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Abstract 
The research project involved a study of the acculturation process of family 

members accompanying foreign-national employees of the International Monetary Fund 

on their assignments to a post in Washington, DC. The project investigated the 

effectiveness of the procedures and services provided by the IMFFA at the time of the 

study and opportunities to further aid the acculturation process within the current 

support structure. The researcher subsequently analyzed apparent gaps between the 

needs expressed by participants in the study and current procedures. The study 

concluded with recommendations for potential service improvements addressing the 

areas of communication, program management procedures, tools, and services. 

 
Introduction 

Many international companies and organizations have already come to realize 

that it takes much more than providing a quick briefing and handing out generic 

informational material to set their employees up for success when they accept and take 

on long-term job assignments in another country. It is in the best interest of the 

sponsoring organization working with expatriates to ensure that they receive appropriate 

tools and support so they can quickly integrate themselves into the new environment 

and the existing team and begin to add value to the organization. Any job-related 

relocation of families to another country presents a substantial financial investment. A 

failed assignment resulting in ineffectiveness on the job, withdrawal or early termination 

can incur additional costs ranging “anywhere from $55,000 to $1,000,000” per incident 

(Shaffer & Harrison, 1998) and may subsequently harm internal and external corporate 

relationships as well as the employee’s own psychological wellbeing (Fisher & Hartel, 

2003). Naturally, the sponsoring organization tends to pay close attention to how well 

the employee is settling in and will most likely take appropriate measures if the 

relocated employee exhibits stress symptoms or signals in other ways that additional 

support is warranted before the situation might deteriorate or spin entirely out of control. 

Employee support services may involve specialized language classes, cultural diversity 
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training or professional coaching to name just some effective options (Kealy & 

Protheroe, 1996).  

What is often an after-thought, if it is taken into consideration at all, is the fact 

that the level of successful acculturation of accompanying family members has a direct 

effect on the job performance of relocated foreign-national employees (Takeuchi, Yun, 

& Tesluk, 2002; Black & Stephens, 1989). Nevertheless, many organizations still focus 

exclusively on preparing their employees for their new tasks in a new environment and 

only provide minimal assistance to family members, mostly limited to support services 

for the physical relocation.  

 
Research Subject and Focus 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and its sub-organization, the IMF Family 

Association (IMFFA), have long recognized the importance of proper personnel 

preparation and education prior to and during their assignment abroad. The IMFFA, in 

particular, understands many of the aspects of moving whole family units abroad since 

its board and other volunteer positions at the organizations’ headquarters in 

Washington, DC are mostly staffed with foreign nationals, who themselves have 

experienced some of the surprises and challenges that families are encountering when 

moving to the United States. During preliminary investigative conversations with the 

researcher in the fall of 2012, two members of the IMFFA board indicated that the 

organization might be missing opportunities to ease the transition and acculturation 

process for expatriate families to a new environment in Washington, DC. The board 

members expressed interest in a needs analysis as well as an effectiveness study of 

the services currently offered to accompanying family members of expatriate IMF 

employees prior to and during a foreign deployment to the IMF headquarters in the 

District of Columbia. 

The research project at the IMFFA was developed based on these initial 

conversations and officially launched in May of 2013. The study built on the findings of 

other researchers indicating that the ability of family members to establish a positive 

relationship with their new environment has an interrelated impact on the employee’s 

ability to perform positively at work (Caligiuri, Hyland, Joshi, & Bross, 1998). The study 
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was also based on documented evidence that a positive acculturation of the entire 

family increases the likelihood for a successful full-term completion of the assignment in 

a foreign country (Takeuchi et al., 2002).  

The researcher worked with the current IMF Family Association executive chair 

of the board, Nathalie Fischer, and the former IMFFA executive chair of the board, 

Sarah Happel. These contact persons provided an introduction to IMFFA staff and 

volunteers as well as access to data and IMF family members during the research 

process. The overarching objective of the study was an investigation of feasible 

acculturation support services that have the potential to increase the probability for a 

successful transition of IMF family members to the Washington DC metropolitan area. 

 
Project Structure and Applied Methods 

Due to the complexity of the research project, the researcher established three 

distinct research phases and followed a mixed method approach. The first project phase 

involved a detailed review of related studies and proven acculturation factors to 

establish a baseline for comparison purposes. The researcher then examined the 

organizational structure of the IMF Family Association, and the IMF’s interaction with 

IMF family members as well as the information material and services that were offered 

to family members up to the time the study was approved by the IMF in May of 2013. 

The researcher gathered information from IMFFA staff, IMFFA members and public IMF 

documents such as flyers, newsletters and internet postings to gain insight about the 

type, scope, and accessibility of services provided for relocating foreign-national 

families. The researcher then analyzed the content of these sources to establish a 

comprehensive overview of offered benefits and programs. The researcher also 

attended and observed events organized by the IMFFA. In addition, she monitored 

online social media directly associated with the IMFFA such as the IMFFA LinkedIn and 

Facebook groups. 

The second phase of the study investigated the effectiveness of currently 

provided support services as well as any potential gaps. The researcher evaluated the 

families’ general level of acclimatization and contentment in their new environment as 

well as any perceived areas of unmet needs. This part of the study incorporated 
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quantitative as well as qualitative research through an online survey, which was 

distributed electronically to about 500 mostly foreign-national IMFFA member 

households, and interviews with a varied pool of foreign-national IMF family members, 

during which the researcher gathered in-depth information about personal acculturation 

experiences. The objective of this phase was to find out how family members assessed 

the assistance that they received through the IMF and the IMFFA and how families 

coped with their transition to living in the United States. The researcher was looking for 

common challenges as well as positive experiences that IMF families encountered 

during their acculturation process in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. The study 

also took the timing of individual services, the utilized forms of communication to 

promote services and the cultural background and individual circumstances of the target 

families into consideration. Recurring themes and topics were identified through the 

coding of the free-text parts of the surveys, interview transcripts, and field notes from 

participant observations. The researcher analyzed the findings and identified gaps with 

respect to provided services or the manner in which they were offered at the time.  

During the third phase, the researcher compiled constructive feedback on the 

IMFFA’s organizational management and communication strategies culminating in a set 

of program recommendations as well as suggested communication adjustments and 

potential organizational design changes with respect to the collaboration between IMF 

and IMFFA and finally developed an executive summary of the findings. 

 
Interdisciplinary Components and Relevance of the Study 

As indicated in the Project Structure and Applied section above, the study is 

comprised of three essential components with distinct focus points:  

1. The study of the acculturation process of family members accompanying a 

relocating foreign-national employee and the impact of their successful or 

unsuccessful acculturation on a sponsoring organization (Cultural Studies and 

Management) 

2. The effectiveness with which the organization is supporting the acculturation 

of its members (Management and Communication) 
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3. Alternative effective management and communication processes and tools 

that enhance a successful acculturation process (Organizational Design, 

Management and Communication) 

The question as to what type of feasible acculturation support services can 

increase the probability for a successful transition of foreign-national IMF family 

members to the Washington DC metropolitan area and what the IMFFA or the IMF can 

do to facilitate the acculturation process of foreign-national IMF family members cannot 

be answered within one discipline. The researcher therefore applied ideas and concepts 

from global management, intercultural communication, and cultural awareness studies 

to this project. The respective overlaps of the overarching disciplines were of particular 

interest in this case (see Fig. 1). 

 

Figure 1: Overlapping Disciplines informing the acculturation process 

Management, communication, and cultural studies in themselves are informed by 

or employ principles and findings from other disciplines such as psychology, social 

sciences, and information technology. Each discipline has a different focus, plays a 

different role in acculturation, and therefore provides a different lens through which the 

acculturation process can be studied. In her effort to zero in on the underlying forces of 

the issues at hand, the researcher took advantage of cross-disciplinary pollination from 

social sciences, humanities, and management principles to discuss and develop new 
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approaches to solve socio-cultural issues through effective organizational measures. 

For this study, only the sum of these various perspectives can provide a comprehensive 

solution to a set of complex questions (Boix Mansilla & Dawes Duraising, 2007). 

The researcher was also particularly interested in the intersection of intercultural 

or cross-cultural communication and management practices because it is still a 

relatively young interdisciplinary specialization. Over the last decade, this field has 

steadily been gaining traction within traditional management schools in light of an ever-

increasing internationalization rate of companies, organizations, and services. 

Globalizing forces, defined by Haugerud (2005) as an accelerating movement of people, 

goods, and information across natural and political borders, continue to shape and 

change the environment we live and work in and are the root for many modern socio-

cultural and socio-economic issues. An internationalizing work force for example is 

facing unique challenges as jobs are becoming increasingly transient and mobile within 

and between organizations and power hubs such as Washington, DC are drawing from 

a global talent pool to meet their needs for a highly specialized and diverse work force 

(Sassen, 2004).  

The multi-layered impacts of globalization on a social and organizational 

environment have triggered new discourses, one of which developed the concept of 

global competence, which is relevant for this study. While there is not one exclusive, 

universally accepted definition, global competence can be described as “an appreciation 

of other cultures and the ability to interact with people from foreign lands… [and] the 

ability to become familiar with an environment, not causing a rift while experiencing 

something new, and reflection upon the experience at its completion” (Curran, 2003, p. 

10). This concept of global competence as a skill set to recognize and overcome socio-

cultural and as well as political barriers is also informed by interdisciplinary discourse 

integrating intercultural awareness, interpersonal, intra- as well as inter-organizational 

communication principles (Shams & George, 2006).  

The fostering of organizational and individual global competence is one potential 

approach to formulate a broader framework within which the research question can be 

discussed and analyzed and possible solutions can be designed. The ability to 

recognize differences and to create value due to or through cultural differences not only 
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helps to address acculturation issues but is also an important component for effective 

strategies to integrate diverse populations within organizations as well as in broader 

communities (Hunter, 2004). 

The researcher strongly believes that the particular intersection of management, 

communication, and cultural studies deserves heightened attention in general. Only an 

integrative approach to complex issues such as those discussed here will stand a 

chance to identify possible holistic, practical, and sustainable solutions with 

consideration for the well-being of the people whose lives are touched by their 

implementation. This notion extends far beyond this case study and can ultimately 

provide road maps for a broad range of multi-cultural groups and culturally diverse 

communities. 
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Research Project Phase 1 

Review of Related Research 

1. Definition of acculturation and culture 

Acculturation refers to emotional and behavioral changes experienced and 

exhibited by people, who have been in contact with “culturally dissimilar people, groups, 

and social influences” over a longer period of time (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & 

Szapocznik, 2010, p. 237). A lack of the ability to adapt to a new environment is usually 

associated with withdrawal, an inability to effectively communicate with other people, 

and discontentment, which may even lead to physical symptoms and mental health 

issues (Shaffer & Harrison, 1998). Schwartz et al propose that acculturation is “not a 

simple one-dimensional but a complex multi-dimensional process” that raises “more 

questions than being able to provide answers” (p. 245, 248).  

