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1.

Introduction

As a result of rapid industrialization and the

development of high technology, job relocation
has become a common phenomenon in western
societies. Based on the 197S1977 US Annual
Housing Surveys, it was estimated that about
800,000 household heads were relocated annually
by their employers, which indicates that the rate
of relocations has doubled since the early 1960s
(Sell 1983). The Institute of Manpower Studies
(IMS 1987) recently reported that every year in
thc UK, 250,000 employees move as a consequence of their work.
While undoubtedly ‘job moves’ involving
geographical relocations are important life events
and are likely to be stressful, surprisingly little
research has been done on this topic. Although
Brctt (1980) has made an excellcnt effort to
intcgrate the multidisciplinary research on the
effects ofjob relocations, this review needs to be
improved in two respects.
First as almost ten years have elapsed, updated
findings in relevant areas demand further integration and interpretation. Second, influenced
by the theoretical approach and information
available at that time, Brett’s review was confined to dcscription and validation of the problems
related to job relocations. Reflecting the current
proccss orientated trend in stress rcsearch, recent
investigations into job rclocations have demonstrated substantial interest in the way potential
factors such as familial and social issues have an
impact within the context ofjob relocations. It is
these promising trends in recent research that will
receive extensive attention in this article.
Furthermore the relevant studies in the field
are scattered widely in the management and
psychological literature and a comprehensive

theoretical framework. In summary, the aims of
this article are, first, to incorporate research on
job rclocation into the general discipline of stress
research; second, to progress beyond feature
analysis of job relocation, placing the primary
emphasis on the effects of various moderating
factors in the overall process; and finally, to
proposc suggcstions for future research .

Features of job relocationa general picture
Available studies show that job relocations are
most likely to occur among the high SES
occupations, but also appear to be frequent at all
levels (Sell 1983). Job relocation has become a
characteristic of managers’ careers. In the most
recent study conducted in UK companies
(Munton 1988),89% ofthe relocating employees
were managers, and over one third of the
sample had made four or more moves over the
last ten years. A typical relocating employee is a
middle-aged male manager, married with at least
one child.
A more interesting issue related to discrepancies in the findings of recent studies and earlier
ones. Public awareness of the potential disruptiveness of job relocations has increased over the
last ten years. While people used to see job
relocation as an opportunity for new job challenge and future career enhancement (Brett and
Warbel 1978, Marshall and Cooper 1976), and
were unwilling to turn down a transfer for the
fear of jeopardizing their career (Brett and
Warbell978, Glueck 1974),nowadays over 60%
of the managers refuse a move at some time in
their careers because of the potential disruption it
may cause (IMS 1987). Moreover, studies in the
2.
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1970s revealed only minimal impact of job
transfer on employees and their families (Glueck
1974, Brett and Warbel 1978, Checheris 1975),
whilst managers in the 1980s tend to view their
relocations as stressful, especially those with
working wives (Munton 1988).
This discrepancy in the attitude towards
moves, and the actual perception of the difficulty
of moves, may be due to socio-economic
changes, nevertheless it warrants a closer examination of the multiple issues involved in the
process of job relocation.
Another discrepancy concerns familial and
social issues. The early literature reported little
effect of job relocations on the employee’s
family, and suggested an attitudinal consensus
between employees and their spouses (see Brett
1980 for a review). However, in Munton’s study
(1988), the top five relocating stressors reported
by 111 relocating families were all concerned
with social and familial issues. Indeed, the two
important factors found to account for the
relocating stress were ‘loss of social contacts’ and
‘problems associated with family property’.
However, employees reported little stress associated with ‘changes in the work
environment’.
An American survey in high technology
areas has also recognized geographical moves as a
major stressor for both employees and their
families (Anderson and Stark 1985). However,
the authors pointed out that there has been little
attention devoted to relocation problems beyond
financial support.
Another line of research (Felmlee 1984), on
the job mobility of working women, echoed
Munton’s findings placing an emphasis on familial factors and personal demographic backgrounds. Felmlee (1984) found that family constraints of being married and relating to husbands’ income limited women’s job mobility.
Araji (1983) also found that presence of children
at home positively affected occupational mobility, as did marriage stability. In examining sex
differences in geographic mobility for occupational advancement, Markhan et al. (1983)
noted that lack of family conflict over moving
was one of the factors reducing variance explained by sex.
It seems that these discrepancies, and recent
findings, suggest that the process of relocation
must be considered as a family issue rather than
one that concerns just the employee. This serves
as a basis to incorporate both personal and
familial factors into the study of job relocation.
Two general health problems have been
shown to be associated with job relocation. First,
mobile employees are prone to coronary heart
disease. Syme et al. (1969) and Syme et aZ. (1965)
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reported in two separate studies that urban,
mobile, white-collar men had an incidence of
coronary heart disease almost four times higher
than their blue-collar and stable group, regardless
of factors of heredity, obesity, smoking and
physical activity. Research in a broader area of
life events and illness (Holmes and Masuda 1974,
House 1974, Rabkin and Streuning 1976)has also
shown that men who experienced life events
characterized by change, complexity and new
environmental challenge, were more susceptible
to coronary heart disease than men who experienced few such events. Unfortunately, this
research did not address the contribution of
another widely-recognized risk factor, namely
Type A behaviour pattern.
Second, teenagers have more problems with
moving than younger children, and mobile
teenagers have less well-developed peer relationships than their stable contemporaries (Barrett
and Noble 1973,Brett and Warbel1978, Douvan
and Adelson 1966). Although children generally
do not seem to like moving, there is no evidence
of a negative effect of moving on their mental
health, relationship with parents or school
achievement (Brett 1980).
Summarizing the available information, we
can portray job relocation as follows. Job relocations resemble other commonly regarded stressful life events. They disrupt routines of daily life,
and are accompanied by changes in social context. They provoke feelings of anxiety, uncertainty, loss of control and challenge. They
activate various coping strategies to re-establish
daily routines, and to manage these aversive
feelings. They lead to either personal growth or
illness.

