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Abstract In recent years, an increasing number of studies have investigated the well-being
of international immigrants in host countries. An important indicator of immigrants’ well-
being is job satisfaction. Job satisfaction reflects a pleasant emotional state, in which
individuals positively appraise their job or work experience. In this article, we discuss the
determinants of immigrants’ job satisfaction, based on research conducted over the past
three and a half decades. The determinants observed in the literature can be categorized
into work- and non-work-related groups. Work-specific determinants include workplace
environments, job characteristics, and work-specific personal factors (e.g., competency-
related factors, psychological states, and work-specific demographics). Non-work-specific
determinants include general demographics, culture-related factors (e.g., language, cultural
traits, and acculturation), and community-related factors. This review demonstrates that
past research has made important strides toward our understanding of the influential factors
leading to immigrants’ job satisfaction. We call for future research to continue to explore
these factors, as well as new factors, given the limited empirical evidence that exists for
this population group.
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1 Introduction

Over the past few decades, many countries that accept immigrants (e.g., the United States
of America, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia) have experienced an increase in
international migrants (Khawaja et al. 2016), making these countries increasingly cultur-
ally diverse. These immigrants have made non-negligible contributions to the economic
and societal advancement of their host countries (Lu et al. 2011). An important part of the
workforce, immigrants are spread across various industries in which they contribute their
experience, knowledge, expertise, and skills (De Haas 2010).

With the increase in the immigrant workforce, researchers have begun to focus on
migrant workers’ well-being. In this inquiry, research is largely concentrated on the overall
life well-being of immigrants. For example, Findlay and Nowok (2012) investigated the
changes in life satisfaction of migrants moving to Britain, and found that immigrants’
satisfaction significantly increased after migration. Schwartz et al. (2013) explored the link
between acculturation and immigrants’ well-being among six ethnic groups, and found that
effective acculturation had positive correlations with well-being. In addition to general, or
life, well-being, there are other domains or sub-domains of well-being that are valued by
immigrants. For instance, an individuals’ well-being in the workplace significantly con-
tributes to their general well-being or life satisfaction, considering that a job is an important
part of a person’s life (Judge and Watanabe 1993; Rice et al. 1980). Empirical research has
shown that immigrants’ job satisfaction is influenced by a number of work and non-work
factors (An et al. 2016; Flap and Vdlker 2001; Gazioglu and Tansel 2006). While existing
studies have provided scattered evidence on how immigrants’ job satisfaction is shaped, a
comprehensive review that synthesizes the findings on the determinants of job satisfaction
among immigrant workers has not yet been observed. The purpose of this article is to review
the literature, and provide a brief summary and analysis of the factors contributing to
immigrants’ job satisfaction. Such a review is important because it can not only help host
countries to optimize their migration frameworks, also assist employers of the host countries
in identifying appropriate management practices to improve immigrants’ workplace well-
being.

Based on our review, we categorized the factors identified in past research into two
major groups: work-related factors and non-work-specific factors. Work-related factors
are those aspects directly perceived and developed in the workplace. For example, the
work environment, job characteristics, and other work-specific personal factors such as
competency, psychological states, and work-related demographics. In comparison, non-
work-related factors are those aspects that are beyond work contexts but can affect
immigrants’ job satisfaction. These include general personal characteristics, cultural
factors, and societal and community factors. In line with best practice (Short 2009), we
used Web of Science, Science Direct, Google Scholar, and other related databases to
identify peer-reviewed articles with immigrant, migrant, and job satisfaction in their
titles, abstracts, and keywords. We restricted our search to articles published between
1980 and 2016 as, from the 1980s, the emergence and development of globalization has
meant immigration has become increasingly popular, and scholars have paid more
attention to immigrants’ workplace well-being. We organized our review into four main
sections. In the next sections, we firstly define job satisfaction and present an overall
framework of our review. We then discuss two major groups, work-related and non-
work-specific, of the antecedents of immigrants’ job satisfaction. Finally, we conclude
this review by highlighting implications, limitations, and future research directions.
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2 Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction has received a lot of research attention, as it is associated with a broad
range of issues in the work context (Aziri 2011). Due to its subjective psychological state,
there is no unified definition of job satisfaction (Aziri 2011). The definitions vary with the
approaches used for analysis. Locke (1976, p. 316) defined job satisfaction as “the plea-
surable emotional state resulting from the subjective appraisal of one’s job, as a result of
achieving or facilitating the achievement of one’s job values”. Price (2001) defined job
satisfaction as an employee’s affective orientation toward their job, and contends that it is a
global feeling about the job or an associated series of attitudes about different aspects or
facets of the job. These differences in the definition of job satisfaction reflect that the
determinants, or sources, of job satisfaction are complex and varied (Judge and Hulin
1993; Quarstein et al. 1992).

Job satisfaction can have an effect on an employee’s performance as well as on orga-
nizational outcomes. For example, at the individual level, past research has found that job
satisfaction is positively related to an employee’s organizational commitment (Tett and
Meyer 1993), trust in the organization (Braun et al. 2013), organizational citizenship
behavior (Williams and Anderson 1991), job performance (Fu and Deshpande 2014), and
knowledge sharing (Jiang and Hu 2016). It is negatively related to absenteeism (Scott and
Taylor 1985), and turnover intention (Tett and Meyer 1993). At the organizational level,
individuals’ job satisfaction has been reported to produce a positive influence on organi-
zational performance (Wood et al. 2012). Due to the importance of job satisfaction in
fostering positive, and mitigating negative, employee, and organizational outcomes, it
would be useful to understand which factors drive employees’ satisfaction at work.
Identifying the determinants, or sources, of job satisfaction is valuable, as this information
can help managerial practitioners better understand which factors will contribute to a
happy workplace (Spector 1997). Different authors start from different perspectives to
study how job satisfaction is shaped, produced, or enhanced. With diverse perspectives,
past research has discovered a variety of different factors that have been shown to affect
job satisfaction (Aziri 2011). In general, the factors that influence job satisfaction, and how
their influence is exhibited, may be explained using the following theoretical models, the
person effects model, the situation effects model, and the interaction model (Arvey et al.
1991).