The concept of culture in the particular context of this study can be explained as 

“shared assumptions, values, and beliefs of a group of people which result in 

characteristic behavior” (Storti, 1999, p. 5). It is the shared body of commonly held 

beliefs and values that define the shoulds and the oughts of human interaction. These 

shared assumptions and expectations therefore provide the framework for what is 

socially appropriate and acceptable to an individual and to the group this person 

primarily socializes with and what is not (Lane, Maznevski, Deetz, & DiStefano, 2009). 

Ting-Tomey and Chung (2004) point out that “members within the same cultural 

community share a sense of traditions, worldviews, values, rhythms, and patters of life” 

(p. 28), which has been passed down by generations. Behavioral responses to the 

environment have been internalized to a degree that in-group members are rarely 

aware of their behavioral patterns and simply interact with others in manners that seem 

natural and “normal” to them. Differing behavioral patterns are thus experienced as 

“abnormal” often leading to a certain degree of “presumption of superiority of one’s own 

culture” (Stewart & Bennett, 2005, p. 3).  

A significant body of academic research (Stewart & Bennett, 2005; Althen, 2011; 

Aktaş, 2012) provides evidence that most people, especially Americans, often view the 

world from an ethnocentric perspective and struggle with properly recognizing and 



12 
 

addressing areas of conflict and misunderstanding when interacting with foreign 

nationals. This ethnocentric perspective can present a distinct challenge for foreign 

nationals when they relocate to the United States.  

2. Cultural boundaries and obstacles to the acculturation process 

Regardless of the originating culture, leaving familiar grounds behind and moving  

to another country for an extended period of time often leads to “culture shock”, a term 

first introduced by Kalvero Oberg (1960) in conjunction with adjustment models of 

international transition. A newcomer has to navigate a new language, different laws, and 

unfamiliar customs and must learn how to act and interact with others in this new 

setting. He will most likely do so with a varying degree of difficulty depending on the 

respective “cultural distance” between him and the people he interacts with (Stahl & 

Caligiuri, 2005). In the case of a cosmopolitan setting like Washington DC, newcomers 

face a broad range of cultures which may be even more confusing because the 

simultaneous encounter with those different cultures makes it especially difficult to 

identify and understand unique American formal and informal norms versus other non-

local behavior patterns (Waxin, 2004). On the other hand, the cosmopolitan setting also 

enables the foreigner to blend in and increases the likelihood to find an existing network 

of same-culture groups or, as the case may be, to connect with the growing population 

of multi-cultural cosmopolitan and transient communities that are forming in the centers 

of power hubs such as Washington, DC (Vertovec, 2007). 

The Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede (1997) differentiates between 

various levels of culture that influence different areas of life: national culture, regional, 

ethnic, religious or linguistic affiliations, gender, generation, social class structures, 

corporate or professional culture. All these areas come with certain sets of unspoken, 

internalized expectations and behavior patterns, which can differ significantly between 

people and groups. Conflicting cultural norms and values between host environment 

and expatriate can lead to psychological and emotional dissonance and extreme stress 

(Maertz Jr., Hassan, & Magnusson, 2009).  

Various factors in the host environment can influence the newcomers’ willingness 

or ability to adapt to the new culture. The main factors are the host culture’s socio-

economic conditions, institutional policies, and individual attitudes toward the 
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importance of exhibited assimilation by sojourners, or at the other end of the spectrum 

the encouragement of diversity through foreign language accommodation and interest in 

and support of foreign customs (Kim, 2003). 

3. Stages of acculturation, coping mechanisms and tools 

Lysgaard’s U-curve theory 

(1955) describes the level of cultural 

adjustment in a foreign environment 

over time. The curve starts at a high 

point, also referred to as honeymoon 

phase, followed by frustration or 

disenchantment, as the individual is 

moving beyond the initial excitement, 

and is trying to cope with the 

challenges of everyday life. 

Misunderstandings or the inability to carry out simple tasks in a familiar way lead to the 

disillusionment or culture shock phase, which is usually followed by the adjustment 

stage characterized by a “gradual adaptation to the cultural norms of the host country” 

(Black & Mendenhall, 1991, p. 226). This model is a linear one-dimensional concept that 

does not quite capture the reality of complex, interactive dimensions. It fails to address 

the fact that the adjustment to a new culture and a new environment is not a one-time 

experience but rather a serious of waves that lessen in magnitude over time (Cramton, 

2012).  

Adaptation in a foreign country tends to be more effective in combination with 

enhanced language skills facilitating the ability to communicate with host nationals as 

well as previous exposure to the host culture (Shaffer & Harrison, 2001). Socialization 

skills are a “predictor of adjustment” abilities (Strubler, Sung-Hee, & Agarwal, 2011, p. 

109). To acquire and practice these skills “expatriates should be involved … in social 

activities that involve them and their families in the host national culture and local 

community” (Strubler et al., 2011, p. 110).  

According to Strubler (2011), Intercultural communication skills can be learned 

and practiced and can be of great help when an individual faces unfamiliar cultural 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Lysgaard's U-Curve of Cultural Adjustment 
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boundaries. Beyond mere coping mechanisms, newcomers to a country will inevitably 

go through an acculturation process that Ting-Toomey and Chung (2004) define as “the 

degree of identity change that occurs when individuals move from a familiar 

environment to an unfamiliar one” through a “gradual transformation process” (p. 98). 

When this adaptation process is blocked, consciously or subconsciously, due to internal 

or external factors, this lack of acculturation manifests itself in decided enculturation, the 

“sustained, primary socialization process of newcomers in their native culture wherein 

they have internalized their primary cultural values” (p. 100). When individuals neither 

have the tools to embark in the acculturation process nor the reaffirmation of one’s 

cultural or ethnic membership identity, the self-concept and emotional health will suffer 

(Tajfel, 2010). The individual will experience isolation, and the longer this isolation 

persists, the more damaging this experience can be for an individual far away from 

familiar cultural settings. 

Liu and Schaffer claim similarly that the opportunity to gain access to resources 

through others as well as interpersonal skills and cultural empathy between expatriate 

and host country had the most significant impact on expatriate adjustment and 

performance. This means that newcomers with the ability to communicate with host 

nationals and with access to local people will build personal networks faster and 

subsequently adjust with greater ease. However, Pires and Stanton (2000) claim that 

individuals “who effectively use social networks with a similar ethnic community … may 

fare better than those immersed in the mainstream culture”. According to Strubler 

(2011, p. 110) this means that access to same or similar ethnic groups at the new place 

of residence plays a significant role in the adjustment process and that connections to 

local same-expatriate groups may significantly shorten the initial acculturation phase. 

Expatriates who seek, find, and embrace “home nationals living in the same host 

national community are better able to adjust to culture novelty” (Strubler et al., 2011, p. 

115). 

4. Cultural literacy and intercultural intelligence factors 

Cultural literacy and the ability to recognize, understand, and effectively interact 

with different people is essential for establishing personal connections in a new 

environment. Without this awareness of cultural differences, individuals will only 
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respond to and appropriately process information and cues they are familiar with and 

that match their own background and their own deeply ingrained cultural routines, which 

Geert Hofstede refers to as “software of the mind” (Hofstede, 1997).  

Sojourners on their first foreign country assignment may have had little 

opportunity yet to develop a “global mindset” and awareness of socio-cultural 

differences between people of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds (Cabrera, 

2012), which tends to steepen the learning curve and lengthen the adjustment process.  

In contrast, a person with a highly developed global mindset is not only familiar 

with differentiators like power distance, collectivism vs. individualism, masculine vs. 

feminine decision making practices and different tolerance levels for uncertainty that are 

characteristic for certain cultures (House, Javidan, & Dorfman, 2001). A person with a 

highly developed global mindset will also be able to look beyond stereotypical 

frameworks and consider the situational contexts (Osland, Bird, Delano, & Jacob, 2000) 

and subsequently apply cross-cultural communication skills to interact effectively with 

people from other countries. 

However, even world travelers or people, who have lived in other countries and 

experienced different ways of life and had opportunities to practice their cultural 

awareness skills, will encounter an initial period of disorientation in an unfamiliar cultural 

setting until they gradually find their bearings and improve their intercultural 

communication competence in a particular environment (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2004). 

Ting-Toomey and Chung attribute great significance to flexible intercultural 

communication skills when encountering new people in unfamiliar settings. Similar to 

Steward and Bennett (2005), the researchers point out the importance of cultural self-

awareness as a baseline to recognize individual and cultural differences and to 

effectively investigate, interpret and distinguish between those differences.  

5. Significance of family dynamic during the acculturation process 

As previously stated, the strong correlation between spouse and expatriate 

adjustment has been established by a number of researchers (Takeuchi et al., 2002; 

Haslberger & Brewster, 2008). According to Black and Stephens (1989), especially the 

contentment of the spouse has a significant impact on the positive acculturation of the 

expatriate. Many “trailing” spouses of expatriates are at least temporarily ineligible or 
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unable to work in the United States and may experience greater stress in trying to settle 

into their new life in the new environment than the partner who will immediately be 

integrated in a usually very time- and energy-consuming work assignment (Wilkinson & 

Singh, 2010). Social networks as an outlet for the need for personal interaction beyond 

family members therefore play a particularly important role for non-employed spouses to 

prevent isolation and potential depression (Copeland & Norell, 2002). Another important 

aspect of positive spousal adjustment is a balance between work and personal life of 

the expat (Grant-Vallone & Enshner, 2001). Especially in the first months after the 

physical relocation, the spouse is often burdened with the majority of the work 

associated with settling in, especially when the family is relocating with children. James 

et al. (2004) found particularly during that time and to a lesser degree also throughout 

the assignment, work-family life stresses and imbalances to have profound negative 

effects on the health and wellbeing of the employee and the ability of the spouse to 

embrace the new environment. This can potentially start a vicious cycle of acceleration 

of negative behavior which can in some cases lead to extreme stress, substance abuse 

and symptomatic behavior such as tension headaches, extreme mood swings, and 

aggression (Shaffer & Harrison, 1998). 

