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The purpose of this research is to explore the impact of language on cultural 

adjustment and determine which factors are the most important in order to learn Thai 

language. Using semi-structured interviews, data were collected from 10 Francophone 

expatriates living in Pattaya, Thailand. 

The results of the research were as follow: 

1. A better Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand causes a better 

cultural adjustment to Thai culture. 

2. The time an expatriate spends in Thailand doesn’t affect their ability to 

acquire a better level in Thai language. 

3. The main factors in order to learn Thai language are age and time spent with 

Thai people. 

Findings highlight the importance of age and time spent with Thai natives as 

precursors to learning Thai language. The younger expatriates are and the more time 

they spend with Thai people rather than other expatriates, the easier it is for them to 

learn Thai language. 

The research concludes that potential expatriates should expatriate themselves 

at a young age and spend more time with Thai natives in order to learn the local 

language, which then leads to a better cultural adjustment. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Nowadays, globalization is part of everybody’s routine. Globalization is a 
process of international integration using the interchange of products, ideas and 
culture. It refers to the processes that increase world-wide exchanges of national and 
cultural resources. Globalization can be identified into four basic aspects: trade and 
transactions, capital and investment movements, the dissemination of knowledge and 
most importantly migration and movement of people. This study will emphasize on 
the last aspect of globalization which is the migration and movement of people. 
People who migrate and move can be defined as expatriates. An expatriate is a person 
temporarily or permanently residing in a foreign country.  

This study will focus on a particular city in Thailand which has a large number 
of expatriates. Pattaya is a popular beach resort with many tourists and expatriates. It 
is located on the east coast of the Gulf of Thailand, about 130 km southeast of 
Bangkok. The city has over 100’000 registered inhabitants. That figure excludes the 
large number of people who work in the city but remain registered in their 
hometowns, and many long-term expatriate visitors. After including non-registered 
residents, the population rises at 300’000 inhabitants. There is a fast-growing 
community of expatriates living in Pattaya. Thailand immigration has a special visa 
category for foreigners over ages 50 who wish to retire in Thailand. 
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Pattaya is attractive to many expatriates not only because of its climate and 
exotic, easy lifestyle, but also because living costs are lower than many countries, a 
major consideration for people on fixed pensions or incomes. However, these 
expatriates can have a negative experience resulting from differences in the host 
culture, it is called culture shock. 

 
Problem Statement 

 

According to previous research, many expatriates, who come to work and live 
in a different country, depart prematurely because they experience cultures shock and 
face difficulties to adjust to the host culture. This causes problems for companies who 
employ expatriates as they lose their most precious workforce. Local businesses 
whose main targets are expatriates are affected as well as they get fewer customers. 
The purpose of the research is to facilitate expatriates’ acculturation to Thai culture by 
better understanding the impact of language on cultural adjustment and by 
determining which factors are the most important in order to learn Thai language. 
 
 

Objectives 
 

 There are three objectives in this study, the objectives are as follow: 
1.The research wants to find the impact of language on cultural adjustment, it 

wants to evaluate if a better Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand causes a 
better cultural adjustment to Thai culture. 
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2. The research wants to explore if the more time an expatriate spends in 
Thailand, the better level in Thai language they will acquire. 

3. The research wants to determine which factors are the most important in 
order to learn Thai language. 

Research Questions 

 
The three following research questions can be created from the main 

objectives. 

1) Does a better Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand cause a better 
cultural adjustment to Thai culture? 

2) Does an expatriate spending more time in Thailand acquire a better level in 
Thai language? 

3) What are the most important factors in order to learn Thai language? 

Definition of Terms 

 
Expatriate: An expatriate is a person living in a country other than their 

country of citizenship, often temporarily and for work reasons. It can also be an 
individual who has given up citizenship in their home country to become a citizen of 
another. If your employer sends you from your job in its Paris office to work for an 
extended period in its Pattaya office, once you are in Pattaya, you would be 
considered an expatriate or "expat." 

Communication: It the following study, communication is defined as the act or 
process of using words, sounds, signs, or behaviors to express or exchange 
information with someone. The study focuses on face to face communication with 
locals rather than technology communication. 

Microcosm: This word will appear later in the research and will prove to be 
very important. A microcosm can be defined as a miniature representation of 
something, especially a unit, group, or place regarded as a copy of a larger one. In the 
case of this study, Pattaya’s microcosm is a copy of the western society. 

Other terms such as culture shock, language barrier or Hofstede’s dimensions 
will be defined in the literature review. 
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Significance of Research 

 
Previous research has been conducted mainly on Anglophone expatriates or on 

expatriates living in English speaking countries. The aim is to explore the 
communication issues between Francophone expatriates and Thai natives, which has 
never been done before. The purpose is to facilitate expatriates’ acculturation to Thai 
culture by better understanding the impact of language on cultural adjustment and by 
determining which factors are the most important in order to learn Thai language. 

The following research is significant as it can help understand the causes of 
culture shock in a unique and specific area like Pattaya. Once the causes of culture 
shock are identified, it is then easier to find the right methods of adjustment. 
Companies employing expatriates can benefit from these findings as it would help 
them to retain their workforce by applying the right adjustment methods or choosing 
the candidates with the right predispositions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

First, it is relevant to start the research with the causes of expatriation. 
Nowadays, due to globalization, more organizations shift their focus from domestic to 
international operations (Pires et al, 2006; Hutchings 2002). From a company’s point 
of view, the reason for expatriation is labor shortages in the host country caused by 
the inability to educate and train local young people (Pires et al, 2006; Kaye and 
Taylor, 1997). Organizations send their own local employees on international 
assignments when establishing ventures across borders. The problem is that these 
ventures have a short-term vision. Moreover, according to Zakaria (2000), as the 
world gets “smaller'', more and more people are spending time living and working 
away from their home country.  

