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Introduction 

The significance of context is receiving increasing attention in the field of international HRM 

(Budhwar, Varma, & Patel, 2016; Dowling, Festing, & Engle, 2017; Farndale et al., 2017). With 

the rise of emerging markets such as China, India, the Middle East, Brazil, and the post-Soviet 

Union countries, including Russia, the relational context of business has become increasingly 

important. This is because the existence (or absence) of personal relationships, specifically 

informal ties and networks, has become a key to business success. As host country nationals 

(HCNs) “tend to regard expatriates as outgroup members” (Yamao, Yoshikawa, Choi, & Toh, 

2020), expatriates usually do not belong to HCNs’ local networks. Expatriates can be 

distinguished into assigned and self-initiated expatriates. Assigned expatriates, the type of 

expatriates that we focus on primarily in this paper, are typically sent by a company’s 

headquarters to fulfill a specified mission abroad. Self-initiated expatriates are not sent by a 

headquarters; they are localized professionals (McNulty & Brewster, 2017) who do not stay 

abroad for a predefined amount of time. In the initial phase of working and living abroad, we 

assume that the two types of expatriates face similar challenges.1 Although research suggests that 

expatriates need to develop relationships abroad to succeed in their job roles (Farh, Bartol, 

Shapiro, & Shin, 2010), the way in which informal networks influence expatriates’ professional 

and private life abroad is a relatively new and less researched theme in international HRM.  

To fulfill corporate goals abroad through collaboration with HCNs in a limited and 

predefined period of time, expatriates require a thorough understanding of the respective country 

context and its institutions (Paik, Chow, & Vance, 2011). Contexts at the country level refer to 

the political, economic, and socio-cultural environments in which companies operate. Expatriates 

need to understand the host country’s contexts to manage people efficiently and develop and 

implement effective business practices. Herein, the role of informal institutions becomes critical. 

Institutional theorists argue that different environments engender distinctive formal and informal 

institutions as they are a product of different contexts. Formal institutions (e.g. courts, codified 

law, and rules) are easier to understand since they are explicit and tangible, while informal 

institutions (e.g. values, behavioral norms, and ethics) are much more complex and complicated 

as they are implicit and intangible (North, 1990, 2005). Informal institutions tend to be relatively 

more important in societies in which formal institutions are either ineffective or underdeveloped. 

This is the case in emerging markets, where the development of and reliance on informal ties and 

networks take priority over sole reliance on formal institutions (e.g. contracts, corporate codes of 

conduct, etc.).  

We contend in this paper that the existing international HRM literature largely overlooks 

the local informal network context, for example the yongo context in South Korea, the wasta 

context in the Middle East, or the blat/svyazi context in Russia and in part of Eastern Europe,2 as 

 
1 We note that long-term self-initiated expatriates who have immigrated to another country, set up a family with a 

local partner abroad, lived abroad for many years, and have no intention to move somewhere else are likely to have 

developed a thorough understanding of informal networks and how to cope with them. Thus, this group of 

expatriates faces lesser challenges in this regard. 
2 For a comprehensive overview of informal ties and networks, see Ledeneva (2018a). 
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an integral part of expatriates’ ability to work effectively in a foreign environment [an exception 

is the work of Smith et al. (2012, IJHRM)]. In management studies, guanxi is the most explored 

informal network context (Chen, Chen, & Huang, 2013; Horak & Taube, 2016; Li, 2007b); thus, 

it can provide the groundwork upon which further research can be developed to capture informal 

networks’ impact on international HRM. Defining informal network constructs is not an easy 

task, mainly due to their context-bound influence determined by their ambivalent nature (we will 

define functional and moral ambivalence later). Nevertheless, the extant research on guanxi, as 

well as that on yongo or wasta, indicates that informal networks can be described as an unofficial 

structure within which informal institutional dynamics take place. They are deeply ingrained in 

the respective cultural context (Minbaeva et al., 2022). This means that, while cultural norms and 

values are embedded in informal networks, guiding their modus operandi, one can understand 

the behaviors of a group of people better if the informal network context is considered. As the 

behavioral norms prevailing in informal networks reflect societal ideals, they influence the way 

in which people behave individually and in relation to others. Accordingly, informal networks 

affect human resource management in terms of how new employees are recruited and selected, 

how they are developed and retained, and how they work in teams, and so on. In international 

HRM, informal networks influence the suitability and effectiveness of the HRM processes in 

subsidiaries of multinational corporations (MNCs) (e.g. recruitment and promotion) and the 

effectiveness of expatriates’ actions (e.g. leading teams, project acquisitions, and customer 

relationship management) as well as their well-being after office hours (Alsarhan, Ali, Weir, & 

Valax, 2021; Horak, 2017; Nadeem & Kayani, 2019; Varma, Pichler, Budhwar, & Biswas, 2009; 

Wang & Kanungo, 2004). 

The purpose of this paper is to present informal networks as an important context that is 

influential at several levels as well as domains of international HRM. Specifically, first, we 

contribute to deepening our construct knowledge about the nature of respective network 

constructs, which support a better understanding of the concept of informal networks from a 

theoretical point of view. The latter is considered to be a necessary precondition for robust theory 

building and empirical research (Yaniv, 2011). Without developing widely shared definitions, 

research domains become fragmented and unhelpful in supporting the development of a common 

body of knowledge (Wacker, 2004). We integrate informal networks into institutional and social 

capital theory in parallel and present informal networks as a distinct research domain under the 

umbrella term, ‘social network’. Further, we suggest expanding the scope of international HRM 

research by deepening its knowledge of contexts and extending its boundaries of research 

interest through the incorporation of the informal network domain into existing research. In 

particular, the expatriate embeddedness research stream intersects with the informal network 

context, inspiring potential future research on expatriate informal network embeddedness. 

Finally, this paper helps seek a possible extension to expatriate adjustment research by 

demonstrating that even well-adjusted expatriates may hardly achieve informal network access 

as specific types of networks determine access through consanguineal ties or otherwise 

predefined informal affiliation. 
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In the following, we first discuss the theoretical framework based on institutional theory 

and social capital theory and locate the role of informal networks. We then present studies in the 

field of international HRM that report research results related to informal networks to help 

advance the field further. In conjunction with the latter, we develop central themes to guide 

future research by integrating the informal network context into the international HRM domain. 

Finally, we discuss the challenges and ongoing discussions in this line of inquiry and reflect on 

the key insights in the conclusion.  

 

Theoretical foundations and perspectives—Informal institutions, social capital, and 

informal networks 

Extant research suggests that informal networks would disappear with economic and institutional 

progress (e.g. Guthrie, 1998; Peng, Wang, & Jiang, 2008), as people are assumed to prefer using 

formal ways of coordination (contracts, courts, etc.) rather than relying of informal ties and 

networks. Empirical evidence, however, point towards the fact that informal ties and networks 

have remained surprisingly constant, and have even intensified. Data gathered between 1978 to 

2014 show that the use of guanxi ties to get a job has increased substantially rather than 

decreased (Bian, 2019). Hence, with growing evidence supporting the persistence of informal 

networks (e.g. Bian, 2018. 2019; Horak & Klein, 2016; Ledeneva, 2013; Minbaeva et al., 2022), 

their relevance and actuality have attracted increasing interest from scholars and practitioners 

alike. A key challenge in researching informality at large and understanding its influence better 

is first and foremost perceiving it as such. Informality is often regarded as irrelevant, or quasi 

non-existent, if we do not look at it or question it explicitly (Ledeneva, 1998). This is usually the 

case when we perceive an environment as “normal” because we were raised and socialized in it. 

