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The Multiple Forms and Shifting 
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�Dynamics of the Global Careers Landscape

“Every boring or mundane activity you experience at home is, when 
you move to a foreign country, suddenly transformed into an exciting 
adventure” according to Reannon Muth, a travel writer. Indeed, it has 
long been known that some of the key drivers for global careers are 
adventure, excitement and learning (Hippler 2009; Doherty et  al. 
2011). While global careers and these worldwide talent management 
and knowledge flows are key ingredients for organizational success 
(Scullion and Collings 2011), our understanding of international work 
and careers has dramatically advanced in the last decades. This book 

M. Dickmann (*) 
Cranfield School of Management, Cranfield University, Cranfield, UK
e-mail: m.dickmann@cranfield.ac.uk 

V. Suutari • O. Wurtz 
School of Management, University of Vaasa, Vaasa, Finland
e-mail: vsu@uva.fi; owurtz@uva.fi

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-76529-7_1&domain=pdf
mailto:m.dickmann@cranfield.ac.uk
mailto:vsu@uva.fi
mailto:owurtz@uva.fi


2 

outlines a vast array of recent insights into global careers and charts this 
dynamic field in order to allow global careerists and their families, mul-
tinational corporations (MNCs) and other key stakeholders to make 
better informed decisions. In so doing, the book moves beyond the 
basic insights depicted above to reflect the huge diversity of global 
career contexts and actors.

The “exciting adventure” outlined above may not materialize in some 
situations and environments. Recent advances in our access and use of 
information, ease and lowered cost of travel and higher expectations in 
relation to what millennials expect from their working lives may mean 
that a move from Istanbul, Athens, Berlin or Paris to a shared service 
centre abroad results in a more administrative work embedded in a local 
city context that may not be seen as highly stimulating. Maybe this par-
ticular person has widely travelled and has experienced a phenomenon 
that The Economist, a news magazine, describes as many countries becom-
ing relatively more similar. In turn, the relative “boredom” that a person 
can experience may be highly preferable in the eyes of the individual to 
an assignment in a hostile environment context (Dickmann et al. 2017) 
where one’s life is at stake. The world has increased in volatility, uncer-
tainty, complexity and ambiguity in recent years which can make work-
ing abroad more exciting but more difficult, increases the need for 
flexibility and may be more dangerous for international workers (Bader 
and Schuster 2015).

Khilji and Schuler (2017) argue that global labour markets, talent 
flows, people living abroad in the diaspora and repatriates are key factors 
in the competitiveness of countries and organizations. The continued 
globalization trend, larger expatriate numbers (Brookfield 2016) and 
stronger migration flows (Al Ariss 2010), often encouraged through the 
push factors of hostile environments, mean that the ranks of global 
careerists are swelling. There is a massive “brain circulation” (Saxenian 
2005) ongoing in the world. It is important to understand these different 
international talent flows in terms of key drivers, career types and gestalt, 
work and family effects, management interfaces and outcomes in relation 
to global careers.

  M. Dickmann et al.
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�Types of International Experience

International work appears in many different forms. International work 
experiences have typically been studied through the focus on certain type 
of assignment/assignee group. For example, clearly most of the studies in 
the field have focused on analysing the nature of long-term assignments 
within MNCs and thus the experiences of assignees who work abroad 
over several years. Later, there has been increasing interest towards those 
people who have self-initiated their long-term international assignments, 
that is, they have not been sent abroad by any organizations but instead 
the individuals arrange a job abroad on their own. Clearly less research 
attention has been given to short-term assignments or commuter assign-
ments though in practice those are seen to be increasingly popular within 
companies. In the next section, we will briefly introduce the specific fea-
tures of different types of assignments as they appear in the literature. 
After this, we will also take a more long-term perspective on global careers 
that often consist of various international assignments of different kinds 
during one’s career.

�Assigned Expatriates (AEs)

Tharenou (2015) defines AEs as managers and professionals assigned or 
sent abroad by their employer, who supports and funds the move, to 
work on an assignment temporarily for a pre-set period of more than a 
year to achieve organizational goals. Organizational reasons for the use 
of global mobility and AEs include the filling of a local competency gap 
(maybe there are no adequate candidates on the local labour market), a 
drive to have a high level of corporate (reporting and planning issues, 
other standardized approaches) and cultural integration (attitudes and 
behaviours) around head office ideas and the global management of tal-
ent including leadership development (Edström and Galbraith 1977; 
Stahl et al. 2002). Further organizational drivers include other opera-
tional (knowledge transfer) and political considerations (getting rid of 
a local competitor) outlined in various writings (Tharenou 2015; 

  The Multiple Forms and Shifting Landscapes of Global Careers 



4 

Dickmann and Baruch 2011). Of course, AEs have their own set of 
individual drivers to seek and accept working abroad. These include a 
large range of motives that have been outlined by various writers such as 
Dickmann et al. (2008) or Hippler (2009). Broadly speaking, individu-
als consider a large set of factors when deciding whether and where to 
work abroad. These fall into categories such as career and development, 
individual drivers such as a sense of adventure, family and friends, 
organizational inducements, national, regional and location-specific 
factors (Dickmann and Mills 2009).

Going on assignment on behalf of an organization typically creates a 
mutual or dual dependency between individuals (including their fami-
lies) and their employers (Larsen 2004). When AEs are sent from the 
head office to a foreign subsidiary, in reality, much of the time when AEs 
go anywhere abroad, they tend to become a “bigger fish in a smaller 
pond” or, sometimes, simply a more colourful fish in the sea. They often 
experience objective career advantages such as more rapid promotion, 
better performance evaluations and higher pay (Doherty and Dickmann 
2012; The RES Forum 2017) in the short and long term. Thus, they have 
often become more costly and more important to their organizations. In 
turn, they normally rely on their organizations more strongly in terms of 
physical moves to the new country, pre-departure preparation, post-
arrival support, children’s educational provision, housing, health care, tax 
and residence/working permit compliance and social security payments 
(The RES Forum 2016). Especially where AEs encounter highly different 
national contexts, extreme insecurity/terrorist threats and potential natu-
ral and human-caused disasters, the dependence of expatriates on their 
employers is likely to be very high (Bader et al. forthcoming).

To capture a large array of organizational activities to manage this dual 
dependency, Harris et  al. (2003) developed the concept of expatriate 
cycle. This takes account of strategic and operational global mobility 
issues that are relevant before an AE is selected to work abroad, during 
and after the assignment. Dickmann and Baruch (2011) expand this dis-
cussion and centre it around global careers, the focus of our book. The 
focus of much (global) career writing has shifted to the individual careerist 
(Briscoe and Hall 2006; Gunz and Peiperl 2007; Sullivan and Baruch 

  M. Dickmann et al.
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2009). A lot of pertinent information is available to the reader and is, to 
an extensive extent, outlined in the following chapters of this book. 
Therefore, we will concentrate on a short depiction of organizational 
considerations and activities when managing their assignee populations.

Our discussion will focus on general global mobility considerations, 
resourcing, talent, career and performance management activities, reward 
and compliance issues as well as programme management, data analytics 
and global mobility technology approaches. While some of these issues 
are based on academic writings (Dowling et  al. 2008; Dickmann and 
Baruch 2011), there are others that spring from the strong interest of the 
professional audience (see The RES Forum 2016, 2017).

�General Global Mobility Considerations

It is argued that organizations need to consider their general assignment 
strategy and what they want to achieve with their global mobility activi-
ties (Edström and Galbraith 1977; Harris et al. 2003). It is clear that any 
international HR strategy—and by extension a global talent manage-
ment and mobility approach—would benefit from an integration with 
the MNC’s worldwide configuration of business strategy, structure, poli-
cies and practices (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1989; Dickmann and Müller-
Camen 2006). Once the vertical alignment is achieved, the role of the 
global mobility (GM) function can be determined. Based on the ideas of 
Ulrich (1998), a number of GM department roles including strategic 
GM advisor, global talent manager, administrative GM expert and global 
people effectiveness expert have been suggested (The RES Forum 2015). 
With respect to global careers, organizations could clarify the diverse pur-
poses of international assignments and link their career structures to 
those. For instance, leadership development-driven assignments would 
mean that the payback of these is in the very long term. Thus, AEs should 
stay in the organization for a long time so that the company can benefit 
fully. Thus, special long-term career planning including the assessment of 
what assignees are likely to be able to learn and use in future work and 
retention measures may be developed. In contrast, where AEs simply fill 
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a skills gap, other career, reward, development and retention approaches 
may be utilized (Dickmann 2017). Attributing international work a high 
kudos is likely to be useful for both individuals and organizations as it 
increases the willingness of staff to work abroad and is mostly based on 
actual career progression for individuals who therefore are likely to benefit 
(Doherty and Dickmann 2009). Operational considerations of what 
firms can do to manage the general GM phase are manifold and too 
broad to discuss in detail. The reader can find 15 suggestions in a recent 
publication (The RES Forum 2017).

�Resourcing, Talent, Career and Performance Management

It has long been known that GM resourcing is often haphazard and 
unsystematic. Harris and Brewster (1999) distinguish between formal 
and informal, open and closed GM selection and liken some corporate 
approaches to a coffee machine selection approach. Obviously, open 
advertising of global vacancies can increase the candidate pool and for-
mal, sophisticated selection may increase the resourcing quality. With a 
focus on dual dependency and career concerns, the authors would like to 
advocate that understanding the underlying motivations of potential AEs 
is highly important as it may aid the identification of the right candidate, 
a more sophisticated selection approach and can inform a more tailored 
expatriation package. Resourcing can also benefit from psychometric or 
other assessments, the matching of the candidate’s profile to the intercul-
tural job demands (Baruch et  al. 2013); the provision of realistic job, 
country and host team previews (e.g. through look-see visits); and the 
assessment of family and partner constraints with a view to individual 
obligations and expectations (Harvey 1997; Mäkelä et al. 2015; Mäkelä 
and Suutari 2011).

Many authors have argued for pre-departure and post-arrival training 
for expatriates and their families (Sparrow et al. 2004). While these often 
look at cultural and country differences, it would be useful to integrate 
novel and more challenging job demands into these. In addition, inte-
grating the host team into any cultural training, that is, to prepare it for 
the newcomer and to sensitize it to cultural differences and how to handle 

  M. Dickmann et al.
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these, seems to be less common but may improve team effectivity. In 
addition, enabling good interaction of expatriates, their families, host 
team members and citizens of the host country can help assignee 
adjustment (Dowling et al. 2008; Haslberger et al. 2013). Finally, pre-
repatriation seminars and post-repatriation networking events may be 
helpful to successfully master the most difficult assignment (Hurn 1999).

This book provides the reader with many broad and in-depth insights 
into global careers so that a detailed discussion here is superfluous. 
Nevertheless, a short outline of what activities companies can undertake 
is developed below. First, we advocate that companies develop a career 
management approach that identifies a candidate’s long-term career aspi-
rations and plans to the organizational career management approach. In 
fact, we would advocate that organizations encourage and conduct 
longer-term career (scenario) planning that factors in the expatriate posi-
tion and jobs upon return. In addition, global assignments should be 
designed in a way as to foster the acquisition of career capital that drives 
intelligent careers (DeFillippi and Arthur 1994; Inkson and Arthur 
2001). Recent research has shown that the career capital and marketabil-
ity of expatriates, both AEs and SIEs, is expanded and useful over the 
long term (Suutari et al. 2017; Dickmann et al. 2016). Other support 
mechanisms such as GM business sponsors and expatriate mentors (home 
and host based) can further refine a corporate global career approach.

For most assignments, performance management is conducted locally 
(with some exceptions in ‘global’ jobs or those where assignees report to 
the global centre). A key source of friction can therefore be that the AE 
originally gets assignment objectives from the sending unit and will then 
be performance reviewed and managed by the receiving unit where the 
original assignment goals may be less important. Therefore, authors have 
suggested a more integrated performance management system (Tarique 
et al. 2015: Chapter 13). Thus, integrating the primary assignment pur-
pose into performance management and making sure that this purpose is 
also attractive for the host unit could improve assignment effectiveness. 
However, fundamental problems, such as where the primary purpose is 
to control and coordinate a host unit that values its autonomy and idio-
syncratic processes, can remain.
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�Global Mobility Programme Compliance

Much of the work of GM professionals is centred around complying with 
local laws and regulations with regard to tax and social security issues. 
This is a highly important, dynamically developing and highly bureaucratic 
arena that has been comparatively neglected by academic researchers. 
Nevertheless, where companies disregard the laws and regulations that 
govern the payment of, say, corporate or individual tax, it becomes highly 
risky for them and may result in substantial fines, potential prison sen-
tences and inhibitions for their operations in a host country. This may be 
the key reason why MNCs tend to be less price sensitive when outsourcing 
in these areas. In essence, they value quality of service provision over cost 
savings (The RES Forum 2016).

In addition, compliance may be defined more broadly in organizations 
and include the observance of all their internal GM approaches. 
Companies typically have diverse approaches, but these may include their 
logistical support during and after moves abroad—accommodation, 
health insurance, banking, schooling and so on—and/or their support to 
the assignee with local networking and learning activities.

�Global Rewards

Rewards, again, are more highly discussed amongst GM professionals 
than academics. Professionals work day-to-day with concepts such as 
home-based pay (using “cost of living adjustments” calculations), host-
based pay or other reward approaches. In addition, they are grappling 
with issues such as early return or partners/families that move to the host 
country not at the beginning of an assignment but later. Moreover, they 
are keenly interested in the motivational effects of their various global 
reward packages (often distinguishing between long-term, short-term, 
local-plus assignees, frequent business travellers, etc.) in order to increase 
the attractiveness of international work (Dowling et al. 2008). Some rec-
ommendations in the practitioner literature include that organizations 
strive for reward equity, minimize the exposure of individuals in relation 
to social security and taxation and to keep administrative complexity low 
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(The RES Forum 2017). For the design of reward systems, HR 
professionals need to explore the attractiveness of their approaches in 
relation to different stakeholder groups, for example, families may have 
distinct needs from sole expatriates, people with caring responsibilities 
for their elder parents may seek more free time and travel support, assign-
ees in hostile environments have higher security needs and, therefore, 
understand their drivers and value systems well (Dickmann et al. 2008). 
Moreover, the range of intrinsic rewards such as developmental opportu-
nities and career choices need to be factored in when designing reward 
systems. In addition, some deferred assignment-linked compensation 
may be considered in order to retain repatriates.

�Programme Management, Data Analytics and Technology

Programme management is not consistently defined in GM but can 
include activities such as assignment policy writing and ongoing manage-
ment of expatriates by a global GM centre of excellence, global vendor 
management of outsourcing service providers, analysis and management 
of compliance issues (see above), compensation and salary review activi-
ties, assignee tracking for reporting purposes and assignment documenta-
tion. The scope of programme management, its interfaces with global 
talent management and local host organizations are likely to vary amongst 
MNCs, especially in relation to the various roles of GM departments, 
industry pressures and country spread. With respect to the use of tech-
nology and data analytics in GM work within MNCs, it is surprising 
how many firms still use predominantly stand-alone data storage systems 
(e.g. Excel) that are not integrated in a wider ERP system (Dickmann 
and Marsh 2017). There have been voices raised that suggest to compile 
and consolidate data more effectively, to enable firms to visualize their 
GM data better and analyse their information more in-depth as to enable 
more evidence-based GM decision making. This could, of course, extend 
to vendor management and other linkages to external stakeholders.

Above, we have briefly outlined the perspective of GM professionals 
when working with AEs. Next, we aim to explore the world of self-
initiated assignments. When comparing the motives of AEs to those of 
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SIEs, the organization-sent individuals are typically more motivated by 
looking for new development possibilities and career development 
(Doherty et al. 2011; Andresen et al. 2014). These and other issues in 
relation to SIEs are further explicated below.

�Self-Initiated Expatriates (SIEs)

Due to globalization, increasing amounts of individuals are looking for 
interesting international jobs on their own initiative and thus become a 
self-initiated expatriate (Suutari and Brewster 2000). Tharenou (2015) 
defines SIEs as “Managers and professionals who decide on their own 
initiate to search for a job abroad, self-fund their expatriation without 
organizational support, for a temporary but undefined time, likely from 
over a year up to a decade, for career professional, lifestyle, cultural and 
personal reasons, and usually employed on a host country contract there”. 
In line with this, Andresen et  al. (2014) specify three criteria that are 
needed to differentiate such SIEs from assigned expatriates: (1) among 
SIEs the initiative for the assignment comes from the individual who 
searches for international job possibilities (while among AEs the initiative 
comes from the employer organization); (2) among SIEs there is a new 
work contract partner, and (3) the final decision to employ the expatriate 
is made by a new contract partner, usually in the host country (while 
among AEs the decision is typically made in the home country).

It is common that at least among more highly educated assignees, both 
AEs and SIEs are looking for new experiences in an international context 
and have career and development-related motives for moving abroad 
(Suutari and Brewster 2000). Among SIEs, the motives such as family-
related factors (Richardson 2006), overall lifestyle and location (Doherty 
et al. 2011) are typically in a more central role than among AEs. Also a 
poor employment situation in the home country is a more common 
motive among SIEs (Suutari and Brewster 2000).

It is also good to recognize that there are very different kinds of assign-
ees among SIEs (Suutari and Brewster 2000) and that the motives of such 
subgroups may differ considerably from each other. For example, there 
are “young job seekers” who in the early stage of their career seek a job 
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abroad and are thus a very different kind of group to that of internationally 
experienced senior managers within MNCs. It is also unlikely that 
companies will contemplate sending young people without professional 
experience to an international assignment abroad. Thus, for young people 
looking for new cross-cultural experiences, excitement and possibilities 
for growth and career prospects (Tharenou 2003), there is no other option 
than to self-initiate their move abroad. In turn, academic SIEs, who often 
did not have specific plans for moving abroad but rather talked with 
colleagues at conferences or had seen, accidentally, some job advertise-
ment were driven by three dominant motivations: adventure/travel, life 
change and family reasons (Richardson and Mallon 2005).

For international organizations, SIEs offer an alternative recruitment 
channel for internationally mobile professionals but with clear lower lev-
els of costs than typically for traditional expatriation. SIEs are usually 
recruited with local contracts, while expatriates are paid various kinds of 
extra allowances and insurances (Suutari and Brewster 2000). At the 
same time, the SIE population naturally expands the possible pool of 
candidates for international positions when it is sometimes difficult to 
find suitable professionals willing to move abroad for many years. When 
living abroad, SIEs are typically outside corporate support and training 
practices and thus have to make their arrangements and preparations on 
their own (Jokinen et al. 2008). However, this does not mean that SIEs 
would not need support practices such as cross-cultural training or induc-
tion sessions from their new employer. The opposite may be the case 
when they are less supported before the assignment. The empirical 
research on how HRM can support SIEs in their adjustment is fairly 
limited, but such support is typically recommended (Howe-Walsh and 
Schyns 2010).

The discussion of the management of SIEs is drastically different from 
the one on AEs for the very reasons that in most cases no particular 
managerial practices are arranged specifically for them. No dedicated 
management is applied towards them first because many practitioners are 
not fully aware of their existence. They are also often not conscious of 
them being real assets for the company requiring as such dedicated 
actions. Consequently, in most companies, these employees are not 

  The Multiple Forms and Shifting Landscapes of Global Careers 



12 

identified. They are lost among the bulk of local employees and are not 
identified as having particular common characteristics and as belonging 
to a special group. Therefore in most cases, companies are far from 
deploying specific practices to manage them as a group.

However, research has suggested some tools that should be applied to 
manage SIEs. They are presented in Chap. 3 from Vesa Suutari, Chris 
Brewster and Michael Dickmann. The first step is to identify them and 
customize management practices for them. This group has competencies 
and skills that are real assets for many companies. This call for a particular 
management of this group cannot be done without first an identification 
of this group (see Chap. 3). Considering attraction and retention, SIEs 
have to some extent different profiles from that of AEs, with different 
motivations for expatriating (Cerdin 2013; Suutari and Brewster 2000). 
In addition, the percentage of women who are SIEs is higher than 
amongst AEs, and self-initiated global workers are seen to have different 
personal characteristics such as being more educated or staying, on aver-
age, longer than AEs (Doherty et al. 2011). This suggests that companies 
should adjust their communication and branding activities in order to 
specifically target these professionals (Chap. 3).

Regarding compensation, the reward packages of SIEs could be 
rethought. In most cases SIEs sign a standard local contract that does 
not take into account their skills and competencies, such as language 
skills and cultural understanding. More strikingly, SIEs receive markedly 
lower salaries and benefits than expatriates even when compared to 
local-plus assignees (The RES Forum 2016). Next, supporting adjust-
ment, notably with the cross-cultural training of SIEs, is rarely done but 
would most likely deliver a high return on investment due to the moti-
vation of many SIEs to culturally learn. Strong drivers to work abroad, 
such as a sense of adventure and the willingness to explore the host 
country physically and socially, could be taken into account in order to 
motivate and retain SIEs. Finally, the work content and responsibilities 
could be also tailored to fit the skills and interests of SIEs, such as pro-
viding a significant component of interactions with locals and using 
their superior insights into their home countries as a work component 
in their jobs.

  M. Dickmann et al.



  13

�Short-Term Expatriates

Short-term assignments (STAs) are typically defined as assignments 
lasting more than a few weeks (otherwise these would be extended busi-
ness travel) but less than a year (Collings et al. 2015; The RES Forum 
2016). Sometimes they are defined within companies as assignments last-
ing less than six months since in some countries foreign sojourns longer 
than half a year may create tax and social security changes to the indi-
viduals (Suutari et al. 2013). Though the evidence is limited, all available 
information seems to support the view that such STAs are becoming 
increasingly popular within companies (Collings et al. 2015). There are 
many reasons for such trends, that is, improved transportation and com-
munication systems, cost containment initiatives, organizational net-
works and flexible intra-organizational coordination of global units 
(Harvey et  al. 2010). The individual level of unwillingness to move 
abroad due to individual or family reasons may also be leading towards 
increasing the amount of STAs in which the possible negative impacts of 
mobility on the children or the career of the partner may be avoided. In 
comparison with long-term expatriates, the repatriation stage is typically 
less challenging—though not always without any problems (Starr 2009). 
Due to a short time scale, replacements for assignees may not be needed 
and the assignees may thus be able to return to their old jobs. Among 
project assignees, the STA is sometimes followed by another assignment 
due to the overall project nature of the work (Suutari et al. 2013).

STAs may attract assignees since those offer new cross-cultural experi-
ences (Starr and Currie 2009). STAs also offer development possibilities 
when dealing with new kinds of job responsibilities in a new location 
and with foreign colleagues often having their own ways of doing the 
job. In that way, STAs embody a possibility to gather new experiences 
and offer a change to daily routines (Crowley-Henry and Heaslip 2014). 
They offer a possibility also for younger professionals to get international 
experience when they may not yet have access to longer-term assign-
ments due to their limited professional experience (Collings et al. 2015; 
Starr and Currie 2009; Suutari et al. 2013). STAs typically develop lan-
guage skills, cross-cultural skills and project management skills of assign-
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ees and offer a possibility to learn about foreign markets, technologies 
and products. Thus they are often used as a management development 
method (Crowne and Engle 2016; Harvey et  al. 2010; Reiche et  al. 
2009). Some companies distinguish between generating cultural sensi-
tivity for STAs and deeper cultural understanding for traditional, long-
term assignees.

STAs may also create some challenges. The absence of the assignee 
from home places an additional burden on the partner and the children 
and can cause family stress (Meyskens et al. 2009; Starr and Currie 2009). 
The work during the assignment may be very intensive and cause a lot of 
development challenges when working in a new environment. This is 
likely to lead to stress and even burnout (Collings et al. 2007). The sup-
port and training from the company may be fairly limited due to short 
preparation times and limited length of assignments. This is likely to lead 
to the lack of depth of integration of assignees with the local workforce, 
with difficulties in working in cross-cultural teams and with the lack of 
adaptation to local culture. If proper replacement arrangements cannot 
be made at the home unit, there may be an extensive amount of unfin-
ished work waiting at home after repatriation.

There has not been so much research concerning the management of 
STAs, but the available evidence is typically drawn from qualitative case 
studies (Tahvanainen et al. 2005; Suutari et al. 2013). For example, we 
know little about how STAs are staffed, what the selection criteria are, 
who gets chosen and who the key decision maker in the process is 
(Collings et al. 2015). Despite the clear preference of HRM specialists for 
more systematic processes with pre-selected pools of candidates, the real-
ity is usually quite different (Suutari et al. 2013). The line mangers are in 
a central role, and often the selection process is very informal which may 
lead to a narrow range of candidates (Kang et al. 2016). Practical arrange-
ments, such as travel and visa arrangements and accommodation, are 
often handled by the IHRM or global mobility department (Collings 
et al. 2015), while compliance with taxation as well as immigration regu-
lations are often outsourced (The RES Forum 2016). General informa-
tion about travel and health and safety in foreign countries is also provided 
(Collings et al. 2007).
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The assignee typically continues on the same contract that they were 
on at home (Kang et al. 2016), but are most often adjusted through cost 
of living allowance calculations (The RES Forum 2016). In addition, 
STAs are typically awarded a per diem allowance (tax-free daily allowance) 
and a hardship allowance when deemed necessary. Also, the training and 
preparation of assignees is often very limited due to lack of time and 
informality of the process. Such a lack of systematic preparation may be 
negative for both organizational and individual outcomes (Collings et al. 
2015). Because assignees typically move without their families, no family 
support (larger homes, schooling) is provided though the company may 
offer additional holiday leave and may finance flights home (The RES 
Forum 2016). In a case company reported by Suutari et al. (2013), the 
company had already started arranging visits and informal guidance for 
the whole family in order to reduce the problems involved. The repatria-
tion process may not be much supported by the company, as the repatria-
tion is expected to be an easy process due to the fairly short duration of 
the work abroad. In turn, Starr (2009) reported that unexpected repatria-
tion problems appeared also among STAs and called for further research 
on the topic in order to understand the repatriation challenges and related 
support needs of STAs better.

�International Commuters

International commuters can be defined as assignees travelling from their 
home locations to take a post in a foreign location on a weekly or biweekly 
basis (Mayrhofer et al. 2012). Employees thus have job responsibilities 
both in the home and host country, but they maintain their main resi-
dence in their home country and frequently travel between the two loca-
tions (Collings and Isichei 2017).

There are many reasons for the use of commuters such as skills and 
knowledge transfer, managerial control, project work and management 
development (Konopaske et  al. 2009). Companies also perceive com-
muter assignments as a cheaper option than longer-term relocation as 
they do not have to pay for the move, children’s schooling and so on. 
It also offers flexibility for both organization and the individual (Suutari 
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and Brewster 2009). The employee is able to experience working in a new 
country without needing to fully integrate into its culture or give up their 
everyday life in their home country (Mäkelä et al. 2017). Due to such 
benefits, there has been an increase in the use of commuters within com-
panies (Collings and Isichei 2017).

As with all types of international work, there are also challenges 
involved in commuter arrangements. By definition, commuters are living 
in two different locations which have a clear family impact due to the 
absence of the commuter. This impact, both on the partner and children, 
has hitherto been insufficiently explored. Also, there may be challenging 
tax, immigration and other legal issues involved in the process, and work 
schedules may be unpredictable and difficult to control (Collings and 
Isichei 2017). It also means that the commuter is travelling frequently 
and thus faces the extra travel-related burdens that all international busi-
ness travellers encounter (see below).

�International Business Travelers

Though the focus of the present book is on expatriation, it is also useful 
to briefly discuss the findings in relation to international business travel-
lers (IBTs). Many kinds of international jobs typically involve interna-
tional travel in international organizations that operate in global markets. 
This ‘frequent flying’ for work can be short trips of one or two days. 
However, extended business travel has become more popular and carries 
its own risks (The RES Forum 2018).

From the individual perspective, there are many motives encouraging 
professionals to seek jobs involving international travel. First, some indi-
viduals have a high international orientation meaning that they are over-
all interested in different cultures and thus interested in seeing the world 
and working with people from different cultures (Suutari and Taka 2004). 
Some travellers strive for new experiences, novelty and challenges or want 
to promote their career through having international experience. Such 
experiences have also been associated with increased social and profes-
sional status and a cosmopolitan identity (Gustafsson 2012).
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In light of this, the high frequency of travelling and long duration of 
trips have been connected to health issues, such as sleeping problems, 
stress, burnout and overall challenges in getting the work done due to 
travel and work overload (Mäkelä et  al. 2014, 2015; Mäkelä and 
Kinnunen 2016). Furthermore, frequent departures, the absence from 
daily family life and often a need for intensive working when at home 
often impact on the whole family (Saarenpää 2018). Due to such chal-
lenges resulting from international travelling, reliable high-quality travel 
management support is needed to avoid problems caused by extensive 
travelling. It has also been argued that travellers’ control over their travel 
schedule is an important factor contributing to their well-being. It has a 
positive health and emotional impact when travellers have control over 
how much and when they travel (Jensen 2013). However, higher auton-
omy and control of IBTs is often in contrast with the aim of developing 
stricter travel policies which are targeted at cost savings. A further prob-
lem is that many business travellers are expected to work during their 
journeys and immediately after arrival. It is also important that the super-
visors recognize the employees’ needs for re-energizing and allow flexibil-
ity in working hours for recovery after trips that might have been highly 
stressful and wearing.

�Global Careerists: A Longer-Term Career 
Perspective on International Careers

Due to the need of international organizations for internationally experi-
enced professionals and managers, increasing numbers of individuals 
have more longer-term experiences of working in different kinds of inter-
national jobs in different countries and often also in different organiza-
tions. Sometimes such global careerists have had an international 
orientation from their early career and even education stage while others 
have grown that kind of orientation through their first international 
experiences which they found to be positive and developmental (Suutari 
2003). After these first international experiences, global careerists have 
worked in different international jobs. Some of them continue from one 
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international job to another one, while some of them want to repatriate 
back to their home country before accepting new international challenges. 
Such periods back in the home country naturally help in keeping domes-
tic contacts and thus ease the process of repatriation after new assign-
ments. In short, global careerists have repeated international experiences 
which may be a mix of short- and long-term assignments, self-initiated 
foreign work, cross-border commuting and extended international busi-
ness travel (from a domestic or foreign base), over a long time.

Global careerists may also change their international work type during 
their career by being recruited by another local or international company 
in the host country (and thus changing their position from AE to SIE), 
or through localization if the assignment gets very long (i.e. change from 
the expatriate contract to local contract). Expatriate contracts are typi-
cally fixed-term arrangements. Therefore, new arrangements need to be 
made periodically which may similarly lead from AE status to short-term 
assignee status if working on a project. In addition, contractual changes 
may be induced by repatriation or the shift towards an international job 
involving frequent international travel. In order to better manage such 
global careers, we need a better understanding of the manifold variants of 
modern international careers (Baruch et  al. 2013). As Collings et  al. 
(2007) argue, a significant challenge for global mobility and HR manag-
ers is to develop a range of IHRM policies and practices tailored to the 
different types, objectives and different circumstances surrounding each 
type of assignment.

As an outcome of their long-term international experiences, interna-
tionally mobile professionals developed a strong global career identity 
(Suutari and Mäkelä 2007). Findings among managers with multiple IAs 
during their career show that such an identity consists of elements includ-
ing awareness of their high levels of developed career capital, high levels 
of self-understanding and significant self-confidence. These can be attrib-
uted to their wide international experiences in different countries and 
often also across different organizations and jobs. After having such inter-
national and often in-depth work experiences, global careerists have a 
clearer understanding of their work values and career interests, know 
their market value and thus have a high level of confidence in their 
employability (Suutari et al. 2017). This is combined with an expanded 
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job market perspective, that is, they see a global job market being open to 
them besides a traditional focus on host country possibilities. In addition, 
they show a strong emphasis on global networking activity increasing 
their job prospects. They are often highly committed to work in an inter-
national career context in the future and are interested in constantly 
looking for new challenges and developmental opportunities.

While much of the existing research indicates that the short-term 
career impacts of corporate assignments are often negative, in the longer 
term, the effect may be more positive (Doherty and Dickmann 2012; 
Suutari et  al. 2017). It may be that international work experience 
improves the opportunity to obtain a top management position (Ng 
et al. 2005; Magnusson and Boggs 2006). However, having a background 
of multiple international jobs may not always lead to a fast track to the 
top of the organization. Multiple international assignments may slow 
down the process of getting access to the top level in the organization 
(Hamori and Koyuncu 2011) and related prolonged absence from the 
home country makes subsequent repatriation more difficult (Kraimer 
et al. 2009). Sometimes it is seen to be beneficial to stay close to key deci-
sion makers in order to avoid an “out of sight—out of mind” situation 
frequently discussed in the repatriation literature. Research indicates high 
turnover rates immediately after repatriation from assignments (Benson 
and Pattie 2008). This suggests it might often be necessary to change 
employer to find an organization that values international work experi-
ence more highly. In turn, the hierarchical career progress may not even 
be the key career goal of global careerists when they are more interested 
in the international nature of their work environment and in the constant 
learning and development opportunities working abroad offers (Suutari 
et al. 2012).

Nevertheless, it might be that the higher the number of international 
assignments and the longer the duration outside a global careerist’s home 
country, the more problematic it may become to find an adequate job in 
the home country. More research is needed to explore the thrills and 
downturns of long-term global career journeys. This research should 
entail wider scale studies from different parts of the world in order to bet-
ter understand the nature of long-term global careers in different cultural 
contexts.
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Global careerists are assets for companies; their international experiences 
provided them strong learning opportunities and developed their social 
capital (Cappellen and Jannssens 2005). They should therefore be identi-
fied by companies as talent and receive dedicated support and management 
(Suutari et al. 2014). One key element is that these employees value nonfi-
nancial over financial rewards (Suutari et al. 2014; Dickmann et al. 2008). 
Commitment, turnover and retention, for instance, seem to be quite unre-
lated with financial elements of their package, but directly affected by non-
financial elements (Tornikoski 2011). Support regarding family-related 
issues is one of the key supports that organization can provide. More 
generally, a total reward approach that does not focus only on monetary 
elements is needed (Tornikoski 2011).

Above, we have explored global careers through the lens of different 
types of global work, traditional long-term assignees, short-term expatri-
ates, self-initiated foreign workers, international commuters, business 
travellers and global careerists. This book is devoted to an in-depth explo-
ration of global careers. Below, we briefly outline the chapter contents 
and book structure.

�Book Overview

This book first sheds light on those various global careerists; it presents in 
detail their specification and their similarities. It looks in particular at 
assigned expatriates, corporate expatriates, repatriates and individuals 
who have been working abroad and traces their development. It also fur-
ther introduces how companies can manage these employees, how they 
can support, compensate and coach their global workers. This book also 
focuses on specific issues encountered by individuals in their global 
careers beyond the only work-related aspects; spouse and private life and 
work-life interface are analysed. It provides advice on how these can be 
handled. Furthermore, one key step of an international career, the return 
to the home country (whether definitive or temporary) is discussed. 
A wider perspective is also provided by considering the career success of 
global professionals around the world, based on a major international 
research project.
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In Chap. 2, Maike Andresen, Michael Dickmann and Vesa Suutari 
develop precise typologies of international mobile employees. They 
provide an extensive review of the types of international mobile employ-
ees mentioned in the literature and the various criteria used to categorize 
and order them. They further analyse and discuss in depth how these 
criteria should be used and what should be done in order to build and use 
scientifically relevant and empirically useful typologies. Their work is par-
ticularly meaningful in a rapidly changing world, in which some criteria 
and categories widely used yesterday may be much less appropriate 
tomorrow.

Vesa Suutari, Chris Brewster and Michael Dickmann, in Chap. 3, 
focus on two of the most common global career types: the assigned and 
the self-initiated expatriates. Since the seminal article on self-initiated 
expatriation (Suutari and Brewster 2000), which had a major role in the 
field by showing that expatriation is a multifaceted phenomenon that 
encompasses many very different types of experiences, a large amount of 
research has been undertaken to explore the differences and the similari-
ties between these two types of expatriation. This chapter provides an 
historical perspective on expatriation, showing when it began and how it 
evolved along the ages and how the dichotomy between assigned and self-
initiated expatriation emerged. Additionally, it provides a useful base to 
look at the future. It further reviews the similarities and the differences of 
these two types of global careerists regarding motives to engage in global 
careers. Towards the end, it provides detailed advice on how these expa-
triates should be managed.

Chapter 4 by Raija Salomaa shows how global careerists can be sup-
ported by coaching. Expatriates live through complex and challenging 
experiences, difficult in many ways, and coaching is consequently par-
ticularly meaningful for them. This chapter introduces coaching, explains 
the specificities of coaching in an international context and reviews the 
literature and the empirical evidence on coaching in an international set-
ting. It explains, discusses and illustrates how coaching can be useful for 
both corporate and self-initiated expatriates. It shows, among others, 
how coaching can help individuals overcome the issues related to transi-
tion and facilitate the development of individuals abroad.
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Then, in Chap. 5, John Briscoe, Michael Dickmann, Tim Hall, 
Wolfgang Mayrhofer and Adam Smale provide a wider perspective by 
exploring career success in different cultures. Based on the large 
international 5C project, they present key findings, compare career suc-
cess in terms of achievement and of importance in various countries and 
highlight the influence that gender can have on career success in some 
countries. They also outline the empirical outcomes of this project in 
terms of advice for practitioners.

Michael Dickmann and Maike Andresen discuss how global careerists 
should be managed based on extensive analyses of their needs in Chap. 6. 
They expand on some of the overview information given in this chapter 
to show what organizations, but also global careerists themselves, can do 
to ensure positive outcomes to global experiences/careers. They outline 
different types of global careers and examine how these different types 
should be managed at the operative level (i.e. short-term) and at the stra-
tegic level (i.e. long-term). Their work also uses the lens of mobility 
interfaces—government, society, family and organization—and provides 
extensive recommendation of actions to each stakeholder of international 
careers (individual, families, organizations, government/society and com-
petitors). Their analyses and advice are also displayed along the different 
steps of the expatriation cycle.

In the next chapter, Caroline Creven Fourrier and Sebastian Point 
introduce an emerging trend in terms of a type of global careerists, indi-
vidual offshoring. This refers to permanent transfer with limited package 
and to do the same job as was previously done at home. They discuss in 
detail this developing case and explain why this is a growing trend. They 
advocate that offshoring can offset some issues related to classical expa-
triation and be a meaningful alternative to it.

In Chap. 8, Miriam Moeller and (the late) Michael Harvey build a 
historical review of inpatriation and provide a future outlook on the 
topic. They analyse the relationship between an inpatriate and the com-
pany and apply agency theory to shed light on their interaction. They 
discuss the issues that can arise in inpatriation and outline inpatriate 
career profiles. Finally they identify future trends and emphasize the need 
for more empirical data on repatriation.
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Chapter 9, by Eren Akkan, Mila Lazarova and Sebastian Reiche, 
examines repatriation and career decisions that are taken during this 
often uncertain and difficult period in a career. They analyse how key 
features of the previous expatriation are affecting this challenging phase. 
They also consider obstacles and facilitators that influence that period, 
such as the various possibly unmet expectations (including the financial 
ones), social resources and career capital. Career success during repatria-
tion and self-initiated repatriates are also discussed.

Yvonne McNulty and Miriam Moeller explore “trailing spouses”, dual 
global career couples, in Chap. 10. In order to better understand these 
spouses and based on empirical qualitative data, they show differences 
between them and build a typology of dual career partners, that is, the 
Ready, the Reborn, the Resentful and the Resigned. They discuss and 
provide advice on how the members of these different categories (of 
spouses and couples) should be managed based on their specificities.

In Chap. 11, Vesa Suutari, Liisa Mäkelä and Olivier Wurtz look at the 
work-life interface of global careerists. They analyse what work-life expe-
riences and issues international business travellers, short-term assignees, 
assigned expatriates and self-initiated and experienced global careerist go 
through. They show that interactions between work and personal life are 
not systematically detrimental but can lead to mutual enrichment. Finally 
they provide customized recommendations on how the work-life inter-
face of each type of global professional should be managed.

In Chap. 12, Celia Zàrraga-Oberty and Jaime Bonache discuss, review 
and provide advice on the compensations of global careerists. They anal-
yse how the arrangements made to compensate expatriates are evolving 
from a traditional approach (home-country balance sheet), which suffers 
from many drawbacks, to a local/local-plus arrangement. They show how 
this trend is anchored and explained by several evolutions, like the change 
of the expatriate profiles. They detail how and why the developing 
arrangement is more attractive and relevant.

Taken as a whole, these chapters aim to provide the latest research 
perspective on key dimensions and key issues of international careers. 
Twenty-one international experts from 15 countries join forces to provide 
a global picture on global careers that can be used both for researchers in 
their endeavours to get a step ahead in our knowledge of these phenomena 
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and for practitioners looking for academic knowledge and advice in their 
field. In so doing, we aim to augment the understanding of the multiple 
forms and shifting landscapes of global careers.
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2
Typologies of Internationally Mobile 

Employees

Maike Andresen, Michael Dickmann, and  
Vesa Suutari

�Introduction

International business needs require many employees to undertake 
international work. Companies that prefer to rely on experienced leaders 
in new markets often mobilize managers for a long-term foreign assignment. 
When technical workers realize a short-term project in a foreign subsidiary, 
they may be assigned abroad for a short term. In order to negotiate a 
contract with a foreign customer, employees may take an international 
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business trip. Others may decide to commute between countries so as not 
to uproot family, either to meet a short-term business requirement abroad 
or because the employee lives in a different country than where the 
workplace is located. Other companies again require their employees to 
execute mobile jobs that involve on-the-job-mobility, for example, in the 
transport and logistic sector (e.g. truck drivers on long-distance routes, 
mariners) or the service sector (e.g. journalists, pilots, stewards) (Otto 
and Dalbert 2010). As the realm of international business grows and 
changes, so do the types of international work-related mobility that sup-
port it. Thus, internationally operating companies nowadays need to 
administer many different forms of international work.

When counting the number of internationally mobile employees 
(IMEs) and analysing the consequences of international mobility in order 
to improve the management of different kinds of IMEs, who counts as an 
expatriate (and its variants) is of crucial importance. Yet there is no con-
sensus on a single definition of, for example, a “self-initiated expatriate” 
or a “migrant” (Anderson and Blinder 2015). Tharenou (2015), in a 
comparative review of the literatures on assigned expatriates (AEs), self-
initiated expatriates (SIEs) and skilled immigrants, recently warned not 
to combine these conceptually distinct groups of globally mobile indi-
viduals, as doing so contaminates the results, posing a threat to the valid-
ity of our findings. In pursuit of exactness, preciseness and completeness, 
we find many authors who seek to define (new) types of IMEs based on 
an increasing number of criteria. We want to question the added value of 
doing so and formulate a plea for a sound theory of expatriation types.

�Definitions and Typologies

When summarizing the literature on international mobility, we find a 
long list of types of internationally mobile employees. Briscoe et  al. 
(2009) were one of the first to draw our attention to this terminological 
development by providing a valuable overview of terms used in research 
and practice. Appendix 1 gives an overview of different typologies of 
internationally mobile persons as mentioned in the literature.
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From our extended list of different types of internationally mobile 
persons (see Appendix 1), three things become apparent: (1) Numerous 
criteria are used to define types that refer to mobility, employment and 
conditions (see Appendix 2). This reflects the fact that typologies, by 
definition, are based on a limited number of theoretically meaningful 
dimensions (Doty and Glick 1994). However, depending on the theory 
or conceptual model used, the criteria usually differ between authors 
resulting in different types. (2) The criteria are, however, not used consis-
tently across all typologies so that demarcations between types are not 
always distinct on the one hand and some overlaps exist on the other 
hand. (3) To describe one type of IME, a single criterion is sometimes 
used differently by authors, leading to contradictions, as we will show in 
the following chapter. (4) The major disadvantage of typologies is that 
empirical evidence running counter to theoretical specifications may 
not be strong enough to discover inherent weaknesses of the typology 
(Bailey 1994). Hence, in the following we aim to critically analyse existing 
typologies of internationally mobile employees including the criteria used.