3. Some important factorsunderstanding the process
Research in stress is perhaps one of the most
diverse areas in psychology. Nowadays, most
researchers will agree that stress arises from
interactions between person and environment
(cf: Cox 1987). Moreover, many moderating
factors, such as personality characteristics and
personal coping, exist and affect the processes of
stress (Cooper and Payne 1988). Within this
framework, there is evidence that organizational
factors (such as job characteristics and organizational culture), familial factors (such as dualcareer family and social dynamics withm the
family), and social factors (such as social network
and social support) can affect the process of job
relocation.
3.1. Organizational factors
Nicholson’s (1984) theory of work-role transitions proposes that the adjustment outcomes of
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work-role transitions can be predicted from a
knowledge of work-role characteristics, individual personality characteristics and prior occupational socialization. Nicholson (1984) argues
from the basic premise that work-role transitions
involve both personal change and role innovation. Combinations of two job characteristics
(job discretion and novelty), and two personality
characteristics (desire for control over, and desire
for feedback from the external environment)
determine four modes of adjustment. They are
replication, absorption, determination and
exploration.
West et al. (1987) incorporated personality,
job characteristicsand organizational culture into
the process of work-role transitions in relation to
transitions into newly created jobs. Their results
generally supported Nicholson’s (1984) predictions about how specific role requirements and
personal characteristics influence transition outcomes. Findings further implied that ‘proactive
growth models of adjustment’ are generally
more applicable than ‘reactive stress-coping
models’ to radical job changes.
Job characteristics such as role overload, role
ambiguity and role conflict, which are typical of
jobs to which employees have been recently
transferred (Glueck 1974, Marshall and Cooper
1976) are associated with symptoms of poor
mental and physical health (Beehr and Newman
1978, Cooper and Marshall 1976, House 1974).
However, the relationship between job characteristics and the overall stressfulness of job relocations is complex. It may be surprising at first
that job related aspects of the relocation made
only a limited contribution to overall stressfulness in Munton’s (1988) study, it becomes intelligible if we consider the following points.
First, stress is a personal phenomenon. Except
in rare extreme situations, such as appalling
natural disasters, most potential stressors give rise
to vast individual differences in appraisal and
perception determined in part by personal predisposition and previous experience. Therefore,
in job relocation, work overload and role ambiguity may be taken as challenges by challengesceking people. Previous successfulexperience in
job relocations or transfers can be incorporated to
handle the new work environment smoothly.
This suggests the importance of considering the
employee’s personal characteristics as well as
active reactions. These perspectives will be
elaborated later.
Second, job characteristic is a multidimensional variable. Karasek (1979) has identified two
dimensions: quantity of work and degree of
control or discretion that the person had over the
work. He found that each dimension was independently related to indicators of strain, for
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example, consumption of tranquilizers increased
with increasing demand, but decreased as the
discretion in the job increased. In other words,
the types of manager who are typically relocated,
may suffer from high demand but the ill effects
can, to a certain extent, be offset by the high
discretion that also goes with the job (Karasek
1979). Therefore, a closer look into the interaction between different dimensions of the job may
further our understanding of the work-related
aspect in the job relocation.
Another line of research, Van Maanen and
Schein’s (1979) theory, provides a taxonomy of
six major dimensions of organizational socialization: collective vs. individual (boundary passage
as one of a group or single), formal vs. informal
(whether or not there is a set training or
introduction programme), fixed vs. variable
(whether passage follows as explicit socialization
timetable), sequential vs. random (whether the
process follows a cumulative sequence of identifiable steps), serial vs. disjunctive (whether the
individual follows in the footsteps of the predecessors or role models) and investiture vs. divestiture (whether socialization builds on or strips
away the person’s prior skill and attributes). If the
relocated job is a newly created one or one
without clear definition, we would expect the
relocated managers to be exposed to a pattern of
individual, informal, random and disjunctive
socialization. We would also expect these kind of
jobs to be subject to variable socialization, that is,
lacking in precise statements ofboundary passage
timetabling. Van Maanen and Schein (1979)
argue that a variable socialization process, due to
its unpredictability, is particularly likely to induce high levels of anxiety in employees.
Even if the relocated jobs are not new, due to
the unfamiliar environment and work routine,
newly relocated employees are likely to experience some difficulties in settling in and socializing
with coworkers. Marshall and Cooper (1976)
found that employees had a particularly difficult
adjustment to a job transfer when there was no
predecessor around to explain things. Marshall
and Cooper (1976) and Schein (1971) also reported that managers found moves to company
headquarters particularly difficult. In the job
relocation context, the most important factors
among these organizational variables might be
support from within the organization. A
supportive culture can act to alleviate stress
(Payne 1980).