Being a member of an informal network provides benefits, tangible and intangible, to the insider 

even without intentionality or awareness. “There is no informality if you do not look for it” 

(Ledeneva, 2013, p. 238). Thus, defining informal networks is challenging. Nevertheless, the 

most common concepts and theories that lay the foundations for the emerging debate on informal 

networks can be seen principally in the literature on institutions (comp. Minbaeva et al., 2022), 

especially informal institutions, as popularized by Douglass North (1990) and Richard Scott 

(2004), as well as the literature on social capital advanced by Pierre Bourdieu (1986), which 

inspired several other disciplines of the social sciences. 

 

(Informal) institutions perspective 

In the international management literature, “institutional theory is now perhaps the most 

common lens for understanding cross-national differences in business organization, along with 

cross-cultural theories related to Hofstede or similar approaches” (Jackson & Deeg, 2019, p. 4). 

“Institutions” is a broad term and is challenging to operationalize (Meyer & Peng, 2016; Peng, 

2016). North (1990, p. 3) defines institutions simply as the “rules of the game,” meaning 

“constraints that shape human interactions.” According to Scott (2014), institutions are supported 

by three pillars: the regulative, normative, and cultural–cognitive pillars. Scott (2014), like North 
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(1990), classifies institutions into formal and informal institutions. Formal institutions are 

supported or enforced through the regulative pillar as they are represented by rules, laws, and 

sanctions following instrumental logic, legitimized by a government’s courts and bureaucracy. 

Contrary to formal institutions, informal institutions are constraints that are often unwritten, 

shared, and enforced outside of official channels. Informal institutions include “norms, cultures, 

and ethics” (Peng, 2016, p. 93) and constitute the normative and cultural–cognitive pillars (Scott, 

2014). Informal institutions and informal networks are intertwined in a way that the latter enact 

the former. The normative pillar is morally governed based on social obligations, while the 

cultural cognitive pillar refers to actions that are internalized and guided by taken-for-granted 

values based on a shared understanding.  

In reference to interpersonal relationships and actions, the formal–informal distinction 

can be applied to describe informal social ties, that is, networks as “implicitly assumed, 

endogenously embraced, and flexibly enforced by horizontal peer pressures in a particularistic 

personalized process” (Li, 2007b, p. 428). This quote reflects well the tacit and self-evident 

nature of utilizing informal ties and networks in good faith within a community and the 

expectation that everyone will do it too. Informality in this case is rather affective, people 

oriented, and emotional. Formality in social ties can be characterized as “explicitly prescribed, 

exogenously imposed, and rigidly enforced by vertical authority powers in a universalistic 

depersonalized process” (Li, 2007b, p. 428). Formal ties are based on objectivity as they are 

instrumental and task oriented, as reflected, for instance, in hierarchical organization charts 

(Hunter, Bentzen, & Taug, 2020; Krackhardt & Hanson, 1993; Rank, Robins, & Pattison, 2010). 

 The informal institutions perspective stresses the role of the affective and emotional 

factors of informal network cohesion, which are often embedded in the respective cultural 

context and enforced through peer pressure (Chung & Rimal, 2016; Estrada & Vargas-Estrada, 

2013; Minbaeva et al., 2022).  

 

Social capital  

Social capital is the base on which informal networks flourish. Social capital is defined as the 

aggregated resources, actual or potential, that an individual possesses through “more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 

248–249). The social capital accrued from informal networks can not only significantly reduce 

transaction costs but also bring benefits for a company in terms of its privileged access to critical 

information and/or preferential opportunities for new businesses. Social capital research explores 

several important structural and functional features of social ties and networks at the dyadic and 

group levels. Two important functions are known as the “bonding” and “bridging” functions, 

which we will explain below.   

The “bonding” function of ties ensures social cohesion among a homogeneous group of 

people (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1995), such as friends or (quasi-) family members. Research on 

bonding within communities focuses on factors that lead to group cohesion to “facilitate the 

pursuit of collective goals” (Adler & Kwon, 2002, p. 21). On the contrary, the “bridging” 
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function of ties assumes that groups by nature tend to connect with each other since one group 

will benefit from the added value that a connection brings. This can be in the form of additional 

resources, opportunities, knowledge, and information that would be available to both groups. 

Bridging requires a person who connects the two groups acting on the incentive of being the first 

to benefit from new information and resources until they spread throughout the groups. The 

bridging function is suggested by, among others, Bourdieu (1980), Burt (1992, 1997, 2001), and 

Portes (1998), who view social capital as a resource “tying a focal actor to other actors” (Adler & 

Kwon, 2002, p. 19). Likewise well-known is “the strength of weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973, 

2017) assumption that suggests that weak ties to acquaintances are the most effective in landing 

a job, contrary to strong ties to close friends.  

 

Informal networks versus social networks 

To advance the informal network research, an important theoretical question concerns how 

informal networks are distinct from social networks. Though commonly understood today as 

open and visible online communities (Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.), social networks tend to be, in 

an academic sense, predominately defined in structural terms based on the social capital concept 

(Tichy et al., 1979; Horak et al., 2020). While recognizing that informal networks also connect to 

social capital, we regard them as a distinct subcategory of social networks, defining the latter as a 

broad umbrella term. More than merely being a structure, informal networks are deeply 

ingrained in the respective cultural environment and provide channels through which informal 

institutions (e.g., values, behavioral norms, ethics) can take effect so that informal networks and 

informal institutions are intertwined (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Locating the informal network domain as a distinct area of research  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As mentioned, we suggest denominating specific local network constructs such as wasta (Arab 

world), yongo (Korea), or sifarish (Pakistan) as informal networks. In many cases their name 

carries a deeper meaning in the respective language, superseding the generic term social 

networking. For instance, whereas the Korean word inmaek translates into ‘social network’ and 
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stands for conventional social networking, yongo – which we classify as an informal network - 

refers to specific bonds between people based on shared backgrounds from the affiliation to an 

educational institution (high school or university), to family and regional origins3. Inmaek would 

rather relate to what is commonly understood as a social network, open to everybody; yongo, on 

the contrary, refers to exclusive networks based on predefined relationships. A first 

approximation to distinguish the distinct nature of informal networks versus social networks, 

despite overlap, is made in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Prototypical ideals characterizing social networks versus informal networks (selection) 

 

Social Networks Informal Networks 

• Open and accessible 

• Predominantly used instrumentally 

• Usually purpose driven 

• Weak ties are the most beneficial 

• Loyalty among members is usually 

weakly pronounced  

• At times depersonalized 

• Partnership ideals prevail 

• Often closed and difficult to access* 

• Often affective and emotional 

• Not necessarily purpose driven  

• Strong ties are the most beneficial 

• Loyalty among members is usually 

pronounced  

• Rather personalized 

• Friendship ideals prevail 

Note: * Especially for foreigners (e.g. expatriates). 

 

 

Ideas on how social networks operate were largely developed within the Anglo-Saxon 

world, implicitly assuming that human interactions follow the behavior ideals that are prevalent 

in that region. Simplified, social networking is typically seen as a social practice that is largely 

used for instrumental purposes4, ideally depersonalized, and most powerful when based on weak 

ties (Granovetter, 1973, 2017, 2018)5. Following conventional ideals, in principle, everybody can 

develop networks. Hamaguchi, Kumon, and Creighton (1985) and Sato (2010, 2013), however, 

found that these ideals are rather uncommon in many other parts of the world. They doubt the 

universal applicability of the social network concept and point out that different ideals guide 

people’s behavior in East Asia regarding the conclusion, development, or maintenance of 

informal relationships.    

