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Abstract

Many migrants leave their home country in order to pursue work-related goals. 
However, little is known about the determinants and consequences of career success 
in the lives of migrants. Present research focused on the question if the importance 
migrants place on their careers actually helps them achieve career success, and 
if this success, in turn, facilitates their acculturation? Moreover, given that self-
efficacious migrants may act proactively in search of better career opportunities 
and take more initiative to develop in their career, we posited that self-efficacy 
will act as a moderator in the career importance-career success relationship. In 
a longitudinal study of Hungarian migrants, we found, as expected, that career 
importance predicted perceived career success two years later for people with 
high self-efficacy, but not for people with low self-efficacy. Furthermore, we 
found that career success mediated the relationship between career importance 
and acculturation among people with high self-efficacy but not among people with 
low self-efficacy. These results underpin the important role of self-efficacy in 
realizing work-related goals for people who have to face the hardships of migration. 
Furthermore, the findings draw attention to the fact that migrants’ work-related 
goals and aspiration, and the realization of these goals are important cornerstones 
of their sociocultural adjustment in the host country. 
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Self-initiated migrants are people who voluntarily depart from their home 
country, cross borders, and take on a new life abroad without any specific plans 
to return at a predetermined time (Jokinen, Brewster, & Suutari, 2008). The most 
common motivation for self-initiated migration is to pursue work-related goals—
to find a better job, expand career opportunities, and acquire a higher income 
(Andresen, Bergdolt, Margenfeld, & Dickmann, 2014; IOM, 2013). However, we 
know relatively little about the determinants and consequences of career success 
in the lives of migrants. Indeed, self-initiated migrants may deem their careers 
important, but does the importance migrants place on their careers actually help 
migrants to achieve career success? 

Studies from other research domains suggest that having important goals in mind 
does not necessarily result in the attainment of those goals. It takes perseverance, 
overcoming distractions, and a belief in one’s own capabilities to turn a vision 
into reality (Bandura & Locke, 2003; Lippke, Wiedemann, Ziegelmann, Reuter, 
& Schwarzer, 2009). Self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s own ability to exercise 
control over challenging demands and to positively affect one’s own functioning 
(Bandura, 1997), therefore increases the likelihood that one will carry out plans, 
translate intentions into behavioral actions, and achieve goals (Appelbaum & 
Hare, 1996; Bandura & Cervone, 1983; Lippke et al, 2009). We expect that the 
same may hold true in the migration context: The felt importance of increasing 
career prospects may foster (perceived) career success, but particularly so for 
those migrants who have a higher level of self-efficacy. 

Moreover, we argue that career success is particularly relevant in the migration 
context because career success may benefit the acculturation process. Attaining 
important career goals in the host country may help migrants feel that they are 
valuable members of the society (Wassermann, Fujishiro, & Hoppe, 2017), reduce 
the uncertainty that often characterizes migration (Brett, 1980), and shield migrants 
from negative experiences in other life domains (Lyons, Brenner, & Fassinger, 
2005). This, in turn, may foster acculturation and feelings of adjustment. Therefore, 
we expect that the interactive effects of the level of importance migrants place on 
their careers and their level of self-efficacy on perceived career success will have 
further downstream consequences for their acculturation level. In other words, 
migrants’ perceived career success will be an underlying mechanism explaining 
why migrants’ career importance is positively related to acculturation, particularly 
for those migrants with higher self-efficacy (see Figure 1).

Information about predictors of migrant career success is important because 
it may help to facilitate successful self-management and informed decision-
making in migrants (Quigley & Timon, 2006; Tjaden, Morgenstern, & Laczko, 
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2018). Moreover, as previous research has shown that migrants’ careers is often 
hampered by existing stereotypes and prejudice against migrants (Evans & Kelley, 
1991, 2019; Fussel, 2014), migrants may be eager for information about what they 
themselves can do to foster their careers. In addition, the current study could help 
to identify and address problems that may hinder migrant acculturation. 

Figure 1
he proposed conceptual model of the effects of career importance on career success and 
acculturation.