However, since the early research on expatriates, its definition has expanded 
(Collings et al, 2007; Brewster et al, 2014). The existing literature is criticized for 
being focused on corporate expatriates (Takeuchi, 2010). This causes a problem 
because the experience, background and motivation between corporates and self-
initiated expatriates may vary substantially (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2013). 

Culture Shock 

 
Culture shocks are differences in culture, language, religion, values, 

expectations, foods, way to eat, living conditions, geographical location, cultural 
beliefs, concept of personal space, uprooting spouses and families, and working with 
co-workers with different cultural backgrounds (Jassawalla et al, 2004; Taylor, 1997). 
Culture shock can also be the source of many stress-induced reactions experienced by 
expatriates in confronting the norms and culture of a host country. Similarly, Anna 
and Eugene (2011) found that culture shock is an occupational disease of people who 
have been suddenly transplanted abroad and that this phenomenon takes the form of 
stress caused by the transition of an individual between culturally different 
environments. Moreover, according to Zakaria (2000), culture shock is the frustration 
and confusion as a result of being bombarded by too many new and hard to interpret 
information. Culture shock can also be the expatriate's reaction to a new, 
unpredictable, and consequently uncertain environment. 
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Cause of Culture Shock 
 

It is relevant to understand the cause of culture shock in order to implement 
efficient adjustment methods. According to Zakaria (2000), the causes of culture 
shock are that people are separated by barriers such as language, time, geography, 
food and climate. On a company’s point of view, according to Kaye and Taylor 
(1997), the cause of culture shock is because selection criteria emphasize technical 
aspects of the work and little concern has been given to aspects of cultural 
adaptability on the part of expatriate managers.  

Another cause of culture shock is the inability of expatriate managers to deal 
with cross-cultural adaptation and the growing dissimilarity between host and home 
culture which increases adjustment difficulties (Jassawalla et al, 2004; Selmer et al, 
2007). In addition, values, beliefs, perceptions, and background can also be quite 
different. According to Taylor and Finley (2009), the cause of culture shock is the 
process of hiring employees from one culture who deliver services to customers from 
another culture.  

Another cause of culture shock comes from the lack of cultural sensitivity 
because of poor selection and support, which leads to failure to adapt on business and 
social levels (Anna and Eugene, 2011). Other factors are the loss of familiar signs and 
symbols of social intercourse as well as incompatibility between the perceptions of 
expatriate managers and the host members they manage. Pires et al, 2006, describe the 
cause of culture shock as the inadequate adaptation of the employee, their partner and 
family, to unfamiliar, and often threatening, overseas locations.  In addition, there is 
usually insufficient support for families. 

Effects of Culture Shock 

After discussing the causes of culture shock, it is next important to understand 
the effects of culture shock. Most researchers agree on the effects of cultures shock. 
The effects of culture shock are a premature departure of the expatriates, a feeling of 
uncertainty, frustration, high stress, discomfort and low job-satisfaction. On a 
company’s point of view, the results of these negative feelings are decreased 
operating capacity, poor management, poor productivity, lowered return on 
investment for the firm, lowered self-esteem, slower career development, reject the 
host culture and develop a divisive “us versus them” mindset. The overall effect is a 
high financial loss for the firm. (Jassawalla et al, 2004; Pires et al, 2006; Kaye and 
Taylor, 1997; Zakaria, 2000; Hutchings, 2002; Anna and Eugene, 2011). 

According to Kaye and Taylor (1997), between 16 and 40 percent of all 
expatriates managers end their foreign assignments early because of their poor 
performance or their inability to adjust to the foreign environment and 50 percent of 
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expatriates who depart prematurely function at a low level of effectiveness. In 
businesses, because of difficulty communicating, many misunderstandings will arise 
which will lead to unhappy employees and guests (Taylor and Finley, 2009).  

Another research has found that 16-70 percent of expatriate assignments have 
been estimated to fail (Pires et al, 2006).Moreover, culture shock creates changes in 
professional roles and responsibilities, complicated work routines and unfamiliar life 
outside work. Other symptoms include feelings of alienation and being devalued, and 
differences between personal and societal values. Furthermore, one of the main reason 
for an expatriate to prematurely leave the host country is the spouse’s inability to 
adjust to the host culture (Weeks et al, 2008). 

Adjustment 

 
In order to overcome culture shock, it is important for expatriates to be able to 

adjust themselves to the host culture. Many researchers agree that adjustment can be 
defined in terms of changes that occur as a result of first-hand contact between 
individuals of differing cultural origins, ability to fit in or effectively interact and 
integrate with the host culture and changing one’s behavior (Jassawalla, et al, 2004; 
Weeks et al, 2008; Selmer et al, 2007; Zakaria, 2000; Hutchings, 2002). Socio-
cultural adjustment relates to the ability to fit in or effectively interact with members 
of the host culture. There are three dimensions of in-country adjustment: Adjustment 
to work, adjustment to interacting with host nationals, and adjustment to the general 
non-work environment (Selmer et al, 2007). According to Pires et al. (2006) and Anna 
and Eugene (2011), adjustment can be defined with the U-curve model. In this model, 
adjustment is felt to be easy and successful to begin with. Then follows a crisis in 
which one feels less well adjusted, lonely and unhappy.  

At the end, one begins to feel better adjusted again, becoming more integrated 
into the foreign community. On the other hand, Taylor and Finley (2009) and Kaye 
and Taylor (1997), state that adjustment can be divided into two categories: 
acculturation and assimilation. Assimilation is the complete rejection of one’s own 
values in order to embrace those of the new culture. Acculturation is learning to live 
with the new culture while remaining rooted in the traditions of one’s own 
.Techniques for acculturation of workers are informal and occur on-the-job while 
techniques for assimilation of workers are more formal (Taylor and Finley, 2009).  