The specified person effects model highlights that there are significant associations
between personal variables and job satisfaction. The causality of such association is
directional, running from personal variables to job satisfaction (Arvey et al. 1991). Gen-
erally, individual psychological states and demographics are identified as the personal
factors in the research that adopts this model (Arvey et al. 1991). For example, Luthans
et al. (2007) illustrated that positive psychological capital is directly related to increased
job performance and satisfaction. Similarly, Rhodes (1983) discovered that there is a
positive correlation between age and job satisfaction, implying that demographics such as
age may affect an individual’s reflection of associated contexts as well their psychological
states.

The specified situational effects model emphasizes the relationship between external,
situational, or contextual factors, and job satisfaction. These external factors, identified by
past research, include work environment or organizational climate, the characteristics of
the job, and other environmental characteristics that may or may not be directly related to
the workplace (Arvey et al. 1991). For instance, Fu and Deshpande (2014) suggested that
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the organizational climate significantly and directly affects employees’ job satisfaction.
Based on the study’s findings, they concluded that a positive organizational climate leads
to an increase in employees’ satisfaction with their jobs, as well as increases in work
performance, and organizational commitment. In another study, Baernholdt and Mark
(2009) found that an employee’s job satisfaction varies significantly with the character-
istics of the job and, particularly, the complexity of the job. Specifically, an increment of
work complexity results in decreased job satisfaction. In short, the specified situational
effects model demonstrates that situational factors can cause a change in job satisfaction.

The interactional model specifies that personal and situational factors interact and
collectively influence job satisfaction. Scholars argue that job satisfaction is shaped by the
congruence of personal and environmental factors (Weiss and Adler 1984). Schneider
(1987) illustrate that individuals prefer work environments with different characteristics,
depending on their personality, to the extent that they actively put themselves into or out of
specific job environments until they reach the congruence of personal and environmental
variables. The congruence between personal and environmental characteristics leads to
person—environment fit. This optimizes work performance, maintains an employees’ tenure
with the organization or in the job, and eventually results in a higher level of job satis-
faction (Arvey et al. 1991).

In our review, we have identified two primary groups of factors that influence immi-
grant workers’ job satisfaction: (1) work-related factors, and (2) non-work-specific factors.
Our findings appear to be in alignment with the existing job satisfaction theories and
models. Work-related factors include work environment or context, job characteristics, and
work-specific personal factors. While work environment and job characteristics can be
categorized into the specified situational effects model, work-specific personal factors are
in line with the specified personal effects model (Arvey et al. 1991). Non-work-specific
factors consist of general demographics, general psychological states, personal cultural
attributes, society- or policy-related factors, and community- or living environment-related
factors. While general demographics, psychological state, and personal cultural attributes
are equivalent to the dispositional or personal factors in the specified person effects model
of job satisfaction, the remaining factors accord with the factors reflected in the specified
situational model (Arvey et al. 1991). These factors, whether they are work- or non-work-
related, can independently influence immigrants’ job satisfaction. They also interact to
produce influences, that is, immigrant workers’ job satisfaction can be shaped by the joint
effects of work-related factors and non-work-specific factors. In the following sections, we
discuss these factors in detail. A summary of the factors is presented in Fig. 1.

3 Work-Related Factors

It is widely known that work-related factors can profoundly influence immigrants’ job
satisfaction (Roelen et al. 2008). A review of the literature suggests that these factors can
be categorized into three main groups: work environment or context, job characteristics,
and work-specific personal factors. Although some scholars view job characteristics as part
of the contextual factors (Arvey et al. 1991), in this article, we treat workplace environ-
mental factors and job characteristics as two separate categories. We consider environ-
mental factors as those more related to climate, atmosphere, and management systems, and
job characteristics as those more specifically linked to the position that an individual holds
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Fig. 1 Factors influencing immigrants’ job satisfaction

in the organization. In this section, we discuss how these factors can shape immigrants’
satisfaction at work.

3.1 Environmental Factors in the Workplace

A significant amount of research indicates that the work environment can play a significant
role in developing immigrants’ job satisfaction (Lu et al. 2005; Shalley et al. 2000). A
theoretical perspective that may explain the role of the work environment is that, when
individuals perceive and interpret information sent by their associated environment, they
may develop a variety of psychological states (e.g., feelings and attitudes) (Jones and
James 1979; May et al. 2004). Although the work environment may be viewed as an
overall system that integrates all contextual characteristics within the organization,
empirical studies normally focus on more specific aspects of work environment such as
management practices, climate, and social relationships. The importance of this focus is
reflected in the practical implications generated from job satisfaction research. For
example, when managers have the knowledge of what types of management practices and
specific climates (e.g., supportive, discriminative, or fair) can promote or hamper an
employee’s satisfaction, they are able to use targeted approaches to achieve managerial
goals, such as improved job satisfaction among subordinates (Mosadegh Rad and Yar-
mohammadian 2006). Below, we review prior research that specifically examines immi-
grant workers’ job satisfaction, and we discuss in detail how satisfaction can be influenced
by environmental factors in the workplace.