3.2. Personal factors
Viewing job relocation as a stressful life event,
characterized by changes in both physical environment and daily routines, personality predispositions are likely to affect people’s appraisal of and
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reaction towards that event. Unfortunately,
there are few studies in the literature which have
examined both personality and job relocation.
Therefore, the inclusion of personality factors in
any model ofjob relocation can only be based on
theoretical considerations.
It has been shown that life events like job
relocation (Brett 1980), can be associated with
coronary heart disease (CHD); Type A
behavioural pattern (TABP) may exacerbate
such effects. Despite the ambiguity and the longlasting inconsistency in both the conceptualization and measurement of TABP, a recent
quantitative review (Booth-Kewley and Friedman 1987) has verified that Type A has a
moderate but reliable relationship with CHD.
Laboratory experiments shed some light on
the possible mechanisms ofTABP moderation of
the effects of stress. Type As not only outperform
Type Bs on effort exerted at thejob (Jamal1985),
and seek greater degrees of challenge (Houston
and Syndcr 1988), but also use high activation
and expcnd more effort after negative feedback
(Lulof et al. 1986), work harder under uncontrollable stress (Krantz 1974) and respond
more reactively when confronted with noncontingent stimuli-response relations (Strube et
a / . 1986). Moreover, studies also show that Type
As are more likely to attribute failure externally,
although they exhibit greater deficits following
exposure to an cxtended, salient uncontrollable
stimulus (Strube and Boland 1986, Matthews
1982).
This line of empirical evidence may suggest a
mechanism involving Type As’ excessive need
for control and achievement. Type As possess a
heightened concern for mastery or control of
their physical and social environment, and are
never satisfied with their current achievement,
but have a high level of self-esteem.
Job relocation seems an ideal situation to elicit
typical Type A behaviour. Disruption in daily
routine, demands of the new job, and dramatic
changes in the environment all challenge the
person’s resources and command their action. A
typical Type A person would, therefore, demonstrate challenge-seeking and striving for control
qualities, expending great effort to master stress.
If, however, the stressors involved in the job
relocation arc not amenable to change and
intcrvention, Typc As will realize that they are
losing control of the situation, and their feelings
of distress will increase. This, in turn, may lead to
poor adaptation and even risk of illness, such as
the CHD.
West et al.’s study (1987) on transitions to
newly created jobs is the only one which has
addressed personality factors, although these
transitions do not necessarily involve geographic
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relocations. The important thing is that West et
al. (1987) found that ‘desire for control’ over the
environment, as a personality factor, predicted
adjustment outcomes.
N o doubt, the best developed and much
studied construct of control is Rotter’s (1966)
internal versus external locus of control. An
internal locus of control refers to the conviction
that events are contingent upon one’s own
behaviour. People who have internal locus of
control also have a higher desire for control over
their environment. An external locus of control,
on the other hand, refers to the conviction that
events are not contingent upon one’s actions, but
upon luck, chance, fate, or powerful others. It is
arguable that undesirable life events will be more
threatening to, and hence exert more negative
impact, on people who perceive themselves as
having little control over such events (Lefcourt
1976).
Rotter (1966,1975) conceived of generalized
control expectancies as having their greatest
influence when a situation is ambiguous or novel.
Undoubtedly, a typical example of such a situation is job relocation. Under ambiguity, a
generalized belief about control would be translated into an appraisal of controllability with
respect to the specific situation. Thus, a person
who has internal locus of control might appraise
the situation as controllable, whereas a person
with cxtcrnal locus of control might appraise it as
uncontrollable. An appraisal of uncontrollability
might be generalized to enhance a feeling of the
‘meaninglessness of life’, which can be a precursor of emotional distress.
Internal locus of control is not only associated
with exertion and persistence (Lefcourt 1976).
but also related to the type of coping activities
adopted. People with internal locus of control
usually cngagc more in active, problem-focused
coping modes, which are more effective. Furthermore, Lefcourt et a / . (1984) found that
internals derive greater benefits from social support than externals.
Therefore, facing an ambiguous and uncertain situation as a job relocation, people who
have internal locus of control may perceive the
situation positively, sustaining their sensc of
control over the environment. Meanwhile, they
will engage in active, instrumental, problem
orientated activities, as well as making the best
use of the available social networks. Not surprisingly, these people will achieve better adaptation
after job relocation.
The last individual differcncc that we will
discuss is the ‘hardy personality’ (Kobasa 1979).
The key attribute-hardiness-is
defined as a
personality style that expresses commitment,
control and challenge. Kobasa (1979) suggests
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that hardiness leads to a particular type o f coping:
‘keeping specific stressors in perspective’. Hardy
individuals’ basic sense of purpose in life allows
them to ground events in an understandable and
varied life plan. Knowing that one has the
resources with which to respond to stressors,
hardy individuals’ underlying sense of control
allows them to develop a well-exercised coping
repertoire seeing situations as potential opportunities for change.
It is obvious that facing as important a life
change as job relocation, people who have a
strongcr commitment to self, a positive attitude
towards the environment, and a sense of meaningfulness will remain healthy. It is also interesting that the theory of hardiness was originally
developed among middle- and senior managers
(c.g., Kobasa et al. 1982), and these people are the
most likely to be relocated.
In conclusion, although there is little direct
empirical evidence that can be drawn upon, the
theoretical relevance of TABP, locus of control
and hardiness to job relocations is straightforward. In a process marked by change and
uncertainty, a sense of control over the environment is essential to maintain psychological wellbeing. However, the sense of control in relation
to TABP is excessive and unrealistic, and can lead
to potential risk of illness. In contrast, sense of
control in relation to an ‘internal locus ofcontrol’
and ‘hardiness’ is reasonable and balanced, and
can lead to successful adjustment.