Method of Adjustment 

The final factor regarding culture shock concerns the methods of adjustment. 
Most of the authors agree on the methods of adjustment. According to Jassawalla et 
al. (2004), Weeks et al. (2008), Taylor and Finley (2009), Pires et al. (2006), Kaye 
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and Taylor (1997), Zakaria (2000) and Hutchings (2002), a good pre-departure 
training for all family members is detrimental in order to maximize acculturation and 
assimilation which will reduce culture shock. Zakaria (2000) separates training in two 
categories which are experiential training and cognitive training. Moreover, 
Jassawalla et al. (2004) suggest implementing pre-sojourn visits. Finally, Jassawalla 
et al. (2004) and Hutchings (2002) both recommend implementing a selection process 
before sending managers abroad. 

Language 

 
As mentioned earlier, most research on intercultural communication has been 

based on cross-cultural comparisons, such as Hofstede’s model, rather than on 
interactions between people with different native languages. Moreover, languages are 
overlooked because expatriates and locals are assumed to share the same language, 
which is usually English (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 2010). However, research on 
language in foreign subsidiaries has shown that locals have varying levels of English 
language (Makela et al, 2007). Furthermore, language has been considered as a minor 
problem as it can be solved by translators or translation softwares (Welch et al, 2005). 

Definition of Language 

Language is a key aspect of culture and is an essential characteristic in a 
specific culture (Welch and Welch, 2008). Language and culture are interrelated; both 
are learned and passed down from one generation to the next (Samovar et al, 1981). 
Language is central to information and knowledge transfer (Welch et al. 2005). It is 
important to note that language can influence thinking and someone’s understanding 
of the world. The theory supporting this is called the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. It was 
found that culture determines thinking through language (Sapir, 1921; Whorf, 1940). 
West and Graham (2004) later confirmed that languages influence thinking. 
According to Welch et al. (2005), language is almost the essence of international 
business. Language proficiency level gives power and opportunities to certain 
individuals in some situations, allowing them to decide of the nature of 
communication and control its flow.  

Cause of Language Barrier 

The main cause of language barrier is a lack of a shared language and low 
motivation to learn the foreign language. On the other side, local nationals often 
expect expatriates to slowly learn the host language (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 2010). 
Marschan et al. (1997) have found that 65 percent of employees worldwide were 
required to operate in a second language which is English. Despite using a shared 
foreign language, culturally distant people have different interpretation of words 
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(West and Graham, 2004). Peltokorpi and Clausen (2010) suggest that the common 
language, English, acts as an obstacle to mutual understanding. 

A person’s willingness and ability to communicate with a host national is 
related to his or her foreign-language skills (Corder, 1983). Languages are said to be 
more relevant to social categorization than cultural values. The reason is because 
language imposes functional and psychological barriers on social interactions 
(Harzing and Feely, 2008; Chen, 2006). This increases cultural barriers in 
intercultural communication. These cultural barriers are created by differences in 
social categorization or status sensitivity (Coredeiro-Nilssson, 2009).  

Moreover, Welch et al. (2005) found that host nationals have different 
attitudes when interacting with foreigners in a foreign language, regardless of their 
proficiency in the foreign language. Not every team member will show the same 
degree of confidence to communicate complex ideas in a foreign language (Welch 
and Welch, 2008). Peltokorpi and Clausen (2010) later confirmed that language 
creates barriers to intercultural communication. Other factors that can increase 
cultural barriers include the amount of empathy expected, face-saving behavior (Park 
et al, 1996), the usage of silence, body language and conflict avoidance (Fufio, 2004).  

Language Barrier Effects 

The effects of language barrier are intensive reliance on language 
intermediaries and information filtering. Information filtering is the process of 
removing unwanted information, which can be caused by language differences. The 
effects of language barrier can include feelings of isolation, deteriorating work 
relations and reduced capacity to conduct business (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 2010; 
Welch et al, 2005) 

From a business point of view, poor language proficiency lowers the ability of 
buyers and sellers to develop a close relationship. When information is given in the 
buyer’s language, the barrier is reduced and the supplier provides evidence of 
adaptability to foreign customers (Welch et al, 2005). Moreover, a study conducted in 
Japan by Peltokorpi (2007) has found that locals excluded expatriates by 
communicating in their own language. Furthermore, the rise of China as a global 
economic leader implies that there will be more language issues in the future. 

Language Barrier in Thailand 

Next, it is relevant to review literature regarding expatriate communication 
issues with host nationals in Thailand. A study conducted in Thailand by Stage 
(1999), found that local low-level employees communicated less with expatriates 
partly because of status differences. While conducting a research in a Western 
company located in Thailand, Boode (2005) found that Thai nationals did not feel 
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competent in English and consequently had little confidence when communicating. 
They feared to make mistakes when speaking or writing in English, and were afraid 
they might misunderstand what was being communicated to them. Thai nationals try 
to restrain their own interest in situations that could lead to discomfort or conflict in 
order to save face, which is an important concept of Thai culture. Consequently, they 
prefer not to bother the other person and maintain a pleasant relationship. The low 
English proficiency level of Thai nationals is often overlooked by expatriates who 
believe this attitude is related to their high power distance culture, meaning that they 
would remain silent out of respect. Moreover, since the dominant language in the 
company was English, expatriates did not have communication problems and 
consequently underestimated the impact of language on communication. 

 

Hofstede Comparison 

 

 

Power Distance 

Power Distance is defined as the extent to which the less powerful members of 
institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is 
distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1993). 
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France has a score of 68, which is fairly high on Power Distance. It is a society 
in which a fair degree of inequality is accepted. Power is not only predominant in 
companies and government, but also geographically. Indeed, if we look at the road 
grid in France, most highways lead to Paris. In companies, superiors have privileges 
and are often inaccessible. CEO’s of big companies are called Mr. PDG, which is a 
more prestigious abbreviation than CEO, meaning President Director General. 

Similarly, Thailand has a score of 64, which is similar to France. Thailand’s 
Power Distance Index is slightly lower than average Asian countries (71). Thai 
society is a society in which inequalities are accepted. In companies, each rank has its 
privileges and employees show loyalty and respect to their superiors in return for 
protection and guidance. This may lead to paternalistic management. 