The current literature has illustrated that discrimination and unfair treatment at work
have negative effects on immigrants’ job satisfaction (Ensher et al. 2001). Work-related
discrimination refers to the discrimination against an individual’s characteristics, such as
race, ethnicity, age, gender, cultural background, education, and physical abilities
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(Wadsworth et al. 2007). Studies have shown that such discrimination results in the
reduced psychological well-being of the employee, and eventually leads to lower job
satisfaction (Roberts et al. 2004; Wadsworth et al. 2007). Past research consistently
demonstrates that workplace discrimination is a non-negligible phenomenon for migrants,
and that being discriminated against could considerably hinder the development and
maintenance of their satisfaction at work. For example, Magee and Umamaheswar (2011)
investigated the job satisfaction of 659 Canadian English-speaking workers, including 119
foreign-born migrant workers. They found that 22.7% of foreign-born migrant workers
experienced work-related discrimination, and this unpleasant experience dramatically
reduced their job satisfaction.

Unfair treatment at work, including distributive injustice, procedural injustice, and
interactional injustice (Cojuharenco et al. 2011), are also detrimental to job satisfaction.
Distributive injustice arises when outcomes are not distributed fairly. Procedural injustice
refers to the unfairness of the procedures used to achieve these outcomes. Interactional
injustice is defined as unfairness of interpersonal and informational aspects when inter-
acting with others in the workplace. If an employee notices that resources related to work,
such as instruments, are not allocated or distributed equally, or co-workers are verbally
abusive, they may consider this a form of discrimination, and this may result in job
dissatisfaction. Current research has shown that foreign-born migrant workers who are
treated unfairly at work generally have low job satisfaction (Magee and Umamaheswar
2011).

High Performance Work Systems (HPWS) is a range of human resource management
practices that are implanted to create an inclusive and responsible environment to empower
and motivate employees, with the purpose of improving the organization’s effectiveness
(Levine 2001). The literature suggests that HPWS is a significant factor in influencing an
employee’s job satisfaction. Research conducted among immigrants demonstrated that
HPWS practices were positively related to immigrants’ overall job satisfaction (Chowhan
et al. 2016). To a large extent, this is because HPWS can enhance an employees’ moti-
vation, skills, and empowerment. HPWS is likely to be particularly valued by immigrants
when they seek further development and opportunities in their working lives (Chowhan
et al. 2016).

Workplace support has been confirmed to be an additional environmental factor that can
significantly increase migrant workers’ job satisfaction (Hombrados-Mendieta and Cosano-
Rivas 2013). Employees may perceive support from the organization, their superior, or
their co-workers. Organizational support theory demonstrates that, if employees sense that
their organizations care about their well-being, and value their contributions, employees
tend to perform better (Yu and Frenkel 2013). An et al. (2016) have observed a strong and
positive correlation between perceived organizational support and job satisfaction among
immigrant Korean nurses. It is also evident that social support from superiors assists in
reducing job dissatisfaction, leading to greater happiness at work (Ko et al. 2015). Simi-
larly, a study conducted in a Singaporean public hospital identified that supportive
supervision from managers improved immigrant nurses’ job satisfaction, and decreased
their intention to resign (Goh and Lopez 2016). As illustrated by Ko et al. (2015), support
from co-workers and colleagues increases immigrants’ job satisfaction by boosting their
sense of belonging, and feeling respected. These findings demonstrate that quality work
relationships with superiors and co-workers are important in developing and maintaining
satisfaction among immigrants, as these relationships may make immigrants feel accepted,
included, valued, and respected (Ko et al. 2015).
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3.2 Job Characteristics

In addition to the aforementioned environmental factors that are relevant to the workplace
climate, atmosphere, culture, or system, the literature has documented other work-specific
characteristics that may affect an individual’s job satisfaction (Arvey et al. 1991; Loher
et al. 1985). The mechanism of how job characteristics are linked to job satisfaction may
be that job characteristics lead employees to perceive meaningfulness in their work, and to
gain a sense of responsibility, both of which are potential sources of workplace well-being
(Loher et al. 1985). While the effects of job characteristics and the associated mechanisms
may be applied widely to various population groups, the evidence implies that, whether or
not work-related characteristics affect job satisfaction, and how, can vary according to the
workers’ background (i.e., race and birthplace) (Magee and Umamaheswar 2011).
Although the antecedents of job satisfaction have been well reflected in the theoretical
model (Oldham and Hackman 2005), there are only a limited number of studies that
concentrate on factors that foster migrant workers’ job satisfaction. In this section, we
delineate the four main factors presented in the current literature: salary, job demands, job
control, or autonomy, and learning opportunities in the job position.

Salary is the reward of work duties, responsibilities, and achievements, and it is one of
the major factors that influences employees’ job satisfaction (Gazioglu and Tansel 2006).
Existing research has found that there is a significant and positive link between wage levels
and job satisfaction (French and Lam 1988; Itzhaki et al. 2013). Generally, a higher rate of
pay leads to higher job satisfaction. A study that explored job satisfaction among immi-
grant nurses in Israel and the U.S. showed that the nurses’ job satisfaction was positively
correlated with salary. However, the strength of the salary—job satisfaction relationship
depends on certain other factors. For example, if there is a massive salary discrepancy
between the origin country and the host country, that is, if the salary in the host country is
significantly higher than the origin country, immigrant nurses will experience higher job
satisfaction (Itzhaki et al. 2013).

