dimensions that professional individuals experience in the US-Mexico border region.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

ymmetric acculturation of people from a part of a country to another part is easy when compared to the 

adjustments of people to border areas of countries. An emergent and eminence situation is that of the 

United States and Mexico as it offers unique social, legal, economic, political, and technological (SLEPT) 

dynamic. Hence, the region is considered more dissimilar to the rest of the U.S. and Mexico (Alvarez, 1995). 

Because of its proximity to and influence from Mexico and the United States, professionals moving to this 

borderland region experience cross-cultural adjustment issues similar to those of expatriates. This paper reviews the 
uniqueness existing on the US-Mexico border and how a person moving to this region from either country would 

experience expatriation melancholy. It also outlines the existing literature on international and domestic adjustment. 

Finally, this paper introduces a framework of analysis based on domestic and international cross-cultural adjustment 

research to study the US-Mexico border culture. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

The US-Mexico border 

 

Acculturation into the status environment in the border areas offers unique SLEPT conditions emerging 

from the intersection of two or more border areas. For the United States and Mexico border regions, from 

observation, border population carry traits of both countries, yet distinctively unique in its own. These SLEPT 
conditions represent the dynamics of the adjoining states at play in a border region. Unlike other borderlands in the 

world, the US-Mexico border is one where first-world meets third-world. The Border States in both countries is 

arguably a representative of countries in other continents country national boundary and border influx movements. 

The region was and is indelibly shaped by its unique history and disparities of the two nation-states (Heyman, 1994). 

Given the SLEPT issues surrounding the region, more citizens from the US and Mexico migrate to the border region 

for employment in fields such as government and international business. Also, significant differentiation from its 

component nations entice people to move to the border region from the US or Mexico and find quite different 

cultural drivers. 
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Figure 1 

 

 

Hofstede (2001) maintains that the cultural dimensions between the US and Mexico are quite asymmetric. 

He suggest five dimensions about a country and its culture. These dimensions are power distance (PDI), 

individualism (IDV), masculinity (MAS), uncertainty avoidance (UAI), and long term orientation (LTO). In his 

model, the first four elements are ranked for both the US and Mexico. Within these four elements, only masculinity 

which is the distribution of roles between genders of a society is close in comparison. Where the United States score 

is 61 and Mexico‟s score is 69 as evident in figure 1. 

 

In the US, individualism ranks considerately higher than that of Mexico (US: 91, Mexico: 30, World 

Average: 55). In Hofstede‟s model, this is the highest ranking among categories for the US. Which equates to a 

more self-reliant populate and relatively loose bonds with others. The opposite is true about Mexico which has a low 
individualism ranking. Generally, a culture with this ranking would be more collective with a strong commitment to 

the “group.” Relationships and actions that foster relationship building such as loyalty would be paramount. 

 

The highest ranking for Mexico found in Hofstede‟s model is uncertainty avoidance (México: 82, US: 46, 

World Average: 64). Such a high ranking would equate to a society with a low tolerance for uncertainty. Society 

tries to implement strict laws and rules to avoid the unexpected. Given Hofstede‟s findings, Mexican society would 

tend be less likely to embrace change and very risk-adverse. In contrast, the US ranking is almost half that of 

Mexico. US society would, given their score, tend to have fewer rules and controls on outcomes. Such a society 

would have high tolerance to risk and embrace changes with little friction. 

 

Also, Mexico ranks high in power distance (Mexico: 81, US: 40, World Average: 55). Power distance, 

according to Hofstede, this equates to the level of inequality of wealth and power in the society and between its 
members, the „haves‟ versus the „have-nots‟. The US ranked at least half that of Mexico in the measure. This 

denotes more cooperation between individuals and organization of different power levels, hence shared governance.  

While Mexico scores double that of the US, it is important to note that this measure reflects the “culturally 

accepted” rather than the actual power difference. It would be unfair to say there is more or double the amount of 
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economic or social inequality in Mexcio as compared to the US. Also, it would be equally without basis to postulate 

that the US is more cooperative across social or economic strata. As noted by Hofstede, countries with strong 

religions such as Catholicism generally have high uncertainty avoidance and power distance ranking. 