Individualism 

Individualism is defined as the degree of interdependence a society maintains 
among its members. In Individualist societies people are supposed to look after 
themselves and their direct family only. In collectivistic societies people belong to ‘in 
groups’ that take care of them in exchange for loyalty (Hofstede, 1993). 

France has a score of 71, which is considered to be an individualistic society. 
Parents make their children emotionally independent to groups in which they belong. 
This means that one is only supposed to take care of oneself and one’s family. The 
French combination of a high score on Power Distance and a high score on 
Individualism is rather unique. We only find the same combination in Belgium. 

On the contrary, Thailand has a score of 20, which is considered to be a highly 
collectivistic society. The society supports strong relationships where everyone takes 
responsibility for members of their group. Loyalty to the in-group in a collectivist 
culture over-rides most other societal rules and regulations. In order to preserve the 
in-group, Thai people are not confrontational. An offence leads to loss of face and 
Thai natives are very sensitive not to feel shamed in front of their group. Personal 
relationships are key to conducting business and it takes time to build such relations 
thus patience is necessary. 

Masculinity 

A high score (Masculine) on this dimension indicates that the society will be 
driven by competition, achievement and success. A low score (Feminine) on this 
dimension indicates that the dominant values in society are caring for others and 
quality of life (Hofstede, 1993). 

France has a score of 43, which is rather considered to be a Feminine culture. 
This can be seen in its famous welfare system, the 35 hours working week, five weeks 
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of holiday per year and its focus on the quality of life. However, French culture has 
another unique characteristic, the upper class score Feminine while the working class 
scores Masculine. For example, top managers earn on average less than one would 
expect given the high score on Power Distance. Another example is that married 
couples of high society could go public with a lover without negative consequences. 

Similarly, Thailand has a score of 34, which is considered to be a Feminine 
society as well. The average score in Asian countries is 53 and the World average is 
50. Thailand has one of the lowest masculinity ranking in Asia which indicates a 
society with less assertiveness and competitiveness. This lower score also reinforces 
more traditional male and female roles within the population. 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

Uncertainty avoidance is defined as “the way that a society deals with the fact 
that the future can never be known: should we try to control the future or just let it 
happen? The extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous 
or unknown situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid 
these is reflected in the score on Uncertainty Avoidance” (Hofstede, 1993). 

France has a score of 86, which is considered to be a culture that dislikes 
uncertainty. French people don’t like surprises, they prefer when things are structures 
and planned. As a result, they are good at developing complex technologies such as 
nuclear power plants, fast trains and airplanes. There is a strong need for laws, rules 
and regulations to structure life. However, this doesn’t mean that most Frenchmen 
will try to follow all these rules, given the high score on Power Distance, power 
holders don’t necessarily feel obliged to follow all those rules which are meant to 
control the people in the street. 

On the other hand, Thailand has a score 64, which is considered to be a culture 
that has a preference for avoiding uncertainty. In order to reduce this level of 
uncertainty, strict rules, laws, policies, and regulations are adopted and implemented. 
The ultimate goal is to control everything in order to avoid the unexpected. As a 
result, the society does not readily accept change and is very risk adverse. Change has 
to be seen for the greater good of the in group. 

Long Term Orientation 

Long term orientation is defined as “how every society has to maintain some 
links with its own past while dealing with the challenges of the present and future, and 
societies prioritize these two existential goals differently” (Hofstede, 1993). 

France has a score of 63, which is considered to be a pragmatic culture. In 
societies with a pragmatic orientation, people believe that truth depends very much on 
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situation, context and time. They show an ability to adapt traditions easily to changed 
conditions, a strong propensity to save and invest, and perseverance in achieving 
results. 

On the contrary, Thailand has a score of 32, which is considered to be a more 
normative culture than pragmatic. Thai people exhibit great respect for traditions, a 
relatively small propensity to save for the future, and a focus on achieving quick 
results. 

 
Initial Framework 

 

Language    Cultural Adjustment 

 

 

 

  Time spent in Thailand 

 

 The initial framework shows that time spent in in the host country positively 
affects an expatriate’s ability to adjust to the host culture and thus learn the local 
language. Moreover, learning the host language is important in order to overcome 
language barrier and facilitate cultural adjustment to the host culture. 

Conclusion 

 
The first conclusion drawn from the literature review, as the U-curve model 

suggests, is that at the end, one begins to feel better adjusted again, becoming more 
integrated into the foreign community. Time spent in a foreign country positively 
affects an expatriate’s ability to adjust to the host culture and thus learn the local 
language. The second conclusion is that the local language level of an expatriate 
positively affects cultural adjustment to the host culture. 

The existing literature is criticized for being focused on corporate expatriates 
(Takeuchi, 2010). This causes a problem because the experience, background and 
motivation between corporates and self-initiated expatriates may vary substantially 
(Froese and Peltokorpi, 2013). Consequently, in order to contribute to the lack of 
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research on the subject, the following research will focus on self-initiated expatriates 
who own a business in Thailand. 

Hofstede’s comparison has showed that French and Thai culture are similar in 
terms of masculinity and uncertainty avoidance, but different in terms of power 
distance, individualism and long term orientation. 

It is relevant to mention that previous research has been conducted mainly in 
environments where English is the dominant language. Consequently, the following 
research will aim to explore the communication issues in an environment where Thai 
is the dominant language.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Since there are several factors constituting culture shock, the following 
research will mainly focus on language differences. The reason of this choice is 
because most research on intercultural communication has been based on cross-
cultural comparisons, such as Hofstede’s model, rather than on interactions between 
people with different native languages. Moreover, languages are overlooked because 
expatriates and locals are assumed to share the same language, which is usually 
English (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 2010). However, previous research has shown that 
locals have varying levels of English language (Makela et al, 2007). Furthermore, 
language has been considered as a minor problem as it can be solved by translators or 
translation softwares (Welch et al, 2005). 

