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Abstract 

The study explores how Swedish female expatriates in East Asia experience and manages cultural and 

gender-specific challenges. By analyzing and drawing on relevant literature such as expatriates, cross-

cultural adjustment and gendered organizations, this thesis aims to contribute to the knowledge, 

understanding and literature on female expatriation. Through an abductive research approach and a 

qualitative multiple-case study, this thesis analyses findings from 16 semi-structured interviews with 

Swedish female expatriates based in Japan, China and South Korea. The findings highlight how culture 

and gender-specific challenges are interconnected mechanisms, rather than separate, shaping 

expatriates’ adjustment and performance. Hierarchy, collectivism and indirect communication shaped 

expatriates’ adjustment and experience, affecting how women gained legitimacy and accessed 

opportunities. Furthermore, the thesis nuances concept such as “third gender” and sheds light on the 

challenges of being a foreign woman in a society where gender norms are strongly rooted. Moreover, 

there was an emphasis on cultural understanding as well as organizational support for expatriates to 

succeed. Hence, this study provides a framework explaining certain aspects leading to successful 

expatriate performance.  

 

Keywords: Female expatriates, Swedish expatriates, Cultural adjustment, Gender-specific challenges, 

Organizational support, Expatriate performance, "third gender", Glass ceiling. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The introduction chapter consists of a background discussion and an overview of the area of interest, 

followed by a discussion of different types of expatriates. The chapter further includes a discussion on 

women in expatriate positions, followed by the purpose and research question of the study. Finally, the 

chapter ends in a discussion on delimitation. 

1.1 Background 

Work settings are becoming increasingly global and firms established in Sweden are conducting operations 

in culturally distant regions (House et al., 2004:189). As a result, international assignments and expatriate 

work have become increasingly common within global organizations (Linehan & Schullion, 2001:392). An 

expatriate is widely understood as an individual working abroad, either temporarily on behalf of an 

organization or as a self-initiated expatriate working abroad for an indefinite period (McNulty & Brewster, 

2017:31; Andresen et al., 2015:932). However, expatriate assignments involve more than geographical 

relocation. Employees must also adapt to culturally diverse business environments, where differences in 

norms, hierarchy, communication, and work-family roles may create challenges at both national and 

organizational levels (Reic, 2023:2814). These challenges are important as cultural distance may affect 

adjustment, increase stress and anxiety among employees, and ultimately influence organizational outcomes 

in multinational corporations (Reic, 2023:2815). 

 

Regions such as East Asia are facing large challenges in the coming years due to not being able to repopulate 

quickly enough to replace the aging population (Luthans & Doh, 2024:14). The most prominent 

demographic development in East Asia is the sharp decline in its working-age population where Japan, 

South Korea and China experience lowering birth rates in combination with an aging population, causing a 

large loss in the working population (Luthans & Doh, 2024:14). In contrast to other Asian subregions that 
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continue to experience labor force growth, East Asia’s economically active population is expected to 

decrease by approximately 14 million by 2030 and by as much as 246 million by 2050 (Asian Development 

Bank, 2025:132). The largest share of this contraction is projected to occur in the People's Republic of 

China, followed by Japan and the Republic of Korea (Asian Development Bank, 2025:132). This substantial 

demographic shift is a key driver behind the increasing reliance on foreign labor to address critical 

workforce shortages across multiple sectors (Asian Development Bank, 2025:130-132; Luthans & Doh, 

2024:14). Consequently, expatriates are becoming increasingly important for organizations operating in the 

region, making it essential to understand how international employees experience and navigate East Asian 

work environments. This is particularly relevant for female expatriates, who remain underrepresented 

despite representing a highly qualified and increasingly important global talent pool. 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

As East Asia becomes more dependent on international labor, the expatriate experience becomes 

increasingly important for individuals and organizations to understand. Cultural values may be challenging 

for expatriates, especially those originating from distinctively different cultural backgrounds (Gleissner, 

2025:14). For female expatriates, these challenges may be especially difficult to navigate. East Asia holds 

traditional values where women experience a “mismatch” between their desire to pursue a professional 

career and the societal expectations that women must shoulder a majority of household labor (Jiang et al., 

2024:138). Gender inequality remains in East Asia due to patriarchal norms within work and family, where 

countries such as Japan and South Korea hold the beliefs that men are seen as breadwinners and women are 

seen as housemakers (Jiang et al., 2024:138-139; Gleissner, 2025:15). For instance, in Japan, male managers 

may perceive the female employees as mere assistants due to norms that women will marry and leave the 

firm in the future, preventing companies from investing in them (Luthans & Doh, 2024:14). In line with 

Jiang et al. (2024:138-139), the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004:365) presented that East Asia has a higher 

degree of gender inequality compared to regions such as the Nordic Europe cluster. The discourse suggests 

that large cultural distances, as seen between, for example, the Nordic Europe cluster and the East Asian 
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cluster, may cause issues such as host-country prejudice or rejection against female expatriates (Bastida, 

2018:115; Reic, 2023:2814). Although female expatriates perform similar to male expatriates on 

international assignments (Insch et al., 2008:20), this raises questions regarding why female expatriates 

continue to remain underrepresented in international assignments and leadership positions. It becomes 

necessary to question whether barriers to expatriate success are truly related to women’s capabilities, or 

rather to structural and organizational inequalities that continue to shape access to career progression.  

 

Unfortunately, research examining how cultural differences influence workplace success and adaptation 

remains relatively limited (Reic, 2023:2815). Expatriate performance is shaped not only by individual 

competence but also by how well expatriates are able to navigate the organizational norms and social 

expectations of the host-country environment. Cultural differences may affect how leadership, teamwork, 

and professionalism are interpreted, which can create additional challenges for expatriates originating from 

culturally distinct societies. This becomes particularly relevant for female expatriates, as gender 

expectations are often closely connected to cultural values and workplace norms. This gap becomes 

particularly relevant in culturally distinct contexts such as East Asia, where hierarchy, collectivism, and 

gender expectations differ significantly from Swedish norms. Cross-national differences in gender attitudes 

are therefore important to consider when understanding women’s experiences in international workplaces. 

Liao & Luo (2021:14–15) argue that highly educated female expatriates entering environments where 

similarly educated men maintain more traditional gender views may encounter legitimacy challenges and 

subtle forms of resistance. Hence, the different views on culture and gender may spark issues for female 

expatriates relocating to East Asia.  

 

Furthermore, the underrepresentation of female assigned expatriates (AEs) has been due to factors such as 

host-country structures, stereotypes, and organizational myths (Bastida, 2018:118; Adler, 2002; Caligiuri & 

Tung, 1999). Research implies that female expatriates face structural barriers and gender myths, which 

restrict access to international assignments and senior management opportunities. Previous research has also 
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shown that women are often evaluated differently in leadership roles due to a perceived mismatch between 

traditional female stereotypes and leadership characteristics, leading to lower evaluations of leadership 

potential and negative reactions toward assertive female leadership behavior (Eagly & Karau, 2002:576–

578). Insch et al. (2008:19–28) describe this as a “double-pane” barrier, meaning that women face obstacles 

both in gaining access to international assignments and in converting international experience into higher 

leadership positions. These barriers have contributed to women increasingly pursuing self-initiated 

expatriation (SIE) as an alternative pathway to international careers (Bozionelos, 2020:2).  

 

Another aspect to observe, is that the studies on female expatriates tend to focus on assigned expatriates 

within multinational corporations, with SIEs remaining comparatively underexplored. Female SIEs (FSIEs) 

was described as a “blind spot” in expatriate research more than 25 years ago (Suutari & Brewster, 

2000:421–423) and continue to receive limited scholarly attention despite evidence that women increasingly 

use self-initiated expatriation as a pathway to global careers (Bozionelos, 2020:2). Existing studies primarily 

explain why women are excluded from international assignments rather than studying how assigned female 

expatriates experience and navigate host-country environments once abroad. As a result, there is limited 

understanding of the everyday challenges and power dynamics female expatriates encounter during 

international assignments, and how to overcome them (Janssens et al., 2006:144–146). 

  

Hence, although previous research highlights the importance of cultural adjustment for expatriate success, 

there remains limited understanding of how female expatriates experience and manage the intersection of 

cultural and gender-specific challenges in practice. This research gap is particularly evident in contexts 

where contrasting cultural norms regarding hierarchy, collectivism, and gender expectations intersect, such 

as between Sweden and East Asia (Reic, 2023:2815). At the same time, demographic changes and labor 

shortages are increasing the need for international labor and expatriate workers in East Asia, making the 

region an increasingly relevant context for examining female expatriates’ experiences.  
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In the end, it is not only an issue of equality, but also of talent utilization, as international experience is often 

essential for executive advancement (Insch et al., 2008:19–28). Organizations’ ability to fully utilize their 

global talent pool becomes limited when decisions regarding international assignments are shaped by 

stereotypes rather than evidence of women’s effectiveness abroad, leading to the exclusion of highly 

qualified female candidates (Bastida, 2018:119). Empirical studies have demonstrated that female 

expatriates can perform effectively abroad and often display strong adjustment and interpersonal skills, 

challenging assumptions regarding women’s suitability for international work in patriarchal or culturally 

distant contexts (Insch et al., 2008:19–28). Therefore, it is important to examine the individual experiences 

of female expatriates in order to better understand how personal characteristics, organizational structures, 

and cultural contexts interact to shape their experiences.  

1.3 Purpose & Research Question 

Using a theoretical lens grounded in research on expatriates, gender mechanisms and culture, the purpose 

of this study is to contribute to the knowledge, understanding and literature on female expatriation. 

Furthermore, the study may provide organizations with a better understanding of expatriate experiences and 

the necessary tools needed for expatriate success in East Asia. This will be done by exploring how cultural 

and gender-specific challenges are experienced and managed by Swedish female expatriates in East Asia. 

With the purpose and background presented, the following research question has been formulated: 

 

 How do Swedish female expatriates in East Asia experience gender-specific 

and cultural challenges and what strategies are used to overcome them? 

1.4 Delimitations 

Due to the scope of the topic, delimitations are introduced to limit the thesis to relevant and credible 

contributions. Firstly, the study will be limited to Swedish women, who are defined as a person identifying 
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as a woman and is of Swedish nationality or considers herself Swedish. Furthermore, the study focuses on 

Swedish female expatriates in East Asian countries, providing a geographical limit to the study. East Asian 

countries of Japan, China and South Korea were chosen due to their relevance in Confucianism and similar 

pattern in aging population. Moreover, the three specific countries are experiencing a labor shortage, in 

contrast to other Asian subregions that continue to experience labor force growth (Luthans & Doh, 2024:14; 

Asian Development Bank, 2025:132). While the three belong to the same geographical cluster (House et 

al., 2004:189), there are of course national differences. However, the study refrains from covering all aspects 

of culture and focuses mainly on a few selected aspects suitable for answering the research question. Hence, 

the study refrains from stating that the findings can be applicable worldwide while instead focusing on 

providing a more targeted analysis.  

 

Moreover, a strict focus on female expatriate experiences was selected due to the current literature and 

expatriate positions being predominantly male-focused. It is important to note that ethnicity and nationality 

may shape the experiences of expatriates, meaning that not all female expatriates benefit equally from the 

advantages associated with foreign status (Tzeng, 2006:389). Hence, the study refrains from stating that all 

female expatriates' experiences are similar. The study will not include any other discrimination in the 

selection of respondents, such as age, experience, or sexual orientation. While gender-specific challenges 

may arise for male employees, this study aims to explain what women experience, as they are less researched 

and a minority within the expatriate group. The selection of Swedish women in all age ranges and experience 

levels was a conscious choice made to answer the research question, given the restricted resources of our 

thesis. The study focuses specifically on cultural and gender-specific challenges, which include many 

aspects. However, all respondents are individuals with experiences and personal strategies to combat 

challenges. Hence, the study focuses primarily on how female expatriates individually experience and 

navigate organizational and cultural environments, rather than examining expatriation from an 

organizational perspective. Therefore, this study does not claim to represent all aspects and actors. This 

study will not discuss the laws and regulations that differ between Sweden and the East Asian countries.  
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2. THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

The following chapter presents a detailed theoretical review of the literature across different fields important 

for this study. The aim is to align theoretical aspects with the research question and synthesize the theoretical 

concepts into a conceptual framework. The chapter starts with literature concerning culture and the 

challenges of cultural differences, as well as cultural adjustment. It continues by discussing gender 

expectations and challenges. Finally, the conceptual framework is presented and will accumulate and 

integrate all areas. 

2.1 Expatriates 

Companies send out representatives on international assignments in order to achieve several advantages 

such as exchange of knowledge, skills, and experiences (Yakob, 2024:219). It is beneficial as it enhances 

foreign market expertise, a global mindset and intercultural competence, as well as enhancing individuals' 

career capital, developing competencies, self-understanding, motivation, and expansion of social networks 

(ibid.,219). An expatriate was widely understood as an Assigned Expatriate (AE), an individual working 

abroad for a set amount of time, sent by their company to fulfill organizational goals, such as control and 

coordination (McNulty & Brewster, 2017:31; Andresen et al., 2015:932). An additional expatriate type is 

called self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), those who seek employment abroad on their own initiative without 

organizational support, financing their own relocation to a country of their choice for an indefinite period 

(ibid.,2015:932). In the expatriate category, longitudinal evidence indicates that corporate expatriates are 

predominantly male, accounting for approximately 80 percent, typically aged between 30 and 49, and 

commonly accompanied by families (Suutari & Brewster, 2000:422-423). 

2.1.1 Assigned Expatriates and Self-initiated Expatriates 

The AEs are seen as invaluable assets for MNCs as they can acquire unique skills and experiences not 

accessible at home (Yakob, 2024:221). They are perceived as seeking development and self-reflection in 

the international assignment (ibid., 2024:221). AEs often receive generous packages involving mentoring, 
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networks and support as they relocate abroad and are motivated by corporate advancements rather than 

exploration or lifestyle preferences (Gleissner, 2025:7-8). The AEs have, to a larger degree than SIEs, clear 

predefined roles with managed structures (ibid.,2025:7). SIEs tend to be motivated by the desire for 

adventure and exploration, while also facing more uncertainty than AEs due to the lack of support and 

resources (Doherty et al., 2011:597; Bozionelos, 2020:2). SIEs are generally young, under the age of 39 and 

more likely to be single or in dual-career relationships abroad (Suutari & Brewster, 2000:423).  

 

The literature concerning the definitions of SIEs is a handful (Andresen et al., 2020:175). Subtypes include 

career expatriates locating abroad after securing employment, private expatriates who find work after 

arriving to the host country and entrepreneurial expatriates who locate abroad and start a business (Gleissner, 

2025:8). The overarching term SIE are explained as self-starters who go beyond what is typically done and 

required to be persistent and overcome barriers, using a long-term perspective to anticipate new 

opportunities and demands (Andresen et al., 2020:175-179; Arman et al., 2024:6). Hence, SIEs change their 

personal and professional situation and develop personal capabilities, such as language, to meet future 

personal and work demands in the host country (Andresen et al., 2020:179). Andresen et al. (2020:183) 

explains how countries with homogeneous societies may discriminate against those who are different. 

Moving as an SIE to Japan, China or South Korea, may be considered an unusual step as it requires large 

self-starting behavior due to the low share of foreign-born people in employment and differences in values, 

norms and language between host and home country (ibid., 2020:184). Even the OECD report (2024:56) 

measuring the foreign population1 percentage of the whole population, states that Japan has the third lowest 

metric among OECD countries with 2.5 percent and South Korea has 3.8 percent (OECD, 2024:57). 

According to the World Bank, China has only 0.1 percent of the population as international migrant stock 

(World Bank, 2026). 

 
1 The data from OECD is called “Foreign-born population as a percentage of the total population” but for Japan and 

South Korea the data refer to the foreign population rather than the foreign-born population 
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2.1.2 Female Expatriates 

Despite women becoming increasingly integrated in global mobility, female expatriates remain 

underrepresented in many contexts (Gleissner, 2025:13). AEs are predominantly male, accounting for 

approximately 80 percent, typically aged between 30 and 49, and commonly accompanied by families, 

females however are four times less likely to be sent out as AEs (Gleissner, 2025:13; Bozionelos, 2020:2). 

Despite the rise in MNCs and opportunities internationally, the number of women has been and remains low 

(Bader et al., 2024:754), in 2018 accounting for only 20% (Bastida, 2018:114). Insch et al. (2008:20) argue 

that international assignments have become masculinized pipeline positions for senior leadership. By 

systematically limiting women’s access to AE roles, organizations reinforce the traditional managerial glass 

ceiling with an additional obstruction, making executive advancement even more difficult for females (ibid., 

2008:19). Host-country prejudice is often overstated and largely reflects home-country managerial bias 

rather than actual local resistance, despite women performing just as well as men on international 

assignments (ibid., 2008:20). In the host country, women are exposed to new challenges, especially in host 

cultures with male-dominated workplace structures resulting in informal networks, need to assert legitimacy 

and limited access to leadership roles (Gleissner, 2025:14). 

2.2 The Effect of Culture on Expatriate Missions 

When expatriates leave their home country and pursue a career internationally, they face new cultures with 

completely different values and norms from their home country. Hence, to understand the expatriate 

experience, there is a need to understand how culture affects it. Culture is defined as the beliefs, customs, 

and values of a society that shapes the behaviors and interactions within the society (Cavusgil et al., 2020:94-

102; Ronen & Shenkar, 2013:868). In organizational sciences, organizational culture is explained as the 

organization members' shared beliefs and assumptions (House et al., 2004:446). There are individualistic 

cultures where members consider themselves independent of an organization, where individual hard work 

and performance are crucial for attaining rewards (ibid., 2004:446). Organizations with collectivist cultures 
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have members who view themselves as integrated with the organization, which becomes a part of members' 

identities (ibid., 2004:446). These two views play a central role in expatriate experiences as they encounter 

both during their international assignments. 