 Despite heterogeneity among them, we can identify some features that informal networks 

share across countries. In many non-Western countries, e.g., in East Asia or the Arab world, it is 

often the utilization of strong ties that leads to the effects that weak ties have in the West (Yee, 

2000, 2015). Certainly, weak ties exist too, but they are used for important initiatives to a lesser 

 
3 As informal network constructs evolve, recent definitions of yongo include informal networks with former 

coworker at the workplace (Horak and Park, 2022).  
4 While we try to carve out by trend the dominant notion of social networking being used for instrumental purposes, 

we note that there is literature exploring its function for emotional support, social companionship and well-being 

(e.g., Cohen & Wills, 1985). 
5 We note that a recent publication that classifies ties to colleagues at work as strong ties, points out that their ties to 

former co-workers helped them find a job (Gershon, 2017). 
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extent. In many cases, while social networks need to be purposefully developed in the West 

(based on weak ties, reciprocal actions to build trust, etc.), informal networks often (but not 

always) exist as they are given by birth or other shared background and are regarded as being 

immutable and irreversible (e.g., the case of yongo in Korea or wasta in the Middle East). Yongo 

is a unique traditional network form in Korean business and society derived from family, 

regional, and school ties (Horak, 2014; Lew, 2013; Renshaw, 2011). Similarly, wasta is based on 

family and family-like relationships6. Often, not always but contrary to the West, they are 

ascribed7 personalized ties. However, once the need for, for example, information acquisition 

emerges, these informal channels are highly reliable and efficient and can be activated, i.e. 

instrumentalized, at any time (Kohls, 2001). While some informal networks are decentralized, 

others are centralized around a powerful person. They have in common that behavioral ethics, 

specific forms of peer pressure, and social status are determined by the informal institutions 

embedded in the cultural environment. Together, they constitute the specific way informal 

networks operate (Minbaeva et al., 2022).   

 

Informal networks: Ambivalence, multiplexity, persistence  

A typical characteristic of informal networks lies in their ambivalent nature, consisting of both 

functional ambivalence and moral ambivalence (Horak et al., 2020; Ledeneva, 2006). Functional 

ambivalence refers to the dual utility, the dark and bright sides, of informal networks. As 

informal networks are often labeled as sources of corruption, nepotism, cronyism, and so on, 

their bright sides are often ignored. The bright sides of informal networks are far-reaching and 

essential for the well-being of communities within and outside of organizations. Informal 

networks can, for instance, reduce transaction costs, free riding, and opportunism in the business 

context. They can also provide sociability and emotional support, hence reducing loneliness and 

uncertainty, and thus can be seen as a reliable base on which to build resilience in a society as 

well as in organizations (for more examples, see Minbaeva et al., 2022; Horak et al., 2020). 

Moral ambivalence refers to the assessment of the ethical dimensions involved in dealing with 

informal networks, which are often not so clear. Subject to the context and prevailing norms of a 

respective cultural environment, cronyism and nepotism, for instance, can hardly be judged 

universally (Ledeneva, 2018; Merton, 1976). Hiring staff or managers among friends and family 

members to fill positions in a family business may require different morals from hiring people 

for public office or publicly traded firms. To contribute to a better understanding of informal 

network constructs, research needs to take into account the multiplexity and ambivalent nature of 

informal networks. 

    We also recognize additional characteristics and notable features that are central to 

researching informal networks but are covered less in the social networking literature. Informal 

networks, for instance, are assumed to recede and disappear in emerging markets with the further 

 
6 Family-like relationships are relationships to close friends, close acquaintances, or to people one feels affiliated 

with by sharing a common background.  
7 Ascribed to family or clan membership, being born in the same region, graduating from the same educational 

institution, etc. 



9 
 

development of formal institutions such as an effective legal system and the enforcement of 

formal laws through courts (Guthrie, 1998; Peng et al., 2008). However, the existing research 

actually points in the opposite direction. Informal networks seem to persist and partly intensify 

not only in large emerging economies, such as China and Russia, including many post-Soviet 

Union states (Aliyev, 2013; Bian, 2018, 2019; Ledeneva, 2013), but also in developed 

economies, such as Japan (Georgiadou & Syed, 2021) and South Korea (Horak & Klein, 2016). 

 Furthermore, unlike the conventional wisdom that social networks can be developed by 

anybody, informal networks often exist without being earned through effort but by being 

acquired at birth. The nature of such informal networks is fundamentally different from that of 

networks chosen at one’s discretion. Contrary to informal networks (yongo, wasta, etc.), social 

relationships that are chosen voluntarily are often discussed in the expatriate adjustment 

literature and are known, for instance, under the term “expatriate support networks” (e.g. Bader 

& Schuster, 2015; Claus, Maletz, Casoinic, & Pierson, 2015; Osman-Gani & Rocksthul, 2008).  

The conventional notion of bridging and bonding ties in the social network literature, as 

mentioned above, may be of lesser relevance in societies where informal networks are 

pronounced and hence ingroups and outgroups are sharply distinguished. As for bridging ties, for 

example, in East Asia as well as in the Middle East and in the Caucasus region, favor, care, 

benevolence or trust is often granted to ingroup members but not to outgroup members, such as 

expatriates (Yamao, Yoshikawa, Choi, & Toh, 2020). The relationships between these camps can 

be competitive and can even become hostile (Kim, 2000). While the popular “strength of weak 

ties” (Granovetter, 1973, 1983) hypothesis suggests that superficial relationships in the form of 

weak ties between individuals who do not know each other very well are effective in providing 

them with job opportunities, their generalizability was questioned in previous studies (e.g., 

Mäkelä & Suutari, 2009). In East Asia, for instance, relying on weak ties is rather uncommon, 

and people who do not belong to an ingroup are less trusted. As it is usually the strong ties that 

provide people with information, care, trust, opportunities, resources, and finally jobs, the 

“strength of strong ties” would be a more suitable phrase to reflect this reality in East Asia, as 

suggested by Lee (2000), Lew (2013), and Yee (2000). 

 Summarizing our debate on informal networks and their similarities to and differences 

from social networks, we agree with the views largely put forward in sociology (e.g. Hamaguchi, 

Kumon, and Creighton, 1985 or Sato, 2010, 2013) that theories on social networking are largely 

developed by Western scholars based on the circumstances and social structures that are typical 

of Western societies. Thus, these theories do not fully take into account the nature and 

characteristics of informal networks and the way in which they are formed and practiced (Li, 

2007b; Qi, 2013; Sato, 2010). Fortunately, some recent progress is apparent in the study of 

informal networks in respective countries, such as guanxi in China (Li, 2007a, 2007b; Luo, 2000; 

Yang, 1994), blat and svyazi in Russia (Ledeneva, 1998, 2006; Lovell, Ledeneva, & 

Rogachevskiĭ, 2000), clanism in Kazakhstan (Minbaeva & Muratbekova-Touron, 2013), sifarish 

in Pakistan (Nadeem & Kayani, 2019), and wasta in the Arab world (Abosag & Lee, 2013; Al-
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Hussan, Al-Husan, & Fletcher-Chen, 2014; Alsarhan et al., 2021; Hutchings & Weir, 2006b).8  

Yet, we still have a long way to go to address many important issues involving informal 

networks particularly in the context of international HRM.  