6. Special considerations for expatriate families with children 

According to interculturalist Saskia Meekman (2004), younger children may 

exhibit stronger anxieties prior to an international move for a fear of the unknown rooted 

in a strong aversion against uncertainty; but once moved into a new home, they usually 

adjust quickly and may also pick up a local language faster than older family members. 

Teenagers on the other hand may be even more reluctant to give up their familiar peer 

relationships and may experience greater anxieties in connection with a strong need to 

fit in at the new location. This added layer of complexity to a teenager’s natural identity 

formation process can make a move to a vastly different cultural environment without 

like-minded or similarly displaced peers extremely stressful. Weeks at al. (2010) 

suggest that an international move may create a high-risk situation, “characterized by 

uncertainty and ambiguity” which in turn may “change the dynamics of adolescent-

parent relationships” (p.30) in unexpected ways, thereby adding another stress factor to 

the parents’ adaptation process. According to Weeks et al. (2010), the school choice 
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with adequate potential for the teenager to find stabilizing peers is crucial and relocation 

support through the provision of relevant information on adequate education options can 

eliminate many potential problems.  

7. The study in the context of the related research review  

A preliminary literature review of earlier work identified a considerable number of 

research projects focusing on the acculturation of specific groups of foreign-nationals in 

particular countries (Black & Stephens, 1989; Herleman, Britt, & Hashima, 2008; Stahl & 

Caligiuri, 2005). With respect to acculturation in the United States, volumes of research 

discuss relatively homogenous foreign-national groups (Benson, Sun, Hodge, & Androff, 

2011; Tajima & Harachi, 2010; Srivastava & Panday, 2012), e.g. international students 

(Kashima & Loh, 2006; Wu & Mak, 2011), low-skilled foreign-national migrant workers in 

the United States (Parrado, Flippen, & McQuiston, 2005) or immigrants in general 

(Gibson, 2001). Trailing family members’ adjustment has been studied in similarly 

homogenous settings such as military or foreign service deployments (Wilkinson & 

Singh, 2010).  

The researcher was not able to identify significant studies focused on a large 

mixed-group of foreign-national expatriate families who are relocating to an 

organization’s headquarters. The IMF therefore presents a unique setting since it brings 

together mixed-national groups of highly skilled professionals and their family members 

from all corners of the globe for sponsored term assignments in Washington, DC. This 

means that families come from very different cultural settings and even though they all 

face the challenge of having to adapt to the same new environment, they may 

individually experience this challenge in very different ways (Gibson, 2001). The 

IMFFA’s family support work is therefore complicated by the fact that the newcomers’ 

cultural background may differ from that of their fellow expats or other foreign-national 

IMF family members just as much as they do from the host nationals, which makes the 

formation of a homogenous and thus easily accessible expat social network somewhat 

more difficult. The needs of in-coming families thus differ greatly from each other 

depending on their English language skills, cultural background, cultural literacy, and 

family constellation and they may therefore require and benefit from respectively 

adapted support services and tools.   
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Analysis of the Research Environment 
The IMF is an international oversight and consulting organization with 

headquarters in Washington DC and small branch offices around the globe. It employs 

about 2400 staff members with the majority stationed in Washington DC. The 

organization also pulls in associated foreign-national consultants, who are employed by 

other entities but work at the organization’s headquarters. The majority of the 

Washington DC staff is comprised of foreign nationals, who arrive in Washington DC on 

a temporary work visa. The majority of these assignments last between 2-4 years, 

depending on the staff’s level of expertise and specialization. Some contracts can be 

extended by another limited term or be turned into permanent open-ended contracts. 

The IMFFA executive chair Nathalie Fischer estimates that a normal turnover of staff 

results in about 400 new hires annually of which approximately 300 are foreign-

nationals. She further estimated that of these 300 new hires moving to Washington, DC 

every year about 175 newcomers are bringing family members. At any given time, the 

IMFFA’s mission is therefore to serve roughly 700 households at a time. Unfortunately, 

it was not possible to verify these numbers since IMFFA has no access to personnel 

files and upon request by the researcher, the HR department was not able to produce a 

report on the demographics or even the number of foreign family members who are 

currently residing in Washington, DC.  

1. Organizational Structure of the IMFFA 

The IMFFA is a volunteer organization comprised almost entirely of the spouses 

and partners of IMF employees. The mission of the board is to “create an environment 

for personal and professional support, socializing, and learning” (IMF Family 

Association, 2013) through “cultural, social, educational, and career-related activities” 

(IMF Family Association, 2012, p. 5). Programs and services are “designed to foster 

friendships; provide assistance during lifetime transition; share cultures and inform IMF 

spouses, partners and family of resources, facilities, and opportunities available to them 

through the IMF and in the Greater Washington area” (“Our Mission,” n.d.). 
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2. IMFFA board 

The board is currently comprised of 10 chairs. The board members meet every 

first Friday of the month at the IMFFA office from 9:30 AM to 1:30 PM with the exception 

of July and August when many families go on holiday or return to their home countries 

for extended periods of time. During the meetings, the board decides on long-term 

topics of interest for its members, discusses current and future activities, evaluates past 

events, and makes budget decisions. Each board member is responsible for the 

activities of their own committee as listed in the table below. The hours listed behind 

each position indicate the average hours spent by the chairpersons on activities related 

to their respective position each month. 

Position Activities Hours/ 

month 

First executive chair - 

Management  

Strategy development and implementation of 

IMFFA mission, meetings with IMF 

departments to garner support for IMFFA 

services and to represent interests of IMFFA 

members, point of contact for domestic issues, 

shared leadership role 

60 

Second executive chair - 

Members 

Coordination of IMFFA activities and events 

with chairs, personal support to IMFFA 

members, shared leadership role 

40 

Deputy chair - 

Communication 

LinkedIn, Facebook coordinator, website 

implementation, content, functionality 

30 

Committee chair - 

Newcomers 

Attending on-boarding sessions, inviting 

newcomers to events, follow-up 

40 

Committee chair –  

Monthly special events 

Organization of monthly events, coordination of 

volunteers for the events 

30 

Committee chair –  

English + cultural events 

Organization and teaching of English classes, 

art show and costume show organization 

40 

Committee chair –  

Career and networking 

Coordination with career counselor, 

organization of networking events 

30 
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Table 1: Overview of IOCFA board positions, activities, and average monthly time commitment 
 

Currently, all IMFFA board positions are occupied by women with the exception 

of the currently vacant Men’s Group committee chair. Most of the board members have 

extensive professional training and experience and head committees that fall into their 

area of expertise or interest. Isabel Saldarriaga for example, originally from Columbia, 

holds a degree in marketing from American University, and is chairing the 

communications committee. Her main IMFFA focus over the past 12 months has been 

setting up an independent website for the Family Association. Aside from bringing a 

crucial IMFFA initiative into fruition, she used her volunteering position to familiarize 

herself with current web technologies, bolster her professional resume, and to network 

with other professionals in her field of interest. 

Most volunteers on the board are eventually looking for full-time jobs and are 

using their time on the board to practice and apply their skills within the context of an 

American organization. Many past board members in fact have found jobs at the World 

Bank, the IDB or similar organizations. While the work on the board may be personally 

rewarding and bolster U.S. job marketability, most positions are rather time intensive 

and can be stressful, especially that of the first executive chair. The past and current 

presidents have continuously been pushing for more recognition and support of the 

IMFFA’s work and more support for family members through the IMF. The first 

executive chair is tackling difficult subjects such as domestic abuse and the option for 

IMF family members to work at the IMF, which is currently not possible due to adverse 

organizational policies. 

Committee chair –  

Men’s group 

Organization of events/meetings catered to 

men's interests 

20 

Treasurer Paying speakers, reimbursements, booking 

keeping, reporting back to the board 

25 

Secretary Recording of meeting minutes 5 

Total volunteer hours for 

the board per month 

  320 
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A large portion of the observed IMFFA board meetings was directed at specific 

upcoming events; however, the board members were also very focused on their annual 

theme (work-life balance for 2013) as well as the underlying mission of connecting IMF 

families and enriching their lives during their time in Washington, DC.  

3. Other volunteer activity  

A multitude of other events take place throughout a calendar year, which are not 

part of regular board member activity and draw in additional volunteers or for which 

board members provide extra support. Those additional services will be discussed in 

detail under Section 4. The board tracked all volunteer hours for 2012-2013 and 

compiled them into a table to visualize IMFFA activity over the course of one year. The 

total volunteer hours added up to approximately 8600 hours. 

 

 

Figure 3: Overview of volunteer activity 
 

4. Paid IMFFA staff 

The work of the IMFFA is supported by a full-time IMFFA program and office 

manager. This staff position is paid directly by the IMF and reports to the IMFFA board 

and to IMF HRD. The staff member maintains the IMFFA member database, compiles 

and mails the electronic newsletter, prepares the monthly meetings, books event 

venues, and supports monthly events organized by IMFFA members. She is also 

responsible for answering the phone at the IMFFA office and for responding to 
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newcomers’ and members’ requests and connecting them with the appropriate person 

or department. She keeps the informational material that is on display at the IMFFA 

office stocked and up-to-date and is tasked to provide a welcoming office environment 

for IMFFA members, who want to use the facility for research or job searches. Working 

with and essentially for an annually changing group of board members and other 

volunteer activity coordinators provides a challenge for the single staff person, who is 

often pulled in many different directions. While able to provide inputs and insight based 

on her work experience, the office manager has relatively little decision-making 

authority and receives her directions from the two executive chairs while reporting to 

IMF HRD. In addition, the annual turnover of board members and potential executive 

chair leadership changes often introduce new ideas and priorities, which can turn 

providing consistent services into challenge with the limited available support staff 

hours. 

An IMF-paid career counseling professional works part-time for the IMFFA and 

provides career-oriented services for IMFFA members, which are discussed below. The 

consultant also reports to the IMFFA board and to IMF HRD and informs the IMFFA 

office about scheduled seminars and workshops for advertisement in the IMFFA 

newsletter.  

5. Overview of Current Support Services and Tools  

In general, the IMFFA offers three types of services to IMF families: Information, 

practical assistance, and emotional support, discussed in detail in the following 

sections. 

Relocation support provided by IMF HRD 

In most cases, families are given a 4-6 week window between the finalization of 

the hiring process and the staff member’s expected arrival in Washington DC. A 

standard relocation package includes the choice of covered moving expenses for a 

specified volume of personal household items or a household allowance added to the 

first paycheck to purchase household items at the new location. The IMF further 

provides relocation information for housing on the company’s intranet, which is 

password protected for the exclusive use by IMF staff. While the IMF provides an initial 
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housing allowance, it is the staff’s responsibility to find and secure housing for 

themselves. The IMF processes the paperwork for the staff’s work permit and the G4 

visa applications for spouses/domestic partners. An informational staff package 

provides instructions on how to apply for other required official documents such as 

social security number and driver’s license upon arrival.  