This attempt to differentiate an increasing number of different types of 
IMEs is comparable to a double-edged sword. On the one hand, precise 
sampling allows scientists to derive precise implications for a specific sub-
group of IMEs. Thus, practitioners get very clear answers to how to man-
age specific IMEs. On the other hand, a highly differentiated typology 
requires employers to develop a range of differentiated policies instead of 
standardized rules, involving organizational costs. Moreover, a differen-
tiation of types also requires scientists to agree on criteria and definitions 
and to use these consistently. Strikingly, only very few authors in the field 
of expatriation disguise the specific items or selection criteria they used to 
specify their sample. This implies that studies that used the same term to 
designate their type of IME might in fact have different definitions in 
mind and have included different types in their sample, which again 
reduces the comparability of results between studies. Furthermore, the 
transferability of research results to other subgroups is open in view of a 
lack of replication studies with different subgroups.

In view of the increasing number of typologies and types of IMEs 
developed by researchers, this long list of criteria used to define types and 
the overlap in the definitions of these types as well as a lack of clarity, we 

  Typologies of Internationally Mobile Employees 



36 

seek preciseness and a sound theory of expatriation. Our goal is to use 
fewer criteria leading to general (“rough”) types (see Andresen et al. 2014) 
that allow for clear sampling strategies in empirical research and the 
development of targeted policies in practice.

�The Quest for Developing a Theory 
of International Employee Mobility

Overall, the numerous existing types of IMEs in literature and practice 
are a highly differentiated, practical system of statements about different 
forms of international mobility. Do we still need a scientific alternative in 
this case? Would it be an option to make existing typologies in research 
and practice a little more explicit by collecting all types of IMEs and fixing 
them in writing, comparable to the list in Appendix 1? Would that lead 
to a scientifically sound theory of expatriation and a useful typology?

We can only answer this question by first, establishing criteria for a 
science and then examining whether the ordinary typologies of IMEs (as 
presented in Appendix 1) meet these criteria of a science. Most sciences 
are at least entitled to satisfy the following quality criteria: General crite-
ria include explicitness, consistency, completeness, parsimony, productiv-
ity and applicability (Asendorpf and Neyer 2012). Additional criteria are 
empirical anchoring and empirical testability (see Table 2.1):

In the following, we evaluate typologies of IMEs according to these 
criteria that characterize science. We refer to a selection of types (i.e. 
migrant, immigrant, SIE, AE) to illustrate our argument that these prob-
ably represent the majority of the existing types of IMEs.

�Explicitness

Scientific terms, in our case types of IMEs, need to be explicitly defined 
so that they are understood in the same way by different scientists and, 
ideally, practitioners. The increasing number of types presented in litera-
ture (Arp et al. 2013; Baruch et al. 2013; McPhail et al. 2012; Tharenou 
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2015) runs the risk of remaining vague (see McNulty and Brewster 2016 
for a critique) and is used by different people in a similar but not identical 
way. For example, the term “migrant”, as typical in economics, is some-
times assumed to refer to (a) permanent moves of (b) lower skilled labour 
(c) from developing countries (Al Ariss 2010). This definition contradicts 
the broader definition of migrants in sociology and economics that covers 
all qualification levels, see, for example, “highly skilled migrants” (Chaloff 
and Lemaître 2009), and includes both temporary and permanent mobil-
ity (Massey and Bartley 2006; Wiles 2008) from both developing and 
developed countries (Stilwell et al. 2004). Moreover, when researchers in 
the field of expatriate management are asked for a definition of an ordi-
nary expatriate type, such as a “self-initiated expatriate”, they have to 
think hard in order to reconstruct the most appropriate meaning. What 
does “self-initiated” mean? Strikingly, only very few definitions of SIEs 
explicitly address criteria of initiative (for an exception, see Andresen 
et al. 2014; see also Selmer et al. 2017 for a critique), and most authors 
do not present the items they used to identify SIEs in their sample.

Table 2.1  Criteria for theories in the (empirical) sciences (Asendorpf and Neyer 
2012)

Criteria Explanation

General criteria
Explicitness The terms and statements of the typology are to be 

explicitly stated.
Consistency The statements that can be derived from the typology 

shall not be contradictory.
Completeness The statements of the typology shall explain all known 

phenomena of the subject matter of the typology.
Parsimony The typology is intended to deal with as few basic 

concepts as possible.
Productivity The typology is intended to create new research 

questions and thereby promote research.
Applicability The typology should be applicable practically.

Additional criteria for empirical sciences
Empirical anchoring The concepts of the typology should refer directly or 

indirectly to observational data.
Empirical verifiability The statements of the typology shall be verifiable based 

on observational data.

Source: The authors
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�Consistency

In research as well as in public statistics about international labour mobil-
ity, contradictory assertions are often found, as Anderson and Blinder 
(2015) critically point out. For example, “Migrants might be defined by 
foreign birth, by foreign citizenship, or by their movement into a new 
country to stay temporarily (sometimes for as little as a year) or to settle 
for the long-term.” (Anderson and Blinder 2015: 3). Some definitions of 
migrants even include children who are born in or are nationals of the 
country they live in, but whose parents are foreign-born or foreign 
nationals (Anderson and Blinder 2015). It becomes obvious that none of 
these definitions are equivalent and distinct. Taking only the example of 
the term “migrant”, contradictions in terms of length of stay (permanent 
versus temporary) and birth/citizenship become obvious. This raises the 
question: How far are research results and statistics comparable and 
transferable?

Moreover, the terms “immigrant” and “migrant” are sometimes used 
interchangeably among researchers (Tharenou 2015), while others distin-
guish immigrants (people who are or intend to be settled in their new 
country) from migrants (who are temporarily resident) (Anderson and 
Blinder 2015). McNulty and Brewster (2016), by contrast, suggest a 
contradictory definition of migrants as used in economics and politics by 
claiming that migrants move permanently to another country. This shows 
clear inconsistencies in the use of technical terms between, and some-
times even within, disciplines.

In addition, demarcations of migrants and immigrants from self-
initiated expatriates are not unambiguous. So, Tharenou (2015) defines 
SIEs as persons who expatriate for a temporary but undefined time, 
whereas skilled (im)migrants are defined to expatriate “for the long-term 
usually to settle permanently” (Tharenou 2015: 162; Cerdin and Selmer 
2014). This distinction is relativized by the explanation that “SIEs can 
also be ‘immigrants’ if a visa and residence permit are required” (Tharenou 
2015: 150) and, thus, risks to be perceived as being inconsistent by some 
readers.
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The inconsistent typologies of IMEs explain every state of affairs—
unfortunately, they also can be used to explain the opposite state of affairs. 
Thus, in reality they explain nothing as they provide only apparent 
explanations. While we agree with McNulty and Brewster (2016) that a 
good theory of expatriation requires consistency, we claim that their 
limitation to the criterion of consistency is insufficient. Rather, sound the-
ories need to fulfil additional criteria, as will be shown in the following.

�Completeness

Theories should explain all that is already known. This is one of the 
strengths of the extensive typologies of internationally mobile employees 
that have been suggested in the past (Baruch et al. 2013; Briscoe et al. 
2009; Appendix 1), because of the huge amount of types and criteria that 
can be used for a categorization of expatriates. With the numerous typol-
ogies that have been suggested by researchers almost all observable pecu-
liarities can be explained (and named). This is, however, sometimes 
brought about by a lack of absence of contradiction. Suggested types 
become vague when we talk about transitions between types. The follow-
ing example is meant to show ambiguities in existing types that appear 
when taking a life-course perspective: A couple intends to work and live 
in China. She manages to be assigned by her employer to China for four 
years. He accompanies his wife as the trailing spouse. One year after they 
settle, he starts looking for a job. He receives a job offer after a further 
year of applying for work. Thus, during this two-year period of unem-
ployment, the husband holds migrant status, but is not an expatriate 
(Andresen et al. 2014). Does the husband become a self-initiated expatri-
ate after these 24 months of unemployment and is he then losing migrant 
status? How much (proactive) initiative did he show or did he simply 
respond to the situation that his wife was assigned abroad? After the offi-
cial ending of her assignment, the couple decide to continue to stay 
abroad for a temporary but undefined time. She applies for a new job and 
changes employer. Does she become a SIE although she has already lived 
in China for four years and thus did not self-initiate her expatriation for 
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this specific step in her career? What does the self-initiation relate to?—to 
the decision to go abroad or to any decision to change employer during a 
stay abroad? After several prolongations of their stay, they finally look 
back at 15 years living and working in China. Did they both become 
immigrants in the meantime in view of their long-term stay and, if yes, at 
which point in time? A somewhat heretical question, do we need types 
and names for all of these tiny differences and if so, for what purpose?

In this vein, based on a systematic literature review, Andresen et  al. 
(2014) define international migrants as individuals who move from one 
geographical point to another geographical point, crossing national bor-
ders, and change their dominant place of residence which is the centre of 
their life. An expatriate is a migrant who executes legal work abroad. 
While in the case of SIEs, the first key binding activity to move interna-
tionally is solely made by the individual who initiates the expatriation 
and the legal decision of employment is made by a new work contract 
partner, in the case of AEs, the first key binding activity to expatriate is 
taken by the organization and the legal decision of employment is made 
by the current work contract partner, usually in the home country.

�Parsimony

Existing typologies of IMEs are extremely rich in basic coverage, because 
every type of international mobility is a basic concept (it is not derived 
from other basic assumptions). For example, Briscoe et al. (2009) distin-
guish between 20 different kinds of IMEs in their typology. There are, 
therefore, at least as many basic concepts as there are words to character-
ize international employment mobility properties. Such an abundance of 
basic assumptions cannot necessarily be justified by the complexity of the 
subject matter, as a glance at chemistry shows where the huge variety 
of substances can be attributed extremely economically to combinations 
of few elements. Even though such a drastic reduction regarding criteria 
and forms of international mobility may not be possible, the great num-
ber of almost synonymous features of different types appears far too 
uneconomical (Andresen et al. 2014). Long lists of types of IMEs based 
on numerous criteria massively violate the principle of parsimony.
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�Productivity

The existing extensive lists of types of IMEs constitute a rich reservoir of 
properties which offer almost unlimited possibilities for investigations 
into the function of certain properties and their couplings. However, 
there is a tension with the ability to combine insights from research as the 
existence of so many diverse definitions and specific international mobil-
ity types evokes the risk of spreading into narrow and non-interrelated 
research questions. One way to overcome this tension would be to distin-
guish between broad criteria that can be used to develop different foci. 
Highly productive approaches allow the accumulation and integration of 
research insights due to having an agreed set of fundamental criteria while 
at the same time opening up the possibility to employ diverse perspec-
tives and to pursue a wide array of research questions when honing in 
within the different fundamental types.

�Applicability

As we have seen, the strength of extensive typologies of IMEs lies in its 
simple, fast and robust applicability to ordinary problems in the field of 
international relocation. This is why extensive IME typologies prove 
themselves good despite the weaknesses mentioned above. However, a 
comprehensive typology based on numerous criteria may take more time 
to be applied, look complex and be harmed by overlaps between types. 
From a practitioner’s point of view, categorizing employees in numerous 
different types in order to offer type-specific HR practices might not be 
applicable and economic.

Today’s management research is also understood as an empirical 
science, which, like natural sciences, physics, chemistry and biology, is 
based on observational data and its statements can be confirmed or 
disproved by observation. In addition to the general criteria already 
discussed, empirical sciences must satisfy two supplementary criteria 
(see Table 2.1).
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�Empirical Anchoring

Body size is a property that can be observed directly. Attitudes, motivations 
and dispositions, by contrast, are not directly observable and measurable, 
but can only be derived from statements or behaviour. They are constructs 
“behind” the observable behaviours and should explain it. The intention 
to stay abroad is a construct that is intended to explain the observation 
that someone is showing particular or very little relocation mobility 
behaviour. Constructs need to be linkable to observational data (the 
empirical indicators of the construct). The measurement procedure is 
also called the operationalization of the construct.

Are ordinary typologies of IMEs empirically anchored? At first sight, 
this seems to be the case, because typologies were partly determined based 
on directly observable properties (e.g. educational level), but mostly 
derived from behaviours (e.g. motives) of IMEs. However, one of the 
main problems of these ordinary typologies is that only very few require-
ments are imposed on the conditions under which researchers may 
conclude from observations of behaviours on types of international 
mobility. Interestingly, more than 100 articles about SIEs have been pub-
lished, but no agreed-on operationalization of “self-initiation” has been 
presented yet, let alone that similar criteria have been used to identify 
SIEs, making the study results more or less incomparable. In conse-
quence, the requirements regarding SIEs’ behaviour to be observed are 
imprecise. Is it sufficient that people have changed employers when going 
abroad? What does that say about their initiative?

Thus, ordinary typologies of IMEs risk being insufficiently anchored 
empirically. In particular, the imprecise definition of behavioural regular-
ity regarding the initiative suggests a circular closure in the definition of 
SIEs; from a one-time behaviour, it is concluded to be a mobility type, 
which is then used to explain regular behaviour. For example: “Why is 
Anna a self-initiated expatriate? Because she showed personal initiative 
when going abroad.” However, the fact that she self-initiated her expatria-
tion does not imply that Anna in general shows personal initiative. Rather, 
a general personal initiative would require that Anna regularly shows 
initiative, that is, throughout her relocation process as well as in her work. 
This would need to be proven by observations based on numerous 
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incidents. In other words, there is an observable risk that researchers and 
practitioners overgeneralize from a one-time behaviour (e.g. a self-initiated 
expatriation) to a generally high trait (e.g. personal initiative) of a certain 
type of IMEs (Vance 2005).

�Empirical Verifiability

Empirical sciences are expected to be empirically testable. More specifi-
cally, their statements are expected to be empirically confirmable or 
disprovable. To this end, they must be formulated clearly so that such a 
test is possible. The lack of explicitness and the insufficient empirical 
anchoring of many characteristics of ordinary types of IMEs complicate 
such a test because any statement can be immunized against a refutation 
by appropriate modification of the explanation.

The following examples illustrate the mechanism of suitable modifica-
tions in explanations of ordinary types of IMEs: “Anna has been catego-
rized as migrant in official statistics, because she moved abroad in order to 
stay temporarily in the host country. Looking back, Anna has been staying 
in the host country for 20 years. Does this mean that describing her as 
migrant is wrong? To immunize against this potential criticism, one expla-
nation could be that Anna changed her mind whilst abroad and now 
intends to stay permanently (and, thus, became an immigrant only later-
on). If this is not the case, another explanation could be used by arguing 
that she stuck to her initial plan to stay temporarily, but prolonged her stay 
again and again. Finally, if this is disproved, one could again argue that 
Anna privately wanted to stay permanently, but was not sure whether she 
would pass immigration requirements upon relocation and, thus, indi-
cated a conservative plan.” In this example, one explanation is replaced by 
another explanation and as it does not prove to be plausible, again another 
explanation can be sought to justify the initial classification as migrant.

Since explanations and predictions of single IME types are arbitrarily 
modifiable and, thus, avoid any refutation, this also applies to IME typol-
ogies as a whole. If you cannot refute single types as the conditions are 
quite broad, then it is clear that the whole typology cannot be refuted. 
This is the greatest weakness of many typologies from an empirical point 
of view.
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�Further Reflection on These Typologies

This section outlines first some of the practical drawbacks of not having 
agreed, consistent global types of IMEs. Second, it will investigate the 
tension between a broad and agreed typology and further specific research 
interests and will suggest a way forward.

Given the more than three dozen different forms of IMEs identified 
(Appendix 1), the space in this chapter is insufficient to discuss the effects 
of definitional shortcomings on all of these. Instead, we will concentrate 
on a few global career types. Taking the example of AEs, those company-
sent global careerists who have been covered most in the literature, we 
can start to explore the impact of the lack of a widely accepted, high-
quality definition on the recommendations for individuals and organiza-
tions. Using the four phases of the expatriation cycle as depicted in 
Dickmann and Baruch (2011), an array of issues, questions and short-
comings are raised.

�Global Mobility Strategies, Structures and Policies 
and Individuals

Organizations determine the underlying goals and configurations of their 
international mobility (IM) often geared to traditional AEs. Several ways 
to design IM strategies and to structure their global mobility departments 
are possible (RES Forum 2015). Where companies have a highly inte-
grated international HR approach (a global or transnational configura-
tion according to Bartlett and Ghoshal 2002; Dickmann and 
Müller-Camen 2006), it is likely that they have many control and coor-
dination and knowledge transfer assignments (Dowling et  al. 2013; 
Edström and Galbraith 1977). In addition, it can be seen that firms now 
distinguish between developmental and business needs assignments, with 
the latter commanding a more generous expatriation package (RES 
Forum 2017). AEs are often treated in the literature as if their employers 
initiated the first key binding activity in the drive to fill a position abroad. 
However, when staff urge their employer to send them abroad, that is, the 
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expatriate themselves undertake the first key binding step (Andresen 
et al. 2014; Heckhausen 2012), this could have an impact on the reward 
package that the organization offers. In turn, individuals have their own 
sets of individual drivers that influence their decision to (seek) work 
abroad (Doherty et al. 2011; Hippler 2009). Contrasting these with the 
(organizational) assignment goals, the host context and family situation 
would give important information to the design of expatriation packages 
and how difficult (or easy) it might be to persuade particular expatriation 
candidates to work in a specific job in a determined country. Overall, 
going beyond the binary distinction of who initiates foreign work 
(organization-individual) to capture the rich motivational patterns and 
drivers of global careerists could yield important insights as to the design 
of global mobility strategies and reward approaches. Other distinctions 
within the category of AEs, for example, whether these are assigned to 
their home country, the head office of the organization, to hostile, inse-
cure environments and so on, would give additional nuancing to the IM 
approaches of organizations.

�Selection by the Organization, Negotiation 
and Predeparture Preparation

The literature on how to select appropriate candidates for working abroad 
is wide-ranging and covers a broad spectrum of factors including psycho-
logical (Caligiuri 2013), family (Harvey 1995), political (Dickmann and 
Baruch 2011; Ferner et  al. 2004), cultural (Black and Stephens 1989; 
Haslberger et al. 2013), performance (Dowling et al. 2013) and specific 
location (Dickmann 2012) elements. Clearly, each of the different per-
spectives incorporates a set of diverse recommendations. Thus, organiza-
tional policies could be refined based on an array of different 
recommendations. Again, understanding the drivers of individuals bet-
ter, their cultural and work competency stretch to their host environment 
would be useful for organizations to shape their selection processes so 
that they can go beyond the “coffee machine selection” approach (Harris 
and Brewster 1999). In addition, clearly distinguishing AEs who return 
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to a country they have lived in (ex-host country nationals), understanding 
the elements of their work (AEs who are also frequent business travellers, 
reward expatriates, just-in-time workers who lack the time to prepare, 
etc.) could give valuable insights. In turn, not distinguishing the richness 
of the AE population will lead to highly generic recommendations. 
Individuals, in contrast, will want to understand the importance and 
pressure to fill a position, the success elements of the work that may be 
linked to improved careers (Dickmann et al. 2016; Suutari et al. 2017), 
and, crucially, may want to contrast their own drivers with the short- and 
long-term attractiveness of the expatriation sojourn in order to shape 
their negotiation strategy and predeparture preparation. Thus, it would 
be important not just to refine our definitions of IM patterns but also 
those that relate to the job on offer, the host environment and the career 
(and other) benefits that are associated with working abroad for a 
particular organization.

�Working Abroad—Unequal Contractual Agreements 
and HR Management

Employers tend to strive for fair, equal and consistent treatment of their 
staff in order not to break their psychological contract and to encourage 
motivation and commitment (Conway and Briner 2005). However, the 
absence of clear definitions of who is an international traveller or com-
muter, who is on a short- or long-term assignment or when (if at all) to 
convert an assignment contract into a local plus arrangement leads to 
unfair treatment of IMEs. It is well known (RES Forum 2015, 2016, 
2017) that these different categories of global work are associated with 
highly distinctive contracts that specify different financial reward levels as 
well as highly different benefits (travel, accommodation, health insur-
ances, support measures). Moreover, while short- and long-term assign-
ment policies are normally centrally defined (which ensures a higher 
degree of equal treatment and fairness), international travellers are often 
flying under the radar screen of IM departments, and their higher costs 
are borne by travel budgets while there are few financial incentives. By 
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not officially categorizing frequent flyers as global careerists, organiza-
tions tend to treat them highly differently from AEs breaching their own 
principles of equality and fairness.

While we argue to increase the fairness of global work compensation, 
it does not mean one size fits all. It would be useful for MNCs to take 
account of the specific circumstances of the work abroad. Organizations 
should tailor their international development approaches in relation to 
the underlying needs of the work abroad, the host context and the inter-
ests of the IMEs, be they officially assignees, frequent travellers or cross-
border commuters. It is not as if organizations do not take account of the 
job demands or security aspects of foreign postings. However, if research 
would be able to distinguish a range of different elements in relation to 
the individual’s and the organization’s needs, it would be able to create 
deeper insights and nuance their recommendations. In addition, while 
many of the career aspects of AEs have been explored, there is consider-
able uncertainty about the career outcomes of other forms of interna-
tional mobility, especially those where the work abroad is rolled into a 
general career system as with frequent flyers or virtual international work-
ers. In contrast, much of performance management when working abroad 
is conducted through local hosts using the general organizational HR 
system. It is rare that the strains of expatriate challenges or other issues 
used for the classification of assignment type such as intention to return 
are formally taken account of in performance appraisals.

�Repatriation and Review of Outcomes

Individual and organizational motivations and goals in relation to the 
foreign sojourn should be evaluated upon repatriation. However, the 
general definition of global careerists has so far led to little more than this 
generic recommendation. If the definitions were more precise, they 
would allow us to specifically look at whether assignment goals such as 
development, control and coordination, knowledge transfer, skills filling 
and so on were fulfilled by the individual. In turn, they would also 
facilitate an assessment of the key drivers of assignees. To some extent, 
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predominantly in the areas of career, development and marketability, this 
has been explored in general for SIEs and AEs (Dickmann et al. 2016; 
Suutari et  al. 2017). However, they have not been connected to the 
specific organizational assignment objectives. In addition, research into 
the immediate and long-term outcomes of other forms of global mobility 
could be expanded.

�Overcoming the Tensions Between Broad Types 
and Specific Research

We have argued that the existing typologies and associated definitions 
should be improved in order to allow us to advance research into IMEs. 
The key challenges include, first, it is currently often impossible to com-
bine insights from different authors as they are using different definitions 
for certain types of IMEs and different operationalizations. Indeed, the 
overlap of criteria, for example, both AEs and SIEs are supposed to repa-
triate (Tharenou 2015), and a temporal dimension during which global 
workers can change “status”, for example, from AE to SIE, creates ambig-
uous distinctions to immigration and may lead to confusion. One way 
around it may be to make a choice regarding temporal dimensions that 
relates the type of global worker to a time span (e.g. at the time of moving 
across national borders or the most recent status in relation to the 
research). Second, and related, the quality of the general criteria used to 
define and categorize diverse forms of global work could be improved. 
Above, we have outlined the current drawbacks of global career typolo-
gies in terms of explicitness, consistency, completeness, parsimony, pro-
ductivity, empirical anchoring and verifiability. The effect of this lack of 
definitional quality is that the applicability of our practical insights is 
limited and may have to be reconsidered in terms of its operational and 
personal value as well as the inherent limitations.

Overall, typologies of global careerists are living with a tension. One 
way to advance the field, as we have suggested, would be to define the 
types more explicitly, to create a consistent and complete overview which 
would allow us to explore new research questions and to practically apply 
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the findings. However, the challenge in relation to combining the research 
insights in a parsimonious way is readily apparent. Thus, we suggest con-
centrating on less elaborate typologies that are based only on a few criteria 
and use broad types to subsequently develop research investigating issues 
within these. One of the examples of such an approach is that of Andresen 
and her co-authors (Andresen et al. 2014) who use a small number of 
criteria to distinguish between an array of foreign work forms such as 
AEs, SIEs, assigned travellers and self-initiated travellers. When global 
workers relocate across national borders and change their dominant place 
of residency, their approach looks at the legality of work (distinguishing 
migrants and expatriates), who initiates the first binding activity (distin-
guishing between AEs and SIEs) and whether the person has changed 
organizations (e.g. intra-organizational SIEs vs inter-organizational 
SIEs). The advantage of such a typology is that it is easy to apply across a 
range of research scenarios, that it can be empirically verified and that it 
leaves out a range of criteria (e.g. intention to stay) that may not be 
relevant for many research studies.

Thus, in a first step, types of international mobility need to be described 
in a comprehensive way. This might be informed by an interdisciplinary 
discussion where insights from sociology, psychology, migration studies, 
ethnography and so on can be used to build a better description of the 
many types of IMEs. In a second step we would suggest to condense the 
core descriptors in order to arrive at parsimony. An example of this 
process can be found in Andresen and her colleagues (2014). In practice, 
selecting the adequate types to research will be linked to the specific 
perspective of the scientific study and the purpose pursued. Therefore, 
step one allows a more integrated and comprehensively exhaustive 
approach (aiding consistency in the field) while step two factors in the 
pragmatic needs and specific interests of researchers.

In addition, we outlined above that a clear delineation of types of 
international mobility will allow organizations to design, evaluate and 
refine tailored global mobility activities to certain mobile employee 
groups before, during and after working abroad. Key is often to under-
stand the diverse drivers, interests, backgrounds and experiences that 
expatriates and other foreign workers have and to utilize these insights to 
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develop targeted global mobility approaches. Using more systematic 
typologies allows not just single organizations to create distinct global 
mobility approaches; it would also enable them to learn better from the 
experiences of other organizations and to apply scientific research to their 
own globally mobile employee groups.

�Conclusions and Recommendations 
for Future Work

As has been shown above, current research in expatriation suffers from 
the fact that terms are not adequately defined, or terms are defined, but 
used in a different way by others researching the same phenomenon 
(McNulty and Brewster 2016) or suffer from some overlap. Thus, it is 
time to develop an empirically based theory of expatriates that describes 
peculiarities of mobility types based on criteria such as international 
mobility intention, behaviour and experience.

All descriptions need to be empirically anchored and statements must 
be empirically verifiable. We have suggested two steps that would ensure 
researchers work in a comprehensive, integrated and yet parsimonious 
way. In addition, the concept of peculiarity has to be specified in three 
respects. Firstly, this means that the characteristics of types are stable in 
time and the degree of stability must be quantifiable (days, months, 
years?). Secondly, peculiarity means that the property under consider-
ation varies between people, not between any people, but between those 
working for similar kinds of organizations, because it makes no sense to 
confuse differences in international mobility with organizational differ-
ences. Thirdly, extreme features should be excluded because their stability 
and explanation are often different from those of normal variants of 
international mobility patterns.

Both researchers and practitioners could profit from a parsimonious 
typology differentiating only a few types using a coherent set of criteria.
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Table 2.3  Criteria used in literature to define IMEs

Mobility Geographical mobility 
(individual 
perspective)

•  to the expatriate’s original home country
• � to country outside the expatriate’s 

country-of-origin
•  to “new” country

Geographical mobility 
(organizational 
perspective)

•  to a firm’s home/parent country
•  to foreign subsidiary
•  to a parent company’s headquarters
•  to a (local) organization abroad

Organizational 
mobility

•  within the organization
•  between organizations

Career-related mobility •  late in the career; mid-career
•  early career

Duration • � temporary (few days, weeks, months, few to 
many years) versus permanent (for the rest of 
an individual’s career/life)

•  intended/anticipated versus actual length of time
Frequency of travelling •  commuting; frequent/regular travelling

•  one-time relocation (home, family)

Occurrence •  one singular mobility
•  frequent mobility
•  long-term global career

Kind of mobility •  physical mobility
•  virtual collaboration

Planning horizon •  on short notice
•  long-term preparation period

Variance 
(geographically)

•  one country
•  variety of countries

Variance 
(organizationally)

•  one versus several employers
•  one versus different parts of the company
•  to (prospective) clients for visits

Employment Contract partner • � continuation of current work contract with 
parent organization in home country

•  hired as a local employee
Legality •  legal employment

•  illegal employment
Level/job role • � (senior) executive, manager, professional, 

specialist, technical person, worker, intern, trainee
Organizational 

membership
• � international mobility as one step in a 

longer-lasting organizational career
• � membership limited to one foreign stay (ad 

hoc/contract expatriates)
Task •  assignment

•  work project
Employment status •  organizationally employed

•  self-employed
•  retiree
•  unemployed

�Appendix 2

(continued)
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insights and those flaws, even if eventually it goes well beyond them. To 
advance we need, first, to acknowledge the base upon which our current 
understandings and knowledge have been built, then to fix any problems 
inherent in that base.

People have always moved around the Earth, and expatriation (from 
the Latin ex-patria: out of country) has existed from the time when 
there were countries or other unified administered areas (such as city 
states, feudal regions) for people to expatriate from. Some of these jour-
neys were to nearby territories, but some involved journeys that, given 
the difficulties of travel in those days, can seem almost incredible: 
empires sent emissaries to far-flung lands, and religious history is full of 
stories of missionaries sent by the church to achieve their objectives 
amongst ‘strangers’ (Oberholster and Doss 2017; Walker et al. 1985). 
The Silk Road (or in fact roads) from China through many different 
countries to the edge of Europe dates back almost two millennia 
(Boulnois 2004). The giant East India companies set up in the 
Netherlands and Britain to trade with the Far East were established well 
over 400 years ago (Stening 1994).

During these times, national boundaries were rather fungible. The for-
mal introduction of passports as a requirement to cross borders was estab-
lished during and after the First World War (Marrus 1985). The term 
‘expatriate’ was first used in the seventeenth century, and since then, it 
has had a very broad definition. An ‘expatriate’ is someone living outside 
their native country (Oxford Dictionary of English 2015) or someone 
who has been sent or exiled abroad (Collins Dictionaries 2011). According 
to Green (2009: 308) it is a contradictory concept whereby ‘The meaning 
of expatriation … varies depending on who is initiating the act, the state 
or the individual, and whether or not it is voluntary. The state banishes; 
the subject can choose to depart’.

For much of the last century, ‘expatriate’ was typically used to describe 
Westerners who lived abroad for varying lengths of time (Cleveland et al. 
1960; Copeland and Griggs 1985), including artists, writers, musicians, 
colonial administrators and those with some kind of mission such as 
teachers, NGO workers, students, interns or volunteers: it was mainly 
used as a synonym for what are now commonly referred to as ‘migrants’. 
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If they were in employment, they received standard rates with little uplift 
for living abroad other than adjustments so that they were no worse off 
than if they had stayed at home (diplomats, United Nations workers, 
etc.), or they received local terms and conditions (Bickers 2010; Cohen 
1977; Earnest 1968). Recent attempts have been made to reintroduce 
this wider definition into the management literature (Al Ariss and Syed 
2011; Andresen et  al. 2014; Dumont and Lemaitre 2005). Using this 
approach it has been suggested that the number of expatriates is high, 
perhaps over 200 million (Clarke et al. 2017).

The business literature began to recognize the importance of interna-
tionalization during the last century (Coase 1937; Dunning 1958; Kolde 
and Hill 1967). Between 1970 and 2005, the number of multinational 
corporations (MNCs) grew from 7000 to 70,000, with the same rate of 
growth expected to continue for the next 30 years (Salt 2008). Almost 
inevitably, the literature gradually began to focus on people being moved 
abroad for (private, public or third sector) business reasons.

It was in the 1950s before the early academic research into business 
expatriates began. As studies investigated American companies expanding 
abroad, there developed an associated literature exploring the challenges 
related to managing ‘overseas executives’ (Howell and Newman 1959; 
Wallace 1959). Around the 1960s the first studies examined these execu-
tives’ intercultural experiences (Lysgaard 1955; Oberg 1960), relevant 
success factors (Kiernan 1963), issues associated with how they trans-
ferred knowledge (Negandhi and Estafen 1965), their careers (Gonzalez 
1967) and how they were selected (Borrmann 1968; Triandis 1963) and 
compensated (Schollhammer 1969). There were also studies of expatri-
ates in non-corporate settings, such as aid organizations (Taylor 1968), 
the Peace Corps (Hapgood 1968) and the military (Campbell 1969).

The following decade saw articles examining why companies used 
expatriates (Baker and Ivancevich 1971), their satisfaction (Ivancevich 
and Baker 1970) and their communities (Cohen 1977) and further work 
on their selection (Miller 1973) and their compensation (Foote 1977; 
Reynolds 1972). There were the first studies of the expatriates them-
selves—their success and failure characteristics (Baker and Ivancevich 
1971; Lanier 1979; Miller 1972), their repatriation concerns (Gama and 
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Pedersen 1977; Heenan 1970; Murray 1973) and assignment outcomes 
(Miller 1975; Misa and Fabricatore 1979). Other work looked at their 
training needs (Jones 1975) and at their decision-making criteria when 
undertaking an international assignment (Mincer 1978). There was the 
first article examining gender roles (Adler 1979). Interest spread. There 
were articles reporting research into Japanese multinational enterprises or 
MNEs (Peterson and Schwind 1977; Yoshino 1976).

Expatriate researchers in the 1980s and 1990s followed these early 
beginnings, reporting on both the human resource management poli-
cies MNEs used in relation to their expatriates (Mendenhall et  al. 
1987; Peterson et al. 1996) and on the expatriates themselves (Black 
and Gregersen 1991; Feldman and Thomas 1992; Torbiorn 1982; 
Tung 1988).

All of these early papers took their data from the MNEs themselves 
and largely ‘subcontracted’ construct definition to the employers—if 
they were included under that heading in the employers’ databases, then 
they were assigned expatriates (AEs). The weaknesses of this approach 
became clear when Suutari and Brewster (2000), using comprehensive 
database not drawn from employers, identified different types of expatri-
ates going abroad on their own initiative in different stages of their career 
and introduced the term self-initiated foreign expatriates (SIEs). The 
study thus expanded the work by Inkson et al. (1997) who analyzed the 
experiences of ‘young people heading overseas for a prolonged period of 
travel, work and tourism’ to get overseas experience (called OE) which 
was a common phenomenon in New Zealand and Australia. Since then 
there has been a plethora of studies examining SIEs and a burst of activity 
attempting to identify ‘new’ categories of expatriate, often through the 
mechanism of renaming existing categories (McNulty and Brewster 
2016). This creates a lack of construct clarity and a lack of construct 
validity, and these are important if we are to advance understanding. 
Here, therefore, we adopt the definition of expatriates as: ‘legally working 
individuals who reside temporarily in a country of which they are not a 
citizen in order to accomplish a career-related goal, being relocated 
abroad either by an organization, by self-initiation or directly employed 
within the host-country’ (McNulty and Brewster 2016).
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It can be seen that we are linking our definition of expatriates to 
employment—if they are not working, then these people are not subject 
to any form of international human resource management or careers and 
hence are outside our scope. Within this overall definition, we separate 
out AEs, defined as those who meet the preceding definition but are sent 
to their new country by their employing organization—including those 
loaned to another employer by their own organization such as football 
players or experts going to regulatory bodies, usually with enhanced 
terms and conditions and the possibility of returning to their home coun-
try in a position with the same organization on completion of the assign-
ment. In turn, SIEs, defined as those who secured their employment in a 
new country through their own initiative, are generally on standard or 
local employment conditions.

To explore these issues, we adopt the following format for this chap-
ter. We first discuss the motives of both AEs and SIEs for international 
work. Second, the nature of careers and jobs of AEs and SIEs are ana-
lyzed. Third, we discuss the outcomes of expatriation for different types 
of expatriates. After that we will explore the management of such expa-
triates. Finally, we will draw some conclusions and discuss future 
research needs.

�Motives for International Work Among AEs 
and SIEs

Even in early expatriate studies that were focused on AEs (Miller and 
Cheng 1978), it was reported that personal interest related to interna-
tionalism played an important role alongside financial benefits in the 
motives for moving abroad. Later studies identified the search for new 
challenges, possibilities for development and career progress as other 
important factors (Stahl et al. 2002; Bossard and Peterson 2005). Hippler 
(2009) concludes that four motives appear most consistently in the litera-
ture and in his own research: career prospects, development of job-related 
skills, financial benefits and internationalism. In a study of why AEs and 
SIEs move to London, Dickmann (2013) found six key categories that 
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impact on the decision to work abroad. The key influences on the decision 
to go were career and development considerations, individual interests 
and drivers such as a desire for adventure, concerns about family and 
friends, the assessment of monetary and non-monetary organizational 
incentives, host country context (including nature, history, climate and 
security) and specific location considerations taking account of host in-
country variations.

When discussing the motives of SIEs, it is important to note that SIEs 
form a very diverse group and thus motives vary (Suutari and Brewster 
2000). There have been some studies among students and young gradu-
ates with the findings indicating that the major reasons for taking interna-
tional jobs were excitement, cross-cultural experiences, growth, meeting 
new and different people and also future career prospects (Tharenou 
2003). Early international experiences through education increase the 
likelihood of seeking a job in the same location afterwards (Baruch et al. 
2007). Whilst companies rarely send inexperienced employees as AEs to 
international assignments, young people seem keen to go abroad on their 
own initiative as SIEs. Due to their early career stage, young people are 
also more commonly motivated by simply finding a job, especially when 
the home country job markets may offer fewer possibilities (Suutari and 
Brewster 2000). They also reported professional development and career 
progress as more important motives than SIEs in general.

There have also been studies of the motives of SIEs working in spe-
cific sectors. For example, the internationalization of higher education 
has led to increasing interest amongst academic SIEs (Richardson and 
Mallon 2005; Selmer and Lauring 2010). These academics have been 
found to have three dominant motivations: adventure/travel, life 
change and family, although financial reasons were significant in a 
number of cases (Richardson and Mallon 2005). SIEs also often find 
work in the not-for-profit sector, where motivation is often values-
based (Doherty et al. 2011) and includes dedication to a cause (Cerdin 
and Le Pargneux 2010). The motives of SIEs working within interna-
tional organizations such as the European Union and the United 
Nations have been found to differ to some extent from the average SIEs 
since they regard economic benefits, personal interest towards interna-
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tionalization and new experiences as slightly more important motives 
(Suutari and Brewster 2000; Dickmann and Cerdin 2016). Sometimes 
the motive of the SIEs is directly linked to their family situation through 
a dual career situation, that is, SIEs have gone abroad due to the assign-
ment of their spouse and then found a job for themselves in order to 
continue their own career. This is much easier in regions such as the 
European Union, where work permits are not necessary for member 
states citizens and active policies exist to encourage mobility (Doherty 
et al. 2010).

Oberholster et al. (2013) have analyzed the expatriate motivation in 
religious and humanitarian non-profit organizations and found that 
altruism (consisting of opportunities to make a difference, a sense of call-
ing to help others and the meaningfulness of the assignment) is the most 
important underlying reason for accepting work abroad. This was fol-
lowed by an interest in international experiences and family reasons. 
According to Fee and Karsaklian (2013), international voluntary workers 
are increasingly also motivated by more self-directed and pragmatic out-
comes such as adventure and excitement or professional and personal 
development.

Overall, whilst the motives for international work are quite similar 
among AEs and SIEs, the different groups stress different aspects. For 
example, Doherty et  al. (2011) found that career factors were seen as 
important by both AEs and SIEs, while location and the host country 
reputation were particularly important for SIEs. Lifestyle is a very impor-
tant career anchor for both AEs and SIEs but is more important for SIEs 
(Cerdin and Le Pargneux 2010; Doherty et al. 2011). Overall, family-
related concerns play a central role among SIEs who have less company-
related motives to take into account in their decision-making (Richardson 
2006). At the same time, SIEs are likely to be less strongly motivated by 
the job than AEs though it is important for both groups (Cerdin 2013). 
However, this finding does not apply to the humanitarian expatriates. 
Further, push factors such as a desire to escape the economic environ-
ment of their home country or to escape personal problems emerge more 
commonly among SIEs than AEs.
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�The Nature of Careers and Jobs of AEs 
and SIEs

Though both AEs and SIEs have international careers, the logic of such 
careers is to some extent different. As SIEs search for their job abroad 
on their own, their assignment implies normally a movement between 
different organizations simultaneously with the move across national 
borders. AEs, by definition, move within the boundaries of one organiza-
tion. Consequently, AEs regard their assignment as part of their organi-
zational career, while SIEs tend to follow an individualized career path 
(Andresen et  al. 2013). AEs are thus mostly supported in their career 
moves by HRM professionals and the international assignment policies 
of the MNCs. SIEs not only look for their job on their own but also 
handle all the transfer complications themselves. Here again, the type of 
SIE matters—those going to work for international organizations will 
have support from the EU or the UN or whichever body they have got a 
job with. Other SIEs and often trailing partners find a job after their 
arrival in a new country (Peltokorpi 2008), although they often also 
search for jobs abroad before they depart their home country. They may 
start with locations they find attractive or where they are familiar with the 
language or culture or that are closer to their home country and thus 
easier to move into than more distant and difficult locations (Suutari and 
Brewster 2000). The number of AEs in turn is frequently reduced within 
MNCs in more developed societies and often also with the more estab-
lished business operations of MNCs in these countries, while new opera-
tions in more undeveloped locations or organizational business units 
require more extensive use of expatriates.

On average, SIEs often work in lower hierarchical positions in organi-
zations (Jokinen et al. 2008; Doherty et al. 2011) and so may have less 
challenging tasks than AEs (Suutari and Brewster 2000). However, the 
variation in the jobs held by SIEs is wide due to the diversity of the SIE 
group. Because of a lack of social connections in the new country, job 
seeking may not be an easy task for self-initiated expatriates, and thus SIEs 
are exposed to potential underemployment which may influence their 
motivation and career (Lee 2005). It is also more common among AEs to 
work for big international MNCs than among SIEs (Jokinen et al. 2008).
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It would seem that there are more women in the SIE category than in 
the AE category and that often they are younger than the typical AEs so 
less likely to move with their family (Doherty et al. 2011). When compa-
nies send their employees abroad, they are usually professionally more 
experienced, whilst among SIEs there are different kinds of people from 
very early career stages up to senior international professionals who have 
had long-term international careers within many organizations (Suutari 
and Brewster 2000).

SIEs tend to have longer international careers than AEs and have a 
greater interest in considering more permanent global careers (Suutari 
and Brewster 2000; Doherty et al. 2011). While MNCs typically limit 
the maximum lengths of international assignments (e.g. to three or five 
years after which the expatriate is encouraged to leave that country), SIEs 
often have no such time limitations in their local contracts. Due to their 
international orientation and sometimes also to limited possibilities after 
the assignment, the proportion of SIEs who have already worked abroad 
earlier tends to be higher than that of AEs (Jokinen et al. 2008). Similarly, 
in a longer-term follow-up study by Suutari et al. (2018), it appeared that 
a significantly higher proportion of AEs than SIEs had repatriated back 
to their home country.

Repatriation agreements sometimes guarantee at least a similar level of 
job after the repatriation as before the assignment and AEs typically repa-
triate back to their home country in a similar or higher position within 
the same company. SIEs left their employer when moving abroad and 
thus usually have to find a new job in a new employer organization on 
return. It is therefore not surprising that SIEs, overall, intend to change 
organizations more than AEs (Biemann and Andresen 2010). In that 
sense, in general, the careers of SIEs are more independent of organiza-
tional borders than those of AEs, although the evidence is that they do 
not fit easily into the predicted ‘boundaryless’ or ‘protean’ career mindsets 
(Suutari et al. 2016). If their jobs after the repatriation are not satisfying 
and the overall treatment of repatriation is not managed well, AEs too 
tend to start thinking about career options in external job markets. 
However, while there is evidence that the repatriate retention of AEs is 
lower than for their non-expatriated peers during the first year after 
return, the cumulative long-term retention effects seem to be similar 
(Doherty and Dickmann 2012).
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�What Are the Outcomes of Expatriation 
for Different Types of Expatriates?

One important question concerning expatriation in its different forms 
relates to the impacts of assignments on the individuals both in the short 
and longer term. This discussion links naturally with the previous discus-
sion of the motives individuals have for moving abroad. It also raises 
organizational issues, that is, what are the benefits of expatriation for the 
organizations in the longer run?

One of the main motives for expatriation was personal development 
and growth through facing new challenges. From this angle, the outcome 
appears to be positive. Various expatriate studies report extensive devel-
opment taking place during assignments. This applies both to assigned 
and self-initiated expatriates (Dickmann et  al. in press; Jokinen et  al. 
2008; Kraimer et al. 2009; McNulty 2013). The differences in starting 
point between assignees may impact to some extent on the development 
of AEs in comparison to SIEs. For example, given the stronger career and 
work-related motivation of AEs and their, on average, higher status and 
position, it is likely that AEs gain more organizational and business 
knowledge through their foreign work (Shaffer et al. 2012). Because of 
their social connections within the MNC, AEs are also seen to be more 
likely to build better business contacts both at the head office and at their 
local operating unit (Farh et  al. 2010). In line with this reasoning, 
Dickmann et al. (in press) report that AEs developed more organizational 
knowledge and knowing whom career capital (i.e. relationships that can 
be beneficial to one’s work and career) whilst working abroad than SIEs 
did. However, in most areas, the extent of development was similar 
among both types of expatriates, indicating that all kinds of expatriates 
developed themselves while working abroad. Of course, all expatriates get 
international experience and develop related international competences. 
The level to which they are able to utilize such competences depends on 
their future careers, which we discuss next.