 

Potential future research themes on the informal network context in international HRM 

In this section, we attempt to connect the extant literature in international HRM with the informal 

network context to identify voids with the aim of guiding future research to gain a better 

understanding of the informal network context when managing relationships abroad. Since the 

latter is a central task of expatriates and a dominant theme in international HRM, we 

systematically integrate the literature by using the antecedents of expatriate effectiveness. In 

pursuing this approach, we identify a total of seven potential future research themes and 

summarize them in Table 2 and Figure 3, respectively, at the end of the section.  

 

Construct definition—Developing construct knowledge on informal networks. A major 

challenge for scholars and especially practitioners is thoroughly understanding informal network 

constructs. This is particularly important for informal network types that are virtually closed to 

outsiders (such as expatriates), so it is necessary to pursue alternative networking approaches that 

promise chances for network access (Lee et al., 2022). This, however, is difficult. Since informal 

networks are by nature informal structures, expatriates, unless they actively look for these 

structures, may not even perceive them or may superficially interpret them as simple 

acquaintance ties, without understanding their complexity, structure, and modus operandi. 

Hence, the first challenge is to uncover informal networks and recognize their different facets 

and how they take effect in different situations. Depending on the variables that are used to 

define and characterize the construct, research designs can differ. This problem prevents us from 

achieving replicability, hampering the accumulation of knowledge and hence theory building. 

Thus, scholars may find quantitative or experimental approaches to be risky or inefficient in this 

regard, given the absence of validated scales to measure informal network constructs (a rare 

exception can be seen in the GRX scale to measure guanxi by Yen, Barnes, & Wang, 2011). 

Under these circumstances, qualitative research designs are likely to be a better option in 

working toward the definition of informal networks upon which scales can be developed and 

tested (Al‐Twal, 2021). The existing research is already moving to this direction, identifying 

similarities and differences among networks across countries (Al-Twal, 2021; Smith et al., 2012; 

Velez-Calle, Robledo-Ardila, & Rodriguez-Rios, 2015). For instance, whereas, in the case of 

Korea, yongo networks are often described as consisting of family, hometown, and school-based 

ties, guanxi definitions are much broader including more antecedents (Horak & Taube, 2016). 

Furthermore, regarding informal networks in Russia, namely blat, it is not clear whether they 

still exist or whether svyazi is the new, that is, post-Soviet Union, form of networking. Thus, 

informal networks need to be treated separately for each country. The key question here is the 

 
8 Appendix 1 presents an overview of selected informal networks in different countries. 
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following: How can respective informal networks in different countries be characterized and 

defined as accurately and comprehensively as possible?  

 

Expatriate effectiveness  

While research on the expatriate effectiveness construct is evolving, it is often defined in terms 

of two dimensions: expatriate adjustment and expatriate performance (Osman-Gani & Rocksthul, 

2008; Shay & Baack, 2004; Chen et al., 2010; Black, 1988; Bruning, Sonpar, & Wang, 2012; Liu 

& Shaffer, 2005; Shaffer et al., 2006; Wang, 2002). Although it is generally assumed that 

successful adjustment will result in higher performance, existing literature contend that the 

adjustment-performance relationship is either unclear or rather weak at best (Lazarova and 

Thomas, 2012; Osman-Gani & Rocksthul, 2008). Thus, in this paper, we will examine these two 

issues separately in the context of informal networks.  

 

Expatriate adjustment  

The existing expatriate literature has addressed adjustment as one of the dominant themes with 

various conceptualization and operationalization (Anderson, 2019; Shaffer et al., 2016; Hippler  

et al., 2014). In their seminal work, Black et al. (1991) define expatriate adjustment as a 

multidimensional construct comprised of cultural, interaction, and work adjustment in three 

environmental domains. However, this research has been subject to mounting criticism due to 

theoretical as well as methodological flaws (Kubovcikova, 2016; Hippler 2006; Hechanova et 

al., 2003; Stahl, 1998; Brewster, 1993). More recently, Haslberger et al. (2013) position 

expatriate adjustment within the psychological literature and extend the prior work with the three 

dimensions: cognitive, affective, and behavioral adjustment. Hippler et al. (2015, p. 1925) argue 

that expatriate adjustment is a composite of these three dimensions: cognition, feelings, and 

behaviour. A cognitively adjusted expatriate is certain about her or his knowledge of a new 

environment. A well-adjusted expatriate knows how to express affect according to the respective 

rule in a new environment. Accordingly, learning appropriate behavior happens gradually as the 

expatriate comes to understand new behavioral norms. Yet, this alternative conceptualization is 

still incomplete as it does not capture the temporal dynamics (Hippler et al., 2015). Adjustment 

by nature is a process rather than a state, which occurs over a certain period of time (Maertz, 

Takeuchi, & Chen, 2016).  

Figure 2 illustrates how informal networks influence adjustment as well as performance 

of expatriates in the domain of social relations. Overall, expatriate adjustment and performance 

are significantly affected by the ability of an expatriate to develop a support network (Claus et 

al., 2015; Osman-Gani & Rocksthul, 2008). This will help the expatriate to gain access to the 

critical information and resources that lead to business success in the host country (Caligiuri & 

Lazarova, 2002; van Bakel, van Oudenhoven, & Gerritsen, 2015). Then, how can this be 

achieved?  
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Figure 2. Expatriate effectiveness  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Expatriate adjustment and network access. Cross-cultural competencies in dealing with 

HCNs can be regarded as positive predictors for expatriate adjustment (Liu & Shaffer, 2005; Van 

Bakel, Gerritsen, & Van Oudenhoven, 2014). Studies also assume that a manager’s 

characteristics, such as core self-evaluation and extraversion, may help to develop networks 

during overseas assignments. On the contrary, studies also reveal that expatriates usually have 

interactions and friendships mainly with other expatriates and to a far lesser extent with HCNs 

(Johnson, Kristof-Brown, Van Vianen, De Pater, & Klein, 2003). When cultural values between 

expatriates and HCNs deviate strongly (e.g. the role of women in the West versus in Arabian 

countries; the marginal authority of young managers in Confucian countries, etc.), there is less 

common ground and less sympathy for exchange beyond the formal business sphere (Caligiuri & 

Lazarova, 2002; Johnson et al., 2003). As a result, an expatriate may experience difficulties in 

her or his cognitive as well as affective adjustment (Haslberger et al., 2013). The informal ties 

and networks, however, are critical because they enable access to essential information and 

establish the effective and reliable exchange relationships needed (i.e. within the corporate 

hierarchy and with external partners) to coordinate activities formally (Ali & Weir, 2020; 

Burzynska & Opper, 2020; Horak et al., 2020). Hence, to network abroad successfully, 

expatriates need to understand the common informal institutions, consisting of local values and 

behavioral norms, and adjust their behavior accordingly (Haslberger et al., 2013; Ren, Chadee, & 

Presbitero, 2020). The literature on the embeddedness of expatriates takes this idea into account 

(Lo, Wong, Yam, & Whitfield, 2012; Reiche, Kraimer, & Harzing, 2011; Ren, Shaffer, Harrison, 

Fu, & Fodchuk, 2014). In a recent study, Mao and Shen (2015) explore the effect of expatriates’ 

network on a possible shift in their cultural identity during an international assignment. They use 

Expatriate adjustment Expatriate performance 

Expatriate effectiveness 

Cognitive adjustment 

Behavioral adjustment 

Affective adjustment 

Job performance 

Knowledge transfer 

Relational performance 

Informal networks  

(social relations) 



13 
 

the term “cultural embeddedness” to describe the degree to which the cultural norms, values, and 

beliefs associated with a particular culture are communicated through network ties. Network ties 

include both instrumental and expressive bonds: instrumental bonds relate to physical resources, 

information, and financial resources, while expressive bonds relate to the intangible/emotional 

resources that help the adjustment process. They conclude that intercultural exchange and the 

development of strong social ties between expatriates and HCNs lead to the development of a 

multicultural identity of the expatriate. This is desirable for managers of MNCs as it helps them 

integrate themselves more deeply into local networks. In empirical studies, however, cultural 

distance is discovered to be a determinant of the development of ties. Within firms, managers 

with a similar cultural background tend to form strong expressive ties but with an increased 

cultural distance, ties to other managers are found to be rather instrumental (Manev & Stevenson, 

2001). The effect of cultural similarity may well be explained by the similarity attraction effect 

(Byrne, 1971; Montoya & Horton, 2013), suggesting that increased similarity between people in 

terms of attitudes, opinions, traits, and so on leads to increased attraction.  