 

International Adjustment 

 
As the world becomes more global, more attention and research has been given to study the adjustment 

process of expatriates. More than ever, international experience has become an important part of professional 

portfolios. However, what does define a successful international experience?   When professionals leave a familiar 

cultural and social surrounding, some may not perform well in the new environment with different norms and mores 

(Ryan & Twibell, 2000). Failure to adapt to the new environment has high financial and psychological implications. 

Inclusive to the already known costs is employee turnover (Tziner and Birati, 1996) . 

 

Some common themes or dimensions evolve after reviewing the literature on international adjustment. 

These themes: organizational process for selection, pre-departure training, previous cultural experience, individual 

skills for adjustment/adaption, and non-work related factors have been studied extensively by scholars like (Miles et 

al: 1978; Mendenhall and Oddou: 1981; Black 1988; Mendenhall et al: 1987; Boyacigiller 1990). Pre-departure 

factors like process for selection, pre-departure training, and previous cultural experience are foundation and toolset 
taken by expatriates to the host country. The post-departure factors of individual skills for adjustment or adaptation 

and non-work related skills become relevant as well for successful acculturation. 

 

First, the organization selects the candidate for the assignment. Candidate selection, while more evidence 

suggests otherwise, is primarily based on technical competence (Black, Hal, and Mark, 1992). Even though this 

attribute may be important for work success of a candidate, there are many more skills needed for the candidate to 

be successful in a foreign environment (Church, 1982). The literature reviewed does not reveal enough research on 

how and why candidates are selected outside of pure technical ability. 

 

Once the candidate has been selected by the organization, what occurs next? One may assume that the 

organization evaluates the candidate‟s non-technical abilities to adapt in the new environment (individual skills for 
adjustment/adaptation) and provides resources to assist in the adjustment process (training). While this would be 

perceived the best course of action, it is rarely done. According to Kealey and Protheroe (1996) studies show 

deficiencies in addressing the effectiveness of cross-cultural training. 

 

It is understandable that previous success in an environment would lend itself to future success in the same 

environment. This measure of success may be seen in the work environment, especially if the candidate is 

competent, but not necessarily in the overall measure of cross-cultural adjustment (Black, 1988). However, 

empirical evidence supports that a candidate needs accurate prior cultural experience or exposure for adjustment 

(Church, 1982). The candidate must go from being a tourist to someone who can function within the culture inside 

and outside the workplace. 

 

Empirical research in the area of individual skills needed for effectiveness and success in cross-cultural 
environments is vast (Van Oudenhoven and Van der Zee, 2002), (Tung, 1998), and (Ryan and Twibell, 2000). Most 

of this research focuses on two main themes: intrapersonal and interpersonal skills. An intrapersonal skill set relates 

to the emotional health of an individual. Aspects such as emotional stability, effective stress management, and open-

mindedness to new situations are all part of the intrapersonal skill set. In contrast, an interpersonal skill set looks at 

constructs such as cultural empathy, flexibility, social initiative, and savvyness. These skills allow a candidate to 

build and foster interpersonal relationships with host nationals and correctly perceive and evaluate the new 

environment. It would seem natural and logical that these two skill sets would make a candidate more successful. 

Indeed, an emotionally-stable, stress-free, technically competent person should naturally succeed. The existing 

literature offers guarded confirmation on how these variables interact on the success of expatriate adjustment. 

 

Since a candidate will not live entirely in the work environment, non-work related issues become relevant. 
Primarily, the candidate must adapt to the new culture in order to have success outside of the work environment. 

However, some individuals have more difficulty adapting to different cultures than others. This phenomenon is 
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known in the literature as cultural distance. Empirical studies show that the more culturally distant or different a host 

culture is to one‟s own, the more difficult the adjustment process. The adjustment period is also the most difficult in 

the first two years of an assignment (Torbion, 1982). Another important adjustment relates to the family of the 

expatriated professional. Spouses and family of the candidate may not have the above-mentioned skills to adjust to 

the host culture. The success or lack thereof for the family can affect work success of the candidate (Caligiuri et al, 

1998). 
  

