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Short abstract
Social networking sites (SNSs) have altered consumers’ social lives, the adaptation of which is essential for expatriates’ adjustment. This research situates SNSs among other learning modes to distinguish SNSs as a key resource for expatriates’ adjustment. Using qualitative data, we explore how the inherent characteristics of SNSs, including their ease of use, their flexibility, and their compatibility across cross-cultural situations, enable expatriates to learn cultural, social, and consumer competencies. This research shows how modern communication technologies transform expatriates’ transition experience, enabling expatriates to simultaneously be part of the lives of their home country and host country and expatriate communities to play their role of teaching and integrating agents on a larger scale. SNSs and communication applications represent a new set of resources which also participate in the maintenance and evolution of expatriates’ cultural identity. Next steps will test quantitatively a model of expatriates’ adjustment which situates SNSs within a constellation of learning modes available for expatriates to acquire competencies and face cultural identity challenges.
Extended abstract

Introduction

Expatriates’ migration patterns are very specific: these distinctive migrants engage repetitively in temporary work-migrations and have to adapt each time to a new country where they will stay only for a few years until their next move. While acculturation describes the progressive adaptation of a migrant to the local culture (Peñaloza, 1994), expatriates often lack the time, and sometimes the willingness, to fully engage in such a process. To adjust, however, they need to learn enough about local cultural, social, and consumption practices so as to function smoothly (Cross and Gilly, 2014). Moreover their foreign experience still impacts their cultural identity and cultural affiliation. Besides, social networking sites (SNSs) have transformed consumers’ social lives (DeAndrea et al., 2012) and can influence migrants’ cultural affiliation (Johnson and Callahan, 2013). The purpose of this research is to situate SNSs among other learning modes to distinguish the role of SNSs as a key resource for expatriates’ adjustment. The inherent characteristics of SNSs, including their ease of use, their flexibility, and their compatibility across cross-cultural situations, facilitate the learning of cultural, social, and consumer competencies necessary for a successful transition. This research shows how modern communication technologies transform expatriates’ transition experience, enabling expatriates to simultaneously be part of the lives of their home country and host country, and expatriate communities to play their role of teaching and integrating agents on a larger scale.
Literature review
Acquiring competence as a requirement for adjustment
Migration is a source of intense stress as new expatriates have to handle the disruption of their social networks (social competence) (Crowne and Goeke, 2012), to overcome cultural barriers (cultural competence) (Emontspool and Kjeldgaard, 2012), and to relearn consumer socialization (consumer competence) (Goodwin and Sewall, 1992). Adjustment requires a learning process to acquire the necessary competencies to function in the host country at a general, professional, and social level (Shaffer et al., 1999). Competencies are a basic form of capital, readily available to individuals who grew up in a country but at least to some extent out of the reach of new expatriates (Cross and Gilly, 2014). Competencies are necessary to develop coping mechanisms in a given cultural context. 
Migrations highly upset expatriates’ social networks, which can be a source of isolation and anxiety (Crowne and Goeke, 2012). Not only are they forced to leave behind their old social networks, but they must also create a new one in the local country. Developing new social ties in the local country is a major issue in ensuring a successful adaptation (Johnson et al., 2003). While expatriates often express a strong desire to stay connected, they often struggle to sustain social and cultural ties with their home country (Johnson and Callahan, 2013) and have to develop new cultural routines to function adequately in their host country (Emontspool and Kjeldgaard, 2012). In parallel, expatriates must learn how to deal with an unfamiliar marketplace, unknown brands and products, as well as new consumption norms and usages (Goodwin & Sewall, 1992). This consumption knowledge is often acquired through code switching, as more experienced migrants inform new ones using host country and home country vocabulary to describe the local consumption practices and environment (Schau, et al., 2012).

Expatriation, a source of cultural identity change

Expatriates usually experience an identity change during their sojourn in the foreign country (Sussman, 2000). Migrating encourages cultural reflexivity as the encounter with a new culture provokes a personal interrogation on one’s own cultural values (Emontspool and Kjeldgaard, 2012). When expatriates leave their home culture and the cultural group to which they belong, they experience an identity gap which is not filled out by the host country (Pires et al., 2006).  Involvement with their ethnic community can smooth out this identity adjustment by providing an accessible identity and a support network. Sussman (2000) identified several paths followed by migrants as their identity evolves during their sojourns. In most cases, after a short transition time when the home cultural identity is more salient, sojourners tend to acclimate and integrate elements of the host country in their identity. The only path corresponding to an intensified home identity is when the migrant cannot adapt to the local country.