Career Success: The Influence of Career Importance and Self-Efficacy 
Self-initiated migrants’ focus on acquiring success in their careers raises the question 
of how we understand the concept of career success. For decades, career success 
was measured by objective indicators such as pay, promotion, and occupational 
status (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Heslin, 2005), but this conceptualization of 
career success does not address the importance of individuals’ own valuation 
of their situation. Subjective career success, or an individual’s own assessment 
of career accomplishments, received research attention much later and has often 
come to be viewed as equivalent to job satisfaction (Judge, Higgins, Thoresen, & 
Barrick, 1999; Heslin, 2005). However, the concept of career success is broader 
than that of job satisfaction, as it denotes an evaluation of one’s work life over a 
longer time span than one’s current job (Greenhaus, Callanan, & Godshalk, 2010; 
Spurk, Abele, & Volmer, 2011). Moreover, career success also entails a broader 
spectrum of outcomes that may include, apart from pay and status, concepts like 
meaningfulness (Wrezniewski, 2002), challenge, work-life balance, and sense of 
identity (Law, Meijers, & Wijers, 2002). In the current study, we focus specifically 
on migrants’ own perception of their career success. Migrants’ career success may 
be less fruitfully assessed using narrow, objective standards, because migrants 
have diverse backgrounds, varied motivations, and the tendency to self-evaluate 
using other relevant standards, (such as comparing their success to that of members 
of both the host and the home culture; Heslin, 2005; Nieswand, 2011). As such, in 
the current paper we will also focus on migrants’ perceived career success. 
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Notably, the perceived achievement of career success may be seen from a goal 
pursuit perspective. Successful goal pursuit has been conceptualized as something 
that requires the ability to carry out tasks associated with the four phases of goal 
pursuit (Gollwitzer & Brandtstadter, 1997; Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987). In 
the first, pre-decisional phase of goal pursuit the person reflects on his or her 
wishes and decides which of the wishes is worth pursuing. In the second, pre-
actional phase the person has established the intention of pursuing a certain goal 
and starts planning when, where, and how to get started. In the third, actional 
phase the person shows the necessary goal-directed behaviors to successfully 
obtain the goal. Finally, in the post-actional phase the person evaluates his or her 
progress and considers whether adjustments need to be made and whether further 
goal pursuit is necessary. In a similar way, (prospective) migrants may reflect on 
all their desires and options and decide that their career is important and worth 
striving for. After a planning period in which they decide what to do to increase 
their career success, they may start displaying the behaviors that are expected to 
lead to career success. Then, by evaluating what has been achieved compared to 
the initial desire, these migrants may make plans for corrections or set further 
goals. 

In general, successful goal pursuit starts with an individual’s assessment that a 
certain goal is important and worth striving for. Indeed, perceived goal importance 
is positively related to the likelihood that the goal will be obtained (Zimmermann, 
Bandura, & Martinez-Ponts, 1992; Locke & Latham, 2002). However, success at 
achieving a goal that one finds important is not always easy, and the goal pursuit 
process can derail during any of the four phases. The inability to devote attention 
to the demands of the task at hand, to ignore distracting information, and/or to 
transform plans into action may all explain why perceived goal importance may 
not always lead to actually reaching those goals (Gollwitzer & Brandtstadter, 
1997; Lippke et al., 2009). One key factor in this respect is self-efficacy. Bandura 
and Locke (2003) define self-efficacy as “the core belief that one has the power to 
produce desired effects” (p. 87). Self-efficacy thus refers to a personal judgement 
of how well one can execute the behaviors required to deal with prospective 
situations. As self-efficacy determines how long a person will sustain effort in the 
face of difficulties and obstacles, it will increase one’s chances of successful goal 
pursuit (Bandura & Cervone, 1986; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). Although self-
efficacy has certain state-like characteristics—that is, it may vary depending on 
the situation (Bandura, 1997)—several scholars have argued that self-efficacy can 
be considered a much more stable, trait-like feature of individuals (Rotter, 1975; 
Speier & Frese, 1997). In fact, self-efficacy is assumed to be a cornerstone of core 
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self-evaluation or positive self-concept, alongside self-esteem, emotional stability, 
and internal locus of control (Judge, Lock, & Durham, 1997; Judge & Bono, 2001). 