Job demands reflect the level of skill and physical power needed to fulfill the specifi-
cations of an occupation, or the requirements of the tasks at work (Itzhaki et al. 2013;
Magee and Umamaheswar 2011). Job demands do not necessarily have a negative influ-
ence on an individual’s job satisfaction. However, if meeting the job requires great effort, it
may turn job demands into job stressors, and ultimately lead to decreased satisfaction at
work (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004). This appears to be true in the immigrant context. For
instance, empirical research has found that immigrant workers exhibit significantly
decreased job satisfaction when job demands arise, and this negative effect of job demands
tends to be greater for immigrant workers than it is for their local counterparts (Itzhaki
et al. 2013; Magee and Umamaheswar 2011).

Job control is an individual’s ability to exert influence and control over their work
environment, such as the initiation, termination, and resumption of a task, to create a more
rewarding and less threatening work environment (Ganster 1989; Magee and Umamah-
eswar 2011). Job autonomy might be seen as a specialized form of job control. It is the
freedom that an individual has in choosing what to do in the workplace, and how to do it
(Clark 2001). De Lange et al. (2004) found that providing employees control over their job
increases their job satisfaction. Specifically, for immigrant workers, studies have identified
that immigrant workers with higher job satisfaction usually have more control over their
jobs and more autonomy at work (Itzhaki et al. 2013; Ko et al. 2015; Magee and
Umamaheswar 2011).
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Learning opportunities are when an employer provides employees the chance to learn
new knowledge and skills to assist their career development (Acker 2004; Ko et al. 2015).
Previous studies verify that professional learning opportunities are an important factor that
positively affects job satisfaction. Learning opportunities at work are considered a part of
the reward of the job, and may facilitate an employee’s career advancement (Acker 2004;
Kraimer et al. 2011). A study on migrant workers in the U.S. discovered that, if the
employing organization provides adequate opportunities for learning and career develop-
ment, immigrant employees feel considerably happier at work (Ko et al. 2015).

3.3 Work-Specific Personal Factors

Work-specific personal factors may not be independent from the work environment and the
job properties—given that some personal attributes might be shaped by these two aspects.
In view of the literature, we argue that work-related personal factors are the third major
category of antecedents of job satisfaction. Work-specific individual factors are the fea-
tures of the workers themselves. These features affect immigrant workers’ job satisfaction
mainly due to their ability to influence the workers’ professional development and
workplace performance across different stages (Dugguh and Dennis 2014; Erdogan et al.
2011; Fairbrother and Warn 2003). From the current literature that focuses on migrant
workers, we have identified three groups of work-related personal factors that affect job
satisfaction.

3.3.1 Competency-Related Factors

Overeducation and overskilling are when workers have educational backgrounds or skills
higher than those required in their jobs. The relationship between overeducation or
overskilling and job satisfaction among migrant workers is currently inconclusive.
McGuinness and Byrne (2014) found that some immigrant workers who were perceived to
be overeducated and overskilled for their jobs in the host country experienced low job
satisfaction; however, low job satisfaction was not observed in other overeducated or
overskilled migrant workers. This may be because, in certain cases, workers who are
overeducated or overskilled may be able to complete tasks better and faster than workers
without the same or similar levels of education or skills. This may, to some extent, reduce
the negative psychological experiences caused by the mismatch between the immigrants’
skills and the job requirements. Therefore, the authors argued that the roles of overedu-
cation and overskilling in affecting job satisfaction are compensated by other factors, such
as increased job security, and greater work—life balance (McGuinness and Byrne 2014).
Re-education, or further education, is a person’s choice to undertake education higher
than their present qualifications. The need for re-education may be due to an employee
having an educational background that is considered to mismatch, or be below, the
requirements of their current job. Re-education helps employees to update or refresh the
knowledge they already have, as well as gain new knowledge and skills, leading to an
increase in job satisfaction through enabling workers to better perform their duties (Chuba
2016; Ong and Shah 2012). This is particularly important for migrant workers who may
need to go through different and complex processes to have their prior qualifications and
experience recognized in their host country. Re-education may provide migrants with the
opportunity to gain necessary skills or qualifications that fit their jobs and careers in the
host country. It has been confirmed that re-education and further education are factors that
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can profoundly affect immigrant workers’ job satisfaction (Chuba 2016; Ong and Shah
2012).

Occupational mobility refers to the ease of switching career fields or jobs (Rooth and
Ekberg 2006). As discussed in many prior studies, occupational mobility is a direct factor
affecting job satisfaction (Covington-Ward 2016). Indeed, many immigrants consider their
first job in their host country as a stepping stone, or transitional job, from which they can
further their vocational development (Paul 2011). Being able to move to a new career is
crucial for migrants to survive in new work and life environments. Empirically, a study by
Covington-Ward (2016) showed that occupational mobility can explain a significant
variance in migrants’ job satisfaction.

3.3.2 Work-Related Psychological States

Stress refers to feelings of strain, tension, and pressure (Taylor and Sirois 1995). These
feelings can be triggered in employees who experience difficulty in meeting the require-
ments of their work, or adapting to a new environment (Cohen et al. 2007). A study by
Blegen (1993) reveals that stress has a strong, negative association with job satisfaction.
Research on migrant workers is in line with empirical evidence observed in general
workers, suggesting that perceived stress in the workplace has negative effects on immi-
grant employees’ job satisfaction (An et al. 2016; Magee and Umamaheswar 2011).