The role of SNSs in facilitating transitions 

SNSs are one of the learning modes accessible to migrants besides other alternatives such as company support, further online resources (e.g.: forums), and offline ties with conationals, other foreigners, or host country nationals (HCNs). Previous research on the use of SNSs by migrants has strongly focused on international students’ adaptation, with some exceptions primarily from the management literature which focuses on the success of expatriates’ adaptation. Recently, Johnson and Callahan (2013) explored how social media helps migrants maintain ties with their home culture. This study goes beyond these previous works by focusing on expatriates’ transition and exploring how SNSs can impact all areas of migrants’ adaptation, including their cultural identity. 

Methodology
This research project is based on 22 semi-structured in-depth interviews of 38 minutes in average with expatriates (workers or spouses) of 39 years old in average born in France, China, USA, India, Ukraine, and Russia (see appendix). Interviews were conducted face-to-face or on Skype, in English or in French, as suited best respondents’ language proficiency, busy schedule, and geographical dispersion. The interviews explored respondents’ experience of international transition and adjustment, their use of communication technologies, their possible relation with their conational community, and their cultural identity. The interviews were complemented by data collected from two Facebook groups targeting French expatriates selected according to Kozinets’ criteria (2010: 89-90). The analysis of this dataset of over 353,600 words follows the interpretive hermeneutical approach (Thompson, 1997). Emerging themes were identified and confirmed through an iterative process combining intratextual analysis, intertextual analysis, and reconsiderations of the literature. Data collection was stopped when theoretical saturation was attained. 
Findings
Expatriates’ transition, social networking sites, and the acquisition of competencies
In the last decade, the development of SNSs, smartphones, and communication applications has transformed the way people communicate. In addition, technology and consumption practices have encouraged a “multiculturation” process (Kipnis et al., 2014) by which mainstream individuals are exposed to and engaged in multiple cultures in their own country. For expatriates, SNSs represent a new set of resources to facilitate their transition while the “multiculturation” fosters a mindset favorable to easier cross-cultural encounters. These phenomena could explain why our research fails to replicate the severe negative feelings associated with expatriates’ “culture shock” (e.g. Luedicke, 2011; Ong and Ward, 2005). Indeed, our respondents appear to have adapted to the local culture and environment without undergoing strong distress. In particular, the younger expatriates, who are all intense users of SNSs, underwent a level of difficulty upon expatriating as low as that of the most experienced expatriates who have already a large knowledge of the challenges and the routines that an international transition involves. Conversely, out of the three respondents who indeed described a culture shock and a highly difficult transition experience, one had no access to SNSs upon arrival and the other two indicate negative feelings toward SNSs such as boredom, tentative to decrease usage, annoyance (“What I find about social media […] was that I became disinterested. […] I’m getting bored at the trivia.” −Gabriella, France).
Several expatriates describe SNSs as a vital tool that has drastically eased their expatriation and without which they would not know what to do, above all how to communicate and maintain ties (locally and in the home country), but also how to get things sorted out upon arrival. For example, Kim (France), an experienced expatriate, explains how SNSs have transformed the experience of newcomers by helping them reach immediately their conational community in their new host country: “yeah, yes, very much, very much [SNSs help adapting upon arrival]. Because before, still, [for] newcomers, there aren’t so many connections and contacts with people living in France or around. But now, when they arrive in France, [they] join the group [on SNSs], immediately everyone is aware, there’s someone who just arrived, we can guide [him or her] a bit”. SNSs and communication applications are used intensely by expatriates because these technologies are a concentrate of the tools and information they need to adapt to the local environment and to maintain their links with the home country.
As expected, social ties are perceived as fundamental in simplifying international transitions (Johnson et al., 2003; Ong and Ward, 2005): they provide information, comfort, help, reassurance, etc. SNSs play a major role in developing social competence through the creation and maintenance of culturally- and situationally-tailored social ties both in the home country and in the host country. Diverging from what Ong and Ward (2005) report, ties formed between expatriates in the host country are surprisingly intense and immediate (“It’s [the other expatriates] like your second family.” −Justine, Mexico), deal with much more than everyday issues, and do not hamper adjustment. Home ties on SNSs are not perceived as preventing the development of local social competence and the formation of new ties locally. On the contrary, SNSs are perceived as a precious resource which allows respondents to be part of both worlds (home and host) simultaneously. On SNSs, expatriates are able to feel part of the ongoing life in their home country by keeping up to date with the lives of their family, their friends, or their town through posts, events and more importantly pictures. At the same time, they can fully participate in the local life of their contacts in the host country. 
Consumer competence is acquired primarily by asking local contacts, enquiring online (on SNSs and/or forums), and testing/observing local usages. The data reveal that SNSs can help expatriates learn the necessary consumption skills and knowledge and adapt to an unfamiliar marketplace (Goodwin and Sewall, 1992). For example, Shanio describes the advantages of using a Chinese social networking app called WeChat to find information about life in France including consumption advice: “I follow a group […] They opened this [WeChat] account for Chinese who live in France mainly. To give you tips about restaurants, practical life tips, and restaurants, activities, or discounts, news, what happens in Paris, where there is going to be a manifestation [protest], this type of things.[…] And also it’s more concerning the Chinese who live here, so it’s very relevant. And also I read it more easily than reading the French newspapers’ posts.” The relevance and the cultural characteristics of SNSs groups help expatriates develop local consumer competence and function autonomously in the host country. Additionally, many consumption-related exchanges occur on the Facebook groups where people enquire about local brands, products, and services. 