The importance of self-efficacy in the goal pursuit process is apparent from 
several studies. For instance, self-efficacy has been found to moderate the 
relationship between planning and health behavior (Gutierrez-Dona, Lippke, 
Renner, Kwon, & Schwarzer, 2009; Lippke et al., 2009), such that only people 
with sufficiently high levels of self-efficacy acted upon their plans to exercise 
regularly. In two longitudinal-experimental studies Luszczynska, Schwarzer, 
Lippke, and Mazurkiewicz (2011) found that people with low self-efficacy 
did not benefit from self-generated plans to maintain or improve their physical 
activity level. Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson, and Patall (2008) reviewed studies 
on achievement motivation and academic achievement, and found that whereas 
student self-efficacy did not moderate the goal orientations and achievement 
outcomes in correlational studies, it did in experimental ones. Self-efficacy made 
goal orientation – achievement relationships more positive (or less negative), and 
as such increased the likelihood that goal pursuit was succesful. Ballout (2009) 
posited and found that the commitment to career goals is more likely to result 
in career success when the person has high self-efficacy beliefs. He argued that 
self-efficacious people are more likely to maximize the chances of attaining their 
goals by developing realistic plans, taking initiatives, strengthening their skills 
and abilities, and using interpersonal facilitation (i.e., networking); as a result, 
they are more likely to see their careers as successful. 

We posit that self-efficacy beliefs could also help migrants in realizing the 
career goals that they find important. Self-efficacious migrants may be able to 
take initiatives, expand their networks, proactively search for better career 
opportunities, engage in various career challenges, and more generally show 
sustained effort despite the fact that migration may make career advancement less 
easy (e.g., language and communication issues and uncertainty about situational 
requirements). High self-efficacy therefore may strengthen the relationship between 
career importance and (perceived) career success. Moreover, Black, Mendenhall, 
and Oddou (1991) posited that self-efficacious migrants are more likely to exhibit 
new behaviors and to maximize their chances of receiving feedback. Based on this 
feedback they further clarify expectations and correct their behavior to respond 
to these expectations. In this paper, we argue that through sustained effort and a 
willingness to explore and to respond to the environments’ expectations better, 
self-efficacious migrants are able to translate their important career goal into 
career success.
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In sum, and based on the above theories, we posit that the importance migrants’ 
place on their careers will be positively related to their perceived career success 
to the extent that these migrants have higher self-efficacy levels (Hypothesis 1). 

Downstream Effect of Perceived Career Success: Acculturation
We argue that migrants’ perceived career success may be an important precursor 
for their self-perceived acculturation level. The concept of acculturation refers to 
all the changes that flow from contact between individuals of different cultural 
backgrounds (Sam & Berry, 2006). Acculturation in that sense can be seen as 
a dynamic, reciprocal process between migrant individuals or groups and host 
nationals (Berry, 1997; Ozer, 2017; Rudmin, 2009), upon which affective and 
behavioral changes take place in both parties (Sam & Berry, 2006; Trimble, 
2003). In this study, we are particularly interested in the degree to which migrants 
experience those changes and are able to balance two cultures while adapting to 
the prevailing culture of the society. Acculturation has two distinct individual-
level indicators, namely psychological and sociocultural adjustment (Ward & 
Kennedy, 1994). While the psychological adaptation refers to how content and 
comfortable the individual feels in the changed cultural context (Demes & 
Geeraert, 2014; Searle & Ward, 1990), sociocultural adaptation refers to the ability 
of the person to fit into the new culture and entails the practical and behavioral 
aspects of the adjustment (Demes & Geeraert, 2014; Searle & Ward, 1990). In 
the present paper we test to what extent career goal pursuit benefits sociocultural 
adjustment, namely the feeling of fitting in the host culture, and managing the new 
environment effectively (Searle & Ward, 1990). We posit that the more strongly 
migrants believe that their career is successful, the more likely it is that they feel 
they have the behavioral competence necessary to fit into the new culture. This 
would be an important finding because there is evidence that migrants who feel 
adjusted in the host culture have lower risks of developing mental health problems, 
psychosomatic problems, problems related to drug and alcohol use, and depression 
(Sam & Berry, 2006; Ward et al., 2001).