2.2.1 Explaining Culture Through Hofstede  

Hofstede has been a prominent name within culture studies, providing a comprehensive understanding of 

the interplay between culture and leadership by measuring cultural distance, which in turn helps uncover 

and compare work-related values among countries (Hofstede, 1998:7; Fu & Mi, 2025:540; Akhimien & 

Adekunle, 2023:1844). These cultural dimensions are power distance, masculinity/femininity, 

individualism/collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation and indulgence/restraint (France et 

al., 2019:525; Hofstede, 1983:78). However, critics note that these dimensions may be too simplified and 

vague, failing to identify complex cultural nuances (Hampden-Turner & Trompenaars, 1997:5). Despite 

critiques, authors have presented Hofstede as a prominent name within culture studies (Fu & Mi, 2025:540). 

The three most prominent dimensions to consider when evaluating female expatriates are the dimensions of 

masculinity/femininity, individualism/collectivism and power distance. As this thesis explores the cultural 

and gender-specific challenges, these three of Hofstede's dimensions are further explored. 

 

Masculinity/Femininity 

Hofstede (1983:83) explains how the dimension involves the division of roles between the sexes in society, 

as certain societies associate certain roles with one specific gender. The dimension in Hofstede’s model 

refers to the degree to which societal values are traditionally masculine, such as ambition, achievement and 

competitiveness, while lower masculinity scores highlight traditionally female values such as nurturing, 

cooperation and caring for others (ibid.,1983:85). Hence, valued behaviors at work may be different 

depending on which traits are normally appreciated in the national culture. 

 

Power distance 
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The dimension presents the extent to which less powerful members of a society expect and accept that the 

power distribution is unequal (Fu & Mi, 2025:540). In higher power distance cultures, hierarchical structures 

are present wherepower is distributed unequally and individuals are expected to oblige, respect and praise 

those in a higher position in society (Hofstede, 1983:81; Fu & Mi, 2025:540). Moreover, cultures with 

higher power distance view leaders as authoritative figures and their decisions are rarely questioned, 

whereas lower power distance cultures are seen as more democratic and participative (ibid.,2025:541). 

Children are either taught equal rights, equal treatment and equal power or to fear, obey, respect and follow 

the world of elders (Akhimien & Adekunle, 2023:1845). 

 

Individualism/Collectivism  

The dimension reflects the degree to which individuals are integrated into groups. Individualistic cultures, 

however, emphasize personal achievements and individual rights while collectivist cultures prioritize group 

goals and the community over individual interests (Fu & Mi, 2025:540). Higher power distance cultures are 

closely related to collectivism, where collectivist countries show large power distances (Akhimien & 

Adekunle, 2023:1845; Hofstede, 1983:81). 

2.2.1.1 East Asia and Sweden through Hofstede's lens 

Figure 1 presents an overarching picture of the different Hofstede dimensions in a Swedish and East Asian 

context (Hofstede, 2025). Notably, in Hofstede (2025), the East Asian countries vary in the different 

parameters. While the countries hold individual scores, certain trends can be identified. The East Asian 

countries hold more masculine values than Sweden, as well as higher power distance and lower 

individualism (Hofstede, 2025). Furthermore, it is explained by Wyant and Cionea (2024:573) that Japanese 

people value harmony and tend to avoid communication that leads to confrontation, further strengthening 

their collectivist values and enhancing power distance and hierarchical structures within their leadership 

styles. The collectivist values in East Asia affect their leadership style, prioritizing group harmony and 

loyalty over individual pursuit (Anderson, 2025:9). As presented, Sweden is a feminine culture, promoting 
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quality of life and caring for others, while countries such as Japan, South Korea and China are generally 

more masculine, emphasizing ambition, assertiveness and achievement (Fu & Mi, 2025:541; Wyant & 

Cionea, 2024:576; Anderson, 2025:11-13). 

 

 

Figure 1: Country comparison of Hofstede's six dimensions comparing China, Japan, South Korea and 

Sweden, based on Hofstede (2025). 

2.2.2 Explaining Culture Through GLOBE 

To complement Hofstede's dimensions, GLOBE provides a cluster-based view of both culture and 

leadership. The GLOBE study from 2004 presents the results from a 10-year research program on global 

leadership, culture and behaviors, studying 62 societies throughout the world (House et al., 2004:3). GLOBE 

has grouped countries into regions to identify regional tendencies of managerial differences, identified 

through similar values (ibid., 2004:189). A cluster has cultural similarity as presented in GLOBE (Akhimien 

& Adekunle, 2023:1845). Notably, the GLOBE study shows that expatriates relocating between cultural 

clusters often face challenges in adjusting, as the clusters differ significantly in cultural characteristics (ibid., 

2023:1845). Living in culturally different clusters have been revealed to decrease physiological well-being 
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and generate poor life satisfaction in new environments (ibid., 2023:1846). Evaluating differences in 

cultures, GLOBE introduces nine dimensions in the study. Complementing Hofstede's cultural dimensions, 

GLOBE adds three additional dimensions to better explain, including gender egalitarianism, assertiveness 

and orientation of future, performance and humane (House et al., 2004:12-13). The Gender Egalitarianism 

dimension builds on Hofstede's masculinity/femininity dimension where a society tends to either emphasize 

and reward masculine values, such as assertiveness and success, or feminine values such as nurturance and 

solidarity (House et al., 2004:334). Focusing on these dimensions can be theoretically argued to influence 

the Swedish female expatriates in East Asia. 

2.2.2.1 GLOBE Applied to East Asia and Sweden 

The GLOBE study from 2004 explains how the countries included in the study were divided into 10 distinct 

clusters, whereas the Nordic Europe cluster includes Sweden and the Confucian Asia cluster includes East 

Asian countries such as China, Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan (House et al., 

2004:189; Terpstra-Tong & Ralston, 2025:338). The similarities between Nordic Europe and Confucian 

Asia cluster in the GLOBE study, when measuring societal culture practices, are the high score on 

institutional collectivism and humane orientation (House et al., 2004:193). The two clusters score 

completely differently on in-group collectivism and gender egalitarianism as presented in figure 1 (ibid., 

2004:193). This can further be explained as Confucianism being seen as a way of life emphasizing 

patriarchy, homogeneity, respect for hierarchy and social harmony, while the Scandinavian countries are 

known for their model of welfare state and gender egalitarianism (Terpstra-Tong & Ralston, 2025:334-335; 

House et al., 2004:185; Andresen, 2020:183). The Asian leadership style aligns with the hierarchical 

structures where leaders are expected to maintain authority and provide a clear direction (Anderson, 2025:6). 

In-group collectivism relates to a country’s low divorce rates and emphasis on the family, largely aligned 

with the values of Confucian Asia (House et al., 2004:16). It is explained how the power distance may limit 

the flow of ideas originating from lower levels. Nonetheless, power distance promotes consistency and 

stability, which is highly valued in collectivist societies such as East Asia (Anderson, 2025:14). 
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Table 1: GLOBE Study comparing Confucian Asia and Nordic Europe in In-Group Collectivism and 

Gender Egalitarianism, based on House et al., 2004:193. 

Cultural Dimension High-Score clusters Low-Score Clusters 

In-Group Collectivism Confucian Asia Nordic Europe 

Gender Egalitarianism Nordic Europe Confucian Asia 

 

2.2.3 Cross-cultural Challenges and Adjustment 

Considering the cultural differences between countries, expatriates need to understand how to adjust to these 

differences. Cross-cultural agility, or to be culturally intelligent, is explained as the “ability to function 

effectively in a diverse context where assumptions, values, and traditions of one’s upbringing are not 

uniformly shared with those with whom one needs to work” (France et al., 2019:522-545), a crucial factor 

to successfully navigate the international environment (France et al., 2019:527). Expatriates with cultural 

intelligence and organizational support structures are more likely to be successful in their expatriate mission 

due to being unbiased and open to the host country’s culture by integrating new customs, roles and manners 

into their culture (Caligiuri et al., 2001:360). To ensure cross-cultural adjustment, one must find emotional 

stability and satisfaction, a feeling of being accepted in the host country, and feeling competent and 

productive at work (Arman et al., 2024:4). The process of achieving these adjustments is time-consuming 

as it includes both general living conditions and working conditions (ibid., 2024:4). However, only when 

an expatriate is well culturally adjusted can the chance of successful assignment increase. Being unable to 

overcome cross-cultural differences causes assignments to fail (Arman et al., 2024:4; Briscoe & Schuler, 

2004:106). When an individual is culturally distant, they are more likely to lack cultural intelligence and 

skills needed to negotiate everyday situations in the host culture (Searle & Ward, 1990:452; France et al., 
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2019:522-545). Hence, the link between cross-cultural agility and expatriate success is shown within the 

literature. 

2.2.3.1 Swedish Expatriates in an East Asian Cross-Cultural Context 

Considering the cultural differences between Sweden and East Asia, the issue of cross-cultural challenges 

emerges. Expatriates will frequently encounter difficulties in the host country related to culture and norms 

(Gleissner, 2025:3), and in cultures with few foreigners and much homogeneity, these difficulties increase. 

As presented previously, Japan and South Korea have two of the smallest percentages of foreigners in their 

population of the OECD countries, while the percent of international migrant stock in China is 0.1 percent 

of the population (OECD, 2024:57; World Bank, 2026), increasing expatriates' difficulties in adapting. 

Moreover, cross-cultural studies have found that westernized leadership and business characteristics are not 

well-received in introverted regions such as East Asia due to the mismatch between the authority norms and 

cultural environments, complicating compliance adjustment (Searle & Ward,1990:458; Akhimien & 

Adekunle, 2023:1845; France et al., 2019:522-545).  

 

Furthermore, hierarchical employment practices, male-centered rules, and working norms such as lifetime 

employment, are rigid organizational structures that are present in countries such as Japan and South Korea 

(Gleissner, 2025:4; Wyant & Cionea, 2024:576). It is presumed that expatriates from cultures with low 

power distance, such as Western countries, may encounter difficulties trying to adjust in large power 

distance cultures due to the differing preferences, power orientations and power needs (Akhimien & 

Adekunle, 2023:1845). Hence, the degree to which an expatriate’s cultural values match the host-nation's 

the degree of alignment increases (Arman et al., 2024:3). To ensure success, cross-cultural coaching may 

be invaluable to adapt to the intersecting cultural influences (France et al., 2019:526). 
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2.3 Impact of Gender Roles Within Organization 

Gender roles associated with men and women are not inherently biological but are socially, legally, and 

individually constructed (Clark-Saboda & Lemke, 2023:2; Ridgeway, 2011:8-9). Consequently, behaviors, 

communication styles, and expectations in the workplace are shaped by gendered assumptions that influence 

how individuals are perceived and evaluated (Clark-Saboda & Lemke, 2023:2). These dynamics contribute 

to persistent inequalities within organizations and help explain why women may experience different career 

trajectories and opportunities than men. 

2.3.1 Gendered Organizations 

Acker (1990) introduced the gendered organizational theory, trying to assess and identify gender 

discrimination and inequality within organizations. Acker (1990:146) explains gendered organizations as 

the “advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning and identity of men 

and women” within organizational spaces. Organizations are shaped by gender norms, scholars describe 

them as “inequality regimes”, where male advantage is maintained through formal rules, hierarchies, and 

everyday interactions (ibid.,1990:149-150). Acker (1990:147-150) introduces five general categories of 

processes that capture elements constituting organizational cultures and lead to gendered organizations, 

namely gendering practices/structures, gendering cultures, gendering interactions, internal gender 

constructions and creating and conceptualizing social structures. In a study on Swedish banks, Acker 

(2006:207) found a gender regime where women occupied the lowest positions, along with hired young 

men, while also being restricted by managerial practices, paternalistic narratives and assumptions regarding 

women’s work and family roles. Researchers indicate that dissolution of gender regimes may stem from 

women in key roles that have the power to reduce gender inequity (Stainback et al., 2016: 127; Britton, 

2000:429-432). Despite these gendered patterns becoming less obvious within organizations due to, for 

example anti-discrimination laws, management cultures that are male-oriented still dominate MNCs (Bader 

et al., 2024:757). 
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2.3.2 Role Congruity Theory: Perception of Women in the Workplace 

While Acker’s framework highlights structural inequalities within organizations, efforts have been made to 

explain gender biases that affect the evaluation process and hinder career progression for women. Role 

Congruity Theory explains how gender stereotypes influence perceptions of leadership and competence 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002:573–598). Men and women are associated with different gender characteristics, 

creating bias in professional contexts. Gender stereotypes can have both positive and negative effects. 

Although traits associated with women are often valued, women may still receive greater criticism and lower 

evaluations when their behavior conflicts with expectations for certain roles, particularly leadership 

positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002:578–579; Heilman, 2012:115). This is due to two prejudices; firstly, women 

are assumed to lack traits associated with effective leadership, such as confidence, assertiveness, and 

decisiveness, and are rather traditionally associated with qualities like kindness, care, and empathy, thus 

becoming less suitable for leadership positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002:576–578; Heilman et al., 2023:116). 

Secondly, women who act assertively and dominantly will be judged negatively for not meeting the 

expectations of how women are “supposed” to behave (Eagly & Karau.:2002:576–578). Although Role 

Congruity Theory primarily addresses bias against female leaders, the literature suggests that the same 

underlying psychological mechanisms, such as gender stereotypes and perceived “lack of fit”, can also 

influence how women are evaluated in other professional roles, depending on how those roles are 

characterized and what qualities they are believed to require (ibid.,2002:573–598). Although some 

traditional gender stereotypes have weakened, they persist in shaping perceptions of women’s leadership 

abilities and can influence both others’ evaluations and women’s own career expectations (Hentschel et al., 

2019:15). 

  

Role congruity produces prejudice and “glass ceiling”, which refers to the invisible barriers that hinder 

women’s advancement to higher managerial positions (Eagly, 2003:92). The glass ceiling emerges from a 

combination of cultural norms, organizational practices, and institutional constraints that collectively 
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impede women’s career progression (Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023:367). For women to advance their 

careers, they must overcome general gender bias and stereotypes (Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023:367). 

Johns (2013:2) further argues that gender barriers operate at multiple levels, adding societal norms, 

government structures, and business practices. Even when women reach a higher managerial level, they 

may not feel equal to their peers, due to the composition usually consisting of men. 

2.3.3 Female Expatriates in East Asia 

These gendered dynamics can be particularly pronounced in international contexts where cultural norms 

shape workplace expectations. In East Asian countries such as Japan, traditional gender roles and male-

dominated organizational structures can create additional challenges for female expatriates (Liao & Luo, 

2021:5-6). Research suggests that informal male networks, legitimacy concerns, and limited access to 

leadership positions may restrict women’s opportunities to fully utilize their skills and experience 

(Gleissner, 2025:14).  

  

In Japan specifically, workplace practices may reflect “male-based rules,” which can limit female 

expatriates’ opportunities for advancement (Yorozu, 2024:126). Female expatriates receiving a proportion 

more rapidly than local males may encounter resistance or hostility, making it more difficult for women to 

advance within organizations (Yorozu, 2024:138; Bastida, 2018:119; Gleissner, 2025:4). Women are likely 

to be given fewer complex assignments, limiting their ability to demonstrate their full capabilities, despite 

performing equally as effectively as men (Bastida, 2018:119). Although an increasing number of Japanese 

companies have introduced diversity management strategies, scholars argue that gender inequalities often 

extend beyond individual firms and are embedded within broader societal structures of Japan as a male-

dominated society (Yorozu, 2024: 139; Gleissner, 2025:15). 
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2.3.3.1 Female Expatriates as "Third Gender" 

Within these contexts, the concept of the "third gender" provides an important lens for understanding the 

experiences of female expatriates. Research suggests that foreign women may be perceived differently from 

both local men and local women, creating a unique social position within organizations (Gleissner & 

Stoermer, 2025:362). In some cases, this outsider status allows female expatriates to bypass certain social 

constraints faced by local women, by being seen first as a “foreigner” rather than a woman, enabling them 

to act more assertively and participate in professional roles that might otherwise be restricted (Tung, 

2004:245–246; Janssens et al., 2006:140).  

 

In Japan, female expatriates from culturally distinct or “rebellious” national backgrounds may be perceived 

as less bound by local gender expectations and social constraints, enabling them to position themselves more 

powerfully in male-dominated contexts, participating in negotiations and leadership roles, often referred to 

as the “Gaijin syndrome” (Tung, 2004: 245-246; Janssens et al., 2006:140-143). For example, studies of 

expatriate women in South Korea indicate that foreign female professionals may gain a degree of visibility 

and authority that local women are less likely to receive (Janssens et al., 2006:140-143). Even in countries 

with strong gender distinctions, if the organization or profession is not heavily male-dominated, it may allow 

women to bypass social barriers, behave more assertively, and still be perceived positively (Tung, 2004: 

245–246; Bozionelos, 2009:127-128).  

  

Nevertheless, "third gender" serves as a dual-edged sword and does not eliminate gender discrimination. 

Despite the professional advantage that local women rarely occupy, female expatriates are still exposed to 

discriminatory attitudes for being both a woman and a foreigner (Stalker & Mavin, 2011:288). Female 

expatriates may still encounter biased attitudes and exclusion from informal networks, such as the “Old 

Boys’ Club,” where key decisions about promotions and client relationships are often made (Insch et al., 

2008:22; Gleissner & Stoermer, 2025:363). As access to these networks may influence visibility, trust, and 
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relationship-building within organizations, exclusion from such environments can limit women’s access to 

information, mentorship, and opportunities for career advancement, even when they possess equivalent 

qualifications and performance. 