Post-relocation services and information provided by IMF HRD and IMFFA 

Within two weeks of arrival, IMF staff attends an on-boarding session during 

which all work and benefit-related matters are explained in great detail and during which 

the staff member meets key IMF department representatives. This is the first time that 

IMFFA representatives have an opportunity to personally introduce the organization to 

the new staff and to ask for contact information for family members. Staff members 

have the opportunity to fill out a brief form with contact information that the IMFFA can 

use to reach out to family members personally. If IMF staff does not provide this 

information and if the spouse/domestic partner does not subsequently contact the 

IMFFA, the family member cannot be added to the IMFFA database and can therefore 

not be contacted by the IMFFA.  

Among other information, the on-boarding package given to the staff member 

during the onboarding session also contains The Compass booklet. It provides 

information about the IMFFA, IMF resources, key contacts, a newcomer’s checklist, a 

list of benefits as well as information about life in Washington DC, housing, banking, 

legal and visa matters, childcare, education, health and insurance, working in the USA 

and family issues. This booklet was designed and published by IMFFA members and is 

currently available in its 3rd edition printed in 2012. 

Every 2 weeks, the IMFFA office receives a list from IMF HRD with the staff 

contact inform of all IMF newcomers who brought family members with them. This list is 

then used to contact staff to inquire about family member contact information. Together 

with the forms collected during the on-boarding session, this information is then used by 

the Newcomers Chair to reach out to family members via email, and phone if a phone 

number is provided to invite family members to a newcomers' luncheon. During this 

monthly newcomers luncheon the services of the IMFFA are introduced and newcomers 

have a chance to meet IMFFA board members and other volunteer staff. 
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Twice a year, the IMFFA organizes a spouse/partner orientation session during 

which key IMF contacts explain IMF benefits and services. 

Social support 

In addition to practical information, the IMFFA organizes a multitude of social 

activities including monthly gatherings with key industry speakers, international cooking 

groups, language classes, book clubs, yoga, cultural trips, coffee mornings, art exhibits, 

and activities for babies, toddlers, and preteens as well as a multi-organization-

sponsored teen summer program. Special events include the IMFFA fall family picnic, 

the IMFFA annual general meeting and spring luncheon, an annual IMFFA retreat at the 

organization’s Brettonwoods country club facility as well as an annual multicultural event 

with a traditional garment show. These events are mostly geared towards personal 

enrichment, learning, and meeting other IMF families in an effort to foster a sense of 

belonging, community, and support. 

Professional support services 

With the support of IMF, the IMFFA also provides career-counseling services at 

no cost to all spouses and partners of IMF staff members. A consultant provides a 

monthly orientation class with topics such as job search tips, interview procedures, 

business etiquette, and resume development. The career counselor also offers career 

assessments to evaluate the candidate’s interests, education, and skills. Career 

networking sessions are offered to discuss various topics such as business customs, 

networking, culture shock, and American business communication standards. The 

career counselor also provides information and advice on how to obtain a work 

authorization in the United States for IMF family members as well as limited relicensing 

information for professionals whose education and training differs from American 

standards and requirements compared to the professional environment in their home 

countries. 

In addition to career-oriented services, IMFFA members also have access to a 

set number of complementary coaching sessions with certified coaches who guide 

individuals to address transition issues, identify personal goals, and develop practical 

skills to achieve those goals. Complementary  family consultation services are also 



25 
 

provided free of charge to IMF families under a contract with COPE Hotline and Family 

Consultation Services in case families are experiencing difficulties with transitioning to 

their new environment, mental health issues, a need for emergency housing or are in 

need of general emotional and psychological counseling. Families can also request 

support services through a domestic abuse prevention coordinator who works with IMF 

families under a collaboration agreement with another international service organization.  

Current communication tools 

During the research phase, the IMFFA primarily uses an electronic newsletter 

that is emailed to registered IMFFA members on a bi-weekly basis. The Chronicle, a 

magazine published twice every year, highlights IMFFA programs and events. The 

magazine is distributed to the various IMF departments and is also on display in lobbies 

and other common areas at IMF headquarters. Other printed promotional and 

informational material such as The Compass, the 2012/2013 Year in Review & 

Volunteer Activities booklet, and program flyers are on display at the IMFFA office and 

are mailed to registered IMFFA members. 

Social media tools such as a private Facebook group and a closed LinkedIn 

group are used to provide group members with information; however, both social media 

outlets are infrequently used and mostly contain posts from the communication 

chairperson. 

A new website with a public front-end and private back-end was launched in 

September of 2013 but it is still too early to assess its effectiveness, especially since not 

all planned functionalities have been activated yet. Its planned interactive bulletin board 

feature promises to establish an effective, highly interactive platform to easily exchange 

IMF community information on housing, moving sales, childcare offers and requests, 

etc. 

6. IMFFA and IMF 

The IMFFA operates as an independent entity under the umbrella of IMF. It 

receives an annual budget of $60,000. The budget and additional fundraising activities 

must cover all IMFFA expenses with the exception of the office manager’s salary, the 

cost of the career services professional, office space, and utilities. The first co-executive 
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chair works across multiple IMF departments to garner support for IMFFA projects but 

stated that her requests are often pushed aside due to heavy IMF workloads and other 

IMF priorities. For example, a request submitted with IMF IT in early 2013 to release a 

web address to IMFFA so that the organization may manage their own content instead 

of having to rely on IMF staff to add IMFFA content to the IMF-managed website 

dragged out over several months and severely hindered the project’s progression. 

Another series of interactions in the spring and summer of 2013 indicated a 

certain level of disrespect for the work and mission of the IMFFA. During budget cuts in 

2008, IMF management decided to discontinue the traditional annual summer family 

picnic at the organization’s conference center. The IMFFA was not part of the decision 

making process and was simply informed about the event cancellation via email. 

Valuing this event as an important venue for IMF families to connect with each other, 

the IMFFA decided to organize a low-budget potluck picnic in lieu of the IMF-sponsored 

event. The volunteer driven efforts were met with success and the event turned out to 

be very popular with the IMF families. Subsequently, this event was organized by the 

IMFFA in a similar format for 5 consecutive years. When it became clear in the spring of 

2013 that the 2013 IMF Christmas party could not be hosted at IMF headquarters due to 

major renovation work in the building, the IMF decided to host the fall picnic in its place 

without bringing the IMFFA in on the discussion. After a decision was made, the IMFFA 

was informed accordingly only to be advised a couple of months later that the fall picnic 

was not going to be hosted by the IMF after all. 

This anecdote reflects the underlying notion of the parent organization’s 

exclusive focus on IMF matters, its detachment from IMFFA activities, and its relative 

indifference to matters that affect IMF family members. As will be highlighted later in the 

survey and interview section in this paper, this underlying disregarding mindset of the 

parent organization becomes apparent in other organizational decisions, which can 

have a profound negative impact on family members with the risk of creating 

resentment. 

In general, the noticeable lack of responsiveness from many IMF departments 

with respect to IMFFA collaboration requests has created barriers between the IMF and 

IMFFA and put the IMFFA in a “stepchild” position resulting in oppositional stances and 
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unproductive organizational politics rather than a shared interest in and focus on staff 

and staff family members’ development and well-being. The lack of cooperation results 

in unrealized opportunities for collaboration. The value of the IMFFA services provided 

to IMF families is recognized and appreciated by top management, evidenced by 

personal appearances of IMF Managing Director Christine Lagarde at major IMFFA 

functions and her personal public pledge to support the IMFFA mission. However, this 

support is not reflected in the interaction between the various IMF departments and the 

IMFFA.  
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Research Project Phase 2  
During the second research project phase, the researcher analyzed the data 

collected during events, through the online survey, and personal interviews.  

Event Observations 
Between January and November 2013, the researcher attended six IMFFA board 

meetings, a newcomers’ orientation session, a newcomers’ luncheon, the IMFFA annual 

leadership retreat, and a meeting between IMF HRD and IMFFA, which all provided rich 

opportunities for the researcher to connect with IMF families and to listen to some of 

their impressions and personal stories. In addition, after every event, the IMFFA 

routinely gathers feedback through hardcopy questionnaires, which are passed out and 

collected at the end of each event, as well as through feedback surveys, which are 

published in the respective electronic newsletter following the event. The majority of 

event responses during the observation period were positive. Especially the monthly 

open house events, which were also frequented by IMF staff, were very popular and 

depending on the event, attendance ranged from 30 to over 100 persons. For these 

events, much emphasis was placed on professional and personal development topics, 

domestic issues, and communication. 

Most other regular events such as the coffee mornings, international cooking, 

and toddler group outings are geared towards smaller groups. These events provide an 

opportunity for family members to form personal relationships. Many of these events 

currently take place at private homes. Announcements about these events are 

published in the biweekly electronic newsletter, which is sent out to all IMFFA members 

via email and which is also published on the new website. Privately sponsored events 

are advertised without addresses and only feature email contacts to protect the privacy 

of the host. Some interviewees indicated that they were hesitant to attend those events 

because they did not feel comfortable going to someone’s home if they did not already 

know the person and in some instances, interviewees stated that there was no easy 

public transportation available to attend functions held in residential areas. Some 

newcomers therefore seemed to be hesitant to take advantage of social gatherings at 

private homes. Some respondents indicated that they were more likely to attend if an 
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event was hosted at a public place like a coffee house, a library, the IMF, a museum, 

etc. 

Survey and Interviews  
The survey and interview series identified several areas of underlying or open 

discord. However, the shortcomings of certain program aspects do not lessen the in 

general high appreciation of the services that are currently provided by the Family 

Association. Especially the educational events and career development sessions are 

highly valued and well attended.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The researcher identified 4 distinctly different major themes, which she further 

investigated. 

1. Moving Needs/ Information Gap 

The two main approaches by new IMF families to prepare for the upcoming move 

indicated on the survey involved talking with other people who live or have lived in 

Washington (24) and in the United States (11), DC and to do research online (23) (see 

Figure 4, next page). Especially families, who had connections to same-culture current 

or past IMF families with Washington DC experience, benefitted greatly from being able 

Figure 4: Preparations for moving to Washington, DC 
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to ask questions about where to live, what to expect and they sometimes even received 

referrals for rental properties prior to their move. Same or similar culture connections 

proved to be helpful in figuring out logistics of housing, in pointing out potential 

challenges and possible solutions, identifying potential discrepancies in expectations 

and in finding a new support network. In general, families who indicated that they had 

talked to people who live or have lived in Washington, DC reported a shorter adjustment 

period than people who did not know any experienced expats. 