The work-related antecedents of acculturation have received some scholarly 
attention. For instance, Brett (1980) argued that certain aspects of the work 
context facilitate adjustment by reducing uncertainty. He argued that international 
relocation causes disruption in routines, which results in uncertainty that can be 
counterbalanced by characteristics of the work context such as role clarity and 
social support from colleagues (Pinder & Schroeder, 1987). Perceived career 
success may also facilitate sociocultural adjustment, because being successful in 
one’s career indicates that one can thrive in the country of settlement. Likewise, 
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acculturation may be hampered for migrants who feel that they are relatively less 
successful. Wassermann, Fujishiro, and Hoppe (2017) found that migrants who 
were overqualified for their jobs experienced lower work-related well-being and 
were less adjusted to the host society. The authors argued that being overqualified 
at a job hinders migrants’ opportunities to use their skills and to realize their 
full potential, which limits their possibilities for meeting their basic needs, such 
as those tied to economic and career advancement. Moreover, doing work for 
which one is overqualified may lead migrants to believe that they are relatively 
unsuccessful and that they are not fully respected and lacking recognition within 
the host society (Nabi, 2003; Wassermann et al., 2017), which in turn negatively 
affects acculturation. Researchers have argued that when migrants experience 
rejection or discrimination from the host society, they are more likely to reject 
the society in return, making acculturation less likely (Sam & Berry, 2006; 
Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 2006; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, 
& Solheim, 2009). 

In the present paper we argue that when migrants feel that their career is 
successful, they will be more socioculturally adjusted, because perceived career 
success is likely to mitigate feelings of uncertainty, to feedback migrants that 
they are able to successfully master their environment, and to foster feelings of 
being valued as members of the host society. Thus, we expect that the interactive 
effects of the importance migrants place on their careers and their self-efficacy 
on perceived career success will have further downstream consequences for their 
sociocultural adaptation (Hypothesis 2). 

Method

Participants and Design
In a longitudinal study design, we aimed to test if career importance (Time 1) 
predicts migrants’ acculturation levels (Time 2) via perceptions of career success 
(Time 2), and if that relationship is contingent on migrant self-efficacy (Time 2) as 
such that the relationship between career importance and career success is stronger 
for migrants whose self-efficacy is higher. We sampled from the population of 
Hungarian migrants living in the Netherlands who were over 18 years old and had 
no predetermined end of stay (i.e., not seasonal workers or assigned expatriates). 
Of the 540 people who responded to our questionnaire at Time 1, a total of 378 
(70%) provided their email addresses because they were interested in participating 
in a follow-up study. Nearly half of the people who provided their email addresses 
participated at Time 2. After excluding four people from the analysis who indicated 
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that they were retired (making career plans less relevant), a total of 170 people 
(68% women) made up our final sample (Mage = 37.67, SD = 8.44). On average, 
respondents had lived in the host country for 7 years (SD = 5.83). Seventy-six 
percent of the participants had a tertiary education (college degree or higher). 
Eighty-four percent of the respondents currently had a job, of which more than 
half (55%) were employed full-time, 10% were employed part-time, and 11% were 
entrepreneurs. People who did not have a job were out of work, students, or women 
on maternity leave. 

Procedure
This study was part of a larger investigation into the lives of Hungarian migrants 
in the Netherlands that focused on various topics, including demographic 
characteristics, goal pursuit, career success, acculturation, well-being, and 
depression. Respondents were recruited through different forums: social media, 
formal and informal Hungarian associations, communities, and schools. Various 
people with widespread connections to Hungarian communities and migrant 
populations volunteered to help promote the questionnaire by providing a link 
to the survey. During the recruitment period, a documentary about the lives 
of Hungarian migrants in the Netherlands was promoted in Hungary and in 
the Netherlands. A link to the Time 1 questionnaire was added to the movie’s 
promotion materials. 

Respondents were invited to complete the Time 1 questionnaire and to provide 
their email address for further contact, that is, the Time 2 questionnaire. At Time 
1 we assessed career importance and sociodemographic variables. The Time 2 
questionnaire was administered 24 months after the Time 1 questionnaire. Both 
questionnaires were in Hungarian. We used respondents’ email addresses to match 
the Time 2 responses to the Time 1 responses. We removed the email addresses 
from the dataset once the two data were combined. We assured respondents that 
their participation was voluntary and guaranteed the confidentiality of their data. 
All respondents gave their informed consent before participation; there was no 
inducement for participation. We obtained approval from the ethics committee of 
the university prior to data collection. 