2.3.4 Overcoming Gender Challenges 

To overcome the gender stereotypes and gender barriers in their workplace, the issue can be viewed from 

different lenses. From an individual perspective related to individual traits; self-confidence, competence, 

sociability and openness are seen as key determinants of success and are therefore partly framed as 

dependent upon the woman’s personal capabilities and adaptability to be successful (Caligiuri & Cascio, 

1998:396-398). In contrast, Janssens et al. (2006) focus more explicitly on interactional processes and power 

relations, emphasizing how women strategically interpret situations and position themselves within 

gendered, hierarchical, and cultural structures. Janssens et al. (2006:133) describe that female expatriates 

reclaim agency by using a two-step process by selectively interpreting interactions with male colleagues, 

followed by actively positioning themselves using different “micro-strategies” to be successful. Successful 

women do not rely on a single identity; they strategically shift between their roles as a woman, a manager, 

and a foreigner to avoid negative stereotypes and establish legitimacy by using authority, cultural outsider 

status, or professional expertise depending on the situation (ibid., 2006:146). They leverage interpersonal 

and relational skills to build trust, gather information, and manage workplace dynamics (ibid., 2006:146). 

As seen in Table 2, if the female expatriate faces discrimination because of gender, she might shift attention 

away from her gender and emphasize professional authority or foreignness. This can involve using 

hierarchical positioning, such as relying on her own or higher-ranking managers’ authority, or she can take 

a cultural position as a foreigner to distance herself from local gender stereotypes (ibid.,2006:145). If faced 

with a disadvantage related to hierarchy, Janssens et al. (2006:145) describe how female expatriates can use 

femininity or soft skills to establish trustful and non-threatening relationships, or to position herself as a 

cultural outsider that is learning about the culture to create more classless relationships. Although many 

women succeed individually by adapting to existing organizational norms and expectations, their success 
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does not necessarily challenge or transform the underlying power relations that continue to make 

international management more difficult for women overall (ibid., 2006:146). 

 

Table 2: Summary of Janssens et al. (2006) study on possible strategic positions. 

Type of Disadvantage Strategic Positioning 

Gender-related Hierarchical positioning or cultural positioning 

Hierarchical-related Gender positioning or cultural positioning 

Cultural-related Gender positioning or hierarchical positioning 

 

In addition, some capitalize on their visibility where being a minority or selected for an international role 

signals competence, giving a “halo effect” (Bastida, 2018:115; Janssens et al., 2006:135). Female 

expatriates’ perceived success appears to be strongly associated with two key characteristics: resilience and 

the ability to both receive support and support the development of others (France et al., 2019:540) 

 

Overall, the literature suggests that female expatriates operate within organizational structures that remain 

gendered despite formal equality initiatives (Acker, 1990:146). Eagly & Karau’s (2002:573–598) role 

congruity theory explains how leadership expectations disadvantage women, while the structure of the glass 

ceiling (Eagly, 2003:92) highlights structural barriers to career progression. In East Asian contexts, these 

challenges may be reinforced by cultural norms emphasizing hierarchy and masculinity, as seen in Figure 

1. At the same time, the "third gender" perspective suggests that foreign women may partially bypass local 

gender expectations, although this status can also expose them to discrimination and vulnerability (Stalker 

& Mavin, 2011: 288; Gleissner & Stoermer, 2025:346). While prior research has explored female expatriates 

in general, limited attention has been given to self-initiated expatriates from highly gender-egalitarian 

societies such as Sweden operating in East Asian contexts. 
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2.4 Conceptual Framework 

From the theoretical discussion, a conceptual framework has been created, identifying potential effects on 

Swedish female expatriates and their expatriate experience. The mechanisms affecting them are cultural and 

gender-specific, which in turn affect expatriate adjustment in the host country. The framework aims to 

conceptualize what challenges the Swedish female expatriates may meet and how they achieve a successful 

performance by adjusting and overcoming challenges shaped by both a cultural and gender pathway.  

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual framework constructed by the authors. 

 

The model includes Hofstede (1983) and GLOBE (2004) to explain both the national and the organizational 

culture. The cultural pathway captures how macro-level cultural dimensions, such as hierarchy, 

collectivism, and communication styles, are reflected in organizational practices. These cultural 

characteristics give rise to cross-cultural challenges, which expatriates must navigate in their daily work. In 

line with Booysen (2016:376), overcoming these challenges requires the development of cultural 

intelligence and cross-cultural adjustment, enabling expatriates to interpret and adapt to local norms. 
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Successful navigation of this pathway allows expatriates to function effectively within the organizational 

environment, thereby contributing to successful performance.  

  

In parallel, the gender pathway highlights how gendered expectations and structures shape expatriates’ 

experiences within the same cultural context. Drawing on the role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 

2002:573–598), it explains how women may face incongruence between stereotypical female roles and 

leadership expectations. This is further reinforced by the concept of the glass ceiling (Eagly, 2003:92), 

which limits access to senior positions, and the notion of foreign women as a "third gender" in the host 

country (Gleissner & Stoermer, 2025:362), where expatriates are positioned outside local gender norms. 

Together, these mechanisms create gender-specific challenges that influence how women are perceived, 

evaluated, and given opportunities within organizations.  

  

While overcoming cultural challenges focus on aligning with local norms and cultural adjustment, 

overcoming gender challenges requires a different set of strategies. As suggested by Janssens et al. 

(2006:133), women must develop an awareness of gendered structures and strategically navigate them, for 

instance by leveraging their foreign status, building networks, or adapting their behavior to gain legitimacy. 

This highlights that success is not only dependent on cultural adaptation but also on the ability to manage 

and respond to gendered expectations. This study utilizes the framework, leveraging it to explore the effects 

of culture and gender mechanisms on Swedish female expatriates and the effect cultural and gender 

adjustment has on successful expatriate performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

30 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

In the method chapter, the chosen methodology and research process will be presented. The chapter 

describes the research conducted, how data was gathered and analyzed, as well as which considerations 

were taken to ensure high-quality research. The purpose is to explain the reliability and validity of the study 

and legitimize the research approach. 

3.1 Scientific Approach 

Given that this study explores the experiences of Swedish female expatriates in East Asia and examines 

whether they encounter gender or cultural barriers, an interpretivist stance is most appropriate. 

Interpretivism assumes that reality is socially constructed and that individuals interpret their experiences 

differently depending on their social and cultural contexts (Hair et al., 2023:308). Since the study relies on 

qualitative interviews, the aim is not to measure objective variables but to understand how participants 

perceive and make sense of their experiences. This aligns with a hermeneutic approach, which emphasizes 

the interpretation of human meaning from the perspective of the social actor. Rather than treating 

participants’ accounts as objective facts, the study acknowledges that their experiences are shaped by 

individual interpretations, cultural contexts, and social interactions (Bell et al., 2022:32). Hermeneutics is 

therefore reflected in the way the research seeks to access the lived experiences of expatriate women and 

understand how they interpret these within their professional and cultural environments (Hair et al., 

2023:308). This involves recognizing that meaning is not fixed but constructed, and that the researcher plays 

an active role in interpreting participants’ narratives.  

3.2 Research Approach 

This study combined deductive and inductive reasoning, as there is a continuous back and forth between 

theory and empirical findings trying to explain the theoretical conceptualization, also called an abductive 

approach (Ghauri, 2004:118). Abductive reasoning begins with a surprise or a puzzle and then researchers 
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seek to explain it, this by going back and forth with the empirical source and the theoretical ideas, turning 

surprising factors into actual matter of course (Bell et al., 2022:25). In this study, such a process enabled 

the transformation of unexpected or nuanced empirical insights into meaningful theoretical contributions. 

Rather than strictly testing or generating theory, the abductive approach allows for the refinement and 

extension of existing theoretical understandings, which is visualized in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: Visualization of the research approach for the study. Made by the authors. 

 

The process begins with a pre-study, which serves as an exploratory phase to identify relevant issues and 

formulate an initial research question. Based on early insights, this question is refined, leading to the 

development of a revised research question that better captures the focus of the study. In this stage, 

expatriates and gender roles were search terms used to identify literature. Following this, a theoretical 

framework is constructed, drawing on existing literature to establish key concepts and perspectives. This 

framework informs the conceptualization phase, where central themes and constructs are translated into 

practical research tools, particularly the interview guide. At this stage, respondents are selected to ensure 
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relevance to the research purpose. The empirical phase begins with data collection, followed by data 

analysis, where the collected material is systematically processed. This includes coding, where data is 

categorized, and thematic analysis, where patterns and themes are identified and interpreted. Importantly, 

the process is not linear. The dotted lines in the model illustrate the abductive logic, where findings from 

the empirical analysis feed back into the theoretical framework. This enables the iterative refinement of 

theory, where concepts are adjusted, expanded, or reinterpreted based on empirical insights. Finally, the 

refined theoretical and empirical insights are integrated into the final analysis, discussion, and conclusion, 

where the study’s contributions are articulated.  

 

For example, the concept of the "third gender" was initially approached primarily as a beneficial status 

enabling female expatriates to bypass local gender expectations. However, the empirical material 

demonstrated that the advantages connected to foreignness were highly dependent on factors such as 

organizational position, age, and ethnicity. An additional pattern that emerged during the empirical analysis 

concerned differences between assigned expatriates (AEs) and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs). Although 

expatriate category was not initially emphasized within the theoretical framework, as the study primarily 

focused on gender and cultural challenges, the empirical material revealed that AE status appeared to have 

a generally positive impact on respondents’ legitimacy, authority, and organizational support. This 

illustrates the abductive nature of the study, where empirical findings contributed to refining and expanding 

the theoretical understanding throughout the research process. 

3.3 Research Method 

This research process began by trying to understand the phenomenon of female expatriates and the struggles 

they faced. The research strategy is a crucial part of a study, becoming the blueprint of the study to answer 

the research question (Bell et al., 2022:36-37; Greener & Martelli, 2015:46). The qualitative research 

approach is suitable for exploring complex and nuanced phenomena rooted in individual perception and 

opinion, resulting in a deeper understanding of the topic (Soulsby & Clark, 2011:24). One critique raised 
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regarding qualitative studies is the lack of transparency and the problem of generalization (Bell et al., 

2022:375-376). Hence, this study uses the methodology chapter to be transparent while also acknowledging 

that the results and contributions of the study may not be generalized for all Swedish women in East Asia. 

The qualitative approach enables an understanding of gender-specific challenges on a detailed level while 

also providing rich descriptions of feelings, perceptions, and settings. The information gathered from the 

qualitative approach enables a comparison of findings from everyone, these findings in turn are analyzed 

using the theoretical framework which enables a theoretical reflection (Greener & Martelli, 2015:67; Bell 

et al., 2022:363-365). 

3.4 Research Design 

Given the presented research question and research approach, comparing multiple cases, a multiple case 

research design was chosen. A case study focuses on a bounded situation or system; it is used to contribute 

to knowledge of individual, social, group, organizational, political and related phenomena (Yin, 2002:1; 

Bell et al., 2022:65-68). To compare Swedish female expatriates and their experiences, a multiple-case study 

is fitting, enabling the study to compare the findings (Yin, 2002:2; Bell et al., 2022:68). Multiple-case 

designs are to be preferred over single-case designs due to the vulnerability of single-case designs (Yin, 

2002:54). Crowe et al. (2011:1) explains that case studies create an in-depth understanding of complex 

issues in real-life contexts. Hence, since the thesis aims to understand the cultural and gender specific 

challenges of Swedish female expatriates and how they handle these, the use of a multiple case study was 

further validated. As our study considers the experiences of 16 women in East Asia, there are multiple units 

of analysis, hence, the study is a multiple-case study (Yin, 2002:39). Despite this case study including 

Swedish female expatriates in East Asia, the analysis is based on outcomes from three different countries in 

East Asia, causing the study to be embedded (ibid.,2002:44). Hence, this study treats the countries in East 

Asia as different contexts and these contexts have multiple units, Swedish female expatriates, embedded in 

them. 
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3.5 Data Collection 

Primary data and secondary data are the two main sources of empirical data in this study. By using more 

than one source of data in the study, triangulation was achieved (Bell et al., 2022:371). The primary data 

originating from interviews was filtered accordingly and later analyzed through the scope of the theoretical 

conceptualization, following the main steps of qualitative research (Bell et al., 2022:365). The triangulation 

approach uses multiple observations, theoretical perspectives, and sources of data, enabling greater 

confidence in the findings (ibid., 2002:371). Primary data was gathered from 16 semi-structured interviews 

with Swedish female expatriates in East Asia, a list of specifications is presented in Table 3, while secondary 

data was gathered from external reports and statistical data. Using both primary and secondary data ensured 

the overall quality of the data as it may address potential inconsistencies from different sources and increases 

the validity and reliability (Guba, 1981:85; Ghauri, 2004:11). 

3.5.1 Primary Data 

The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews, to capture insights from personal 

experiences as well as exploring the complex dynamics of culture and gender, the semi-structured interviews 

play a crucial role (Ghauri, 2004:115; Bell et al., 2022:428-429). The semi-structured interview utilizes an 

interview guide, a set of questions on the topic, while also enabling flexibility through discussions and 

follow-up questions enabling respondents and researchers to ask and answer questions freely (Greener & 

Martelli, 2015:112; Bell et al., 2022:428-429). The semi-structured interviews enable broad and detailed 

information rather than standardized answers, as flexibility is essential given that participants hold different 

positions and have experience across various countries and organizations (Bell et al., 2022:428-429). As the 

interview guide, see Appendix A, was prepared before the interviews; it covered critical themes and topics 

gathered from the theoretical discussion, such as cross-cultural adjustment and "third gender" reasoning, 

relevant for this study. To wrap up the interview, a question about the respondent’s view of success was 

also included. Moreover, 16 interviews were recorded, with the permission of the respondents, to re-listen 
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and re-transcribe the interviews to ensure quality and objectivity of the content (Saunders et al., 2009; 

Jacobsen et al., 2002). One respondent asked not to be recorded, not transcribed using AI, hence, the 

interview was fully transcribed during the interview without a recording. 

 

To gather detailed data from participants across different countries, levels and departments, each respondent 

was selected based on their Swedish nationality and their international experience in East Asia. The sample 

was identified utilizing non-probability sampling, also called purposive sampling (Bell et al., 2022:388), as 

they each have a purpose and relevance to the study. The study includes Swedish female expatriates, 

regardless of whether they were successful or not, in order to learn from both positive and negative 

outcomes. Samples were reached by contacting respondents specifically via LinkedIn or via expatriate 

networks as well as through snowball sampling, utilizing chain-referral techniques where initial respondents 

recommend additional interviewees who may offer valuable insights (Bell et al., 2022:396). The snowball 

sampling resulted in some respondents originating from the same company which provided different 

perspectives from the same company. These respondents were contacted and introduced to the study’s 

purpose. Upon confirmation of participation, the respondents received timeslots to choose from. After 

selecting a time slot, respondents were sent a calendar invitation and further information regarding the 

interview questions through Microsoft Teams. The interviews conducted in this study were primarily online, 

utilizing Microsoft Teams. Video interviewing is flexible as it transcends geographical boundaries and 

enables more convenience for the respondents (Bell et al., 2022:443), especially important for the study as 

most respondents are located abroad. Hence, familiarization with the use of digital recording tools was 

undertaken to ensure smooth data capture (Bell et al., 2022:441-443). The study includes 16 respondents 

with experiences across Japan (J), China (C) and South Korea (S), representing both SIEs and AEs across 

various industries. Below, the respondents are presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: List of respondents in the study. 
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Country Responde

nt  
AE or 

SIE? 

Role Company Date  Duration Interview  
Type 

Japan  J1  SIE Ex. Advanced Partner Japanese Multinational Company 2023-03-

09 

90 min Online 

Japan J2  SIE Consultant International Growth Advisory 2026-03-

10 

60 min Online 

Japan J3  SIE Cultural Exchange 

Officer 

Swedish Foundation 2026-03-

11 

70 min Online 

Japan J4  SIE Communication & 

Planning Lead 

German Multinational Company  2026-03-

12 

75 min Online 

Japan J5  AE Ex. Global Senior 

Director 

Swedish Multinational Company 2026-03-

13 

105 min In Person 

Japan J6  SIE Consultant International Growth Advisory 2026-03-

16 

75 min Online 

Japan J7  AE Product Manager Swedish Multinational Company 2026-03-

13 

60 min Online 

Japan J8  AE Executive Director of 

Global Entity  

Swedish Multinational Company 2026-04-

01 

45 min Online 

China C1  SIE Business Development 

Manager 

Swedish Multinational Company 2026-03-

09 

60 min Online 

China C2  AE Manager Swedish Multinational 

Company  

2026-03-

11 

60 min Online 

China C3  SIE CEO Swedish Non-Profit, Non-

Governmental Organization 

2026-03-

12 

45 min  Online 

China C4  AE Project Manager Swedish Multinational Company 2026-03-

25 

60 min Online 

South Korea S1 SIE Marketing & 

Commercial Specialist 
Swedish Multinational Company 2026-03-

11 
75 min Online 

South Korea S2  AE Chemical Engineer Danish Multinational Company 2026-03-

25 

60 min Online 

South Korea S3  SIE Ex. Intern Swedish Non-Profit, Non-

Governmental Organization 

2026-03-

26 

75 min Online 

South Korea S4 AE Head of Department International Governmental 

Setting  

2026-03-

26 

75 min Online 

3.5.2 Secondary Data 

As previously mentioned, the study utilizes triangulation to improve quality, validity, and reliability (Bell 

et al., 2022:371). The secondary data consisted mainly of statistical data and external reports, such as the 

OECD report “International migration outlook 2024”. Moreover, statistical data such as the OECD report 

provided insights and contributed to the study in a numerical sense. This secondary data complemented the 

primary data and enabled a better understanding of the subjects by, for example, providing information 

regarding the number of foreigners as a percentage of the population (Bell et al., 2022:93). Moreover, this 

study utilized literature to understand existing theory on the subject. Peer-reviewed articles were the main 

source of literature. Peer-reviewed articles undergo a lengthy feedback and review process as they are 

“blindly” peer reviewed by experts on the subject (Bell et al., 2022:92). Hence, utilizing published peer-

reviewed articles ensures quality as they have been reviewed by experts on the subject (Bell et al., 2022:92). 
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The study includes several theoretical theories. Despite including literature previously criticized for being 

too simplified, such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, the study includes newer sources to bring nuance to 

better be able to reflect when analyzing the findings.  