From the perspective of career progress, the findings are quite mixed 
and the literature often suggests that the career impacts of international 
work are not as positive as AEs expect (Shaffer et al. 2012). It is quite 
common for AEs to leave their employer soon after repatriation (Kraimer 
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et al. 2012). However, some studies on career progression at high hierar-
chical levels indicate that international work experience has a positive 
impact on career success (Ng et al. 2005; Magnusson and Boggs 2006). 
Hamori and Koyuncu (2011) found that while the path to the top of the 
corporate ladder in large organizations may not be faster for executives 
who had international work experience, larger organizations often had 
former expatriates as CEOs. More research is needed to refine our picture 
of the career success of SIE and AE executives.

It is also important to note that as SIEs tend to stay abroad longer, 
their social connections in the home country easily become weaker 
(Mäkelä and Suutari 2013). This is often true in particular with regard to 
their organizational contacts, since as self-initiated expatriates they left 
their employer when moving abroad while most AEs still have connec-
tions back to their home country colleagues and the headquarters of the 
company (Dickmann and Doherty 2010). On the other hand, it has also 
been reported that SIEs’ international work experience increases both 
their chances of promotion with their current employer and their mar-
ketability in the external market (Richardson and Mallon 2005). SIEs 
also tend to build stronger connections with locals, and such connections 
may be used when seeking new jobs abroad. The latest evidence indicates 
that, among matched samples of highly educated business professionals, 
the career impacts of international assignments were found to be similar 
among SIEs and AEs (Suutari et al. 2018). The only significant difference 
was that AEs got more jobs offers (and more often those were internal) 
than SIEs, presumably as a consequence of their better networks within 
the organization that sent them abroad.

Over a longer term both AEs and SIEs saw their international market-
ability as having increased and being higher than their home country 
marketability, particularly so for SIE (Suutari et al. 2018). If we combine 
this observation with the fact that high numbers of expatriates are inter-
ested in future international jobs, it is not surprising that a high propor-
tion of both AEs and SIEs experience multiple foreign assignments (Stahl 
and Cerdin 2004; Jokinen et al. 2008).

The financial impact of international assignments is naturally closely 
connected with the level of the position which the expatriate holds both 
abroad and after repatriation. Since AEs often work in more senior 
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organizational roles abroad and receive more generous assignment 
packages that raise their standard of living compared to SIEs who usually 
have local contracts with fewer benefits (Dickmann 2016), the salary 
impacts differ between the groups. Positive salary impacts are found in 
some studies of AEs (Daily et al. 2000; Carpenter et al. 2001; Ramaswarmi 
et al. 2016), but there is less information about SIEs. Clearly more evi-
dence is needed both on the career progress and salary impacts of inter-
national experience.

If we analyze the impacts of international assignments from the orga-
nizational perspective, then several observations can be made. First the 
overall development of expatriates abroad and their new international 
experience provide organizations with important talent that should be 
included in their talent management programmes (Cerdin and Brewster 
2014). There is an indication that global mobility professionals are aware 
of this and that some work actively to increase linkages of global mobility 
and talent management within organizations (Dickmann 2015). 
International assignments are recognized as being among the best possi-
ble management development methods. In turn, the observation that 
many repatriates are unhappy with their treatment after the assignment 
and thus leave the organization or at least seriously consider doing so is 
bad news. This raises the question of how SIEs and AEs are (and should 
be) managed by their employers.

�Management of International Assignees: AEs 
vs SIEs

There is far more evidence on how AEs are being managed compared to 
SIEs (Doherty and Dickmann 2013). Summaries of recommendations of 
how AEs are or should be managed, often linked to the expatriate cycle 
(Harris et  al. 2003), can be found in diverse publications (Dickmann 
2017; Dickmann and Baruch 2011). Based on the discussion above, we 
are looking at the individual, organizational or wider contextual differ-
ences between the two types of international workers to explore the 
implications for the management of SIEs.
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�Targeting the Recruitment and Selection of SIEs

It is clear that due to their home country insights and language skills, 
SIEs and AEs can be highly attractive employees for organizations that 
can utilize them in jobs where these capabilities are useful. Since SIEs are 
more holistically oriented, putting less emphasis on career progression 
and professional development and more on individual factors such as 
adventure seeking or personal challenge (Cerdin 2013; Doherty et  al. 
2011) means that employer branding and attraction strategies could 
stress different messages when aiming either at an (internal) audience of 
AEs or an external audience of SIEs or staff who may go on an interna-
tional assignment in the future. Job aspects that show diverse situations 
or challenges could be emphasized by corporations. However, the scant 
evidence available shows that major German and French companies often 
do not mention global career opportunities on their websites (Point and 
Dickmann 2012). In addition, SIEs are often seen to be highly educated 
and be more likely to be women compared to AEs. Given that SIEs are 
financing and organizing their stay abroad themselves, it is argued that 
they are more interested in lower cost moves to secure environments 
(Andresen et al. 2013; Dickmann and Cerdin 2016), with some excep-
tions in the not-for-profit sector. SIEs tend to have established a local 
network before they go abroad which may be used by organizations to 
attract foreign candidates to work for them. Overall, it is not only the 
attraction mechanisms but also the selection and job matching criteria 
that could factor in the different background, drivers and behaviours of 
SIEs.

�Rethinking the Package Design of SIEs

The difference of monetary incentives and administrative support of AEs 
in comparison to SIEs is stark. First, AEs tend to earn substantially more 
than their peers on ‘normal’, local contracts. While contracts vary 
substantially, observers have consistently pointed out hefty expatriation 
premiums (Doherty and Dickmann 2012; Dowling et al. 2013; Oltram 
et al. 2013). Some research points to a large variety of additional payments 
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and support, including housing allowances, hardship payments, home 
leave flights and extra vacation days, family educational support and so on 
(Dowling et  al. 2013). Even the ‘local plus’ contracts, where AEs who 
want to stay in their host country sign on to a local contract, have certain 
perks included, most likely paid private schooling for expatriates’ children 
(Dickmann 2016). In turn, most SIEs sign a standard local contract, and 
thus their contract does not include such extra benefits. Given the poten-
tially highly useful SIE competencies—beyond language capabilities they 
have an in-depth understanding of their home culture, institutions, legal 
frameworks and have country-of-origin social networks—employers may 
consider giving them extra incentives to stay in the organization or to 
refresh their contacts and insights. This could include sponsored home 
trips or considerations to compensate some of the social security differ-
ences from which SIEs may suffer. This could increase the engagement 
levels of SIEs. Alternatively, companies could develop a more flexible sys-
tem of where people live and work.

�Strengthening the Current Cross-Cultural Training 
and Adjustment Support for SIEs

While even AEs often do not get much predeparture training (Harris 
et  al. 2003; Doherty and Dickmann 2012) and little cross-cultural 
adjustment support, SIEs are highly unlikely to get in-country cultural 
training (Haslberger and Vaiman 2013). While some of the drivers of 
SIEs are closely connected to learning about and exploring their host 
country, and due to the fact that they seem to have a larger non-com-
pany host social network, it might be concluded that less adjustment 
support is needed for SIEs than AEs. Also, SIEs stay longer in the host 
country (Mäkelä and Suutari 2013) and have more time to adjust. 
Nevertheless, offering some cultural training and local mentor/coaching 
networks may help SIEs especially during their initial time in country. 
Cultural understanding, especially the cognitive and behavioural 
components of adjustment (Haslberger et al. 2013), may be supported 
through such initiatives.
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�Tailoring HR Policies and Practices to Distinguish 
Between AEs and SIEs

There are many HRM activities that affect AEs and SIEs. In relation to 
training and development, SIEs tend to be new to the organization and 
are likely to benefit more than AEs from host organization induction ses-
sions and support for international in-company networking. In addition, 
SIEs are more likely to be female, so activities that support women in 
management (and other areas of activities) such as the work associated 
with the Female FTSE 100 (Vinnicombe et al. 2015) may have positive 
effects. In addition, we have seen that SIEs are more often on lower hier-
archical levels which have an impact on the types of capabilities associ-
ated with in-job success. Sensitive and responsive training and 
development offers enhance the chances of increased performance. Given 
that SIEs are highly self-driven individuals and are, on average, guided by 
a set of more holistic drivers—including a higher interest to interact with 
locals and to experience wide facets of the host environment—there are 
implications for work content, job assignments and for how to manage 
SIEs (Doherty and Dickmann 2012, 2013). Interaction with host coun-
try nationals and local content of work that leads to learning are likely to 
be highly valued by SIEs.

�Developing Organizational Repatriation Approaches 
for SIEs

SIEs are a population of workers who have a range of cross-cultural 
insights and skills by the time they return home. A stream of research has 
shown that they, like AEs, have benefitted tremendously from their inter-
national sojourn in terms of enduring career capital development and 
high external marketability (Suutari et  al. 2018; Dickmann et  al. in 
press). It seems likely that MNCs would be well advised to work towards 
retaining SIEs who want to leave their host country, provided that the 
organization has sizeable operations in the country that they are moving 
to. One of the ways this could be achieved is simply to support their move 
financially. However, the issue is actually much broader. If organizations 
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started to treat SIEs (once they are their employees) similar to AEs in 
terms of tailored career support and position finding, then they are much 
more likely to find vacancies and home country opportunities. In addi-
tion, they may provide some of the reintegration support that may be 
needed even more by SIEs who, on average, stay much longer abroad. 
Overall, this would increase the chances of SIEs staying with their orga-
nization and in some sense becoming AEs on their way home. While this 
clearly happens informally in some cases, large MNCs may be well advised 
to develop more equitable policy approaches.

This section has argued that SIEs have the potential to be highly valu-
able to organizations at a price, that is, their package while working 
abroad, which is substantially lower than that of AEs (Dowling et  al. 
2013). We have suggested, to start with, the differences that distinguish 
SIEs from AEs to develop HRM policies and practices in terms of recruit-
ment and selection, training and development, career and performance 
management as well as repatriation approaches that are sensitive to their 
unique backgrounds, interests and demographics, in order to attract, 
develop, utilize and retain SIEs better.

�Conclusions and Recommendations  
for Future Work

In this chapter we have systematically contrasted the similarities and dif-
ferences in the motivations to work abroad, the nature of careers and 
jobs, outcomes of working abroad and the management of AEs and SIEs. 
After approximately half a century of expatriate research, there is already 
much known in relation to ‘traditional expatriation’, even though the 
field is prone to changes and authors are finding new perspectives and 
new sub-groups. Systematic exploration of the SIE phenomenon, initi-
ated more than one and a half decades ago, while beyond its infancy, still 
harbours many opportunities for exciting insights.

Amongst these opportunities are the fields that this chapter has char-
tered. For instance, with respect to the drivers of international work, we 
have yet to explore why and how motivations change over time. Of course, 
there are many angles that could be investigated within the motivational 
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arena such as the impact of life and career stages on individuals, gender 
and other diversity patterns, host country characteristics and so on. Within 
the psychological and sociological perspectives, broad well-being issues 
may be investigated. For instance, SIEs have to cope with a lot of insecu-
rity and uncertainty (Richardson 2006). Understanding their coping 
strategies and the effect of SIE work on well-being would be important. In 
addition, the findings on underemployment of SIEs and migrants may be 
further explored, and links to job satisfaction, attachment to their host 
country and employer, intention to return or even happiness may be 
investigated.

The second large section of this chapter looked at the careers and jobs 
of international workers. There is some work using the intelligent career 
framework (DeFillippi and Arthur 1994). The intelligent career is a mod-
ern career concept that explores three ways of knowing. Knowing how 
are the skills, knowledge and abilities that help individuals in their careers. 
Knowing whom is the reputation of individuals in the minds of others 
and their social contacts and networks that can further their careers. 
Knowing why consists of the motivations and drivers of individuals that 
give them energy to pursue a career journey and to succeed in the world 
of work. Individual careerists are advised to invest in these three ways of 
knowing (Inkson and Arthur 2001). With reference to global careers, 
some emerging long-term studies show positive impacts for both AEs and 
SIEs (Suutari et al. 2018; Dickmann et al. in press). Going beyond quan-
titative studies, tracing the development, transfer and utilization of career 
capital in different contexts and understanding the various influencing 
factors in depth (for instance, through qualitative studies), over time, is 
still underexplored.

Our third section looked at outcomes of global work. Especially in rela-
tion to SIEs, the picture is still highly fragmented and partial. Often, SIEs 
have been treated predominantly as a ‘homogenous entity’. Understanding 
the impact of differences—educational, age, gender, nationality, hierar-
chical—would be highly important to be able to improve the exploration 
of influences on outcomes and sub-group patterns.

The fourth section of this chapter discussed the management of global 
workers. While we have some insights (albeit not perfect) in relation to 
AEs, the evidence of how SIEs are managed is sparse. Many of the 
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suggestions we developed on how to manage SIEs better are logical 
inferences, and high-quality investigations are needed. These could, for 
instance, take an action research approach in which researchers cooperate 
with MNCs to put tailored SIE approaches in relation to their sourcing, 
management, development, careers and retention into practice. In addi-
tion, better information regarding the monetary and non-monetary 
packages of SIEs over time would be highly welcome. Moreover, the 
organizational context—industry, size of firm, host team, hierarchy of 
job, transnationality and so on—will be important to factor into the 
research to better understand links.

Above, we have argued that an in-depth understanding of differences 
in SIE (and AE) sub-groups would be highly beneficial (Dorsch et  al. 
2013). The nearer researchers get to a more holistic picture, the better 
this is likely to be. Understanding location characteristics and their 
impact on SIEs and AEs (Dickmann 2013; Doherty et  al. 2010) is 
another piece of the puzzle. The impact of host country characteristics 
such as security, location, tolerance and acceptance of the host country 
population are likely to shape many outcomes of global mobility. We are 
all persuaded that improving our insights into global mobility remains a 
worthy and exciting aim.
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Coaching of Global Careerists

Raija Salomaa

�Introduction

Today, coaching has become a global phenomenon that is practised all 
over the world. Its growth has followed the trends of globalization, inter-
national mergers and acquisitions and the growing diversity in the 
workplace (Tompson et al. 2008). In addition, given the steady increase in 
academic coaching literature over recent years, coaching is evolving into a 
scholarly field in its own right (Bachkirova et al. 2016), who posit that 
coaching has matured to a point where it might be deemed an emerging 
profession. However, as a relatively new area of scholarship, coaching is 
generally seen as an under-explored and under-researched human resource 
development-related practice requiring further examination and discovery 
(Ellinger et al. 2011). The majority of the empirical studies and the meta-
analytic studies (Jones et al. 2015; De Meuse et al. 2009; Sonesh et al. 
2015; Theeboom et al. 2014) conducted to date indicate that coaching is 
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an effective tool for improving and developing individuals and their 
organizations (Bartlett et al. 2014; Jones et al. 2015). Indeed, it has been 
argued that two key benefits of coaching for organizations are the develop-
ment of the talent pool and organizational capacity and talent retention 
and improvement in morale (Dagley 2006). Moreover, coaching is known 
to enhance leadership skills in several ways (Kombarakaran et al. 2008). 
There is also increasing evidence that coaching has positive effects on, for 
example, individual well-being and performance (Theeboom et al. 2014).

However, although coaching is widely used, there is no consensus on 
its definitions or contents (Athanasopoulou and Dopson 2015). For the 
purpose of this chapter, coaching is understood to be “a human develop-
ment process of an international assignee that involves structured interac-
tion and the use of appropriate strategies, tools and techniques in an 
international context. It is aimed at promoting desirable and sustainable 
change for the benefit of the coachee and, potentially, for other 
stakeholders” (modified from Bachkirova et  al. 2010: 1). This chapter 
integrates recent knowledge from coaching, international coaching and 
international mobility and offers a view on the cross section of these 
fields. Its aim is to provide an overall picture of coaching’s role as a support 
and development intervention for different types of expatriates.

Expatriates are individuals who live and work abroad and can be 
categorized in two groups: “assigned” or corporate expatriates and 
“self-initiated” expatriates (Andresen et  al. 2014). Assigned expatriates 
typically refer to employees who are sent abroad by their company, 
whereas self-initiated expatriates are individuals who undertake their 
international work experience with little or no organizational sponsorship 
and often with less favourable local work contracts (Biemann and 
Andresen 2010; Suutari and Brewster 2000). Self-initiated expatriates 
relocate to a country of their choice to pursue cultural, personal and career 
development experiences (Jokinen et al. 2008; Shaffer et al. 2012). The 
duration of expatriation varies from less than a year to long-term assign-
ments. Furthermore, an increasing number of expatriates pursue so-called 
global careers, which Mäkelä and Suutari (2009: 992) have defined as 
careers “involving multiple international relocations including various 
positions and assignments.” These global careerists can be either corporate 
expatriates sent abroad by their organizations or self-initiated expatriates.
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International human resource management literature shows that 
multinational companies search for individuals who can manage 
effectively in the complex, challenging, changing and ambiguous global 
business environment (Caligiuri and Bonache 2016), and there is also 
considerable evidence that organizations face formidable talent chal-
lenges. Furthermore, when individuals work in challenging international 
environments, they need flexibility and related competencies that can be 
transferred to various contexts. It is known that international assignments 
(IAs) are the most powerful strategy for developing global leaders and 
that IAs are very challenging experiences for individuals (Suutari and 
Mäkelä 2007). For these reasons, coaching has been recommended as a 
support and development intervention both in the talent management 
(Al Ariss et  al. 2014) and expatriation literatures (Mendenhall 2006; 
Selmer 1999). Although coaching research in the international context is 
still scarce, there is an evolving body of empirical research showing that 
coaching is an efficient support and development approach in the expa-
triate context (Abbott 2006; Herbolzheimer 2009; McGill 2010; Salomaa 
2015; Salomaa and Mäkelä 2017). In addition, coaching is argued to 
provide support in adjusting to the frequent, yet often unexpected, role 
transitions and career changes (Parker 2016), typical in the context of 
global mobility.

This chapter is structured as follows: first, coaching in general is intro-
duced; second, the unique features and challenges evolving from the 
global mobility context are discussed; and third, aspects of coaching in an 
international context are considered and empirical research on expatriate 
coaching is reviewed. Then the coaching experiences of two different 
kinds of expatriates are presented. Finally, the chapter ends with some 
concluding words and ideas for future research.

�Coaching

As stated earlier, although there have been many attempts to define 
coaching, there is no one unique definition for executive coaching. The 
International Coach Federation (ICF), the world’s largest professional 
association for coaches, defines coaching as “partnering with clients in a 
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thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize 
their personal and professional potential” (International Coach Federation 
2018). According to ICF coaches honor the client as the expert in his or 
her life and work and believe every client is creative, resourceful and 
whole. Regardless of the definition of coaching offered, they all share 
common characteristics (Parker 2016). Typically, there is an emphasis on 
collaborative goal setting as well as on learning through coaching. It is 
understood to be a systematic process, aimed at fostering the ongoing 
self-directed learning and growth of the coachee (Grant and Stober 
2006). Indeed, it is typically considered to be a set of behaviours that 
enables individuals to learn and develop, as well as to improve their skills 
and enhance their performance (Ellinger and Kim 2014). Bartlett et al. 
(2014) posit that relationship, goals, performance and learning are the 
keywords used most often in defining executive coaching.

Coaching is known to be a cross-disciplinary approach that has its roots 
in psychology, management, learning theory and theories of human and 
organizational development, philosophy and sport. In general, the litera-
ture on executive coaching has differentiated coaching from other helping 
interventions such as mentoring (Abbott et al. 2006; Feldman and Lankau 
2005). In comparison to mentoring, coaching is more formal in nature 
and is based on an equal relationship between coach and coachee. Typically, 
a mentor has held a similar role to the mentee, and mentoring is charac-
terized by giving advice, whilst the professional coach’s expertise lies in 
facilitating learning and development using a variety of techniques.

With regard to the coaching process, the stakeholders in executive 
coaching typically include the coach, the coachee and the organization. 
Executive coaching is often funded by the organization and requested, 
usually, by the coachee’s manager or HR professional (Athanasopoulou 
and Dopson 2015), and organizational support of the coachee has been 
found to be important to coaching success (Hooijberg and Lane 2009; 
Salomaa 2015). The executive coaching process is typically described in 
the literature as consisting of different steps. For example, Feldman and 
Lankau (2005) describe it as consisting of data gathering, feedback, 
implementation of the coaching intervention and evaluation. In general, 
coaches work with two forms of feedback: feedback that is generated 
externally to the coachee and feedback that is generated internally when 
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coachees engage in self-reflection and self-appraisal. Developing the 
coachee’s reflective and reflexive capability is a means of developing self-
awareness for the coachee (Maxwel 2016). Instruments typically employed 
in executive coaching include an assessment of an individual’s emotional 
intelligence and 360-degree feedback and an assessment that involves 
soliciting feedback from one’s immediate work circle including subordi-
nates, peers and supervisors. The length of the executive coaching process 
is usually predefined and is short-term in nature, although there is some 
variation in the research findings concerning the duration and content 
(Athanasopoulou and Dopson 2015). During the coaching process, the 
coach typically uses open-ended questions, active listening, summaries 
and reflections, all of which are aimed at stimulating the self-awareness 
and personal responsibility of the coachee (Passmore and Fillery-Travis 
2011). In this sense, coaching can be seen as an ongoing activity, using an 
interactive learning process to increase the executive’s awareness of the 
impact of behaviour on performance. Executive change involves identify-
ing the patterns of experience and behaviour that affect goal attainment, 
creating a fresh perspective of these patterns by reframing and rehearsing 
new behaviours (Kombarakaran et al. 2008).

In summary, the field of coaching research is maturing but still needs 
a larger evidence-base. As contextual factors have been found to be of 
importance in coaching (Abbott and Salomaa 2016), different kinds of 
expatriates may have different kinds of coaching needs evolving from the 
challenging context of global mobility.

�The Context of Global Mobility

This section describes the unique features and challenges arising from the 
context of global mobility and which impact, for example, the coaching 
needs of expatriates. In general, there is a growing understanding of the 
complexity of the global mobility field in terms of variation in types of 
expatriates, other types of international experiences, types of organiza-
tions and desired objectives. The field is characterized by diversity 
(Brewster et al. 2014). Today, almost half of company-assigned expatri-
ates are relocating from non-headquarters, and the most frequently cited 
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reasons for sending expatriates abroad include filling a managerial gap, 
building international management experience and career development. 
Organizations are focusing on creating a pipeline of future leaders with 
global management experience. Consequently, IAs can be seen as a sig-
nificant route to career enhancement because international experience is 
perceived as an essential leadership competency (Brookfield Global 
Mobility Trends Survey 2016).

It is known that effectively managing expatriation and repatriation is a 
significant challenge for organizations (Cerdin and Brewster 2014; 
Shaffer et al. 2012). Indeed, research indicates that expatriation is a costly 
and risky investment with many challenges for the expatriates and for the 
employing organizations. Although it is known that managers value an 
IA for the opportunity it brings for skills acquisition, personal develop-
ment and career enhancement, there are several transition points that 
prompt perceptions of high uncertainty and risk for expatriates 
(Haslberger and Brewster 2009).

Much of the research on expatriation has been focused on adjustment. 
This is a multifaceted concept that refers to the degree of psychological 
comfort with various aspects of a new cultural setting. It consists of indi-
vidual factors, job factors, organizational factors and nonwork factors, as 
well as factors related to repatriation (Black et al. 1991). This conceptual 
model implies that factors that reduce uncertainty facilitate adjustment 
and vice versa. Research on expatriates indicates that assignees are con-
fronted with a variety of work role and situational stressors, arising from 
both the organization and the foreign culture (Shaffer et  al. 2012; 
Takeuchi 2010). For example, there is evidence that international assign-
ees may carry out tasks that are more demanding and at a higher organi-
zational level than their duties in the home country (Suutari and Brewster 
2000). Further, expatriate jobs are often characterized by a high level of 
autonomy and without much local support or help from the headquarter 
staff due to distance and unfamiliarity with the specific context. Moreover, 
global travel, which is typically an essential component of international 
jobs, has been shown to increase physical, emotional and intellectual 
stress (Shaffer et al. 2012). Furthermore, assignees have to overcome vari-
ous barriers such as gender bias among female expatriates, obtaining 
work permits and so on. One of the greatest concerns for corporate 
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assignees is managing the repatriation transition and issues such as 
opportunities for using the skills acquired abroad, career advancement 
and career opportunities for their spouse (Shaffer et al. 2012). In addi-
tion, an assignment may be a challenge for the whole family, not only for 
the expatriate, and several work-family conflicts have been reported 
(Mäkelä and Suutari 2011). Family concerns have been found to be the 
primary reason for the refusal of individuals to accept foreign assign-
ments and for their failure (McNulty 2015).

In addition, studies show that international assignees face several 
paradoxes (Osland 2000; Osland and Osland 2005). For example, there 
are paradoxes concerning the relationship with the other culture. When 
an assignee becomes comfortable in another culture, it involves sacrific-
ing, albeit often unconsciously, aspects of self-identity associated with his 
or her own culture. A basic dilemma for expatriates is determining how 
much of one’s identity must be relinquished and how much of the other 
culture’s values must be acquired in order to be acculturated. Indeed, 
several scholars have reported that identity transformations take place 
during IAs and that these are challenging for individuals because they 
affect their sense of self and their subsequent attitudes and behaviours 
towards their organization (Kohonen 2007; Muir 2014; Näsholm 2011). 
Moreover, several paradoxes concerning job-related role conflict also 
exist. For example, the role of an expatriate manager confers considerable 
power, but at the same time the manager is dependent upon subordinates 
for their knowledge of the local culture, business practices and, for exam-
ple, politics (Osland and Osland 2005; Shaffer et  al. 2012). However, 
paradoxes can be viewed as developmental experiences, as development 
occurs when assignees overcome obstacles. Further, Dragoni et al.’s study 
(2014, cited in Caligiuri and Bonache 2016) indicates that exposure to 
cultural novelty provides assignees with a set of cultural contrasts through 
which they can develop more elaborated cognitive structures that repre-
sent more advanced levels of professional competencies.

In summary, the above discussion on various challenges faced by expa-
triates indicates that there are different kinds of support needs in which 
coaching can be helpful for both corporate and self-initiated expatriates. 
Moreover, the life of expatriates is often characterized by various changes 
such as onboarding to a new role and moving to a new location or 
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returning home. Coaching has been argued, among other things, to be 
valuable in different kinds of transitions, because it helps individuals to 
manage not only the external career change in terms of a different role, 
status or position but also the internal impact of a career transition with 
the associated challenges of motivation, identity and emotional manage-
ment (Parker 2016). Also, the developmental role of coaching is impor-
tant because assignees need to acquire self-awareness, new skills and 
attitudes in order to be successful in their jobs. Given that the interna-
tional environment affects the coachees, it certainly also impacts the 
coaching, and therefore the next chapter focuses on what is currently 
known about international coaching.

�International Coaching

The existing literature on international coaching has mainly focused on 
cultural aspects of coaching. Given that work is increasingly conducted 
across borders in a highly interconnected world, all coaching assignments 
are in some way cross-cultural. Typically, cross-cultural coaching occurs 
when the context is in some way cross-, multi- or intercultural (Abbott 
and Salomaa 2016). Culture has recently emerged in the executive coach-
ing literature as an aspect that needs to be actively considered in the 
executive coaching process (Athanasopoulou and Dopson 2015). Often 
the terms international, multicultural, global and cross-cultural coaching 
are utilized interchangeably. Booysen (2015) has suggested that cross-
cultural coaching is a meaning-making process in which the coach helps 
the coachee to surface and address deeply held beliefs and behaviours 
arising from cognitive schemas and frameworks. In this process, a par-
ticular focus is on working with schemas shaped by culture and identity 
construction that underlie beliefs and behaviours that inhibit a coachee’s 
performance in his/her current context. Further, Milner et  al. (2013) 
have suggested that the intercultural component of coaching, in terms of 
the coaching topic, should be distinguished from the intercultural 
component, in terms of the players, within the coaching process.

The field of international coaching has been largely influenced by 
intercultural management theories and intercultural research, which have 
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provided frameworks upon which coaches can draw. An understanding 
of cultural dimensions and values and awareness of one’s own cultural 
assumptions are commonly stated as requirements for coaches working in 
the international context (Abbott and Salomaa 2016; Van Nieuwerburgh 
2016). Rosinski (2003, 2010) was the first to combine cultural theories 
with coaching by utilizing Milton Bennett’s (1993) approach. This 
approach includes stages such as denial of differences, defence against 
difference, minimization of difference, acceptance of difference, adapta-
tion to difference and integration of difference. Rosinski developed 
Bennett’s ideas further by adding a stage entitled “leverage difference.” 
He also created an assessment questionnaire, the “Cultural Orientations 
Framework,” which may be beneficial in cross-cultural coaching. In addi-
tion, approaches such as complexity theory, systems thinking and theo-
ries of adult development have been recommended as frameworks for 
coaches working internationally (Abbott and Salomaa 2016).

However, coaching engagements that concentrate only on culture are 
not useful, because there may also be other contextual factors impacting 
the coaching relationship (Abbott 2010). Empirical papers show that 
even where the context is cross-cultural, coaching can evolve to cover 
other issues beyond merely the cross-cultural. Indeed, from the outset, 
the coaching intervention may focus on, for example, leadership develop-
ment, regardless of the cross-cultural context (Salomaa 2015; Salomaa 
and Mäkelä 2017). Indeed, coaching approaches that integrate culture 
into a holistic approach to individual and organizational change are find-
ing favour, one of them being the “integral model” of Ken Wilber (Abbott 
2010). In this framework the coachee is a participant in a whole system 
that includes culture, systems and the social context of their situation, 
and the different dimensions of the framework are interconnected. 
Recently, the concepts of “cultural intelligence,” the capability for con-
sciousness and awareness during intercultural situations (Ng et al. 2009), 
and the “Global Mindset,” a construct consisting of psychological, social 
and intercultural capital (Javidan et al. 2010), have also been utilized in 
some theoretical and empirical coaching papers (Abbott et  al. 2013; 
Booysen 2015). It is notable that most of the authors discussing coaching 
in an international context point out the danger of stereotyping 
individuals based on generalizations derived from a national culture 
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(Abbott et al. 2013). In addition, there are some publications discussing 
and exploring coaching in a special country context, for example, in 
China, Hong Kong and in Malaysia (Gallo 2015; Gan and Chong 2015; 
Lam 2016) or generally in Asia (Nangalia and Nangalia 2010). Given 
that coaching is argued to be a Western concept (Lam 2016), these pub-
lications discuss how it is being perceived and adapted by local coaches 
and coachees. In general, the number of cross-cultural coaching papers 
has increased recently in peer-reviewed journals, the majority of them 
being empirical papers studying cross-cultural coaching from the coach’s 
perspective.

One of the developing areas of international coaching is research on 
expatriate coaching. Although coaching is recommended for interna-
tional assignees (Booysen 2015), expatriate coaching research is not well 
developed. For example, it is not clear how earlier assignments impact the 
coaching needs of different kinds of assignees. Most of the texts concern-
ing expatriate coaching have been theoretical. Many authors have taken 
the lenses of adjustment and discussed the benefits of coaching compared 
to traditionally used development and support interventions such as 
mentoring and training for expatriates (Abbott et al. 2006; Chmielecki 
2009). With regard to training, Mendenhall (2006) suggests that tradi-
tional training programmes cannot anticipate, in terms of content cov-
ered, the multitude and variety of potential cross-cultural challenges 
encountered during an assignment. He therefore recommends coaching 
as the preferred approach for leadership development in the expatriate 
context, as it is highly individualized, focuses on the present, is confiden-
tial and offers a freedom to learn driven by the coachee and his or her 
specific needs and preferences. Indeed, given the many different forms of 
international work, coaching is a highly flexible developmental form. 
Subsequently, a number of texts on expatriate coaching have presented 
theoretical models (Abbott and Stening 2009) for how coaching may 
support expatriates in different phases of the assignment cycle, or how 
expatriate coaching may support couples’ adjustment (Miser and Miser 
2009). In addition, the literature has also explored the coaching of third 
culture kids (Burrus 2009a), and female expatriates (Burrus 2009b).

A literature review yielded a total of five empirical studies written in 
the English language with a focus on expatriate coaching (conference 
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papers not included). Three are PhD dissertations (Abbott 2006; 
Herbolzheimer 2009; McGill 2010), and two are papers published in 
peer-reviewed journals (Salomaa 2015; Salomaa and Mäkelä 2017). The 
key findings of these studies are discussed next.

The first study (Abbott 2006) was a case study of fifteen coached expa-
triates in Central American and explored how their acculturation was 
facilitated through coaching. Using an action research methodology, the 
results indicated that coaching improved both job performance and sat-
isfaction of the expatriates. The study showed that coaching encouraged 
expatriates to operate from a basis of trust in professional cross-cultural 
relationships. Coaching also clarified personal values and facilitated 
reflective thinking, allowing expatriate managers to step back from their 
complex situations and to better understand themselves and their con-
text. Further, coaching provided a medium to transfer knowledge from 
other contexts into the local situations, and, from a cultural perspective, 
it promoted leveraging individual and group differences. The second 
study (Herbolzheimer 2009) was China-specific and aimed to explore the 
existing situation with regard to expatriate coaching and to examine its 
potential. Thirty-one semi-structured interviews were analysed using 
global and circular analysis. This study showed that coaching could pro-
vide support for expatriates and replace or supplement intercultural 
training and that it could facilitate attitude and behaviour change. 
Further, it suggested that coaching could accelerate the assignee’s effec-
tiveness by developing a comprehensive set of competencies that facilitate 
a smoother, more effective and healthier handling of the long-term 
assignment, both in professional and private regard. According to this 
study coaching contributes to the development of expatriates as persons, 
executives and international staff.

The third study (McGill 2010) was the first exploration of executive 
coaching for international managers of a single organization. The partici-
pants were a mixture of Western assignees and non-Western host-country 
nationals in China. This action research study indicated that executive 
coaching enhanced leadership development, increased happiness and 
confidence and reduced stress. It provided evidence that coaching 
increases expatriates’ emotional intelligence capabilities of self-awareness, 
emotional control, communication strategies, self-reflection and empa-
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thy. The study further found that executive coaching outcomes and 
performance could be moderated by the relationship between coach and 
client and the impact of culture on the coach and the coached managers. 
The study suggests that coaches may be able to improve the effectiveness 
of coaching by developing a greater understanding of the role of the host-
country’s culture and the international human resource issues of interna-
tional assignments.

The fourth study (Salomaa 2015) investigated which factors impact 
the success of expatriate coaching by utilizing twenty five semi-structured 
interviews, an interpretative phenomenological analysis and Wilber’s 
integral coaching framework (Bachkirova et  al. 2010). The study pro-
vided evidence that the degree to which the coaching process could be 
adapted to the needs of the expatriate, and the coachability of the coachee 
(the openness and willingness to be coached) impacted coaching success. 
In addition, international experience, including knowledge of the lan-
guage, culture and business environment, and the ability to challenge 
behaviour were found to be critical attributes for expatriate coaches in 
terms of coaching success. This study also highlighted the impact of 
coaching language on coaching success in several ways. Other aspects 
underpinning a successful expatriate coaching assignment included a 
coaching friendly managerial leadership style of the sponsoring organiza-
tion, a clear contract with objectives and an evaluation of the coaching 
process. The paper also suggested that there are several layers to the pro-
cesses involved in the coaching of expatriates and that different coaching 
needs evolve during the coaching process. Thus, national or organiza-
tional culture, for example, is only one of the factors at play.

The fifth study (Salomaa and Mäkelä 2017) explored the development 
of career capital (Inkson and Arthur 2001), a concept comprising of three 
knowing capabilities, for expatriates through coaching by utilizing a nar-
rative analysis on stories of six coached expatriates. It highlighted the 
development of identity construction and indicated that coaching 
boosted motivation levels in the challenging global environment. 
Moreover, the study showed that coaching enhanced the development of 
all three (knowing-how, -why, -whom) career capital capabilities and that 
career capital development also happened in areas that were not prioritized 
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or even expected when coaching was started. Furthermore, the study 
suggested that adoption of the career capital concept as a practical tool 
for coaches would be beneficial.

The limitations of expatriate coaching are portrayed in several ways in 
the literature. For example, Abbott et  al. (2006) suggest the following 
limitations: non-responsiveness to coaching on the part of some manag-
ers; the risk of a dependent relationship developing between the coach 
and the coachee that might, in fact, inhibit adjustment; the timing of 
coaching early on in the assignment, which is often the most stressful 
period for an expatriate, may not be the most appropriate; and the lack 
of skilled coaches in some developing countries. Herbolzheimer (2009) 
also discusses several limitations, such as the high cost of coaching and 
lack of commitment on the part of the coachee. Moreover, the amount of 
time associated with the coaching process has been found to be a barrier 
to the adoption of coaching. Further, requests for expatriate coaching 
may be limited by a lack of knowledge about coaching. Although expatri-
ate coaching could supplement or replace cross-cultural training and 
other support interventions, HR representatives are not familiar with 
coaching, nor have the power to implement it. In addition, coaching may 
be seen as a “career killer,” because some expatriates may think that receiv-
ing coaching might be a reason for not being promoted. Herbolzheimer 
(2009) also argues that HR professionals find it challenging to find quali-
fied coaches. As coaching is not a registered profession, the market is full 
of various kinds of service providers offering their services under the 
umbrella of “coaching.” While McGill (2010) argues, based on his study 
in China, that executive coaching has great potential for supporting and 
developing both Western and non-Western international managers, he 
also suggests that the fact that coaching has been derived from Western 
concepts and practices may limit its adoption in Chinese or Asian cul-
tures. Further, if the coaching language is English and coachees are both 
Westerners and host-country nationals, this may unfairly benefit Western 
managers over local non-Western managers.

As an illustration of how coaching functions as a means for support 
and development for different kinds of expatriates, two stories of coached 
assignees are presented next. These are based on interviews about coaching 
experiences and were modified from a conference paper (Salomaa and 
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Mäkelä 2015). The first story (Peter) represents the experiences of a 
corporate expatriate on his first and second IA, whereas the second story 
(Michael) is a story of a self-initiated expatriate with extensive interna-
tional experience.

�Peter’s Story

Peter, an American general manager, who was on his first IA in Japan, 
perceived the new environment as a challenge, and his motivation to start 
coaching was strongly related to the need to learn about Japanese culture, 
which was very dissimilar to his own culture.

… moving to Japan, it was my first expat experience […] so the trigger 
there [to start coaching] was to understand Japanese culture from a for-
eigner’s point of view.

However, it became clear that Peter’s development during his assign-
ment shaped the coaching process over time and changed his needs 
towards coaching from cultural issues to leadership development. Peter 
appeared to be satisfied with his coach’s support. Through coaching, Peter 
learned a great deal about Japanese culture and was able to be more effec-
tive in conversations with Japanese individuals. For instance, he acquired 
knowledge of how to use Japanese metaphors, typical in the Japanese 
business jargon, that were very useful for him in his day-to-day work. By 
developing cross-cultural leadership skills through coaching, he learned 
how to lead his team more efficiently:

What he [the coach] was able to really do that was useful, was to introduce 
the kind of cultural pitfalls and traps that I might fall into and also to give 
me the tools I needed to get the most out of my team.

Besides the original goals and the development he expected from 
coaching, Peter related that he had also learned other skills, such as new 
techniques to focus his mind and clarify his thinking. Peter was able to 
adopt a new way of doing business and leading people. He discovered the 
power of asking questions.
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Even though the original reason for starting coaching was related to 
how to behave and perform in a foreign culture, Peter and his coach 
worked on several other perspectives as well. Peter’s assignment in Japan 
was full of hardships, during which his motivation suffered badly. His 
coach challenged him to move beyond his comfort zone, and this 
approach was very positive for Peter’s motivation to persevere. The for-
eign Japanese environment and his inability to understand the language 
sapped Peter’s strength. For example, he needed to use a translating device 
to be able to follow and lead meetings. Peter described his normal work-
ing day to be “like sitting in front of a very loud television with a very 
loud earphones playing something different in his ear.” Coaching helped 
Peter to put things into perspective so that he was able to solve problems 
and boosted his energy levels. Peter also worked with his coach on issues 
such as his role in the organization, why his conforming was beneficial 
for the organization and how the assignment impacted his career. Peter 
confirmed that coaching provided him with the understanding of the 
bigger picture. Coaching also supported his identity construction in two 
ways. First, it helped him to define his identity as a leader within the 
organization, and second, it assisted him in understanding who he was in 
a foreign country.

After three years in Japan, Peter had his second international assign-
ment and expatriated to Korea where he started a new coaching process 
with a new Korean coach. In Peter’s story, the reason for hiring a new 
coach was not explicitly explained, but interpretation of his story clearly 
reveals that he was expecting to receive support for his learning and devel-
opment, similar to that he had received in Japan. In particular, it is likely 
that Peter wanted an effective start in his job in a new location and wanted 
to develop his skills, learn some specific issues about the local culture and 
gain understanding about how to communicate effectively. In describing 
his first coaching experience, Peter emphasized that they only focused 
specifically on the local culture for a short time before moving on to 
wider leadership issues. He clearly expected a similar kind of process with 
his new coach in Korea.

This time, however, Peter’s high expectations of coaching were not 
met. Even though Peter said that his capabilities concerning cultural 
issues developed with the help of his coach in Korea, he criticized the 
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coaching process as being more like cultural training, with the coach 
having her own agenda. Many of the topics could have been learned 
directly from books. He compared this new coaching relationship 
unfavourably to his previous, deep coaching discussions that were focused 
on his needs and developed him in more versatile ways than he had origi-
nally expected. For instance, Peter said:

That [coaching process in Japan] was quite a different experience to the 
coaching I do now […]She [the coach in Korea] is doing a lot more cul-
tural training courses and she’s tried to evolve it into leadership training 
[…] it became clear that it wasn’t really working out that well but I was 
getting a lot out of the cultural side of it.

Peter seemed to expect more comprehensive support for his develop-
ment and appeared to be very disappointed when he did not receive this 
from his second coach.

Peter’s story makes clear that expatriates’ needs for coaching change. In 
this particular case, Peter needed support for different issues during his 
second assignment in Korea, compared to his first expatriation experience 
in Japan, even though he perhaps did not recognize this clearly himself. 
He reflected:

I’ve been able to take a lot of that [what I learned in Japan] here, into 
Korea.

Peter’s story illustrates that the skills developed during a first interna-
tional assignment can be more transferable than the expatriate himself 
understands. It is important that the coaching needs of an assignee are 
reviewed carefully before starting a coaching process, particularly with 
expatriates who have earlier international experience. In addition, cul-
tural approaches in coaching need to be integrated with other coaching 
methodologies and not be used as a stand-alone approach. This is impor-
tant in order to avoid frustration and perceptions of misuse of resources 
and time. Also, the selection of a coach with suitable skills appears to be 
a vital part of a successful coaching experience. Peter’s story exemplifies 
how coaching can support the development of a senior level manager on 
his first and second assignment with little previous experience of 
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expatriation. Although acquiring coaching skills were not among the 
goals of the process, Peter also learned to coach others. Peter’s story 
further illustrates how coaching needs may evolve over time.

�Michael’s Story

Michael, a German, and a truly global careerist, had worked for several 
years in the USA and for shorter periods in many other countries. At the 
time of the interview, he had lived for five years as a self-initiated expatri-
ate in Finland and worked as a senior manager. Michael reported that 
international assignments had “become a part of his DNA.” His coaching 
started because he wanted to learn coaching skills and because he was 
mentally stuck and misaligned with his values. Michael had hired (with-
out the support of his employing company) two external, professional 
coaches who worked with him one after another.

Michael highlighted several skills that he gained through coaching. For 
example, through experiencing coaching himself, Michael understood 
better the structure of a coaching process. Further, he learned actual 
coaching skills: listening, asking questions, quieting one’s mind, being 
non-judgmental and open to another individual’s ideas, showing emo-
tional intelligence and developing his coaching to help others. He also 
learned to coach himself. Michael said that, from his point of view, these 
coaching skills are portable capabilities.