Mirroring the (cultural) embeddedness perspective (Mao & Shen, 2015), Horak and Yang 

(2016) contend that environmental receptiveness plays an important role in predicting how 

successful an expatriate can be in achieving the task of accessing informal networks. For 

instance, in the United States, it is regarded as rather easy to make friends in the workplace and 

to establish informal ties with colleagues and customers. In countries where the general trust 

level is low and trust is preferably extended to informal network members, expatriates are more 

isolated (Huang, Chi, & Lawler, 2005; Selmer, Lauring, & Kittler, 2015). While expatriates may 

develop relationships with HCNs and customers to build trust, the question of whether the 

strengths of these ties are as equal and influential as the ones of local informal networks remains 

unanswered. Even the impacts for the proportion of HCNs in the expatriate’s social network are 

inconclusive (Osman-Gani & Rocksthul, 2008). This problem is exacerbated, for instance, in 

East Asia, where trust between business partners is of the utmost importance and formal 

contracts are less influential since trust is developed and established over many years 

(Kobayashi, Hara, & Usui, 2017; Whitley, 1991). Since a typical expatriate assignment lasts for 

only six months to five years (McNulty & Brewster, 2017), such a time period is too short to 

establish trust; thus, it is unlikely that influential ties can be established (Dowling et al., 2017). 

We also note that gender aspects may make it even more difficult for female expatriates to 

develop networks in East Asia. According to a study conducted by Hutchings, French, and 

Hatcher (2008), in China, a significant number of female expatriates reported greater difficulties 

in social and business networking than their male counterparts. Although the study does not 

explicitly investigate how female expatriates try to gain access to guanxi networks, it indicates 

that the situation of female expatriates is different from that of their male counterparts and that 

they require further organizational support (Shortland, 2011).  

Given this situation, international HRM managers must find answers to the question of 

how expatriates can be better prepared and trained to integrate themselves into local informal 

networks to adjust better in the host country. 
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 Expatriate adjustment and moral relativism. Adjusting to cultures that are distant from 

expatriates’ own culture is a matter of general adjustment as well as of cognitive and affective 

adjustment to living and working abroad (Haslberger et al., 2013). Differences in values and the 

resulting behavioral norms are central themes in behavioral ethics. Ethics is considered to be a 

major future theme of practical relevance in the international HRM research (Dowling et al., 

2017). Honoring a corporate code of conduct, that is, a firm’s moral compass, is a branch with 

which behavioral ethics is concerned. Since informal network transactions are informal by nature 

and often lack transparency, ethical issues arise as formal rules or moral conduct can easily be 

circumvented (Horak & Yang, 2016). A substantial amount of literature investigates how guanxi 

(China), blat (Russia), or yongo (more precisely yonjul,9 South Korea) is connected to unethical 

as well as illegal behavior (Ho & Redfern, 2010; Kim, 2007; Ledeneva, 2006). While curtailing 

actions that violate a company’s code of conduct is a task that expatriates and the HR department 

need to work on together, it is the expatriate’s task to uncover doubtful behavior within a team 

and constantly remind followers about the code of conduct. This is a difficult task if informal 

networks are unknown to the expatriate. Competition-relevant information is transferred from 

one firm to its competitors via informal networks when people feel more loyal to their network 

partners than to their employer. It is often regarded as much more unethical not to collaborate 

with informal network partners than potentially to harm one’s employer (Horak, 2014; Luo, 

2000). Through informal networks, information on internal cost structures, product innovations, 

or R&D roadmaps transmit from one network contact to another. It is currently unknown what 

instruments, if any, firms have in place to counteract such threats to fair competition. From a 

practical point of view, it is especially important to understand the following: How can unwanted 

information transfer through informal networks be prevented and controlled? How can a 

corporate code of conduct be respected and adhered to in the face of the risk of leaking a 

company’s critical information? 

 

Expatriate performance 

The existing literature discusses multiple instruments to measure the performance of expatriates. 

Typically, the expatriate performance construct is construed as consisting of three aspects: 

relationship and job performance (Gonzalez & Chakraborty, 2014; Peltokorpi & Froese, 2014) 

and knowledge transfer (Choi & Johanson, 2012; Mäkelä, 2007). Basically, the expatriate 

performance can be either relationship-based (or contextual) or task-based (Harrison, et al., 

2004; Harrison & Shaffer, 2005). The expatriates’ ability to build and maintain relationships 

through informal networks with host country nationals will affect relation-based performance on 

international assignments (Lazarova and Thomas, 2012). Tackling the issue of ‘developing 

personal relationships abroad’ but not explicitly incorporating the informal network dimension 

(i.e. guanxi, wasta, yongo, etc.) into the context of IHRM research, several studies analyze 

 
9 In Korea, yongo and yonjul are often used synonymously when referring to informal networks. Yonjul, however, 

contrary to yongo, can be defined as a network form that exists for a purpose. That purpose is often related to the 

achievement of benefits. The term has a negative connotation in Korean and is usually connected to unethical 

conduct.  
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expatriate interaction with HCNs by focusing on expatriate performance and issues of adjustment 

to a new culture (Budhwar & Mellahi, 2007; Lauring & Selmer, 2009; van Bakel, 2019; Lie and 

Shaffer, 2005; Wang and Nayir, 2006). This research stream provides some insights into how 

expatriates maintain ties and interact with HCNs. However, our knowledge about how informal 

networks (e.g., guanxi, wasta, yongo) in respective countries affect the life of expatriates abroad 

is still limited. Thus, understanding informal networks is crucial for the successful performance 

of expatriates in subsidiaries of MNCs (Horak, 2014, 2017; Horak & Yang, 2016). 

In the following, we develop a series of themes centering on the informal network context, which 

is critical to the performance of expatriates.   

 Building and maintaining MNC–government ties. Managing good external 

relationships, especially with the government, is crucial in many emerging markets, for example 

China, Russia, and Vietnam. Without close ties to government officials, business suffers and so 

does the job performance of expatriates. While China and Russia represent well-researched 

examples for the importance of establishing informal networks with government officials 

(Ledeneva, 2006; Redding, 2013; Yang, 1994), it remains unclear whether MNCs are able to 

establish informal ties and what exactly they need to do to build and maintain informal networks. 

In Korea, for instance, informal ties may explain the basis for an influential connection between 

government officials and business executives in terms of their career mobility. Retired 

bureaucrats can be recruited for top executive positions in Chaebol and keep old networks within 

the administration active to utilize them for business purposes (Cha, 2000; Kim, 2007). This 

approach is not unique to Korea but is also known by the term amakudari (Japanese, meaning 

“descent from heaven”) within the Japanese economy (Colignon & Usui, 2003). To deal with 

these situations effectively, MNCs should be able to answer the following question: To what 

extent is it necessary to develop and maintain informal networks between MNCs and host 

country governments to conduct business successfully in each target market? A pivotal question 

concerns the training and developing of expatriates so that they can understand how these 

informal ties are built, maintained, and managed. A key task for international HRM should be to 

help managers cultivate informal networks to foster quality relationships with the host country 

government through training and development, among others. 