Organizational commitment consists of three dimensions: affective commitment, con-
tinuance commitment, and normative commitment (Cohen 2007). Affective commitment
captures how much an employee is emotionally attached to an organization. Continuance
commitment concerns the costs to an employee associated with leaving the organization.
Normative commitment is characterized by an employee’s feeling of obligation to continue
their employment (Meyer and Allen 1999). A meta-analysis conducted by Meyer et al.
(2002) showed that continuance commitment correlates weakly with job satisfaction and,
therefore, they concluded that it is usually not considered a factor that positively con-
tributes to job satisfaction. However, affective and normative commitment have been
found to correlate positively with job satisfaction (Meyer et al. 2002). Researchers
focusing on the migrant group have also anticipated similar results. As expected, empirical
studies have shown that immigrant workers’ job satisfaction is positively related to
affective and normative commitment (Cabaj 2008).

3.3.3 Work-Specific Characteristics

Organizational tenure is the length of employment in a particular organization (Ng and
Feldman 2010). The tenure within an organization is observed to be associated with
increased affective commitment (Cabaj 2008), and might be regarded as a reflection of an
employee’s satisfaction in the workplace (Budihardjo 2013). A study on Chinese immi-
grant workers in Australia identified that an extension of organizational tenure improved
their job satisfaction (Lu et al. 2012).

Professional status, or professional level, is the position, rank, or social standing
associated with a profession in society (Hoyle 2001). Workers with a higher professional
status may have stronger beliefs that their work is important and meaningful and, thus,
have a greater tendency to experience job satisfaction (Bloemen 2014; Hoyle 2001; Itzhaki
et al. 2013). Several studies report that immigrant workers who are in a high professional
status or level are more satisfied with their jobs (Bloemen 2014; Itzhaki et al. 2013).
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4 Non-work-Specific Factors

Migration is a considerable move for most migrants—many go through a stressful process
of adaptation and experience various challenges (Khawaja et al. 2016), such as accultur-
ation (Berry 2005), underemployment (De Castro et al. 2010), difficulty integrating into the
local workforce (Hakak et al. 2010), and over-qualification (Galarneau and Morissette
2009). Within this context, after experiencing difficulties resulting from migration, many
immigrants may more easily lower their job expectations, compared to their local coun-
terparts (Ong and Shah 2012). Meanwhile, changing work requirements in the host
country’s labor market may also create barriers for new immigrants, causing them to
experience lower job satisfaction than local employees (Yap et al. 2014). In this section,
we elaborate on non-work-specific factors from three categories: general demographics,
culture-related factors, and society- or community-related factors.

4.1 General Demographics Factors

Immigrants’ demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, cultural background, race,
and length of time in the host country, have been widely studied in relation to their
satisfaction at work (Mok and Finley 1986). For instance, in a study of seven groups of
immigrants who originated from countries other than Canada, Magee and Umamaheswar
(2011) found that job satisfaction levels were significantly influenced by the cultural
background of the immigrants’ home countries. Immigrants from different countries may
choose different reference systems to assess their job satisfaction levels, and this is con-
sistent with social comparison theory (Deaux 2000; Tajfel 1981). This also suggests that
immigrants from diverse backgrounds who are engaged in the same occupation or pro-
fession may have differing levels of job satisfaction. Ko et al. (2015) examined immigrant
background status as a boundary condition moderating the relationship between job con-
ditions and job satisfaction among immigrants in the U.S. Itzhaki et al. (2013) found that
personal variables have different effects on immigrants’ perceptions of job satisfaction
among former Soviet Union-registered nurses in Israel and Filipino-registered nurses in the
U.S. Townsend et al. (2014) found that skilled migrants in Australia experienced
underemployment or mismatches between their jobs and their qualifications that could also
be sources of low job satisfaction.

Previous research on migrants’ well-being has shown that the length of residency in the
host country has a positive effect on life satisfaction, and also has a positive influence on
immigrants’ desired psychological states (Khawaja et al. 2016). This phenomenon could be
explained by the fact that, the longer the duration of stay in the host country, the better
adaptation migrants could achieve, through learning the language, acculturating to norms
and values, and integrating well into local life (De Castro et al. 2008). For example, Kifle
et al. (2016) revealed that the magnitude score of satisfaction for immigrants in Australia
could be improved by extending their length of stay. New immigrants have lower job
satisfaction, but the satisfaction score gap between immigrants and local workers lessens
over time. Similar results have been found among migrant dentists in Australia (Bala-
subramanian et al. 2016). It is also reported that immigrants may have to spend more than
10 years in the host country to narrow the job satisfaction gap (Yap et al. 2014).

Age and years of residency in the host country are significant predictors of overall job
satisfaction, evidenced by their correlations with job satisfaction shown in empirical
studies (Ea et al. 2008). Studies have found that older immigrants tended to have high job
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satisfaction. A major reason for this tendency is that the initial adverse scenarios (e.g.,
language barrier, underemployment, overqualification) experienced by immigrants can be
reduced, or alleviated, over time through the immigrants’ progressive adaptation to the host
society (Chuba 2016). This is also consistent with previous research that found that job
satisfaction significantly improved with the increase in age of immigrants (Fugl-Meyer
et al. 2002).