SNSs contribute to the acquisition of local cultural competence which is a source of power in decision-making and is necessary to operate in the host society (Cross and Gilly, 2014). Expatriates can interact more easily with HCNs on SNSs as they can observe how local people socialize and take the necessary time to compose and understand messages in a language in which they are often unskilled. Moreover, by joining expatriate groups on SNSs, they can connect with their conational community, which is considered as a prime means to integrate locally by providing information as well as practical and social support (Johnson et al., 2003; Pires et al., 2006) (“when you arrive in Beijing, well, it’s not easy. […] it’s [the conational community association] truly a huge help to integrate […] in terms of everyday life, cultural life, […], of social life too” −Céline, China). The most experienced expatriates often describe joining the community as an automatism, a must-do upon arrival. 
Even when they do not participate in them, respondents describe the French expatriate Facebook groups as a safeguard that they will use if their offline social network fails (“If it [asking French colleagues] doesn’t work, yes there’re social networking sites. It’s ideal because there’ll always be new groups, for example, French people in Singapore or in Moscow…” −Edouard, UAE). On both Facebook groups studied, members are extraordinarily willing to help each other. Indeed, the data show a helpfulness which greatly surpasses the simple provision of information (Johnson et al., 2003): members might even let persons in difficulty spend the night at their own place. Knowing that group members usually do not know each other, such solidarity is surprising. 

Progressive anchor, an alternative cultural identity path

Three of the four cultural identity paths described by Sussman (2000) are identified in my sample. The global path (lessened home identity and increased universal identity) was followed by two very experienced expatriates (more than 10 years of expatriation), both born in the US. Two men born in Russian-speaking countries (Russia and Ukraine) underwent the additive path (lessened home identity and adoption of the local identity). In all other cases (including all French respondents), respondents described a maintenance of their home cultural identity. Some of them even perceived a strengthening of their identity as they gain a greater understanding and feeling of attachment to their home identity (“even though I’m nearly 60, […] I had never realize what it was for me to be French. […] Here, now, I think that I know, yes” −Daphné, China). Sussman (2000) describes such maintained identity evolution only for migrants who could not adapt to the local country which is not the case for these respondents. 
Interestingly, several respondents also described gaining more open-mindedness and more cultural sensitivity after living as an expatriate in parallel with this intense home-culture identification (“Well I think that, myself, it [expatriating] made me much more open, I see problems with a much more international perspective. […] Having lived abroad means that we put things into perspective much more, we are much more aware of cultural differences.” −Susanne, USA).  We therefore propose a fifth path, called progressive anchor, characterized by the development of cultural intelligence (progressiveness), which is the “the capability of an individual to function effectively in situations characterized by cultural diversity” (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008:3), without a lessening of the affiliation to the home culture (the anchor). This path typifies expatriates who not only adapted easily but also feel that they could adapt again across cultural settings. 
Implications and Further Research

This research contributes to literature on expatriates’ adjustment by showing the unique part played by social networking sites in helping expatriates develop their social, cultural, and consumer competencies. SNSs can become the central platform for expatriate communities where prosocial and conflictual, communal and commercial interactions occur. In parallel, expatriate communities, both offline and on SNSs, can guide expatriates on an identity path where they both maintain their home identity, thus facilitating repatriation, and acquire cultural intelligence, thus performing fittingly in cross-cultural settings. 