3.6 Data Analysis 

The analysis of the study followed an abductive approach, meaning that insights emerging from data were 

continuously compared with and used to refine theoretical understanding (Ghauri, 2004:118; Bell et al., 

2022:25). In qualitative research, categories typically emerge from the data and are developed through 

human coding and interpretive analysis (Hair et al., 2023:307). This process involves identifying recurring 

themes and refining underdeveloped categories during the analysis.  

  

Qualitative data management presents different challenges depending on the source of qualitative data (Hair 

et al., 2023:309). During interviews, the information was manually transcribed by the authors. In field-

generated data, a great deal of information can be lost when transcribing or if the notes are incorrect (ibid., 

2023:309). Software such as Microsoft Teams’ built-in speech-to-text AI tool was used to complement and 

verify human-generated notes, and to prevent transcription errors. In contrast to quantitative analysis, 

qualitative data analysis is typically iterative, meaning that researchers repeatedly revisit the data as new 

questions arise and as their understanding of the research context develops, also known as memoing (ibid., 

2023:311). Data collection and analysis often occur simultaneously, where initial analysis can lead to 

additional data collection, which in turn informs further analysis. After a few interviews, we noticed that 

several younger SIEs struggled more with hierarchy than older AEs, which was an observation we revisited 

and saw a pattern appear in other interviews as well.  

 

Following the transcription of all interviews, the data was systematically analyzed through a thematic coding 

process. Coding is the principle of categorizing data to understand and help with theoretical sampling (ibid., 

2023:542). Steps of coding are to code as soon as possible, e.g. start transcribing, add notes of significant 
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remarks (ibid.,2023:542). Coding begins by identifying coding units, such as words, phrases, or sentences, 

which enables researchers to focus on meaningful segments of the data (ibid., 2023:312). Since many of the 

interview questions were based on the concepts connected to the theoretical framework (seen in Appendix 

A), our participants used keywords such as “hierarchy” and “old boys’ club”, which helped the coding 

process (ibid., 2023:312).  

 

According to Bell et al. (2022:544), the analysis process can be understood through first-order and second-

order coding. First-order coding involved summarizing and categorizing each individual interview based on 

the respondents’ own words and experiences. This stage focused on staying close to the empirical material 

and identifying key topics emerging from each participant’s account. For example, respondents frequently 

used expressions such as “old boys’ club” or “foreigner card”, which were initially coded as descriptive 

categories connected to gendered exclusion and "third gender". Similarly, statements regarding adapting 

communication styles, “being soft as a leader,” or “accepting it for what it is” were coded under themes 

related to adaptation and coping strategies. 

 

The next stage, second-order coding, involved comparing, combining, and interpreting these codes in 

relation to broader analytical themes and theoretical concepts. In practice, this meant moving iteratively 

between the empirical findings and the theoretical framework in order to identify patterns, similarities, and 

differences across respondents. For example, codes related to “using foreignness,” “being more vocal than 

local women,” and “gaining legitimacy through expatriate status” were grouped into broader analytical 

themes connected to the "third gender" perspective and strategic positioning. Likewise, recurring 

descriptions of exclusion from networks, limited female representation in leadership, and the need to 

continuously prove competence were connected to broader themes related to the glass ceiling and role 

congruity theory. Bell et al. (2022:544) describe this as an abductive process, where empirical observations 

and theoretical ideas continuously inform and refine one another throughout the analysis. 
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It was important to balance analytical categorization by preserving the meaning and context of the 

respondents’ statements. Bell et al. (2022:545) emphasize the importance of ensuring that the coding process 

does not oversimplify or detach statements from the broader experiences described by participants. For 

example, statements initially coded as “adaptation” were revisited multiple times in order to distinguish 

between strategic adjustment or emotional coping. Similarly, respondents’ descriptions of “success” were 

repeatedly re-examined to avoid interpreting success solely as organizational performance, as several 

participants instead defined success through personal growth and resilience. Therefore, original transcripts 

were continuously revisited throughout the analysis to ensure that interpretations remained grounded in the 

empirical material and accurately reflected the participants’ perspectives. This iterative approach 

contributed to increased transparency, consistency, and reliability within the data analysis process (Bell et 

al., 2022:544). Finally, after themes were defined and clarified, the empirical data was presented in 

categories based on the concepts from the theoretical framework as presented in 2.4. Additional concepts 

about organizational support structures for expatriate women and personal view of success were added as 

subheadings, as it gave a more nuanced view of underlying attitudes, motivations and definitions of success. 

Once the analysis is complete, the findings are summarized and may be presented with tables or figures for 

clarity (Hair et al., 2023:307).  

3.7 Research Quality 

The article highlights that qualitative research seeks understanding rather than measurement, and that the 

researcher plays a central role as the primary instrument of data collection and interpretation (Golafshani, 

2003:601). Because qualitative inquiry is context-bound and interpretive, findings are not expected to be 

replicable in the same way as quantitative results (ibid, 2003:600). In contrast to quantitative research, where 

validity typically concerns whether an instrument measures what it is intended to measure, validity in 

qualitative research is redefined as credibility and trustworthiness, concerned with whether the findings are 

believable, meaningful, and well-supported by the data (Golafshani, 2003:600; Hair et al., 2023:318). In 

qualitative research, credibility can be established in many ways and can be achieved through systematic 
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and consistent data processing in data collection, providing transparency, reflexivity, and careful 

documentation of the research process (Golafshani, 2003:602; Hair et al., 2023:321). To avoid the common 

methodological mistake of saturating participants, repeatedly interviewing the same individuals until no 

new insights emerge (Morse et al., 2002:18), this study expanded the sample rather than relying excessively 

on repeated interviews with the same individuals. While follow-up interviews can deepen insights, the 

primary strategy was to broaden the participant pool to strengthen the scope, adequacy, and robustness of 

the dataset. Accordingly, more than ten participants were included to enhance variation and ensure that 

emerging patterns were not confined to a limited set of experiences. Moreover, participants were given 

anonymity to allow them to speak freely and without fear of having to comply with company guidelines or 

other biases, which increases trustworthiness. 

  

Therefore, validity and reliability in qualitative research cannot be understood in the same way as in 

quantitative research because they are rooted in a positivist tradition (Golafshani, 2003:599). In qualitative 

research, exact replication is neither expected nor always desirable (ibid., 2003:599). Instead, reliability is 

reconceptualized as dependability, the consistency and transparency of the research process (ibid., 

2003:599). This means that the researcher clearly documents procedures, decisions, and interpretations so 

that others can understand how conclusions were reached (ibid., 2003:603). Triangulation, using multiple 

data sources, methods, or investigators, is an important strategy to improve credibility and reduce bias by 

acknowledging multiple realities and focusing on constructing meaningful, defensible interpretations rather 

than aiming for a single objective truth, qualitative research (Golafshani, 2003:604; Hair et al., 2023:321). 

Hair et al. (2023:321) add that researchers can build safeguards by extending field work and conducting 

external peer reviews. 

 

It should also be acknowledged that the sample was unevenly distributed across the three country contexts, 

with a larger number of respondents located in Japan compared to China and South Korea. As a result, the 

empirical material provided more extensive insights into the Japanese context, which may have influenced 
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the prominence and depth of certain themes within the analysis. However, since the purpose of the study 

was not statistical generalization but rather to generate in-depth understanding of female expatriates’ 

experiences in East Asia, the variation across respondents was considered sufficient to identify broader 

patterns, similarities, and contextual differences between the country settings. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations and Artificial Intelligence 

To uphold high ethical standards in research, researchers must adhere to broader ethical standards, including 

honesty, transparency, professional competence, and responsibility to scholarship, in order to ensure 

credibility and integrity in their work (Yin, 2018:140). Case study research can become biased if the 

researcher uses it to confirm a preconceived position rather than remain open to emerging evidence (ibid., 

2018:140). A key safeguard against this bias is maintaining openness to contrary evidence and being willing 

to adjust conclusions when compelling findings challenge initial assumptions (ibid., 2018:140). Research 

involving human participants requires careful ethical consideration and formal approval before data 

collection begins (ibid., 2018:144). Researchers have a responsibility to protect participants including 

obtaining informed consent, ensuring voluntary participation, avoiding harm or deception, protecting 

participants’ privacy and confidentiality, taking special care with vulnerable groups, and selecting 

participants fairly (Yin, 2018:144; Hair et al., 2023:65). In this study, participants were given the study 

purpose, length of interview, the interviewees' names, format, and ensured anonymity ahead of the 

interview. During the interview, the participants were asked for consent to be recorded, also ensuring that 

recordings and transcriptions would be deleted after the finalization of the study. Adhering to these 

principles helps safeguard participants and ensures the integrity and credibility of the research (Yin, 

2018:144). Moreover, in this study, AI has been utilized to transcribe interviews in real-time. The transcripts 

received from AI have been the basis of coding and theoretical analysis of the empirical findings. 

Furthermore, AI has improved grammatical and vocabulary quality by providing suggestions on how to 

formulate certain sentences using AI programs.  
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4. EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

In the empirical research chapter, the findings of the study are presented based on the collected data. The 

chapter outlines the key results derived from the interviews, structured according to the main themes 

identified in the conceptual framework. The purpose is to provide a clear and systematic presentation of the 

empirical material, allowing the reader to understand the experiences and perspectives of the respondents, 

and to establish a foundation for the subsequent analysis and discussion. 

4.1 Cultural Pathway 

4.1.1 National Culture Differences 

The respondents experienced differences and similarities between the national cultures of Japan, China and 

South Korea. Across Japan, South Korea and China, hierarchy, collectivism and indirect communication 

patterns were central to the region (J7, S4, C2), in contrast to Swedish national culture where directness and 

individualism are more prevalent (J1, J6, C2, S2).  

  

In Japan, respondents highlighted the large influence of hierarchy, politeness and social rules in the national 

culture (J7, J8). Multiple respondents spoke of experiences where seniority influenced both professional and 

social interactions through social etiquette and linguistic style (J4, J8). Moreover, implicit social 

expectations such as modesty and politeness were repeatedly mentioned as central national culture norms 

(J4, J7, J8). Respondents stated:  

  

“Japanese society has hierarchical structures, shown in social relationships, education and 

even in the workplace” - J1 

 

“The Japanese are extremely polite; I have never seen any country as polite as they are. They 

have this formal and informal way of speaking.” - J7 
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Respondents explaining South Korean national culture emphasized the hierarchy, conformity and 

Confucianism (S1, S2). Respect for elders, age-based rank and authority embodied the social behavior (S3). 

Society is highly performance-driven and socially competitive, characterized by competitiveness originating 

from school where children are pitted against each other continuing throughout adulthood (S1, S2, S3). 

Social culture therefore emphasizes conformity, social status, and appearance (S2). South Korea may be 

described as a classist society with a sense of resentment towards the foreigners who have not experienced 

such hardships (S4). 

 

“Instead of hierarchy being tied only to age and role, South Korean hierarchy is 

connected to educational background, family networks, and social status. Just being Korean 

is not enough, you are only happy if you are at the top” - S3 

 

National culture in China is seen as masculine, patriarchal and hierarchical, and the emphasis on trust and 

relationships is highlighted (C2, C4). Moreover, the strong collective structures in the culture can be seen 

in how they view family resources as shared rather than individual (C1). 

4.1.2 Organizational Culture Differences 

The interviews emphasized how the organizational culture in Japan, China and South Korea is different 

from the Swedish. East Asian organizational culture is characterized by hierarchies, formal communication 

and less individual initiatives (J7, J8, C1, C3, C4, S1, S2). The hierarchy within organizations was clearly 

marked where the respondents were expected to show respect to managers and senior colleagues. Examples 

of how the hierarchy within organizations was language, gestures and communication etiquette e.g., bowing, 

using titles and prioritizing who to greet first (J1, J5, C3, S1). While a few respondents explain that 

organizational culture may not always reflect national culture (C1), the vast majority believe that national 

culture has a large effect on organizational culture (J1, J2, J3, J4, J6, J7).  
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“When Japan opened up to the world, women were expected to preserve the culture through 

roles like weaving, sewing, and taking care of children, while men progressed in society. I 

feel like those values still influence today’s office culture, where male office workers view 

themselves almost like modern-day samurais” - J3 

  

In these hierarchical structures, the employees are treated according to their rank, influencing their degree 

of autonomy and freedom (J2, J5, C2, C3, S1). Additionally, it has affected how they work extremely hard 

with attention to detail (J4, J8). In Japan, Junior employees were expected to ask for permission before 

acting, being unable to speak up, and feeling like they must silence themselves (J2, J3). Seniority itself is 

more important than competence or skill in some situations; the older you are, the better (J4, J5). The 

organizational culture has shaped the Japanese way of thinking within organizations. Japanese prefer to be 

told what to do rather than open-ended questions (J4). In South Korea, one respondent explained that there 

is a necessity to understand social sense, how one should act in their role, age, and level (S1). 

  

In the organizational culture, decision-making was one aspect different from Swedish organizational culture. 

As collectivism is strong within organizations in Japan, workers are protecting their whole team when 

working, not putting themselves first and never declining orders (J4, J6). Hence, the employees say yes to 

everything as they have so much respect for the leader (J7, J8). Respondents with experience from Japan 

highlighted consensus-oriented decision making and indirect communication, while respondents with 

experience from South Korea emphasized a more authority-driven organization where employees were to 

follow the manager (J2, J8). In China, the focus was on building trust and guanxi and having collectiveness, 

not wanting to state personal opinions, instead highlighting the importance of relationships when doing 

business (C2). 

 

“I was unable to bring up things in the whole group. I needed to go to them  
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individually and be overly clear with the directions and ask them to repeat the 

directions after. They do not say what they think” - J8 

 

“The Japanese way of doing things is very group-centered, you need to act properly 

because you don't want to make mistakes that make the whole group look bad” - J2 

 

“In China, hierarchy is also prominent but functions more through relational 

mechanisms such as guanxi, a term highlighting the weight of trust-building, maintaining 

face communication and decision-making… In big meetings, it is information rather than 

opinions” - C2 

 

Work routines and working-time expectations in East Asia are largely different from those in Sweden. While 

Sweden is known for work-life balance, East Asia has a long way to go (J4). The organizational culture in 

Japan and South Korea is described as working long hours, normally 12 hours, with limited annual leave 

(J3, J4, J7, S1, S2). Multiple respondents stated that employees might be perceived negatively for taking a 

vacation as it was burdening the group, seeing vacation as something affecting the collective (J4). Moreover, 

there exists a norm where employees in Japan and South Korea do not leave work before the manager as it 

is considered impolite.  

  

A recurring theme in interviews was the importance of trust within organizations. In Japan and China, it 

was highlighted how employees gained both freedom and responsibility first when trust was established (J2, 

J5, C2, C4). Once one has proved themself within the group, you receive organizational autonomy and 

respect in some instances. In China, the importance of guanxi was highlighted pointing towards a similar 

way of thinking where trust and relationships are built before doing business. In Sweden, professional 

interaction is “more about proving myself and showing off, but in China you must get to know each other 

first” (C2). 
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“I started as the head of a new, large department. It was clear that my manager did not want 

anyone in that position and did not take my issues seriously. I started to look for areas of 

improvement and became the bridge between dissatisfied stakeholders and the company, 

which earned respect from my manager. Once he saw that I was “on his side”, he gained 

more trust in me and was more receptive to my opinions” - C4 

 

Several respondents highlighted language barriers as shaping organizational life in East Asia (J8, C1, S1). 

Language barriers complicate communication and may increase the risk of misunderstandings (S2). In some 

cases, respondents needed translators and interpreters, making it difficult to understand subtle details 

embedded in the language (J5, J7, J8, C1).  

4.1.3 Culture Challenges 

The challenges emerging from the national and organizational culture differences are connected to 

hierarchy, language barriers, communication style, and the collectivist working norms. Although the 

experiences were different across countries and respondents, some challenges overlapped. The rigidness in 

the culture, bureaucracy, and the large number of social rules was sometimes straining for expatriates in 

Japan (J1, J2). Orienting the hierarchies within companies also posed a challenge. Understanding the 

hierarchies within organizations may be confusing at times, for example, not being able to localize the real 

decision makers or being unable to speak up in the office (J3, J7). Moreover, needing approval before 

making decisions was a new phenomenon, causing delay and confusion in the workflow for one manager 

(J7). The hard-working culture in Japan where employees work long hours became a challenge for one 

respondent.  

