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This study highlighted the strategic importance of Cross-Cultural
Training (CCT) in reducing expatriate failure and improving
adaptation outcomes for employees assigned abroad, particularly
within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Findings
emphasized that culturally prepared expatriates are more likely to
succeed in their roles, reducing costly early returns and ensuring
smoother integration in host cultures. The research suggested that
structured CCT programs especially those tailored to individual
and situational factors can enhance intercultural competencies and
long-term business performance. SMEs, often lacking formal CCT
policies, could benefit significantly from implementing even basic
pre-departure training to support global workforce mobility. These
insights could inform HR practices and policy development in
internationally operating SMEs.

Abstract

Despite extensive research on cross-cultural training (CCT), limited
attention has been given to how SMEs in developing economies
design and implement such practices.. This qualitative case study
investigated cross-cultural training (CCT) practices within a
Bangladeshi multinational SME engaged in expatriate assignments.
Using semi-structured interviews with one HR manager and three
expatriates, the study explored the nature, effectiveness and
perceptions of CCT initiatives. Findings revealed a lack of formal
CCT policies; however, informal mechanisms such as job shadowing,
local support and peer mentoring played a critical role in facilitating
cultural adjustment. Despite the absence of structured programs,
expatriate failure rates remained low, largely due to strategic
personnel selection and strong informal networks. Participants
highlighted the importance of experience-based learning, while also
expressing a need for more tailored and proactive CCT strategies.

This study underscored the practical value of informal training
in resource-constrained SMEs but identifies gaps in consistency,
scalability, and role-specific support. The study is informed by
expatriate adjustment theory and social learning theory to interpret
how informal learning mechanisms influence adaptation outcomes.
Future research should focus on developing adaptive, low-cost
CCT models suited for SMEs and explore long-term impacts
of informal versus formal training on expatriate success. These
insights contributed to bridging theoretical and practical divides in
expatriate management within the SME sector. The study contributes
to international HRM literature by demonstrating how informal
learning mechanisms can substitute for formal training in resource-
constrained SME environments.

Keywords: Cross-Cultural Training; Expatriate Management;
Global Business Adaptation; Intercultural Competence

Introduction

The increasing integration of global markets and advancements
in communication technology had dramatically transformed the
nature of international business [1, 2, 16]. Small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), traditionally confined to domestic operations,
are now entering the global stage, seeking to expand their market
reach and competitiveness. This transformation, while promising,
introduces a critical challenge: managing cross-cultural differences
in a global workforce. As companies grow internationally, the
redeployment of employees across borders commonly in the form of
expatriate assignments has become both a strategic necessity and a
complex organizational task [2, 3]. Operating effectively in a foreign
context demands more than technical or managerial expertise.
Cultural unfamiliarity often disrupts adaptation and performance,
with many expatriates experiencing psychological stress or cultural
shock, particularly in the early stages of relocation [4, 5]. Previous
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studies have also emphasized the importance of developing global
competencies through structured learning and training initiatives,
particularly in preparing individuals for international roles [3]. These
adjustment challenges frequently result in premature returns, or
"expatriate failure," which not only affect employee well-being but
also incur substantial costs for the employer [6, 7]. To mitigate such
risks, organizations increasingly rely on Cross-Cultural Training
(CCT) as a preparatory tool aimed at enhancing expatriate readiness,
adaptability and performance.

CCT is designed to facilitate effective adjustment by improving
intercultural competence an individual's ability to communicate
and operate effectively in culturally diverse settings [8, 9, 12].
Scholars have widely acknowledged the potential of CCT to reduce
turnover, enhance productivity and increase the likelihood of
successful expatriation. Moreover, it has been found to positively
influence cultural adaptability and communication [8, 9]. Despite
these advantages, there is no consensus on the effectiveness of CCT.
Some researchers argue that existing studies lack methodological
rigor or produce inconsistent results, thus questioning whether CCT
always contributes to positive outcomes [10, 11]. Concerns also exist
regarding the use of poorly structured CCT programs, which may
inadvertently reinforce stereotypes or hinder effective redeployment
[12].