Using a survey methodology, next steps will develop and test quantitatively a model of expatriates’ adjustment which situates SNSs within a constellation of learning modes at the disposal of expatriates both to acquire social, cultural, and consumer competencies, and to face cultural identity challenges. The characteristics of expatriates’ SNSs usage which lead to the greatest adjustment will also be explored.
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Appendix
Appendix. Respondents’ demographic and expatriation characteristics
	Substitute name1
	Age
	Local language2
	Home country
	Host country
	Cultural distance3
	Is a trailing spouse?
	Has a job
	Has children
	Experience with migration4

	Alice 
	50-59
	High (High)
	France
	USA
	High 
	Yes
	No
	No
	Very high (very high)

	Annie
	40-49
	Unknown (None)
	France
	China
	High 
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Medium (none)

	Ludovic
	20-29
	High (High)
	France
	Austria
	High 
	No
	Yes (French teacher)
	No
	Medium (medium)

	Céline
	40-49
	None (None)
	France
	China
	High 
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Medium (medium)

	Batista
	30-39
	High (High)
	India
	UAE
	Medium
	Yes
	Yes (banker)
	Yes
	Medium (none)

	Clémence
	20-29
	High (High)
	France
	Colombia
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (management accountant)
	No
	Medium (medium)

	Daphné
	50-59
	Medium (None)
	France
	China
	High 
	Yes
	No (volunteer)
	Yes
	Medium (none)

	Edouard
	20-29
	High (High)
	France
	UAE
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (IT specialist)
	No
	Low (low)

	Emmeline
	20-29
	High  (Medium)
	France
	Switzerland
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (French teacher)
	No
	Medium (none)

	Berangère
	50-59
	High (High)
	France
	USA
	High 
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Very high (very high)

	Kim
	50-59
	High (None) 
	China
	France
	High 
	No
	Yes (IT engineer)
	Yes
	Very high (none)

	Justine
	20-29
	Medium (Medium)
	France
	Mexico
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (Project & R&D controller)
	No
	Medium (low)

	Ashley
	50-59
	High (High) 
	USA
	France
	High 
	Yes
	No (blogger)
	Yes
	Very high (very high) 

	Matthias
	40-49
	High  (None)
	Russia
	Germany
	High 
	No
	Yes (manager)
	No
	Medium (medium)

	Slavomir
	30-39
	High (Low/none)
	Ukraine
	Hungary
	NA
	No
	Yes (business developer)
	Yes
	High (low)

	Gabriella
	60+
	High (High)
	USA
	France
	High
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Very high (high)

	Camille
	20-29
	Unknown (None)
	France
	Lebanon
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (architect)
	No
	Medium (medium)

	Susanne
	40-49
	High (High)
	France
	USA
	High 
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Very high (high)

	Etienne
	20-29
	High (High)
	France
	UAE
	Medium 
	No
	Yes (banker)
	No
	Medium (low)

	Shanio
	20-29
	Medium/low (Very low) 
	China
	France
	High 
	Yes
	Yes (marketing executive)
	No
	Low (none)

	Tanya
	50-59
	High (High)
	Russia
	UAE
	Low 
	No
	Yes (business developer)
	Yes
	High (high)

	Valérie
	30-39
	Medium (None)
	France
	Mexico
	Medium 
	Yes
	No
	No
	Medium (medium)


1Names changed to respect respondent’s privacy. The substitute names were chosen to keep the spirit of the original ones. 2According to respondents’ declaration, level of local language at the interview date and at the beginning of the stay in brackets. 3Calculated as the difference between two countries in terms of the sum of their scores on four Hofstede's (2010) characteristics (power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, individualism). Low: <50, Medium: 50-99, High: >100. 4Experience with migration at interview date, at the beginning of the stay in brackets. Low: ≤1year, Medium: >1 year-≤5 years, High: >5 years-≤10 years, Very high: >10 years.
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