…I learned this coaching aspect and I can enlarge this learning to others 
and be a better colleague, but also act as a coach to them. And, I think the 
other thing is, something that I extended, I focus on even more now, is 
quieting my mind and listening carefully. So the listening skills are another 
key, let’s say asset that coaching has reintroduced to myself.

Through coaching Michael adopted the idea that he could work across 
the different departments within his company and by doing so, develop 
himself in various ways. Michael was able to learn about tasks and pro-
cesses that were beyond his own area of expertise, and he gained a much 
wider understanding of the different ways the business could be built by 
different departments in the organization.
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…I volunteered to work on two projects in our sustainability department, 
although it is not part of my job description. […] This helped me under-
stand what they are trying to achieve.

As an engineer Michael had always trusted the analytical perspective. 
During his coaching processes, he learned to better understand his own 
weaknesses and strengths, and he was also able to recognize the impor-
tance of feelings and emotions. This development enabled Michael to 
enjoy his life in a new way, and it also gave him new resources to fulfil his 
role more ably.

Most shocking part for me was really the aspect of values and bringing sort 
of the emotional side of the brain into play, not just the analytical data-
driven decision-making part, but you know, if you are not happy, you 
would not–perform-well-kind-of-thing was a real revelation for me and 
gave me a lot additional ammunition for my work.

Michael was able to clarify his own values, understand what was 
important to him, and, thus, he was able to envision his future and make 
a plan to achieve it. He also gained the confidence and self-belief needed 
to perform the required actions. Michael discussed his identity and how 
coaching was helping him to better know who he was and what he wanted 
to accomplish.

Even though it was not his original intention to have coaching discus-
sions about cross-cultural issues, Michael also gained new cross-cultural 
skills and understanding. He understood that he had strived to be some-
one other than who he truly was. He realized that cultural differences 
were connected to his values and started to behave in a more authentic 
way.

Further, Michael said that coaching helped him to understand the 
importance of the existing relationships and networks of which he was 
part. He started to be more active in maintaining his relationships, both 
in the work and personal life spheres. Michael noted:

I would say that the actual coaching exercise reintroduced me to very 
important concept of nourishing, meaning keeping active, your network of 
friends and colleagues.
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Additionally, by working across different departments, Michael’s social 
networks within the company extended. He started to share his business 
expertise outside his own organization and began, as a volunteer, to con-
tact young entrepreneurs and offer them his help.

Michael’s story is an example of how coaching can support and develop 
a truly global careerist in several ways. As desired, he was able to develop 
his coaching skills. He was also able to develop many other skills and 
increase his understanding of unanticipated areas.

In summary, the studies reviewed and the two preceding stories illus-
trate that coaching in the expatriate context functions as an efficient sup-
port intervention in versatile ways, for example, by reducing stress and by 
enhancing coping mechanisms for different kinds of challenges. In addi-
tion, coaching boosts motivation, accelerates learning and helps to 
develop both the leadership and cross-cultural skills needed in the global 
business environment.

�Conclusions and Recommendations  
for Future Work

Coaching across cultures and borders is a highly contextual field (Abbott 
and Salomaa 2016). When looking at the existing international coaching 
literature, there seems to be an overemphasis on cultural aspects. Empirical 
studies are still scarce. It is therefore important to further explore the 
unique features of and differences between domestic and international 
coaching. The existing studies do, however, suggest that coaching is an 
advantageous support and development intervention for expatriates 
because it can be adjusted to meet various needs and contexts. Given that 
assignees confront role, identity and career transitions, it would be valu-
able to study the way in which coaching supports individuals in these 
transformations. Further, as global leadership competencies in general 
have been found to be critical in the context of global careers, coaching’s 
contribution to their development warrants further study. Given that the 
organizational expatriates are generally receiving better support than self-
initiated expatriates, SIEs in particular could benefit from coaching. It is 
also important to understand how the previous international experiences 
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of global careerists impact their subsequent coaching needs and processes. 
Research on expatriate coaching would benefit from a focus on repatria-
tion. Furthermore, given that published studies examining the use of lan-
guage in international coaching literature are, to date, non-existent, and 
given that language-sensitive research has gained momentum (Piekkari 
and Tietze 2011), this is becoming an important area for future study.
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Career Success in Different Countries: 

Reflections on the 5C Project

Jon Briscoe, Michael Dickmann, Tim Hall, Emma Parry, 
Wolfgang Mayrhofer, and Adam Smale

�Introduction

�Left Behind: Career Studies and the Rise 
of International Work

Career studies have, at best, partly kept pace with the enormous rise of 
international work. While on virtually all accounts such as volume of 
international business transactions, importance of organizations operat-
ing across national and cultural boundaries or individuals pursuing an 
international or global career indicators point towards growth, the body 
of career-related research on this has not grown to the same extent. With 
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the exception of expatriation and its various facets such as classic expa-
triation (Bader et  al. 2016), self-initiated expatriation (Andresen et  al. 
2013) or migration (Solimano 2010), systematic research about various 
aspects of careers in different countries and cultures, in particular in a 
comparative sense (Lazarova et al. 2012), has only started to emerge.

A substantial body of knowledge about careers as such exist (see the 
overviews in, e.g. Arthur et al. 1989; Gunz and Peiperl 2007; Gunz et al. 
2018 [in press]). Fed by a great variety of disciplines ranging from devel-
opmental psychology via management studies to labour economics and 
sociology, research efforts focusing on organization and management 
careers (OMC) have produced substantial insight on individuals’ careers 
and the aspects linked to condition, space and time (Gunz and Mayrhofer 
2018 [in press]). Often tracked back to the Chicago School of Sociology 
and the work of Hughes (1937) and his colleagues on a great variety of 
topics ranging from high-status professions such as medical doctors to 
careers more on the fringe of society such as taxi hall dancers (Cressey 
1932), jackrollers (Shaw 1930), professional thieves (Sutherland 1937) 
or hobos (Anderson 1923), the existing body of knowledge is particularly 
strong in terms of career success and its influencing factors (Gunz and 
Heslin 2005; Heslin 2005a; Ng et al. 2005; Ng and Feldman 2014).

Looking at the research in this area reveals, however, a familiar picture 
in many areas of management studies: the research focuses on a compara-
tively small set of countries and uses concepts originating from North 
America with a strong explicit or implicit universality assumption. With 
regard to the former, much of career studies focuses on WEIRD countries, 
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that is, Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic. While 
this has its merits, it also constitutes a severe limitation since it leaves out 
large parts of the world where we know little, if anything, about careers, 
career success and factors influencing careers. Another element of the 
emerging picture arguably is even more worrying. Underlying much of 
the existing research are theories, frameworks and operationalizations 
that come from a narrow set of countries, most often the USA, and 
implicitly or explicitly claim universal applicability. Examples include 
conceptualizations of career transitions (Louis 1980) or career success 
measures such as the widely used career success scale by Greenhaus et al. 
(1990). They represent an etic, that is, a general, non-structural and 
objective, view (Morris et  al. 1999) on careers that give preference to 
‘outside’ views instead of also looking at and analysing a phenomenon 
through the eyes of the respective local actors.

In a related field, human resource management, systematic efforts to 
comparatively study HRM policies and practices had already started in 
the early 1990s (Hegewisch and Brewster 1993), and comparative HRM 
is now a well-established field (Brewster and Mayrhofer 2012; Brewster 
et al. 2018 [in press]). In career studies, similar developments are only 
now starting to occur. In the mid-noughties, there was very little system-
atic and comparative information available on how people in different 
countries and cultures view different aspects of careers. Roughly a decade 
ago, initial efforts for a more comprehensive view on careers and career 
success across the globe took shape in the form of the 5C project (www.5C.
careers) and started to bear its first fruit (Briscoe et  al. 2012a, b; 
Chudzikowski et al. 2009; Shen et al. 2015). Building on this, the current 
effort of 5C targets a more comprehensive and emic view of different 
aspects of careers across the globe.

Our chapter focuses on the issue of career success in different countries 
based on the development of the 5C project. Before presenting major 
findings both in conceptual and empirical terms and taking stock about 
what we currently know in this area and outline promising avenues for 
future research, we outline efforts for a more emic view, that is, an 
approach focused on understanding careers more from a perspective that 
explores elements, their functioning and their interactions from an inter-
nal perspective. To this we turn next.
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�Digging Deep: Towards an Emic View 
on Careers

The 5C project started with rather traditional WEIRD goals at first. The 
groups three co-founders (Jon Briscoe, Douglas T. Hall and Wolfgang 
Mayrhofer) at first agreed to look at the protean or self-directed (Hall 
1976, 2002) careers across cultures, wondering if such a career was indeed 
relevant across the globe. Fortunately, upon investigating research meth-
ods and reflecting upon alternatives, they arrived at a more emic approach. 
Realizing that documenting the reliability and variability of a construct 
created in the Northeastern United States (the protean career) was of lit-
tle utility, they instead opted for an ‘N-way’ approach (Brett et al. 1997) 
in which the countries, research participants and researchers themselves 
each contribute to the theory and knowledge being formed. This 
demanded an approach in which the research participants’ voice and cir-
cumstances were heard.

�Initial Steps

Collaborating as a growing group, 5C decided to look at two broad areas 
of careers—career success and career management (management from 
the individual’s perspective). We knew that how people attach meaning 
to their careers was important and would likely vary, in part, due to 
national culture. We were also interested in how culture as well as other 
contextual factors such as rate of economic change, access to education 
and degree of diversity might impact how individuals managed their 
career. We thus focused on career transition(s) as an important event that 
could reveal career management behaviours in context.

In terms of method, the semi-structured interview was our preferred 
approach in order to offer flexibility in exploring interviewee experiences 
and forming initial frameworks (Patton 1990). But who to interview? We 
decided after careful discussion to focus on three occupations (loosely 
speaking): nurses, business people and blue-collar workers. These groups 
were not precisely similar in terms of professional or informal realities 
across countries but at least the tasks were standardized. We reasoned 
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further that the relative structure of each occupation would highlight 
important contrasts in how career actors networked, received validation, 
defined career success and so on.

Beyond occupation we tried where possible to balance genders and to 
address age. We wanted people to have at least two years of work experi-
ence so as to have gained career perspective, but from there we divided 
our sample into early (first ten years of career) and late (last ten years of 
career) career stages, seeking maximum contrast in how they managed 
their careers and defined career success.

In terms of country-level sampling, we chose to use Schwartz’s cultural 
values framework (2006). We felt that Schwartz’s methods for establish-
ing his framework were superior to others (Hofstede 1991; Trompenaars 
and Hampden-Turner 1997) but that he also offered something unique—
a division of countries into cultural regions. This made sampling coun-
tries a much easier project. The GLOBE framework (House et al. 2004) 
offers similar advantages and has some redundancies with Schwartz’s 
work, but it was not readily available at the time we began our research 
(we have since incorporated it in later research stages). Schwartz outlined 
seven cultural regions: Africa/Middle East, Confucian Asia, Eastern 
Europe, English Speaking, Latin America, South Asia and Western 
Europe. Israel was considered as not fitting into any of these categories 
precisely. Using the Schwartz framework, we chose 11 countries for our 
qualitative interviews: Austria, China, Costa Rica, Israel, Japan, Malaysia, 
Mexico, Serbia, South Africa, Spain and the United States of America 
(USA). We wanted to have at least one country in each cultural region; in 
some cases we were able to obtain more than one.

After the interviews were conducted and transcribed, they were coded 
by each particular country team, and initial codes were developed around 
the general themes of career success, career transitions and contextual 
factors that impacted these themes. Representatives for country teams 
met to explain and question these tentative conclusions. Following on 
from the coding discussion, a coding guide was created with participation 
from all teams, based on their agreement about common themes. Then 
all teams used the coding guide and recoded their data. The derived data 
concerned career transitions (and their management) as well as meanings 
of career success.
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�Broad Findings

Looking first at career transitions, the 5C research revealed that both 
individual differences (e.g. mastery versus performance orientation) as 
well as social and macro contexts shaped the nature of how people coped 
with career change (Briscoe et al. 2012a, b). For example, at an individual 
level, business people were more likely to perceive themselves as driving 
career transitions, whereas nurses were the least likely. At a macro level, 
countries characterized by more hierarchy in Schwartz’s (2006) frame-
work were less likely to see transitions as self-driven, but those high in 
egalitarianism (i.e. favouring equality in all people) were more likely. 
Also, countries lower in uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede 1991) were 
more likely to attribute career transitions to individual factors.

Perhaps more interesting than the general associations just reviewed 
were the contextual factors that emerged in individual county samples. 
Countries undergoing drastic transitions due to political or economic 
developments such as China, Serbia and South Africa showed marked 
contrasts between the older and younger generations. The experience of 
an older worker in China, for example, was perceived as almost com-
pletely out of one’s control, whereas younger workers felt a significant 
degree of autonomy.

Taking a closer look at five countries in terms of perceived career tran-
sition attributions and triggers (Austria, China, Serbia, Spain and the 
USA), 5C found that Western European and US participants were more 
likely to attribute career transitions to internal causes, while external con-
text was seen as a stronger cause of career transitions in China, with 
Serbia sharing some features of both polarities (Chudzikowski et  al. 
2009). Overall, some of the key contextual factors that shape and frame 
career transitions were legal/political, education, socio-economic status, 
gender, race, age and generation.

Career success was also studied in depth in the qualitative phase of our 
research (Demel et  al. 2012). Initially, three broad categories of career 
success emerged from our coding scheme: person (e.g. learning and 
development), job (e.g. performing one’s role), and interaction with the 
environment (e.g. work-life balance). The most frequently perceived 
meanings of career success were achievement, satisfaction and job/task 
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characteristics. Achievement was often depicted as an objective sort of 
success, satisfaction as subjective success and job/task characteristics 
could be either subjective or objective. Concerning influences upon their 
career success, over half of the research participants cited the context in 
which they were working, personal history, personal traits and motiva-
tions as key.

A further round of data analysis (Shen et al. 2015) also focused upon 
achievement, satisfaction and job/task characteristics but added learning 
and development as another ‘universal’ meaning of career success—indi-
cating that it was found in each sample. This study also looked at ‘contex-
tualist’ meanings of career success that were found or amplified in some 
countries but not others. For example, ‘making a difference’ was more 
important in Malaysia, South Africa and the USA, whereas survival and 
security was pronounced in China, Costa Rica and Mexico. The authors 
used this contextualist versus universalist aspect of career success and 
juxtaposed it with traditional versus agentic career orientations on the 
individual level. In addition, they discussed differentiation versus stan-
dardization in terms of HRM strategy. In doing so they outlined how 
multinational and international HRM can emphasize the more common 
meanings of career success but also cater to local populations where the 
differences are distinct and call for specific national rather than cross-
national approaches.

�Casting the Net Wide: Conceptual 
and Empirical Developments

The qualitative research phase described in the previous section provided 
some interesting initial insights into the different meanings of career and 
career success, as well as the role of context in shaping career attitudes and 
behaviours. The insights from this qualitative study led to a more encom-
passing endeavour involving both developing a heuristic framework and 
large-scale quantitative surveys building on it. Whilst seeking to test the 
generalizability of some of the findings of the qualitative phase, the 
quantitative phase had a narrower approach—focusing primarily on 
issues related to career success.
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The primary research question that this stage focused on was: ‘How do 
people in different countries perceive career success?’ However, beyond 
the ‘how’ question, we were also interested in the many ‘why’ questions. 
Why do people view career success the way they do? Are these views bet-
ter explained by structural societal explanations such as culture, econo-
mies, educational levels and generations, or by individual factors, for 
example, self-directed career behaviours, personality and gender? And 
why does career success matter? Are views of career success associated 
with, for example, higher levels of work engagement, objective career suc-
cess or overall life satisfaction? In terms of their interaction, which con-
textual factors (societal, organizational) moderate the relationships 
between the antecedents, meanings and outcomes of career success?

Figure 5.1 presents the heuristic framework which informed much of 
the thinking around the quantitative research design.

�Measuring Career Success

The central focus on meanings of career success was important partly due 
to the limitations in extant research in this area. Despite major concep-
tual contributions dealing with careers in general and career success in 
particular, the literature has concentrated on only a few broad distinc-
tions, for example, ‘objective vs. subjective’ or ‘satisfaction vs. salary’. 
Since Hughes (1937) studied the corporation, there has been a concern 
with subjective versus objective career experiences. Since salary and 
promotion can be objectified and quantified, they have often been turned 
to as proxies for career success. In 1976, Hall documented a new ‘protean’ 
career that was less concerned with objectified career paths and more 
concerned with the individual’s idiosyncratic psychological and career 
success. Derr’s career success map (1986) and Schein’s career anchors 
(1978) are other examples of concerted efforts to capture the subjective 
forms of career success.

Despite this, existing measures of career success have failed to identify 
its true nature or to acknowledge its multidimensionality. For example, 
the commonly cited career satisfaction scale from Greenhaus et al. (1990) 
does not specify the source of the satisfaction. Following the suggestion 
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of Heslin (2005b) and others, scales have since been developed that 
account for the more subjective sources of career success meanings (Dries 
et al. 2008; Dries 2011; Shockley et al. 2015). However, these have been 
measured and examined within a single culture, and thus their cross-
cultural robustness has not been tested.

Indeed, most theoretical and empirical research on career success has 
been based on a perspective dominated by looking at WEIRD countries. 
This contributes to the fact that up until now career research has not fully 
integrated the multi-layered richness and diversity of views on career suc-
cess that individuals around the globe possess and, as such, has failed to 
take into account the importance of national context in our understand-
ing of career success.

In order to address the above limitations, it was felt that a new career 
success scale was needed to enable the comparison of career success across 
countries. The 5C collaboration thus set about developing a scale (Briscoe 
et al. 2014) which was rooted in the initial qualitative research described 
above. After developing robust theoretical categories from an innovative 
combination of card sorting and cultural domain analysis (Borgatti 
1998), a confirmatory factor analysis revealed that these categories of 
career success were present in countries in each of the GLOBE clusters 
(delineated in the global study of leadership by House et al. 2004). Using 
a sample of over 18,000 respondents from 30 countries and testing across 
four occupational categories (see below), the scale validation exercise 
arrived at the following seven dimensions of career success that were valid 
and culturally invariant across all of the GLOBE clusters: learning and 
development, work-life balance, positive impact, positive work relationships, 
financial security, financial success and entrepreneurship (see Table 5.1).

A further contribution of this scale is that it measures career success 
in terms of the value (what we refer to as importance) that people place 
on different aspects of their careers, as well as their degree of satisfaction 
(or achievement) with the level of success they have reached. This dis-
tinction acknowledges the fact that people can be driven by certain aspi-
rations without feeling fulfilment in that respect and vice versa may 
experience fulfilment along a certain dimension to which they attach 
relatively little importance (Argyris 1982; Katz and Kahn 1978). Both 
aspects of career success can be applied to each of the seven dimensions 
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and thus can be compared and/or used to measure the gap between the 
perceived importance and achievement of career success. Some exam-
ples of this kind of analysis are provided below.

�Multi-country Data Collection

Using this validated scale and other existing scales representing the ante-
cedents and outcomes in our framework (see Fig. 5.1), we proceeded to 
gather research in multiple countries. One goal was to include at least 
two countries from each of the GLOBE cultural clusters to ensure that all 
the clusters were represented in our sample. Another target was to include 
data from at least 30 countries since that would provide a sufficient num-
ber of observations at the country level to perform multilevel analyses. 
This cross-cultural research collaboration required a long process of 
recruiting academic collaborators, establishing group norms, coordinat-
ing data collection efforts and addressing a variety of linguistic, ethical, 
methodological and practical challenges (see Easterby-Smith and Malina 
1999; Thomas et  al. 2009; for a discussion of some of these issues in 
cross-cultural research teams). While data collection is still ongoing at the 
time of writing, data has been collected from 30 countries (see Table 5.2).

Table 5.1  Summary of the career success scalea

Dimension of career 
success Example item

Learning and 
development

Doing work that gives me the opportunity to learn

Work-life balance Achieving a satisfying balance between work and 
family life

Positive impact Contributing to the development of others
Positive work 

relationships
Getting positive feedback from supervisors

Financial security Being able to provide for my family financially
Financial success Steadily making more money
Entrepreneurship Owning my own company

Source: The authors based on Briscoe et al. 2014 and Mayrhofer et al. 2016
aFor the complete career success scale and full list of items, please contact the 

authors
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In each country a convenience sample was used. Past career research 
has tended to focus on managerial and professional careers, neglecting 
the careers of blue-collar, skilled labour. Therefore, we targeted at least 
100 employees for each of the four broadly defined occupational groups: 
managers, professionals (defined as those in occupations which usually 
require degree level education), sales/clerical workers and skilled labour. 
Survey questions were back-translated from English (Brislin 1970) where 
acceptable translations of scales were not yet available. Surveys were pre-
tested in each country and adjusted for factors such as respondent fatigue.

�Empirical Insights

Some of the early findings on career success are presented below. For the 
purposes of this chapter, we have chosen to provide three examples of 
analyses: first, a comparison of career success conceptualizations by 
country; second, an analysis of gender differences within a particular 
region (Germany, Austria and Switzerland—DACH); and third, an 
analysis of the impact of a macro-level factor (income equality) on con-
ceptualizations of career success. The purpose of this is to illustrate the 
utility of the 5C data as well as to provide a flavour of some of the initial 
findings.

Table 5.2  Country sample (by GLOBE cluster)

GLOBE cluster Countries

Confucian Asia China, Japan, South Korea
Southern Asia India, Philippines
Sub-Saharan Africa Malawi, Nigeria
Latin America Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Colombia
Middle East Pakistan, Turkey
Anglo Australia, UK, USA
Nordic Europe Finland, Norway
Latin Europe Italy, Portugal
Eastern Europe Estonia, Greece, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia
Germanic Europe Austria, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland

Source: The authors
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�Career Success Conceptualizations by Country

To examine career success conceptualizations across countries, descriptive 
data from ten countries have been selected, one from each of the ten 
GLOBE clusters. The countries are: China (Confucian Asia), India 
(Southern Asia), Argentina (Latin America), Finland (Nordic Europe), 
USA (Anglo), Italy (Latin Europe), Nigeria (Sub-Saharan Africa), Russia 
(Eastern Europe), Germany (Germanic Europe) and Pakistan (Middle 
East). A simple comparison between these countries in terms of the 
average scores for career success importance and achievement for some of 
the career success dimensions are reported together with a short com-
mentary. The scale for importance was 1 = not at all important to 5 = very 
important and for achievement: 1  =  strongly disagree to 5  =  strongly 
agree. The charts below show the average rating for importance and 
achievement in each country for four of the scales. These four were cho-
sen as an illustration of the country differences.

For the majority of countries, financial security was seen as the most 
important dimension of career success, especially in the USA (4.8) and 
Nigeria (4.8). Whilst one might expect to see notable differences in 
importance and achievement in developing and transition economies 
such as Nigeria, Russia and China, these differences are not much smaller 
than in the USA and Italy (Fig. 5.2).
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Fig. 5.2  Financial security by country. Source: The authors
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Work-life balance follows financial security as generally the second 
most important dimension of career success for most countries. However, 
this dimension (together with financial success) produced some of the 
largest gaps between importance and achievement. Interestingly, there are 
few big differences between countries with perhaps the exception of 
Argentina (Fig. 5.3).

Compared to financial security and work-life balance, we see much 
more variance in the importance attached to financial success. We also see 
more between-country variance in the importance of financial success 
than its perceived achievement. There were large differences between the 
levels of importance and achievement in several countries, in particular 
Nigeria (4.7 vs. 3.5), Russia (4.2 vs. 3.1), China (4.2 vs. 3.2) and the 
USA (4.3 vs. 3.3) (Fig. 5.4).

As one would expect, for most dimensions of career success, people’s 
levels of perceived achievement are almost always below that of impor-
tance since importance comprises an aspirational element. The 
Entrepreneurial dimension of career success, however, behaves differently 
in many countries (e.g. Finland, the USA and Germany). This might be 
partly due to the rather low overall importance attached to entrepreneur-
ial career success (least important of all seven dimensions), where one 
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Fig. 5.3  Work-life balance by country. Source: The authors
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explanation could be that such modest aspirations are easier to surpass. 
Another could be that certain aspects of being entrepreneurial (e.g. being 
self-employed and running your own business) are more straightforward 
to assess (Fig. 5.5).
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Fig. 5.4  Financial success by country. Source: The authors
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Fig. 5.5  Entrepreneurial by country. Source: The authors
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�Gender Differences Within the DACH Region

Next we turn to look at career success in a specific region of the world, 
the German-language countries Austria, Germany and Switzerland 
(‘DACH-countries’) that are on the one hand quite similar but never-
theless show clear fine differences. This makes them a good test bed for 
looking at similarities and differences in closely related contextual 
settings.

Using the seven dimensions of career success and looking at both 
importance and achievement as well as men and women, the following 
picture emerges. In terms of importance, work-life balance and financial 
security rank highest with entrepreneurship, positive impact and finan-
cial achievement lowest (Fig. 5.6). In this regard, there are no substantial 
differences between women and men.

With regard to achieving the various dimensions of career success, 
financial security, positive work relationships and learning and develop-
ment score highest (Fig. 5.7). Again, there are hardly any noticeable dif-
ferences between women and men.
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Fig. 5.6  Importance of dimensions of career success for women and men (DACH-
countries). Source: The authors
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Looking at the expectation-realization gap, one can see clearly that 
there is the greatest negative gap in the area of work-life balance for both 
women and men. Vice versa, with regard to entrepreneurship, a low level 
of importance is far exceeded by actual achievement for both sexes 
(Fig. 5.8).

Overall, for both women and men importance and achievement of the 
seven dimensions of career success follow a pretty similar pattern. A more 
in-depth comparative analysis of the three countries reveals that again 
there are remarkable parallels between the three countries with hardly any 
noticeable differences.

�Macro-Level Influences on Conceptualizations of Career 
Success

An additional effort of 5C research addresses the effects of factors at the 
societal level on career views. Following previous calls for a better inte-
gration of these macro-factors, first explorations show that this seems to 
be a promising route for better understanding commonalities and 
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Fig. 5.7  Achievement in dimensions of career success for women and men 
(DACH-countries). Source: The authors
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differences in career views. One example for this kind of undertaking is 
the analysis of the effects of national income inequality on the impor-
tance of various career success dimensions. Looking at 18 countries 
across three continents—Americas (Argentina, Mexico), Asia (India, 
Japan, Pakistan, Korea), Europe (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Greece, 
Finland, Italy, Norway, Portugal, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, Switzerland)—
one can see that in countries with stronger income inequality, financial 
achievement is a more important aspect of subjective career success 
(Fig. 5.9).

�Taking Stock: The Global Picture of Careers

In this section, we outline what we currently know, based on scholarly 
work in this area aiming at better understanding of what happens glob-
ally in terms of careers and muse about the extent to which this knowl-
edge adds value to practitioners’ activities, for example, in HRM, career 
counselling, coaching and national policy making.

1.0
1.5
2.0
2.5
3.0
3.5
4.0
4.5
5.0

Men Importance

Men Achievement

Women Importance

Women Achievement

Fig. 5.8  Importance-achievement gap in dimensions of career success for women 
and men (DACH-countries). Source: The authors
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�Established Insights and Future Research

Although comparative career studies is a nascent area with a lot of work 
still ahead, one can identify at least three areas where both some insight 
and a broad idea of future research have been developed. They consist of 
exploring the lay of the land and developing a descriptive world map, 
following developments over time in terms of how individual careers and 
organizational career management in different countries, cultures and 
institutional contexts develop, and explaining relationships and develop-
ments both cross-sectional and over time. We will briefly address these 
issues in turn.
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Fig. 5.9  National income inequality and importance of financial achievement. 
Source: The authors
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�Exploring the Lay of the Land

In terms of empirical insight into what happens across the globe career 
wise, we have a bulk of studies looking at different aspects of careers in 
various countries. However, as argued above, systematic approaches that 
allow a sound comparative view are few and far between. Still, we are cur-
rently able to point to some emerging insights in this respect.

First, it seems like there are some universal underlying dimensions that 
people use when talking about a successful career. Individuals score very 
differently on these dimensions depending on respective specifics such as 
individual career trajectories and demand levels, profession and cultural 
and institutional context. Yet, they draw on the seven identifiable dimen-
sions of career success in the areas of growth (learning and development, 
entrepreneurship), material output (financial security, financial achieve-
ment) and life design (work-life balance, positive work relationships, posi-
tive impact). Second, the empirical results seem to point towards a peculiar 
duality. On the one hand, insights such as the underlying dimensions of 
career success and the striking similarities in related countries point 
towards a substantial degree of universalism in this area. Factors such as 
the strong force of the capitalist economic logic, global media community 
transporting (largely ‘Western’) views of career and career success via cin-
ema, TV and streaming services contribute to a certain kind of unifor-
mity. On the other hand, both at the individual and the collective level we 
see substantial differences, too. This indicates that there are important 
factors that lead to individual differentiation. Hence, it becomes crucial to 
further analyse the interplay between various factors in order to better 
understand the forces pushing towards ‘standardization’ and ‘differentia-
tion’ of career views, respectively. Third, despite a growing body of knowl-
edge, we still know very little about basic ‘facts and figures’ in other regions 
of the world outside WEIRD countries’, in particular large parts of Africa, 
Middle East, South East Asia and (parts of ) South America.

Against this backdrop, further exploring the lay of the land and devel-
oping a descriptive world map with regard to conceptualizations of 
careers, views on career success and career-related HRM policies and 
practices become a crucial issue. Ideally, the respective data collection 
efforts go beyond safari research and ad hoc collaboration and target 

  J. Briscoe et al.



  137

countries and regions beyond WEIRD countries. With regard to data 
analysis, focusing on descriptive analyses showing commonalities and dif-
ferences and making this knowledge broadly accessible for both aca-
demia, organizational practitioners such as HRM specialists, policy 
makers and the broader public becomes a priority.

�Following Developments Over Time

The existing data is the result of cross-sectional snapshots. Analyses based 
on this data are valuable by all means, but also limited. While it allows 
insight into the respective status quo, it is devoid of following develop-
ments over time. Both at the individual and the collective level, this is far 
from ideal. The time dimension built into careers and the resulting 
dynamics call for data that allows tracking the developments over the 
individual life course. In a similar vein, at the collective level these efforts 
allow to detect changes within and between national, institutional and 
cultural contexts and consequently to uncover stasis, convergence or 
divergence when comparing the relative positioning of national, cultural 
and institutional contexts (for a similar effort in HRM, see, e.g. Mayrhofer 
et al. 2004, 2011).

�Explaining Relationships and Developments Over Time

Descriptively analysing the situation in various countries, cultures and 
institutional settings as well as tracking developments over time contrib-
utes to our insight into careers. In addition, sound empirical data and 
descriptive analyses provide the basis for answering the ‘why’ question of 
commonalities and differences as well as changes over time by using good 
theory that allows a guided in-depth analysis of why the observed com-
monalities and differences occur. Various theoretical schools are available 
and offer suitable theoretical concepts already used in other areas of com-
parative analysis. Besides the widespread use of cultural theories (Hofstede 
1980; Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1997; House et al. 2004), one 
can mention neo-institutional theories (Greenwood et al. 2008; Thornton 
et al. 2012) focusing on the institutional setting within which individual 
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careers and organizational career systems take place, or behavioural 
economic theories trying to combine insights from classical economics 
and behavioural approaches, in particular from sociology and psychology.

�Applied Value

The applied value of the 5C research, the creation of a career world map 
and the ability to distinguish country (and country-cluster) patterns can 
be discussed looking at the levels of individual, team, organization and 
policy maker.

�Individual Level

The 5C work has yielded seven dimension of career success in a culturally 
invariant scale: learning and development, work-life balance, positive 
impact, positive work relationships, financial security, financial success 
and entrepreneurial. These dimensions are investigated distinguishing 
importance and achievement.

The act of filling out the 5C questionnaire can trigger an intensive 
engagement with one’s career success values, aspirations and behaviours. In 
combination with the survey feedback, individuals can reflect more deeply 
on their career strategies and actions and may formulate new career plans.

In addition, an emerging career world map allows individuals to 
understand the predominant career attitudes in their own country which 
can lead to a reflection vis-à-vis potential contrasts with their own career 
success values or organizational context. A deeper understanding of one’s 
own personal and professional context can lead to superior career 
planning.

�Group/Team Level

The emerging 5C world map (www.5C.careers) gives country-level data 
of career success values in combination with macro-level economic and 
sociological data. This leads to potentially useful applications at the 
group/team level.

  J. Briscoe et al.
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Where all individuals in a team fill out the 5C questionnaire, an 
in-depth picture of the career values and aspirations will emerge. Team 
leaders and coaches can use this to reflect the fit of individuals to their 
current positions and engage in active career planning.

In addition, the overall picture may allow leaders and coaches to reflect 
on the role distribution within the team and adjust their management 
accordingly. For instance, individuals who value entrepreneurial activities 
highly may be more likely to be given projects that need entrepreneurial-
minded staff. In addition, leaders may find it important to understand 
how individuals view work-life balance importance and achievement 
when drawing up job descriptions and distributing posts and activities.

�Organizational Level

The 5C data adds new insights which are especially valuable for organiza-
tions operating in ‘non-WEIRD’ countries. While HR decisions are likely 
to be most affected, some strategic approaches can also benefit from the 
5C insights.

Where MNCs expand into other countries, they have a choice of a 
range of configurations (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1998; Dickmann and 
Muller-Camen 2006) that determine the degree of international stan-
dardization and integration of (HR) policies. The 5C data shows that 
macro-economic factors such as inequality predict the importance 
attached to financial achievement and should, therefore, be factored into 
the design of reward systems. Different importance of entrepreneurism 
and work-life balance considerations will also constrain the ability of 
firms to highly standardize all their HR approaches across different coun-
tries, thus influencing strategic HR decisions to integrate people manage-
ment approaches globally.

Factoring in 5C data could also assist in shaping decisions in HR 
policy areas. 5C has, among others, set out to understand the linkages of 
individuals’ views on career success to work engagement and objective 
career success as measured by salary and hierarchical advancement. 
Understanding individuals’ career values and aspirations better can 
inform talent sourcing strategies. The (local) corporate branding 
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initiatives as well as selection approaches may be fine-tuned to attract 
(and choose) the best talent for an organization given its specific country 
location, context and corporate strategy. Given the individual and group 
level discussion above, it is clear that HR professionals would also benefit 
from using the 5C data in the design of overall career structures in orga-
nizations as well specific career planning for individuals. Job and work 
design implications should also be analysed. Gender and age patterns 
may also be used to design people management approaches in organiza-
tions. Lastly, performance management and reward strategies are gener-
ally aimed at motivating staff to exert effort on behalf of the organization 
and to do ‘the right things in the right way’. 5C data would allow com-
panies to understand the general career values that individuals hold in a 
country (and specifically in their organization if they choose to apply the 
5C instrument broadly in their enterprise). Attitudes towards work-life 
balance, financial security and financial success as well as the other 
dimensions could be used as an input into the design of performance 
management and reward systems.

�Policy Maker Level

Given that career success is likely to have a link to broader outcomes such 
as work engagement, employability or life satisfaction, policy makers are 
likely to be able to use the 5C data for a range of decisions. The seven 
dimensions of the career success scale are each in themselves important 
sources of information. Three are outlined as examples.

Differences in learning and development importance and achieve-
ment—especially when analysed in relation to other factors such as skills 
shortages in the economy, gender and age as well as occupational data—
give important indication about the strive for (lifelong) learning and how 
difficult it might be to motivate individuals to fill particular skills short-
ages. Government policies, such as the UK’s apprenticeship levy that 
came into effect in 2017, may then be developed that aim at strengthen-
ing lifelong professional development.

The degree of preference (and achievement) of individuals for entrepre-
neurship, in particular to own their own companies, can give important 
information with regard to how to design and shape industrial policy, 
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especially in relation to small and medium-sized companies and the 
administrative and financial burdens of incorporating and running these 
organizations. Given that intrapreneurism is also often sought by compa-
nies, a high level of entrepreneurial orientation may be an attraction fac-
tor for foreign direct investment.

The importance and achievement of financial security can also be cru-
cial information for governments who use their fiscal policies and social 
security systems to tax individuals and organizations and then to reallo-
cate funds. Unemployment benefits and other social security spending 
are intimately related to individuals’ feelings of how they are able to pro-
vide for their families. This may be particularly relevant in precarious or 
low-paid jobs or when the ‘breadwinner’ is out of work. Distribution 
policies and the Gini coefficient are shaped by many influences, and the 
need for financial security could be one of these.

It is not difficult to see that the 5C data can have even more applica-
tion, for instance, through improved insights into work-life balance pref-
erences or the attitudes to strive for a positive impact at work. The 
discussion about the applied value of the 5C research has only been able 
to give a brief glimpse into the broad array of fields in which the data 
could be used. As the 5C project matures, many more practical uses are 
likely to emerge.

�More Than a Look into the Crystal Ball: 
Promising Future Avenues

As we think about major issues for research in contemporary careers, one 
of the most pressing is studying ways to help people make changes in 
their careers that will help them adapt to what Johansen (2012) calls the 
‘VUCA’ environment (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous.) 
This turbulent world is made so by many powerful forces in the institu-
tional environment: political, economic, military, social, religious, tech-
nological and so on. Whether we are focusing on the needs of immigrants 
who, either voluntarily or involuntarily, have left an established career in 
their home countries and now find themselves in a totally new living and 
working environment, or on the plight of another kind of refugee, those 
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who have lost their jobs and been shunted aside because of obsolete skills 
or high wages that cannot compete with those of workers in another part 
of the world, or people who would like to switch jobs or retire but are 
unable to find a way to do so, we are dealing with the need for major 
career change. In this section we will examine major research issues that 
must be addressed in the future if we want people to become more effec-
tive in acquiring new, current skills, as well as new attitudes and self-
perceptions that would let them be more comfortable with the turbulent 
and demanding forces in the VUCA world.

Two specific career needs that people need to develop in a VUCA 
world are identity learning and adaptability (Hall 2002). By identity 
awareness we mean the ability to take perspective on one’s self-identity 
and to be able to develop personal clarity about it (e.g. awareness of one’s 
values, needs, capabilities, career goals, etc.). Identity learning and change 
occur through behaviour changes and experiments (Ibarra 2003; Pratt 
et al. 2006; Pratt 2012). This process involves taking risks, trying out new 
behaviours, receiving feedback and self-reflection. Argyris (1993) called 
this process ‘double-loop learning’, which means that the person takes in 
feedback and reflects not only on the outcomes of his or her behaviour 
but more fundamentally on his or her original purpose and sense of iden-
tity. We need more studies of ways this double-loop process might oper-
ate, as well as how it might produce both a greater sense of identity 
awareness and increased ability to engage in self-directed change, that is, 
greater adaptability.

One of the most understudied areas in career research is how far people 
can increase these identity learning and adaptability skills in their later 
career, as in the case of older workers who need to keep up with changing 
technologies and ways of working. Older workers are often the target of 
organizational cutbacks, and given the discrimination that often exists 
against this group, it can be difficult for them to find re-employment. 
One way to combat this issue would be for HR specialists to find ways to 
help older employees develop a more flexible, mobile career, with fre-
quent moves and ongoing training, with the aim of maintaining high 
employability. Employability has been found to be a strong asset for 
unemployed workers in finding new employment (McArdle et al. 2007). 
There are numerous possibilities for good action research studies on 

  J. Briscoe et al.



  143

innovative HR programmes for facilitating later career mobility. A good 
model here is the recent research being undertaken in Belgium, where 
government policy provides entitlements for career counselling for its 
citizens (Verbruggen et al. 2017; Dries 2011).

Similar talent development strategies could also be helpful for indi-
viduals and organizations in improving retirement practices. More focus 
on late career development could also include the encouragement of 
workers to begin thinking and planning for retirement, including options 
for phased approaches, with a gradual move from reduced work load to 
eventual retirement. An example here would be Kim’s (2013) study of the 
changing work identity narratives as they age (adjusting, progressing and 
regressing). Research such as this could give the organization more 
options for managing its workforce, as well as for employees in realizing 
their career aspirations and financial life planning needs in later life.

Beyond the individual level, the interplay between various contextual 
factors and careers are an important element both from a comparative 
and a single country angle. This is a field that offers the potential for 
major advances in understanding how factors and developments from the 
macro-level affect individual careers. This not only includes a ‘static’ and 
‘snapshot’ view of various factors such as income inequality, gender equal-
ity, demographic composition or national educational portfolio. In addi-
tion, developments over time in these areas and the potential consequences 
of different national trajectories do play an important role.
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Managing Global Careerists: Individual, 

Organizational and Societal Needs

Michael Dickmann and Maike Andresen

�Introduction

Most of the typologies in literature model international work experience 
as a single career step in work life. In doing so, they omit a long-term 
career perspective including multiple career moves in different foreign 
countries as are typical for so-called global careers (Mäkelä and Suutari 
2009). To manage these global careers successfully, detailed knowledge 
about individual, organizational and societal needs is necessary. However, 
only few research studies about global careerists exist to date.

There is a multitude of expectations that organizations have towards 
global careerists, and, in turn, these global careerists have an array of 
expectations towards key stakeholders, most prominently their employers 
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but also local teams, their families and the broader society. This chapter 
uses a multiple dependency perspective to outline a range of factors that 
impact on the global careerist. It will develop an overview of what indi-
viduals (the global careerist, her/his family, local teams and superiors) 
and organizations (the global mobility department, the employer) can do 
to increase the chances of positive outcomes of global careers. The chapter 
will also distinguish between diverse perspectives on outcomes and reflect 
on concepts of ‘return on investment’.

To better understand the working and living conditions of global 
careerists and to successfully manage their careers, we first present their 
specific characteristics and challenges concerning their career aspirations 
and typical career patterns. Second, we suggest a set of differentiated 
expatriate career management practices including necessary career plan-
ning and related career guidance and support practices.

�Defining Global Careerists

In contrast to the typical single international movements of many expa-
triates, more permanent global careers with frequent international reloca-
tions are becoming increasingly important in international business 
(Mäkelä and Suutari 2009, 2011; Suutari 2003; Suutari and Mäkelä 
2007; Suutari and Taka 2004). The global manager’s career usually 
includes a sequence of moves in different locations and positions 
(Cappellen and Janssens 2005) and does not necessarily follow fixed 
career paths predetermined by organizations. They pursue an interna-
tional career for a longer term by changing between domestic and inter-
national assignments without focusing on some specific country or even 
some specific cultural area (Suutari 2003).

On the basis of a sample of 202 German managers, Andresen and 
Biemann (2013) derived a taxonomy of international career patterns of 
managers, including three patterns of global careers, namely: the interna-
tional organizational career, the international boundaryless career and the 
transnational career. Managers following an international organizational 
and a transnational career pattern correspond largely to the group of 
global managers as described by Suutari (2003), (Mäkelä and Suutari 
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2009, 2011), who have had three or more international assignments in 
two or more countries and worked for either one or several employers. 
The three patterns as identified by Andresen and Biemann (2013) are 
characterized as follows.

Global careerists following an international organizational career pattern 
work most of the time for the same employer, usually in larger organiza-
tions, both in the home country and several times abroad (two to three 
assignments on average) and thus follow a ‘bounded career’. Being highly 
career-oriented, they exhibit the highest objective career success in terms 
of salary, number of subordinate employees and hierarchical level reached 
as compared to the other two patterns. This career success, however, is 
achieved at the expense of comparably the longest working hours (see also 
Mäkelä and Suutari 2011), and the subjective career success is not higher 
in this group. International organizational careerists do not identify their 
international experience itself as a central career lever, but their repatriat-
ing to the headquarters in their home country between assignments in 
order not to miss the connection (Andresen and Biemann 2013).

Global careerists belonging to the international boundaryless career pat-
tern change employers several times during their international career. 
Banai and Harry (2004) identified a similar group of employees that they 
labelled ‘international itinerant’. However, this career pattern has its cost 
in that the objective career success is comparably low in this group. 
Similarly, Jokinen et  al. (2008) found self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), 
which correspond to the international boundaryless career, to operate 
often at a lower organizational level than assigned expatriates (AEs), 
which, in turn, correspond to international organizational careerists. The 
limited career progress and hierarchical advancement could be explained 
by the fact that they purposely accumulate less company-specific knowl-
edge and focus instead on knowledge that is transferable between organi-
zations and/or strive less for status and hierarchical ranks (Andresen and 
Biemann 2013; Banai and Harry 2004).