Gender difference also plays an important role in influencing migrant workers’ job
satisfaction. For example, Au et al. (1998) found that Chinese male restaurant workers in
New York reported a higher level of job satisfaction compared to their female counterparts.
Ong and Shah (2012) illustrated that gender is an important consideration when differ-
entiating local and immigrant workers, in terms of the relationship between language
proficiency and job satisfaction. A further indicator in the literature is that males and
females have different work expectations, career goals, and roles. For example, studies
have found that, compared to males, female immigrants perceive higher depression due to
their multiple roles at work and at home (Remennick 2005). Another study demonstrated
that the gender—job satisfaction paradox exists in the labor market due to the restrictive
access for females or males in some occupations (Kaiser 2007).

4.2 Culture-Related Factors

During the process of adapting to their host countries, international immigrants may
encounter many culture-related barriers that arise from language, values, and acculturation
strategy. Language is a typical indication of cultural identification (Lee 2002), and studies
have been conducted on its influence on immigrants’ job satisfaction (Bloemen 2013;
Hakak et al. 2010; Pottie et al. 2008). Research has found that immigrants who cannot
speak the language of the host country tend to have lower job satisfaction (Bloemen 2014).
An individual’s values, beliefs, and other traits that are closely related to their cultural
background, may also be contributing factors when immigrants subjectively appraise their
jobs (e.g., whether they are satisfied or not), given that variations in cultural traits may lead
immigrants to value different aspects of a job (Kirkman and Shapiro 2001). Further, in the
acculturation process, the interaction between the heritage culture and the receiving culture
may lead to unpleasant outcomes, such as misunderstanding, discrimination, and conflict
that can cause health and psychosocial problems among immigrants, including low job
satisfaction (Schwartz et al. 2010). We discuss each of these three factors below.

4.2.1 Language Skills

An inability to speak the language of the host country is an obvious barrier for migrants
seeking jobs (Kossoudji 1988). Immigrants who lack local language proficiency may feel
isolated, and find it difficult to expand their social network, as they are unable to effec-
tively communicate with local residents. Insufficient language skills can also lead to dif-
ficulty for immigrants in re-establishing their careers in the host country. A study by Hakak
et al. (2010) of Latin Americans in Canada, found that speaking English as a second
language was a constraint for non-native speakers that affected their confidence in the
workplace. Conversely, a high level of proficiency in the local language can positively
contribute to immigrant workers’ job satisfaction. Green et al. (2007) found that immi-
grants from English-speaking backgrounds earn higher salaries or income, compared to
migrants from non-English-speaking backgrounds, and income is a critical contributor of
job satisfaction (Judge et al. 2010). The literature has also shown that employers in host
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countries prefer to hire, or give preferential treatment to, immigrant workers with higher
levels of local language skills (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015). These immigrants may
then experience more positive job outcomes (e.g., immigrants with better language skills
may be more satisfied at work). These findings suggest that language skills are a non-
negligible determinant of immigrants’ job satisfaction.

4.2.2 Cultural Traits

Most immigrants moving to new host countries are motivated by better life or work
opportunities. The diverse cultural backgrounds of their home countries have shaped
immigrants’ values and work expectations, and these are critical factors in driving their
career development paths (Brown 2002). According to Brown (2002), cultural values not
only play a significant role in an individual’s career choice and job satisfaction, they also
interact with other factors, such as gender, self-efficacy, and social support, to influence
work-related outcomes. For example, immigrants from different cultural backgrounds have
distinct job expectations, job-seeking attitudes, and work behaviors. This view is supported
by findings that immigrants from developing Southeast Asia, who have poor education
levels or English-speaking skills, may choose low-skilled jobs but have higher job satis-
faction compared with highly skilled migrants (Townsend et al. 2014).

4.2.3 Acculturation

When immigrants move to their host countries, they often experience a series of complex
changes they must adapt to in their new lives. Research on various immigrant groups has
found that, while some individuals adapt very well to their host society, others encounter
many difficulties (Berry 1992; Cerdin et al. 2014). Conflict between a person’s traditional
culture and the mainstream host culture is a major challenge, forcing immigrants to choose
suitable strategies to conquer the difficulties that are caused by such conflicts (Lu et al.
2011).

Acculturation has been used to describe the adjustment process of becoming culturally
and psychologically involved in intercultural contact (Berry et al. 2006). According to the
framework of acculturation (Berry 2001), there are four aspects of acculturation strategies
that immigrants can apply when settling in the host society. These strategies include
assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization (Berry 1997). Assimilation
strategy fosters an individual’s openness to encompass the host culture instead of main-
taining their own heritage. Conversely, separation strategy is applied when individuals
insist on holding onto their traditional culture, and refuse to engage with the mainstream
culture. Integration strategy provides the option for individuals to absorb their new host
culture as well as maintain their own culture. Finally, marginalization concerns a point
when individuals lose interest in either retaining their original culture or accepting the host
culture. Immigrants from different backgrounds have distinct preferences in their selection
of acculturation strategies during the process of adaptation to their host countries. For
example, Chinese immigrants in Australia prefer to retain their traditional culture rather
than embrace the culture of their host country (Lu et al. 2011).

Previous studies that examine the influence of acculturation on job-related outcomes
among various immigrant groups reveal that acculturation has a positive effect on job
satisfaction. For example, Au et al. (1998) found that acculturation was positively related
to job satisfaction among Chinese immigrants in the U.S. In another study, Valdivia and
Flores (2012) found that Anglo-American acculturation had a positive affect on job
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satisfaction among Latin American immigrants in the U.S. Similarly, Ea et al. (2008)
reported that, acculturation to the host culture among registered nurses with a Filipino
background in the U.S., had a positive correlation with job satisfaction. These findings are
in accordance with the argument of Kifle et al. (2016) that immigrants’ lack of assimilation
with Australian culture leads to a lower level of job satisfaction.