 

“The most difficult part of Japan was working so much, life turned into work and  

felt like the most important thing in life.” - J4 
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An additional challenge was regarding the indirect nature of communication. Several respondents repeatedly 

emphasized the workplace communication in East Asia as non-direct, making it difficult to interpret what 

colleagues meant (J8). Hence, it made it difficult to manage and lead the organization when individual 

opinions were raised (J8). Moreover, indirect expectations in society emerged as challenging for expatriates 

concerning how to act depending on age, rank and social setting while never being told explicitly about the 

rules (J4, J7, S1). Even in China, the manager needed to use breakout groups for them to come back with 

opinions (C2).  

  

As mentioned previously, language was a central part of organizational culture. Challenges raised by the 

respondents were connected to not understanding the language as it is connected to the local culture (C2). 

Limited language knowledge created misunderstandings and restricted their ability to understand 

discussions in meetings, in the office, and in subtle meetings (J8). The culture is strongly connected to the 

language and by not speaking the language, the degree of inclusion, clarity, and participation within the 

workplace is affected (J8, C1). One respondent stated that knowing the language would have made her 

experience much easier (S2). Notably, all SIEs located in Japan knew the language beforehand causing them 

to bypass the language barrier in the country. J1 explains how foreign workers in Japan “needs to understand 

the language” in order to overcome cultural challenges.  

  

Overall, respondents presented several challenges associated with culture. Mostly rooted in the differences 

between Swedish and host-country workplace norms. The respondents had to navigate and respond to 

different organizations and national cultures. 

4.1.4 Overcoming Cultural Challenges 

Several respondents chose to adapt to the host country culture rather than changing it (J1, J2, S1). Some 

even saw it as necessary to function in the cultural context of the host country (J1). Respondents not only 
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adjusted to workplace expectations but also learned how to interpret norms, communication, and even 

hierarchies. Notably, one respondent explained that due to her being an SIE and being hired locally, she 

must follow the host-country rules to a larger degree than if she were an AE (S1). 

 

“Resisting the system would hinder my ability to move forward professionally. Instead, I 

focus on understanding how the system works and positioning myself within it as there are 

so many things in Japan which can bring a Swedish person into hysteria, but I adapt and 

accept it to move forward” - J1 

 

Common behaviors when adapting to host-country culture were becoming more polite, observant, and 

adaptable (S1, S2). Moreover, by respecting the working norms and understanding social cues and 

hierarchies, one can more easily adjust and learn to become a better leader (S2, J4). Moreover, respondents 

highlighted how they changed how they spoke and acted in the workplace, all due to cultural adjustment.  

 

“I went all in with the adaptation… relatives have commented on my mannerisms which have 

changed such as bowing and sitting up straight” - J7 

 

Multiple respondents explained how they have become more feminine while being in Japan (J1, J6). 

Adapting speaking tones and becoming more reserved and modest (J6, J1). Examples of this adoption could 

be J1 who adapted to East Asian culture by aligning her behavior and appearance with local norms, making 

sure to look well-presented and thinking of looking modest, something she did not do in Sweden. She also 

noticed changes in her behavior, such as becoming quieter and less likely to challenge or speak up to 

superiors, which contrasts with her experience in Sweden. J2 learned how to act in a way they wanted her 

to act, picking up behaviors such as covering her mouth while laughing. J3 explained how, in the beginning, 

she was cautious both in her actions and in her formulation, trying to express herself while simultaneously 

silencing herself in certain situations (J3).  
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Cultural understanding, adaptability and intelligence are especially important in East Asia, where the 

population is generally cautious about immigration and foreigners (J1, J6). Previous international experience 

or knowledge about the host country facilitated adjustment according to some respondents (C2, S4). 

Respondents having previous experience with international culture described how they felt better prepared 

and open when meeting a new cultural context (J3, C2, S4). Moreover, certain AEs received cultural training 

or language training by their company, additionally facilitating their experience (J5, C4). As explained by 

S4, learning from international cultures can be used in new contexts, hence, one must avoid imposing biases 

and focus on positive learning rather than resistance. 

 

 “The more knowledge you have about different cultures, the better. Understanding situations 

and people is important. It’s been more beneficial overall to understand cultures” - J3 

 

“It is very neglectful not to have knowledge of cross-cultural communications. If you have 

no knowledge or international experience, you may fail the mission as it may be harder to 

gain respect. It has helped me, that I have been living in several countries, to gain respect in 

China… When they hear that I have worked internationally before, they feel like they can 

trust me” - C2 

 

“I think you must adapt to the host culture, otherwise you cannot stay. It is important to 

respect the culture to work effectively” - S2 

  

While many respondents noted that they have adapted to the host-country culture, others have embraced 

their individuality and not conformed to the set norms. J2 explains the tiredness of adapting and trying to 

be like the locals, which has emerged in recent years. Hence, she is trying to be more non-Japanese as she 

is still a bit too Japanese for her own liking (J2). There are even women who have tried to find the balance 
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between being herself and being adaptable (J4). One respondent explained that re-adjusting the balance of 

adapting and knowing the good and bad things within the culture is the most important aspect (J4). J8 

explained how she did not change despite being in Japan, stating that “I am not here to be like everyone else 

but rather to be the change”. In the beginning, J8 tried to adapt but learned that she was unable to adapt 

fully. Respondents also noted that there are benefits to not being too “local” if you're a foreigner, because 

if you're too conforming, they will just treat you like a local and then get disappointed when you're not 

following their standards (J2). If you do something that a local hire might not do, they will understand and 

consider that you are a foreigner (S1). 

4.2 Gender Pathway 

In Japan, several respondents (J1, J3, J7) explicitly describe organizations as direct extensions of societal 

norms, where hierarchical structures, formality, and gender expectations are reproduced within the 

workplace. For instance, J7 emphasizes that even in foreign-owned firms, local employees bring their 

cultural values into the organization, reinforcing the dominance of Japanese norms. Similarly, J3 notes that 

companies function as “concentrated entities of culture,” reflecting broader societal expectations regarding 

hierarchy, communication, and gender roles. 

  

A similar pattern is observed in China, although respondents highlight a more dynamic interaction between 

national and organizational culture. While C1 suggests that organizational environments can differ despite 

being embedded in the same national context, C4 argues that management ultimately shapes how national 

culture is expressed within the organization. At the same time, practices such as guanxi (C2) illustrate how 

deeply embedded cultural norms continue to influence organizational behavior, particularly in relation to 

relationship-building and decision-making. In South Korea, respondents (S1, S2) also describe how 

Confucian values, including respect for hierarchy, age, and traditional gender roles, shape career 

progression, particularly for women. 
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4.2.1 Role Congruity Theory 

The empirical findings indicate a clear presence of role incongruity across all three contexts, although with 

varying intensity. In Japan, this misalignment between female gender roles and professional expectations 

appears particularly pronounced. Respondents (J1, J3, J4, J6) describe how women are expected to embody 

characteristics such as politeness, modesty, and non-confrontational behavior, while simultaneously being 

positioned in supportive rather than leading roles. For instance, J3 explains that women are often expected 

to act as mediators and relationship managers, whereas decision-making authority and more demanding 

responsibilities are reserved for men. This creates a structural tension in which assertive or leadership-

oriented behavior risks being perceived as inappropriate, thereby constraining women’s professional agency 

as in J7’s statement. 

 

“The one thing that comes to mind in traditional industries is that women are objectified. 

Coming from a foreign country, they can ask you questions in a sexual manner, like: “We 

should put you in front of the CEO because you are pretty”. There is a lot of power 

harassment, where someone in power is harassing you.” - J3 

 

“Men can act bold. I would be taken as aggressive if I was equally bold” - J7 

  

In contrast, the Chinese context reflects a more nuanced and context-dependent form of role congruity. 

While some respondents (C1, C3) report relatively equal treatment in professional settings, others (C4) 

emphasize that women are still expected to prioritize group harmony and relational coordination over 

individual performance and leadership. This suggests that although formal barriers may be less visible, 

implicit expectations regarding gender-appropriate behavior persist, particularly in relation to 

communication style and team dynamics. At the same time, the findings also indicate that expatriate 

experiences are shaped not only by broader national cultural norms, but also by firm-specific organizational 
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cultures that may either reinforce or moderate those national norms (C1, C2). As a result, the environment 

encountered by expatriates can vary considerably across organizations despite operating within the same 

national context.  

 

“The importance was not my performance but to maintain harmony with stakeholders and 

act as a good representative of the group towards the Swedish teams.” - C4 

  

In South Korea, role congruity is strongly influenced by enduring Confucian and patriarchal norms. 

Respondents (S2, S3) describe how women are expected to align with traditional roles both within and 

outside the workplace, including expectations related to family and social behavior. Furthermore, S1 notes 

that male-dominated leadership structures limit women’s career advancement opportunities, reinforcing the 

perception that leadership roles are less congruent with female identity. Although some respondents indicate 

gradual change among younger generations, these deeply embedded cultural norms continue to shape 

organizational expectations. 

 

“I was not taken seriously first, not sure if it's because I am a foreigner or a female, but I 

think it is a combination of both. South Korea’s view of women is complicated; women are 

highly educated, but old Confucian patriarchal expectations are still present. I was taken to a 

wedding by my boss, and the day after he gave me criticism for drinking without my 

husband” - S2 

 

In both Japan and South Korea, many respondents highlight strict norms and expectations on appearance at 

workplaces that are much stricter for women than for men. S1 describes that South Koreans have high 

standards regarding weight, length and appearance, reinforcing a broader societal expectation that women 

should conform to traditional gender roles. 
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“Women were expected to follow specific rules regarding clothing and presentation, such as 

wearing heels of a certain height, wearing makeup, having long, straight, black hair to 

maintain femininity. Male supervisors sometimes commented if women did not meet these 

standards” – J1 

 

4.2.2 Glass Ceiling & Boys’ Club 

The findings further reveal the persistence of informal male-dominated networks, commonly conceptualized 

as the “boys’ club,” which function as an important mechanism reinforcing gender inequality. This 

phenomenon is particularly visible in the Japanese context. Multiple respondents (J1, J2, J3, J6, J8) describe 

organizational environments in which leadership positions are predominantly held by men in Japan and 

where access to influential networks is structured around male-oriented social activities. J3, for example, 

notes that a significant majority of participants at corporate events are men, often engaging in informal 

networking through activities such as dinners and golf. Similarly, J6 highlights that such networking arenas 

are more readily accessible to men, thereby facilitating stronger professional ties and career opportunities. 

J1 further emphasizes that these networks influence promotion processes and access to strategic roles, 

contributing to a glass ceiling in which men are systematically favored despite equivalent qualifications. 

While these structures exist, J5 believed that issues were not present, stating that the structures are connected 

to male-dominated global companies rather than countries. 

  

“Most higher-ups are men. At larger company dinners, it is very apparent that 80-90% are 

men, usually older men. They golf together on weekends and have dinner together. They 

keep their networks between men. You can talk and discuss things with them, but it often 

leads to ‘budget is too tight’ or ‘no time’. I believe that I would have to do more to gain the 

same positive feedback compared to a man” - J3  
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In China, the “boys’ club” dynamic is less explicitly articulated but nonetheless present through the 

importance of guanxi-based networks. As noted by C2, relationship-building often takes place in male-

dominated settings, such as business dinners and social gatherings involving alcohol consumption, which 

may limit women’s participation. C4 similarly observes that men tend to occupy positions with greater 

decision-making authority, particularly within business-oriented functions, suggesting that informal 

networks continue to reinforce gendered power structures. 

 

“In all positions where there are important mandates, it is always a man who holds that 

position. I think the bad relationship between different departments is strongly connected to 

those that held power [older men towards younger women” - C4 

 

However, other respondents had not experienced the same “old-boys-club” culture in China that was 

associated with some European workplaces (C1, C2). Although the respondent had been warned to expect 

gendered comments, Chinese colleagues were perceived as relatively humble in their interactions (C2). 

Reflecting on these experiences, the respondent emphasized that the challenges of working in a male-

dominated field were not unique to China but also present in Sweden and other European contexts. C1 had 

even considered China to be more inclusive of women compared to other European countries. 

 

“I did not feel like I was being treated differently. As a woman travelling or working within 

a male-dominated field in Europe, people often look at you in a certain way. In China, I never 

felt sexualized or treated that way. The ‘boys’ club’ may actually be more visible in Western 

or European countries” - C1 

  

The South Korean findings present a more mixed picture. While some respondents (S1, S4) report limited 

direct exposure to exclusionary networks, others (S2, S3) indicate that male dominance persists in both 

formal and informal structures. In particular, the need for women to exert additional effort to gain 
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recognition suggests that access to influential networks may be uneven, even if less visibly institutionalized 

than in Japan. 

 

In comparison to male counterparts, many respondents noted that the men received more positive feedback 

and could assimilate better at the workplace (J3, J7, J8, S1, S3), although some were unsure if it was because 

of their foreign status or for being a woman (S2). 

 

“I believe male expatriates would generally have an easier time building relationships with 

both male and female colleagues. Practicing Japanese with my mostly male colleagues was 

difficult because, as a woman, casual conversations could risk being interpreted as flirtatious 

rather than professional. If I had been a man, I think it would have been more acceptable to 

speak casually with colleagues just to practice the language” - J7 

 

“I do not think that being a male, the same age and function, would be better. What would 

make a difference would have been if I were Chinese and a male” - C4 

 

4.2.3 "Third Gender" 

In Japan, the "third gender" phenomenon is particularly evident. Several respondents describe how being 

foreign allows them to bypass certain expectations imposed on local women. For instance, J1, J3, and J6 

explain how they can use the “foreigner card” to act more assertively, express opinions, or deviate from 

strict norms of femininity and submissiveness. Similarly, J2 highlights how she is “first seen as a foreigner, 

then as a woman,” reinforcing the idea of being placed in a separate category. This aligns with the notion 

that foreign women are granted selective flexibility, such as less pressure to conform to appearance 

standards or communication norms. 
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“I was told in my culture course that I would be more respected because I was sent from 

headquarters. That would weigh more than me being a woman or a man. It's because I'm from 

abroad too” - J7 

 

However, this status is ambivalent. While it provides advantages (e.g., more voice or visibility), it also 

reinforces outsider status and limits full inclusion. For example, J1 and J8 indicate that, despite some 

flexibility, foreign women are still less likely to be chosen for leadership roles compared to men. 

 

“I am not seen as a strong candidate if compared to a man… the male will be chosen, 

especially when it comes to critical positions such as leadership or management positions.” 

- J1 

  

In China, the "third gender" effect appears more subtle and professionalized. C1 and C4 note that they are 

often perceived more as “foreign experts” or “Swedish” rather than women, which can elevate their status. 

This suggests that foreign identity may override gender to some extent. However, C4 also shows that this 

does not eliminate inequality, as men still receive more responsibility and support. 

 

“People see me as a Swedish person rather than a woman. Being an expat is a high status. In 

my company, you must be treated according to your knowledge.” - C1 

 

In South Korea, the "third gender" dynamic is combined with strong societal norms and homogeneity. S1 

and S2 report that foreign women are treated differently than local women and may avoid some expectations 

(e.g., beauty standards or subordinate roles) but still face challenges in being taken seriously. This indicates 

that "third gender" status provides partial exemption but not full equality. 
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“I have a Korean friend who started at the same time as me. She must take care of the elders, 

set the table, and act more as an assistant compared to me as a foreigner. ‘I do not adhere to 

the rigid standards that local women face” - S1 

 

Furthermore, a few participants pointed out that the benefits of "third gender" can be exclusive to certain 

types of foreign groups, particularly those of more “high-status” countries. Most of them had experienced 

positive outcomes of leveraging their "third gender" status as Swedish nationals, but S1 gave the example 

that people from Southeast Asia are sometimes viewed differently compared to Western foreigners. S3 

added that being mixed-race in Korea can be difficult, and these attitudes are often very direct and visible. 

 

“I believe I still benefits from the ‘gaijin card’ because I am perceived as a white foreigner. 

As a leader, I am viewed as intelligent and culturally competent despite being a woman. 

However, this perception does not necessarily extend to all foreigners. Foreigners working 

in lower-status jobs or coming from countries that are perceived as less prestigious, may 

instead be looked down upon” - J1 

 

4.2.4 Overcoming Gender Challenges 

Regarding overcoming gender challenges, respondents frequently rely on personal strategies to manage 

structural inequalities and gendered expectations. In Japan, where gender norms are particularly 

pronounced, women face expectations related to appearance, behavior, and limited career progression (J1, 

J2, J6). To overcome these challenges, some respondents strategically leverage their foreign status, allowing 

them to deviate from local gender norms and act more assertively without facing the same level of scrutiny 

as local women (J3, J6). J2 suggested that foreign women are not expected to be as non-vocal as Japanese 

women, which reduced some gender-related barriers. Likewise, C2 explained that international experience, 

language skills, and cultural knowledge helped her gain respect, particularly when speaking Japanese, which 
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made managers see her as a serious professional despite being a woman. Others adopt proactive approaches 

to counter exclusion, such as J8, which creates informal networking opportunities to build relationships and 

reduce isolation within a hierarchical environment. In China, gender challenges appear more context 

dependent. While some respondents (C1, C3) report relatively equal treatment, others (C4) describe more 

subtle forms of inequality, such as being valued for maintaining harmony rather than for performance. In 

such cases, overcoming gender challenges may involve seeking alternative support structures, as 

demonstrated by C4 turning to the Swedish organization when local management failed to address 

discrimination.  