The following study will focus on adjustment to interacting with host 
nationals. The major factor influencing culture shock and interaction with host 
nationals that has been chosen in accordance with the introduction and the literature 
review is the host language level of expatriates. 

The above information leads to the following study which relies on semi-
structured interviews in order to examine Francophone expatriates’ (France, Belgium 
and Switzerland) abilities to communicate in a culturally and linguistically 
challenging country such as Thailand. 

Welch et al. (2005) have classified language in the three following categories: 
Everyday spoken/written language, specific language used inside companies and 
technical/professional jargon. The following study will focus on the everyday 
spoken/written language. 

Research Design 

 

The main research category used in this study is explanatory research. Since 
the groundwork about culture shock, cultural adjustment and language barrier has 
already been established in previous studies, but research between French and Thai 
language hasn’t, this research could also be described as a descriptive research to 
some extent. It attempts to explain while providing additional information about the 
above mentioned topics.  
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As theory suggests, deductive approach should be used in accordance with 
explanatory/descriptive categories. However, “most social research involves both 
inductive and deductive reasoning processes at some time in the project” (William 
M.K. Trochim, 2006) 

 

 

Source: Walter L. Wallace (1971) The logic of science in sociology. Chicago: 

Aldine-Atherton 

 

Consequently, as illustrated above in Wallace’s Wheel of Science, the 
following research uses both the inductive and deductive methods. Qualitative data 
collection has been selected in accordance. The research starts with a hypothesis that 
was logically deducted from the existing theories. Qualitative data was then collected 
and verbally summarized into a table. From this table, empirical generalizations have 
been made and a new theory has emerged. There were no particular ethical issues 
encountered during the research. 

Selection of Interviewees 

 
There were a total of 10 respondents, eight men and two women aged between 

26 and 82 years old. The participants selected were mostly the interviewer’s 
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acquaintances. Their common characteristics were that their mother tongue was 
French and that they were born either in France, Belgium or Switzerland. 

 Moreover, all male respondents were business owners and were officially 
expatriated and registered in Pattaya. Since the interviewees were mostly the 
interviewer’s acquaintances, there was no problem of refusal or non-return. 

Data Collection 

 

The data was collected in French language using semi-structured interviews. 
The interviews were recorded on a mobile phone. They were then transcribed and 
translated into English. The data was analyzed using an inductive approach. The 
respondents’ answers have been categorized into three main categories: 
Demographics, culture shock and language. The answers have then been transferred 
into a table using the data reduction method. Finally, the data has been analyzed using 
the pattern matching technique which enabled to develop a conceptual framework. 

The interviews were made by the author of this study, a second year student 
completing an MBA in International Business at Silpakorn University International 
College, Bangkok. The interviewer is an expatriate from Switzerland and his mother 
tongue is French. The procedures were judged valid and reliable, and they were 
followed by an academic advisor. The data was collected face to face in an informal 
context. There were no particular instructions given to the participants apart from 
answering the questions in French.  

A total of 10 interviews have been conducted. They took place in the 
participants’ homes or offices. The research was carried out between February and 
April 2015.The interviews lasted between 10 and 30 minutes. The reason for this 
difference in interviewing time was that the interviewees’ ages and personalities were 
very different from each other. The respondents who were the most passionate about 
Thailand were the ones who usually would tell more stories or experiences and thus 
sometime get away from the main questions. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, the main research category used in this study is explanatory 

research. The research uses both the inductive and deductive methods and qualitative 
data collection has been selected in accordance. Semi-structure interviews have been 
conducted on 10 respondents who all have the same mother tongue and are officially 
expatriated in Pattaya. Data collection has been divided into demographics, culture 
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and language. Finally, the data has been analyzed using the pattern matching 
technique which enabled to develop a conceptual framework as well as answer the 
research questions and objectives. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULT 

 

First of all it is important mention that all of the respondents had absolutely no 
writing or reading skills in Thai language. All respondents agreed that writing and 
reading Thai is difficult. The factors that were regularly mentioned to justify these 
difficulties were different alphabet, phonetics and tones. The following results and 
conclusions will thus exclude the reading and writing factors, the study will focus on 
speaking and listening skills only.  

Before going into the numbers, it is important to note that all respondents 
firmly agreed that learning Thai language is very important in order to overcome 
culture shock and adjust to the country’s culture.  
 

Data Acquisition 
Objective 1 

Four out of ten respondents had good skills and knowledge in Thai language. 
Their level of acculturation showed to be high and they seemed well adjusted to Thai 
culture. From the other six respondents, four of them had only basic skills and 
knowledge in Thai language, all of the four aged over 50 years old. Their level of 
acculturation didn’t show to be significantly lower at first, however, after further 
discussions, three of the respondents have made a very similar statements. Following 
is a statement that illustrates well what thoughts these three respondents shared: “No, 
I feel no culture shock, I feel good in Pattaya, here I can hang out with people from 
my country, but if I had to go somewhere else in Thailand, it would be a different 
story”.  

Objective 2 

In the first step of the analysis, the research wanted to find a relationship 
between time spent in Thailand and the level proficiency in Thai language. No 
significant link has been found between both factors. However, a pattern emerged 
after further analysis. This pattern showed a relationship between the respondents’ 
ages and their ability to acquire a better level in Thai language. 

On one side, five out of ten respondents were aged over 50 years old. These 
respondents aged over 50 have spent on average six years in Thailand. Their 
proficiency level in Thai has been in overall judged poor. Indeed, four out of the five 
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respondents aged over 50 had only basic skills and knowledge in Thai language. 
When asked a question related to time and Thai language, a respondent said: “I am 
way too old to learn a new language”. Only one of the respondents aged over 50 had 
good speaking and listening skills in Thai language. 