3.3. Fmnilialfactors
As a stressful life event, job relocation is a family
issue rather than one that concerns the employee
only. Job relocation can be hazardous to family
life in many ways. Geographic relocation necessarily involves the family in ‘property trading’,
arid this appeared as a major stress in Munton’s
(1 988) study. Sometimes j o b relocation causes
temporary or long-term separation, which can
be a crisis point in a marriage (Marshall and
Cooper 1976). Continuing children’s schooling
can also be problematic. Moreover, if the family
is a dual-earner or dual-career one, conflict over
the spousc’s work can bc acute, cspccially in
today’s tight labour market. It is not difficult to
see how job relocation can compel the entire
family into a struggle to re-establish its daily
routine. Therefore, not suprisingly, overcoming
these family problems can contribute significantly to the final adaptation.
Despite this, job relocation can open an
opportunity to strengthen the family relationship, and niay invite personal growth. As a
coherent unit, family members engage in
decision-making. providing information, sharing difficulties, and offering support to each other
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in order to achieve a common goal. Whilst
disruption of their routine may be stressful, it
may also break monotony and lead to a new era
in family life. In othcr words, the family as a
functioning whole will undoubtedly play an
important part in the job relocation. In fact, the
adjustment ofeach family member, and the social
dynamics within the family, will influence the
relocation expericncc and adjustment to it,