 Intra-firm group segregation. Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, and Wright (2015) point out 

that the central task of HRM is to manage employee relationships to create a positive work 

environment. In the extant literature, a distinct knowledge gap exists concerning the main drivers 

of intra-organizational relationships, that is, relationships among colleagues within an 

organization (Hoppner, Griffith, & White, 2015). To date, little research exists in the 

international HRM domain that takes intra-organizational relationships into account, focusing on 

the informal network context. However, Horak and Yang (2017) find that, in a hierarchical 

Confucian environment, network ties include notions of loyalty determined by, among others, 

seniority and gender. In Korea, for instance, where strong informal networks (yongo) are 

determined by regional origin and alumni affiliation, loyalty within these ties as well as informal 

group leadership is determined by seniority and rivalries may exist with other competing yongo 
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networks (Kim, 2000). University alumni-based ‘camps’ within a firm could be hostile to each 

other and loyal to their respective seniors but less committed to the formal corporate hierarchy. 

Loyalty to a person is naturally stronger than loyalty to a firm. This situation can create an 

environment that is hostile to an expatriate’s performance, especially when the expatriate has 

responsibility for leading a team, a group, or suchlike. As a result, the risk of a loss of control 

may arise regarding collaboration that makes it difficult to breed creativity and innovation in an 

organization. This subject is not explored yet in the literature but is of strong interest and 

relevance to expatriates’ job performance, especially when leading employees. Pivotal research 

questions are the following: What effect do informal networks have on the demography of 

organizations (i.e. their members’ attributes in terms of age, gender, etc.) and their internal 

dynamics? How do expatriates manage the potential harm to an organization derived from 

informal networks of local employees? 

 Recruitment. Many firms have recommendation (i.e., reference-based hiring) systems in 

place to recruit new employees (Burks, Cowgill, Hoffmann, & Housmann, 2013). Although this 

recruiting approach has many advantages, it can have potentially undesirable effects if MNCs 

and recruiters ignore the pitfalls. The international HRM research published so far does not pay 

much attention to reference-based hiring in different contexts. In network societies,10 for 

instance, in which women traditionally stayed at home, gender-based discrimination can be 

perpetuated through recommendation systems (Alsarhan et al., 2021; Bailey, 2012; Georgiadou 

& Syed, 2021; Lauring & Selmer, 2009). Female expatriates may experience this as a negative 

force for their affective adjustment (Haslberger et al., 2013). Further, in ethnically homogeneous 

societies, there is a risk that recommendation systems thwart diversity and inclusion policies and 

lead to a uniform workforce composition, counteracting demands for diversity and creativity 

(Patterson & Bae, 2013). In addition, reference-based hiring systems can be misused to 

strengthen internal networks for a specific group within a firm, hence developing one’s informal 

power base.  

 Nadeem and Kayani (2017) discuss the ethics of using informal networks, known under 

the term sifarish, in Pakistan and report that sifarish is typically used in the process of reference-

based hiring (as is wasta in the Middle East; cf. Alsarhan et al., 2021). The respondents in their 

qualitative study largely regarded the use of sifarish to obtain a job as unfair as candidates with 

better connections are more successful, but that does not always mean that they also have the 

best skills for a position. On the contrary, creating individual career advantages can be seen in a 

positive light. Ko and Liu (2017, p. 1499) conclude that guanxi “makes the hiring process more 

convenient, improves firms’ attractiveness to jobseekers and enhances the person-organizational 

fit between new hires and firms.” Reference-based hiring in network societies demands attention 

from expatriates and needs to be considered in formal HR policies to curtail the potential 

negative effects.  

 
10 To characterize the structure of societies in which informal networks are pervasive, sociologists often use the term 

“network society” (e.g. Kim, 2000; Kumon, 1992; Lew, 2013) or “network-based society” (e.g. Park & Luo, 2001). 
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 Overall, as we are not aware of any research that explores the efficiency of 

recommendation systems in network societies, central questions to fill this knowledge gap are 

the following: How do informal networks influence recruitment approaches abroad, especially 

with regard to reference-based hiring? What concerns can be identified? Are certain recruitment 

approaches not recommendable to be pursued abroad when taking the informal network context 

into account? 

 Promotions and intra-firm networks. Ideally, a promotion is the result of performance. 

In reality, the relationship with the superior is often the key as the superior is the one who 

suggests someone for promotion to the HR department. Interpersonal ties within a firm usually 

develop based on certain social structures (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). While the general benefits 

between leaders and followers are discussed within the framework of the LMX theory 

(Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975), expectations for the promotion of members who have 

informal network ties to superiors are different from those who simply have good relationships 

with their supervisors. Law, Wong, Wang, and Wang (2000) explores the guanxi context 

between superiors and inferiors and conclude that “the supervisor–subordinate guanxi concept is 

different and unique when compared to other similar concepts in the Western literature such as 

leader–member exchange (LMX) and commitment to supervisor; … the supervisor–subordinate 

guanxi will affect the Chinese supervisor’s administrative decisions” (Law et al., 2000, p. 751). 

Interestingly, the study finds that guanxi between a supervisor and a subordinate is “the only 

variable (as compared to LMX and commitment to supervisor) which makes an incremental 

contribution to predicting bonus allocation and promotion” (Law et al., 2000, p. 759). While this 

study represents a promising research design to explore the informal network context in relation 

to promotion decisions, it is currently rarely applied to other informal networks.  

The study by Law et al. (2000) indicates that understanding informal network structures 

and operational modes is pivotal in designing effective HR processes. The characteristics of 

informal network ties appear to influence promotion expectations and decisions. Often, loyalty 

between supervisors and subordinates plays a critical role in this regard. A field study conducted 

in Seoul by Horak (2017) finds that loyalty to the superior is considered to be of the utmost 

importance for promotion. Further, if a leader is promoted, members of his informal network can 

hope for promotion too. A manager outlines the consequences if this is ignored: “If we don’t 

consider this and do not promote employees with longer tenure at the company, they may leave 

the company” (interview I-P33 in Horak, 2017, p. 1420). The network context influences a 

firm’s approach to promotion and career progression. Job performance, often seen by Western 

firms as the first criterion for promotion, does not play a major role in this regard. While research 

recognizes MNCs’ problems in dealing with promotion policies abroad (Stahl, Miller, & Tung, 

2002; Vo, 2009), there is a research gap regarding how MNCs can respond to network-related 

rather than performance-based promotion expectations.    

The central research themes and suggested questions for each theme are summarized in Table 2 

below. 
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Table 2. Informal network context research agenda – Levels, central research themes and related 

research questions 

 

Level Theme  Question 

All Construct  

knowledge 

How can respective informal networks in different 

countries be characterized and defined as accurately and 

comprehensively as possible? 

Individual Promotions and 

intra-firm networks  

How can MNCs respond to network-related promotion 

expectations contrary to promotion, based on excellent 

performance, personal skills and merit.    

 Expatriate 

adjustment and 

network access 

How can an expatriate be better prepared and trained to 

integrate themselves into local informal networks? 

Group Intra-firm group 

segregation 

What effect do informal networks have on the demography 

of organizations and their internal dynamics? How do 

expatriates manage the potential harm to an organization 

derived from informal networks of local employees? 