 

“When I reached out to my Chinese manager, I did not receive help at all. Then, I contacted 

my Swedish organization, that I was not treated equally to men. The Swedish organization 

took it seriously” - C4 

 

In South Korea, respondents (S1, S2, S3) describe a context in which women must continuously prove their 

competence within male-dominated and patriarchal structures. Overcoming gender challenges therefore 

involve increased effort, visibility, and strategic self-presentation, as well as navigating societal expectations 

related to gender roles. 

 

A few respondents described adapting emotionally and behaviorally to workplace environments and local 

norms to improve their experience at the workplace. S3 explained the importance of accepting situations as 

they are, while J4 described workplace difficulties as a “learning experience”. Although J4 had attempted 

to raise concerns with managers, she explained that she sometimes felt like “a burden” and instead managed 

these situations through understanding and adaptation. 

 

“Although I had attempted to raise concerns with managers, I sometimes feel like a burden 

and instead approach many situations as learning experiences. I talked to my coworkers to 



   

 

59 

 

understand the situation. In the beginning, I wanted to learn and conform. Now it is about re-

adjusting the balance of adapting and knowing the good and bad things within the culture. 

Understanding when it is hurtful and when it is coming from a good place” - J4 

  

Similarly, C1 emphasized the importance of being forgiving, open-minded, and adjusting communication 

styles to the local context. She described moderating her communication style and acting “soft as a leader” 

in response to hierarchical expectations within the workplace. J7 also described actively seeking advice 

from other expatriates outside of work to better understand how to operate successfully within the Japanese 

corporate environment. 

 

Table 4: Summarization of strategies used by respondents to overcome challenges. 

Type of 

Disadvantage 

ID Challenge/Disadvantage 

Experienced 

Strategic 

Positioning  

Strategy Used 

Gender-related J2 

(SIE) 

Expectations that women 

should be non-vocal and 

passive in Japan 

Cultural positioning Leveraged foreigner status 

to speak more openly 

J6 

(SIE) 

Expectations regarding how 

women should behave and 

express disagreement 

Gender positioning Expressed disagreement 

directly but politely to 

maintain legitimacy 

C2 

(AE) 

Reduced legitimacy as a 

woman within hierarchical 

environments 

Cultural positioning 

and hierarchical 

positioning 

Used language skills, 

professional expertise, and 

cultural competence to gain 

respect 

Gender-related 

/Hierarchical-related 

C4 

(AE) 

Unequal treatment and lack of 

support from local 

management 

Hierarchical 

positioning 

Sought support from 

Swedish organization rather 

than local management 

S3 

(SIE) 

Pressure to continuously prove 

competence in male-dominated 

structures 

No clear identity 

shift 

Relied on resilience and 

emotional adaptation 

Hierarchical-related J3 

(SIE) 

Difficulty navigating 

workplace expectations and 

gaining legitimacy within 

Japanese work culture 

Gender positioning Built networks, asked 

questions, adapted to 

workplace norms 

J4 

(SIE) 

Difficulty raising concerns 

with managers and feeling 

misunderstood 

Gender positioning Sought understanding 

through coworkers and 

emotional adaptation 

C1 

(SIE) 

Leadership expectations 

shaped by hierarchy and 

communication norms 

Gender positioning Adjusted communication 

style to be softer and more 

relational 

Cultural-related J7 

(AE) 

Difficulty understanding how 

to succeed within Japanese 

corporate culture 

Hierarchical 

positioning 

Sought advice from 

experienced expatriates and 

adapted behavior 

accordingly 

Cultural-related 

/Hierarchical-related 

J8 

(AE) 

Language barriers and 

exclusion in workplace 

communication 

Hierarchical 

positioning 

Used formal authority to 

restructure meetings into 

English 
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As illustrated in Table 4, respondents used a variety of strategies to navigate challenges related to gender, 

hierarchy, and culture. Several respondents relied on cultural positioning by leveraging their foreigner 

status, while others used hierarchical positioning through organizational authority, professional expertise, 

or external support structures. The findings also indicate that respondents frequently adapted 

communication styles, built informal networks, or relied on emotional resilience in order to manage 

workplace dynamics and establish legitimacy. Furthermore, differences can be observed between assigned 

expatriates (AEs) and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), where AEs more often relied on organizational 

authority and formal legitimacy, while SIEs more frequently emphasized interpersonal adaptation and 

resilience. These patterns are further analyzed in the following chapter. 

4.2.5 Organizational Support 

An important area for improvement concerns organizational support systems and awareness of 

discrimination. The findings indicate that employees often lack formal channels to address gender-related 

challenges, particularly in contexts where speaking is discouraged (S1, S3, C2, C4). Respondents therefore 

highlight the need for clearer policies, training, and support mechanisms to handle discrimination and ensure 

equal treatment. In line with this, C2 notes that the level of understanding of discrimination and cross-

cultural communication remains low in many organizations, suggesting a need for increased education and 

awareness. 

 

“In Chinese culture, it would not be acceptable to reach out to the Chinese managers when 

experiencing discrimination. I did not receive any help at all when I reached out to my 

Chinese manager. I later contacted the Swedish office, where I had more trust in the manager, 

that I was not treated equally to men” - C4 
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Furthermore, many respondents suggest that organizations should invest in cross-cultural training and 

inclusion initiatives, particularly for both local employees and expatriates. Enhancing cultural intelligence 

can facilitate better communication, reduce misunderstandings, and improve collaboration among diverse 

teams. Respondents also imply that creating spaces where women and expatriates can share experiences and 

support each other could contribute to a more inclusive work environment.  

 

“I believe it is important to create development initiatives and workshops that bring together 

women and foreigners. In Sweden, many women tend to have a more optimistic view of their 

future career opportunities, whereas in Japan, many women may not see becoming a CEO as 

something realistically attainable” - J1 

 

Several respondents emphasize the importance of increasing female representation in leadership positions 

as a key driver for change. As highlighted by a female director, promoting more women into senior roles 

could help challenge existing norms and demonstrate that career advancement is attainable for women in 

traditionally male-dominated environments. This visibility is perceived as essential for shifting both 

organizational practices and broader societal expectations. 

  

“I had a very impressive female employee whom I wanted to send on an international 

assignment, and she also wanted the opportunity herself. However, after I left Japan, she 

never went on the assignment because she no longer had the same support from the Japanese 

manager who succeeded me. I realized that things quickly returned to the old system once I 

left. Women were no longer encouraged to take up space, and she did not feel comfortable 

going abroad without my support.” - J5 

  

In addition, respondents point to the need for greater work-life balance and shared family responsibilities. 

J2 suggests that encouraging men to take parental leave could reduce the disproportionate burden placed on 
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women and contribute to a more equal distribution of career opportunities. This reflects a wider recognition 

that gender inequality is not only organizational but also deeply embedded in societal structures. 

 

“It is easier to reach out for support if it is related to family and similar circumstances. If it 

is gender-related, maybe they wouldn’t be as considerate” - S4 

4.3 Successful Performance 

In the Japanese context, several respondents describe their performance as successful due to their ability to 

adapt to local norms and operate within hierarchical structures. For instance, J7 explains that her position 

and understanding of the organizational hierarchy enabled her to gain visibility and influence, suggesting 

that performance is closely linked to the ability to utilize structural conditions effectively. Similarly, J6 

highlights that confidence and strategic use of her foreign status allowed her to stand out and gain 

recognition, indicating that performance is partly achieved through balancing adaptation with assertiveness. 

At the same time, respondents such as J8 reflect success in more relational terms, emphasizing initiatives 

taken to build networks and foster inclusion, such as creating informal meeting spaces. However, the 

findings also suggest that success may be constrained by structural barriers, particularly for women, as 

indicated by J2, who points to the limited presence of women in senior positions, and J5, who highlights a 

lack of organizational support for career advancement. 

 

“I think the foreigner-card can help me be promoted. You are showing more if you are 

confident. It is more acceptable for a foreigner to brag and show off compared to a Japanese 

woman who never brags about her work” - J6 

  

In China, respondents generally express a more positive perception of their performance, often linking 

success to their ability to build trust and maintain effective relationships. C1 describes a supportive 

organizational environment where her expertise is recognized, suggesting that performance is evaluated 
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based on competence and contribution. Similarly, C2 emphasizes that respect and credibility were gained 

over time through cultural understanding and engagement with local practices, indicating that performance 

is closely tied to relational integration.  

  

In South Korea, perceptions of performance are more mixed and often associated with the need to 

continuously prove competence. S2 describes how recognition is not immediate but must be earned over 

time, suggesting that successful performance is linked to persistence and the ability to demonstrate 

reliability. At the same time, S4 indicates that in highly competitive environments, performance may be 

evaluated more objectively, with less emphasis on gender, which can create opportunities for recognition 

based on merit. However, respondents also highlight that structural and cultural barriers may influence how 

performance is perceived and rewarded, particularly for women. 

 

Some respondents felt like they were having a difficult time being successful on their expatriate missions 

or thought it was difficult to define what success was. J7 explains that she was an AE at the Japanese 

subsidiary to help integrate a software and formally answered to one senior manager. When facing delay in 

the implementation process, she examined the source of hindrance in the organizational decision-making 

process and discovered that there was an informal hierarchy that she was unaware of. 

 

“They do not like implementing new things. I tried to figure out who my manager was 

listening to and understand who I ultimately had to convince in order to implement this 

system. Once I figured it out, I focused all on him because it didn't matter what I did to 

anyone else, because I needed to get his consent. I was successful on pursuing him in the 

end.” - J7 

 

Although the respondent was unsuccessful in implementing the system, a failure she noted was partly caused 

by the headquarters, she still considered her expatriate experience successful, as she was able to overcome 
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both professional and personal challenges throughout the assignment. C4 points out that performance is not 

always evaluated solely on output, but also on the ability to maintain harmony and represent the team, which 

may shape how success is defined and recognized. 

 

“I did not perform as well as I could have. I think the circumstances could have been different. 

I would have needed someone to have my back, stand by her side and to not let the Chinese 

manager “play with her” - C4 
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5. DISCUSSION 

This chapter discusses empirical findings through the scope of the theoretical discussion and the theoretical 

framework in order to answer the research question. The theoretical framework is the base of the analysis, 

and the chapter contrasts the theoretical discussion with the empirical findings to understand the challenges 

of Swedish female expatriates in an East Asian context.  

5.1 Cultural Differences and Effect on Expatriate Adjustment 

The findings gathered from the empirical data explain how there are cultural differences between Sweden 

and East Asia, and these differences affect the adjustment of Swedish female expatriates. Specifically, the 

hierarchical structures, collectivist thinking and language barriers are challenges present within the East 

Asian countries in this study, as well as communication styles and authority. All aspects contribute to the 

complexity of Swedish female expatriate adjustment. 

5.1.1 National Cultural Differences and Challenges 

In the national culture, the empirical findings align largely with what Hofstede (2025) and House et al. 

(2004:193) presented. East Asian countries are uniquely identified by Confucianism (House et al., 2004:189; 

Terpstra-Tong & Ralston, 2025:338), confirmed by respondents highlighting patriarchy, homogeneity, 

respect for hierarchy and social harmony (S1, S2). The findings further emphasized the national culture in 

Japan being largely affected by politeness, social rules and hierarchy (J7, J8). Moreover, China is described 

by respondents as masculine, patriarchal and hierarchical, and the emphasis on trust and relationships are 

highlighted (C2, C4), further confirming the beliefs of several authors (Fu & Mi, 2025:541; Wyant & 

Cionea, 2024:576). Hence, even outside organizations, seniority and age affect social etiquette and linguistic 

style (J4, J8, S3, C2). These behaviors are in line with the collectivist and hierarchical aspects of Hofstede 

(2025) and House et al (2004:193), that there are rules and unspoken expectations that expatriates must 

understand and interpret in everyday life. While the primary data presented many similarities between the 
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East Asian countries, there were variations as well. While House et al (2004:189–193) highlighted regional 

similarities as all countries belong to the same Confucianism cluster, the observations implied that nuances 

could be found. An example is hierarchy in the national context that presents itself differently in the three 

cultures. In Japan, hierarchy is based on role and age, while in South Korea it is connected to family 

networks, education and social status, and China focuses more on relationships and trust (J5, J7, S3, C2).  

5.1.2 Organizational Cultural Differences and Challenges 

House et al (2004:446) explained how the beliefs and assumptions within organizations create the 

organizational culture. Organizational culture is clearly affected by the national culture, as seen in the 

respondents’ answers. Due to the interconnection, broad understanding of the national culture may facilitate 

expatriates’ interpretation and understanding of work-place behavior and decision making within 

organizations. As presented in the theoretical discussion, Sweden is characterized by low power distance 

and high individualism, whereas East Asian cultures are identified by their hierarchical structures and 

collectivist values (Hofstede, 2025; House et al., 2004:193). The findings on organizational culture in East 

Asia align with Hofstede's (1983:81) explanation of power distance, where hierarchical structures arise due 

to power being unequally distributed. It is noted by respondents (J2, S3, C2) that seniority and rank affect 

professional interactions as they are deeply embedded in the culture and affect both autonomy and freedom. 

Some respondents even highlighted their inability to state their opinions in certain settings due to their 

position in the hierarchy (J2, J3). Hence, respondents experience what Fu & Mi (2025:541) explained as 

high power distance, where authoritative figures and their decisions are rarely questioned, in line with 

respondents' experience where seniority was seen as more important than competence or skill in certain 

situations (J4). Furthermore, hierarchical employment practices, male-centered rules and working norms 

such as lifetime employment are rigid organizational structures that were highlighted by several authors 

(Gleissner, 2025:4; Wyant & Cionea, 2024:576). This is in line with the respondents, where several stated 

rigid working cultures with long working hours and minimal vacation (J3, J4, J7, S1, S2). 
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Many challenges highlighted by respondents were explained by Anderson (2025:6-14) as understanding 

that the collectivist values in East Asia have them prioritizing group harmony and loyalty over individual 

pursuit. J8 recounts experiencing it first-hand, where employees were unable to make decisions 

independently and express opinions due to the collectivist and indirect nature of communication. Hence, 

organizational collectivism and decision-making affect the expatriate’s managerial capacity as 

accountability and clarity are difficult to obtain (J7, C3). While South Korea is hierarchical and collectivist, 

the country emphasized a more authority-driven organization in line with power distance (J2, J8). In Japan, 

however, hierarchy is strongly connected seniority and the collectivist value that building consensus is 

important, which respondents struggled with (J7, J8). China holds a stronger dependence on trust, guanxi 

and relationships (C2, C4). Respondents also introduced nuances in decision-making. Japan was explained 

as consensus-driven, South Korea was authority-driven, and China had more of focus on preserving guanxi 

(J2, J8, C2, S2). Hence, despite cultural frameworks highlighting some cultural characteristics, it generalizes 

and fails to include the nuances connected to a specific context. These nuances are highly important in 

understanding expatriate experiences. Hence, organizational cultures affect expatriates in different ways, 

despite belonging to the same region and having similar characteristics, the organizational cultures may 

have different nuances. Hofstede (1983) and the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004:189–193) may be used 

to identify broad tendencies, such as the dimensions hierarchy, power distance and collectivism. Though 

they fail to understand and differentiate certain mechanisms within the organizational culture in countries 

from the same region. Especially considering East Asian countries hold hierarchical and collectivist values 

while the empirical findings show how they operate in individual ways. 

5.1.3 Cultural Adjustment 

Authors such as Arman et al (2024:4) state that expatriates must be culturally well adjusted for the chance 

of a successful assignment to increase, the respondents showed similar behaviors. Some respondents were 

in line with the literature (Booysen, 2016:376; Caligiuri et al., 2001:360), stating that adopting host country 

cultures is important for expatriates to function effectively and achieve professional success (J3, J7, S2). An 
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example being how J1 and J6 highlight that the cultural knowledge is necessary as East Asian countries, 

such as Japan, may be cautious about immigration and foreigners. While the respondents did not elaborate 

regarding why Japan may be cautious, the theory section highlights the small percentage of foreigners in 

the country (OECD, 2024). Hence, homogenous countries may be more cautious with foreigners causing 

larger need for adoption. Moreover, the adoption of indirect communication and hierarchy was needed to 

enable professional opportunities as it shaped legitimacy and built trust within the organization. 

Respondents explained that by understanding when to raise opinions and who held informal authority, the 

organization can become more effective (J3, J7). However, cultural adjustment was also explained by 

respondents as suppressing behaviors central to their Swedish professional identity such as assertiveness 

and open disagreement (J1, S2, C3). Respondents highlighted how hierarchy and collectivism affected their 

ability to use direct communication or to speak up. Becoming more reserved was an adjustment needed to 

function in professional settings and integrate more smoothly (J1, S2). The adjustment necessary 

emphasized the need to understand unspoken rules and norms, suggesting that the ability to interpret 

situations is a subtle, relational and situational process as resisting would hinder their ability to move 

forward professionally (J1). The cultural adoption then became a trade-off where expatriates facilitated 

integration while limiting their own leadership style. Notably, SIEs were generally better prepared for their 

expatriation by knowing the language, culture and norms extensively beforehand while some AEs received 

limited cultural training and organizational support by their companies (J1, J5, J8, C4). The cultural 

adjustment for respondents was in line with Caligiuri et al (2001:360) explained as integrating new customs, 

roles and manners, extending to the identity, leadership and professionalism for the expatriates. 