On the other hand, five out of ten respondents were aged below 50 years old. 
The respondents aged below 50 have spent on average three years in Thailand. Their 
proficiency level in Thai language has been in overall judged medium. Indeed, three 
out of the five respondents aged below 50 had good skills and knowledge in Thai 
language. When asked a question related to time and Thai language, a respondent 
said: “You won’t learn Thai by spending your time with foreigners”. The two 
remaining respondents had medium skills and knowledge in Thai language. It is 
interesting to note that these two participants were the ones who spent most of their 
time with other expatriates and were member of expatriate clubs or communities. 

Objective 3 

Indeed, the first and second objectives’ conclusions have already determined 
the two main factors involved in learning Thai language: Age and time spent with 
Thai natives. However, a third factor that emerged, was sharing common interests. 
This third factor was regularly mentioned by the respondents and was the most 
important factor for one of the interviewees from the younger age group. Food what 
the most important common interest judged by the respondent. He stated: “If you eat 
Thai food, you will spend more time with Thai people, you will learn the name of the 
foods you eat, your Thai will improve and you will get more easily accepted”. 

 

Table 

 

Responden
ts / Factors 

A B C D E F G H I J 

1 82 73 71 64 59 42 34 30 29 26 
2 9 12 2 5 2 4 5 3 1 2 
3 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes 
4 2 1 1 1 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 - 1 
5 Yes Non

e 
Non

e 
Non

e 
Non

e 
Non

e 
Non

e 
Non

e 
Yes Non

e 
6 High High High Hig

h 
High High Hig

h 
Hig

h 
Mediu

m 
Hig
h 

7 Expa
t 

Expa
t 

Expa
t 

Thai Expa
t 

Expa
t 

Thai Thai Expat Thai 

8 Low Low Low Low Low Low Low Low Low Low 
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The above table includes factors related to demographics and culture, 
represented by numbers in the first column. The first line at the top, marked with 
letters A to J, represents the respondents. 

Line 1 shows the age of the different respondents in years. It ranges from 26 to 
82 years old. The average age is 51 years old. 

Line 2 shows time spent in Thailand in years, it ranges from 1year to 12 years. 
The average time spent in Thailand is 4.5 years. 

Line3 shows if respondents feel adapted to Thai culture. Every respondents are 
adapted expect one. The respondent who is not yet adapted is the only one who has 
spent less than 2 years in Thailand. 

Line 4 shows the time to adapt in years. It ranges from 0.5 to 2 years. The 
average time to adapt to Thai culture according to the 9 interviewees who could 
answer this question is just less than one year (0.94 years). 

Line 5 shows if problems faced during the adjustment period. Only two 
respondents have faced problems. The first one, respondent J, faced the problem of 
not having enough expatriate or local friends. The second one, respondent A, the 
oldest respondent, faced a problem with communication as he could not speak English 
or Thai. His wife would be the one talking to him in French and translate to locals or 
expatriates in English or Thai. 

Line 6 shows the satisfaction level. I can be rated high, medium or low. Every 
respondent felt highly satisfied except for respondent J who spent only one year in the 
country. 

Line 7 shows with who expatriates prefer to spend their time with. The 
answers can be Thai or expatriates. Four out of ten respondents prefer to spend time 
with Thai people. On the other hand, six out of ten respondents prefer to spend time 
with expatriates. 

Line 8 shows the overall stress level since being in the country. It can be rated 
high, medium or low. All of the ten respondents stated that they felt low stress and 
most said that this was one of the reasons they came to Thailand. 
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R/F A B C D E F G H I J 
1 2 2 2 3 3 1 3 2 3 2 
2 D D D D D D D D D D 
3 No No No No No Yes No No No No 
4 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No 
5 Low Low Low High Low Med High High Med High 
6 Low High High High High Med High Med High High 
7 High High High High High High High High High High 

 

The above table includes factors related to language, represented by numbers 
in the first column. The first line at the top, marked with letters A to J, represents the 
respondents. 

Line 1 shows the number of languages spoken by the respondents other than 
Thai or English language. It includes French, German, Polish and Dutch. 

Line 2 shows at which frequency respondents use their mother tongue. All of 
the respondents use French language on a daily basis, represented by the letter D, 
mostly through social media communication. 

Line 3 shows if respondents took part of Thai classes in order to learn Thai 
language. Only one of the respondents took Thai classes in order to acquire a Visa at 
the beginning of his stay in Thailand. 

Line 4 shows if respondents think that Thai language is difficult to learn. Eight 
out of ten respondents think that it is difficult, while two out of ten respondents think 
that it is not difficult. 

Line 5 shows the Thai language proficiency level of respondents. It can be 
rated high, medium or low. Four out of ten respondents had a low proficiency level in 
Thai language, all of them were more than 50 years old. Two out of ten respondents 
had a medium proficiency level in Thai language. Four out of ten respondents had a 
high proficiency in Thai language, three of them being less than 50 years old. 

Line 6 shows the English language proficiency level. It can be rated high, 
medium or low. One out of ten respondents had a low proficiency level in English 
language, respondent A, who is also the oldest. Two out of ten respondents had a 
medium proficiency level in English language. Eight out of ten respondents had a 
high proficiency level in English language 

Line 7 shows the importance given to language in order to overcome culture 
shock. It can be rated high, medium or low. Every interviewee has answered that 
language is highly important in order to overcome cultural barrier and facilitate 
adjustment to Thai culture. 
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Conclusion 

 
“No, I feel no culture shock, I feel good in Pattaya, here I can hang out with 

people from my country, but if I had to go somewhere else in Thailand, it would be a 
different story”. This statement reflects the overall feeling of most respondents. The 
conclusion drawn from this statement is that Pattaya has its own microcosm. Indeed, 
as discussed in the introduction, there are not only expatriates from all over the world 
residing in Pattaya, but a lot of tourists as well. This leads to a multicultural 
environment and a microcosm where the majority of people residing or visiting are 
foreigners. This point will be further discussed in the findings chapter.  