Measures
Career importance. We measured career importance with five items, asking 
respondents to indicate on a 7-point scale from 1 (Not at all important) to 7 
(Very important) how important they found the following: “to realize my career 
goals,” “to be successful in my career,” “to have a meaningful career,” “to achieve 
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what I find important in my career,” and “to continuously develop myself in my 
career.” These five items were modelled after the five items of the goal importance 
dimension of Kasser and Ryaǹ s (1996) Aspiration Index, which measures the 
importance of seven life goals (e.g., health, relationship, and personal growth). 
Perceived career success. We developed a five-item scale to measure migrants’ 
perceived career success. Items were as follows: “How successful do you think 
your career is?”; “How successful do you think your career is compared to a 
Hungarian person with a similar professional background?”; “How successful do 
you think your career is compared to a Dutch person with similar professional 
background?”; “How successful do people close to you think your career is?”; and 
“Considering your age, how do you see your career progressing? - Is it right on 
track, or does it progress slower or faster?” Respondents rated the questions on a 
scale from 1 (not at all successful) to 5 (very successful) or, for the career progress 
item, from 1 (much slower) to 5 (much faster). For scale construction, we relied on 
the Career Satisfaction Scale (Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990), which 
incorporates both success and progress aspects of career satisfaction. Additionally, 
we followed Heslin’s (2005) guidelines on how to improve the measurement of 
career success. First, we interpreted career success broadly, leaving room for 
different success criteria (e.g., income, challenge, or secure position) and different 
career types (e.g., employee or entrepreneur). Second, we took into account that 
people often evaluate their success by comparing their situation to that of others. 
Migrants in particular might see their success in the light of double standards, 
both from the host- and home-country perspective (i.e., status paradox hypothesis, 
Nieuwsand, 2011). 
Self-efficacy. We used the Hungarian version of the 10-item General Self-Efficacy 
questionnaire (Kopp, Schwarzer, & Jerusalem, 1995) to assess respondents’ 
general sense of perceived self-efficacy. Participants indicated on a 4-point scale 
from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (completely true) how well each item described them. 
Items were statements such as “I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I 
try hard enough” and “I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected 
events.” 
Sociocultural adaptation. We used the 12 items of the Brief Sociocultural 
Adaptation Scale (BSAS, Demes & Geeraert, 2014) to measure how well-adjusted 
respondents felt to certain situations and aspects of the host country (e.g., climate, 
practicalities, values, and beliefs). Respondents rated their agreement with each 
item on a 7-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely).
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Results

Preliminary Analysis
Descriptives and intercorrelations of the study variables are provided in Table 1. We 
found significant positive correlations between career importance and career success 
(r = .19, p = .01) and between perceived career success and sociocultural adaptation (r 
= .18, p = .02). Self-efficacy showed a significant association to both perceived career 
success (r = .29, p < .01) and sociocultural adaptation (r = .28, p < .01). 

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics, Cronbach`s Alphas, and Intercorrelations of the Study variables 

Variables Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Career Importance 5.65 1.36 (.94)

2. Self-efficacy 3.16 0.44 .20* (.86)

3. Career Success 3.47 0.86 .19* .29** (.88)

4.  Sociocultural         
adaptation

5.14 0.79 -.01 .28** .18* (.80)

Note. *p < .05; ** < .01 (two-tailed significance).  Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are displayed on the 
diagonal in parentheses. 

Prior to conducting our main analysis, we performed a confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) on our predictor variable items (career importance, career success 
and self-efficacy) as well as on our dependent variable (sociocultural adaptation- 
BSAS). Regarding our predictor variables we compared a three-factor structure 
to alternative models with fewer factors. The best fitting model was the three-
factor model where career importance, career success and self-efficacy loaded on 
their own factors, χ²(167) = 230.15, p<.001; CFI=0.96; TLI=0.95; RMSEA= 0.05, 
SRMR=0.05. This indicates that our variables are not only theoretically but also 
empirically distinct from each other. 