To conclude, these two types of global careerists differ with regard to 
their career concepts (Arthur and Rousseau 1996): the international orga-
nizational career reflects a traditional career concept with a career in only 
one organization and career success being based on pay, promotion and 
status (Sullivan 1999). By contrast, individuals in the international 
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boundaryless career work in multiple organizations and industries. 
Although objective career success can be comparably lower, subjective 
career success is not, which indicates that they could measure career suc-
cess rather through the meaningfulness of their work, while career cen-
trality is relatively similar in both groups (Andresen and Biemann 2013).

Transnational careerists spend almost their whole work life abroad with 
one employer who may assign them to many different places, resulting in 
the highest spatial mobility and see an international career as being most 
important for achieving promotion, income, challenging tasks and a rich 
private life. Although transnational careerists value the international expe-
rience, their career orientation is not notably high, and the perceived 
objective career success is the lowest among the three global career pat-
terns. Their subjective career success being comparably higher than of 
those global careerists belonging to the other two career patterns suggests 
that transnational careerists sacrifice their external success in favour of a 
more inspiring and interesting job or a job environment that is more in 
line with their goals and capabilities (Andresen and Biemann 2013). This 
attitude is exemplary for the protean career where the individual’s defini-
tion of success is internal, subjective success (Hall and Chandler 2005; 
Suutari and Mäkelä 2007).

Table 6.1 gives an overview of the three international career paths of 
global careerists presented and their characteristics.

�Managing Global Careerists: The Need 
to Differentiate Between the Operative 
and Strategic Levels in Expatriate 
Management

With expatriation becoming an increasingly common part of a manager’s 
and executive’s career (Daily et  al. 2000; Richardson and McKenna 
2002), expatriate career management issues become one of the main 
challenges for international HR professionals. However, research on the 
specifics of international careers is typically limited to the effect of one 
separate international assignment on the career, after repatriation to the 
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home country, leading to homogeneous recommendations for HR prac-
tice and responsibilities (Suutari 2003). Thus, expatriate management 
does not take sufficient account of more permanent global careers, as 
described above, that are becoming increasingly important in interna-
tional business (Mäkelä and Suutari 2009, 2011; Suutari 2003; Suutari 
and Mäkelä 2007; Suutari and Taka 2004).

The differences between these three types of career patterns of global 
careerists suggests the need for a differentiation with regard to expatriates’ 
career management by organizations (1) into an operative and a strategic 
level as well as (2) for different types of global careerists. The operative 
aspect relates to questions connected to each single international move 
and concerns the government, societal, family and organizational inter-
face. Depending on the type of global career, it makes sense to give more 
or less and a different kind of support to certain expatriates. The strategic 
level concerns the management of global careerists’ talent in the long 
term by the organization, that is, over a global manager’s entire career 

Table 6.1  Overview of the three international career paths

Number of 
international 
work 
experiences

Initiator of foreign 
work experience

External v internal 
mobility

International 
organizational 
career

Two to three 
foreign moves

Organizationally 
initiated only

Internal 
international 
mobility 
employer change

International 
boundaryless 
career

Several 
international 
foreign moves

Predominantly 
self-initiated

Predominantly 
external 
international 
mobility coupled 
with a change of 
employer

Transnational 
career

Very high 
number of 
international 
moves

Predominantly 
organizationally 
initiated

Predominantly 
internal 
international 
mobility coupled 
without frequent 
employer change

Source: The authors, adapted from Andresen and Biemann (2013)
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span. For example, at a strategic level it makes sense to assign different 
jobs to internationally mobile managers of different career patterns.

Thus, contrary to current practice (Deloitte 2008; Sparrow et  al. 
2004), organizations are advised to offer separate expatriation policies, 
that is, not only at the operative level but also at a strategic level, and to 
assign responsibilities for the expatriate career management at both levels 
either to the corporate or local HR department, the line management or 
the expatriates themselves. Yet, expatriation management continues to be 
the area of HR that is most centrally determined (Brewster et al. 2002), 
suggesting a comparably low differentiation of responsibilities between 
the HR function at headquarters or the international subsidiary, line 
management and expatriates themselves. Table 6.2 summarizes expatriate 
management tasks at the operative and strategic level and the respective 
responsibilities that we will explain below.

�Operative Expatriate Management: Management 
Responsibilities Regarding Each Single  
International Move

One of the major functions in international human resource management 
concerns the management of each single expatriate movement, including 
expatriates’ recruitment, preparation, relocation, placement, integration, 
rewarding, appraisal, promotion and the repetition of this process for 
repatriation (Baruch and Altman 2002). In view of the importance of the 
psychological contract that has been stressed recently by various research-
ers (Andresen and Göbel 2011; Haslberger and Brewster 2009), not only 
the content of the expatriate management practices at an organizational 
level but also the responsibilities regarding expatriate liaison and support 
and in the sense of contact persons at an individual level need to be aligned 
to different types of global careerists in order to closely tailor initiatives to 
expatriate needs (Andresen and Göbel 2011; Bonache et al. 2007).

Larsen (2004) described the interface between individual global 
careerists and organizations as one of mutual dependency. This is cer-
tainly correct with respect to international organizational and transnational 
careers where the organization helps the individual to move and to gain 
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Table 6.2  Responsibilities regarding expatriate career management

Expatriate 
management 
tasks

Career pattern

International 
organizational 
career

International 
boundaryless career

Transnational 
career

Operative expatriate management (short term, per assignment)

Government 
interface

Home HR Global careerist Host HR

Societal interface Home/host HR Global careerist/host 
HR

Host HR

Family interface Global careerist/
home HR

Global careerist Global careerist/
host HR

Organizational 
interface

Home HR Global careerist/host 
HR

Host HR

Strategic expatriate management (long term, entire global career)

HR planning 
(outgoing)

Home HR Global careerist Host HR

Resourcing and 
placement

Home HR/line 
management

Global careerist Host HR/line 
management

Training and 
development

Home/host HR Host HR Host HR

Performance 
appraisal

Home/host HR/line 
management

Host HR/line 
management

Host HR/line 
management

HR planning 
(return/
subsequent stay 
abroad

Home HR/line 
management

Global careerist/
home HR

Host HR/line 
management

Re-entry 
processes

Home HR Global careerist

Primary 
responsibility

Home country and 
host countries

Global careerist Host countries

Expatriate 
management 
metaphor

‘spring’
(expatriate 

management at 
HQ lets people 
go and brings 
them back)

‘pilot’
(local HR 

department helps 
expatriates to find 
their way, who 
need to steer their 
career themselves)

‘baton’
(passing on the 

baton, i.e., 
expatriate 
management 
responsibilities 
between local 
HR units)

Source: The authors, adapted from Andresen and Biemann (2013)
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all necessary residence and work permits, supports their family in their 
search for schools and so on. But even individuals who go abroad under 
their own steam (the self-initiated or international boundaryless careerists) 
are likely to be initially more reliant on the support of their employers 
once they have found work. In turn, the company-supported careerists 
are often more important to their employers as they take on more central 
roles in subsidiaries or are the key person that links back to the head 
office or the assignee’s country of origin. The latter point also applies to 
international boundaryless careerists. Our chapter expands this mutual 
dependency idea by identifying four key sets of interfaces which are cen-
tred around the individual-organizational dependency. However, in each 
there are more dependencies and interactions identified. These four key 
global mobility interfaces are outlined below.

�The Government Interface: Regulatory Compliance 
of Individuals and Organizations

A German proverb outlines ‘Von der Wiege bis zur Bahre—Formulare, 
Formulare’ (From the cradle to the grave—forms, forms). It is certainly 
true that moving from one country to another triggers the need to arrange 
and adhere to a lot of governmental (and sometimes city) regulations 
such as pertaining to visas, residence permits, work permits or taxation 
for individuals. On the face of them, these government regulations are 
directed at the individual and therefore, apply to all forms of global 
mobility. Individuals are well advised to understand all these legal regula-
tions for the work abroad and their implications for the long term. For 
instance, complying with and navigating successfully the bi- and multi-
national agreements with respect to taxation and long-term social secu-
rity issues will be crucial for expatriates and their families (see Table 6.3). 
But the government-individual interface is often managed by organiza-
tions. MNCs often invest much time, effort and money to help their 
expatriates to successfully master compliance demands (RES Forum 
2014, 2015). Not only do companies feel that this is one of the key roles 
of their global mobility (GM) functions, their work can be characterized 
by attempting to avoid risk and their willingness to invest in high-quality 
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outside service providers for visa and taxation issues. In addition, they are 
likely to work hard to also achieve corporate tax compliance and to abide 
by the monitoring and reporting standards set by governments, (federal) 
states and local administrations. The penalties for non-compliance can be 
severe, including high fines or the revocation of the operating licence. In 
addition, corporate reputation is at stake.

Table 6.3 outlines a range of interactions between the three parties, 
that is, individuals, organizations and government. Other sources 
(Dickmann and Baruch 2011; Dowling et al. 2013; RES Forum 2016) 
provide more in-detail information regarding the various demands and 
(re-)actions of the actors.

In terms of the three global career paths identified, it is clear that those 
where the initiator of the foreign work experience is the organization (pre-
dominantly for international organizational and transnational careers), 
the MNC/international entity is likely to engage in more government 
interaction on behalf of the individual or provide more support and infor-
mation. In turn, where the global careerist is self-initiated (predominantly 
the international boundaryless worker), the onus is much more on the 
individual to comply with the wide sets of relevant regulations.

�The Societal Interface: Cultural Adjustment and Security 
Considerations of Individuals and Organizations

There is a large and often long-standing literature regarding cultural intel-
ligence (Earley and Ang 2003; Templer et al. 2006) and cultural adjust-
ment (Black and Gregersen 1991). For instance, Haslberger et al. (2013) 
have explored the concept of cultural adjustment, arguing that there are 
cognitive, behavioural and emotional dimensions and processes that 
individuals go through when living abroad. Table 6.4 outlines some indi-
vidual considerations and actions that aid cultural adjustment. Given the 
extensive suggestions about what personal, personality, job and contex-
tual factors are conducive to successful cultural adjustment (Caligiuri 
2013; Dickmann and Baruch 2011), the table concentrates on some 
generic activities that individuals can undertake. We also make clear that 
the obvious interface (individual with society) can also be moderated by 
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organizations. Amongst the activities that organizations can design are 
cultural awareness training and the provision of realistic (pre-departure 
and some post-arrival) information about the host environment. In addi-
tion, the organization can work with the host unit, and especially with 
the host team the assignee is embedded in to encourage their support. In 
turn, the state or host cities/towns can develop policies and approaches 
that encourage integration, tolerance and multi-culturalism (Andresen 
et  al. 2012). These initiatives can seek active collaboration with 
organizations.

Beyond culture, a number of facets of the country and specific loca-
tion, such as language spoken, history, art, climate and so on, will be 
evaluated by individuals in their decision to work abroad (Dickmann and 
Cerdin 2014). Organizations will be concerned about supply chains, 
transport links, taxation rates and so on. For some of these elements, such 
as the language spoken and the assignee’s knowledge of the local lan-
guage, there are interfaces such as where organizations offer formal 
tuition.

Many states are experiencing volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity in relation to the context that organizations operate in. 
Especially, the security situation in hostile environments is of great con-
cern to individuals, organizations and governments (Doherty et al. 2011; 
Bader et al. in press). Organizations and governments are often actively 
working on approaches to fight terrorism and to mitigate the risks to 
individuals (Halibozek et al. 2007; Sageman 2011). In turn, individuals 
living as foreigners in the hostile environment will be acutely aware of 
personal risks, and it is known that this has a strong influence on their 
decision to live abroad (Dickmann et  al. 2017; Doherty et  al. 2011). 
Organizations react to dangers and potential crises by drawing up contin-
gency plans (RES Forum 2015), preparing their expatriates for the dan-
gers that they are facing through terrorism seminars or considering staff 
localization strategies (Dickmann et al. 2017).

All three international career paths outlined are affected by the societal 
context of the country and specific location that expatriates work in. 
Where the individuals are company-sent, they might get more support in 
terms of pre-departure preparation and crisis response training and 
planning compared to when individuals are self-initiated. Nevertheless, 
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given that many organizations in hostile environments plan crisis reac-
tion in a way to include locals and those on local contracts (RES Forum 
2015), international boundaryless careerists can also have a strong inter-
face to their organizations and, of course, to their host society.

�The Family Interface: Care, Educational and Dual-Career 
Considerations of Individuals and Organizations

Notwithstanding that family members obviously also go through a pro-
cess of cultural adjustment and that they are also affected by security and 
other context-related concerns, this set of considerations looks predomi-
nantly at family, partner and friend issues that are triggered when an 
individual moves abroad. The key interface is between expatriates and 
their families. The work of Michael Harvey (1985, 1997) and others 
(McNulty 2012; McNulty and De Cieri 2011; Richardson 2006) has 
given much nuance in terms of practical family and career concerns. 
Table 6.5 gives a broad overview of some of the key topics, including 
children’s education, expatriates’ wide care responsibilities to family 
members and dual-career issues.

Many of the critical discussions in relation to adequate health provi-
sion, the choice (and finance) of good schools, coping with the care 
responsibilities of the expatriates’ parents (or other family members) and 
career prospects/activities of the trailing partner will be held within the 
expatriates’ families. As such, flexibility, creativity, adaptability, willing-
ness to learn, proactivity and self-confidence within these families are 
highly important for the acceptance of work abroad and the ability to 
successfully cope with challenges (Andresen et al. 2012; Dickmann and 
Baruch 2011; McNulty and Selmer 2017). However, organizations have 
an impact on these discussions and decisions. In terms of care decisions, 
they often offer to pay high-quality schooling or some flights back home 
in terms of visiting relatives (Dowling et al. 2013; RES Forum 2016). In 
addition, a part of their reward package is often an offer to pay for the 
educational activities of the trailing partner. In fact, this support for 
work-related activities for partners can also include the payment for exec-
utive search consultants, sponsorship of job-seeking activities or even the 

  M. Dickmann and M. Andresen
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provision of in-house positions. Further recommendations are outlined 
in Table 6.5.

Because the discussions are primarily intra-family and are less depen-
dent on the form of international career path (organization- or individual-
initiated), the decisions are likely to be centred around a wide array of 
similar interests. These are likely to vary with the diverse situations of the 
families. However, for self-initiated expatriates (i.e., mainly the interna-
tional boundaryless careerists), the support of the organization is likely 
to be largely absent so that own activities and the labour-market chances 
of the trailing partner may be even more important for the decision to 
move abroad than for organization-sponsored assignees. Whereas organi-
zational international careerists should be supported by the home orga-
nization, transnational careerists will be more strongly connected to the 
host organization due to their frequent changes of employers and should 
get support from the local HR department. However, the main responsi-
bility of the family interface needs to be borne by the global careerists 
themselves.

�The Organizational Interface: Individuals and Their Employers 
on the Journey Along the Expat Cycle and the Threat 
of Competitors

Most of the recent academic literature has concentrated on a range of 
issues that expatriates are facing and that organizations should consider, 
manage and evaluate. One of the most useful frameworks to analyse these 
is the expatriation cycle (Dickmann and Baruch 2011; Harris et al. 2003) 
that charts the journey of an international assignee from pre-departure 
(resourcing, negotiation, logistical and administrative support) to foreign 
work (training and development, careers, performance management, 
rewards) to return (repatriation, value assessment, exit considerations).

Table 6.6 explores the key mutual dependencies of individuals and 
their organizations while outlining the threat of competitors which might 
be attractive to the global careerist. The section of individual consider-
ations explores the broad decision factors of individuals when exploring 
whether to accept to work for their current employer abroad or to seek a 

  M. Dickmann and M. Andresen
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position with a new employer in a different country. Key life and career 
factors are investigated, including the prospective expatriate’s long-term 
career drivers and plans, key life interests, family issues, location judge-
ments and reward considerations. While naturally some of the factors 
such as governmental regulations, societal context and family and partner 
pressures are impacting on the decisions, the key considerations in this 
interface are in relation to the broad ‘package’ that the organization can 
offer. This package will include immediate benefits but also long-term 
prospects such as career movements after return and the reputational and 
network effects that are associated with working abroad in the 
organization.

The organizational considerations are broad. Starting with design con-
siderations in relation to the organizational configuration (Dickmann 
and Müller-Camen 2006) and the associated purposes of GM (Edström 
and Galbraith 1977; Minbaeva and Michailova 2004) can create a range 
of roles for GM departments (RES Forum 2015). The principles and 
general approaches of organizational GM work are related to focus, con-
sistency and attractiveness of international work (Dickmann and Baruch 
2011; Doherty and Dickmann 2009). A large number of considerations 
for intra-organizational effectiveness (including the navigation of differ-
ences between home and host country unit and the willingness of depart-
ments to flexibly receive repatriates) are part of the challenges of GM 
departments. In addition, tracking expatriates for reporting and compli-
ance issues as well as gathering and using data to assess the value of expa-
triation in order to improve GM decision making falls under the remit of 
GM management. Indications are that there is still much room for 
improvement in terms of data quality and predictive analytics (RES 
Forum 2017).

Table 6.7 also outlines the gestalt of the GM package in order to be 
attractive for diverse segments of the organization. This does not simply 
stop at monetary and non-monetary rewards as it should also include 
considerations of diversity aspects (age, gender, other). For instance, GM 
work would benefit from incorporating some of the lessons from gender 
research as to how to make work more flexible and attractive to women 
(Tharenou 2008; RES Forum 2016) or understand the effect of age and 

  M. Dickmann and M. Andresen
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generations on international careers (RES Forum 2017; Wechtler et al. 
2015). In contrast, the competition does not sleep. Table 6.7 shows some 
of the activities that competitors can undertake to increase their attrac-
tiveness and employer brand in the market. This might, for instance, 
encompass a strategy to hire in-country expatriates in their host locations 
in order to save relocation and cultural learning/adjustment costs.

Whereas the home HR department is the key actor regarding the orga-
nizational interface of international organizational careerists, the respec-
tive host HR department takes over this role in the case of international 
boundaryless and transnational careerists. Moreover, self-management is 
decisive for international boundaryless global careerists.

�Strategic Expatriate Career Management: Long-Term 
Management Responsibilities Regarding Entire Global 
Careers

Table 6.7 gives a wealth of detail and recommendations for actions at the 
strategic level charting the long-term career of a global careerist and con-
centrating on the individual—organizational interface as the competi-
tors’ threat is normally more meta-level. The reader will find such a large 
number of recommendations for key actors. We will focus our discussion 
on the three distinct types of global career paths and the strategic respon-
sibilities as outlined in Table 6.2.

The international organizational career path is especially interesting for 
companies that aim at the development of a pool of highly qualified 
managers with international competencies, who will be able to manage 
global integration and coordination activities. Thus, these global careerists 
should be steered from the headquarters. Due to their change between 
national and international work periods, they need to be involved in their 
employers’ long-term personnel planning, including concrete repatria-
tion plans with definite and suitable job assignments for returnees where 
they can use the new skills and knowledge they have acquired while 
abroad. Additionally, companies need to communicate how the overseas 
assignment relates to the global careerists’ overall career plan and to con-
tinuously manage the psychological contract between employer and 
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expatriate to be able to retain them in the long term. The expatriate man-
agement department at the headquarters acts like a spring, letting people 
go and also bringing them back (Andresen and Biemann 2013).

Transnational careerists can fulfil tasks in several different foreign sub-
sidiaries, such as the setup of new offices or plants worldwide. Although 
transnational careerists rarely work at the headquarters, corporate HRM 
should take over the responsibility for keeping personal contact and take 
care of their international professional development on a strategic level. 
Decisions about operational issues, including HR planning, recruitment 
and placement, training and development needs and performance 
appraisal, in contrast, should be made on a local level in the different 
countries. Hence, the HR departments in the local subsidiaries pass on 
the baton (Andresen and Biemann 2013).

International boundaryless careerists are well suited for projects that 
require international savvy, but are managed at the regional level. 
International boundaryless careerists are typically hired locally, and their 
career is co-managed by themselves and the local HR department. 
Because of their high international and organizational mobility and com-
parably low embeddedness, these expatriates best fit to projects of a lim-
ited duration. In order to get access to this type of global careerist and still 
meet their career expectations, organizations are advised to build up net-
works with other companies, though typically smaller, to develop a net-
work labour market (Biemann and Andresen 2010). The local HR 
departments are comparable to maritime pilots who help internationally 
mobile managers to find their way, but the expatriates need to steer their 
career themselves (Andresen and Biemann 2013).

�Conclusions

Research on the specifics of international careers is limited to the effect of 
one separate international assignment on the career after repatriation to 
the home country leading to homogeneous recommendations for opera-
tional HR practice and responsibilities. With the increase of global 
careerists, who pursue an international career for a longer term by chang-
ing between domestic and international assignments without focusing on 
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some specific country or even some specific cultural area, expatriate man-
agement needs to take a long-term perspective and be leveraged at the 
strategic level. This rethinking involves planning how to share the respon-
sibilities between home and host country HR departments, line manage-
ment and the global careerists themselves.

At the operational level, the four key areas of interfaces in GM aim to 
provide a fresh, yet broad, perspective on key relationships and expatria-
tion considerations. While it is impossible to be all encompassing in our 
treatment (there have been many books and articles written about the 
topic, none of which was collectively exhaustive), we aim to explicate the 
key influences that drive stakeholders’ decisions in the field. While there 
are naturally some spill-over effects from one area to another, we have 
been able to go beyond the two-party mutual dependency perspective 
restricted to individuals and their employers to incorporate other main 
stakeholders. Factoring in these broader interests and developments 
should enable all parties to make better GM decisions in the future.

At the strategic level, the three career patterns of global careerists advise 
developing differentiated practices that imply a higher specialization of 
activities and programmes, for example, by assigning different jobs to 
internationally mobile managers of different career patterns or by giving 
more support to certain expatriates. Most importantly, the taxonomy 
suggests that separate expatriation policies for different career patterns 
make sense and that the responsibilities for the expatriate career manage-
ment should be differentiated according to different career patterns and 
taken over by either the corporate or local HR department, line manage-
ment, or the expatriates themselves. Note that the responsibility for the 
planning of several career management tasks (e.g., training and develop-
ment) is not identical with its actual execution. In practice, by contrast, 
82 per cent of the 70 medium-sized German companies surveyed by 
Deloitte in 2008 operate expatriation centrally at the headquarters, and a 
differentiation of expatriation policies according to various mobility pat-
terns is only given in 22 per cent of the companies (Deloitte 2008). 
Similarly, Sparrow et al. (2004) showed that in close to 60 per cent of the 
international companies surveyed, the worldwide corporate HR manag-
ers are responsible for expatriation management.
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7
Individual Offshoring: An Emerging 

Trend for Global Careers

Caroline Creven Fourrier and Sébastien Point

�An Emerging Individual Offshoring Strategy: 
A Case Study

In 2014, a multinational company headquartered in Switzerland hiring 
more than 20,000 employees announced the progressive relocation of 
several activities (supply, production, finance and various support func-
tions) to three different locations, all outside of its home country: 
Hungary, India and the UK.

Surprisingly, this decision to relocate more than 200 employees did 
not impact low qualified activities but positions held by people with 
Bachelor, Masters and even PhD degrees. The goal of this relocation was 
to reduce the high labour cost where the company is headquartered 
(Switzerland).

The labour cost of working in Switzerland was considered high. In addi-
tion, the burden on the company was increased for the following reasons:
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•	 Company reports were in US dollar. This meant that the strong Swiss 
Franc increased the labour cost in the profit and loss statement of the 
company.

•	 Switzerland having a relatively small market, sales were not able to 
absorb the cost generated by the employees paid in Swiss Francs.

Given that the company did not want to risk reducing the level of 
quality of the services provided so far to its offshoring functions, the 
choice of these particular offshoring locations underlines two dimen-
sions: (1) attractiveness and (2) high level of education (schools, com-
pany pool).

For a cost reduction-based decision, destinations such as the UK and 
Hungary would not have been considered. Moreover, for process-driven 
activities such as information systems (IS), India had already proven its 
efficiency in the past: good quality service associated with low workforce 
costs. In the same vein, for the finance department (moderately standard-
ized activities), Hungary, as a growing European economy, offered a suf-
ficient talent pool and a sustainable education system to be an attractive 
destination. For less standardized activities (supply roles for instance), the 
UK was found to be a good compromise (education level coupled with 
significantly less costly workforce). Other advantages such as limited tax 
pressure were also taken into consideration.

The company offered a specific financial package to the relocated 
employees. The overall package comprised of:

•	 Compensation: set as per the company’s benchmark for the country/
town of relocation.

•	 Pension: inclusion in the company’s country pension plan.
•	 Health: health cover if mandatory as per country laws.
•	 Relocation: move entirely funded by the company for the employees 

and their families (packing/unpacking, disassembling/assembling of 
furniture, Customs forms).

•	 Housing search: support to find accommodation (including pre-visit), 
but no funding/allowance for the cost of living in the house is provided.
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•	 School search: support to find an adequate school (including pre-visit), 
but no funding/allowance for the cost of education is provided.

•	 Cultural training: a one hour session with a consultant knowledgeable 
about the culture of the host country is provided.

The main goal of the company was to move positions abroad (delocal-
izing positions but not necessarily individuals) with an attempt to retain 
global talents. Therefore, delocalized positions, when staffed by foreign-
ers, will attract different assignment packages geared towards local 
contracts.

The international human resource management (IHRM) literature 
tends to develop various forms of international contracts (see Dickmann 
and Baruch 2011 for an exhaustive review) in order to increase retention 
post expatriation and limit the challenges linked to repatriation 
(Mayerhofer et al. 2004). Nevertheless, to date and to our knowledge, 
this case study emphasizes a new form of expatriation1 rarely highlighted 
in the literature and somehow quite similar to classic expatriation: ‘indi-
vidual offshoring’. This new form of international assignment offers a 
relatively limited benefit package in comparison to the classic expatria-
tion. In other words, as highlighted in the case study, individual offshor-
ing aims at performing the exact same job abroad with a permanent 
geographical relocation. Nevertheless, it encompasses less attractive pack-
ages compared to other forms of international assignments (IAs). It also 
offers no guarantee of return and it does not take the family into consid-
eration even though this is considered as important in the expatriation 
literature (Dickmann and Baruch 2011; Al Ariss and Crowley-Henry 
2013).

Nowadays, an emerging trend is to permanently relocate global talents 
with less favourable financial conditions. Therefore, the goal of this chap-
ter is to investigate the reasons why individual offshoring emerges as a 
new and alternative form of expatriation in multinational companies 
(MNCs). This chapter investigates the concept of individual offshoring 

1 We refer in this chapter to the definition of ‘expatriation’ as per Mayerhofer et al. (2004) which 
divides expatriation into four different types among which international assignment is defined as a 
time-limited relocation of the employee and his/her family abroad for a duration of more than one 
year and with a contract entailing various types of additional benefits.
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and is structured as follows: the first part investigates the extent to which 
individual offshoring varies from other forms of expatriation, outlining 
the difference between organizational and individual offshoring, whereas 
the second part researches the pros and cons of individual offshoring.

�Offshoring Individuals Compared to Other 
Forms of Expatriation

�From Organizational to Individual Offshoring

Offshoring has been almost exclusively researched from an organizational 
perspective (Salt 1988; Dunning 1993; Mahroum 2000; Jennex and 
Adelakun 2003; Stack and Downing 2005; Farrell 2005; Couto et  al. 
2006; Bunyaratavej et  al. 2007). From this organizational perspective, 
offshoring is defined as the relocation of (or part of ) company’s activities 
(a function or a department), while all entities remain fully owned by the 
firm (Lewin et  al. 2009; Hutzschenreuter et  al. 2011; Manning 2014; 
Gooris and Peeters 2014). Offshoring aims to be a cost-effective strategy 
linked to activities and/or subfunctions. Even though the offshoring lit-
erature highlights a shift from an organizational to a more human-impact 
concept (Farrell and Laboissière 2005; Lewin et al. 2009; Massini et al. 
2010), it is rarely associated with career development.

Given that companies strive for a reduction of costs and simultane-
ously an access to highly qualified personnel (Lewin and Peeters 2006), 
most of them encourage a reorganization of their business via offshoring 
and/or outsourcing of some subfunctions and/or activities to lower cost 
locations (Mudambi and Venzin 2010). In the past, offshoring and/or 
outsourcing concerned almost exclusively blue-collar activities as well as 
standardized activities such as IT, finance/accounting or contact centres 
(Lewin and Peeters 2006). More recently, offshoring or outsourcing also 
targeted activities traditionally accomplished by white-collar workers 
with higher degrees (Bachelor, Masters or PhD), working in human 
resources or procurement departments (Manning et al. 2008) undertak-
ing less specified and less process-driven activities.
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There is a key difference among those two aspects of offshoring: 
organizational offshoring aims to offshore a department or a team (i.e. 
driving the change for a group of people), while individual offshoring 
relates to individuals. For employees, offshoring can be seen as the per-
manent relocation of individuals to offshore locations. According to 
Lewin et  al. (2009: 2), ‘the outsourcing of manufacturing activities to 
low-cost countries is widely practiced and well understood.’ Over the last 
decade, offshoring has evolved from a ‘risky strategy to a routine business 
decision’ (Dossani and Kenney 2007: 779). We found that offshoring 
opportunities for white-collar workers are far less documented and 
researched (James 2005; Larsen et al. 2011).

The goal for the company is to perform the same activity at a lower total 
cost while gaining sustainability in its employee pool (Mahoney 2005; 
Boudreau and Ramstad 2005a, b; Stahl et  al. 2007; Beechler and 
Woodward 2009; McDonnell et al. 2010). It avoids the challenges of more 
traditional international assignments in which companies often fail to 
retain individuals upon their return (Lewis 2009). Similar to expatriation, 
people are sent abroad. However, instead of considering the development 
of the individual, the job position is moved with its incumbents. From an 
individual perspective, offshoring emerges as a new type of expatriation.

�How Individual Offshoring Differs from Other Forms 
of Expatriations

Two major types of expatriation can be found in the literature: classic 
expatriation which is when the organization takes the initiative, that is, 
sends assigned expatriates (AEs), and self-initiated expatriation (SIE) 
which is exclusively when an individual takes the initiative (Peiperl et al. 
2014; Suutari and Brewster 2000). The former is career orientated while 
the latter results more from personal opportunities (Howe-Walsh and 
Schyns 2010). We consider individual offshoring as a subset of AE as it is 
organization-initiated. It diverges from classic expatriation which involves 
a temporary move including a comprehensive package (Dickmann and 
Baruch 2011). It also has some similarities with SIE given that it involves 
a long-term or permanent relocation (Al Ariss et  al. 2014; Crowley-
Henry et al. 2016).
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There are various supported and improved local contracts. The content 
of the package varies depending of the level of need of the company (ini-
tiating the mobility). The more the company needs an individual to relo-
cate abroad, the better the benefit package and the higher the room for 
negotiation by the employee (Dickmann and Baruch 2011; Duvivier and 
Peeters 2011).

In the vein of Manning et al. (2008), Dickmann and Baruch (2011), 
Adler and Bartholomew (1992) and the Brookfield International 
Assignment Report (2014), we compared the objectives of organizational 
offshoring, international assignments and self-initiated expatriation to 
better understand how individual offshoring can foster talent manage-
ment (Table 7.1). However, one might keep in mind that the SIE objec-
tives are in essence individual objectives, while those of AEs are considering 
both the individual and the organization’s objectives. Still, the analysis 
emphasizes that the objective of an IA and of individual offshoring are 
largely overlapping (e.g. fill a technical skill gap, build international 
management experience/career development, build worldwide business 

Table 7.1  Objectives of individual offshoring, international assignment and self-
initiated expatriation

International 
assignment

Self-initiated 
expatriation Individual offshoring

Objectives Fill a technical skill gap Adventure, drive 
for cultural 
learning, escape, 
etc.

Fill a technical skill 
gap

Build international 
management 
experience/career 
development

Financials/
purchasing 
power

Build international 
management 
experience/career 
development

Build worldwide 
business acumen

Career building Build worldwide 
business acumen

Develop local business 
relationships (create 
and/or control)

Develop local business 
relationships (create 
and/or control)

Technology transfer Cross country cultural 
awareness

Transfer corporate 
culture

Source: The authors
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acumen, develop local business relationships) while the retention risk 
(post relocation) is lower in the case of individual offshoring. Obviously, 
some staff may not accept being relocated on the local terms offered, and 
some may leave for another employer while in the host country.

Taking into consideration Mayerhofer et al.’s (2004) work, one way to 
retain expatriates is by multiplying the potential expatriation experiences 
(Fig. 7.1, although the reader should note that this is not an exhaustive 
list, simply an expansion).

To Mayerhofer et al. (2004) original piece of work, we have added 
one additional expatriation type, ‘individual offshoring,’ and also a spec-
ification of whether individuals are more likely to have a job change or 
not. In the offshoring cases it is likely that there is a physical relocation 
abroad with the family. The difference between traditional short- and 
long-term assignments lies in the type of activity the individual will 
perform in the new, foreign location. For individual offshoring, the role 
is normally the same (any changes would not be in relation to the move 
abroad but in relation to ‘normal’ operational considerations). Thus, 

Expatriate Assignment
(most likely with job change)

  Short Term Assignment
(most likely with job change)

International Commuter
Assignment

(most likely in same job)

Frequent Flyer Assignment 
or Flexpatirate Assignment
(most likely in same job)

   Individual Offshoring    
(most likely in same job)

Forms of Expatriation

- Employee and family
- Specified period of time (>1 year)
- Benefit package

- Employee only, sometimes with 
  family
- Specified period of time (,1 year)

- Employee only
- Commute abroad on a +/- weekly 
   basis

- No relocation
- Frequent international business 
  trips

- Employee and family
- Permanent relocation in 
  lower/equal/higher cost location
- Same position

Addition to 
Mayerhofer et al. 

(2004) model

Fig. 7.1  A list of expatriation types. Source: The authors
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typically only the location changes. From a theoretical point of view, the 
country could be a lower/equal/higher cost location compared to the 
country of origin. However, in reality, offshoring often seeks to reduce 
costs and to increase access to local employees so the location normally 
offers a reduced total labour cost. However, this may come from a 
reduced tax pressure but not necessarily, nor exclusively, from the wage 
difference between the home and host country. For Mayerhofer et  al. 
(2004), leveraging various forms of expatriation allows the company to 
gain flexibility while managing cost.

�Pros and Cons of Individual Offshoring

�An Efficient Low-Cost Alternative to Traditional 
International Assignments

The Brookfield report (2014) suggests that international assignees are 
promoted faster and change employers more often (which cause a reten-
tion issue). However, international assignments are still considered a 
good way to globally develop (careers) and retain employees (Brookfield 
2014; Lewis 2009; Mayerhofer et al. 2004). In that context, individual 
offshoring may be a low-cost strategy to retain those individuals the com-
pany seek to develop internationally. In contrast, international assign-
ments remain very expensive (Doherty and Dickmann 2012; Brookfield 
2014) and often fail to meet the retention objectives (Brookfield 2014). 
Sending employees abroad, especially if on local contracts, remains a 
smart way for companies to brand their investment into their staff’s 
development, with a specific emphasis on the international and multicul-
tural exposure (Point and Dickmann 2012).

As far as SIEs are concerned in terms of talent management and reten-
tion, the SIE population tends to be more volatile which limits the pos-
sibility of the companies retaining them. The SIE profile is similar to that 
of boundaryless career individuals (Peiperl et al. 2014). In that respect, 
individual offshoring can also appear to companies as a way of retaining 
their employees. Indeed, those employees willing to offshore demonstrate 
a level of commitment and loyalty higher than SIEs.
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�Failure in International Assignments: A Reason 
to Move Towards Individual Offshoring?

Overall the annual unit cost of an international assignment is extremely 
high: several surveys in the literature published 20 years ago already 
estimated the cost to be between 3 to 4 times the annual gross salary 
(Zetlin 1994) or put it at $250K a year (Hiltrop and Janssens 1990). 
Today, the cost of an international assignment is still estimated at approx-
imately twice the total salary cost of any given employee (Doherty and 
Dickmann 2012).

For an IA to be considered successful, the employee needs to show 
good performance during the assignment as well as to remain in the com-
pany upon repatriation (and to continue to perform (Dickmann and 
Baruch 2011).

As highlighted in the literature, about 30–40 per cent of former inter-
national assignees leave the company within two years after return to 
their home country (Dowling et  al. 1994; Stroh 1995; Baruch and 
Altman 2002). This may be explained by the high level of benefit package 
the assignee received whilst abroad. When the transition is not well man-
aged and an appealing career plan not offered, once back in his/her home 
country, the disillusion can be significant and can lead to the departure of 
the former expatriate. In addition, an international assignee’s attraction 
on the labour market is likely to have grown tremendously thanks to the 
international exposure, making it easier to find a position outside of the 
company (Inkson et al. 1997). Consequently, the success of an IA does 
not only lie in its preparation and its progress but also in its repatriation 
and the assignee’s re-adaptation back to the home country (Doherty and 
Dickmann 2012; Suutari et al. 2017; Haslberger et al. 2013).

Given the significant cost of an IA, it is safe to assume that companies 
will prefer to send ‘high performers’ abroad. As a consequence the attri-
tion of those former international assignees on their return hurts the 
company twice: (1) a poor return on a very costly investment and (2) a 
loss of high performers, which could damage the future growth prospect 
of the company (Baruch et al. 2013; Dickmann and Baruch 2011).
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Companies can avoid facing these two disadvantages by choosing an 
individual offshore contract as the relocation is permanent. There is no 
repatriation back to the home country, avoiding the stage that has proven 
to be so unsuccessful for many IAs.

�The Other Side of the Coin: Some Challenges 
of Individual Offshoring

However, it is clear that individual offshoring also has some drawbacks. 
From the individual perspective, it is not clear how attractive offshoring 
would be to uproot oneself and one’s family. Thus, many individuals may 
not choose to accept an offshoring contract. For instance, moving opera-
tions from Western Europe or North America to lower salary countries 
such as India, Pakistan, Ukraine, Hungary, Mexico and other parts of 
Middle America may result in salaries and benefits being substantially 
lower, the education systems not being aligned or lower quality and over-
all the broader environment (health provision, security, etc.) being per-
ceived as much less attractive. In addition, those individuals who do 
accept an offshoring contract might leave their employers during their 
work abroad if they can find a better (local or expatriate) offer resulting 
in replacement and training costs for the sending organization. There are 
some well-known environments such as the Pacific Rim in China, where 
labour turnover is particularly high.

�Locations for Individual Offshoring: Any Difference 
with Classic Expatriation and/or Self-Initiated Expatriation?

Individual offshoring is entirely dependent upon the organizational off-
shoring location. According to AT Kearney (2004), if low- or medium-
cost locations remain the main countries of destination for organizational 
offshoring, the top 25 countries of developed and high-cost countries 
such as Singapore (the fourth most expensive location worldwide as per 
Mercer’s 2015 ranking2) are now appearing on the offshoring location list 
as well.

2 https://www.uk.mercer.com/newsroom/2015-quality-of-living-survey.html
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This contributes to the argument that a reduction of costs, especially 
labour cost, is not the sole driver nor is it necessarily predominant for 
offshoring activities and individuals. The reality of high-cost location in 
AT Kearney’s (2004) report also supports the argument of a trend for 
sourcing employees (and talent mainly) globally rather than relocating 
solely to reduce labour costs. Organizational offshoring has a new objec-
tive of creating a footprint in countries where the company wishes to 
attract talent either internally (relocation) or externally (recruitment 
from the local talent pool).

Hutzschenreuter et  al. (2011) confirm the findings of Lewin and 
Peeters (2006) and Manning et al. (2008) that service level improvement, 
reduced competitive pressures (the cost aspects) and access to qualified 
personnel are key drivers for companies to relocate offshore some of their 
activities. It applies equally to the organizational as well as to the indi-
vidual side of offshoring.

�Conclusion

This chapter emphasizes a new form of expatriation emerging in multina-
tional companies: individual offshoring. The concept of individual off-
shoring (whereby an employee is asked to perform the exact same activity 
in a different location with lower financial advantages) is intrinsically 
linked to organizational offshoring with its emergence facilitated by the 
failure of international assignments to fulfil its retention objectives, to 
attract local talent and/or to manage costs effectively.

Globalization as it has evolved over the last few decades has given way 
to a variety of expatriation contracts that are deemed to fill the strategic 
needs of the firms at a given point in time. Individual offshoring is an 
emerging form of international assignment focusing more on the job 
position rather than individuals.

Having understood the ‘why’ of the emergence of individual offshor-
ing, we also compiled (in more detail) how this new form of global career 
varies or is similar to the more traditional international assignment con-
tract or self-initiated expatriation initiative (Table 7.2).
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Individual offshoring is emerging as a new form of expatriation. 
Together with the current developments in process automatization and 
artificial intelligence, this raises the issue that relocation is about to con-
cern any kind of work and education level. Thus, individual offshoring 
does not necessarily take place in low-cost locations. In other words, cost 
mitigation is only one element among others that will drive the business 
decision to relocate activities.

This new type of expatriation might also encourage researchers to fur-
ther explore this new form of expatriation. Many questions remain open, 
such as whether the employees who accept the relocation in the first place 
are non-talent or a company’s critical talent for tomorrow’s growth. Or, 
when successfully managed (i.e. when employees agree to relocate to the 
offshored location), does the individual offshoring contract tend to be 
more successful than an international assignment for retaining 
employees?

We have argued that offshoring leads to more successful retention as it 
avoids the repatriation stage. Only further research will show whether 
our propositions are valid. Obviously, our understanding would benefit 
from detailed investigation into the various forms of offshoring. In addi-
tion, research should explore the array of advantages and disadvantages 
associated with this new form of expatriation. High-quality studies are 
urgently needed in order to illuminate this emerging, important global 
work field.
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8
Inpatriate Career Profiles: A Historical 

Review and Future Outlook

Miriam Moeller and Michael Harvey

�Introduction

The infectious need to globalize has ostensibly led firms to increasingly 
appoint inpatriates, although their defined value and impact across 
contexts such as country location and hierarchical levels remain largely 
unexplored (Maley and Kramar 2010; Moeller and Reiche 2017; Reiche 
et  al. 2009). Recent research suggests that inpatriates are progressively 
used to a similar extent as expatriates (Collings et al. 2010; Harzing et al. 
2016) as a way to achieve a global core competency at headquarter (HQ) 
locations (Harvey and Novicevic 2000b; Harvey and Buckley 1997; 
Tungli and Peiperl 2009). Mirroring the growth in corporate interest in 
inpatriate staffing is survey data which observes a relatively high percent-
age (57%) of employees being relocated either to or from the HQ country 
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(BGRS 2015), although this non-discerning relocation percentage 
includes estimated inpatriate (to HQ) and expatriate (from HQ) statis-
tics. Parallel to the discussion of inpatriate value and impact at HQ and 
beyond, the pattern of inpatriate career lifecycles which could possibly 
impact their value proposition remains inconclusive at best.

At its core, the process of inpatriation is comprised of firms assigning 
subsidiary or third-country staff to operate in HQ locations (Cerdin and 
Sharma 2014; Harvey 1997; Harvey and Buckley 1997; Maley 2009, 
2011; Moeller and Harvey 2011b; Reiche 2006, 2011), keeping in mind 
that assignments may vary relative to purpose, duration, country location 
and hierarchical levels (Moeller and Reiche 2017). A vast majority of 
research on inpatriation has described in detailed the characteristics of 
such assignments (see Table 8.1); we refer the reader to the most recent 
overview in Moeller and Reiche (2017: 220).