These studies are all focused on the effect of a single acculturation strategy, such as
assimilation or integration, on job satisfaction. The acculturation process reflects the
interaction between the original and the host cultures. Immigrants may utilize different
strategies during the course of adaptation. For example, some immigrants may not be
willing to interact with mainstream cultures when they perceive prejudice or discrimina-
tion. After a longer period living in the host country, immigrants may be more interested in
learning the norms and traditions of the local society (Berry 2001).

4.3 Society- and Community-Related Factors

Social network refers to individuals’ interpersonal relations, consisting of social interac-
tions and access to resources (Sparrowe et al. 2001). Apart from seeking information and
advice from colleagues—the social support in the workplace discussed earlier in this
paper—individuals can obtain support or resources through interactions with social net-
works outside work contexts. These include family members, friends, neighbours,
acquaintances, and significant others (Cross and Cummings 2004; Hakak et al. 2010).
Social networks can enhance an immigrant’s sense of belonging and feeling of being
respected, through bridging individuals with relatively remote relations (e.g., acquain-
tances, but not close friends), and bonding more proximal relations (e.g., friendship and
family ties). Social networks have been identified as an important determinant of high
performance in the workplace (Mehra et al. 2001; Morrison 2002), a potential source of job
satisfaction. However, in a broader career or professional context, beyond the immediate
work context, immigrants can find it difficult to establish local professional networks in the
host country, and this may limit their sources for job opportunities (Hakak et al. 2010).
Social networks can provide useful information and support that may help to relieve stress
during the job-seeking process, in turn, affecting immigrants’ satisfaction at work and in
their careers.

There are many other factors that may affect job satisfaction among immigrants. For
instance, general attitudes toward immigrants in host countries can shape their psycho-
logical feelings, including job satisfaction. Immigrants may perceive acceptance, appre-
ciation, or concern, all of which are correlated to immigrants’ integration into the diverse
domains of local society, including the work domain (Esses et al. 2006). Research has
found that prejudice and discrimination inside and outside the workplace can negatively
affect immigrant workers’ happiness at work (Hakak et al. 2010). Immigrants also reported
that local employers might lack trust in the qualifications immigrants had gained overseas
(Townsend et al. 2014). Indeed, studies have shown that discrimination against job
applications lodged by migrants is common in many host countries such as the U.S.,
Canada, Germany, Australia, and Austria (Dancygier and Laitin 2014; Weichselbaumer
2016). From a broader perspective, this may imply that such discrimination may have an
early effect on immigrants’ satisfaction with their job application, while further investi-
gation is warranted to explore whether the discrimination experienced by successful
immigrant applicants is related to their job satisfaction after entering the organization.
Overall, the celebration and acceptance of diversity, and openness to immigrants in the
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host country, will lead immigrants to experience higher levels of job and life satisfaction
(Ward and Masgoret 2008).

5 Potential Interactions

This review has illustrated that a number of work-related factors and non-work-specific
factors are responsible for the variation in immigrant workers’ job satisfaction. Although
we might imagine work-specific factors are more proximal to a person’s job, given the
special circumstances immigrants are confronted with, we argue that both work-related
factors and non-work-specific factors tend to be equally important in determining immi-
grant workers’ job satisfaction. From the person—environment perspective, researchers
have warned that it is unwise to conclude whether one type of factor is more important than
the other (Pervin 1987). Person—environment congruence is achieved through the inter-
action between personal factors and environmental factors, and is an ideal state that human
beings generally want to pursue (Arvey et al. 1991). As mentioned earlier, individuals
often purposefully choose the work environment that best represents the attributes and
characteristics that are the same or similar to their own, to proactively improve their
happiness at work (Weiss and Adler 1984). As a result, the main form of interaction of the
factors influencing job satisfaction, as discussed by Arvey et al. (1991), is through
achieving congruence. However, as migration to another county is a significant life event,
it may cause many maladjustments due to the initial mismatch between personal and
environmental or situational factors that can lower an immigrant’s level of happiness (Al-
Baldawi 2002; Kamal et al. 2013).