Domestic Adjustment 

 

Ashford and Taylor (1990) maintain that the literature on domestic adjustment generally examines four 

areas of research: i) organizational socialization, ii) career transitions and sense-making, iii) work role transition, 

and iv) relocation issues. Along these lines, Black et al (1991) maintain that domestic adjustment focuses on the 

organizational socialization context rather than the environmental and cross-cultural ones. Hence, organizational 

socialization to a new employee is an important factor in their adjustment. On the other hand, Nicholson (1984) 

focuses on the roles placed on the employee by the organization and how the employee works to derive meaning. 

According to Fisher (1986), organizational socialization and employees‟ response to it can be categorized in three 

stages : anticipatory socialization, encounter stage, and role management. 

 
In the anticipatory socialization stage, individuals make anticipatory adjustments to the organization‟s 

culture via choice of the organization and formulation of expectations required by the organization. The encounter 

stage is denoted by the beginning of individuals‟ mastery of work tasks and inter-work relationships (Fisher, 1986). 

During this stage, expectations are confirmed and low role ambiguity develops. Lastly, in role management stage the 

individual naturally moves incrementally towards becoming a fully accepted member of the organization . 

 

Domestic adjustments typically do not involve significant changes to the non-working environment. A 

professional moving from Dallas to Washington D.C. would find culture, customs, language, and political contexts 

very familiar. While domestic adjustment literature share similar contexts to those found in international adjustment, 

it is quite possible that the variables involved may be unique and relationally different (Black et al, 1991).  

 
Louis (1980) considers that in career-transition and sense-making, one transitions roles within or between 

organizations. In his model, the important aspect is how one makes sense of the new experience. An individual looks 

for information to explain the unexpected. When an individual moves to new and/or unfamiliar role, there are 

aspects that cause confusion. In this confusion, one tries to make sense of the situation based on prior experiences, 

new information gleamed from contextual clues, and input from associates. 

 

Since relocation literatures discusses also a number of topics similar to the international adjustment 

literature. Therefore, the greater disruption to existing routines, the greater the uncertainty and longer time needed 

for uncertainty reduction. Aspects such as conflicts and differences, ambiguity or what is required and expected, and 

novelty or newness coupled with work environment may negatively impact adjustment (Brett, 1982).  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

An adjustment model for US and Mexican citizens migrating to the border region compels to make 

reference to both domestic and international adjustment models. A citizen moving to the border region would 

experience domestic adjustment issues such as relocation and change in work roles. These domestic changes would 

be complemented by the international aspect of the borderland region. Also, it may be that a person moving to this 

region would have significant contact with people and cultures of the other country. 

 

The literature in both domestic and international adjustment share many underlying themes. An important 

mutual theme is the moving of a person from an environment of familiarity to uncertainty. In this move, the person 

in both models of adjustment attempts to reduce the uncertainty. Once in the new environment, the successful 

individual continues to reduce uncertainty and discovers methods of acceptable behaviors and attitudes to further 
their success. 
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Figure 2 suggests an integrated model for adjustment. It presents a more tailored theoretical framework to 

the area of borderland movement or quasi-expatriation than the domestic or international expatriate being provided.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 
 
 

Pre-departure Adjustment 

 

Similar to anyone taking a trip, planning is the first step of the journey before the first mile is driven. A 

person must plan and prepare items to increase the chances of success in the foreign environment. In the pre-

departure adjustment, planning and preparation by both the individual and the organization is paramount. Two 

overarching dimensions are examined in pre-departure adjustment: individual and organizational aspect. 

 
In both the domestic and international adjustment literature, individual personality skills are considered an 

“in-country” or “in-residence” construct. The above model argues that this should be a pre-departure construct. It is 

important to the success of a candidate to have certain pre-existing personality characteristics before leaving for the 

quasi-expatriation experience. It is unlikely that these skills can be taught or learned while in the stress of a foreign 

environment. Primarily, the individual must possess certain skills outside of their technical abilities to perform a 

particular job. Professionals who emigrate to any foreign county have certain personality qualities that assist in 

adjustment (Van Oudenhoven and Van der Zee, 2002). Variables of the individual aspect can be further reduced to 

intrapersonal and interpersonal. 