The areas where newcomers indicated in the survey that they experienced the 

most challenges in the order of significance were dealing with government services, 

finding a job, health care services, housing, the work schedule of the partner, childcare 

options, and finding friends. However, in the personal interviews, housing challenges 

(see Exhibit 1: Challenges upon arrival), in particular when associated with the lack of a 

personal credit history in the United States, were a major recurring theme and often 

associated with high stress levels.  

The experience of a family of five moving from an African country to the United 

States was one striking example of such challenges. While his wife pursued her career 

at the IMF, husband Mbele1 tended to their 3 children. Husband and wife had no credit 

history in the United States and they experienced significant difficulties finding a 

landlord, who would rent an apartment to them. The husband explained during the 

interview that “everyone here [in America] thinks Africans are crooks and since I don’t 

work, they didn’t trust me”. After their temporary housing allowance was spent, they 

moved into a Motel 6 on Ney York Avenue in Northeast Washington and lived there for 

2 months until they found an apartment in Rockville in a good school district. This 

experience has greatly affected the family’s emotional balance and their ability to 

connect positively with their new environment. 

The lack of credit history as a challenge was also mentioned during interviews in 

conjunction with car purchases and the lack of available financing for buying a home. 

Interview participants stated that they felt under-informed about the importance of 

having or establishing a U.S. credit history and that they had underestimated the 

                                            

1 Name changed to protect the privacy of the study participant 
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importance of financial liquidity during the first 2 months abroad. 4 interview participants 

also mentioned that they initially did not realize the importance of a social security 

number for a number of business transactions including setting up a bank account. 5 

spouses pointed out that their significant other was sent on mission within the first 4 

weeks upon arrival and that their affairs were not in order enough for the partner to be 

away for an extended period of time. Without the partner in town, the foreign-national 

spouse without a social security number was not able to get a phone, open a bank 

account, apply for a credit card, sign a lease, etc. 

For families traveling with children, the issue of where to live was closely tied to 

available school options for school-age children. Especially two families arriving in 

Washington, DC with high school-aged children described their challenges in figuring 

out the American school system and finding housing in suitable school districts as very 

difficult and frustrating. 

The survey and follow-up interviews indicated that initial settling in challenges 

extended beyond the Moving Phase and that families’ experiences with respect to their 

adjustment to their new environment differed greatly. Families traveling with children 

were less flexible in their responses to challenges they faced and it therefore took them 

longer on average to adjust to their new environment. Feeling adjusted in this context 

means that the respondent feels like having settled into the new environment. It does 

not mean that the individual has mastered all aspects of the new life; however, feeling 

settled assumes a certain level of contentment and interaction with the new 

environment. Perceived adjustment periods indicated in the survey ranged from 1 

month to over 1 year. 
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In comparison, the average perceived adjustment periods for IMF staff were 

shorter than for spouses (see Figure 6 and 7).  

 

2. Professional Spouses/ Domestic Partner Needs Gap 

Prior to moving to 

the United States, the vast 

majority of households 

included two incomes. 

Post move, this number 

dropped by more than half 

while the number of 

households where the 

spouse chose to not work 

professionally only 

increased by 7 

percentage points. 40% of respondents wanted to work but did not – some cited 

childcare limitations, others reported that their profession “did not easily travel with 

them” and they were not sure how their skills could be applied in the local job market.  

The spouses’ professions listed in the survey included but were not limited to 

lawyer, teacher, pediatrician, economist, tax advisor, business owner, purchasing 

manager at a bank, caterer, and entrepreneur. Some previously working spouses 

experienced that their language skills were not developed enough to work in their 

Figure 7: Spouse's adjustment period Figure 6: IMF staff adjustment period 

Figure 5: Work status of professional spouses before and after move 
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profession or that their professional skills and knowledge required re-certification or re-

licensing. Spouses who worked in generic office jobs or as economists in particular 

experienced fewer challenges in finding an adequate job.  

Individuals with common office skills looking for part-time or full-time office jobs 

provided positive feedback about the career services offered through the IMFFA. 

However, spouses who realized that their previous professional identity was simply not 

transferrable to the U.S. job market expressed frustration. One individual woman was 

particularly disheartened and explained that in her home country she had worked as a 

medical doctor with her own staff. It had taken her a long time to establish herself in her 

chosen field and she felt that being a doctor defined her as a person. When she moved 

from Africa to the United States to support her husband’s career, she was no longer 

able to pursue her own career. It was cost-prohibitive for her to go back to medical 

school in America and she was not interested in starting over in a completely different 

field. 18 months after moving to Washington, D.C., she was still struggling to define her 

new identity and she was just waiting for the day until she could “finally return home”. 

3. Gender Gap 

The online survey investigated 

the demographics of IMFFA family 

members as a first point of reference. 

Only 3.51% of the survey respondents 

indicated that they were male. It is 

therefore not surprising that the IMFFA 

is a female-dominated group that is 

very in tune with family issues and 

needs. Due to the composition of its 

members, the organization views 

many issues from a distinct female perspective.  

In the context of an obvious gender gap within the IMFFA membership, the 

IMFFA board is aware that the percentage of trailing male spouses is slowly growing 

and that none of the small group activities currently cater specifically to male interests. 

Even though none of the small group activities are exclusively offered to female 

Figure 6: Gender of survey respondents 
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members, activities such as crafts, book club, and cooking classes are rarely attended 

by men. In comparison, larger IMFFA events observed by the researcher generally had 

slightly more than 10% male attendees. The Men’s Group chair is currently vacant and 

no new candidate has been identified at this point to fill this position. In the past, that 

committee had organized sporting event outings for families. 

4. Possible Internal Cultural Gap between IMF and IMFFA 

In contrast to the foremost female-led environment of the IMFFA, the composition 

of the current IMF management team places the organization at the opposite end of the 

spectrum. Of the 31 senior official positions listed in the IMF’s website only 5 positions 

are currently held by women (“Senior Officials of the IMF,” n.d.). A photograph of IMF 

management staff that was displayed on the ground floor at IMF headquarters prior to 

most recent renovation work depicted 6 women in a group of more than 60 men. These 

data points may be an indicator for a significant gender imbalance within the ranks of 

the IMF, at least with respect to past hires at upper management levels. 

Since the Family Association is operating under the umbrella of the male-

dominated culture of the parent organization, at times issues are assessed from very 

different and often clashing perspectives. Topics such as domestic abuse, spousal 

rights in conjunction with separation or divorce cases, or the right of spouses and 

domestic partners to work at the IMF are recurring themes of passionate discussion 

during board meetings and during IMFFA sponsored events. The current IMF culture 

takes a highly conservative, traditional, and territorial stance on these issues, while the 

IMFFA is strongly advocating women’s rights and equality.  

During the personal interviews, many interviewees expressed that they 

appreciated the services provided by the IMFFA but that they felt very disconnected and 

in some cases shut out by the IMF. Family members described the IMF as being family-

unfriendly in its employer role (“They [the IMF] don’t care about us [the family]” - quote 

from interviewee #19; “Lack of understanding from the IMF” - comment from survey 

#69), even though the IMF staff’s opportunity for career advancement is nevertheless 

appreciated. During the personal interviews, respondents mentioned that they felt that 

the IMFFA was actively trying to present their interests but they did not see that much 

progress was made to change the status quo.  
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Information that concerns the entire family unit, such as access to benefit 

information and dissemination of general information is limited to the IMF is thereby 

assigning the employee a gatekeeper role and is not communicating with spouses or 

domestic partners at all. In fact, upon request by the researcher, IMF HRD was not able 

to produce a comprehensive list of past or current IMF family members.  

The IMFFA first executive chair stated that the IMF has taken steps to increase 

their female ratio by proactively encouraging potential female candidates to apply for 

new job openings and IMF HRD is taking constructive criticism of work-life imbalance 

more seriously and is considering program changes. 

 
 

  



36 
 

Figure 7: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Research Project Phase 3 

Analysis and Identification of Issues 
A model that proved to be very 

insightful with respect to breaking down the 

acculturation process is the psychologist 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Theory. Maslow's theory suggests that the 

lowest level of needs must be met before an 

individual is ready to focus on secondary or 

higher level needs. As long as an individual or 

a group still has unmet needs at the lowest 

level, life feels like being in constant survival mode. In the context of this study, this 

means that the most basic needs such as housing, daily needs, and a sense of order 

and safety must be met before the family is ready to address social, esteem and self-

expression needs. 

The researcher put the basic concepts of Lysgaard’s U-Curve of Adjustment (see 

Figure 2) and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 7) together and based on the 

collected data, she developed an acculturation timeline for this case study (see Figure 

8). She found that the typical transition process can be broken down into three distinct 

phases: 

1. Preparing for the Move Phase 

2. Moving Phase 

3. Settling in Phase 

 

The sample acculturation timeline displayed in Figure 8 (next page) is relatively 

typical, but naturally, each individual family’s timeline looks different based on their 

particular circumstances.  

In general, the researcher found, that families, who had more time to settle one’s 

affairs in the home country and to gather necessary information about the upcoming 

moving process, experienced less stress and a shorter moving and initial settling in 
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Figure 8: Acculturation Timeline template for IMFFA family members 

phase. The better prepared the family was and the more practical support they were 

given, the easier it was for them to settle in. 

 

The researcher also found that the Moving Phase is a very critical time period 

and that the level of difficulty of finding adequate housing and meeting basic daily needs 

affects the emotional attitude and the subsequent Settling-in Phase. The longer the 

Moving Phase lasted and the more stress the family experienced during the first several 

weeks at the new location, the more negative the new environment was perceived by 

the family bringing about the risk of acculturation failure. The Moving Phase is also a 

time when it is most difficult to get the family’s attention to think about anything beyond 

taking care of the immediate daily needs. Families with children usually experience less 

of a “honeymoon phase” (green) if at all and may feel immediate pressure to take care 

of the most basic needs related to setting up a homestead abroad (red and orange 

phase). The length of the Moving Phase will affect the ability to form adequate social 

networks and a very long and stressful Moving Phase may ultimately delay or hinder the 

potential achievement of self-actualization in the new environment as was evident in 

Mbele’s account of his family’s experiences in his interview. 
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As the IMFFA and possibly the IMF are considering adjustments of their offered 

support services for family members and staff, it will be helpful to take a family’s 

expected progression along this timeline into consideration and to tailor programs 

according to a family’s acculturation readiness profile (see next section, Figure 9). 