The way in which job satisfaction can be shaped through person—environment inter-
action has been studied extensively in the general population. However, among immigrant
workers, this area has not received much attention. In alignment with the interaction model
of Arvey et al. (1991), we have highlighted some of the factors that may interact to
promote immigrants’ job satisfaction. First, the interaction between work-related situa-
tional factors and personal factors may influence job satisfaction. For example, when
positive job characteristics (e.g., Judge et al. 2000; Loher et al. 1985) or a positive work
environment (e.g., Arvey et al. 1989; Baernholdt and Mark 2009; Begat et al. 2005) are
accompanied by the qualifications or skills that can be applied to the workplace, immi-
grants may experience increased job satisfaction (e.g., Allen and Van der Velden 2001;
Vieira 2005). Second, in a non-work setting, personal and situational factors may interact
to influence job satisfaction. For instance, when immigrants’ cultural backgrounds or
values are better aligned with those endorsed in the local social environment, we may
expect immigrant workers to have a heightened level of job satisfaction, as the special
status of immigrants may cause them to psychologically link their experiences in the
community to those in the workplace (Adams et al. 1996; Brown 2002). Third, non-work
personal factors and work-related situational factors may jointly produce influence (Roelen
et al. 2008; Smerek and Peterson 2007). Whether or not an immigrant’s job satisfaction is
influenced by inadequate language skills—a general personal factor not specific to the
work context—may be dependent on their job responsibilities and duties. When the job
requires no, or very limited, interpersonal communication using the specified language, an
immigrant’s job satisfaction may not be affected by poor language skills. Conversely, if an
immigrant is required to communicate extensively using the specified language, the lack of
language skills may be a problem that causes job dissatisfaction. Fourth, the interaction
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between a work-related personal factor and a non-work situational factor may exert
influence on job satisfaction (Flap and Volker 2001; Harris et al. 2007). For example, an
immigrant’s perception that they are overqualified for the job, a work-related personal
factor, may lead them to feel dissatisfied when performing tasks. However, if the host
country initiates new policies to introduce more immigrants, the existing immigrants’
dissatisfaction may decrease to some extent, as they may realize that the job market will
become more competitive, and they may be uncertain that they will find a better job. In line
with the interaction model of Arvey et al. (1991), these potential interactions may lead to a
change in job satisfaction among immigrants. The structural interactions elaborated above
may provide useful guidelines to future research regarding the development of theoretical
framework of job satisfaction. Future research may focus on the joint influences of the
determinants discussed in this study to gain further insights into the nature of job satis-
faction, and as an extension, of other subjective reactions to the job. When person—
environment congruence is reached, we observe increased job satisfaction. Adversely, if
there is person—environment incongruence, this will result in decreased job satisfaction.
Given that these interaction effects on job satisfaction are based on the theoretical per-
spective, future research is needed to test these effects using immigrant samples.

6 Implications, Limitations, and Future Research

This article contributes to our understanding of the factors that shape immigrants’ job
satisfaction, including work-related and non-work-specific factors, as well as interactional
perspectives. The relatively comprehensive picture we have depicted for the determinants
of immigrants’ satisfaction at work offers useful information for organizations, commu-
nities, and migration policy-makers in host countries. It is important that employers
understand the work-related factors that affect the job satisfaction of employees with an
immigration background. The growing number of immigrants, especially skilled migrant
workers, has accounted for a big part of the labor force in many traditional immigration
countries (Yap et al. 2014). Many of these immigrants are likely to have higher education
levels compared to their local counterparts, and have higher expectations of career
development and workplace well-being. However, skilled immigrants often encounter
barriers to fulfilling their expertise and utilizing their capabilities when they enter the local
labor market. Being aware of the influential factors of job satisfaction enables employers to
create fair and equitable work environments, which will benefit both organizations and
employees as job satisfaction can also increase task performance and prevent turnover
intention (Gazioglu and Tansel 2006; Ng and Feldman 2010).

Additionally, the findings we have synthesized in this article offer valuable implications
for community management. Research has identified that non-work-specific factors (e.g.,
social or community support, cultural traits, and acculturation) have significant correlations
with immigrants’ job satisfaction. Understanding which factors contribute to the job sat-
isfaction of immigrants is critical for establishing healthy communities that involve
immigrants (Valdivia and Flores 2012). It is practical that host communities focus their
efforts on the development of a peaceful and friendly multicultural environment, and
provide support and help for immigrants to adapt. Such an environment has positive effects
on immigrants’ life well-being, and has been found to contribute significantly to workplace
well-being, such as job satisfaction (Judge and Watanabe 1993; Loscocco and Roschelle
1991).
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This article has a number of restrictions. First, due to the limited research that has
investigated facets of immigrant workers’ job satisfaction, we were unable to conduct a
more comprehensive and extensive analysis of how the influential factors (e.g., pay, work
conditions, and job duties) could affect different dimensions of job satisfaction. Second,
existing research that has investigated person—environment fit mainly focuses on general
workers, and only a few studies are specifically conducted on immigrant workers. Con-
sequently, we could not explore further the interactions between personal and environ-
mental factors, and how the interactions influence migrants’ job satisfaction. The proposed
interactions in this article were mostly driven by theoretical and conceptual inferences.
Third, there has been little research to investigate self-employed immigrants’ satisfaction
with their own jobs (e.g., private business) in the host countries. As a result, we could not
expand further on exactly which work-related factors drive immigrants’ job satisfaction.
Fourth, participants taking part in past research mostly migrated from developing countries
to developed countries. Few studies have researched immigrant workers that move from
developed countries to developing countries. This phenomenon existing in the literature
has prevented us from drawing a solid conclusion, particularly regarding the influence of
societal or other non-work-related situational factors on immigrants’ job satisfaction.

Due to these shortcomings in the current area, there are still a number of opportunities
for future research. For example, because of the limited research on self-employed
immigrants, it would be valuable to explore the reasons that motivate immigrants who do
not have self-employment experience to start their own business in their host countries, and
whether or not, and why, they are satisfied or dissatisfied in their current business. In
addition, most of the studies on acculturation were focused on the unidirectional assimi-
lation of the minority (immigrants) by the majority (local residents). In fact, some orga-
nizations are hiring more immigrant workers than local workers, and many local residents
are working for companies operated by immigrants (Aslund et al. 2014). In these cir-
cumstances, it may be worth exploring the reverse direction of acculturation and its
relationship with job satisfaction status. Further, it would be useful to investigate the job
satisfaction of immigrant workers who migrate from developed countries to developing
countries, considering this phenomenon is rarely documented in current literature. Finally,
since a limited number of studies have emphasized how the fit between the person and the
environment shapes migrant workers’ job satisfaction, future research may devote more
efforts to expanding our knowledge in this area.
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