Regarding our dependent variable, we tested our one factor model, and found 
that our single factor model for sociocultural adaptation (BSAS) measure had a 
good fit to the data. χ²(461)=699.22, p<.001; CFI=0.90; TLI=0.89; RMSEA=0.05; 
SRMR=0.08. 

Hypothesis Testing 
To test our model (see Figure 1) we conducted regression analysis using Hayes’ 
Process macro in SPSS (model 7). We entered career importance as the predictor 
variable, sociocultural adjustment as the dependent variable, and perceived career 
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success as mediator. Self-efficacy was entered as the moderator variable between 
career importance and perceived career success2.

The moderated mediation analysis (see Table 2) revealed a significant main effect 
of career importance on perceived career success (b = 0.10, p = .03), indicating that 
migrants who deemed their career more important were more positive about how 
successful their career was 2 years later. We also found a significant main effect of 
self-efficacy on career success (b = 0.51, p < .01), indicating that migrants with higher 
self-efficacy scores were more positive about the successfulness of their career. We 
posited that migrant career importance would be positively related to perceived career 
success and that this relationship would be stronger to the extent that the person is 
self-efficacious (Hypothesis 1), which in turn would be positively related to migrants’ 
perceived sociocultural adjustment (Hypothesis 2). Confirming Hypothesis 1, we 
found an interaction effect between career importance and self-efficacy on perceived 
career success (b = 0.23, p = 0.03): Career importance predicted perceived career 
success for people with high self-efficacy (effect = 0.20, 95% CI [0.06, 0.34]), but 
not for people with low self-efficacy (effect = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.13]). The result 
is illustrated in Figure 2. Confirming Hypothesis 2, we found that career success 
predicted sociocultural adaptation (b=0.17, p=.02) and that career success mediated 
the relationship between career importance and sociocultural adaptation among 
people with high self-efficacy (index = 0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.002, 0.08]), but not 
among people with low self-efficacy (index = 0.003, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.02]).

2  Note that by adding gender, age and educational level as control variables, the pattern of results 
of the moderated mediation analysis does not alter.

Figure 2
Career success as the function of career importance and self-efficacy. 
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Table 2
Model Estimation Results for Assessing Moderated Mediation Wherein Career Importance 
and Self-Efficacy Interact to Influence Acculturation Through Career Success. 

Predictor

Mediator variable model
(DV = Career Success)

B SE t(170)         LLCI ULCI         
Constant
Career Importance
Self-efficacy
Career Imp. × Self-efficacy

3.44
0.10
0.51
0.23

0.63
0.05
0.14
0.11

54.29**
2.15*
3.54**
2.09*

3.32 3.57
0.01 0.19
0.22 0.79
0.13 0.44

Conditional effect of the predictor at values of the moderator

Index SE  LLCI ULCI

Career success if self-efficacy low
Career success if self-efficacy high

0.02
0.20

0.06
0.07

 -0.09 0.13
 0.06 0.34

Predictor

Dependent variable model
(Dv = Sociocultural adaptation)

B SE t(170) LLCI ULCI         

Constant
Career Importance
Career Success

4.54
-0.03
0.17

0.25
0.04
0.07

17.71
-0.62
2.40*

4.03 5.05
 -0.11 0.61
0.03 0.31

Conditional indirect effects of the predictor at values of the 
moderator

 Index Boot SE  LLCI ULCI

Acculturation if self-efficacy low 
Acculturation if self-efficacy high

0.003
0.03

0.009
0.02

 -0.01 0.02
 0.001 0.06

Note. *p < .05; ** < .01 (two-tailed significance) 

Discussion

In a longitudinal field study, we tested the role of self-initiated migrants’ career 
pursuit and self-efficacy in the acculturation process, namely in sociocultural 
adaptation. We proposed that in order to turn intentions into success, one must 
believe in one’s ability to achieve desired outcomes (Bandura, 1997; Lippke et 
al., 2009). Furthermore, we expected that career importance, would, via career 
success, positively predict sociocultural adaptation, particularly for those with 
higher levels of self-efficacy. 