Profiling and Analysis of Participants and their Respective Needs 
In order to identify relevant differentiators relating to the acculturation process, 

the researcher analyzed field notes, the online survey, and the interviews for stress 

factors. She then created a list of stressors that showed an impact on the family’s 

resilience and ultimately the ability to adjust to the new environment. As a general rule, 

the researcher found that the compounding effect of multiple stress-increasing factors 

significantly hindered the acculturation process and made it more difficult for families to 

settle in, while high stress reduction scores indicate readiness to adapt to the new 

environment. Based on the identified stressor, the researcher developed the 

Acculturation Readiness Index.  
 

The chart in Figure 9 represents the completed profile for Francois2, a French 

man in his late 20ies, who moved to D.C. from Berlin together with his German wife. 

                                            

2 Name changed to protect the privacy of the study participant 

Figure 9: Example of Acculturation Readiness Profile 
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The two had about 2 months to plan the move. During the interview, Francois indicated 

that he was excited about his upcoming enrollment in a long-distance learning Master’s 

program in economics while his wife worked at the IMF. His wife’s pay grade improved 

with the move and they quickly found an apartment in Adams Morgan. Most of his 

acculturation readiness factors scored high and fell on the stress reducing side of the 

scale. He did not experience any major upsets and settled in quickly and easily. Based 

on the chart shown in Figure 9, Francois scored an Adaptation Readiness Level of 30. 

Compare that to Mbele, the family father from Zimbabwe, who scored on the lower end 

of the scale with 14. 

This relatively simple acculturation readiness assessment tool can be used to 

triage newcomer families and to potentially identify at-risk families based on their 

individual profile.  

Identified Issues and Recommended Solutions 
IMF family members require specific information and access to relevant social 

networks that match their individual needs as they arise in order to alleviate certain 

stress factors during the acculturation process. IMF HRD and IMFFA have distinctively 

different responsibilities and play different roles in providing information and facilitating 

support from the IMF expat community during the transition process of IMF families. It is 

only through collaboration between both entities that the needs of IMF families can be 

adequately met.  

1. Timing of information/contact/ risk of missing families 

Marketing research has shown that most people need to hear a new message 

between 5 to 7 times before they start to relate to it and it prompts them to act on it. A 

family member may have seen printed information about the IMFFA during the 

Preparation Phase if it was sent as part of the IMF Welcome Package; however, rarely 

has the IMFFA received any inquiries about services or general questions from families 

in their Preparation Phase. Another contact opportunity arises upon arrival through the 

IMF on-boarding session for the IMF staff. Ideally, the IMF staff will register the family 

member with the IMFFA during this introductory session and the spouse will then 

receive a phone call or email from the Welcoming Committee chairperson with an 
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invitation to a newcomers luncheon. Alternatively, the IMF staff brings information home 

and the family member can then register with the IMFFA.  

What is truly disconcerting, however, is the possibility that newcomer families 

may fall through the cracks during the intake procedure. About every 2 weeks, IMF HRD 

provides the IMFFA with a list of new staff members who are bringing family to 

Washington, DC. The IMFFA therefore knows when IMF newcomers are in town. 

However, the Family Association only receives internal contact information for the IMF 

staff. If the IMF staff does not close the loop by either registering the family during the 

on-boarding session or after being prompted by an email or phone invitation through the 

IMFFA or if the family member does not register with the IMFFA, the IMFFA will not be 

able to reach family members directly. If the IMF staff is unresponsive after a couple of 

communication attempts by the IMFFA staff during the Moving Phase, the IMFFA 

Newcomers committee chair usually puts the staff information aside and this family will 

no longer be contacted and will therefore not receive any future IMFFA information 

including the newsletter. 

Additionally, according to the Acculturation Timeline Model, the first two weeks 

upon arrival in Washington, DC is not the best time to introduce the IMFFA for the first 

time since any information that does not directly relate to the challenges of the Moving 

Phase is less likely to be absorbed by IMF staff or IMF family members. Any well-

intended offering of volunteer opportunities will more likely create opposition rather than 

interest at that time because rather than seeing volunteering at the IMFFA as an 

opportunity it is more likely to be interpreted as a burden.  

Recommendation:  

• Collect all family data as part as completing the hiring process 

• Offer same or similar-cultural mentor pairing during preparation 
phase 

The IMF HRD intake process could easily include the collection of all relevant 

data of the new IMF staff and family members by completing a respective family profile 

form as a standard procedure. This would ensure that all families are accounted for. If 

someone is not interested in receiving any information from the IMFFA and wants to 

keep personal data private, they can be given the choice to opt out of the IMFFA 
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membership. The respective form could be made available online with a direct link to a 

database or it could be provided as an electronic or hard copy form. This intake process 

could then also be used to request mentoring assistance provided by same- or similar-

culture IMFFA volunteers, who could potentially be introduced as early as in the 

preparation phase.  

Communication touch-points should be initiated by the IMFFA at least once at 

the beginning each phase. While all important information that may be relevant to 

newcomers should be readily available at all times – which is now an option through the 

new IMFFA website – specific information or services can easily be highlighted at the 

beginning of a new phase to assist the families with breaking the transition process into 

manageable tasks. 

A database-driven backend to the new website can facilitate IMFFA member 

management and streamline contacting processes. In addition, it will allow the IMFFA to 

gain a better understanding of the demographics of IMF families and prepare for and 

cater specifically to individual groups. Simple off-the-shelf stay-in-touch tools can assist 

with pushing out customized information, e.g. contacting all families with teenagers to 

consider participating in the teen summer program, alerting families with pre-school 

children about special events geared towards youngsters. 

2. Difficult Moving Phase for families traveling with children 

As highlighted in the Moving Needs Gap section, families relocating with children 

face additional challenges and greatly benefit from a fast transition into an orderly, 

routine-based environment. Temporary accommodations in hotels are harder on 

families with very young children or school-age children, while couples may be able to 

cope better with finding their own housing and staying at a hotel for a while. Two “old-

timer” families mentioned independently from each other that in the past, IMF families 

used to be offered temporary housing at a specific property in Washington, DC that was 

owned by the IMF. This “landing pad” allowed newcomers to easily connect with others 

in the same situation. The IMF has since sold the property and instead only offers a 

cash allowance for newcomers. 
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Recommendation:  

• Offer short-term furnished rentals in a contracted apartment complex 

• Recommend proven, specialized realtors in DC, Maryland and 
Virginia  

Uncertainty and the initial stress of finding temporary housing can be eliminated 

by pre-negotiated lease agreements via the IMF at a suitable property at a central 

location with access to public transportation for a certain number of furnished 

apartments serving as temporary accommodations for newcomers may. In addition to 

providing a “housing portal” and offering a built-in support system through other families 

in the building who experience a similar transition, this solution would serve as a 

warmer welcome for incoming families than the mere allocation of a cash allowance. 

Moreover, this approach may even prove to be more cost-effective if managed properly. 

Alternatively, a mentor could help the newcomer family to identify a suitable area for the 

family’s particular needs prior to or shortly after the move. A pre-approved realtor could 

then be called in to assist with finding long-term housing.  

3. Current services assume knowledge of English 

Currently, all communication tools are available in English only. The majority of 

trailing IMF spouses speaks adequate English, however, two persons responding to the 

survey indicated in their native tongue that they did not understand English well enough 

to read and respond to the questions. The native languages in these instances were 

Arabic and Hindu. This suggests a potentially greater need for basic English classes. 

Recommendation:  

• Offer regular English classes 
Regularly offered basic English classes, potentially in collaboration with the 

World Bank, will provide newcomers with lacking English skills a logical entry point to 

the new culture. The program should be advertised in all languages on a generic flyer 

and especially offered to families who indicated on the intake form that trailing family 

members did not speak English. 
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4. Program offerings are “pyramid top-heavy” 

Many of the monthly events that are offered by the IMFFA have a strong self-

actualization and self-improvement factor. This also applies to other small group 

activities such as book club, craft classes, and cooking classes. Several people 

expressed on the survey and in the interviews that they would like to see more 

opportunities for casual, no-agenda get-togethers at different, public transportation- 

accessible places with consideration for people living in Southern Maryland, the District, 

and Northern Virginia. 

Recommendation:  

• Provide more opportunities for IMF community building 
Create a community board on the log-in protected part of the IMFFA website 

where members can easily organize casual meetings at public places in the fashion of 

internal meet-up groups. In addition, this community board can be used by departing 

families to offer items for sale that they cannot or don’t want to take with them, where 

IMF families can post requests for certain items, teenager can offer babysitting services 

or where people can simply exchange information. This website forum should be 

advertised regularly in the electronic newsletters.  

5. Career support services focus on office jobs 

The IMFFA career services consultant has received many praises in the survey 

and during interviews from people who were interested in finding office jobs. Other 

career services such as resume evaluations and American business etiquette were also 

highly appreciated. However, people with specific professional backgrounds or people, 

who had to reconstruct their career aspirations, did not feel that their needs were 

sufficiently met. 

Possible solution:  

• Offer more customized assistance with professional transitions 
Currently, there seems to be a strong emphasis on supporting and promoting 

office job placements, in particular with sister organizations of the IMF. However, this 

should not be the exclusive focus of the career services and more support may have to 

be offered for job seekers, who need to reassess their career options and think outside 
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of their past professional career experiences. The currently underutilized individual 

coaching services may be able to fill a void here if promoted appropriately. 

A trial phase in the form of short-term contracts under which a limited number of 

spouses would be able to work in departments that are unrelated to their family 

member’s area of responsibility may provide data points for a reassessment of the 

policy that spouses of IMF employees cannot be hired at the IMF.  

6. IMF family members feel like an “appendix” 

During the personal interviews, interviewees indicated that they felt that the IMF 

did not care about the families at home and that the organization was only focused on 

IMF needs and respective staff performance. The IMF is currently not communicating 

directly with spouses or domestic partners even though they are the ones who most 

often manage the health care plans and other benefits as part of their household jobs. 

As one interviewee stated: “The IMF sees and treats us [the family] as an appendix. I 

came to the United States to support my husband’s career at the IMF. I made a lot of 

sacrifices but my support is not appreciated by the organization and in a way even 

discouraged.”  

Likewise, sending the IMF staff on mission before the family has moved into 

long-term housing will most likely create a sense of abandonment on the spouse’s end 

and will increase the feeling of isolation and the family’s stress level.  

Recommendation:  

• Invite family members to attend those parts of the staff-mandatory 
on-boarding sessions that are relevant to them. 