In the first step of the analysis, the research wanted to find a relationship 
between time spent in Thailand and the level proficiency in Thai language. No 
significant link has been found between both factors. However, a pattern emerged 
after further analysis. This pattern showed a relationship between the respondents’ 
ages and their ability to acquire a better level in Thai language. The research has then 
tried to identify the commonalities and differences between these two age groups. The 
conclusion drawn from the data was that the group aged below 50 spent more time 
with Thai natives than the group aged over 50. When asked a question related to how 
much time it takes to learn Thai language, a respondent said: “It all depends on how 
much time you spend with them”. 

It is finally important to mention that recent scientific literature has been 
debating whether it is more difficult to learn a language the older you get. However, in 
accordance to what pillar researches have shown and the results discovered in this 
research, we can conclude that it is more difficult to learn a language the older you get.  

“If you eat Thai food, you will spend more time with Thai people, you will 
learn the name of the foods you eat, your Thai will improve and you will get more 
easily accepted”. This statement shows how sharing common interests does influence 
the time spent with Thai natives, which consequently leads to a better level in Thai 
language. Ultimately, a better level in Thai language will help to better culturally 
adjust to Thai culture.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

 

For the first objective, which was to find the impact of language on cultural 
adjustment and to evaluate if a better Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand 
causes a better cultural adjustment to Thai culture, the research has found that a better 
Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand causes a better cultural adjustment to 
Thai culture. 

The next objective, which was to explore if the more time an expatriate spends 
in Thailand, the better level in Thai language they will acquire, the research has found 
that the time an expatriate spends in Thailand doesn’t directly affect their ability to 
acquire a better level in Thai language. 

For the third objective, which was to determine which factors are the most 
important in order to learn Thai language, the research has found that the main factors 
in order to learn Thai language are age and time spent with Thai people. Another 
factor that has been identified is sharing common interests. 

 

Revised Framework – Cultural Adjustment through language 

 

Age   Language   Cultural Adjustment 

 

 

Time spent with Thai natives 

 

 

Sharing common interests 
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The revised framework above shows first that age has a direct influence on 
both language and time spent with Thai natives. Secondly, time spent with Thai 
natives also has a direct influence on language. Thirdly, sharing common interests has 
a direct influence on the time spent with Thai natives; consequently, it has an indirect 
influence on language. Thirdly, language has a direct influence on cultural 
adjustment. Finally, time spent with Thai native, sharing common interests and age 
factors all somehow influence cultural adjustment but the kind of relationship has not 
been explored in this study. 

Discussion 

 

The main research questions have been based on the existing literature review.  
The first objective, which was to find the impact of language on cultural adjustment 
and evaluate if a better Thai language level of an expatriate in Thailand causes a 
better cultural adjustment to Thai culture, has been proven to be in accordance with 
the literature review. 

The second objective, which was to explore if the more time an expatriate 
spends in Thailand, the better level in Thai language they will acquire, has been 
proven not entirely correct. Indeed, the results have shown that Pattaya has a unique 
microcosm where expatriates can easily spend time with other expatriates, resulting in 
a lower adjustment to Thai culture itself. The study emphasizes that expatriates should 
spend more time with Thai natives in order to facilitate the language learning process. 
Moreover, another factor that has emerged in recent years but has not been fully 
studied is social media. Indeed, the study has shown that expatriates use French 
language on a daily basis, not only by communicating with other expatriates, but by 
communicating through social media with their friends and families in their homes 
countries. 

The third objective, which was to determine which factors are the most 
important in order to learn Thai language, has found one factor in accordance with the 
literature and two factors that are not often mentioned in the literature. The first factor 
is age. Recent scientific literature has been debating whether it is more difficult to 
learn a language the older you get. However, in accordance to what pillar researches 
have shown and the results discovered in this research, we can conclude that it is more 
difficult to learn Thai language for expatriates the older they get. The second factor is 
time spent with Thai natives. This factor is often overlooked in the literature as most 
of the studies are made in English speaking countries or on English speaking 
expatriates. 
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Most researchers agree on the effects of cultures shock. The effects of culture 
shock are a premature departure of the expatriates, a feeling of uncertainty, 
frustration, high stress, discomfort and low job-satisfaction. 

However, the results of this study have shown that low stress was actually a 
reason why expatriates would choose Thailand as a new country to reside in. 
Therefore, because of the high number of expatriates present in Pattaya, expatriates 
don’t experience as much culture shock as if they were to live in another part of the 
country. 

Taylor and Finley (2009) and Kaye and Taylor (1997), stated that adjustment 
can be divided into two categories: acculturation and assimilation. Assimilation is the 
complete rejection of one’s own values in order to embrace those of the new culture. 
Acculturation is learning to live with the new culture while remaining rooted in the 
traditions of one’s own .Techniques for acculturation of workers are informal and 
occur on-the-job while techniques for assimilation of workers are more formal 
(Taylor and Finley, 2009). The results of this study have shown that expatriates in 
Pattaya mostly use acculturation as they learn Thai language in informal ways and 
keep rooted to their own culture and tradition. 

The main cause of language barrier is a lack of a shared language and low 
motivation to learn the foreign language. On the other side, local nationals often 
expect expatriates to slowly learn the host language (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 2010). 
The results of this study are in accordance with the above statement as it has been 
shown that only one respondent took Thai classes, and it was just to obtain a Visa, 
which is not considered a “motivation to learn”. Moreover, all respondents firmly 
agreed that learning Thai language is very important in order to overcome culture 
shock and adjust to the country’s culture.  

The effects of language barrier can include feelings of isolation, deteriorating 
work relations and reduced capacity to conduct business (Peltokorpi and Clausen, 
2010; Welch et al, 2005).The results of this study are in accordance with the above 
statement as it has been shown that one out of the two respondents who faced 
problems during the adjustment process has complained of feeling lonely. 