First, we found support for the proposed interaction effect between career 
importance and self-efficacy on perceived career success: For migrants with higher 
self-efficacy, career importance predicted perceived career success 2 years later. 
For migrants with lower self-efficacy, career importance did not predict perceived 
career success. Our results suggest that migrants who believe they have what 
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it takes to succeed and cope with challenges (Bandura, 1997) are able to attain 
important career goals and feel successful despite the hardships of the transition of 
their professional and personal lives (Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010). This result 
aligns with previous findings wherein self-efficacy moderated the relationship 
between aspirations and the realization of goals (see Ballout, 2009; Gutierrez-
Dona et al., 2009). Finding support for such a relationship in the migration context 
is in line with the notion that general self-efficacy is particularly important in new 
and ambiguous situations (Rotter, 1975; Speier & Frese, 1997).

Second, perceived career success emerged as the mediator between career 
importance and sociocultural adaptation among individuals with higher self-
efficacy. As a consequence, this study draws attention to the notion that migrants’ 
professional aspirations and success are important pillars of their acculturation. As 
such, our findings support the person-environment fit theory perspective (see Theory 
of Work Adjustment, Dawis & Lofquist, 1984; Dawis, 2005), namely that for self-
initiated migrants who feel successful in their career by attaining important career 
goals, the host environment has apparently been able to meet their career goals and 
offer career opportunities through which they could fulfil their aspirations. This 
congruence between the migrants’ goals and the environment’s reinforcers enhances 
the migrants’ acculturation level, perhaps by making them feel valuable to the host 
society (Wassermann et al, 2017) or by reducing the uncertainty that is strongly tied 
to the migration experience (Brett, 1980).  

Strengths, Weaknesses, and Future Directions
How work and career contribute to migrants’ acculturation has received relatively 
little research attention. In the present paper we have drawn attention to this gap in 
scientific knowledge by applying a goal pursuit perspective and studying the role 
of migrant self-efficacy. We employed a longitudinal study design to capture how 
aspirations affect goal attainment over time, providing a tentative insight into the 
chain of events predicting sociocultural adaptation. Although our study elucidated 
the role of career pursuit and self-efficacy in the acculturation process, there are 
questions our study did not answer and that may be taken into consideration in 
future research. First, we focused our attention on relatively privileged, self-
initiated migrants (see Andresen, Bergdolt, Margenfeld, & Dickmann, 2014). Our 
sample mainly consisted of young, highly educated, white people (the majority 
of them women) with potentially better career opportunities than other groups of 
migrants have. It would be interesting to expand the research question to migrant 
groups whose move was involuntary or who cannot easily return to their home 
countries (e.g., refugees and economic migrants). Second, our study does not 
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clarify the underlying mechanism by which the fulfilment of career aspirations 
predicts acculturation among self-efficacious migrants. Perhaps being successful 
in their career migrants have to be more involved in career-related behavior 
(Leung & Clegg, 2001), increase the degree of identification with host nationals 
(see Wassermann et al., 2017), feel more valuable and respected in the host country 
(Tharmaseelan, Inkson, & Carr, 2010), and/or reduce uncertainty and stress (Berry, 
1997; Brett, 1980), -all of which may affect acculturation-, but our data does not 
allow us to test these potential explanatory mechanisms. Third, we used rather 
generic, broad terms to measure both career importance and attainment and did 
not focus on the possible subjective meanings and interpretations of what exactly 
career goals and career success entail for different people. Knowing more about the 
particular content of migrants’ career aspirations and career success could enrich 
our knowledge about the impact of migrants’ career pursuit on acculturation. For 
instance, it could be valuable to investigate migrants’ perceptions of what type 
of career advancements they aspire, and how they measure their career success. 
Fourth, future research could shed more light on the dynamic processes involved 
with changes in career aspirations and perceived career success over time. For 
instance, some career related aspects (like the importance of salary, position 
security, and other indicators of objective career success; see Abele & Spurk, 2009) 
that may have been important upon arrival in the host country, might become less 
important over time, and what used to make freshly migrated individuals feel at 
home might not serve that purpose indefinitely. Future studies using a longitudinal 
design that span over several years or even over several decades are necessary 
to expand the scope and deepen our understanding of the relationship of career 
pursuit and acculturation. 