As globalization continues to transform the corporate environment,
multinational corporations (MNCs) and increasingly, small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) depend extensively on expatriate
assignments to facilitate international growth, acquire local market
knowledge and maintain strategic oversight [13]. Despite their
strategic importance, expatriate assignments remain fraught with
challenges, with recent studies reporting failure rates ranging
from 20% to 40%, and financial losses per failed assignment often
exceeding US$1 million when factoring in direct and indirect costs
[14, 15]. While earlier research emphasized the high financial and
operational risks associated with expatriate failure, contemporary
studies suggest that organizations particularly SMEs continue to
struggle with adequately preparing and supporting international
assignees [16]. While much of the literature focuses on the
challenges during the expatriation process itself, there remain critical
gaps in understanding the role of cross-cultural training (CCT) and
orientation programs in ensuring assignment success. Moreover, most
existing studies have concentrated on large corporations, leaving the
specific needs, constraints, and practices of SMEs underexplored.
Additionally, the perceptions of expatriates and HR professionals
those directly involved in and affected by training initiatives are
often overlooked [13, 16].

Therefore, this study addressed these gaps by assessing the nature,
scope and effectiveness of CCT within SME contexts. It helped to
identify best practices and develop practical guidelines for improving
training approaches. Furthermore, it investigated the perceptions of
both expatriates and HR professionals regarding the adequacy and
impact of current orientation and training practices. By doing so, the
study contributed to a more nuanced and actionable understanding
of how targeted support mechanisms can enhance expatriate
performance and reduce costly failures in the increasingly global
operations of SMEs. Above all, two main objectives of this study
were to (i) determine the nature, scope, standing, best practices
and efficiency of CCT as a tactic for accomplishing SME policy
objectives and (ii) offer guidelines about the application of efficient
CCT and the field's development requirements for cross-cultural
training.

This study is theoretically grounded in expatriate adjustment theory
and social learning theory. Expatriate adjustment theory explains
how individuals adapt psychologically and behaviorally to new
cultural environments, while social learning theory highlights the
role of observation, interaction, and experiential learning in acquiring

cultural competence [9, 12, 25]. These frameworks provide a lens
to understand how informal mechanisms such as mentoring and job
shadowing influence expatriate success in SME contexts.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory research design to
investigate cross-cultural training (CCT) practices and perceptions
within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Given the
study’s aim to deepen understanding rather than test hypotheses, an
exploratory approach was deemed most appropriate [17]. Elements
of descriptive research were incorporated to offer a clear depiction of
current CCT practices in the case organization.

Research Strategy

A single-case study strategy focused on a Bangladeshi SME engaged
in international business. Case studies are effective for investigating
contemporary phenomena within their real-life context, especially
when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident [17]. This strategy was selected due to the emphasis
on understanding a real-world issue (CCT) in depth, to gather data
from multiple stakeholders within a single organizational setting
as well as time and access constraints that limited the feasibility
of a multi-case design. The case study allowed for triangulation of
perspectives from different roles HR and expatriates and facilitated
the exploration of internal processes and decision-making related to
expatriation.

Case Selection Criteria

The organization was selected using purposive sampling based on
the following criteria of active participation in international projects,
direct involvement in expatriate assignments outside the Nordic
region and engagement in the Bangladeshi international business
landscape. These criteria ensured that the selected case would be
relevant and rich in insights concerning cross-cultural challenges
[18,19]. Furthermore, the organization expressed readiness to
cooperate and provide access to relevant personnel. The SME
selected had previously assigned expatriates to various international
locations and thus presented an ideal opportunity to study CCT
practices within resource-constrained, mid-sized organizations.

Data Collection Methods

Primary data were collected using semi-structured interviews
(Table 1), which allowed participants to express their views freely
while enabling the researchers to probe and clarify as necessary. This
format ensured a balance between comparability across interviews
and openness to emergent insights. The interviews aimed to
understand the presence, structure, or absence of CCT programs and
the subjective experience of expatriates in preparing for, adjusting to,
and completing international assignments [20].

1 Participants One HR manager and three expatriates

(identified as A, B and C).

2 Method Either in-person or via video
conferencing, lasting approximately
one hour each.

3 Component A guide To ensure consistency while

allowing for flexibility in probing
follow-up questions.

Interviews were audio-recorded (with
consent) and transcribed verbatim for
analysis

\_ Table 1. Key characteristics of the data collection process. j

4 Data storing

Sampling Strategy

A non-probability, snowball sampling technique was used to identify
and recruit participants. This approach involves initial respondents
referring additional participants who meet the research criteria [21].
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Snowball sampling was particularly effective for: accessing a
niche population (experienced expatriates and HR managers in a
specific SME) and establishing trust and willingness to participate,
as referrals came through personal and professional networks. All
participants met the inclusion criteria: involvement in an expatriate
assignment of at least six months’ duration and employment within
the case organization's HR or expatriate operations.

Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted using a thematic analysis
framework, drawing on the theoretical proposition approach outlined
by Farquhar (2018) [18]. This method involved examining the data
in relation to existing literature on cross-cultural training (CCT) and
expatriate management. The process began with data reduction, where
interview transcriptions were coded and key segments relevant to
the research questions were highlighted. Following this, data display
techniques such as matrices and tables were employed to organize
and visualize recurring themes, patterns, and contrasts across the
interviews. In the final stage, conclusions were drawn and verified
by comparing the emerging patterns with theoretical expectations
and findings from previous studies. Additionally, pattern matching
was applied to explore participants’ attitudes toward various CCT
practices [22]. In this phase, particular attention was paid to the
language used by respondents, with expressions indicating positive
or negative sentiment analyzed to assess overall perceptions of
training effectiveness.

Quality Control and Assurance

To ensure the credibility and rigor of the research, several measures
were implemented in alignment with the four quality criteria
proposed by [18, 23]. Construct validity was achieved through the
triangulation of data sources, including multiple interviewees from
different roles within the organization, and was further supported
by member checking, wherein participants were invited to validate
the findings. Audio recordings were also used to ensure accurate
transcription of interview data. Internal validity was strengthened
by employing theoretical propositions and pattern matching across
interviews, allowing for the identification of consistent themes and
the establishment of plausible causal relationships. External validity,
while inherently limited by the single-case design, was supported
through the provision of rich contextual detail that enables analytical
generalization to similar SME environments [23]. Finally, reliability
was enhanced through systematic documentation of each phase of
the research process, the consistent use of a standardized interview
guide, and the collaborative involvement of multiple researchers to

Results and Discussions

The findings of this study provided valuable insights into how
cross-cultural training (CCT) was perceived and applied in a Swedish
multinational SME. The analysis integrated participant feedback
with existing literature to explore attitudes, practices and gaps in
CCT implementation.

General Findings

The findings highlighted that the SME under investigation did
not have a formal cross-cultural training (CCT) policy, yet several
informal practices contributed significantly to expatriate adjustment
and performance. These included job shadowing, pre-departure
briefings and local support systems. Notably, expatriates repeatedly
emphasized the value of on-site assistance from experienced local
personnel, suggesting that even in the absence of structured training
these informal support systems played a pivotal role in easing cultural
transitions.

Moreover, the company’s expatriates were typically high-potential
employees selected based on their professional profiles. Assignments
were often arranged informally and rapidly, reflecting organizational
agility but also a lack of systematic preparation processes. This
sometimes resulted in inadequate orientation and increased stress
among expatriates, particularly during their first international
roles. Despite the lack of formal preparation, the company had
not experienced early returns or failure in expatriate assignments.
This success appeared to be attributed to the strategic selection
of individuals and the strength of informal networks and local
mentorship, though both HR and expatriates acknowledged the need
for more structured, tailored CCT programs. To encapsulate the
general findings, Table 2 provides a comparative overview of the
key informal cross-cultural training components observed within the
SME, outlining their delivery mode, frequency, effectiveness, and
challenges.

This reflects broader trends found in recent research by Noman
et al. [24], who observed that informal support mechanisms such as
mentorship, peer guidance, and self-driven learning often compensate
for the lack of structured training in SMEs, especially in developing
regions. These findings emphasized the practical utility of informal
systems in cross-cultural adjustment. The prevalence of informal
CCT practices such as work planning, shadowing, and local support
is visually represented in Figure 1 which shows the frequency of
these components across expatriate accounts.

minimize potential biases.

CCT Mode of Frequency/ | Perceived Challenges
Component Delivery Prevalence | Effectiveness Noted
Job Shadowing | Informal, on- High Highly effective for | Limited to
site role familiarization | short-term
exposures
Pre-departure | Ad hoc, non- Moderate | Mixed helpful when | Abstract, not
Briefings standardized contextualized tailored; not
offered to all
Local Support | Peer mentoring, High Essential for Inconsistent
Systems informal advice emotional/cultural | across locations
adjustment and individuals
Selection of Based on High Effective Lacks
Expatriates professional in reducing structured
profiles assignment failures | orientation
or readiness
checks

\_ Table 2. Summary of informal CCT practices and their impact in the case SME j
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\_ Figure 1. Frequency of CCT Elements Observed in the SME j

CCT Activities and Application in SMEs

The case organization demonstrates that SMEs can implement
meaningful CCT components even with limited resources. Common
activities included: work planning, provided to all expatriates pre-
departure, served as a structured guide to role expectations; job
shadowing, especially during brief stays in host locations, allowed
familiarity with operations and local practices; and local support,
through colleagues or mentors in the host country, was consistently
described as highly beneficial.