Corporate Building and 

maintaining MNC-

government ties 

To what extent are informal networks between MNCs and 

host country governments needed to develop and to 

maintain in order to conduct business successfully in each 

target market? How are these informal ties built, 

maintained and managed? 

 Recruitment (e.g. 

reference-based 

hiring) 

How do informal networks influence recruitment 

approaches abroad, especially with regard to reference-

based hiring? What concerns can be identified? Are 

certain recruitment approaches not recommendable 

aboard when taking the informal network context into 

account? 

 Honoring the code of 

conduct 

How can unwanted information transfer through informal 

networks be prevented and controlled? How can a 

corporate code of conduct be respected and adhered to in 

the face of the risks of leaking critical information of a 

company? 

 

 

In developing a prospective research agenda in which the informal network context represents 

the focal point, potential research streams can be created at different levels of analysis: the 

individual, group, and corporate levels. Figure 3 illustrates the conceptualization of different 

research streams and levels.  
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Figure 3. Informal network context and affected themes in international HRM 

 

 
Note:      - Internal,      - External 
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The main contribution of this paper lies in its attempt to define informal networks, sharpen our 

perception on how they influence important aspects of international HRM and develop a research 

agenda to guide future research in the domain of International HRM. Even as social network 

research is perceived as rather limited in the international management literature (Cuypers, 

Ertug, Cantwell, Zaheer, & Kilduff, 2020), informal network research is clearly 

underrepresented, eclectic at best and still rather undefined as a research field. We contrast 
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than intentionally accumulated capital" (Minbaeva et at., 2022: 11). Their colorful characteristics 

are easily overlooked when assessed by the binary ideal types of ties, i.e., strong-weak or 

bonding-bridging. Nevertheless, quantitative research on guanxi recognizes similarities and 

fundamental differences to social networks in the West (Burt & Burzynska, 2017). Widening the 

analytical lens and theorizing on informal networks in general, Minbaeva et al. (2022) stress the 

cultural embeddedness of informal networks. Taking the diverse nature of informal networks 

into account, their typology features informal networks such as adat (Chechnya), yongo (South 

Korea) or guanxi (China), amongst others. The authors point out that they have chosen to 

describe these constructs as informal networks rather than social networks “to emphasize the 

tensions associated with using informal relationships in formal settings” (Minbaeva et al., 2022: 

11). By building on the latter research stream, we developed arguments that social networks and 

informal networks are not exactly the same, although both generate social capital. Due to their 

diversity, some may tend to be closer to what we understand as social networks, others not (see 

also Horak et al., 2020). We treat informal networks as a subset of social networks, which we 

regard as an umbrella term. Informal networks are distinct as they are often expressed by certain 

categorial terms, such as guanxi, yongo, wasta, etc.11 Those local terms already have a unique 

meaning and content that sets them apart from general social networks in a specific country 

context. Informal networks are often irreversible and immutable as one is often (certainly not 

always) quasi born into them. More commonly, informal network membership is often ascribed, 

i.e. members share a common background. Consequently, expatriates face the challenge of 

accessing them as they are closed, exclusive and consist of strong bonding ties compared to weak 

bridging ties that make social networks so efficient.12 Second, we contribute to expanding a 

research agenda concerning the informal network context within the field of International HRM. 

That will help to inspire future research by paying more attention to the informal network 

context and its potential effects. Specifically, we highlight that many (though not all) informal 

networks consist of consanguineal ties or otherwise predefined informal affiliation, which is a 

critical point to consider for the research field of expatriate adjustment. This implies that no 

matter what level of cultural intelligence an expatriate acquired, informal network access will not 

automatically follow. Thus, it is important for them to produce alternative approaches to 

overcome this disadvantage and improve performance (e.g., Lee et al. 2022).  

Further, we point out that there are several basic challenges and obstacles involved in 

researching informal networks. One challenge is making the informal network context visible. 

The other challenge is exploring a dynamic construct per se. Further, the importance of 

environmental receptiveness, though largely neglected, is an issue of equal importance to the 

conventional actor-centric research design when it comes to exploring the factors supporting 

expatriate effectiveness abroad. We discuss these challenges in the following.   

 Unveiling the informal network context. It is critical for the efficient design of 

 
11 For further examples and a typology of informal networks, see Minbaeva et al. (2022). 
12 How multinational firms may deal with exclusive informal networks in the host country and turn their foreigner-

status into a strategic relational advantage locally, has recently been pointed out by Lee et al., 2022. 
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international HRM processes and policies to understand informal networks and the context in 

which they unfold. A difficulty in pursuing this task is recognizing and revealing informal 

networks as they are hidden and operate in the shadows (Ledeneva, 2013). This represents a real 

challenge in exploring informal network contexts as they are mostly used as “a secret weapon” in 

gaining career and personal benefits or developing a relational competitive advantage in 

acquiring new business or keeping extant customers. Hence, during interviews, interviewees are 

not likely to report them (Al-Twal, 2021). Furthermore, since informal networks and the 

accompanying behavioral ethics shape the ideals of society, interviewees may never have 

reflected on why they do what they do. To ask the important and relevant questions, researchers 

need to understand the respective cultural environment. Further, they need to know how to gain 

access to respondents in a culturally adequate way. Unfortunately, informal networks are often 

interpreted as a form of collectivism. Equating the informal network context with the popular 

collectivism dimension can be misleading and result in false interpretations. Although, for 

instance, East Asian societies are conventionally described as collectivist, research on Japan 

(Yamagishi, Hashimoto, & Schug, 2008) finds that people appreciate individualistic norms and 

values and behave accordingly. Research attributes this possible paradox to the respective 

prevailing network context, a key factor in determining whether behavior turns collectivistic or 

individualistic (Hamaguchi et al., 1985). In these studies, we see that the informal network 

perspective can contribute to a deeper and more realistic perspective on how it influences 

behavior.   

Getting informal networks right is important to understand their effects. As we 

conceptualized informal networks as a source for developing social capital but as a subcategory 

of social networks (understood as an umbrella term), informal networks are distinct and their 

context affecting expatriates is explored to a lesser extent in the literature. The social network 

perspective gives us insights into how social networks help or hinder female expatriates’ career 

progression and promotion, especially when compared with the opportunities on which male 

expatriates can draw (Hutchings et al., 2008; Shortland, 2011). The effect of having the same 

ethnicity as an expatriate and an HCN is explored in relation to trustworthiness and information 

sharing (Fan, Cregan, Harzing, & Köhler, 2018; Fan & Harzing, 2017). The job and 

organizational embeddedness perspective produces relevant results, offering a better 

understanding of the retention of, in the first place, self-initiated expatriates (Lo et al., 2012; 

Reiche et al., 2011; Ren et al., 2014). Based on this research, practical implications are suggested 

to improve embeddedness. Using a dataset of expatriate international teachers in the United 

States, Ren et al. (2014) recommend that “actively building and fostering relationships and 

thinking positively are specific tactics that contribute to embeddedness. Therefore, organizations 

can design training programs to improve expatriates’ skills in building relationships with HCNs 

and cultivate expatriates’ abilities to frame circumstances in positive ways” (p. 232). 

Extending these knowledge streams, the informal network perspective can provide more 

focused, refined research questions and potentially insights into country- or region-specific 

factors of existing informal networks and informal networking. Taking the example of Korea, 
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where yongo networks play a significant role in business, the informal network perspective can 

potentially provide insights into whether and how yongo can be acquired by expatriates. Since 

yongo emerges based on regional, alma matter, or family ties, do expatriates acquire alma 

matter-based yongo when they have studied in Korea? If so, is that as strong as family-based 

yongo? If an expatriate is married to an HCN, does that automatically lead to family-based yongo 

and can it be utilized for business purposes? These are just some of the questions that are 

relevant to the informal network perspective.  