3.4. Social factors
In life stress research, a support system may be
described as the formal or informal relationships
through which a person receives emotional,
cognitive and material support in coping with
stress. Social support is generally regarded as an
important moderating factor in the stress
experience. Cobb (1976) has cited sufficient
evidence to support his assertion from a variety
of life areas, including prcgnancy and birth,
transition to adulthood, hospitalization and recovery from illness, employment termination
and retirement. Wells (1977) has examined the
conditioning effects of perccived social support
on the relationship between perceived work
stress and health. His results showed that socioemotional support from wives and supervisors
was much more effective in mitigating the effects
of perccived stress on health than that from coworkers, friends or relatives.
Due to the particular nature ofjob relocation,
the possible disruption and re-establishment of
social networks are important factors in adaptation. Geographical relocations imply loss of
social contacts and the establishment of new
social networks. j o b changes also require sufficient support, within the organization, from
supervisors, collcagues and subordinates. Since
job relocations affect families as well as employees, it is very much a shared experience and
hence demands support by the family for each
other to achieve satisfactory adaptation.
Apart from sources and amount of social
support, the timing and types of support provided are also important. Since people’s needs
change during the process of relocation, providing the right support a t the right time is critical
(Cooper ut a / . 1988).
4. Future research- multifactoral model
To conclude this review, we propose a multifactoral model to accoiint for the stress of job
relocation. The diagram presented in figure 1 is
intended to incorporate j o b relocation into the
general scope of stress research, and to articulate
the role of the various factors discussed earlier. It
can be described as follows:
0

When a decision ofjob relocation is made,
or more likely the case, accepted by an
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differences, such as TABP, locus of control and hardiness, as well as the support
system available to him or her, including
organization, family and friends.

employee, he or she is exposed to
enormous problems and difficulties. However, only when the problem presents a
potential threat does the stress process
begin.
0
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0

0

If the coping is successful, the person can
overcome the problem and gain personal
growth from the experience.

The judgement of threat is affected by
organizational, social, personal and familial factors. The stressfulness of a j o b
relocation depends not only on the individual and the organization, but also on
the individual's social and family backgrounds.

Ifthe coping is not successful, for instance,
his or her family conflict escalates, or his or
her work performance deteriorates, then,
he or she is likely to suffer the long term
effects of stress, and is 'at risk' of both
mental and physical illness.

Knowledge of threat results in a state of
stress, and the person must act, or cope to
restore a balance within his or her
environment.

The study on job relocation has both theoretical and practical importance. Future research
should be encouraged along the various lines
indicated in this paper. Existing studies are
typically descriptive and asystematic, and nearly
all of thcm are retrospective. An ideal study needs

The process of coping can also be influenced by a variety of factors. The previous
personal experience of coping, individual

Personal Factors
* Personality characteristics
* Attitudes
* Demographics

Organizational Factors
* Job characteristics
* Organizational socialization

Judgement of threat
Familial Factors
* Property trade
* S ouse's career
* CRildren's schooling
* Long or short term
seDaration

Social Factors
* Disru tion of social contacts
* SociaPsupport from
organization/family/friends

'

I

I

'

1

*-

I
1 1
State of stress

Individual Differences
* Previous experiences
* Personality characteristics
* Support from family/
organization/friends

Coping

' /

I

LI-'
Successful

Overcomes problems and
achieve personal growth

Figure 1

Unsuccessful
eg. Family conflict

Stress of job relocation
t o recruit a large representative sample and use a
longitudinal design w i t h prospective analysis.
Furthermore, previous studies have tended t o b e
problem orientated, and analyses typically focus
on an isolated aspect of t h e relocation process.
N o t a single study has taken account of the
interaction of multiple factors. In order t o
achieve a better understanding of t h e disruptive
effects of the job relocation, a multifactoral
approach should b e adopted.
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