 

The intrapersonal dimension of individual pre-departure adjustment focuses on skills and behaviors relates 

to emotional stability. It relates to the emotional health of a candidate and how they maintain that health. Key 
questions in testing this dimension would be the following: Does the candidate have effective stress management 

techniques? Are they relatively open-minded? How does the candidate rank on uncertainty avoidance? Preliminary 

thoughts based on the literature would suggest positive correlation between intrapersonal dimension variables and 

degree of adjustment (e.g. an emotional healthy individual with minimum uncertainty avoidance would tend to be 

more success at adjustment). 
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The interpersonal dimension examines constructs such as cultural empathy, flexibility, social initiative, and 

savvyness. It is necessary that a candidate has had a previously positive cross-cultural experience. More importantly, 

it would probably be preferable that the candidate have not previous cross-cultural experience rather than a negative 

one. This experience would manifest itself as a cultural empathy toward others. In relation to open-mindedness in 

the intrapersonal dimension the candidate must possess some degree of flexibility in the interpersonal dimension to 

adapt to situations. To attain interpersonal success and support, social initiative would prove important. Does the 
candidate initiate social contact with others? Not only is social contact and flexibility important, but it is also 

necessary to understand a degree of savvyness or perceptiveness. Can the candidate determine the actors and their 

roles in the foreign environment? 

 

Lastly, as part of the interpersonal dimension, the family/spouse environment should be examined. Most 

candidates will not live entirely at work nor will their spouse or children. It is important to examine the adjustment 

dynamic of the familiar relationships to determine if the members have successful skills for adjustment. Caligiuri 

(1998) suggests that success or lack thereof for the family can affect work success of the candidate.  

 

The organizational aspect is critical in the preparation of quasi-expatriation adjustment. Variables of this 

construct are candidate criteria, selection, and training. Most organizations rely solely on the technical competence 

of a candidate. While more research is needed, it would seem logical that the organization should invest time and 
energy to assess candidates beyond technical ability. What criteria should a candidate possess to be considered for 

relocation to the border region? What is and how thorough is the selection process? After the selection, what training 

and how much and content of is offered to the candidate with their family? 

 

An interesting exemption to this lack of vetting and training is the US Customs and Border Patrol (US-

CBP). Leamon (1999) noted that, 

 

Potential candidates undergo tests for logical reasoning and ability to learn languages. Furthermore, the US-CBP 

tests candidates for physical and emotion health. For example drug test, structured interview about various stressful 

job related situations) and performs a comprehensive background investigation. Additionally, the US-CBP applies a 

five-step process to screen potential candidates for a wide range of counterproductive behaviors. This later process 
focuses on the potential candidate’s conscientiousness, emotional maturity, initiative, integrity/honestly, judgment, 

sensitivity to other’s needs (empathy), and attitude toward use of force. Lastly, the potential candidate is given a 19-

week course to provide technical training (i.e. law enforcement, Spanish, border operations, firearms, driving, and 

physical training).The testing by the US-CBP parallels the organizational aspect dimension in candidate criteria, 

selection, and training. 

 

Borderland Adjustment 

 

Once the candidate is located in the border region, what aspects become important to their adjustment and 

success? The borderland adjustment in this model looks at two dimensions: organizational support and individual 

support. As part of organizational support, it is important how an organization socializes and supports its quasi-

expatriated employee. This contributes an important part in the employee‟s adjustment and success. According to 
literatures, a person in an unfamiliar environment looks for information to reduce uncertainty. The organization 

provides a basis and primary source of this information. According to Feldman (1976) and subsequently by Fisher 

(1986), during the first stages of work-role transition, the employee formulates expectations required by the 

organization and begins to master work tasks and develop inter-work relationships. Finally, the employee moves 

toward becoming a fully accepted member of the organization.  