• If possible, do not send staff on mission until the family has moved 
into long-term housing and has put all their U.S. required 
documentation in order. 

A respective approach would acknowledge the family unit and that family 

members play an important role in the life of the staff. This would be an active step 

towards creating a better work-life balance at the IMF and treating the new IMF families 

as a team. The twice a year spouse/partner orientation session would no longer be 

necessary because family members would receive the same or similar information 
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during the on-boarding sessions at a time when the information is most relevant. Unless 

a newcomer happens to catch the next available spouse/partner orientation within the 

first 4 weeks after arrival, the family member is most likely already familiar with the 

information presented during the orientation session and the meeting is essentially 

superfluous. 

 

Limitations and Research Challenges 
The most glaring weakness of the IMFFA program structure also revealed a 

crucial limitation of this study. Since the researcher was only able to contact the 500 

families, who were registered in the IMFFA database, she missed the voices and 

opinions of non-IMFFA families, who either chose to not register or who may not even 

be aware of the IMFFA’s purpose and the services the Family Association offers. 

Secondly, the study only includes the voices of family members, who understand and 

speak English fairly well, which may leave out another substantial group of study 

subjects.  

Organizational politics at the IMF made access to data very difficult. Even though 

the study was approved and endorsed by the IMF, it was not actively supported outside 

of the IMFFA. Some of the data such as the total number of foreign-national families, 

who are currently working for the IMF and who are living in the Washington metropolitan 

area, could not be verified by the IMF Human Resources Department nor was the IMF 

HR Department able to provide a comprehensive list of all foreign-national staff and 

their families. 

Due to the complex nature of the study and the fact that it could only be carried 

out on a part-time basis, the study took a long time to complete. The IMFFA is a 

dynamic learning organization, that changes and reinvents itself on a continuous basis. 

As the researcher was able to identify issues and reported them back to the IMFFA 

board to verify findings, subsequent discussions often triggered IMFFA strategy and 

course corrections along the way and some of the issues described in the previous 

sections are already in the process of changing. However, even in consideration of 

these limitations and challenges, the study resulted in a new model and an innovative 
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assessment tool with the potential to be utilized beyond this study. Many of the personal 

stories confirmed prior third-party research and the concepts that the researcher 

identified in Phase 1. 

 

Conclusion 
As already stated in this study, the mission of the IMFFA is to “create an 

environment for personal and professional support, socializing, and learning” (IMF 

Family Association, 2013) through “cultural, social, educational, and career-related 

activities” (IMF Family Association, 2012, p. 5). The IMF and the IMFFA are already 

applying many important means to ease the transition and adaptation process of 

foreign-national families moving to Washington, DC mainly by providing relevant 

information, practical assistance, and emotional support. The IMFFA in particular 

provides valuable socialization opportunities for expatriates to foster in-group support as 

well as opportunities to experience and learn about the host culture. 

However, IMF HRD and the IMFFA are missing important opportunities to 

collaborate more effectively with respect to comprehensive, need-based assistance 

provided to IMF staff and their families. Minor process changes can make a significant 

difference in how newcomer families perceive their new environment during and after 

their move. Those adjustments have the potential to effectively support a successful 

assignment completion and a positive consideration of potential extension options. A 

mere change in the in-take procedure to allow the IMFFA to provide services and 

information at critical times would make a significant difference in the lives of future 

newcomer families. A reinstatement of the mentor program would promote a closer-knit 

IMF community and have a positive impact on the work-life balance for IMF employees 

and their family members. 

The new IMFFA website offers many new opportunities to provide a wealth of 

information for newcomers while they are still in the Preparation Phase of their move. It 

has the potential play an important part a vibrant and supportive IMF community. 

However, without the support and collaboration through the IMF and in particular the 

IMF HR Department, and specifically the integration of the IMFFA in the new hire in-
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take process, the Family Association will not be able to apply its tools and services to 

their full potential. 

An expansion of this study through the utilization of the IMF’s full HR database to 

include all current IMF families in this study would eliminate a major study limitation by 

being able to investigate whether an expanded participant pool would alter the research 

outcome or whether it would confirm and further solidify the identified issues. A study of 

the acculturation process of the next generations of newcomers over a longer period of 

time would be highly beneficial to further test the theories and to verify whether certain 

program adjustments indeed have the intended and anticipated effects.  

This research project was only able to scratch the surface of the very complex 

issue of integrating culturally diverse families in a new environment. The project is 

taking a step towards a practical integration of communication, cultural studies, and 

applied management principles in an attempt to identify and overcome cultural barriers 

at a larger communal scale. Further research will be necessary for the development of 

expanded integrative frameworks that may lead to the development of additional 

valuable tools for international decision makers and valuable principles to improve 

cross-cultural interaction within local multi-national communities. 
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Executive Summary of IMFFA Acculturation Study 
 
Acculturation refers to the ability to adapt to a new environment through emotional and 
behavioral changes experienced and exhibited by people who have been in contact with 
culturally dissimilar people, groups, and social influences over an extended period of 
time. The inability to adapt to a new environment is generally associated with 
withdrawal, an inability to communicate effectively with other people, and 
discontentment, which in severe cases can lead to physical symptoms and mental 
health issues. 
 
The mission of the IMFFA is to create an environment for personal and professional 
support, socializing, and learning through cultural, social, educational, and career-
related activities. On average, the IMFFA supports 500 IMF families in Washington, DC 
annually by providing: 

• Information   through orientation material, a bi-weekly newsletter, a Facebook 
group, a LinkedIn group and a newly created website 

• Practical assistance   through career development services, coaching 
programs, networking opportunities and educational events 

• Emotional support   through social activities, emergency hotlines 

 
A successful acculturation process of IMF family members is important because 
research shows that stress causes physical and mental health symptoms, which trigger 
a negative home-work spillover effect whereas well-adjusted families have a positive 
effect on employees and the perceived work-life balance. 
 
Acculturation Stressors 
 
The study identified particular stress-increasing and stress-reducing factors affecting the 
acculturation readiness of foreign-national IMF newcomer families: 

• Level of preparedness for the move 
• Previous foreign culture exposure 
• Cultural similarity between home country and the United States 
• English skills 
• Length of time required to find adequate housing 
• Transferability of spouse’s profession 
• Perceived quality of new life 
• # of weeks IMF staff does not travel upon arrival 
• # of children traveling with the family 
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The compounding effect of multiple stress-increasing factors significantly hinders the 
acculturation process and makes it more difficult for families to settle in, while high 
stress reduction scores indicate readiness to adapt to the new environment. 
 
High stress levels during an extended transition period prior to finding permanent 
housing will greatly affect a family’s emotional balance and the ability to connect 
positively with the new environment. 
 
 

Identified issues with current IMF/IMFFA procedures: 

• Current point of contact/information too late (after arrival) 
• Lack of check-up system for “missing” families 
• Apparent unmet needs for social networking 
• All communication assumes more than basic knowledge of English  
• Career support services geared too heavily towards office jobs 
• IMF appears to treat family members as “appendix” 

 

Recommendations: 

• Integration of IMFFA in in-take process of new foreign-national hires 
• Implementation of family in-take form 
• Integration of family members in on-boarding sessions 
• Reinstatement of buddy/mentor program 
• Practical assistance with housing through pre-negotiated apartment leases 
• Advertisement and provision of access to regular basic English classes  
• Improvement of assistance with professional transitions 

 
 

Proposed new tool: 
 
A specifically designed family member intake form and questionnaire can easily assess 
and estimate the acculturation readiness level of an individual family in order to identify 
potential at-risk families based on their particular circumstances. This would enable the 
IMFFA to easily customize readily available support services to facilitate the moving and 
settling in process of incoming families. 
 
 



50 
 

Limitations of the study: 

• Data access limited to families registered with IMFFA 
• English-only survey 
• Organizational access 
• Data no verified by IMF HRD 

 

Conclusion: 

Minor, low-cost changes relating to the current intake process will enable the IMFFA to 
provide services and information at critical times. Modified communication patterns and 
tools have the potential to positively impact how newcomer families encounter and 
perceive their new environment during and after their move to Washington, DC and how 
well the families adjust to their new environment.  

The desired outcome is an improved work-life balance perception of IMF staff and IMF 
family members. Ultimately, the proposed solutions can increase the probability for an 
efficacious transition of foreign-national IMF family members to the Washington DC 
metropolitan area and lead to improved staff performance and an increased percentage 
of successful IMF staff assignments. 
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60 
 

Online survey research procedure disclosure and content form 
 

Study of the acculturation process of family members, who are accompanying  

foreign-national IMF employees during their assignments in Washington, D.C. 

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

This survey is conducted as part of a research project, which is carried out through George 

Mason University and which has been endorsed by the IMF and IMFFA. The survey relates to a 

study of the effectiveness of different support services for family members of non-American IMF 

employees prior to and during their spouse’s/partner’s employment at the IMF headquarters in 

Washington, D.C.  

 

PARTICIPATION 

You will be asked to fill out a short anonymous online survey about your experiences associated 

with moving to the Washington, D.C. area as an IMF spouse/partner. It will take you about 10 

minutes to complete the survey.  

 

RISKS 

There are no risks associated with participating in this survey. The participation is completely 

voluntary. You are allowed to leave any sections blank if you do not want to answer certain 

questions. You may withdraw from the study at any time for any reason. Refusing to complete 

and/or continue the survey will have no effect on any future services you may receive from the 

IMFFA or other benefits, which you are entitled to receive. There are no costs to you or any 

other party. 

 

BENEFITS 

After completing the survey and providing an independent third party with your contact 

information, you will be eligible to participate in a drawing. During this drawing, one participant in 

the study will be selected randomly on October 31, 2013 to receive a $75 Amazon gift 

certificate. Other than the opportunity to enter this drawing, there are no direct benefits to you 

for participating in this survey. However, your participation is crucial in the effort to assess 

currently provided support services and to identify services and tools to make the transition 

process to a new environment easier for family members accompanying foreign-national 

employees on their job assignments in another country. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

The data collection of this study is anonymous. The data you provide will not be used for any 

purpose other than this study. At the end of the survey, you have the option to provide your 

contact information and to indicate if you are interested in participating in an additional personal 

interview. This section is also voluntary and can be left blank. None of the survey responses will 

be linked to the contact information if such is provided by the participant.  

 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Friderike Butler at George Mason University. She may be 

reached at fbutler2@gmu.edu for questions or to report a research-related issue. You may also 

contact the faculty advisor Dr. Catherine Cramton at ccramton@gmu.edu or the George Mason 

University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or 

comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. This research has been 

reviewed and approved according to George Mason University procedures governing your 

participation in this research. 