Implications
Building on our results, we underline the importance of prospective migrants 
having realistic expectations and making informed decisions about migration. 
Migrants often rely on personal anecdotes or biased information prior to migrating, 
which can make their acculturation difficult (Pecoud, 2010; Tjaden et al., 2018). 
Black et al. (1991) emphasized the role of anticipatory adjustment, stating that 
migrants who make appropriate anticipatory adjustments regarding their careers 
and who have realistic expectations of the host country will be more adjusted 
in the host country. Arriving with realistic, fact-based expectations to a host 
country is a good way to avoid later disappointment (which may, for instance, be 
reflected in low perceived career success). As we argued earlier, migrants may feel 
more strongly that they fit into their environment if their needs and aspirations 
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are in line with what the environment has to offer (Dawis, 2005). In case of 
incompatibilities, there are a couple of things migrants can do to increase the 
congruence between what they want and what they can get in their environment 
to reduce adjustment problems. These action points might also be relevant for 
professionals (e.g., psychologists, social workers, student counsellors, and HR 
professionals) who work with migrants with adjustment problems. In line with 
the Theory of Work Adjustment, discrepancies can be addressed by altering the 
environment, modifying the aspirations, or improving skills to be able to fulfil 
the requirements of the environment (Bandura & Cervone, 1986; Eggerth, 2008). 
To alter the environment migrants could proactively negotiate for conditions that 
better suit their aspirations and skills level. They may reshape the boundaries of 
their tasks, change how much time and effort they allocate to certain tasks, and 
change how, where and with whom they interact for the successful completion of 
their tasks (see Berg, Dutton & Wrezniewsky, 2013). Migrants may also need to 
modify their aspirations to the opportunities of the foreign job market to avoid 
unnecessary disappointment arising from unrealistically high expectations. 
Moreover, they might need to allocate some time to improve crucial skills for 
better job opportunities. The lack of ability to speak the host country’s language, 
for instance, might be a serious limitation at certain jobs, (Adsera & Pytlikova, 
2015; Bleakley & Chin, 2004, 2010). In addition, efforts geared at gaining official 
qualifications from host country institutions usually pays off, aiding migrants to 
reach better positions (Iacono & Demireva, 2018). If none of these options are 
possible or preferred, migrants might decide to repatriate or onward migrate to 
places where they have a prospect to more ideal employment. 

Based on our results, migrants could also profit from enhancing their self-
efficacy beliefs. Although self-efficacy beliefs may be long-lasting and stable 
(Rotter, 1975), new ways of self-evaluation might improve self-efficacy. Healthcare 
professionals working with migrants should keep in mind that migrants can 
enhance their self-efficacy beliefs by focusing on accomplishments, regardless 
of their magnitude; by attributing success to their own efforts; and by setting 
more specific subgoals when trying to meet their aspirations (Van de Laar & 
Van der Bijl, 2001). Additionally, by improving their ability to use and build on 
the feedback they receive at work, migrants might become more effective and 
successful at their jobs, which can further strengthen their self-efficacy beliefs 
(Black et al., 1991; Van de Laar & Van der Bijl, 2001). In sum, realistic career 
expectations, informed decision-making before migration, active shaping of self 
and environment, and strengthening self-efficacy may provide more successful 
careers and better acculturation for migrants.
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All in all, we hope that the current study sheds some light on what can be done to 
foster acculturation (by migrants and inhabitants of the host country). Indeed, as 
previous research has shown that migrants’ careers is often hampered by existing 
stereotypes and prejudice against migrants (Evans & Kelley, 1991, 2019), migrants 
(and others) may be eager for information about what can be done to foster careers 
and increase acculturation. Notably, migrants’ careers are truly boundaryless (see 
Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Arthur, 2014) and protean, and often characterized by 
a self-determined career orientation, where the person is in charge rather than 
the organization and where career decisions are driven by personal goals (see 
Hall, 1996, 2004; Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010). In that sense, understanding 
migrants’ career pursuits could enhance our knowledge about the careers of the 
people of the 21st century and about new ways of career self-management.

Conclusion
In an attempt to shed more light on migrant career pursuit and acculturation, we 
integrated career, self-efficacy, and goal pursuit research. In due course we found 
that migrants’ perceived career importance positively predicted their acculturation 
level via perceived career success, particularly for those with higher levels of self-
efficacy. Thus, it appears that successfully managing important career goals aid 
the migrant to fit in a foreign culture, perhaps by feeling as a valuable member of 
the host society. 
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