 

Moreover, empirical data presented a nuanced picture on adjustment, stating several strategies. While 

respondents highlighted full adoption of the host country's culture, some emphasized selective adoption (J1, 

J2, J4). For instance, respondents trying to maintain certain attributes and not conform, demonstrated that 

expatriates must balance the differentiation and the conformity to the host country's culture. While the 

literature (Searle & Ward, 1990:452; France et al., 2019:522-545; Arman et al., 2024:4) highlights the link 
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between cross-cultural agility and expatriate success, the respondents point out a more complicated picture 

where adoption is highly individual. An additional aspect of overcoming cultural challenges was age and 

experience, as experiences by expatriates vary across the spectrum. Hierarchies may be straining for junior 

expatriates (generally SIEs) due to the inability to express themselves (J4, J5). A majority of the women 

with senior roles were AEs, sent by a company to fulfill a goal or a task, with some having previous 

international experience. These women stated, to a larger degree than junior counterparts, that they earned 

respect at the workplace due to their role, age and experience that are highly valued in hierarchical 

environments (J5, C2). However, senior expatriates (generally AEs) could experience difficulties when local 

hires were unable to express their opinions, thus slowing down progress. Both issues arise due to hierarchy 

but affect the expatriates differently. Hence, to overcome challenges, age and role may largely affect 

experiences. Several AEs confirmed Gleissner’s finding (2025:7-8) about AEs receiving generous support 

to facilitate their cultural adjustment, whereas SIEs received little or no organizational support when 

working abroad. Hence, the AEs and SIEs may experience their missions differently and adjust to their 

environment using different strategies.  

5.2 Gender Differences and Effect on Expatriate Adjustment 

5.2.1 Role Congruity Theory 

The empirical findings provide strong support for Role Congruity Theory by illustrating how gender 

stereotypes shape expectations and evaluations of women across different organizational contexts. 

Consistent with Eagly and Karau (2002:573-598), women are expected to embody traits such as politeness, 

modesty, and relational orientation, while leadership roles are associated with assertiveness, decisiveness, 

and authority. This mismatch between gendered expectations and leadership requirements is particularly 

evident in Japan, where respondents describe a clear division between supportive and decision-making roles 

(J3, J4). Women are positioned as mediators and relationship managers, whereas men are granted authority 

and responsibility (J3). This reflects the first form of prejudice outlined in the theory, where women are 
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perceived as lacking the traits required for leadership, thereby reinforcing their exclusion from higher-level 

positions. 

 

Moreover, the second form of prejudice described in Role Congruity Theory is also reflected in the empirical 

data, namely that women who deviate from traditional gender expectations may be penalized. In Japan, 

respondents highlight how assertive behavior or deviation from norms of femininity can be perceived as 

inappropriate, creating a structural tension for women attempting to advance professionally. J7 states that 

women who act bold are perceived as aggressive in comparison to men who act in similar manner. This 

supports the argument that women face a “double bind,” where conforming to gender expectations limits 

their career progression, while violating them leads to negative evaluations. As such, gender stereotypes 

continue to influence both behavioral expectations and performance evaluations, ultimately constraining 

women’s professional agency. 

 

While the Japanese context reflects a particularly strong form of role congruity, the empirical data related 

to China and South Korea suggest that these dynamics are present but manifest differently. In China, role 

congruity appears more subtle and context dependent. Although some respondents report relatively equal 

treatment (C2, C3), others emphasize the importance of maintaining harmony and prioritizing relational 

coordination over individual performance (C4). In South Korea, role congruity is embedded within broader 

societal norms. Respondents describe how traditional expectations related to gender, family, and hierarchy 

continue to influence workplace dynamics, particularly in male-dominated leadership structures (S1, S2, 

S3). This aligns with the notion that gender bias operates at multiple levels, as highlighted in the literature 

(Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023:367), where societal and institutional norms reinforce organizational 

practices that limit women’s advancement.  
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5.2.2 Glass Ceiling & “Old Boys’ Club” 

Glass ceiling was often reflected through mechanisms such as the “old boys’ club,” where informal male-

dominated networks influence access to opportunities, influence, and career progression. In Japan, an 

overwhelming majority of respondents observed the notion of a “old boys’ club” (J1, J2, J3, J6, J8). 

Respondents describe male-dominated networking environments, such as dinners and golf, where 

relationships, trust, and influence are built. These arenas are not equally accessible to women, which aligns 

with the idea that informal networks reproduce inequality outside formal organizational structures. Despite 

equivalent qualifications, J3 report needing to exert more effort and still being less likely to access leadership 

roles and therefore reflects a structural barrier rather than individual shortcomings, consistent with the 

theoretical definition of the glass ceiling emerging from organizational practices and cultural norms as 

presented by Eagly (2003:92).    

 

In China, the “old boys’ club” is less explicitly recognized, yet similar dynamics operate through guanxi-

based networks, where men build relationships in order to exchange favors. The concentration of men in 

positions of authority and the informal relationship-building that often occur male-dominated social settings, 

women’s limited participation creates unequal access to opportunities and decision-making influence. 

However, some respondents added nuance to this interpretation by describing Chinese workplaces as less 

overtly exclusionary than certain Western or European contexts. In contrast, respondents such as C1 and C2 

perceived Chinese colleagues as humble in their interactions and rather associated “old-boys-club” culture 

with European workplaces. C1 did not feel sexualized or treated differently as a woman in China like she 

did in male-dominated industries in Europe. This suggests that gendered barriers such as glass ceiling are 

not exclusively tied to East Asian contexts but may instead reflect broader structural dynamics present across 

male-dominated industries in many societies. The “boys’ club” appears less overt in some cases in South 

Korea, and not all respondents report direct exclusion. Nonetheless, the need for women to work harder to 
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gain recognition indicates that access to opportunities and networks remains unequal, consistent with the 

concept of a glass ceiling operating in more subtle ways. 

5.2.3 "Third gender" 

The empirical findings largely support the concept of the "third gender" as outlined in prior research, while 

also revealing important nuances in how this status is experienced across different cultural contexts. 

Consistent with the literature (Gleissner & Stoermer, 2025:362; Tung, 2004:245-246), several respondents, 

particularly in Japan, describe how being perceived primarily as a foreigner enables them to deviate from 

traditional gender expectations. This “foreigner status” allows female expatriates to act more assertively, 

express opinions more openly, and avoid certain norms of submissiveness typically imposed on local 

women. In this sense, respondents appeared to occupy the "third gender" position described by Janssens et 

al. (2006:140), where foreign women are neither fully aligned with local men nor local women. 

  

However, the findings also extend existing theory by demonstrating that the "third gender" is not a uniform 

or stable position, but rather context-dependent and shaped by national and organizational environments. 

While the phenomenon appears particularly pronounced in Japan, where respondents explicitly refer to 

using the “foreigner card,” it manifests differently in China and South Korea. In China, foreign women are 

more frequently perceived as “foreign experts,” suggesting that professional identity may partially override 

gender, thereby enhancing status. In this context, professional expertise appears to partially override 

traditional gender expectations, enabling female expatriates to gain legitimacy through their outsider status.  

 

These variations raise a broader question regarding who may benefit from foreignness and under what 

conditions such advantages emerge. The empirical findings suggest that the advantages associated with 

"third gender" status are not solely linked to foreignness itself but are also related to how the expatriate is 

positioned within organizational and social hierarchies. It is implied that the benefits associated with "third 

gender" status are amplified when foreign women also occupy high-status organizational positions. The 
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majority of AEs were going on missions as experienced managers or directors for a limited time. Compared 

to SIEs, they gained respect quicker due to their position and because they were sent by higher management. 

Most of the AEs were older women, with many years of experience, thus earning them trust from the 

employees in an environment that values Confucian hierarchy. One of few exceptions was J7, an AE who 

was sent to a Japanese subsidiary to train staff encountered resistance. Unlike the other AEs, however, she 

held a lower organizational position, had comparatively less experience, and was younger in age, which 

suggests that the AE status alone may not have been sufficient to establish legitimacy. Nevertheless, when 

compared to SIEs, younger AEs still appeared to benefit from greater organizational legitimacy and 

authority derived from being formally appointed and supported by headquarters. 

 

This is especially apparent in the Chinese context, where all the respondents were older, more experienced 

with managerial positions or CEOs, even though only half of them were AEs. Although SIEs were 

empirically shown to be comparatively more culturally prepared than AEs, they had significantly more 

obstacles to overcome in order to earn respect and become successful, which was observed among 

respondents in Japan and South Korea. The ability to benefit from foreignness appears strongly connected 

to organizational legitimacy and social status. While Tung (2004:245–246) suggests that foreignness itself 

may generate credibility, the findings indicate that this legitimacy is amplified when combined with 

organizational authority and seniority. This nuances prior literature by suggesting that the benefits of 

outsider status are not unconditional but mediated by existing hierarchical structures. This demonstrates that 

cultural intelligence may not be sufficient to overcome deeply embedded hierarchical and gendered 

structures when expatriates lack formal organizational status, seniority, or backing.  

 

As for perception of ethnicity, many respondents experienced benefits connected to their Swedish identity, 

such as increased legitimacy, visibility, and authority. Some respondents even acknowledged that the 

advantages they experienced may not have been solely related to being Swedish, but also to being perceived 

as white, as noted by J1. It was noted that foreigners from Southeast Asian countries were sometimes treated 
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differently compared to Western expatriates, while issues related to mixed-race identity and colorism were 

also highlighted by respondents, indicating that foreignness itself is hierarchically structured. This implies 

that the advantages associated with "third gender" status are not distributed equally among foreign women 

but are shaped by socially constructed hierarchies connected to ethnicity, nationality, and perceived prestige. 

In this sense, certain expatriate identities are associated with competence, authority, and professionalism, 

while others may be linked to lower social status. Consequently, the ability to benefit from outsider status 

may depend not only on gender, but also on how the expatriate’s ethnic and national background is perceived 

within the host-country context. 

  

Therefore, it suggests that foreign women do not constitute a homogeneous category. Rather, the empirical 

material suggests that the positive effects of foreignness are more accessible to expatriates associated with 

Western, white, or “high-status” identities, whereas other foreign groups may experience exclusion or 

reduced legitimacy despite also being outsiders. This indicates that ethnicity intersects with gender and 

expatriate status in shaping how female expatriates are perceived, evaluated, and granted authority within 

organizations. 

  

Nevertheless, the findings also support previous literature emphasizing that the "third gender" does not 

eliminate gender discrimination but instead creates a partial and conditional form of privilege (Stalker & 

Mavin, 2011:288). While respondents report benefits, this does not necessarily translate into full inclusion 

or equal career opportunities compared to men. In line with previous research (e.g., Stalker & Mavin, 2011; 

Insch et al., 2008), female expatriates continue to face barriers in accessing leadership positions and informal 

networks. For instance, respondents in Japan note that men are still preferred for senior or critical roles, 

highlighting that deeply embedded gender hierarchies remain intact despite the advantages afforded by 

foreignness. The "third gender" should therefore be understood not as a position of empowerment alone, but 

as a dynamic and often ambivalent status that can enable and constrain female expatriates depending on the 
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social context. While it may provide short-term agency and increased visibility, it does not fundamentally 

challenge the underlying gendered structures that shape career advancement and organizational inclusion. 

5.2.4 Overcoming Gender Challenges  

Empirical data largely support the theoretical perspective that female expatriates actively use micro-

strategies to navigate gendered organizational structures, while also revealing important observations 

regarding the conditions under which these strategies become effective. In line with Janssens et al. 

(2006:133), most respondents across all three contexts demonstrated agency by selectively adapting their 

behavior and strategically positioning themselves in response to gendered expectations. Rather than relying 

on a single identity, several respondents appeared to shift between identities as women, foreigners, and 

professionals in order to establish legitimacy and reduce negative stereotyping that female expatriates might 

face. 

  

This was particularly evident in Japan, where respondents strategically leveraged their foreigner-status to 

deviate from traditional gender norms and act more assertively without facing the same level of criticism as 

local women, which is described as cultural positioning by (Janssens et al., 2006:145-146). For example, J2 

and J6 leveraged their “gaijin” status, and were able to speak more openly without being judged according 

to the same expectations imposed on local women. J2’s observation that foreign women are not expected to 

remain as non-vocal as Japanese women demonstrates how she selectively interprets and navigate local 

gender expectations to create greater behavioral flexibility. Similarly, C2’s use of language skills, 

international experience, and cultural knowledge reflects how female expatriates can strategically utilize 

professional competence and cultural understanding to gain legitimacy and shift attention away from gender 

stereotypes. Rather than being viewed primarily as a woman, she became perceived as a credible 

professional through her expertise and cultural competence.  
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Other respondents demonstrated hierarchical positioning strategies. J8’s decision to implement English-

speaking meetings and restructure communication channels reflects the use of organizational authority to 

manage workplace dynamics and reduce exclusion. Likewise, J3’s emphasis on speaking to managers when 

discrimination occurs illustrates reliance on formal authority structures to challenge unequal treatment, even 

if the effectiveness of such actions remained limited in certain organizational contexts. These examples 

align with Janssens et al.’s (2006:146) argument that female expatriates may rely on their own or higher-

ranking managers’ authority to strengthen legitimacy and challenge disadvantageous situations. 

Respondents did not solely rely on formal authority, but actively built trust, relationships, and informal 

support systems to navigate workplace dynamics. C4’s decision to seek support from the Swedish 

organization when local management failed to address discrimination suggests that overcoming gender 

barriers may involve strategically steering between different organizational contexts and support structures. 

This extends the theory by demonstrating that micro-strategies are not only interpersonal but may also 

involve leveraging transnational organizational relationships to secure legitimacy and protection. 

 

Furthermore, the observations imply that female expatriates not only relied on strategies as described by 

Janssens et al. (2006) but instead used emotional adaptation and cognitive reframing to manage gendered 

challenges. Several respondents emphasized the importance of accepting and adapting to the environment 

rather than having the need to overcome or resist it. For example, S3 described the need to “accept it for 

what it is,” indicating emotional adjustment and normalization of workplace conditions. Similarly, J4 

adjusted her view of the workplace difficulties as “a learning experience” and explained that despite 

attempting to raise concerns with managers, she often felt like “a burden,” thus leading her to manage these 

experiences through understanding rather than confrontation. Likewise, C1 emphasized the importance of 

being forgiving, open-minded, and willing to adapt communication styles to the local context. She explained 

that she deliberately toned down her communication and acted “soft as a leader” in response to hierarchical 

expectations, reflecting a form of emotional and behavioral adjustment used to navigate gendered workplace 

norms. In a similar manner, J7 actively sought advice from other expatriates outside of work in order to 
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understand how to succeed within the Japanese corporate environment, demonstrating reflective adaptation 

and emotional preparation as part of her adjustment process. These findings relate to the individual-trait 

perspective proposed by Caligiuri and Cascio (1998:396–398) because many of the respondents’ coping 

mechanisms relied on personal adaptability, openness, emotional resilience, and self-regulation as important 

determinants of expatriate success. 

  

While both Caligiuri and Cascio (1998:396–398) and Janssens et al. (2006:145-146) provide important 

explanations for how female expatriates navigate international environments, the empirical findings raise 

questions regarding the extent to which these strategies truly challenge underlying gendered structures. In 

South Korea, the continuous need for women to prove their competence further reinforces the persistence 

of male-dominated structures and role incongruity. Agency appear less connected to transforming 

organizational structures and more related to learning how to operate effectively within them. Respondents 

frequently described adjusting communication styles, emotionally adapting to discrimination, strategically 

balancing assertiveness, and accepting workplace conditions rather than directly challenging them. This 

supports Acker’s (1990:146) argument that organizations remain fundamentally gendered, while also 

reflecting role congruity dynamics (Eagly & Karau, 2002:573–598), where women continue to face 

resistance when deviating from expected gender roles. Expecting female expatriates to actively transform 

deeply embedded gendered structures may place an unrealistic burden on women who are already operating 

as minorities within leadership positions and male-dominated industries. From this perspective, the adaptive 

behaviors described by respondents may not necessarily reflect passivity, but rather pragmatic strategies for 

functioning within organizational systems that are difficult to change individually. Several respondents 

emphasized that adapting communication styles, balancing assertiveness, and emotionally managing 

workplace dynamics were necessary in order to maintain professional relationships and succeed within the 

local context. 
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To summarize, some patterns were observed in the empirical data. All the respondents that experienced 

hierarchical disadvantages were SIEs (J3, J4, C1) and used gender positioning to mitigate the hierarchical-

related challenge. This may be due to SIEs being vulnerable to issues related to hierarchy since they often 

have a harder path to gain authority within workplace power structures. C4 and S3 experienced gender-

related/hierarchical-related situations, either from unequal treatment or having difficulty navigating 

workplace expectations, and they used different strategies to encounter it: C4, an AE, used hierarchical 

positioning to get support from higher management in Sweden; while S3, an SIE, relied on acceptance and 

emotional resilience, thus not taking a clear identity shift. Overall, AEs and SIEs did not use the same micro-

strategies. For AEs (C2, C4, J7, J8), all respondents chose to take hierarchical stance regardless of the type 

of disadvantage encountered, likely because they benefited from greater organizational authority and formal 

backing from higher management. In contrast, SIEs (J2, J6, S3, J3, J4, C1) more frequently adopted gender 

positioning, to perhaps rely more on interpersonal adaptation, such as speaking more softly and seeking 

support from coworkers, to establish credibility. However, it is difficult to determine whether these 

differences in strategic behavior were solely related to expatriate category, since respondents encountered 

different types of situations and organizational circumstances even though it is the same category of 

disadvantage. 

5.2.5 Organizational Support 

Several respondents strongly support the theoretical claim that expatriates operate within gendered 

organizational structures (Acker, 1990:146), and that success is not solely dependent on individual 

capability. Across all three country contexts, respondents emphasized that formal organizational 

mechanisms for addressing discrimination and inequality were often limited, unclear, or difficult to access. 