 

Organizational culture and the cultural differences from one‟s former culture are an important factor of 

degree and time of adjustment. Part of the uncertainty in the new environment will undoubtedly come from the 

difference in cultures from one‟s past and current organization. The less dissimilar the cultures for an employee the 

easier the adjustment will be. External support is also an important factor. This aspect denotes how situations 

external to the individual and the organization support the adjustment process. As an individual experiences positive 
cultural and social experiences, the level of uncertainty and ambiguity reduces. This is the cultural experience of the 

individual. In the family/spouse adjustment, as noted in the international adjustment literature, the greater disruption 



Journal of Diversity Management – First Quarter 2011 Volume 6, Number 1 

© 2011 The Clute Institute  17 

to existing routines for family members, for example, new language, different social structures, the greater the 

uncertainty and longer time needed for uncertainty reduction. As also noted in the literature, success adjustment of 

the individual is correlated to that of the family.  

 

Degree of Adjustment 

 
As noted in Black (1988), the construct of adjustment is considered multifaceted. Adjustment tends to 

follow a “U-curve”. In the beginning, there is some novelty and excitement with the foreign experience. After some 

length of stay, professionals coping with adjustments and adaptation tend to experience varying degrees of cultural 

shock. Next, the adjustment phase begins leading finally into mastery. In figure 2, the degree of adjustment can be 

examined in two dimensions: work and general. Work adjustment measures level of adjustment to the foreign work 

environment. Organizational pre-departure factors such as candidate criteria and selection along with borderland 

organizational adjustment factors such as socialization would be correlated to work adjustment. Measures of this 

construct could include such items as organizational commitment, job satisfaction, intent to leave, and turnover.  

 

In contrast, general adjustment examines how well the individual adjusts to the environment mostly outside 

of work adjustment. The employee‟s pre-departure individual skills and the borderland external support would 

probably be more correlated to the general adjustment measure. The end result is that work and general adjustment 
success would not be isolated constructs as suggested in the literature.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The US-Mexico border region offers unique social, legal, economic, political, and technological dynamics. 

Professionals moving to this borderland region summarily experience cross-cultural adjustment issues similar to 

those of expatriates. The proposed model for quasi-expatriation addresses the unique adjustment dimensions a 

professional would experience based on domestic adjustment and international expatriate adjustment theories. One 

might expect a degree of generality for quasi-expatriates in any world border region. Nevertheless, the US-Mexico 

border quasi-expatriation is indeed unique and depends upon several relational factors on the two countries. There 

is, for instance, a great distance in the aspects of individualism, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance. This 
distance in ranking shows a significant cultural difference between both countries. 

 

Like most border regions, the US-Mexico border area suffers from having the right pool of professionals. 

Given the social, legal, economic, political, and technological issues surrounding the region, the lure of 

professionals are most daunting. Moreover, a preliminary testament of top managers in the regions affirms that 

professionals have a two year window, referring to the time it will take for some expatriates to leave or stay. 

Therefore, a better selection, preparation, and adjustment of quasi-expatriating employees to the border region are a 

must. The lack of adjustment and ensuing turnover for employees recruited from outside the region to work on 

organizations such as maquiladoras or export assembly plants, schools, universities, or government agencies has 

severe financial consequences.  

 

Future research along this framework could come in two ways. First is to quantitatively testing the 
components of the models at the three sections of the framework: Pre-Departure Adjustment, Borderland 

Adjustment, and Degree of Adjustment. The challenge to undertaking an empirical analysis of such would be the 

indicators a researcher can use as proxy for the three sections, the choice of statistical tool to use, and most 

importantly the availability of categorical and numerical data from organizations around. Second is to compare data 

on work retention, work transition, and work relocation of two or more organization. This would be a comparison of 

an inland US company, border region US company, and inland Mexico company if possible.  

 

An analysis of these companies in the three regions would reinforce the impetus and its application to 

border adjustment research. However, there should be caution on the unique social, legal, economic, political, and 

technological dimensions of the US-Mexico border region, since findings of such may not be best translated to other 

border areas of the world. Moreover, here, a first world meets a third world among border regions globally. 
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