Pattaya has its own microcosm. Indeed, as discussed in the introduction, there 
are not only expatriates from all over the world residing in Pattaya, but a lot of 
tourists as well. This leads to a multicultural environment and a microcosm where the 
majority of people residing or visiting are foreigners. The consequence is a feeling of 
fast adjustment because expatriates spend time similar people who they used to spend 
time with in their home country. Moreover, Thai nationals try to restrain their own 
interest in situations that could lead to discomfort or conflict in order to save face, 
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which is an important concept of Thai culture. Consequently, they prefer not to bother 
expatriates and maintain a pleasant relationship.  

The low English proficiency level of Thai nationals is often overlooked by 
expatriates who believe this attitude is related to their high power distance culture, 
meaning that they would remain silent out of respect. This causes an additional issue 
as the Thai locals will usually not do the first step when entering into communication 
with an expatriate or any foreigner. 

Limitations 

 

Although the research has reached its aim, there were some unavoidable 
limitations. A limitation of the study was the small, non-probability sample of 
respondents. Due to time constraints, the study was not conducted in-depth and thus, 
did not reach statistical significance. The size and homogeneity of the sample limit the 
generalizability of this study. Moreover, the results collected in the area where the 
research has been conducted might not apply to other areas in Thailand as Pattaya has 
its own “microcosm”. Finally, it is important to mention that correlation does not 
imply causation. A correlation between two variables does not necessarily imply that 
one cause the other. 

Management implications 

 

Expatriates should learn Thai language in order to overcome culture shock and 
facilitate cultural adjustment to Thai culture. As seen in the literature, from a business 
point of view, poor language proficiency lowers the ability of buyers and sellers to 
develop a close relationship. When information is given in the buyer’s language, the 
barrier is reduced and the supplier provides evidence of adaptability to foreign 
customers (Welch et al, 2005). 

Expatriates should spend more time with Thai people in order to learn Thai 
language and consequently overcome the difficulties mentioned above. Sharing 
common interests with Thai natives facilitates non-verbal communication which then 
leads to spending more time with them. Expatriates should thus show high interest for 
Thai culture as well as share similar interests with Thai people. 

Expatriates should consider that age is an important factor in learning Thai 
language and spending time with Thai natives. Potential expatriates should expatriate 
themselves at a young age. Moreover, as recommended by Jassawalla et al. (2004) 
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and Hutchings (2002), a selection process before sending expatriates abroad should be 
implemented for companies. 

As mentioned by Jassawalla et al. (2004), Weeks et al. (2008), Taylor and 
Finley (2009), Pires et al. (2006), Kaye and Taylor (1997), Zakaria (2000) and 
Hutchings (2002),a good pre-departure training for all family members is detrimental 
in order to maximize acculturation and assimilation which will reduce culture shock. 
Expatriates should be trained trough human resources development. Moreover, as 
mentioned by Jassawalla et al. (2004) suggest pre-sojourn visits should be 
implemented as well. 

Expatriates should not rely on English as a mutual language to communicate 
with Thai locals. As Peltokorpi and Clausen (2010) suggested speaking a common 
language, English, acts as an obstacle to mutual understanding because words then 
have different meaning for both parties communicating. 

Future research 

 

The recommendations for future research would be to conduct the study on a 
larger scale, with a larger number of respondents. The study should be conducted in a 
larger or different area in Thailand or in a similar area outside Thailand in order to be 
able to make relevant comparisons. As discussed above, the results collected in the 
area where the research has been conducted might not apply to other areas in Thailand 
as Pattaya has its own “microcosm”. 

Final Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this research was to explore the impact of language on cultural 
adjustment and determine which factors are the most important in order to learn Thai 
language. Using semi-structured interviews, data were collected from 10 Francophone 
expatriates living in Pattaya, Thailand. 

Findings highlighted the importance of age and time spent with Thai natives as 
precursors to learning Thai language. The younger expatriates are and the more time 
they spend with Thai people rather than other expatriates, the easier it is for them to 
learn Thai language. The research concluded that potential expatriates should 
expatriate themselves at a young age and spend more time with Thai natives in order 
to learn the local language, which then leads to a better cultural adjustment. 

The management implications showed that expatriates should focus on pre-
training and not rely on English as a common language. The research limitations 
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showed that the study was limited by the number of respondents and the scope of 
area. Recommendations for future research include conducting the study on a larger 
scale and in a larger or different area. 
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Appendix 

 
 
 

Interview Guide 
 
Demographic Information 

Age 

Gender 

Occupation 

Status 

Location 

Mother tongue 

Company 

 

Culture Shock 

How long have you been an expatriate in Thailand? 

 

Do you feel well adapted to Thai culture? If yes, how long did it take you to adjust? If 
no, why? 

 

What are the problems you have faced while adapting to Thai culture? How did you 
overcome these problems? 

 

Are you happy to have chosen Thailand or would you choose another country if you 
could go back in time? Why? 
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Do you prefer to spend time with Thai locals, foreigners from other countries or 
people from your country? Why? 

Do you feel more stressed in your daily life than when you were living in your 
country? Why? 

 

Language 

How many languages do you speak? Which ones? 

 

How often/for what purpose do you use your mother tongue? 

 

Did you ever take Thai language classes or tried to learn the language by yourself or 
with the help of a friend?  

 

Do you think leaning Thai language is difficult? Why? 

 

How would you describe your speaking level in Thai language? How often/for what 
purpose do you use your speaking skills? How have you learned your speaking skills? 

 

How would you describe your listening level in Thai language? How often/for what 
purpose do you use your listening skills? How have you learned your listening skills? 

 

How would you describe your writing level in Thai language? How often/for what 
purpose do you use your writing skills? How have you learned your writing skills? 

 

How would you describe your overall level in English language? How often/for what 
purpose do you use English language? 

 

Which language do you use to communicate with Thai locals? Which language do 
you use to communicate in your Company? 

What importance do you give to language in order to overcome cultural barriers? 
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