This was particularly evident in environments where speaking up against discrimination was culturally 

discouraged. C4’s experience illustrates this clearly, as she explained that she did not receive support when 

approaching local Chinese management regarding unequal treatment and instead turned to the Swedish 

office, where she felt greater trust and understanding. The lack of formal support systems and safe channels 
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to address discrimination demonstrates how organizational practices may reinforce gender inequality and 

fail to provide the conditions necessary for overcoming gender-related challenges. This supports the 

theoretical argument that organizational support is essential for enabling adjustment and successful 

expatriate performance (Caligiuri et al., 2001:360; Abdelfatah et al., 2024:4). 

  

Furthermore, respondents’ emphasis on initiatives such as creating support networks specifically for women 

and encouraging shared parental responsibilities reflects the interconnected nature of organizational and 

societal barriers. J2’s suggestion that men should be encouraged to take parental leave demonstrates an 

understanding that women’s career opportunities are influenced not only by workplace practices, but also 

by gendered expectations outside the organization. Similarly, S4’s observation that organizations may be 

more supportive regarding family-related issues than gender-related discrimination suggests that workplace 

inequality is not always recognized as a legitimate organizational concern to the same extent as other 

employee wellbeing issues. Respondents also noted low levels of awareness regarding discrimination, cross-

cultural communication, and gender-specific challenges, and desired clearer reporting channels, training 

initiatives, and educational efforts aimed at improving both cultural intelligence and understanding of 

workplace inequality. J1 highlighted the value of workshops and development initiatives that bring together 

women and foreigners, suggesting that shared experiences and visibility may strengthen both inclusion and 

confidence regarding future career opportunities.  

  

Another important observation concerns the role of female leadership and representation within 

organizations. Several respondents viewed female leaders as important not only symbolically, but also 

practically, as they could actively create opportunities and provide support for other women. The limited 

presence of women in leadership, as highlighted by respondents such as J2, reflects the persistence of the 

glass ceiling, where structural barriers continue to restrict women’s advancement (Eagly, 2003:92). This 

aligns with the framework’s emphasis on gender-specific mechanisms influencing access to opportunities 

and career progression (Eagly & Karau, 2002:573–598). However, even female expatriates in leadership 
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positions, who possess greater organizational authority and opportunities to influence workplace practices, 

struggle to create long-term structural change. This is illustrated by J5, whose role involved promoting a 

less hierarchical and more globally oriented leadership culture within a Japanese subsidiary. She encouraged 

employees to speak up, supported more flexible working practices, and actively created opportunities for 

female employees, including recommending a highly capable female employee for an international 

assignment. Although several employees appreciated these initiatives, resistance remained within the 

organization, particularly regarding hierarchy and traditional work practices. Once J5 left Japan, the female 

employee never went on the international assignment due to the lack of support and gradual dismantling of 

J5’s implemented initiatives by the succeeding Japanese manager. This indicates that female expatriates 

may be able to navigate and partially influence gendered structures, but that sustaining organizational 

change appears significantly more difficult when broader cultural and organizational norms remain 

unchanged. 

5.2.6 Achieving Successful Performance 

Most of the respondents felt successful in their international assignments. The findings nuance how 

“success” itself is understood within expatriate assignments. Several respondents described success not 

necessarily as determined by technical competence or achieving the original organizational objective, but 

also as successfully managing the broader professional and personal challenges associated with the 

assignment. Although J7 was ultimately unsuccessful in implementing the software system, partly due to 

challenges originating from the headquarters, she still viewed the assignment as successful because she had 

learned to navigate the organizational environment and overcome personal and professional obstacles 

throughout the process. On the other hand, S4 stated that the highly competitive environment in South Korea 

could shape how women’s performance was evaluated and rewarded, meaning that “success” was often 

defined in relation to being compared to others. This indicates that successful expatriate performance may 

be understood more broadly than formal project outcomes alone and instead involve adjustment, learning, 

and the ability to function effectively within challenging organizational environments.  
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5.3 Revised Theoretical Framework 

After the empirical findings were analyzed, new findings were identified. The understanding of cross-

cultural challenges and gender challenges has changed. The empirical findings highlighted how the 

challenges affected one another, as respondents noted that national culture influenced organizational culture 

and perceptions of women. Hence, the two aspects do not exist in isolation; they are interconnected. As seen 

in Figure 4, the two arrows between cultural challenges and gender challenges symbolize how they affect 

each other. Importantly, the two pathways are interconnected rather than separate, as cultural norms shape 

gender roles, meaning that the intensity and form of gender challenges are influenced by the host country's 

culture. At the same time, strategies used to overcome gender challenges often rely on cultural 

understanding, such as knowing when to conform or deviate from local expectations and workplace norms.  

 

Moreover, another aspect was introduced by empirical data, namely organizational support. Several 

respondents highlighted how organizational support is needed to achieve successful performance. 

Organizational support may provide tools in order to facilitate cultural adjustment by offering, for example, 

culture classes or language support. For gender adjustment, organizational support may provide help when 

encountering gender discrimination or other types of assistance or mentoring. 

 

Within the revised framework, AE/SIE was added as a contextual factor influencing how female expatriates 

experience cross-cultural and gender-related challenges. The dashed arrows illustrate that expatriate 

category does not directly determine outcomes but shapes the conditions under which challenges are 

experienced and navigated. The empirical findings showed that assigned expatriates (AEs) generally 

benefited from greater organizational authority due to being formally sent by headquarters and often 

occupying more senior positions. In contrast, self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) were generally younger and 

held lower organizational positions, making it more difficult to gain recognition and authority within 

workplace power structures. However, while AEs benefited from authority, they still struggled with subtle 
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aspects of the host country's culture and language barriers. SIEs held a stronger cultural understanding and 

language knowledge, helping them to navigate the challenges. Therefore, the expatriate type affects the 

challenges faced and how to navigate them. 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Revised Theoretical Framework 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This chapter addresses the research question and the purpose of the study. By analyzing the empirical data 

and the theoretical discussion through the lens of the revised theoretical framework, the aim is to provide 

comprehensive answers to the research question and the purpose. The chapter includes recommendations 

for future research. 

 

The purpose of the study was to contribute to the knowledge, understanding and literature on female 

expatriation by exploring how Swedish female expatriates in East Asia experience and manage cultural and 

gender-specific challenges. Furthermore, the study aimed to provide organizations with a better 

understanding of expatriate experiences and the necessary tools needed for expatriate success in East Asia. 

This was done by exploring how cultural and gender-specific challenges are experienced and managed by 

Swedish female expatriates in East Asia through a qualitative multiple-case study design. The empirical 

data in this study highlighted how cultural and gender-specific challenges are integrated and affect each 

other, rather than being two separate pathways. The cultural challenges met are mostly tied to hierarchy and 

communication styles, where expatriates utilize several tools in order to combat these challenges. Tools 

such as adopting the host country's culture as well as embracing foreignness were two contradicting findings. 

Hence, there is no universal solution to be used when it comes to overcoming cultural challenges.  

 

The study found that female expatriates’ experiences were strongly shaped by the interaction between 

gender, culture, hierarchy, and organizational support. Respondents frequently experienced gendered 

expectations related to behavior, leadership, and communication, particularly within hierarchical and male-

dominated environments. Many women described needing to continuously prove competence, strategically 

balance assertiveness, and adapt communication styles in order to gain legitimacy and navigate workplace 

dynamics successfully. At the same time, exclusion from informal male-dominated networks and limited 

female representation in leadership positions continued to restrict access to opportunities and influence. 
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Hence, the study found that being a foreigner may be beneficial for expatriates as females may be treated as 

"third gender", separate from men and local women, but these advantages were highly conditional and 

influenced by factors such as hierarchy, organizational status, expatriate category, age, and ethnicity. This 

could explain why AEs and respondents in senior positions generally experienced greater authority and 

acceptance, while younger women and SIEs often faced greater resistance despite demonstrating strong 

cultural adaptation and competence. Furthermore, female leaders who attempted to challenge unequal 

structures, they struggled to create long-term organizational change when broader workplace norms 

remained unchanged. Overall, the study suggests that female expatriates often succeeded not because gender 

inequality was absent, but because they developed strategies to effectively navigate complex organizational 

and societal structures.  

6.1 Theoretical Contributions 

The study contributes to the theory on third gender and helps to understand female expatriates’ experiences. 

This study demonstrates that foreignness as an advantage is conditional rather than uniform or equally 

accessible to all foreign women. Instead, the ability to benefit from "third gender" status was strongly shaped 

by how the individual was viewed by the organization and societal context. Factors such as hierarchy, age, 

professional status, ethnicity and expatriate category influenced the legitimacy and authority that the female 

expatriate was theoretically to benefit from.  

 

An additional theoretical contribution of the study is the indication that expatriate category (AE/SIE) has a 

greater influence on female expatriates’ experiences than previously emphasized in existing literature. 

Expatriate categories may be important conditions to consider in the expatriate adjustment. Findings suggest 

that expatriate status can influence respondents’ gender- and culture-related challenges, which in turn 

appeared to impact the types of strategies used to navigate these environments. AEs generally benefited 

from greater organizational authority and support, while SIEs more frequently relied on interpersonal 

adaptation and emotional resilience to establish credibility. When compared to SIEs, younger AEs still 
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believed to benefit from their expatriate status through increased organizational credibility and authority 

from being formally sent by headquarters. AEs exclusively relied on their hierarchical power to overcome 

challenges, something SIEs did not do. 

 

Moreover, as previously mentioned, findings indicate that culture challenges and gender challenges cannot 

be understood as separate, but rather interconnected mechanisms that jointly affect the expatriate 

performance. Current literature on expatriates treats cultural distance and gendered organizational issues 

separately. Whereas this study integrates the two, showing that cultural norms affect gender expectations 

within organizations. Therefore, a theoretical contribution from this study is the revised theoretical 

framework where the continuous influence between the two aspects is shown. 

 

Another important theoretical contribution of the study is the broader understanding of expatriate success. 

The findings suggest that successful expatriation does not necessarily indicate fully equal organizational 

conditions but rather highlights female expatriates’ ability to effectively navigate complex gendered and 

cultural workplace structures. “Success” may be learning to navigate culture, building trust, or maintaining 

professional legitimacy, rather than completing a or career progression for the Swedish female expatriates.  

6.2 Managerial Implications 

The findings of this paper suggest several important managerial implications for organizations operating 

internationally, particularly in East Asia, where demographic challenges, aging populations, and labor 

shortages are increasing the dependence on international talent.  Therefore, companies should not exclude 

female expatriates that have unique competences that match men’s capabilities. In order to unlock full 

potential in female expatriates, that has been historically unrecognized, companies must provide conditions 

necessary for success. The expatriates’ documented inabilities to fully utilize their competence due to 

limited organizational support, lack of respect, exclusion from career progression, suggests that the 

underrepresentation of women in international assignments should not only be viewed as a lack of capability 
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among female expatriates, but rather as a consequence of organizational structures and practices that limit 

women’s opportunities to thrive and advance. Whether female expatriates have micro-strategies to 

overcome hindrance or not; if organizations aim to attract, retain, and fully utilize global talent, they must 

move beyond expecting women to individually adapt to unequal structures and instead take greater 

responsibility for creating equitable and supportive organizational environments where female expatriates 

are able to perform, develop, and contribute their full potential. Organizations can do this by providing 

stronger managerial backing, mentorship, inclusive professional networks, and clear channels for addressing 

discrimination and exclusion. They should also invest in cross-cultural and gender-awareness training, 

increase female representation in leadership positions, and institutionalize support structures so that 

women’s opportunities and legitimacy do not depend solely on individual managers or organizational 

circumstances.  

 

Moving forward, this study on female expatriates will not solely be relevant within traditionally patriarchal 

and hierarchical societies such as those in East Asia, but also for organizations and societies globally. 

Several respondents in leadership positions described experiencing similar gendered structures and 

resistance within male-dominated industries in comparatively feminine and gender-egalitarian societies 

such as Sweden. This indicates that challenges related to legitimacy and unequal organizational expectations 

may persist even in contexts internationally recognized for gender equality. The findings of this study 

therefore carry important managerial implications beyond East Asia. Understanding how female expatriates 

experience organizational structures and cultural differences becomes essential for attracting and retaining 

skilled employees in multinational companies. Organizations that fail to create supportive and equitable 

environments risk underutilizing highly qualified talent and limiting their ability to be competitive.  

 

The study may aid future female expatriates to learn and understand how gender, culture, hierarchy, and 

organizational support influence expatriate experiences may help both organizations and expatriates better 

prepare for international work environments. Increased awareness of these factors may help expatriates 
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prepare more strategically for challenges related to communication styles, workplace expectations, 

hierarchy, and gender norms in different cultural contexts. The findings also provide insight into strategies 

for respondents used to navigate such environments. A few respondents even stated that they would have 

appreciated reading a study like this prior to their own international assignments, as it could have helped 

them prepare for the realities of working abroad. The expressed desire among several respondents to have 

read a study like this prior to their international assignments may reflect a broader need for the organizational 

support many respondents felt was lacking from their companies. By gaining insight into other women’s 

experiences, expatriates may feel better prepared for workplace dynamics, gender expectations, and 

challenges abroad. 

 

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that the majority of respondents in the study were perceived 

as white, which may have influenced both the experiences and advantages connected to foreignness 

presented in the findings. Consequently, the experiences of female expatriates from other ethnic or cultural 

backgrounds may differ significantly. Nevertheless, the study provides a valuable foundation for 

understanding the broader organizational and societal dynamics female expatriates may encounter, while 

also offering practical insights that may help individuals better prepare for international work environments 

and expatriate assignments. 

6.3 Future Research 

This paper has clear limitations. For a full and detailed analysis, additional factors must be taken into 

consideration. With the unexpected degree that third gender can be perceived, aspects related to ethnicity 

must also be incorporated for a more comprehensive analysis, which was not possible due to space limit and 

time constraint. These findings are open for future research on the subject with a focus on additional 

nationalities and ethnicities. Several respondents raised the concern that their ethnicity affected how they 

were treated. While the Swedish women in the study were predominantly white, some reflected on their 

experiences and the importance of race in East Asian societies. Sweden holds a strong reputation in countries 
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such as Japan; hence, it would be more beneficial for women to originate from Sweden compared to a 

country with another reputation. Negative experiences connected to the race were highlighted by some 

respondents. Hence, a study based on female expatriates of different ethnicities/nationalities might change 

the experiences. As highlighted previously, the ethnicity of the expatriate may affect the experience. Hence, 

by analyzing female expatriates of other ethnicities, the outcome may differ. Another notable aspect is that 

many of the female expatriates worked at Swedish organizations or Swedish multinational companies. For 

future research, including companies that is not anchored in Sweden could refine this research area further. 
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Appendix  

A. Master Thesis Interview guide 

Before we begin:  

• Are we allowed to record this meeting, for us to transcribe correctly? 

• We offer you anonymity and confidentiality; both your name and company will not be 

mentioned in this study.  

Personal information  

• Please tell us about yourself shortly. 

• What is your current/previous position, at what company? 

• How long have you been working there? 

• How long have you been working in East Asia? 

• Have you worked in other places internationally beside East Asia? 

Expats 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL?name_desc=true


   

 

99 

 

• Are you an assigned expatriate (sent out by company) or a self-initiated (went out on your own 

initiative) expatriate?  

• If assigned: What kind of support structures do you have for expatriates when moving to a new 

country? Or did you manage on your own? 

Host Country vs Home Country culture 

• Generally speaking (not personal experience), would you say that there are cultural differences 

or similarities between Sweden and the host country? 

o Differences between national cultures such as values, norms and beliefs (even better if 

you have noticed differences in power distance, hierarchy or respect)? 

o Differences in organizational culture (have you noticed differences in power distance, 

hierarchy or respect)? 

Culture challenges 

• Please tell us about the beginning of your expatriate mission 

o Did you feel acclimatized to the national culture in the beginning?  

o What was your experience in the role and the company culture in the beginning? 

• In your experience, how did [specific East Asian] culture affect you as a person? 

o Did people look at you differently for being a foreigner? 

o Did you feel appreciated for your nationality? 

Cultural adjustment 

• Did you adjust to the host country's culture, or did you try to go against it? If so, can you give 

examples? 

• Can you share any insights or lessons you have learned from working in diverse cultural 

environments? 
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Gender challenges 

• Do you think any of these cultural challenges are related to you being a woman rather than you 

being a foreigner? 

• What are specific challenges for female expatriates that you regularly experience (if any)? Ask 

for specific examples, situations, and events 

o Ever felt like you’re in an “old boys club” (informal male networks, legitimacy 

concerns, or limited access to leadership positions)? 

• How would you compare the average expatriate experience between male and female 

employees? 

o How do you differentiate your support structures for female and male expatriates? 

• How do you think you are perceived as a woman? What traits do you think they associate you 

with? 

o Any difference from how you are perceived in Sweden? 

• Do you think you are perceived the same as a local woman in [specific East Asian] country?  

o Do they expect you to behave the same or differently from other local women? 

o If they treat you uniquely as a foreign woman with other expectations, how does it 

affect your role? 

• Do you think it is the national culture or organizational culture that influences female 

stereotypes or expectations? 

• Do you have any specific organizational guidelines or policies that support female expatriates? 

If yes, please explain. If not, what do you think are the reasons that you do not have them? 

• Is there organizational support for women experiencing discrimination? If not, how do you 

believe organizations can create a more inclusive and equitable environment for female 

expatriates to thrive? 

• Do you think you have been able to perform successively in your expatriate mission? 
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Ending 

• Do you know any other Swedish female expats in East Asia, whom we could interview next? 

 