Interestingly, most literature appears to vehemently articulate the over-
arching benefits of inpatriation thereby largely excluding any concerted 
discussion around the contextualization of assignments. Shaped by the 
firm’s strategic vision, the inpatriate’s ascribed role and thus firm-
determined purpose can manifest in one of two scenarios, either to act as 
a boundary spanner by contributing to knowledge transfer activities 

Table 8.1  Inpatriate and expatriate differences

Characteristics Inpatriate Expatriate

Primary role/task/job Boundary spanning Control
Main strength of 

knowledge
Foreign market 

knowledge
Domestic/HQ market 

knowledge
Perceived status by locals Peripheral member HQ representative
Level of influence in host 

unit
Low High

Focus of cross-cultural 
adjustment

Organizational and 
national culture

National culture

Goal congruency between 
HQ and subsidiary

High Low

Value through diversity High Low
MNC staff composition Geocentric Ethnocentric
MNC stage of globalization 

(early vs mature)
Low vs high High vs low

Source: The authors, adapted from Moeller and Reiche (2017)
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(Azar 2012; Harvey et al. 2000a, b; Harzing et al. 2016; Kiessling et al. 
2004; Kostova and Roth 2003; Reiche 2011, 2012), international 
management development (Bonache et  al. 2001; Griffith et  al. 2006; 
Kiessling and Harvey 2006), and creating an attitude that enables, in 
whatever form, increased diversity in management perspective (Harvey 
et  al. 1999a, b, 2011a, b; Harvey and Novicevic 2000a; Moeller and 
Reiche 2017), or, to transfer expert knowledge in succinct short-term 
manner when needed (e.g. sending a product design specialist from the 
USA to the Netherlands for Phillips).

From a corporate view, firms seemingly find great value in the strategic 
utilization of inpatriates (Harvey et  al. 2011a, b; Moeller and Harvey 
2011b; Peterson 2003). To that extent, the inpatriate literature is replete 
with contrasts of inpatriates to other staffing options. It is filled with 
nuances about the purpose and manner in which to incorporate inpatri-
ates at HQ. It contains some information about knowledge transfer capa-
bilities and, albeit some, targeted efforts to accommodate this relatively 
embryonic staffing method in a strategic global human resource manage-
ment (SGHRM) system (Collings et al. 2009; Maley 2009), what remains 
is an alarming shortage of evidence about the adaptation or evolution of 
existing policies and practices to fit inpatriates’ needs. Likewise, it is 
imperative to understand how visible inpatriates are within organizations 
which has implications on how they are managed, likely through global 
mobility departments.

Moreover, we have not yet reached a palpable level of understanding 
relative to the return of inpatriates across any duration of assignment 
(for an exception, see Reiche 2012, on social capital and access to knowl-
edge in host unit upon repatriation), should inpatriates return to their 
country of origin at all. Generally speaking, upon return assignees are 
placed in lower or equal positions, but the expectation is to get a promo-
tion (BGRS 2015). The exception to this outcome is a shorter-term 
expert assignment. The general consensus as such remains that firms 
need to more carefully plan and deploy the types of support practices, 
particularly for longer-term assignments, extended to inpatriates 
(Lazarova and Caligiuri 2002; Reiche 2012) while balancing inpatriate 
expectations.
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Expectations are a vital component of international assignments. 
Unfortunately from the inpatriate literature, we know virtually nothing 
about the assignment expectations or anticipated career moves of 
inpatriates. We observe that the literature has, by and large, practically 
aligned itself with what is observable and what we know to occur in the 
inpatriation process. If scholars continue to focus exclusively on maxi-
mizing the utility of inpatriation to firms, we run the risk of creating an 
even greater imbalance in the inpatriation literature by failing to consider 
the perspective of inpatriates relative to career lifecycles beyond the 
immediate relocation to HQ. While the expatriate manager can usually 
anticipate a ‘return ticket’ back to HQ at the end of their assignment 
(Bolino 2007), presumably with the predisposition to take on a new 
senior role at HQ (Judge et al. 1995; Ng et al. 2005) there is typically no 
‘return ticket’ for the inpatriate manager; their ticket is ‘one way’ to HQ 
(exception: shorter-term expert assignments). Any subsequent relocation 
or pathway remains consistently undefined, or, at best, speculated by the 
firm and inpatriate alike.

This chapter supports the notion that even though research has identi-
fied career advancement as one of the most prominent individual expec-
tations or motives for inpatriates to accept an assignment (Harvey et al. 
1999a, b; Maley and Kramar 2007; Reiche 2007), the implementation of 
career development or career monitoring is severely lacking. In this vein, 
the chapter does not concentrate on suggestions for improvements under-
lying SGHRM processes to enable better career development; as high-
lighted, this has been far too prominent in extant works. Instead, we take 
a keen interest in the inpatriate as an individual agent by focusing on the 
inpatriate career profile which is encompassing of inpatriate-specific 
career experiences, movement, development and management aspects. 
The objectives in this chapter are twofold: (1) to identify and articulate 
the obvious agency problem in the inpatriate-firm relationship and (2) to 
explain ‘what we know’ and ‘what we still need to know’ about inpatriate 
career profiling. In-depth knowledge of these facets of inpatriation is 
most critical in order to achieve a more balanced scholarly inpatriate lit-
erature inventory that can in turn inform decisions about ongoing staff 
investments.
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Given the lack of knowledge around how inpatriate career paths are 
managed within the firm, we suggest that, in agency terms, the inpatriate 
is incentivized to explore career opportunities beyond their assignment at 
HQ due to: (1) inherent uncertainty in career path options within the 
firm; (2) perceived inconsistent treatment relative to other staffing meth-
ods, which can lead to (3) perceptions of inadequate pay structure. The 
firm can help to eliminate the agency problem by altering the structure of 
the firm’s career management support programme. In other words, greater 
clarity in how inpatriates are supposed to be incentivized and how career 
development and career choices must be delivered is important, which 
can, in turn, impact the motivation and contributions of inpatriates alto-
gether. Arising from these circumstances is an explicit need for scholars to 
inform on the inpatriate-level perspectives.

For the most part, individual-level studies have remained disconnected 
from the macro-level implications of managing inpatriates. By portraying 
the inpatriate-firm relationship from an inpatriate’s perspective, there is a 
flood of questions that remain unanswered. To illustrate the most obvi-
ous, they are: (1) How do inpatriates perceive their role in the firm? (2) 
What are inpatriates’ career-related endeavours? (3) How do inpatriates 
perceive and evaluate their career lifecycles? (4) What are inpatriates’ per-
ceptions, expectations and actual career development opportunities? The 
answers to these questions deserve a nuanced approach, respecting the 
atypical nature of the inpatriate staffing method compared to other staff-
ing methods.

In effect, the chapter proposes that mutual firm- and inpatriate 
individual-level outcomes are conditional upon an enriched understand-
ing of the scope of inpatriate profiles, inpatriate career experiences and 
inpatriate family-career lifecycle pathways. We arrive at this conclusion 
by suggesting the inherent value behind company-level support systems 
sustaining inpatriation, yet, value is created only when there is a profuse 
repertoire of knowledge about inpatriates’ experiences and how these 
underpin firm-level designs for career development and management. In 
this chapter, we take a major first step into the direction of understand-
ing, at the individual level, inpatriate experiences and thus inpatriate 
career profiles.
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In line with this charge, the chapter first provides a concise overview 
describing the present theoretical and empirical understanding of the 
inpatriate concept. Unambiguously, we highlight the deficiency in aca-
demic focus on the inpatriate career paths and career path prospects, 
given rise by an agency problem inherent in the observed inpatriate-firm 
relationship. The chapter then advances the inpatriate research agenda by 
presenting a thoughtful set of individual-level perspective research propo-
sitions linked to purposefully profiling inpatriate career paths. We antici-
pate this chapter will serve as the next wave of research in the inpatriate 
realm and make headway in understanding this phenomenon 
comprehensively.

�The Inpatriate-Firm Relationship: An Agency 
Problem

This chapter’s core foundation concerns a general theory of the principal-
agent relationship, a theory that we apply to the employee-employer or 
inpatriate-firm relationships in this case (Harris and Raviv 1979). For all 
intents and purposes, the inpatriate and the firm are engaged in a ubiqui-
tous agency relationship, in which one party (the principal—the firm 
from here onwards) delegates work to another party (the agent—the 
inpatriate from here onwards). This work engagement is, in agency-
theory terms, a metaphorical contract (Jensen and Meckling 1976) 
between the firm and the inpatriate. But, contracts by nature are prob-
lematic as they negotiate the interests of parties and this can lead to 
challenges.

Agency theory suggests that an agency problem occurs when engaged 
cooperating parties, such as the firm and the inpatriate, have different 
goals and division of labour (Jensen and Meckling 1976; Ross 1973). The 
inpatriate-firm relationship hence transpires into an agency problem as 
the firm continuous to delegate or engage in a contract with the inpatri-
ate, on the basis that the inpatriate carries a set of highly valuable tasks 
(e.g. boundary spanning through knowledge transfer or temporary expert 
support) and that the utility of these tasks are decidedly beneficial to the 
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firm. The transfer of inpatriates to HQ is most commonly viewed as a 
status symbol or status move for inpatriates, yet firms do tend to 
underestimate the commitment to or under-resource the management of 
this type of staff member (Azar 2012; Harvey et al. 1999a, b, 2000a, b).

Agency theory is concerned with resolving two problems that can 
occur in agency relationships or agency contracts. First, an agency prob-
lem arises when (a) the desired goal of the principal or agent conflict, and 
(b) when it is difficult or expensive for the principal to verify what the 
agent is actually doing. The problem is that the principal cannot verify 
that the agent has behaved in accordance with the specified work engage-
ment. In an inpatriate context this means that the firm does not always 
lend its efforts towards supporting the inpatriate’s best career interest, in 
fact, it is inconclusive as to how firms think about inpatriate career man-
agement in the long term, or short term for that matter. On the other 
hand, the inpatriate may have career endeavours that lie outside the firm 
and therefore looks at the assignment as something temporary; mean-
while, the firm is unable to determine whether inpatriates in fact contrib-
ute to boundary spanning, for example, in an effective manner. For 
example, how do inpatriates contribute to building a global mindset and 
if so, how is this accomplished and what are the precise benefits for HQ?

The second layer of an agency problem arises when a problem of risk 
sharing occurs which happens when the principal and agent have differ-
ent attitudes toward risk. The problem here is that the inpatriate, or agent 
in the relationship, is more risk averse due to the unique and relatively 
nascent nature of the assignment type. A lack of understanding of expec-
tations, pathways and guidance to achieve firm-level goals can lead to 
greater inpatriate risk-averse attitudes and behaviour. The firm, knowing 
the added benefit and nature of inpatriates, is less hesitant about engag-
ing in a contract with inpatriates as the goals of knowledge transfer and 
global mindset building are readily desired, albeit not concretely measur-
able. Accordingly, we assume the presence and pursuit of self-interest at 
the individual level and goal conflict at the organizational level (March 
1962; Pfeffer 1981).

With the contextualization of the agency problem in mind, the goal 
then is to create the most efficient contract governing the principal-
agent relationship given assumptions about individuals (i.e. self-interest, 
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bounded rationality, risk aversion from both the principal and the 
agent), organizations (i.e. goal conflict among members), and informa-
tion (i.e. information is a commodity which can be purchased) (March 
1962, Pfeffer 1981). In this vein, the literature has made apparent the 
firm’s intentions in employing inpatriates which makes their assump-
tions about the risk, or better yet, the certainty with which this staffing 
method is employed, slightly more visible. On the other side, we know 
virtually nothing about the assumptions around self-interest, risk and 
bounded rationality that the inpatriate fosters with regard to their role 
within the firm.

Indeed, the boundary-spanning task of the inpatriate is not yet pre-
cisely defined. The loosely delineated task of boundary spanning is based 
on idealism opposed to concrete value propositions. As a result, agent 
assumptions and behaviour are problematic to define, giving rise to 
opportunism on the agent’s part. It is suggested by Eisenhardt (1989) 
that firms can invest in information systems in order to control agent 
opportunism. But, firms are presently not investing in inpatriates in that 
way, moreover, it is difficult to pinpoint the actual contributions inpatri-
ates provide to the firm. Regardless of information systems, a dearth of 
knowledge remains on topics such as: What level of self-interest does 
exist? What level of bounded rationality does exist? How risk averse might 
the inpatriate actually be? Across what boundaries does this occur? Is risk 
aversion greater in the short term or the long term? We simply do not 
have answers to these questions yet. By profiling inpatriate careers, the 
literature can succumb to these deficiencies.

�Inquiry into Inpatriate Career Profiles: A Brief 
Summary

Although previous work has at times suggested that international assign-
ment experience might have career-enhancing effects (Ng et al. 2005), 
we argue that the relationship between inpatriates’ perceptions and 
career pathways is not well acknowledged. Reiche’s (2012) work defines 
career support in terms of the inpatriates’ general beliefs about the extent 
to which the firm provides support for long-term career development. 
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The phrase ‘general belief ’ is telling of the lack of consideration for the 
inpatriates’ probable multifaceted perspective on the issue of career 
movements. The lack of information about inpatriate perceptions of 
career profiles is problematic, and contentiously, this circumstance will 
not lead firms to actively engage in long-lasting, sustainable inpatriate-
firm relationships.

To that extent, work by Reiche et al. (2011) is informative in that it 
suggests that inpatriates’ trusting ties with HQ staff and their fit with the 
HQ is positively related to inpatriates’ firm-specific learning and their 
perceived career prospects. The latter predicts their retention two and 
four years later, although it remains inconclusive what the career inten-
tions of the individual and firm are. Other firm-specific value proposi-
tions to the inpatriate career profiles and paths rely on proximity to 
influential senior managers at HQ who may offer mentorship and future 
career sponsorship (Reiche 2012), the ability to acquire valuable political 
skill, political and social capital (Harvey and Novicevic 2004; Reiche 
2012) and provision of a firm-specific skill set (Moeller et al. 2010).

A more generic perspective of value propositions to the inpatriate is 
that of achieving a heightened level of cultural expertise or cultural medi-
ation techniques (Gertsen and Søderberg 2012) which would help to 
develop their skill set for future assignments, within or external to the 
firm. Yet, the inherent characteristics of inpatriates may be what stifle the 
career advancement, particularly if the intention is to advance in hierar-
chy at HQ. Because of inpatriates’ peripheral status at HQ, their career 
advancement intentions may not always be conveyed properly, moreover, 
their peripheral status may actively interfere with career advancement at 
HQ.  Inpatriates’ individual expectations for career advancement and 
retention at HQ may be thwarted, because it is generally more problem-
atic for inpatriate managers to rise to senior positions at the global orga-
nization’s HQ than it is for parent country nationals (Collings et al. 2009; 
Reiche et al. 2009).

Added to this institutional-like barrier is the fact that inpatriates’ 
experience of performance appraisals frequently results in a perception of 
violation of psychological contract (Maley 2009). These firm-specific fac-
tors, generic factors and institutional challenges combined continue to 

  Inpatriate Career Profiles: A Historical Review and Future… 



210 

highlight the disconnectedness between mutual firm-level and individual-
level understandings of inpatriate assignments and inpatriate career 
profiles and pathways. The following section observes the inpatriate 
literature from three angles, whereby we are able to articulate how to 
overcome the dearth of information revealed about inpatriate career 
profiles.

�Three Observations About Inpatriate 
Literature

By definition inpatriates lead global careers (Harvey 1989; Reiche 2012) 
and have cross-border responsibility (Cappellen and Janssens 2005; 
Harvey et al. 1999a, b). Yet, the global career paths look very different for 
inpatriates than they do for other staffing methods such as expatriate or 
flexpatriates (Harvey et al. 2010). For a full-fledged review on inpatriates 
over the last two decades, see Moeller and Reiche (2017). We observe, 
rather effortlessly, that the approach to studying inpatriates suffers from a 
blatantly apparent and proverbial organizational scientist-practitioner 
gap that calls for an intervention in how inpatriate research is carried out 
from today onwards. In this vein, we make a few general observations 
about the present inpatriate literature status that leads us to making our 
central point which is that the asymmetry found within inpatriate litera-
ture is influenced by a lack of consideration for the scope of inpatriate 
career profiles.

The First Observation admits a lack of knowledge about inpatriate 
boundaries. The inpatriate presents a relatively embryonic global 
employee when juxtaposed to the archetypal expatriate. Seminal works 
(Harvey 1997; Harvey and Buckley 1997) describe inpatriates as a pool 
of host or third-country international employees who are transferred to 
corporate HQ to serve as a linking pin across subsidiaries and HQ. In 
2017, Moeller and Reiche tentatively concluded that inpatriates ‘carry 
value whether engaged in a short- or long-term international assignment 
format, and whether they are semi-permanent, permanent or temporary, 
but that their utility must be gauged against a contextual backdrop’ 
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(pp.  4–5). In continuation of this idea, this chapter suggests that the 
profile and associated value of inpatriates in short- or longer-term formats 
is far from defined and seeks further refinement.

Refinement relies heavily on explaining the boundary conditions of the 
inpatriate experience as such boundary conditions can include, but are not 
limited to, investigating (1) the perceived purpose in their role at HQ; (2) 
how their role is linked to intended and realized performance variables 
such as knowledge transfer; (3) how the previously identified boundaries 
vary across contexts such as different hierarchical levels, assignment loca-
tions and assignment durations. For example, the longer-term view of 
inpatriation is described as a tool for developing a competitive edge 
through a sustainable pluralistic management perspective (Harvey and 
Buckley 1997), while the shorter-term view of inpatriation represents the 
value of developmental and knowledge transfer purposes and to train 
inpatriates to cope with management challenges beyond their stay at HQ 
(Peterson 2003; Reiche 2006). The argument is that shorter-term assign-
ments would enable better maintenance of social ties at subsidiary levels 
while the longer-term inpatriation would enable sustainable relationships 
between two markets through the momentum of a consistent top manage-
ment team perspective. Research has yet to envisage the actual processes 
and outcomes of these assignment duration circumstances, let alone in 
conjunction with other foreseeable boundary conditions.

We add to the mix of boundary conditions what is probably the most 
well-known set of criteria by which inpatriates differ to other staffing 
methods, namely (4) the implications of the inpatriate-specific character-
istics (for a review see Reiche et al. 2009), and more recently, Moeller and 
Reiche 2017) on the aforementioned contexts, which have always pre-
sumed to interfere with inpatriate socialization (Moeller et  al. 2010), 
integration (Guimaraes-Costa and Cunha 2009) and performance (Gong 
2003; Maley 2009). It is suspected that the ownership exhibited by inpa-
triates of the assignment is greatly dependent upon the push and pull of 
adjustment factors like status differences, level of influence, corporate 
and cultural distances, goal alignment between HQ and subsidiaries and 
HQ staffing composition to name a few (Reiche et al. 2009; Moeller and 
Reiche 2017). An exploration of these undercurrents to this extent 
remains untouched in inpatriate literature.
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Furthermore, the spectrum of possible inpatriate profiles may well 
vary from that of the typical expatriate, and as a result we envision 
inpatriates to perceive their roles according to their level of responsibility. 
To that extent it remains inconclusive as to how varying inpatriate pro-
files perceive their role relative to aiding the development of a strategic 
global mindset. How do inpatriates define success? To what extent are 
inpatriates aware of the distinguished set of characteristics (Reiche, et al. 
2009; Moeller and Reiche 2017) and therefore challenges such as owner-
ship of the assignment compared to the typical expatriate assignment? 
Are these challenges present to a greater extent at certain hierarchical 
levels or across other contexts? Likewise, over time, what does an inpatri-
ate’s contribution entail? As a result of this preliminary line of question-
ing, we offer the following research proposition:

Proposition 1:  Profiling inpatriate experiences will provoke the individual-
level perspectives about inpatriate career profiles needed to generate a more 
balanced inventory of inpatriate literature.

The Second Observation points to the skewed nature of chosen level of 
analysis. The approach to inpatriate research, as with any embryonic con-
cept, can be patchy. Existing inpatriate works glorify the firm-level per-
spective (Collings et  al. 2010; Harvey et  al. 1999a, b; Peterson 2003; 
Solomon 1995; Tungli and Peiperl 2009). Previous work has primarily 
addressed the strategic and systemic use of inpatriation as a staffing 
option, in addition to articulating selection and integration undercur-
rents of inpatriates within host corporate and national settings (Moeller 
and Reiche 2017). To further promote the sporadic pool of inpatriate 
literature, few studies have attempted to examine issues across levels of 
analyses (for an exception see Collings et al. 2010). Individual-level stud-
ies therefore remain disconnected from the macro-level implications of 
managing inpatriates, contributing to an imbalance in familiarity with 
this topic. Resulting from this observation is an awkward indication that 
unless individual inpatriate perspectives are articulated and contextual-
ized (Minbaeva 2016), it is unlikely that firms will succeed with their 
proposed set of intended HR solutions.
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The fact that the inpatriate literature does not cover, in depth, multi-
level viewpoints assumes that the inpatriate phenomenon is poorly 
understood. Inpatriates are noted to be critical firm-level strategic 
resources (Harvey and Buckley 1997; Linehan and Scullion 2001). It 
comes as no surprise then that our observation consists of noting the 
favouritism extended to addressing inpatriate assignments from a firm-
level perspective. As an extension to the favouritism observation, it 
would be noteworthy to explore and explain the firm-level implications 
arising out of inpatriate hierarchical or lateral career moves (see 
Observation 1 on career profiles). We project that much like cultural 
chameleons blend in across cultural settings, inpatriates due to their 
uncertain career path structure have to entertain a spectrum of charac-
teristics similar to that of the cultural chameleon to morph from inpatri-
ate into a potentially very different staffing mechanism (i.e. flexpatriates 
perhaps). As a result of this preliminary line of questioning, we offer the 
following research proposition:

Proposition 2:  Increased attention to multilevel analysis will reinforce the 
inpatriate concept by exposing inpatriate career profiles while also generating 
a more balanced inventory of inpatriate literature.

The Third Observation points to the skewed nature of extant inpatriate 
works whereby conceptual contributions starkly outpace empirical con-
tributions. Conceptual contributions concentrate on themes such as the 
systematic integration of inpatriates (Collings et  al. 2009; Harvey and 
Novicevic 2000b; Harvey et al. 2000a, b) through alignment of SGHRM 
systems specifically designed for inpatriate staff member needs, selection 
(Harvey et al. 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006; Harvey and Mejias 2002;) 
and integration mechanisms (Harvey 1997, inpatriate training; Harvey 
and Fung 2000, on realistic relocation previews; Novicevic et al. 2003, on 
ethical expectation management; Moeller and Harvey 2011a, on political 
skill and stigmatization; Moeller et  al. 2010, on socialization patterns; 
Harvey et al. 2011a, b, on trust building).

The empirical high notes have focused on the strategic use of inpatri-
ates (Peterson 2003, on joint ventures; Tungli and Peiperl 2009, on 
changes in staffing practices over time; Collings et al. 2010 and Harzing 
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et al. 2016, on outward staffing flows), the development of an inpatriate 
competency (Harvey and Miceli 1999, on training programmes and 
acculturation processes; Tharenou and Harvey 2006, on management 
development; Peppas and Chang 1998, on managing cultural issues), the 
development of inpatriates’ social capital (Reiche 2006, knowledge trans-
fer; Reiche 2011, on boundary spanning; Reiche 2012, on repatriation; 
Gertsen and Søderberg 2012, on cultural mediators; Reiche et al. 2011, 
on firm-specific learning; Harzing et  al. 2016, on function-specific 
knowledge transfer) and understanding the inpatriate psychological con-
tract (Maley 2009, on the influence of performance appraisals; Maley 
and Kramar 2010, on structural variations; Maley 2011, on the HRM 
strategy type; Cerdin and Sharma 2014, on understanding global talent 
management).

Empirical works comprise of roughly one-fifth of all inpatriate-specific 
papers (Moeller and Reiche 2017). This percentage, interpreted jointly 
with the second observation about level of analysis concerns, prompts us 
to remark that further and targeted scrutiny is needed to establish a 
greater empirical scope of inpatriate literature. While empirical research 
has suggested that perceived career prospects are linked to short-term 
retention (Reiche et  al. 2011), it only offers a single glimpse into the 
career lifecycle of inpatriates within and across firms. It may be appropri-
ate to put into question the actual return of investment (ROI) of the 
inpatriate assignment, although any type of calculation is dependent pre-
cisely upon the career profile of the individual, the stakeholders sur-
rounding the individual such as family and longevity of the assignment. 
While ROI has been philosophically addressed for expatriate assignments 
(McNulty and Inkson 2013), much remains to be done in the empirical 
space.

For example, uncertainty about the location and longevity of an exist-
ing or subsequent assignment can have immense implications on family 
lifecycles inclusive of the need for children’s schooling arrangement, 
spousal job search and career development, stress management, adjust-
ment to national cultures and religious support (if required). In analysing 
ROI, it is important for both the firm and the individual (inclusive of 
family) to engage in such an undertaking separately, contemplating the 
variable such as compensation packages, psychological contracts, family 
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and career lifecycles and the extent of importance of each. As a result of 
this preliminary line of questioning, we offer the following research 
proposition:

Proposition 3:  Increased empirical research, both at and across firm and 
individual levels of analysis, will not only test existing conceptual ideas but 
also generate a more balanced inventory of inpatriate literature.

�Summary and Conclusion

Based on our review of the inpatriate-firm relationship, the inpatriate 
ostensibly has qualities that are difficult to emulate by expatriate or by any 
constellation of staffing methods outside of HQ. The technique of send-
ing individuals from host or third-country locations to inform HQ of 
country-specific organizational and cultural dynamics present in the host 
countries is a vital component of running a successful business. The afore-
mentioned three observations link back to an immense disconnectedness 
between understandings of the firm and the inpatriates it employs, leading 
us to believe that the dynamics of the inpatriate-firm relationship require 
further exploration. To summarize, we present the reader with a carefully 
chosen set of prominent and pressing future research (FR) ideas to engage 
in ongoing efforts in understanding the impact of inpatriate assignment:

Organizational Level

FR1: Understanding of the intended career path structure for inpatriates 
to assess the support structure and fluidity of the assignment type.

FR2: Understanding the inpatriate mindset and impact at varying hierar-
chical levels.

Individual Level

FR3: Understanding the distinguished set of inpatriate characteristics and 
the challenges these provoke.

FR4: Understanding the inpatriate career lifecycle and its return on 
investment to inpatriates and their families.
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In addressing these primary challenges, we enhance the firm’s capability 
to generate support systems contextualized to inpatriation. We explained 
herein that a pivotal factor of inpatriate-firm relationship transparency is 
that of an explicit understanding of inpatriate career profiles. The above-
noted future research ideas help to address career profile mapping 
challenges.

By reviewing the literature on inpatriate since its inception in 1997, 
we are able to make three major observations relative to the state of 
research in this domain. First, there is a dearth of information about the 
inpatriate. Second, the nature of inpatriate literature is skewed towards 
firm-level analysis issues. Third, conceptual contributions outpace empir-
ical contributions. The predominant goal of this chapter was not to 
address all aspects of these identified conundrums, but to initiate an 
awareness and discussion, for scholars and practitioners alike, of the 
slowly encroaching lopsidedness of inpatriate research. By outlining some 
of the focal areas of inpatriate career scholarship, we are hopeful that 
future work in this domain can carry the torch towards creating a more 
balanced, informed and transparent view.
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�Introduction

Repatriation encompasses the phase in which individuals return to their 
home countries from an international work experience (Herman and 
Tetrick 2009; Birur and Muthiah 2013; Feldman 1991). Regardless of 
whether the transition takes place within one organization or across orga-
nizations, returning home after working abroad constitutes a critical step 
for an individual’s future career. The transition process between the expa-
triation and repatriation stages and the repatriation experience itself 
influence individual decisions of whether to continue to work in a global 
context or not. As such, repatriation plays a critical role in shaping future 
careers and some scholars consider it as the most challenging career step 
for individuals (Suutari and Mäkelä 2007).
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A global career can be defined as a career that “spans two or more 
countries” (Baruch and Reis 2015: 14), or one that “encompasses a 
succession or collection of multiple international assignments” 
(Suutari et al. 2012: 3456). In the context of these definitions, given 
that repatriates have worked both in their home country and at least 
one foreign country, they are people who have already embarked on a 
global career. As with all careers, global careers are a result of the 
interaction of organizations and individuals, as both parties are depen-
dent on each other (Larsen 2004) and career decisions are influenced 
both by one’s perceptions of oneself and by macro factors that reside 
outside the individual (Cappellen and Janssens 2005). Hence, repa-
triation is a time when people take into account a number of factors 
to reflect critically on what their international work experience might 
have added to or taken away from their careers and as a result try to 
envision what similar future international experiences may entail. 
Being back in the home country reality informs repatriates about 
what kind of implications further international moves may have on 
their careers.

For most people, repatriation is not an end in itself but a transition 
period. That is because a multitude of choices are available to individuals 
and the repatriation experience may help them make more informed 
decisions about their future careers. For example, a significant number of 
organizational repatriates consider leaving their organizations (Stahl 
et al. 2002), and some actually quit (Kraimer et al. 2012) due to various 
challenges faced during this period. Repatriate turnover arguably consti-
tutes the primary focus of early academic research on repatriation 
(Lazarova and Caligiuri 2002). The underlying assumption behind this 
variable of interest has been that turnover is an undesirable outcome 
both for organizations and individuals. However, for people who see 
their careers as boundaryless (i.e. transcending physical and psychologi-
cal boundaries), turnover is not necessarily dysfunctional (Lazarova and 
Cerdin 2007). To the contrary, from a global career perspective, turnover 
might aid repatriates in finding other organizations that value the inter-
national experience and help them pursue further work opportunities 
abroad (Olds and Howe-Walsh 2013).
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Apart from turnover and seeking further international relocations in 
the current organization, repatriation may lead to an exploration of 
various other career options for individuals. The gamut of options of 
international work has greatly expanded in the last two decades (Shaffer 
et al. 2012). Beyond long-term relocations, global professionals may take 
part in global virtual teams or travel frequently to foreign destinations on 
a regular basis (Mayrhofer et al. 2004). Engaging in entrepreneurial activ-
ities outside the current organization in one’s home country is another 
viable alternative career route for returnees (Valk et al. 2014; Lin et al. 
2016). Although scholars have begun exploring the career implications of 
newer forms of global work, the predominant focus of international 
management research to date has been on global career decisions involv-
ing physical mobility, of which the decisions during repatriation remain 
critical. Therefore, we mainly concentrate on repatriates’ decisions of 
whether to stay in the home country or take on further international 
relocations in the pursuit of future global career opportunities. Because 
the expatriation experience constitutes one step in the unfolding of global 
careers, and it may influence the repatriate experience itself, we first dis-
cuss how expatriation informs repatriation and its likely implications on 
career decisions during the repatriation period. Upon returning home, 
repatriate career choices are a function of the combined influence of the 
repatriate’s agency, contextual factors (such as available employment 
opportunities) and macro variables such as the economic conditions in 
one’s home country. Accordingly, our second emphasis is on the career-
related challenges and opportunities that the repatriation experience 
entails and the obstacles or facilitators that repatriates perceive as, respec-
tively, constraining or enabling their global career choices. Third, we dis-
cuss the different ways in which the international management literature 
has defined “career success” during repatriation. We also touch on find-
ings on how self-initiated repatriation affects global career choices and 
conclude with various future research directions.

Several boundary conditions are worth noting. Returning home may 
take place with or without the help of the organizations that individuals 
are working for during their work experiences abroad. The international 
management literature has concentrated mainly on those who move back 
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with the help of their organizations, that is, organizational repatriates. 
Due to the dearth of studies and a lack of paradigm development on self-
initiated repatriates (SIRs), in this chapter we mainly concentrate on 
organizational repatriates and dedicate a short section for discussing the 
literature on SIRs. Further, we only consider repatriation-related con-
cepts such as repatriation adjustment to the extent that they affect global 
career choices rather than provide a detailed review of all variables dis-
cussed in repatriation research. Finally, we constrain the content of this 
chapter to repatriates’, rather than organizations’, perceptions of the repa-
triation experience.

�The Transition Between Expatriation 
and Repatriation

The repatriation experience is a function of both what happens during the 
repatriation stage and the expatriation period itself, as repatriation out-
comes are often closely connected to one’s previous international experi-
ence. Hence, international assignments and repatriation should be 
considered as one comprehensive experience (Altman and Baruch 2012; 
Hyder and Lövblad 2007; Yan et al. 2002). Scholars have underlined the 
links between international assignments and employees’ broader career 
plans and have highlighted that when there is no fit between the two, repa-
triates may consider leaving the organization (Feldman 1991). The extent 
to which performance during expatriation predicts performance during 
repatriation depends on whether the subsequent position is related to the 
previous experience, that is, how consistent one’s global career is and schol-
ars have called for investigating this relationship in greater detail (Brewster 
et al. 2014; Cerdin and Le Pargneux 2009). However, various theoretical 
and empirical attempts have been made to associate the two periods of 
individuals’ global careers. We focus on the role of one’s proactivity during 
expatriation, the type of international assignment and the changes brought 
about by expatriation as the key themes that have been studied so far.

The international management literature has stressed the role of pro-
activity as an individual characteristic that aids in bridging the expatria-
tion experience and repatriation outcomes. Leiba O’Sullivan (2002) 
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highlighted that a proactive personality is related to higher levels of 
agentic control of career decisions upon repatriation. Hence, protean 
behaviours such as social networking and information seeking were sug-
gested to mediate the relationship between having proactive personality 
traits and resultant career outcomes. Similarly, Lazarova and Cerdin 
(2007) proposed that career activism is an antecedent to turnover inten-
tions upon repatriation. They showed that, after accounting for the role 
of organizational support, the more career initiatives individuals engage 
in prior to repatriation, the more they exert agency on their career 
choices upon return. This notion emphasized the idea that compared to 
structural constraints individual agency plays a more prominent role for 
career outcomes and can help repatriates overcome various career chal-
lenges. Another study showed that a substantial number of people were 
aware of the fact that they needed to be proactive and responsive to 
opportunities during their expatriation period so that they could mini-
mize the challenges they typically face once they move back home 
(Altman and Baruch 2012).

As organizations have started to diversify their portfolio of interna-
tional assignees with regard to their strategic importance (Lazarova and 
Caligiuri 2002), scholars have also shown interest in the difference 
between various types of expatriates and their implications for the repatria-
tion experience. Notably, research suggests that the type of assignment 
(developmental v functional) may influence employees’ repatriation con-
cerns and their perceived career prospects with other employers, as devel-
opmental assignees perceive better career advancement opportunities in 
their organizations and are more confident that the assignment will 
enhance their career prospects upon repatriation (Stahl et  al. 2009). 
Developmental assignees also tend to have higher levels of turnover inten-
tions. However, regardless of the type of assignment, an employee’s atti-
tude towards developing competencies during the international work 
experience is thought to be more crucial in career-related repatriation 
outcomes than the type of assignment itself (Bolino 2007).

The changes one goes through during the international experience (we 
elaborate on this point in the sections to come), combined with changes 
in contextual factors in the home organization and changes in non-work 
life in the home country (Stroh et  al. 2000), may result in perceiving 
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repatriation as a career challenge or a career opportunity. Early research 
has found that many repatriates think of themselves as “organizational 
heroes” due to their accomplishments abroad (Osland 2000; Stroh et al. 
1998). For an international assignee, working abroad means a period of 
intensive learning and building an international social network. Given 
that one’s career capital, that is, one’s career competencies consisting of 
knowing-how, knowing-whom and knowing-why, impacts global career 
behaviour (Mayrhofer et  al. 2004), the perceptions of repatriates and 
other stakeholders regarding the learning taking place during the interna-
tional work experience may affect the career choices available to the repa-
triate. Due to the “out of sight out of mind” effect, organizations however 
may not necessarily be cognizant of such accomplishments (Stroh et al. 
1998). Returning home may also have a reputation-related effect in one’s 
social circles in the home country. For example, in the case of repatriating 
from a developed to a developing country, it has been suggested that 
repatriates could suffer from “losing face” in the eyes of significant others, 
because moving back home may be perceived as a step-down in terms of 
one’s career (Banai and Harry 2004).

Research has also pointed out that expatriation is a time during which 
individuals may question their identities (Kohonen 2008; Kraimer et al. 
2012). The ways in which repatriates define their identities (Suutari and 
Mäkelä 2007) may complicate repatriates’ career-related decision-
making. Some individuals may build a balanced identity that bridges 
host and home country cultures, while others may hold all-inclusive 
global identities (Mao and Shen 2015). In contrast, for some individuals, 
expatriation is a period during which the home country identity is rein-
forced due to negative experiences abroad (Sussman 2002; Kohonen 
2008). Research has found that those who were highly embedded in the 
host country before repatriation were more likely to develop an interna-
tional employee identity, defined as the extent to which one’s role as an 
international assignee has become central to one’s self-concept, which in 
turn has implications for career choices upon return (Kraimer et  al. 
2012). These identity changes are particularly pronounced during one’s 
first international assignment. This is attributed to individuals perceiving 
their first international work experience as a journey inwards, and it 
increases levels of “self-awareness, knowledge of one’s own strengths, 
weaknesses, drives, and reactions to different situations” (Jokinen 2010).
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�Repatriation as a Challenge

�Unmet Expectations

Perhaps the theme that emerges most frequently in organizational repa-
triate research is the mismatch between individuals’ career prospects prior 
to repatriation and what they encounter upon returning home (Chiang 
et al. 2017). Organizational repatriates not only consider the presence of 
career prospects in the home country organization as an important input 
to their career decisions within the organization, but they also take into 
account the extent to which the organization can leverage the precious 
international work experience repatriates gained during their expatria-
tion period (Szkudlarek 2010). Hence, repatriates usually have high 
expectations towards their organizations in terms of valuing the interna-
tional knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs) gained during their experi-
ences abroad (Riusala and Suutari 2000).

One of the career outcomes that is generally sought after by repatriates 
is advancement within the organization (Stroh et al. 1998). In line with 
this, early research emphasized that employees expected organizations to 
consider repatriation as an integrated part of career management and 
incorporate the positive appraisal of international experience into a for-
mal career development path, which would ultimately lead to a career 
progression within their organizations (Baruch and Altman 2002). 
Related to this, research has shown that a lack of perceived career pros-
pects upon repatriation is associated with organizational turnover (Reiche 
et al. 2011). However, other research suggests that promotion upon repa-
triation is not necessarily an expected outcome of international assign-
ments. Specifically, the lack of such promotion opportunities is considered 
to drive turnover intentions only if it leads to perceived underemploy-
ment from the repatriate’s perspective (Kraimer et al. 2009). Hence, if 
repatriates feel that the developmental outcomes of international assign-
ments are ignored by the organization, repatriation can become a chal-
lenging experience (Caligiuri and Bonache 2016).

Changes in one’s financial compensation are another expected out-
come of repatriation (Stroh et al. 1998). In one study that took a human 
capital perspective towards international work, the effect of financial 
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concerns on career outcomes was found to be more prominent for first 
time repatriates, for those whose acquired skills have been less utilized 
and for those at a higher hierarchical level (Ramaswami et  al. 2016). 
Another study pointed out that repatriates tend to select as reference 
group other current expatriates in their home country rather than local 
employees, which results in concerns that they are paid less than these 
expatriates (Banai and Harry 2004). In general, under-met financial 
expectations as an objective career success criteria have been shown to 
lead to career dissatisfaction for repatriates (Ren et al. 2013). Expanding 
this perspective, Tharenou and Seet (2014) suggested that inequitable 
salary during repatriation may even be a push factor away from the home 
country and result in being involved in further expatriation.

Beyond compensation, individuals’ perceptions of how their organiza-
tions handle repatriation frequently involve unmet expectations. Research 
showed that repatriates’ perceptions of an organization’s lack of attention 
to repatriation policies and a lack of repatriation support may result in 
decreased commitment (Tung 1998; Lazarova and Caligiuri 2002). 
Repatriation support is crucial in terms of turnover, too, as the lack 
thereof may lead to an increase in a repatriate’s intentions to quit the 
organization (Birur and Muthiah 2013).

In terms of unmet expectations, the role of significant others has also 
been considered critical, as long-term international work generally 
involves an individual’s relocation with their family. Mäkelä and Suutari 
(2011) discussed that people whose careers involve frequent international 
relocations (i.e. global careerists) are usually aware of the challenges their 
families might face during repatriation and, as such, relocation decisions 
are taken into account with their potential negative effects on the family. 
Hence, trailing spouses and children play an important role for repatri-
ates’ future career choices. In particular, unmet expectations regarding 
family support might affect employee commitment to the organization 
(Stroh et al. 2000).

Regardless of whether the concern is career advancement, financial out-
comes or non-work issues, the ways through which unmet expectations 
affect career decisions have often been subsumed under a breach of psy-
chological contract (Yan et al. 2002). Specifically, the extent to which an 
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individual’s and the organization’s perspectives are aligned likely influences 
repatriation outcomes. Lack of congruence between employee and organi-
zational motivation and expectations may lead to repatriation failure (Paik 
et al. 2002; Tahir and Azhar 2013; Valk et al. 2015) and turnover inten-
tions (Cesário et  al. 2014). Moreover, studies have shown that unmet 
expectations lead to crucial outcomes such as weak commitment to the 
organization (Stroh et al. 2000), active job search (Lazarova and Caligiuri 
2002) and turnover (Bossard and Peterson 2005).

�Beyond Unmet Expectations

Apart from the organization and family, the repatriate literature has also 
considered other social actors. First, mentors and supervisors may have a 
role in the career choices of repatriates. The presence of formal hierarchi-
cal mentoring has been suggested to help the developmental needs of 
repatriates, reducing the challenges that repatriates might face upon 
return (Mezias and Scandura 2005). Some repatriates think that having a 
mentor with high levels of political power and emotional intelligence 
would aid them in ascending the corporate hierarchy and renewing the 
connections that could have been lost during the expatriation period 
(Jassawalla and Sashittal 2009). Moreover, individuals’ relationships with 
their supervisors can influence career-related perceptions. In particular, 
goal incongruence between supervisors and repatriates in terms of fitting 
the assignment into the employee’s career (i.e. having a reciprocal long-
term relationship) influences turnover intentions (Pattie et al. 2013).

Second, how repatriates perceive their peers influences career choices 
upon repatriation. Repatriates who consider themselves international 
employees compare themselves to their colleagues without any prior 
international assignment experience. Their perceived lack of benefits 
received from the organization (compared to noninternational employ-
ees) may heighten the effect of identity strain that they feel. This in turn 
is likely to result in turnover (Kraimer et  al. 2012). Further, not only 
peers without any international experience but also those who have 
worked abroad for the organization are influential for repatriate choices. 
Specifically, a repatriate’s willingness to take on future relocations may be 
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influenced by whether previously repatriated colleagues have experienced 
career success or not (Bolino 2007; Stroh et al. 1998). This suggests a 
contagion effect amongst repatriated employees in an organization.

More broadly, being away from home for long periods might have 
implications for repatriates’ social capital. Having global careers could 
result in a higher number of weak ties in the organization, which may 
negatively impact the repatriation experience. While discussing the 
importance of international social capital on global careers, Mäkelä and 
Suutari (2009) emphasized how such social capital could also entail a 
paradox. That is, having a diverse external network that spreads across 
geographies might bear the risk of not being embedded in the home 
country. Given the importance of network position within the organiza-
tion in terms of being visible inside the organization (Mäkelä et al. 2010), 
the insufficient social ties in one’s own home country might result in not 
being recognized in the home country talent pool, thereby negatively 
affecting repatriation outcomes.

�Repatriation as an Opportunity

The perceived developmental outcomes of international work experi-
ences have been discussed prominently in the literature. Specifically, 
international work experiences imply changes in individuals, which in 
turn affect how they construe their future careers. From a career capital 
perspective, repatriates generally think that their prior international expe-
riences possess great value, because these experiences add to their career 
capital of knowing-how, knowing-whom and knowing-why (Suutari and 
Mäkelä 2007; Dickmann and Harris 2005; Baruch et  al. 2013). 
International assignees see their experiences abroad as a period in which 
they improve both their job-related and their intercultural skills (Stahl 
et al. 2002). As a result of such learning, they become more optimistic 
that their KSAs will not only help them advance inside their current 
organizations but will also be valued by other organizations (Stahl et al. 
2009). This is also related to recent findings that international assignees 
usually consider the psychological contract as transactional (i.e. career 
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oriented) and less dependent on one organization (Pate and Scullion 
2009). Thus, even though some international assignees are aware of the 
likely negative outcomes of expatriation, they see the learning outcomes 
of the assignment as an opportunity for future careers either inside or 
outside the organization (Stahl et al. 2002; Tung 1998; Stahl and Cerdin 
2004). In particular, those people who take on managerial roles during 
their expatriation perceive the learning outcomes of such assignments as 
highly transferrable amongst different international assignments by 
developing cultural metacognition (Jokinen 2010). Such competences, if 
not appreciated by the current organization, could be utilized by another 
multinational organization (Stahl et  al. 2002). As a result, repatriates 
become more confident that they will have higher levels of mobility both 
within and between organizations, meaning their careers become more 
boundaryless (Lazarova and Cerdin 2007).

