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DutCh�CuLtuRe�� By marian van Bakel

The Netherlands: 
A Cultural Piece of Cake?
Estimates of the number of expatriates who 
return early from an international assignment 
vary considerably, but the fact remains that 
international assignments are not always fail 
proof. Early return incurs both direct and indirect 
costs, such as money invested in the training of 
the expatriate and possible damage to the com-
pany image in the host country. A failed assign-
ment can cost up to one million US dollars. It 
can also lead to disappointment and a loss of 
self-esteem for the expatriate. 

W
hile most companies are aware of 
this problem, the best approach 
to minimizing this cost is yet to 

be found. In this context, the universities 
of Nijmegen and Groningen have started 
a new project to demonstrate that regular 
contact between recent arrivals and host 
families is not only a very cost-effective 
way of helping people on international 
assignments to better settle in their host 
country, but also a great way to stimulate 
social exchange between people of differ-
ent cultures (see www.let.ru.nl/m.v.bakel 
for more information).

European	Assignments
Cultural differences are one of the major 
sources of complications during an inter-
national assignment - also when expatri-
ates are sent to nearby countries, for exam-
ple within Europe. It is often assumed that 
these expatriates will not have too hard a 
time adjusting, as the culture will presum-
ably not be very different. This lack of 
awareness of cultural differences lies at the 
root of many problems. 
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Would	you	like	to	get	in	touch	with	the	Dutch?
(only for European expatriates with French or English as first language)

If you are interested in making the most of your experience in the Netherlands, then the good news 
is that the universities of Nijmegen and Groningen are still looking for individuals who would like 
to participate in this unique project. 

You can join it if:
l  you have arrived in the Netherlands in the past year 
l your nationality is British, Irish, French, Belgian or Swiss (French part)
l you are on a temporary assignment of at least 10 months
l your partner is not Dutch
 

You can find more information at http://www.let.ru.nl/m.v.bakel, where expatriates can also register for the project, or you 
can contact the project coordinator: Marian van Bakel MA, Centre for PhD-research, Radboud University Nijmegen 
(m.v.bakel@let.ru.nl). Companies who would like to take encourage their expatriates to take part in this project, can contact 
the project coordinator directly.

“I could have been better prepared. 
Many people think that all countries 
in Europe are the same, but this is on 
the surface only [...] I would have liked 
to have known more about English 
culture, especially within companies”  
(Dutch expatriate on first assignment 
in the UK)

Much research focuses on expatriates 
who are on assignment in countries obvi-
ously different from their own, for exam-
ple Americans in Japan, or the other way 
around. It is, however, also important 
to look at intra-European assignments, 
because it could be argued that nowhere 
do cultures differ as much as they do with-
in Europe.

Expatriates	in	Touch	with	the	Dutch
Cross-cultural transition is a significant 
life event involving (sometimes unan-
ticipated) changes and new forms of 
intercultural contact. Even if you move 
to a nearby foreign country, you need 
to adjust to a new situation. One way 
to deal with the difficulties associated 
with cross-cultural transition is to get in 
touch with nationals of the host country, 
for instance a host family. This way, the 
expatriates can learn in an informal way 
about the cultural differences, as well 
as about certain practical matters that 
should be taken into account when living 
in a new country. For example, a host fam-
ily can support the expatriate by providing 
social support on both cultural and non-
cultural issues.

Host-National	Friends
Having ‘host-national’ friends has been 
associated with a decrease in psychological 
problems in expats and immigrants, while 
satisfaction with host national relation-
ships has been positively related to their 
psychological well-being. In addition, 
contact with host nationals can help expa-
triates acquire culturally relevant social 
knowledge and skills which will help them 
survive and thrive in their new society. 
This process is called culture learning.

Contact with a host family is espe-
cially useful during the first year of the 
assignment, when the expatriate and his or 
her family must adjust to living and work-
ing in a new country. The smoother this 
transition period goes, the better.

Why	This	New	Project?
This project offers a type of support that 
none of the traditional trainings offer. 
The host family provides social support 
at a time when a large part of the social 
support network has been left behind, 
including - as mentioned earlier - practical 
help regarding cultural and social rules at 
a time when the expatriate and his or her 
family are experiencing problems adjust-
ing. Research shows that contact with host 
nationals eases adjustment, which posi-
tively affects expatriate performance.

Post-Departure	Training
Organized contact with host nationals is 
a solution that companies can make use 
of during a period when there is often 
little support available - but while it is 
most needed. It can be seen as an addition 
to the existing training methods, which 
often take place before departure. In the 
publications on this topic, we can already 
see a shift in focus towards post-departure 

training, but still most of the training 
takes place before departure, or not at 
all - especially in the case of European 
expatriates who are sent to a nearby coun-
try. This project is a valuable addition to 
the traditional preparation of expatriates, 
because it ensures accurate and up-to-date 
support in the post-departure phase of the 
international assignment. 

Reciprocity
An additional advantage is when this 
project is also used as preparation for 
host families who will be sent abroad in 
the future. Participation in the project 
may improve their intercultural com-
munication competence, which will not 
only help with daily work in an interna-
tional company, but which will also help 
them adjust when they themselves are 
sent abroad.

As this project takes place outside the 
workplace and entails low costs, it is the 
perfect solution for companies who nor-
mally do not train their expatriates on 
intra-European assignments, but who 
wish to give them at least some support. 
Because the Netherlands is not always a 
cultural piece of cake. ■ 