 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/IMF_Study_Acculturation_IMF_Family_M

embers
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Interview Disclosure and Consent Form 
 

GEORGE MASON UNIVERSITY 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM AND INTERVIEW PROCEDURE DISCLOSURE 

 
Study of the acculturation process of family members, who are 

accompanying foreign-national IMF employees during their assignments in 
Washington, D.C. 

 
RESEARCH PROCEDURE 
This interview is part of a research project, which is carried out through George Mason 

University and which has been endorsed by the IMF and IMFFA. The questions that will 

be asked during the interview will be used to assess the effectiveness of current support 

services for family members of foreign-national IMF employees prior to and during a 

deployment to the IMF headquarters in the District of Columbia.  

 
PARTICIPATION 
You will be asked to answer a series of questions about your personal background and 

about your experiences associated with moving to the Washington, D.C. area as an IMF 

spouse/partner. There are no costs to you or any other party. The interview can take 

anywhere between 30 minutes and 1 hour depending on your availability and your 

willingness to share information with the interviewer. 

 
RISKS 
There are no risks associated with participating in this survey. The participation is 

completely voluntary. You are asked to provide truthful information. You can decline any 

questions that you do not want to answer. You may withdraw from the interview at any 

time for any reason. Refusing to answer questions and/or withdrawing from the 

interview will have no effect on any future services you may receive from the IMFFA or 

other benefits that you are entitled to receive. 
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BENEFITS 
After completing the interview, you will be eligible to participate in a drawing. During this 

drawing, one participant in the interview series will be selected randomly on October 31, 

2013 to receive a $75 Amazon gift certificate. Other than the opportunity to enter this 

drawing, there are no direct benefits to you for participating in this survey. However, 

your participation is crucial in the effort to assess currently provided support services 

and to identify services and tools to make the transition process to a new environment 

easier for family members accompanying foreign-national employees on their job 

assignments in another country. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The data in this study will be kept strictly confidential. The information you provide will 

not be used for any purpose other than this study and your name will not appear in any 

public report. No names or other identifiers will be placed on the interview notes or other 

research data.  

 
CONTACT 
This research is being conducted by Friderike Butler at George Mason University. She 

may be reached at fbutler2@gmu.edu for questions or to report a research-related 

issue. You may also contact the faculty advisor Dr. Catherine Cramton at 

ccramton@gmu.edu or the George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & 

Assurance at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as 

a participant in the research. 

This research has been reviewed and approved according to George Mason 
University procedures governing your participation in this research.  

 

I, (print name) 
_________________________________________________have read this consent 
form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I agree to participate 
in this study.  
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______________________________________________    

______________________ 

Participant’s signature       Date/ Time 

 
A copy of this consent form will be given to the participant. 
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Online Survey Questions 
1. Are you a spouse or partner of someone who has worked or is currently working at 

the IMF in Washington, D.C.? 
□ Yes  □ No 

If YES, survey will continue. 

If NO, the survey will be terminated. 

 

2. What is your country of origin?  _____________________________________ 
 

3. What age group describes you best? 
□ 21-30 years 

□ 31-40 years 

□ 41-50 years 

□ 51-65 years 

□ 66-75 years 

□ older than 75 years 

 

4. Please indicate your gender. 
□ female 

□ male 

 

 

5. Did you work professionally before moving to Washington, D.C.? 
□ Yes  □ No 

 

If YES, survey will continue. 

If NO, skip to question 7. 

 

6. What type of professional work did you do before you moved to Washington, D.C.? 
I worked as a _______________________________ 

 

7. How many children are living in your household? 
□ 0  => Skip to question 9 
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□ 1 

□ 2  

□ 3  

□ 4 

□ 5 or more 

 

8. Based on your observations, how long did it take your child(ren) to adjust to their 
new life in the United States? 

□ 1 month 

□ 3 months 

□ 6 months 

□ 9 months 

□ 1 year 

□ still not adjusted after more than 1 year 

□ I don’t know  

 

9. Based on your observations, how long did it take your IMF-working spouse/partner 
to adjust to life in the United States? 

□ 1 month 

□ 3 months 

□ 6 months 

□ 9 months 

□ 1 year 

□ still not adjusted after more than 1 year 

□ I don’t know  

 

10. How long did it take you to adjust to living in the United States? 
□ 1 month 

□ 3 months 

□ 6 months 

□ 9 months 

□ 1 year 
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□ still not adjusted after more than 1 year 

□ I don’t know  

 

11. Where do you currently live? 
□ In Washington D.C. 

□ In a mixed small town community 

□ In a mixed suburban residential area 

□ In an ethnic neighborhood in Washington D.C. 

□ In an ethnic neighborhood in Virginia/Maryland 

□ Other: __________________________________ 

 

12. How do you feel about living at your current location in the United States? 
Choose the statement that best describes your feelings. 

□ It feels like home       

 □ I feel accepted and enjoy myself   

□ I feel neither at home nor out of place    

□ I feel uncomfortable       

  

Why? Please explain: __________________________________________ 

 

13. What did you do in preparation for your move to Washington DC? 
Select all statements that apply to you. 

□ Read guide books   

□ Took English classes 

□ Talked with other people who have lived in Washington D.C. 

□ Talked with other people who have lived in the United States 

□ Talked with other people who have lived in other countries  

□ Internet research  

□ I did not do anything special to prepare myself. 

□ Other  ______________________________________ 
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14.  What type of challenges did you/your family experience when moving to DC? 
Please indicate the level of difficulty for each item: 

1 = very difficult, 2 = difficult, 3 = only difficult at first, 4 = not difficult at all, 5 = 

does not apply) 

 

housing   

health care (doctors, dentists, etc.) 

dealing with government services 

(driver’s license, tax ID card, etc.) 

understanding the language 

understanding the culture 

finding stores selling familiar food 

finding friends 

finding a job 

finding something interesting to do

 education choices for children/adults 

child care options  

worry about personal safety 

financial challenges/cost of living 

work schedule of partner 

Other  _____________________ 

 

 

15. Looking back to when you first arrived, what could have made your transition easier? 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 

 

16. Do you currently work outside the home? 
□ Yes  □ No 

 

If YES, proceed with Question 19. 

If NO, proceed with Question 17. 

. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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17.  Are you interested in working professionally during your stay in Washington D.C.? 
□ Yes  □ No 

 

If YES, proceed with Question 18. 

If NO, proceed with Question 19. 

 

18. How difficult do you think it will be for you to find a job in Washington D.C.? 
□ very difficult 

□ difficult 

□ I am not sure 

□ relatively easy 

□ very easy 

 

19. What information provided to you by the IMF/IMFFA was helpful to you and your 
family when you moved to Washington, D.C.? 
Please indicate the level of helpfulness for each item: 

1 = very helpful, 2 = helpful, 3 = helpful but not relevant, 4 = not at all helpful, 

5 = did not receive any information 

 

housing options   

health care information 

government services  

social networks 

career development 

volunteer opportunities  

education for children/adults 

child care options  

social activities 

family counseling 

professional coaching 

Other  _______________ 

  

1 2 3 4 5 
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20. Please indicate the number of times you participated in any IMF/IMFFA sponsored 
events: 

 

 

 

IMF staff on-boarding session 

IMF Christmas party 

IMFFA spouse/partner 

welcome session 

IMFFA bi-annual orientation 

session 

IMFFA annual picnic  

IMFFA monthly open houses

  

IMFFA social activities 

IMFFA job search services 

IMFFA career and transitioning 

coaching 

IMFFA Happy Hour 

IMFFA AGM and spring luncheon 

IMFFA language classes 

IMFFA cultural trips 

Other: _______________________ 

 

 

21. How did you find out about IMF/IMFFA services? 
(choose 1 or 2 answers at the most) 

□ from my spouse/partner 

□ IMF website  

□ IMFFA newsletter  

□ IMFFA Chronicle 

0 1 2 3 4
 and 
more 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     



71 
 

□ IMFFA compass 

□ word of mouth 

□ I am not at all familiar with the IMFFA 

 

(if last answer is chosen, move to 26) 

 

22. How easy was it for you to find information about IMF/IMFFA services? 
□ very easy 

□ easy  

□ had to search/ask around for a little while  

□ very difficult 

 

 

23. Are you an IMFFA member?   
□ Yes  □ No 
 

24. Do you receive regular emails from the IMFFA?  
□ Yes  □ No 

 

25. Have you volunteered at the IMFFA?  
Please choose the answer that best describes your situation. 
□ Yes, I volunteer regularly  

□ Yes, I volunteer occasionally to support certain activities 

□ No 

 

LAST PAGE: 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey! Your time and effort are greatly 

appreciated. Your answers will help to identify information and support tools that are 

most effective in helping foreign-national families with their transition process to a 

new life in the United States! 
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To participate in the drawing for the $50 gift certificate, please leave your contact 

information in this response box (email, telephone number). This contact 
information box is not linked to any of the survey questions to ensure that the 
anonymity of the survey is protected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you are also interested in participating in a 30-60 minute interview that can 

be scheduled at your convenience, please contact the researcher at 

fbutler2@gmu.edu or via phone at 703-599-9079.  

 

IMF family members (spouses and partners) participating in the interview 

series will be eligible to enter in a second gift certificate drawing. 

 

 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

Additional interview questions 
 

26. When did you learn to speak English?  
 

27. When did you move to Washington, D.C.? 
 

28. Is your stay in Washington limited? 
 

29. What did you expect of your stay in Washington D.C. before your move? 
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30. Do your experiences meet your expectations? 
 

31. What are some highlights of your stay in the Washington D.C. area so far? 
 

32. What is your religious affiliation? 
 

33. Have you been actively involved in a religious/spiritual community in your home 
country?  
 

34. Are you actively involved in a religious/spiritual community in the United States? 
How? 

 

35. Are you socially involved with any other groups/other individuals? How? 
 

36. How did you find out about/meet other people? 
 

37. Where do you find your most important support and companionship? 
 

38. Who do you turn to when you experience challenges in your daily life? 
 

39. Has your relationship with your spouse changed since moving to Washington, D.C.? 
How? 

 

40. Has your relationship with your child(ren) changed since moving to Washington, D.C.? 
How? 
 

41. Do other family members live in your household? 
 

42. How satisfied are you with your life in the Washington D.C. area? 
 

43. Given the opportunity, would you stay in Washington, D.C. or leave? Why? 
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Letter of Agreement IMF/IMFFA
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