For instance, Expatriate B received a structured one-day training
that included fact-based instruction, attribution training, and some
elements of cognitive-behavioral modification, though it was
provided on his request, not as a standard practice. In contrast,
Expatriate C had to rely heavily on peer advice and spontaneous local

mentorship, which proved helpful but insufficient in managing
expectations and stress during the initial adjustment phase. Findings
suggest that SMEs could institutionalize these beneficial informal
practices, integrate pre- and post-arrival training, and conduct
training needs assessments to tailor support for different roles and
destinations. This aligns with Theanachor et al. [25] who stressed
that while SMEs may be limited in resources, targeted pre-departure
programs significantly enhance expatriate readiness and cultural
integration when based on needs assessments and role specificity.
Their research supported the call for more structured, proactive
frameworks even in lean organizations. The differing levels of
sentiment toward these various CCT approaches particularly the
contrast between positive perceptions of job shadowing and local
support versus the mixed views on pre-departure training are
illustrated in Figure 2 which compares participant attitudes.

-

\_ Figure 2. Sentiment Toward Different CCT Methods. j

These findings align with social learning theory, as expatriates
relied heavily on observation, interaction, and experiential learning
rather than formal instruction. Similarly, the results support expatriate
adjustment theory by highlighting the importance of support systems
in facilitating psychological and cultural adaptation.

Perceptions and Attitudes of CCT Practitioners

Expatriates and HR personnel expressed predominantly positive

attitudes toward CCT, particularly with regard to experience-based

learning methods. Local support and job shadowing were frequently
associated with terms like “helpful,” “essential,” and “supportive.”

However, pre-departure training was met with mixed reviews while
one expatriate found ituseful, another considered ittoo abstract without
contextual experience. Expatriate A, for instance, found cultural
differences in communication styles challenging and suggested
that structured pre-departure CCT could have mitigated confusion.
He noted that while Americans tend to provide quick, sometimes
inaccurate responses, Swedes typically emphasize accuracy and
reflection differences that led to initial misunderstandings. The HR
manager also acknowledged that while support systems are available,
the lack of formal CCT policies limits consistency and efficiency.
The company has run an international management program that
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includes modules on global leadership, role-play simulations, and
exposure to host cultures, but it is not yet systematically aligned
with expatriation processes. These findings echo Bhatti (2024) [26]
who argues that expatriate success is strongly tied to soft skills like
cultural intelligence, communication competence, and adaptability
traits that can be developed through immersive and reflective CCT
programs. The author further supported the integration of behavioral
and emotional preparation in training content.

Conclusions

This study explored the perceptions, practices and effectiveness
of cross-cultural training (CCT) within a Bangladeshi multinational
SME, focusing on expatriate experiences and organizational
strategies. Through qualitative, case-based research, the study
revealed that while formal CCT policies are lacking, a range of
informal mechanisms such as job shadowing, work planning, and local
support play a crucial role in facilitating expatriate adjustment. The
findings underscored that SMEs, despite their resource limitations,
are capable of implementing meaningful CCT practices that support
international assignments. Expatriates valued local mentorship and
practical exposure over abstract, pre-departure training, which they
often found difficult to contextualize without prior on-site experience.
Nevertheless, the absence of a structured and comprehensive CCT
framework led to inconsistencies in preparation and support, with
varying degrees of success depending largely on individual initiative
and personal networks.

A key insight is the organizational reliance on experiential learning
and the psychological resilience of selected expatriates which has
contributed to the absence of expatriate failure in the studied SME.
However, this success appears contingent rather than systematic,
revealing a significant gap in proactive planning, needs assessment,
and policy formulation. Both expatriates and HR personnel
acknowledged the need for structured training, including cultural
awareness, family preparation, and role-specific orientation, to
ensure long-term success and reduce adjustment stress. The study
highlighted a critical opportunity for SMEs to institutionalize
effective CCT strategies by building on their informal strengths
while adopting more deliberate and evidence-based approaches.
Developing scalable training frameworks potentially through
partnerships, modular learning, and tailored mentoring can improve
consistency, reduce risk, and enhance international performance.
In conclusion, while informal CCT practices may suffice in certain
contexts, formalizing these efforts will better equip SMEs to manage
the increasing complexity of global business environments. This
research contributes to the growing body of literature on expatriation
in SMEs and provides practical guidance for organizations seeking
to strengthen their cross-cultural competence and global workforce
readiness.

This study advances theoretical understanding by demonstrating
that informal, experience-based learning mechanisms can effectively
support expatriate adjustment in SMEs, thereby extending existing
models of cross-cultural training beyond formal program structures.
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