By the same token, the idea that new international relocations may 
provide similar development opportunities may be a pull force for 
employees to take on future international assignments (Suutari 2003), 
especially for those who were satisfied during their previous interna-
tional assignment (Bossard and Peterson 2005). Indeed, managers who 
go through frequent international relocations are considered to have 
“global (aspatial) careers” and they build a deep understanding of global 
organizations (Roberts et  al. 1998). Having worked abroad may turn 
out to be part of a lifestyle that embraces international working above 
other types of career opportunities (Suutari and Taka 2004). Related to 
this, researchers have identified an internationalism career anchor, indi-
cating strong preferences to international work (Suutari and Taka 2004; 
Lazarova et al. 2014). Such an internationalism career anchor may be 
higher for “international itinerants” compared to “repeat expatriates” as 
international itinerants feel less bound to one place and are more moti-
vated to integrate with locals (Näsholm 2014). Repatriates driven by the 
internationalism career anchor might be more willing to quit an organi-
zation which does not appreciate their international experience, moti-
vated by the belief that the external labour market will provide more 
suitable opportunities for their international career aspirations (Suutari 
and Brewster 2003).
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Furuya et al. (2008) offer an alternative perspective on the impact of 
learning stemming from international experiences on repatriates’ future 
careers. Drawing on the concept of international careers as repositories of 
knowledge, the authors discuss that the KSAs gained during international 
work, once successfully transferred to the new position upon repatria-
tion, may lead to higher levels of job motivation. This means that if 
recently acquired KSAs are successfully used in the home organization, 
the resulting self-efficacy could increase the intent to stay in the organiza-
tion. Hence, the effects of international KSAs on global career-related 
outcomes are highly contingent on the extent to which such KSAs can be 
leveraged upon repatriation. However, an important blind spot of the 
current literature is that little detailed research has examined what type of 
KSAs individuals develop (Antal 2001; Dickmann et al. 2016).

�Other Factors Influencing Global Careers

�The Role of Social Resources and Embeddedness

The social resources one accumulates during an international experience 
may affect the career choices of a returnee in the context of inpatriation 
(Reiche 2012; Reiche et al. 2011). Reiche et al. (2011) used an organiza-
tional embeddedness perspective and showed that the social links created 
during inpatriation were related to perceived prospects in the organiza-
tion upon return, which in turn increased the likelihood of retention. 
However, they also found that firm-specific learning during the assign-
ment represented a significant investment in the organization, which fur-
ther deterred the individual from quitting, as it increased the costs of 
leaving. This suggests that repatriates’ career choices are also a function of 
the extent to which the KSAs they gained abroad can be leveraged by the 
current organization. Also relying on the embeddedness approach, Shen 
and Hall (2009) scrutinized career exploration outcomes as a function of 
job embeddedness. Their work suggests that higher levels of job embed-
dedness are related to internal career explorations. They also take a step 
further and posit that repatriation adjustment may be a crucial factor in 
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deciding whether those who are embedded will want to embark on 
further international career roles within the organization. In other words, 
those who are highly embedded but not adjusted well during repatriation 
will seek to find subsequent international assignments within the organi-
zation. All in all, taking an embeddedness approach may bring a more 
detailed understanding of how leveraging the international experience is 
linked with career outcomes inside or outside the organization.

�Identity Transformations

As discussed earlier, individuals may go through changes in identity dur-
ing their work experience abroad. Recent research, which is anchored in 
the idea that individuals may go through various identity changes during 
expatriation, has shown that such transformations could also influence 
aspirations for further international relocation (Valk et al. 2013). On the 
one hand, people who were unhappy with their stay abroad and as a 
result had even higher levels of home country identity think of returning 
as an opportunity to build their careers back home, either inside or out-
side their current organizations. Valk et al. (2013) also found that this is 
particularly pronounced for those repatriating to booming economies. 
On the other hand, repatriates who feel they belong to the global com-
munity—that is, global identifiers—think that international experience 
leads to being culturally more independent and are more open-minded 
towards working abroad. Shen and Hall’s (2009) work becomes relevant 
at this point again, in that those who have developed a global identity 
during prior experiences may have both less individual-organization fit 
and less individual-environment fit. It was also suggested that having 
both a global identity and a host country identity is positively related to 
repatriation adjustment (Mao and Shen 2015). While these arguments 
seem to imply challenges for individuals at first, they may also pave the 
way for individuals to identify opportunities that serve to gratify their 
identities in terms of career choices. Hence, similar to KSAs, changes in 
identity also influence mobility choices upon repatriation, resulting in 
perceptions of higher levels of boundarylessness in their careers.
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�Career Success and Global Careers

Career success upon repatriation has thus far been defined somewhat 
loosely. Because the career aspirations differ across individual repatriates, 
so does the definition of “success”. A common distinction is to define 
success in objective and subjective terms. According to the literature, 
objective career success is defined in financial and hierarchical terms, 
whereas subjective career success is defined in more personal terms such 
as satisfaction (Judge et al. 1995).

Bolino (2007) took a within-organization approach and defined career 
success in terms of upward mobility, assuming that a key career focus of 
repatriates is moving up in the organizational hierarchy. He suggested 
that upward mobility within an organization upon return is affected by 
the amount of international experience the repatriate has, the strategic 
importance of the unit that the repatriate worked in during the assign-
ment and the employee’s performance during the assignment. Kraimer 
et al. (2009) found that the relationship between the number of interna-
tional assignments and career advancement has an inverse-U shape. This 
means that prior international experiences influence organizational career 
outcomes upon repatriation in a complex fashion. On a more pessimistic 
note, Hamori and Koyuncu (2011) find that among a sample of CEOs, 
international experience (captured through a number of assignments and 
the length of international experiences) is positively related to the time 
individuals took to ascend to the CEO role of their respective organiza-
tions (in other words, international experience seemed to slow down 
one’s path to the top). Another quantifiable success measure was consid-
ered in the work of Ramaswami et al. (2016). The authors conceptualize 
repatriation success in financial terms (i.e. cash compensation levels upon 
return) and find that financial success is influenced by the extent to which 
expatriate experience is utilized during repatriation, by the employee hav-
ing served in a one-off or in multiple assignments and by the repatriate’s 
hierarchical level.

Others have defined success in ways that do not emphasize hierarchical 
advancement. Thus, Yan et al. (2002) suggested that from the individu-
als’ perspective, repatriation is successful to the extent that the expertise 
gained during international work is utilized and further development 
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opportunities are offered by the organization. A common underlying 
assumption here is that successful repatriation entails retention in the 
organization. Lazarova and Cerdin (2007) brought a wider perspective to 
the debate and pointed out that success from the standpoint of the indi-
vidual does not necessarily overlap with success from the standpoint of 
the organization. This perspective recognizes that, like boundaryless 
careers, global careers may unfold both within and between organizations 
(Bird 1994; Arthur et al. 2005). Related to this, Zikic et al. (2006) pos-
ited that repatriates’ distal goal is to have career growth either inside or 
outside the organization. The authors also discussed that a sense of pur-
pose serves as a critical reference point for career success and that purpose 
is subjective to the individual. This also brings our attention to the idea 
that individuals have higher levels of agency in the boundaryless world. 
In such a context, what we mean by being boundaryless also becomes 
more complicated than within or between organizations and could be 
extended to crossing international boundaries. Thus, linking the repatria-
tion experience with psychological and physical mobility outcomes may 
provide a broader picture of how global careers can be shaped upon 
return.

However, it is difficult to judge which success criteria drives one to 
take on future international roles upon repatriation. From an objective 
career success perspective further expatriation usually entails financial 
compensation that one may not obtain in the home country organization 
(Toh and DeNisi 2003). In a similar vein, moving to a foreign operation 
that has a more strategic position in the multinational organization, 
either as a third-country national or inpatriate, may imply having career 
access to higher management levels within the organization (Reiche 
2006). Such outcomes may act as a pull force for the individual towards 
retaking international roles. On the other hand, to the extent that repa-
triates consider having an international employee identity, a global iden-
tity or an international career anchor, being boundaryless may mean 
possessing a sense of purpose related to having a global career. In this 
case, the choice to embark on future global career roles may be fueled by 
subjective success criteria. Hence, both objective and subjective success 
criteria could be considered as variables of interest in linking repatriation 
and further global careers.

  The Role of Repatriation in and for Global Careers 



238 

�The Case of Self-Initiated Repatriates

The last few years have seen a surge in research on self-initiated expatri-
ates (SIEs), or individuals who embark on an international work experi-
ence without the help of an organization (Selmer and Lauring 2011; 
Froese 2012; Chen and Shaffer 2016). Most SIE studies to date focus on 
what drives the decision to make that career move and on the various 
issues encountered once the individual relocates. In sharp contrast, repa-
triation has thus far received very little attention. Below we briefly touch 
on relevant SIE studies that have implications on repatriates’ global 
careers and also discuss the very few studies that concentrate specifically 
on self-initiated repatriates (SIRs).

In terms of the reasons behind why individuals self-initiate their repa-
triation, arguably the most impactful study has been conducted by 
Tharenou and Caulfield (2010). Using a longitudinal design, the authors 
examine both pull forces towards the home country and push forces from 
the host country in their role as repatriation antecedents. Their findings 
suggest that repatriation is driven by the extent to which one is embed-
ded both in his/her career and community network, as well as lifestyle 
benefits of returning to the home country, family encouragement to 
move back and by a national identity. While some of these findings are in 
line with the organizational repatriate literature, what is probably most 
salient to note from a global career perspective is that feeling embedded 
in the career circles in the host country may serve as an inertial force in 
the choice for repatriation. In particular, the negative relationship 
between host country career network embeddedness and the intention to 
repatriate highlights that SIRs may lose their host country career network 
once they move back home, making it more difficult to capitalize on this 
network upon return. A related finding was observed in another study 
that took place in the Chinese context, which showed that upon return 
SIRs often find they lack local career capital (Guo et al. 2013).

Career capital is another concept that recently caught the attention of 
international management scholars. In a research that compared the 
career capital of SIEs and organizational assignees, Dickmann et  al. 
(2016) showed that organizational assignees acquire higher levels of 
knowing-whom competency and that the latter is perceived to be more 
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beneficial in the long term after repatriating. The authors also found that 
organizational assignees tend to experience higher levels of change in 
their knowing-why career capital during their expatriation period com-
pared to SIEs, which makes it likely that the repatriation experience is 
more impactful for them from a global career perspective.

The literature has also indicated that, in the broadest sense, SIRs, like 
their organizational counterparts, face various challenges in the home 
country. However, early research mentioned that as SIRs need to take 
care of their own employment upon repatriation, they face an extra layer 
of difficulty upon moving back. These individuals feel the need to get 
potential employers to recognize and appreciate their international expe-
rience on their own, which adds to the complexity of the career choices 
they face. Given organizations often undervalue international experience 
(Suutari and Brewster 2001), SIRs may need to settle for lower-level posi-
tions back in their home countries than expected (Begley et al. 2008), 
which implies a strong case of unmet expectations. Furthermore, SIRs’ 
prior international experience may turn out to be a “double-edged sword” 
as it may tempt the employing organization to draw on the SIRs’ interna-
tional experience and send the individual abroad again, which runs coun-
ter to the self-initiated nature of repatriation (Begley et  al. 2008). In 
terms of how SIR experience leads one to become involved in global 
careers after repatriation, Ho et  al. (2015) used a similar approach to 
Tharenou and Caulfield (2010) and suggested that reverse culture shock 
upon repatriation and the perceived outcomes of career, family and qual-
ity of life in the anticipated host country are forces that lead people to 
intend to re-expatriate, that is, carrying on with their global careers.

Barely any research has examined how SIRs define career success. The 
only study that we are aware of has been conducted on a sample of Indian 
women academics. Valk et  al. (2014) found that career success upon 
repatriation was related to the transferability of competencies to the 
home country, demonstrating one’s value to others and recognition from 
peers in science. Thus, compared to organizational expatriates, having 
prosocial or altruistic motives may also be relevant in the definition of 
career success for SIRs. However, due to the specific characteristics of the 
sample, generalizations to the broader population of SIRs may not be 
appropriate.
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�Suggestions for Future Research

Research at the intersection between repatriation and global careers is still 
in its infancy, and there is a great deal of opportunities for scholars in this 
field. First, returning home is a step in one’s global career for which the 
repatriation outcomes are affected by the returnee’s experience of the 
transition between expatriation and repatriation. In order to unravel the 
temporal mechanisms that link pre-repatriation inputs to repatriation 
outcomes, we need more longitudinal research connecting individuals’ 
perceptions of self, organization and more macro-level variables such as 
the economic and social welfare of the home country, at various stages of 
the repatriation process. This may help broaden our knowledge of the 
difference between short-term repatriation outcomes and long-term 
effects of the repatriation experience on global careers (Kraimer et  al. 
2016). Also, the choice of outcome variables should explicitly address the 
role of repatriation in global careers. A necessary step for studies of global 
careers is being explicit and precise about how each study defines “global 
career success”. For instance, under which conditions could moving to a 
more strategic subsidiary of a MNC imply climbing up the ladder in the 
organizational hierarchy, hence enhancing an individual’s objective global 
career success? Or in view of the presence of multiple levels of boundary 
crossing in which repatriates engage, how can we integrate the notion of 
boundarylessness into evaluations of subjective career success? In terms of 
career choices more generally, under which conditions does the interna-
tionalism career anchor lead individuals to quit organizations that do not 
offer promising opportunities for global work? For those who have the 
aspiration to work internationally, could the presence of alternative inter-
national work opportunities inside the organization act as a variable that 
deters turnover? Linking turnover intentions with the intentions to take 
on future international roles within the organization may help bridge 
repatriate retention research with the global career literature.

Second, there is a scarcity of research on alternative forms of global 
work. That is, having global careers may have different meanings for indi-
viduals and working internationally upon repatriation does not necessarily 
imply a new international relocation. Such careers may also take place 
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within the boundaries of a home country, as in the case of global domestics 
(Shaffer et al. 2012). There are some attempts to initiate a scholarly con-
versation about alternative forms of global work (Tharenou 2003, 2005; 
Mayrhofer and Reiche 2014). In some emerging types of global work (e.g. 
working in virtual teams), repatriation is no longer a meaningful concept, 
whereas in others (e.g. short-term or project-based assignments), repatria-
tion is likely quite different than that of “traditional”/long-term expatri-
ates. This means that we should refocus our inquiries to address emerging 
issues. For example, one interesting question is whether alternative forms 
of international work generate unique forms of career capital and how 
such changes influence perceptions of career success in a global work envi-
ronment. Thinking of boundarylessness in terms of crossing psychological 
and physical boundaries separately (Peiperl and Jonsen 2007) may help 
scholars define how individuals construe a subjective definition of global 
careers. It will also impact our conceptualization and study of embedded-
ness (e.g. when one is always at “home” but one’s work is continuously 
crossing borders, what is the distinction between home and host country 
embeddedness?). One idea could be to consider the two-by-two matrix 
model of Sullivan and Arthur (2006), in which boundarylessness of indi-
viduals’ careers is characterized by varying levels of physical and psycho-
logical mobility. Another theoretical route was proposed by Shaffer et al. 
(2012), who described global experiences as consisting of three dimen-
sions: cognitive flexibility, physical mobility and non-work disruption. 
Conceptualizing the difference between working abroad and performing 
international work in domestic jobs in such terms may help scholars dif-
ferentiate between types of global work, and this could pave the way for 
linking the repatriation experience with global career choices. This may 
also help scholars understand the extent to which the notion of repatria-
tion is relevant to domestic global careers, that is, leveraging one’s interna-
tional career capital through exposure to international work in the home 
country (Dickmann and Cerdin 2014).

Third, more research is required on self-initiated repatriation. Once 
again, longitudinal studies that shed light on the SIR experience would 
be of particularly great value. One topic that has received almost no 
attention is the meaning of career success for SIRs. On the other hand, 
there are recent studies that discuss the role of the national economy for 
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SIRs’ career choices (Valk et al. 2015). Similarly, as found in the work of 
Tharenou and colleagues (2010, Tharenou and Seet 2014), the role of 
family is salient in SIEs’ decisions to repatriate. There is only one study 
that has delved into the role of families during SIE repatriation (Ho et al. 
2015). Future research could also more explicitly account for the com-
plex interplay between individuals’ and their families’ expectations, their 
newcomer status in a new organization and the macro context (Baruch 
et al. 2016), thereby contributing to our understanding of what can be 
considered SIR success.

International management research has widely concentrated on the 
individual-level outcomes of international experience and repatriation on 
global careers. While it is understandable that careers are foremost indi-
vidual in nature, employees’ careers have implications for organizational 
success (Judge et al. 1999). Accordingly, it would also be helpful to link 
the role of repatriation experience in one’s global career to organizational 
outcomes. In order to accomplish this, macro-level organizational theo-
ries such as human capital theory (Becker 1994) could be utilized to 
integrate how organizational talent management systems may interact 
with employees’ preferences in terms of career development. As for SIRs, 
it may be a useful idea to take into account the types of organizations (i.e. 
domestic v multinational) that individuals choose to work for upon repa-
triation and discuss whether or how their international orientations and 
career capital could be leveraged by the organization.

Finally, although a number of theories have been applied to under-
standing the repatriation experience and its outcomes, there still is room 
to integrate more theoretical approaches that help explain the mecha-
nisms through which repatriation experiences relate to relevant out-
comes. In terms of repatriation’s effect on career success, psychological 
contract and agency theory (Yan et al. 2002) as well as boundaryless and 
protean career (Leiba O’Sullivan 2002; Lazarova and Cerdin 2007) per-
spectives have been discussed as possible underlying mechanisms. 
However, in terms of career choices upon repatriation, only a few studies 
are substantiated by existing theories. Organizational embeddedness (Ng 
and Feldman 2007) has been one theoretical approach that has been uti-
lized in the literature (Reiche et  al. 2011). In explaining self-initiated 
repatriation and re-expatriation, push and pull forces (Toren 1976) were 
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mentioned in how choice behaviour takes place (Tharenou and Caulfield 
2010). Another study has drawn on the theory of planned behaviour 
(Ajzen 1991) to explain intentions to move abroad (Ho et al. 2015). We 
suggest that, in order to complement the current state of research, anchor-
ing the choices on motivation theories such as the theory of planned 
behaviour (Ajzen 1991) or the career motivation theory (London 1983) 
may help broaden the perspective of how repatriates choose to be involved 
in directing their careers towards the global arena. Similarly, process the-
ories such as the expectancy theory (Vroom 1964) or the goal-setting 
theory (Locke and Latham 2002) could help scholars understand how 
the perceptions of individuals may lead to repatriation and global career 
choice outcomes.

In conclusion, repatriation could either be only a pit stop in one’s 
global career or signal the end of the journey. Global career choices are 
likely influenced by how the returnee perceives the challenges and oppor-
tunities faced during expatriation and repatriation. Given the complexity 
of these experiences, more research needs to examine the role of repatria-
tion in the unfolding of individuals’ global careers. Having a more in-
depth understanding of repatriation may help scholars, organizations and 
individuals to manage this complex period and help individuals steer 
through their global careers more effectively.

Home Soil or up in the Air: Fernando González 
at Biopharma*

[*Names have been changed to preserve anonymity]
Fernando González was sitting on his terrace, reflecting on his past 17 

years at Biopharma that had carried him and his family across the globe 
and then back to Spain. After almost eight years of working as an R&D 
expatriate in Argentina, the USA and Poland, he had returned to Barcelona 
with his family two and a half years ago. He was certain that his profes-
sional experience thus far had equipped him well for his future career. 
However, he began to wonder where his logical next career step would 
carry him. As a senior manager in Global Clinical Development at 
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Biopharma, he was working in a global function and was part of the 
company’s global talent pool, which meant that his future was more likely 
to be outside his home country, Spain. But he was unsure whether he 
could expect his family to agree to whatever move would present itself. He 
realized that his next career decisions were looming large on the horizon.

Embarking on a Career at Biopharma

Fernando and his wife Helen met at a university, when studying for a 
PhD in Biology. Fernando quickly realized that as a scientist couple it 
would be difficult to develop two academic careers in the same location. 
Helen continued to complete her PhD in Biology and strived to pursue 
an academic career that ultimately would lead her to become a professor 
at the University of Barcelona. However, towards the end of his studies, 
Fernando actively looked for career opportunities in industry. In 
December 1999, he decided to apply for a position at the Barcelona oper-
ations of Biopharma, a biopharmaceutical company, and immediately 
received an offer. Although his thesis defence was only scheduled for May 
2000, he decided to discontinue his dissertation and embark on a corpo-
rate career in R&D.

Biopharma was a global company that employed over 60,000 people, 
generated worldwide sales of $45 billion and was active in more than 100 
countries. Its R&D organization had an annual budget of over $5 billion 
and more than 10,000 employees.

A Global Career Path

After almost five years in his position, Fernando received a spontaneous 
offer to relocate to Argentina to initiate the R&D operations of Biopharma 
in Latin America. Fernando accepted the ten-month transfer because he 
thought that international relocations were an essential part of being 
employed by a multinational company and he was excited about getting 
to know a new culture and work environment. His assignment started in 
October 2004.
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Since Helen was in her late stages of pregnancy with their first child, 
Fernando relocated alone. In the following months, he moved back and 
forth between Argentina and Spain as much as possible to see Helen and 
their newly born son Jaume. Soon after, Fernando experienced far-reach-
ing changes also in his professional life. In July 2005, Fernando returned 
to Spain just to find out that due to reorganizations his previous depart-
ment ceased to exist and his former boss had left the company. Given 
these changes, Fernando was not able to find an adequate position back 
in Barcelona.

He therefore spent his time on temporary project work while continu-
ing to look for possible alternative positions within Biopharma. His direct 
boss’ superior in the UK supported Fernando’s cause and, in September 
2006, offered him a position in Miami from where to develop the Latin 
American market. However, his direct boss himself did not back this 
move at all. Excited by the opportunities in Miami but frustrated by the 
inflexibility of his direct boss, Fernando decided to resign from the 
Spanish organization and sign a new employment contract with the UK 
organization of Biopharma. This meant that his Miami assignment would 
be managed from the UK. However, to maintain the possibility of return-
ing to Spain in the future, Fernando also applied for a leave of absence 
without pay for a period of five years that would guarantee him some kind 
of job at the Spanish unit. Meanwhile, Helen was pregnant with their 
second son, and they considered relocating to Miami as a family.

Completing the employment contract in the UK organization was a 
rushed affair. As Fernando remembered:

I literally received the new contract to sign when the whole family was in the 
hospital to welcome Xavier to the world. It was a bit of a joke to only have 
48 hours to consider the contract. This was not a Spanish employment con-
tract after all—I had to sign the contract neither knowing the labor condi-
tions nor the tax system in the UK nor being able to read the fine print!

With the formalities clarified, Fernando moved to Miami to start his 
new position in January 2007. However, Helen continued to stay in 
Spain with their two children for the first year to follow through with her 
application for professorship at the University of Barcelona. Once she 
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had succeeded with this process, she was granted maternity leave and the 
whole family joined Fernando in Miami. As part of his assignment in 
Miami, Fernando had to travel extensively throughout Latin America. 
He reflected on the demands his job entailed:

In a sense, I was constantly straining the family by travelling so much and 
living apart. Even during our time in Miami where we were living together 
I had to travel a lot and often wouldn’t see the family for several days. This 
was frustrating at times because I didn’t always see enough support from 
the company for the personal sacrifices and stress that I took. Of course it 
is exciting to be able to travel around but there are also many personal chal-
lenges that people tend to forget about.

Still, he was happy that the whole family could be united. Partly to 
prolong Helen’s maternity leave and hence the possibility to stay together 
in Miami, Fernando and Helen decided to have a third child, Pablo, who 
was born in May 2008. However, once again Fernando was concerned 
about his professional chances within the company upon return. He felt 
that Biopharma did not know what to do with him. More importantly, 
no hiring manager in Spain knew him anymore. With only a couple of 
months to go, he was eventually offered an opportunity to further expand 
the Eastern European market by moving to Warsaw, which he accepted.

The position in Poland started in January 2011 and so Fernando 
moved directly from Miami. Helen stayed on for another six months so 
their children could complete the school year at a US private school in 
Miami before following Fernando. Warsaw had an American School, 
which made the schooling transition for their children reasonably easy. 
However, a year later Helen had to return to Barcelona with the children 
to resume her job at the university or risk losing her professorship. While 
the transfer to the American School in Warsaw had been fairly smooth 
for the children, transitioning into a bilingual public school in Barcelona 
required a huge adjustment for them.

During his time in Warsaw, Fernando’s boss in the UK organization 
changed. However, his new boss, Mike Gallagher, was supportive of 
Fernando’s career and in 2012 pushed for Fernando to be included in the 
global talent pool at Biopharma. Fernando evaluated this as a positive 
sign yet also realized the professional implications:
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Becoming part of the global talent pool indicated to me that Biopharma 
had finally recognized my full potential for the company and started to take 
real ownership of my career development. But I also knew that by accepting 
I would indirectly commit myself to a global career at Biopharma.

Back on Spanish Soil

While he felt more taken care of by the company, his next career move was 
more up in the air than ever. Just as the last few months in Miami he expe-
rienced a very stressful time not knowing whether he would have to resign 
from Biopharma or whether an interesting alternative would open up.

In October 2013, with only three months to go in Warsaw, Fernando 
received two job offers for a subsequent position at Biopharma. The first 
opportunity involved running the regional R&D operations for Asia-
Pacific from Hong Kong. Fernando considered this to be a very interest-
ing position, but he knew that he would not be able to relocate with his 
whole family given they had just returned to Spain. In the end, he 
declined the offer for this very reason. Shortly afterwards, he learnt about 
an internal opening for a position with regional responsibilities in a 
research centre based in Manchester, UK. He applied for the position 
because he considered that a commute between the UK and Spain would 
be feasible. However, he did not get the job.

Just before his job ended in Warsaw, his boss helped Fernando to be 
contracted again by the Spanish subsidiary. While being a legal employee 
in Barcelona, he would assume a senior management position in Global 
Clinical Development and report to a global function based in the UK. 
Starting in January 2014, Fernando was happy to be back in Spain and 
close not only to his wife and children but also his extended family.

An Uncertain Future

As the sun set on his terrace, Fernando’s mind was racing. After two and 
a half years back in Spain, he considered his options. Would there be suf-
ficient opportunities for him in Spain? He knew that being in the global 
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talent pool and working in a global function, future opportunities would 
be more abundant at one of Biopharma’s main sites in the UK, the US or 
Asia. He also reflected on his career path so far. He looked back on very 
rich and interesting experiences in different cultures.

Would his family agree to relocate again if an appropriate opportunity 
arose? Fernando reminded himself that the support for international relo-
cations had improved in the company over the past. He wondered 
whether it would be possible for Helen to stop working or take a pro-
longed sabbatical and live off a single salary. How important was it for his 
family to remain in Spain? Could he envision his family’s future else-
where? Another option for him was to commute, thereby agreeing to a 
life partially away from his family again. He knew there would soon be 
another large reorganization taking place at Biopharma, and he consid-
ered the scant possibility of having to change employers anyway. As the 
questions kept arising, he failed to notice how the last sun rays beautifully 
lit up the roofs around him.
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A Typology of Dual-Career Expatriate 

(Trailing) Spouses: The ‘R’ Profile

Yvonne McNulty and Miriam Moeller

�Introduction

Dual-career expatriation has received increasing attention in the past two 
decades due mainly to a practical concern in terms of policy and practice 
to diminish the many barriers to international job mobility (Harvey 
1995, 1996, 1998; Harvey et al. 2009b; Moore 2002). Consulting firms 
have provided much-needed evidence to suggest that, despite the grow-
ing demand for international talent, dual-career and spousal income con-
cerns are frequently shown to be significant and insurmountable issues in 
global mobility (ORC Worldwide 2005; Permits Foundation 2012). 
These challenges arise, in part, because many expatriates who undertake 
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international work experiences do so with an accompanying spouse and/or 
partner (Brown 2008; Cole 2011; Lauring and Selmer 2010), of which a 
substantial number consist of families for whom both are psychologically 
committed to a career (Mäkelä et al. 2011). Furthermore, unlike their 
homemaker counterparts who may have little interest in professional 
pursuits, career-oriented spouses engaged in the decision whether to 
accept an international relocation bring to the negotiating table a bar-
gaining chip that is often difficult for companies to placate with financial 
or other incentives—their career (Moore 2002).

There has been renewed interest in dual-career expatriation and its 
impact on ‘expatriate success’ particularly since Harvey’s (1995, 1997, 
1998) seminal work, as well as more recently among non-traditional 
expatriates (unmarried, homosexual or childless couples) and expatriates 
across communities (e.g. military) (McNulty and Hutchings 2016). 
While dual-career issues can manifest in a variety of situations that have 
nothing to do with mobility, the phenomenon is more critical in an 
international relocation context due to the high financial investment 
associated with moving families abroad and the widespread risks (to 
companies and individuals) associated with job failure. Not surprisingly, 
scholars have argued that organizations must attain a broader view of 
global talent management (GTM) in that talent begs the recruitment of 
not one individual but essentially the successful recruitment of two 
people disguised in the form of a dual-career couple (Harvey et  al. 
2009b; Mäkelä et al. 2011).

In this chapter, we provide an overview as to what is currently known 
about dual-career expatriates, including how they are defined and their 
challenges. Importantly, we broaden our literature review to include rel-
evant industry articles, White Papers and consulting reports. In the sec-
tion that follows, we then outline new empirical evidence about 
dual-career expatriates. Here, we build on and extend historical concep-
tualizations (Harvey et  al. 1999, 2009a; Harvey and Wiese 1998) to 
develop a preliminary and empirically driven ‘R’ profile typology of dual-
career expatriate (trailing) spouses. We conclude the chapter by discuss-
ing implications for practice arising from the typology, along with a 
detailed future research agenda for the next generation of dual-career 
expatriate research.
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�Status: What Do We Know?

The dual-career phenomenon was first introduced to the literature by 
Rapoport and Rapoport (1969) who were quick to construe it as a 
dilemma relative to work overload, personal norm behaviour, loss of indi-
vidual identity and role cycling (who am I?). The dual-career phenome-
non is defined as a situation where either spouse’s partner has career 
responsibilities and aspirations (Rapoport and Rapoport 1969). These 
aspirations are expressed in a strong psychological commitment to a 
career as well as (personal) professional growth. Dual-career couples are 
further defined by a commitment to professional careers in combination 
with a commitment to the relationship by both partners (van Gus and 
Kraaykamp 2008).

In the context of international HRM and GTM, the relatively high 
refusal rate among expatriates and their families arising from dual-career 
issues is a major challenge (ORC Worldwide 2005; Permits Foundation 
2009). In other words, the strong commitment by both partners to their 
separate careers can make it challenging for organizations to put forth con-
vincing arguments for these families to engage in global mobility opportu-
nities, particularly when one spouse is required to (potentially) put their 
career ambitions on hold as the ‘trailing spouse’ in order to help realize 
their partner’s international career opportunity. A trailing spouse is defined 
as the partner for whom an international assignment or work experience is 
not offered, given that one spouse’s job typically provides the opportunity 
to relocate internationally whereas the other’s does not (Harvey 1998).

�Defining Dual-Career Expatriates

Building on extant literature (Harvey et  al. 1999; Harvey and Wiese 
1998; Mäkelä et al. 2011), we define dual-career expatriates as:

Individuals with an unyielding psychological commitment to their profes-
sional careers which requires relocation abroad, in combination with a 
commitment to a personal relationship that may or may not involve the 
relocation of their partner abroad, and that the commitment to career and 
personal relationship is extended by both adult partners.
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Critical to our definition is that being a dual-career expatriate does not 
imply that the dual-career trailing spouse will necessarily work during an 
international relocation. Dual-career orientation for expatriates does not 
end due to temporary or long-term unemployment arising from an inter-
national relocation (Permits Foundation 2009, 2012; Vance and McNulty 
2014). Equally important is that, even when both partners are employed 
abroad, it sometimes results in the trailing spouse being employed under 
different and less prestigious or status-driven employment conditions 
compared to what they had in their home country or in comparison to 
their partner’s more lucrative job contract, for example, expatriate pack-
ages for the ‘true expatriate’ versus local employment terms and condi-
tions for the trailing spouse. This increasingly leads to a situation where 
the trailing spouse can end up with a ‘job’ versus a ‘career’, even where 
paid employment is available (Vance and McNulty 2014). While con-
sulting data does not distinguish paid employment according to whether 
a spouse continues in the same career, starts a new career or their employ-
ment is simply a ‘job’ as opposed to a ‘career’, McNulty (2012) alluded in 
her study to a substantial number of trailing spouses who overcame their 
employment challenges by embarking on a new ‘portable’ career that 
seemed to be a better fit with their unstable international lifestyle, 
although many suggested that their ‘new’ career was often a compromise, 
unsustainable over the long-term, underpaid and not ideally what they 
had in mind.

�Challenges Associated with Dual-Career Expatriates

The dual-career expatriate dilemma remains an ongoing concern for com-
panies with five main challenges. First, career-oriented spouses are often 
reluctant to give up their professional identity to assume the status of 
‘housewife’, trailing spouse or ‘corporate expatriate wife’ (Rapoport and 
Rapoport 1969). Further problems can arise when a relocation abroad is 
instigated by a woman, and a male assumes the role of a trailing spouse 
‘house-husband’ or ‘stay-at-home dad’ (Cole 2012; Moore 2002). Women 
have traditionally subordinated their careers for their husbands unhin-
dered by the constraints of managing a dual-career family, and these gen-

  Y. McNulty and M. Moeller



  261

der-based decisions are more commonly accepted and supported in some 
cultures more than others (Stroh et  al. 2000). Second, the Permits 
Foundation (2009) found in their study of 3300 expatriates and their 
spouses that nearly 60 per cent indicated that they would be unlikely in 
the future to relocate to a country where it is difficult for a spouse to get 
a work permit and to continue their career. Third, studies have found that 
organizational support for the trailing spouse is generally poor (Cole 
2011; Shaffer and Harrison 2001), particularly among dual-career cou-
ples where assistance to find meaningful work opportunities is shown to 
be a ‘major failing’ on the part of companies (McNulty 2012; Moore 
2002). Poor organizational support is likely to increase international 
assignment refusal rates at best and, at worst, to increase the likelihood of 
assignment failure in terms of premature return, refusal to re-assign or 
split families (i.e. the premature return of family members while an expa-
triate remains in situ to see out an assignment and then repatriate), 
thereby creating additional work-family stress (McNulty 2014). Lastly, 
relatively little research, if any, has examined the heightened dysfunc-
tional family consequences arising from the challenges of dual-career 
expatriation, particularly in relation to marital stress. Of the few pub-
lished studies we found, marital factors were found to be related to reloca-
tion adjustment for expatriates and their spouses (James et  al. 2004). 
Scholars have found that powerlessness, a loss of identity and changes in 
relationship dynamics with their partner contribute to trailing spouses’ 
feelings of isolation, frustration, disappointment and anger during inter-
national assignments (McNulty 2012; Shaffer and Harrison 2001).

Extant literature (Brown 2008; Harvey 1996; Mäkelä et  al. 2011) 
summarizes the dual-career expatriate issue as being exacerbated by sev-
eral factors including (1) the stage of one’s partners’ professional career, 
(2) the professional discipline in which each partner is engaged including 
professional licensing requirements to continue one’s career in a new 
location and (3) the flexibility of each partner’s career goals. There is also 
considerable evidence to suggest that while repatriation and career 
management support for expatriates is lacking in general (Lazarova and 
Cerdin 2007), there is even less support available to address the repatria-
tion and re-engagement concerns of the dual-career-oriented trailing 
spouse (Harvey and Buckley 1998; ORC Worldwide 2005).
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�New Empirical Evidence: A Typology of Dual-
Career Expatriate (Trailing) Spouses

In this chapter, so far, we have provided an overview of the status of 
extant literature about dual-career expatriates. As shown, most data about 
the topic stems from academic conceptualizations or empirical studies 
focused at the couple level of analysis. In this section, we build on this 
literature by reporting the findings of a very recent empirical study look-
ing at the dual-career expatriate (trailing) spouse, from which we have 
developed the ‘R’ profile typology: Ready, Reborn, Resentful and Resigned. 
We use the term ‘dual-career expatriate spouse’ to refer to the trailing 
spouse during an international relocation (McNulty 2012), which is the 
phenomenon we explore in our study. We note, however, that other terms 
have been used to refer to the same phenomenon, with extant literature 
referring synonymously to the dual-career expatriate ‘family’ (Harvey 
1995) and the dual-career expatriate ‘couple’ (Harvey 1998; Harvey et al. 
2009a; Mäkelä et al. 2011; Moore 2002). Both imply that the dual-career 
expatriate issue is one that impacts adults (couples) as well as children 
(families), although for our purposes we feel more comfortable with the 
encompassing term ‘dual-career expatriate family’ because it includes the 
couple, even if the couple is childless.

�Rationale for Our Study

In developing our typology, we attempted to overcome some concerns 
about prior conceptualizations of dual-career expatriates. First, in a 
departure from established thinking, we debunk the idea of a universal 
concept in which there is only one type of dual-career expatriate spouse. 
Rather, using a case study approach by drawing on interviews and ‘thick 
description’ with 46 dual-career expatriate spouses living and working in 
Asia Pacific, we conceptualize them as belonging to one of 4 distinct pro-
files that we term the ‘R’ profile. We developed the ‘R’ profile in an itera-
tive manner from our data based on observation and interpretation of the 
findings (Rossman and Rallis 2003). For example, as the sample grew 
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and the number of respondents increased, the capabilities and attitudes 
of one segment of the sample appeared to be different to other segments, 
and from this we developed four initial categories of dual-career success 
(or failure) that we then used as a preliminary conceptual framework as 
interviews progressed. When all the interviews were completed and full 
analysis conducted, clearer delineations between four types of dual-career 
trailing spouses became apparent, from which the Ready, Reborn, Resentful 
and Resigned categories emerged. The clearest delineation was between 
those spouses achieving dual-career success (employment: Ready, Reborn) 
v failure (no employment: Resigned, Resentful). We also found that mem-
bership to one category was not necessarily permanent, that is, the cate-
gories appeared to be fluid over a number of years (as trailing spouse/
dual-career experience was gained) with bi-directional movement between 
them (see, for example, M#21’s story below). Using a continuum 
approach, we were able to determine that some spouses who were origi-
nally Resigned were eventually able to move into the Reborn category, 
whereas others who were Resigned slipped further into the Resentful cate-
gory. For the purposes of our study, however, we ignored fluidity during 
data collection and were careful to categorize respondents according to 
their current category and not a previous one, based on their answers to 
the interview questions and our interpretation. In developing our typol-
ogy, we included dimensions (i.e. capabilities and attitudes) for each cat-
egory as being typical and strongest for that category, noting that each 
dimension could also be found in other categories, albeit not as strongly 
(e.g. empowerment, resentment, identity, aggression and anger, accep-
tance of ‘defeat’, depression).

The purpose of the continuum is to help determine the likelihood of 
dual-career success for the expatriate family by developing a model that 
highlights how a core set of capabilities and attitudes acquired (or not 
acquired) by dual-career expatriate spouses determines how successful 
they will be while living abroad. These capabilities and attitudes, in turn, 
can contribute to a greater likelihood of expatriate success for the compa-
nies that employ their spouse. This then leads to a distinct competitive 
advantage for organizations that recruit and internationally deploy dual-
career expatriate families. We also aimed to develop a typology that 
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adequately captures the actual lived experiences of dual-career expatriate 
spouses from their point of view, rather than relying on anecdotal, 
secondary or aggregated data.

The rationale for the study upon which this chapter is based rests in 
taking a fresh look at the dual-career expatriate issue by examining the 
success factors of dual-career expatriate trailing spouses that have sus-
tained a career while living abroad. Importantly, rather than examining 
the issue at the level of the couple (Harvey 1997; Mäkelä et al. 2011), 
employed spouse (Lauring and Selmer 2010) or the company (Moore 
2002; ORC Worldwide 2005), or conceptually without empirically 
driven data (Harvey and Buckley 1998; Harvey et al. 2009a, b), we are 
interested in the challenges faced by a spouse when making the difficult 
personal decision, as well as private responsibility, to subordinate their 
career for their partner’s international relocation. Furthermore, the spe-
cific purpose of this study is not to assume that failure or resistance among 
dual-career expatriates is high but to instead take the view that at least 
some dual-career expatriate spouses are successful in continuing their 
careers abroad (even if the number is small). We seek to understand how 
this has been achieved and why some dual-career expatriate spouses are 
more successful than others.

Our rationale is informed by two competing schools of thought. On 
the one hand scholars and other commentators are often quick to suggest 
that companies are not adequately invested in the jointly held career aspi-
rations of dual-career couples, with insufficient support mechanisms in 
place to support their needs (Cole 2012; McNulty 2012; Moore 2002). 
This is then touted as the leading cause of poor dual-career expatriate suc-
cess. We argue that this view is perhaps too simplistic and maybe even a 
‘cop out’; it is too easy to continually blame ‘the company’ and to expect 
that only companies need to be invested in resolving the dual-career 
expatriate dilemma. Instead, we argue that the dual-career issue is 
unavoidable in two-career families, particularly among expatriates who 
tend to be highly educated and career focused and who typically marry 
partners of a similar socio-economic background and professional stand-
ing (Permits Foundation 2009). In fact, because women have become 
more economically independent due to their increased participation in 

  Y. McNulty and M. Moeller



  265

the labour force, they may be unwilling to give up their long-term 
independence for the international relocation of their spouse (Stroh et al. 
2000). Our point is that the individual (in our case, the expatriate trailing 
spouse) has a role to play in dual-career expatriation success. We propose 
that it is the combination of support arising from the individual, the 
couple and the company that ultimately leads to dual-career expatriate 
spouse success.

�Method

This study utilized a qualitative, inductive approach to draw on dual-
career expatriate spouses lived experience (interviews). The approach 
was not limited to examining a priori (theoretical) variables but was 
intended to also uncover original themes to show how people make 
sense of relocating abroad in their daily lives (Lazarova et al. 2014). Our 
aim was to engage in the social construction of reality using narrative 
(Boje 2007), storytelling (Ochs and Capps 2001) and sense-making (i.e. 
‘turning circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly 
in words and that serves as a springboard into action’; Weick et al. 2005: 
409). Sense-making was an important lens through which we conducted 
the study as it allowed us to capture individuals at the precise point at 
which they were producing a sense of self and making sense of their lived 
experience.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 46 participants who 
identified as dual-career expatriate spouses (Table 10.1). Most interviews 
(n = 35) were conducted face-to-face in Singapore in settings that ranged 
from coffee shops, restaurants, their own home and place of work. The 
remaining 11 interviews were conducted via Skype (video). All the inter-
views took place over a two-year period from April 2014 to August 2016. 
Participants were invited to participate via personal invitation and/or 
being identified as a dual-career expatriate spouse through the first 
author’s personal network. Interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 3 hours. 
At the time of data collection, all participants were still living abroad as a 
dual-career expatriate spouse, except for three that had recently repatriated 
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(in the last three months). In this way the experiences of living abroad 
were fresh in their minds. Interview questions focused on participant’s 
dual-career expatriate spouse ‘journey’ (see Appendix), including when 
they first moved abroad and why; how empowered they felt in the 
decision to expatriate; whether they were currently employed abroad and 
if so in the same career they had back home or a new one; challenges they 
faced (trying) to continue their career abroad; and success factors in their 
overall dual-career journey. We strived for openness and honesty with 
questions such as what was going well for them and why and what was a 
struggle. As points were raised, we probed for more detail. The advantage 
of our qualitative approach is that it concentrated only on the research 
theme (dual-career expatriate spouses), and it allowed us to probe to 
uncover new ideas and findings based on the participants own experi-
ences (Rossman and Rallis 2003).

All interviews were recorded, transcribed and then manually coded. 
We compared the emerging salient themes and categories with prior 
literature and used representative quotes to convey the general experi-
ence of all the participants. We also engaged in member checking with 
the participants to allow them to verify and validate our interpreta-
tions. This was not just about authenticating the accounts given by 
allowing the participants’ voices to be heard but about explicitly striv-
ing to understand the participants’ different perspectives and experi-
ences (sense-making). Hierarchical categories were used to reduce, 
sort and cluster the data and derive key themes (Denzin and Lincoln 
2000), as well as content analysis to determine how strongly the 
themes are manifested (Miles and Huberman 1994). Although par-
ticipants provided a single-rater response, they can be viewed as expert 
informants.