 Understanding informal network dynamics. Since informal networks evolve analogously 

to societal changes, they are dynamic in nature. These dynamics must be understood in more 

detail and research needs to reconfirm their characteristics continuously. A current example is 

the status of blat in Russia. Blat relationships, recently called svyazi relationships, can be defined 

as patron–client ties, in which interconnected clients “serve” a usually powerful patron who can 

command a network of clients (Horak & Bader, 2019). While blat is researched in the political 

sciences, in particular by Ledeneva (1998, 2018) and to a certain extent in the management 

literature (Horak & Bader, 2019; Karhunen, Kosonen, McCarthy, & Puffer, 2018; Michailova & 

Worm, 2003), the extant studies suggest that blat has faded in the post-Soviet Union era and has 

possibly been replaced by svyazi. However, it is currently unclear what exactly svyazi is, what 

notions of blat it carries, if any, or whether it is a separate construct. Given that many Russians 

who lived through the Soviet era still occupy functions in the administration of the public and 

private sectors, it is unrealistic to assume that blat ideals have expired completely. 

Understanding these dynamics that informal networks entail in more detail is critical to 

answering a key question in the management literature on informal networks: Will informal 

networks persist or recede once formal institutions become more effective (Bian, 2018; Guthrie, 

1998; Peng et al., 2008)? This question is also crucial to international HRM as societal trends 

and dynamics influence the efficiency and effectiveness of respective HRM systems across 

countries.   

 Understanding environmental receptiveness in conjunction with actor-centric behavior. 

The traditional literature on social networks in IHRM tends to be actor-centric, focusing on the 

question of “what does an expatriate need to integrate into networks?” Traits, skills, and 

developing competencies are central themes that are helpful in answering that question. While 

helpful and important, failing to take the characteristics of the external environment into account 

would offer a single-sided view. Aspects of environmental receptiveness (Horak & Yang, 2016) 

are of interest in informal network research. How useful can an actor-centric perspective be for 

expatriate effectiveness when, for instance, an expatriate has reached high levels of cultural 

competence but access to informal networks is largely determined by consanguineal ties or 

otherwise predefined informal affiliation? Further, research needs to explore whether an 

expatriate will ever be able to acquire, for instance, yongo or wasta ties, which is likely to 

increase business success in Korea or the Middle East. What are the implications if these ties 

cannot be cultivated and maintained by an expatriate? What alternative options are available? 
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What organizational measures must MNCs take to fill these voids? These are essential questions 

of importance for a future research agenda on informal networks. 

 

Conclusion 

The informal network context is highly relevant to many domains of research and practice in the 

field of international HRM. Currently, however, the informal network context, represented by 

constructs such as yongo, wasta, blat/svyazi, and so on, is underrepresented. When expatriates 

and their firms properly understand the modus operandi of informal networks and implement this 

knowledge in their decision making, they can increase their managerial effectiveness and the 

efficiency of the MNC operations and subsidiaries abroad. Informal networks are dynamic 

constructs with different characteristics. They differ in their level of influence, visibility, and 

accessibility across countries. Nevertheless, while pronounced in many emerging markets, they 

are influential in advanced economies too, as described by the example of Korea and Japan, 

when it comes to managing people and organizations. They persist and do not disappear with 

economic development and increased institutional effectiveness. The research streams suggested 

in this study help to develop a future research agenda centering on the informal network context 

in the international HRM discipline and hence provide a useful framework to guide future 

research, extending the boundaries of network research in international HRM. 
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Appendix 1. Typical informal networks per country and definition 

 

Informal  

Network* 

Country/ 

region 

Definition Important bases ** Ease of 

network access 

for outsiders*** 

References 

(selection) 

Guanxi China “Guanxi is one of the major dynamics in 

Chinese society (...) It binds literally 

millions of Chinese firms into a social and 

business web. No company can go far 

unless it has extensive guanxi networks in 

this setting (...) The Chinese word 

"guanxi" (...) refers to the concept of 

drawing on connections in order to secure 

favors in personal relations. It forms an 

intricate, pervasive relational network 

which Chinese cultivate energetically, 

subtly, and imaginatively” (Luo, 2007:1-2) 

Various, foremost: 

Locality/dialect, 

kinship, fictive 

Kinship, friendship, 

workplace, trade 

associations/social 

clubs. 

Accessible at 

various tie 

strengths 

(lower 

strengths more 

likely) 

Bian, 2018; 

Burt, Bian, & 

Opper, 2018; 

Chen, Chen, & 

Huang, 2013; 

Li, 2012 

Yongo South 

Korea 

“Yongo is the term for personal 

relationships in Korea that are attached to 

an affiliation to an informally organized 

group. (…) Yongo derives its main 

cohesion power from strong particularistic 

ties, based on kin, educational institution 

(school/university) and region”(Horak, 

2014: 87) 

Traditional: 

Kinship, home 

town, high school/ 

university 

affiliation. Today: 

Expanding into 

other bases, such as 

ties concluded 

during military 

times or ex-

coworker clubs, etc. 

Nearly 

impossible to 

access 

Horak, 2014; 

Horak & 

Klein, 2016; 

Horak & 

Taube, 2016; 

Lew, 2013; 

Yee, 2000 

Blat/ 

(svyazi) 

Russia/ 

post-

Soviet 

Union 

“blat is a colloquial term to denote ways of 

getting things done through personal 

contacts, associated with using 

connections, pulling strings and 

exchanging favours” (Ledeneva, 2018: 40) 

Various Accessible at 

various tie 

strengths 

(lower 

Horak & 

Bader, 2019; 

Karhunen et 

al., 2018;  

Ledeneva, 
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strengths more 

likely) 

2008, 2006, 

1998 

Wasta Middle 

East 

“Wasta is an Arabic term that refers to an 

implicit social contract, typically within a 

tribal group, which obliges those within 

the group to provide assistance (favorable 

treatment) to others within the group. 

Members of the group have a largely 

unqualified obligation to provide 

assistance when asked, and those who ask 

for assistance have no obligation to 

provide direct compensation for assistance 

provided” (Barnett, Yandle, & Naufal, 

2013: 41) 

Family, clan, close 

friends 

Nearly 

impossible to 

access 

Al-Hussan, Al-

Husan, & 

Alhesan, 2017; 

Al-Hussan et 

al., 2014; 

Barnett et al., 

2013; 

Hutchings & 

Weir, 2006, 

Sifarish Pakistan 

 

 

 

 

 

“the act of achieving ends on the basis of 

network connections is labelled as sifarish, 

and is viewed as a practice which is often 

perceived to disregards merit and is 

equated to corruption. Sifarish may be 

used for a variety of purposes, such as to 

secure employment, to ensure a new 

business contract, or to get admission into 

an educational institution. Sifarish is a 

social norm and continues to be widely 

practiced in the Pakistani society.”  

(Nadeem & Kayani, 2019: 970) 

Family and 

caste/clan (most 

common), also: 

influential family 

background, 

religious sect, 

ethnicity.  

Very difficult 

to access. 

Determined by 

family/clan 

belonging and/ 

or prestigious/ 

influential 

background  

Nadeem & 

Kayani, 2019 

Note:  
* For a more comprehensive overview, see Ledeneva (2018); ** Since constructs develop dynamically, bases can change and new bases 

can emerge  
*** estimations based on the literature. Outsiders = business expatriates with around 2-5 years of contract duration in the destination 

country. 