Data were collected from 46 participants (n  =  43 females vs n  =  3 
males) that self-identified as being a dual-career expatriate spouse. Many 
participants lived in Singapore (n = 35), followed by Australia (n = 3), 
Hong Kong (n = 2) and China (n = 6). Nearly all were married (n = 43) 
versus separated/pending divorce (n  =  3). Many participants (n  =  18) 
were self-employed in businesses they had started themselves or employed 
by organizations in full-time or part-time jobs (n = 15), with a further 13 
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participants being unemployed at the time of the interview. Of those who 
were employed (n = 33), 20 were in a new career with only 13 continuing 
in the same career they had had before relocating abroad.

�Expatriate Trailing Spouse Typology: The ‘R’ 
Profile

The findings of this empirical study showed that there are four types of 
dual-career expatriate (trailing) spouses: Ready, Reborn, Resentful and 
Resigned (Fig. 10.1). We categorize them per four character types based 
on their capabilities and attitudes towards solving their own dual-career 
expatriate challenge in terms of identity redevelopment, decision mak-
ing, problem-solving abilities, initiative and resilience. Our analysis 
shows that 16 participants were in the Ready category, with a further 20 
that were characterized as Reborn, 1 as Resentful and 9 as Resigned.

Fig. 10.1  A typology of dual-career expatriate (trailing) spouses—the ‘R’ profile. 
Source: The authors
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�Ready or Reborn

Those characterized as Ready or Reborn are considered more likely to 
succeed during international relocation (to find employment) because 
they are proactive in searching for career opportunities whilst living 
abroad. The defining characteristics of both character types are feeling 
empowered, (delayed) confidence, being realistic and having a pragmatic 
outlook. Both are also likely to be driven and single-minded individuals 
that are used to solving problems on their own. For those in the Ready 
category, key characteristics include (1) refusing to accept dual-career 
defeat, (2) never accepting the trailing spouse life as the end result and 
(3) typically continuing in the same career abroad as they had at home. 
For Reborn spouses, we determined their key characteristics as (a) being 
initially resentful about the dual-career challenge, (b) re-establishing a new 
identity and (c) finding a new career abroad after exhausting other options.

For some Ready spouses, we noted a reluctance to agree to relocate until 
they had secured a new job in the intended host location. For these spouses, 
proactivity in their job search occurred even before they had left the home-
country or last location, with a small number starting new jobs immedi-
ately upon arrival. This was particularly the case for M#16, a father of three, 
with a CEO wife. When his wife was offered a promotion to the Hong 
Kong office of her company, he secured a new job for himself in the bank-
ing industry before the couple had even called the movers! As he recalled:

Last time we moved eight years ago, from Melbourne to Singapore, it was 
for my job. This time it’s for her job … As long as there’s enough lead in 
time, we can usually make it happen for both our careers and we need that, 
otherwise it would be too hard. We’re not stay-at-home type people, even 
with three kids … If I couldn’t work, or she couldn’t work, we wouldn’t 
move. I know I wouldn’t agree to go. Financially we need to work, for our 
own sanity we need to work.

For other Ready spouses, their job search began once they were in the 
new location, with a key success factor being a clear commitment to 
prioritize a lot of time in the early weeks and months of the relocation to 
networking, interviewing and partnering with recruitment firms to assist. 
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Understandably, those without children had more time to devote to job 
search activities, whereas those with children typically delayed their job 
search for three to six months until family members were settled in.

Reborn spouses are those that often intended to be a Ready spouse but 
for whom finding a satisfying job (i.e. avoiding underemployment) or 
continuing their career in the new location became extraordinarily diffi-
cult. Consequently, after a period of frustration, resentment and reflec-
tion over months (or sometimes even years), Reborn spouses began to 
search for new career opportunities different to those they may have had 
in their home country or elsewhere (McNulty 2012). Many of these 
spouses were self-employed in businesses they had set up that leveraged 
their skill set and expertise (coaching, training, IT), while others re-
trained for specific occupations (e.g. photographer, web designer, thera-
pist) or moved into completely new occupations (education). We noted 
that success factors for Reborn spouses included an entrepreneurial and 
self-motivated character, with a ‘never say die’ attitude (J#41), ‘being 
pragmatic’, (H#6), having ‘realistic expectations’ (B#2) and the maturity 
to realize that ‘there can be many paths to career success, not just one’ 
(S#30) including ‘sideways’ and ‘learner’ career moves.

K#34 is a case in point: a mother of three with a law career that she 
found impossible to continue in Singapore due to licensing restrictions, 
she started her own health products business by importing vitamins and 
supplements from abroad. With a shop in one of Singapore’s most presti-
gious malls, she works full-time in a new career that was facilitated by a 
long-held passion for healthy living, a supportive spouse, ‘thinking outside 
the box’ and a risk-taking mentality. For another spouse, M#21, the move 
to Singapore meant giving up a successful self-made educational practice 
in her home country with the hope that it could be rebuilt in the new loca-
tion. When efforts to re-establish herself failed, she reinvented herself as a 
marriage therapist by undertaking post-graduate studies in counselling. 
Today, her new business is thriving in a location where Western marriage 
therapists are hard to find but sorely needed. In M#21’s case, a key factor 
in her dual-career success was to ‘fail quickly’ (to recognize and acknowl-
edge early after the move that she could not re-establish her old practice) 
and to then assess gaps in the market where newly acquired expertise and 
skills could be leveraged to earn a decent living. As she recalls:
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I was very resentful about giving up my practice back home and coming 
here for his job. I really hated it and held out for a long time before finally 
agreeing to come, albeit with all sorts of ‘conditions’ attached to it (poor 
bloke!). Once I got here it became so obvious, as I’d expected, that all hope 
was lost for getting my practice back to what it was, so after spending a year 
feeling sorry for myself and angry about what I had given up, I blew it off 
and started again. I think that’s all you can do. I couldn’t just sit at home 
and mope. It’s not who I am … This new career and practice is perfect for 
me. In a way, coming here created an opportunity I would probably never 
have pursued back home because the necessity to reinvent myself was not 
there.

Notable about M#21’s story is that Reborn spouses, despite their suc-
cess, are not immune to feelings of resentment, anger and frustration. 
Indeed, nearly all the Reborn spouses we interviewed characterized their 
dual-career journey as one that resembled a rollercoaster of positive and 
negative emotions ranging from fear, despair, sadness, worry, disappoint-
ment and hopelessness to feeling energized, empowered, grateful, moti-
vated, refreshed and accomplished.

From a theoretical standpoint, both the Ready and Reborn character 
types are more likely to adopt change theory approaches to overcome 
their dual-career challenge. For example, Ready spouses are those that 
would likely emulate Shewhart’s plan-do-check-act (PDCA) model 
(Ishikawa 1985) by adopting a structured, disciplined, logical and 
sequential approach to solving their dual-career situation. They are also 
likely to be ‘change masters’ (Kanter 1983) by adopting or already pos-
sessing several important characteristics such as perseverance, building 
coalitions and tuning into their environment that enables them to be 
successful in their job search. On the other hand, Reborn spouses are 
more likely to adapt Lewin’s (1946) unfreeze-change-freeze approach to 
their dual-career situation, wherein they alter their attitude about con-
ventional ways of getting things done (i.e. continuing in their existing 
career) to instead consider alternatives (i.e. a new career). The assumption 
is that the change process of moving into a new career requires them to 
first enter a state of disequilibrium and instability to allow the change to 
occur, after which they settle back into a state of equilibrium that 
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resembles an ideal state of being (career success). In addition, both 
character types are inclined to follow Egan’s (2014) shadow-side theory by 
surrounding themselves with people that will support them in their 
endeavours and who will be helpful to their quest (positive people, 
recruiters, networks, associations), that is, people who reinforce and vali-
date their choice to have a career.

�Resentful or Resigned

Dual-career expatriate spouses characterized as Resentful or Resigned 
represent the other end of the spectrum where dual-career success is less 
likely (Fig. 10.1). Neither of these character types are likely to overcome 
their dual-career challenge by gaining paid and/or fulfilling employment 
whilst living abroad. Instead, each is likely to be stuck in a place of denial 
for a long period, from which Resigned spouses may never escape.

Our data show that only one participant was categorized as Resentful at 
the time of being interviewed (P#19), which we characterize as (1) being 
aggressive but defeated and (2) living in a perpetual state of anger and 
frustration that dominates one’s mood, behaviour and attitude. A self-
confessed workaholic, P#19 acknowledged that her inability to continue 
her banking career had resulted in a lack of financial independence from 
her husband and an extended stay-at-home of more than three years 
while the family has been on their first relocation abroad to Singapore. 
Her passive availability to family members led her to see behavioural 
issues in her husband (heavy drinking, womanizing and depression) that 
has resulted in the couple temporarily separating:

Anger doesn’t begin to describe what I feel. I’ve been the biggest fool, I’m 
angry at myself mostly. I came here for his job, for him, for the money, 
career, blah blah, the usual stuff all trailing spouses do. I gave up a great life 
in the UK and a fantastic job, thinking we were moving forward into these 
amazing opportunities for all of us … I never thought I couldn’t work here, 
I always thought something would come up eventually, but it just hasn’t 
happened and maybe I sort of lost interest too along the way … being out 
of work is demoralizing, humiliating, embarrassing. You lose your mojo 
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after a while, you feel pathetic that you are groveling for a low paying job 
just to get your career back on track … I’ve spent a lot of time lately cruci-
fying myself for being such a bloody idiot because I didn’t see it years ago 
… Now I have all this frustration and anger at him and guilt about the kids 
and our future, and if I can even work here, or do I go home, can I even 
work there now that I’ve been gone over 3 years? And how do I even work 
when I am so upset about his behavior, the women, the booze, clinical 
depression he won’t get help for, marriage counseling he won’t go to … I’m 
scared and I’m desperate … I’m embarrassed.

The last category, Resigned spouses, are those that have given up and 
accepted their unemployed, stay-at-home trailing spouse life, typically 
after a long and exhaustive attempt at dual-career success but which 
has, in their mind, ended in failure (i.e. abandoning their career). Key 
characteristics of the Resigned category include being passive, defeated 
and depressed. We profiled nine participants as Resigned, noting that 
common to all was an underlying sense of miserableness and hopeless-
ness expressed in statements such as, ‘I hate my life’ (L#36) and ‘I’m the 
best housewife I never wanted to be’ (M#42). For some, their Resigned 
state had been apparent for a long time (ten years or more) during 
which they had made small but lukewarm attempts to revive their 
careers but had quickly given up in self-fulfilling cycles of pity and 
despondency. Often, these attempts were sabotaged by a ‘reluctance to 
trust the process’ (D#18) and their inability to ‘get everything about 
the job offer in writing’ (A#39), especially when verbal promises were 
made by a potential employer or their partner’s company about dual-
career assistance. Notably, no spouse in this category recognized or 
acknowledged traits of the Resigned profile within themselves, believing 
instead that they were passive victims of others’ wrongdoing, for exam-
ple, ‘my husband’s ambition’ (C#17), ‘the company’s ruthless pursuit of 
profits at the expense of people’ (M#23), being ‘lied to’ (L#36), fed 
‘empty promises’ (D#18) or ‘constantly relocating every time I had a 
shot at a job’ (L#9). Common to most Resigned spouses is the mistaken 
belief that having and raising children is going to make up for, or is to 
blame for, their dual-career failure; if they could not work, they filled 
up their time having babies and striving to be ‘über’ mothers, which for 
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some became their rationale for failing to continue their career.1 As 
M#42 recounts, this led to deeper feelings of inadequacy, resentment 
and, in her case, clinical depression:

Look, I love my boys, no doubt at all, but I only had them because I wasn’t 
working and I couldn’t work and my husband kind of looked at me with 
this expectation of “well, let’s have kids, you have the time now”. I didn’t 
realize until my second son was born how boring it is to be at home all day, 
you know, the novelty wears off pretty fast. I spent every day of their lives 
until they were six wishing and praying for them to go to school so I didn’t 
have to be their mum 24/7, so I could get my life back … it’s a pretty mean 
thing but that’s how I still feel. I took anti-depressants for a long time … it 
sounds awful, and I hate even admitting it … I’m a chef and I loved my 
career, having money, being someone real … now I’m nothing really. It’s 
too late to get it back … I wouldn’t know where to even look and then 
I love my holidays with the kids, so work would interfere with that … my 
life is dictated by when my husband’s company will tell us we are moving 
home or going somewhere else or whatever it is they think is best. He 
controls everything, doesn’t ask me anymore what I might want … it’s 
about him, kids, the paycheck … I’m not in it anymore.

From a theoretical standpoint, the Kübler-Ross (1960) change cycle 
appropriately describes the challenges that Resentful and Resigned spouses 
face wherein their movement through the grief cycle of denial-anger-
bargaining-depression-acceptance is one they are unlikely to ever emerge 
from in relation to the loss of their career. For example, Resentful spouses 
are likely to remain at the stage of anger, whereas Resigned spouses may 
process through all the stages to reach a point of acceptance, albeit having 
given up on their dual-career aspirations and mourning its loss in an end-
less cycle of self-pity and disdain. The grief cycle we observed during our 
interviews is consistent with McNulty’s (2012) research on trailing 
spouses where respondents referred to being left to ‘sink or swim’ (p. 430) 
and ‘being treated by the company as totally invisible’ (p. 430). Others 
said ‘I regret my life’ (p. 63), ‘this has caused intense bitterness’ (p. 59) and 
‘I have … become less of a person’ (p. 65).

1 While this comment may seem harsh, it is important to note that each participant in the study 
self-selected and identified as a dual-career expatriate spouse from which we then analysed success 
or failure in achieving their dual-career ambitions.
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�Discussion

�What Price for Expatriate Dual-Career Success?

Our data show that attempts at dual-career success sometimes come at a 
heavy price, with three main themes emerging. First, in the case of three 
participants, their marriages were ending in divorce with each being sepa-
rated from their partner, although still living together in Singapore for 
practical purposes. In K#7’s case (Ready), she and her husband were self-
employed entrepreneurs who found that the stress of financial pressures, 
business travel and raising three young children in a foreign location to 
be overwhelming. For D#18 (Resigned) and P#19 (Resentful), the stresses 
of their unemployment and financial dependence on their husbands led 
to changes in the dynamics of the relationship; each recounted a story of 
low self-esteem, addiction and extra marital affairs stemming from family 
dysfunction because of the relocation abroad.

Second, for other dual-career couples, career success was achieved by 
‘living together apart’. In these cases, four participants continued their 
career but only because they or their spouse lived in another country 
away from the family unit. For L#11 (Ready), living together apart has 
become a way of life for over a decade:

We chose not to have children, so our careers became very important … 
I met my Italian husband in the Maldives where he was working. He came 
back to Singapore to live with me, then we got married in Italy and we 
moved back to the Maldives. I hated it there. I’m a career woman so fishing 
all day made no sense. I was miserable … We then tried moving to Australia, 
hoping to find a middle ground but my husband hated it as the only work 
he could get was as a waiter. I then came up with the unusual idea that 
I return to Singapore to a high paying job I’d been offered and he go to the 
Maldives in a self-funded deep-sea fishing business … We make it work 
because we respect that each must be happy. We love each other and our 
marriage works because we enable each to ‘be’ who we need to be … 
Personal happiness comes first and our marriage is strong because of the 
equality and respect. Never sacrifice your own personal happiness for 
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someone else—in the long run it’s not worth it. I couldn’t make him live in 
Singapore and work as a waiter any more than he could expect me to live 
in the Maldives gutting fish for a living.

For others, living together apart has required that the trailing spouse 
repatriate to continue their career, as is the case for L#36 (Ready) and 
L#37 (Ready) who both relocated back to Australia when job opportuni-
ties in China and Singapore, respectively, were no longer viable. For S#38 
(Reborn), the situation was slightly more complicated:

We have been living abroad for about 15 years and I had already given up 
a career in France as a physical therapist to follow my husband to UK. I 
reinvent myself in London as a coach and I love it, working with universi-
ties and MBA students. This is my dream job and I earn good money and 
have independence, just for me. We then go to Dubai and I keep up the 
coaching business, starting all over with clients and it is hard, but I make it 
work. Then after three years his company move us again to Beijing … 
I hated it and just wanted to go back to London, but my husband says we 
could stay five years here, so I think “ok, in five years I build up business 
again” and so I say yes. Then after only 2 years in Beijing his company tries 
to move us again to Indonesia and I refuse to go. I really put my foot down 
and say no way. After all these moves for him, I’m furious with his com-
pany and with him. They all expect me to be behind him saying yes, yes, 
yes to everything. Even if I like Indonesia, even if I think I can start my 
business again there, I am not going to say yes. This is for me, to say ‘no, 
stop trying to upset my life and my career’ … So, he goes to Indonesia 
without us, and me and the children stay in Beijing and it has been now 
like this since two years. This is not even my home, but it is where I have 
decided to make home. I am earning so much money and am so happy to 
have a career that I love. This independence is important, to control things 
and my future. I don’t care if he comes back or we divorce … we are still 
married, but it is him that comes to see us, I don’t go to see him with the 
kids … he maybe doesn’t like it but he really needs to start putting in some 
effort and not having it his way all the time.

Lastly, some dual-career expatriate couples achieved career success by 
taking the ‘it’s your turn’ egalitarian approach. In other words, these 
couples routinely swapped the lead career role to accommodate job 
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opportunities for their spouse. Of the 46 participants in our study, 9 took 
turns alternately as the trailing spouse, with a noticeable twist—every 
male in the study (n = 3, #16, #28, #29) actively engaged in this form of 
dual-career success, being categorized at the time of the interview as the 
trailing spouse. In another case, A#39 had reached the point of Resigned 
status and to save her marriage, insisted that she and her husband repatri-
ate to Canada so that she could return to her career as a stockbroker with 
the same firm she had left three years earlier, to a position which had been 
put on hold for her as a long-term leave of absence. Her husband subse-
quently resigned from his job in China and, at the time of the interview, 
was jobless while preparing to return to Canada. A similar story emerged 
for K#33 whose husband had relocated their family to Singapore to begin 
a start-up venture, which then failed and necessitated that the couple 
return to their native USA to enable K#33 to resume her career as a pro-
fessor of marketing at the university where she held tenure.

�Adopting an ‘R’ Profile Mindset

Our study shows that dual-career expatriate spouses embark on unique 
journeys of identity redevelopment when they relocate internationally 
(Shaffer and Harrison 2001), from which emerges a range of psychologi-
cal, emotional, career and job outcomes. The uniqueness of each journey 
results in a range of implications for sending companies, the most impor-
tant of which is how best to manage a dual-career expatriate spouse ‘type’ 
based on their character profile. We note two relevant aspects in this 
regard. First, as alluded to earlier, our data allows us to reject the idea of 
there being only one type of dual-career expatriate spouse but instead 
four distinct profiles emerged. The likelihood of dual-career success is 
determined by the extent to which each character type is identified and 
then managed per their profile needs at a given point in time. For exam-
ple, less emotional support and more practical support appears to be nec-
essary for Ready and Reborn spouses, whereas more emotional and 
psychological support seems to be initially required for Resigned and 
Resentful spouses, after which practical support would be needed. The 
individualized approach to dual-career success we recommend here is in 
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line with a broader family talent management perspective that extends a 
company’s talent philosophy (Dries 2013) relative to the impact that 
families have on GTM practices.

A second aspect that is critical when implementing the R profile is to 
consider the temporal dimension, that is, that stage of life plays an 
important role in determining which R profile the expatriate trailing 
spouse adopts at a given point in time and that their profile is not fixed 
but is fluid as changes in their stage of life occur. The R profile is thus 
dynamic. The temporal dimension takes into account many aspects of 
stage of life including (1) dual-career lifecycle (whose turn is it? career 
seniority?), (2) birthing children, (3) raising children and (4) return to 
work mums. Critically, the dual-career journey is not linear; for women 
especially, it can stop and start according to family needs. For dual-career 
expatriate trailing spouses, dual-career success is made more difficult by 
living internationally and the unpredictability of the duration of the stay 
abroad: will it be short term (less than a year?); from one to five years; or 
much longer? The temporal dimension must also factor in settling in 
time in each new location (typically 6–12 months) and new challenges 
that might need to be overcome (language barriers, employment laws, 
professional licensing requirements). We recommend that when individ-
uals make choices about expatriating, true success rests at the couple level 
of analysis in terms of how two partners combine to create, develop, 
become, implement or play out a dual-career expatriate character type 
that is geared for family talent management success.

Improve the Selection Process

In practical terms, the dual-career expatriate typology presented here can 
be a highly useful tool in the selection process of expatriate candidates 
and for improving GTM initiatives. While much research attention has 
been given to suggesting the inclusion of expatriate family members in 
the selection process and involving them in the decision to go (Harvey 
1985; Mendenhall et  al. 1987), including family interviews with HR, 
standardized and psychometric testing, adaptability screening and assess-
ment centres to determine personality profiles, language skills, prior 
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experience and expected adjustment difficulties (Caligiuri 2000; Harvey 
1985), empirical research remains underdeveloped because studies have 
not explored the spouse’s career orientation as a separate selection criteria. 
Instead, the inclusion of expatriate family members in selection decisions 
has for decades remained largely focused on (a) process issues such as host-
location previews (familiarization trips), school and housing require-
ments and cost of living considerations (Caligiuri and Phillips 2003), (b) 
informal procedures such as the recommendations of peers and managers 
(Harris and Brewster 1999) and the candidate’s overall self-selection and 
willingness to relocate (Hays 1974) and (c) peripheral issues such as the 
trailing spouse’s general willingness to relocate and their ability to sup-
port the candidate in his/her new role largely as an ‘unpaid social ambas-
sador’ for the company (Selmer 2001: 1228). An exception to the above 
is a very small body of research by Stephens and Black (1991) and Harvey 
(1995, 1996, 1998) whose early work on dual-career expatriate families 
brought to light for the first time the problematic nature of the trailing 
spouse’s career orientation in relation to assignment expectations, adjust-
ment and satisfaction (Harvey 1997) and on-assignment support (Harvey 
and Buckley 1998; Harvey et al. 1999; Harvey and Wiese 1998).

Very little academic research since these seminal studies has been con-
ducted in relation to dual-career expatriates’ refusal rates, selection or 
adjustment (Harvey et  al. 2009b; Moore 2002). We propose using 
Lewin’s (1951) force field analysis as a theoretical approach, wherein dual-
career spouses can be considered suitable (or not suitable) for interna-
tional relocation on the basis of their readiness to address their particular 
dual-career challenge. Those deemed Ready or with the capacity to be 
Reborn could be classified as a done deal (more likely to be successful) 
versus those characterized as Resentful or Resigned being viewed as a dead 
duck (where the resistors to adapt to the dual-career challenge far out-
weigh the drivers). The latter two character types may even be considered 
a deadly disease (Deming 1994), whose anticipated level of difficulty in 
addressing their dual-career challenge along with the expected severity of 
the impact on GTM programmes deems them to be sufficiently toxic 
that expatriating the family should be avoided at all costs. Other families, 
of course, may be borderline in which case the company is facing a ‘dif-
ficult decision’ (i.e. where an equal number of resistors and drivers exist).

  Y. McNulty and M. Moeller



  283

�Limitations and Future Research

While the sample of 46 respondents can be considered adequate, a larger 
sample would certainly provide more extensive data and perhaps allow 
quantitative analysis (e.g. factor analysis) from a wider population of sur-
vey respondents. Our study also does not account for the temporal dimen-
sion that we suggest is important in understanding the dynamic nature of 
the R profile for expatriate trailing spouses; we did not control for length 
of time on assignment at the time of the interview as it relates to achieving 
dual-career success. For instance, some participants had only been in the 
new location for a matter of months, whereas others had lived there for 
several years. Some had yet to encounter the brick walls that come from 
job (application) rejection and the associated resentment and anger and 
were still in the active hopeful phase of getting a job (with fewer or no 
rejections). Future research would do well to account for the temporal 
dimension in several ways, including time in the host location and prior 
relocations (i.e. personal experience overcoming dual-career issues), as 
well as stage of life considerations including no children/birthing chil-
dren/raising children, seniority in their profession, professional licensing 
requirements, strict or lax employment laws and language barriers.

Another temporal dimension limitation is that we did not specifically 
study movement between the categories, that is, how trailing spouses 
move from one category to another. For example, although only one par-
ticipant was categorized as currently being in a state of resentment, our 
data show that nearly every Reborn and Resigned participant displayed key 
characteristics of this category at some point during their dual-career 
journey, as each navigated career disappointments and rejection over a 
number of years (Lazarova et al. 2014; McNulty 2012). We conclude that 
there are two important aspects of the dual-career phenomenon that 
require further study. First, there can be movement between the catego-
ries in the R profile typology per varying degrees of career success and 
failure at any given point in time. Second, solving the dual-career dilemma 
is an ongoing process often over many months (or years) as opposed to a 
one-time event. We thus position dual-career expatriate spouse success as 
a dynamic construct impacted by a continuous and ongoing process of 
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psychological changes, well-being, adjustment and sense-making. 
Research that explores movement between categories would allow for a 
more nuanced explanation of dual-career success than our exploratory 
study affords.

As one of the primary goals of this chapter is to develop a future 
research agenda that is focused on better understanding dual-career expa-
triate (trailing) spouse success, we raise some important research ques-
tions that require further study. First, in considering a four-character 
typology of dual-career expatriates:

RQ1: What are the success factors of each ‘type’ in the R profile in terms of

	(a)	 fundamental differences between each type (e.g. empowered vs 
unmotivated),

	(b)	 competencies held by each type (e.g. level of interest in addressing 
the dual-career challenge) and

	(c)	 characteristics of a successful dual-career expatriate (i.e. degree of 
personal investment in a successful outcome).

RQ2: To what extent is expatriate dual-career success impacted by (a) 
length of time abroad, (b) duration of stay in the host country and (c) 
prior experience with dual-career challenges?

RQ3: To what extent can (a) stage of life considerations including no 
children/birthing children/raising children, (b) seniority in one’s pro-
fession, (c) professional licensing requirements, (d) strict or lax employ-
ment laws and (e) language barriers be considered antecedents of 
expatriate dual-career success?

Data in our study are cross-sectional and findings are somewhat lim-
ited by single-response bias (despite that the respondents can be viewed 
as expert informants). Future studies would do well to research matched 
samples of dual-career expatriate couples to track longitudinal changes 
in dual-career success, including why some trailing spouses go on 
to continue their career abroad while others fail in this endeavour. 
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This could lead to important insights as to how couples develop strong 
dual-career competencies to enhance overall GTM success. In terms of 
coping mechanisms that dual-career expatriates use, it would be useful 
to explore whether coping behaviours and skills are different for males 
versus female trailing spouses (Selmer and Leung 2003) and whether 
personality characteristics play a role in dual-career success (Caligiuri 
2000). This might then facilitate better organizational support for the 
trailing spouse.

RQ�4: To what extent do the development of dual-career competencies 
among expatriate couples impact on dual-career success for the trail-
ing spouse?

RQ�5: Can the following be considered antecedents of expatriate dual-
career success: (a) gender and (b) personality characteristics of the 
trailing spouse?

�Conclusion

There is strong evidence suggesting that dual-career expatriation remains 
a challenge and a top concern for most companies. Yet, despite decades 
of research and reports, few solutions have been developed to adequately 
address it. While prior research has pointed to gaps in identifying appro-
priate selection processes for dual-career expatriate families, efforts to 
create a holistic view of dual-career expatriate management have 
remained limited. Our study provides evidence that managing dual-
career expatriates according to an R profile of character types may lead 
to a competitive advantage, not just for multinational corporations that 
engage in global mobility but also for the expatriates they employ. We 
further argue that awareness of the R profile can potentially lower inter-
national assignment refusal rates and improve individuals’ expectations 
about dual-career expatriation. Our goal in this chapter has been to 
facilitate a new research agenda about dual-career expatriation that 
requires further study.
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�Appendix

�Interview Questions

	 1.	 Tell me about your expat journey—when you first moved abroad 
and the reasons for the move and where you have lived/travelled 
since then?

	 2.	 Whose decision was it to expatriate—your partner’s, yours or both?
	 3.	 How empowered did you feel in the decision to expatriate?
	 4.	 Tell me about your career—is it the one you had before expatriating 

or a new one?
	 5.	 Did you intend to continue your career once you had relocated 

abroad?
	 6.	 What challenges did you face in continuing your career abroad (per-

sonal, professional, institutional, environmental)?
	 7.	 Or, what prompted the ‘new’ career you have now?
	 8.	 Or, why are you taking a break from your career? Do you think you 

will go back to your career or embark on a new one?
	 9.	 What do you think it takes to be successful as a dual-career family? Is 

it up to the individual? Or is it more than that? Why?
	10.	 Knowing what you know now about dual-career challenges, would 

you expatriate again? Why or why not?
	11.	 What advice do you have for other dual-career families considering 

an international relocation?
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�Introduction

International work appears in various forms spanning long-term 
assignments lasting several years, short-term assignments and frequent 
international travelling (Collings et al. 2007; Suutari and Brewster 2009; 
Caligiuri and Bonache 2016). While the main focus of expatriation 
research has traditionally been on international assignments within mul-
tinational companies (MNCs) involving a company sending an employee 
abroad for several years, the latest research investigates different types of 
international professionals. The shift in focus is important because, for 
example, experts predict self-initiated expatriates will become the largest 
group of internationally mobile managers (Tharenou and Caulfield 
2010). Similarly, MNCs are increasingly using short-term assignments 
and international job-related travel is becoming a common part of the 
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lives of business professionals (Collings et al. 2015; Suutari et al. 2013; 
Caligiuri and Bonache 2016).

Such international work also challenges business professionals who 
have to adjust to working in a new organizational unit abroad, face new 
and often challenging jobs and also adapt to a new living environment 
and culture. Given that assignees often have families, it is important to 
note that moving and living abroad is at least as challenging for their 
partners and children as it is for the expatriates themselves (Shaffer et al. 
2001; Richardson 2006). Such challenges have attracted scholars to 
investigate the work-life interface of international professionals. MNCs 
have also faced challenges when trying to recruit expatriates (Dickmann 
et al. 2008). Indeed, family-related issues are often among the main rea-
sons offered for refusing expatriate assignments, but the same reason 
appears in justifications for the premature termination of international 
assignments, suggesting that family issues affect expatriate adjustment 
and performance (Cole 2011; Takeuchi 2010). Similarly, the major nega-
tive characteristics stated of short-term assignments typically include 
work-life balance issues (Collings et al. 2007; Suutari et al. 2013). These 
observations indicate that work-family issues should be high on the 
agenda of a company aiming to recruit and support international talent.

Owing to the increasing number of studies on expatriates, their part-
ners and families, we are starting to understand the main challenges 
related to work and personal life interaction involved with international 
mobility. Moreover, the first edited book on the work-life interface (WLI) 
in the context of international careers has recently been published 
(Mäkelä and Suutari 2015). In this chapter, we aim to draw together 
what is known about the interaction between working life and personal 
life (including family) in regard to the spheres of different types of inter-
nationally mobile professionals.

We start from the discussion on negative interactions between these 
two life spheres—the issue that has attracted most attention in the litera-
ture. Next, we will complement the picture by discussing the often for-
gotten side of these experiences—the positive experiences of international 
professionals and their families. Given the large amount of transference 
between the work and non-work spheres of families during international 
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assignments, it is also important to understand the ways in which 
organizations can help expatriates and their families (Lazarova et  al. 
2015). There is some research evidence on which aspects of support are 
most useful, and there is a growing discussion of how organizations can 
improve how non-work aspects affect the work-life balance and well-
being of assignees and their families (Caligiuri and Lazarova 2005). We 
will also discuss how firms can manage the WLI issues of their interna-
tionally mobile staff.

�The Work-Life Interface of Different Types 
of Global Careerists

In line with the discussion in Chap. 3, we address these issues separately 
as they affect international business travellers, short-term assignees, 
assigned expatriates, self-initiated expatriates and internationally more 
experienced global careerists.

�The Work-Life Interface of International Business 
Travellers

International travel to fulfil work requirements (e.g. meeting customers, 
coordinating international operations or transferring knowledge across 
borders) has long been a common activity for many specialists and man-
agers. It is also very common that expatriate jobs require international 
travel in their business arena. International travel means the traveller is 
absent from home, and travel thus typically has a negative impact on the 
work-family balance of travellers (DeFrank et  al. 2000; Jensen 2013). 
While away, travellers cannot participate in the everyday lives of their 
families and share family responsibilities as a parent or partner usually 
would (Mayerhofer et al. 2004; Mäkelä et al. 2012; Welch and Worm 
2006). Frequent travel absorbs considerable time and energy, and exten-
sive travel may not permit travellers to spend enough time with their 
families or to participate in social activities (Shaffer et al. 2012). The fam-
ily situation makes a difference because travelling parents naturally face a 
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higher level of work-life conflict than those without children, particularly 
in the case of a traveller who is a mother of dependent children and who 
travels frequently (Mäkelä et  al. 2015a). The family members can also 
experience role confusion associated with separations and reunions that 
necessitates continual adjustments (Orthner and Rose 2009).

In addition, health-related problems are reported to be common 
among international workers (Patel 2011). International travel may cause 
psychological stress, strain and burnout (Westman and Etzion 2002; 
Jensen 2013). Increasing the frequency and duration of trips is also con-
nected with symptoms such as jet lag, increased alcohol consumption, 
sleep deprivation and feeling insecure about the ability to keep abreast of 
the workload (Burkholder et al. 2010). These health and well-being prob-
lems in turn have spillover effects on the work and personal life interface 
(Burkholder et al. 2010). Additionally, work-family conflict (WFC) trig-
gered by international business travel may also lead to health problems, 
for instance, a high number of days spent on business travel has been 
linked to sleeping problems, as mediated by work-to-family conflict 
(Mäkelä et al. 2014a).

It is also important to note that it is not only the time on a business 
trip that causes stress. In fact, stress levels are even higher before the trip 
and the level of stress continues to rise after the trip as the traveller inte-
grates back into daily family life and job responsibilities, which may have 
increased due to a partner’s absence (DeFrank et al. 2000). For example, 
Saarenpää (2016) found that there was an imbalance between work and 
family life both when a traveller was on a business trip and when that 
traveller was at home. An imbalance between work and family spheres 
produced negative outcomes for the travellers themselves and also for 
their partners. Those outcomes can be divided into mental and practical 
forms. The former would include feelings of uncertainty, guilt or inade-
quacy; and the latter arguments between couples, a lack of personal time, 
difficulty with managing the demands of the job and so on. The aware-
ness that a forthcoming trip would again interrupt the family’s routine 
prompted feelings of uncertainty. Such uncertainty often necessitates 
childcare arrangements and often also interferes with the partner’s work. 
For an international business traveller (IBT), travel thus influences not 
only the person’s stress levels and health but also the stress level of the 
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partner and any children (Espino et  al. 2002; Saarenpää 2016). For 
example, partners who experience frequent travel-related separation are 
at greater risk of poor psychological well-being than partners generally 
(Orthner and Rose 2009). The extent to which travellers have control 
over their trips has been found to be one of the primary factors affecting 
stress for people who travel frequently on business: it contributes to the 
reduction in work-family conflict (Jensen 2013).

Sometimes a short business trip is not long enough to handle the 
required job and an international trip has to span several months. Such 
jobs are typically referred to in companies as short-term assignments, the 
effects of which we will discuss next.

�The Work-Life Interface of Short-Term Assignees

Short-term assignments typically last from three months up to one year 
and clearly less is known about the experiences of assignees on them 
(Baker and Ciuk 2015). Such assignments are easier to arrange than long-
term moves, can be less costly for companies (Collings et al. 2015) and 
can be used when the need for the assignee is more temporary. Typical 
tasks can relate to construction, repairs, dissipating IT changes, expand-
ing the company’s market and managing major projects (Salleh and Koh 
2013). Short-term assignments are generally useful when transferring 
knowledge across borders or different processes within an MNC 
(Minbaeva and Michailova 2004). Such assignments also have consider-
able management development potential (Salleh and Koh 2013).

Our knowledge of the WLI of short-term assignees and their families 
is very limited. Starr and Currie (2009) analyse the role of the family in 
the assignment process from the perspective of the assignee. Other stud-
ies discuss family issues among the typical challenges faced by short-term 
assignees and their families (Tahvanainen et al. 2005; Suutari et al. 2013). 
Baker and Ciuk (2015) in turn study business people with many short-
term assignments to call upon. The main difference in comparison with 
a person on a long-term assignment is that the short-term assignee’s fam-
ily usually stays in the home country and thus their daily life (e.g. the 
career of the partner, school or day-care arrangements of the children or 
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social connections of the family members) is less affected. Although the 
direct impacts of the assignment on the family may be smaller, the fact 
that the assignee is away from home over quite a long period may cause 
as many or even more problems than moving with the family abroad; 
especially, if such assignments involve more frequent and often unplanned 
periods of separation to engage in international project work (Meyskens 
et al. 2009). The WLI challenges short-term assignees face share similari-
ties with those of international travellers. International travel of any dura-
tion requires travel preparations, causes a person to be absent from family 
life and makes it necessary to integrate back into family life after the 
assignment.

The existing research also indicates that short-term assignees receive 
less support from their employers than their long-term assignee counter-
parts do. Short-term assignments are often managed by line managers 
and thus garner less support from the firm’s HR department than a 
longer-term assignment would (Dickmann 2016). This supervisory issue 
might also explain why assignees working for the same organization can 
be treated differently with regard to their home leave arrangements, 
accommodation, expenses and travel time allowances. Short-term assign-
ees are often expected to be able to fulfil their information needs them-
selves and find the necessary operational support. That situation can 
cause problems for assignees, particularly the less experienced ones, and 
can cause dissatisfaction among them.

In a single case study, Suutari et al. (2013) establish that short-term 
assignments such as project assignments have implications for the work-
life interface. The main challenge faced by project assignees was the dis-
tance from their family. While on assignment, the family had to arrange 
daily life without the assignee. Even opportunities to communicate with 
families could sometimes be restricted by working in difficult environ-
ments, or different time zones, but also by the intensive nature of project 
work. The well-being of groups of people living and working together 
closely is prone to be affected by challenges besetting individuals. 
Sometimes international travel/assignments might resemble a form of 
semi-permanent commuting, a situation in which the assignee lives in 
one country and works in another during the week or works in two loca-
tions in different countries. If a longer-term permanent presence is not 
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needed in some location, long-term or project assignments could be 
replaced by commuting, especially when the distance involved is not too 
far. Sometimes commuting can be an option if the family does not wish 
to leave its home country (Mäkelä et  al. 2017). The most challenging 
issues appear to be a lack of free time owing to long and intensive work-
ing weeks combined with extensive travelling and the consequent lack of 
time with the family. These issues can easily lead to burnout and family 
problems in the longer term (Suutari et al. 2013).

Baker and Ciuk (2015) report on rotational assignees—short-term 
assignees who regularly go on assignment in the course of various inter-
national projects. Their interviews revealed that the overall amount of 
time spent on assignment, the unpredictability of the work schedule and 
the lack of control the assignees had over it combined to create work-life 
conflict (WLC). The same study indicates company support was often 
missing as workers faced these challenges. The assignees described that 
their extensive stays away from home sometimes meant they felt they 
were abandoning their children. Such periods of absence naturally 
strained relationships with the children. Overall, the assignees felt that 
their absence had major impacts on their family life.

While the work-life challenges of short-term assignees are not yet well 
reported, more evidence can be found among long-term expatriates.

�The Work-Life Interface of Assigned Expatriates

The issues related to WLI and work-life balance are also often very salient 
with long-term international assignments that typically last for a few 
years. It should first be noted that an international assignment per se is a 
major disruption stemming from working life and impacting the private 
life. Relocation and adapting to life in a foreign country themselves have 
major effects on the private life of the assignee and to his/her family. Most 
international assignees mention that work regularly interferes with their 
private life (Grant-Vallone and Ensher 2001). It appears that work causes 
more disruption in the private life of expatriates than it does for domestic 
employees (IRC/ORC 2006/2007; Shortland and Cummins 2007). 
Moreover, these disruptions can be more detrimental in the expatriation 
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context because the status quo between couples and families is already 
affected by the move (Caligiuri et al. 1998; Lazarova et al. 2010). Indeed, 
the Global Mobility Trends report of 2016 shows that assigned expatriates 
see family issues as the biggest cause of a premature departure from an 
assignment (Brookfield Global Relocation Services 2016). Moreover the 
Global Relocation Trends report (Brookfield Global Relocation Services 
2012) reveals that the main reasons to turn down an international assign-
ment are family-related: such issues account for more than half of the 
reasons for refusal (34 per cent of them are related to family concerns and 
17 per cent due to a partner’s career).

One of the main reasons for these issues is that boundaries between 
work and family (or more generally, the private life) are weaker and more 
permeable in the expatriation context (Caligiuri and Lazarova 2005). 
Therefore, problems in one area, such as stress at work, are more likely to 
affect other areas than they would in the country of origin. The conjunc-
tion of the increased work responsibilities that often happen in expatria-
tion scenarios, with the isolation felt owing to entering a new environment, 
are likely to compel the expatriate to increase the hours and energy dedi-
cated to work. These elements also suggest an imbalance between expatri-
ates busy with often challenging and time-consuming work tasks and 
responsibilities and the lesser extent of the private network and activities 
of non-working partners in the case of the expatriate families. While 
expatriates have their corporate networks, daily activities and support 
networks, partners and families can feel more isolated and struggle to 
integrate into the local community (Wurtz and Suutari 2015).

It has also been found that gender issues have an impact on expatria-
tion decisions and also on the interaction between working life and per-
sonal/family life. Alongside the debate on corporate barriers that hinder 
appointing women to senior roles (Adler 1987), there has been some 
discussion on why women are less likely to work abroad, which has in 
turn led to consideration of individual and family barriers to expatria-
tion. For example, Tharenou (2008) reports that having a family 
restricted women’s ability to transform their willingness to expatriate 
into an international job search more than it did for men. In line with 
this, Rusconi et al. (2013) state that in general, decisions among dual 
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career couples around work and family priorities are often gendered. 
Only a few studies investigate the work-life interface of female expatri-
ates and their families (Linehan and Walsh 2000; Mäkelä et al. 2011). 
Those studies report that despite having to work, female expatriates are 
responsible for taking care of the home and children and are also mainly 
responsible for very practical issues such as shopping. Even without chil-
dren, managing relationships with partners can be a challenge, especially 
in terms of prioritizing careers and the required job responsibilities 
(Linehan and Walsh 2000). In line with this, Mäkelä et al. (2011) report 
that their demanding expatriate jobs mean it is not easy for female expa-
triates to find time for themselves and their families. The lack of relatives 
and long-term friends close by mean family support networks are not 
available when needed (e.g. in case of sickness, travel or overtime work 
demands). It was also recognized that it may be culturally more difficult 
for male partners to be “trailing partners” and to take the primary 
responsibility for domestic chores. Such challenges mean it is quite com-
mon that women on assignment will have no dependents, while, in con-
trast, studies of expatriates reported that a clear majority of male 
expatriates have families with them abroad.

WLC has multiple consequences for expatriates and for families. First, 
it affects individual well-being. Research shows that WLC fosters anxiety 
and depression among international assignees (Grant-Vallone and Ensher 
2001). Second, WLC has family outcomes, in that it reduces satisfaction 
with family relationships (Andres et  al. 2012). Third, work-related 
attitudes and behaviours are also influenced by WLC. Expatriates experi-
encing higher levels of WLC are less satisfied with their working life and 
perform less well at work than they might (Shih et al. 2010). Professionals 
turn down career opportunities requiring expatriation because they 
anticipate WLC (Dickmann et al. 2008), and WLC is associated with 
increased turnover intention among expatriates (Andres et  al. 2012; 
Shaffer et al. 2001).

Besides those assignees sent abroad by their employers, increasing 
numbers of professionals head abroad on their own initiative and without 
corporate support in the process. The specific challenges faced by these 
self-initiated expatriates will be discussed next.
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�The Work-Life Interface of Self-Initiated Expatriates

While research has traditionally focused on assigned expatriates, research-
ers have recently become interested in understanding the nature of 
self-initiated expatriation, a situation where the expatriate seeks a job 
abroad on his or her own initiative (Suutari and Brewster 2000). While 
all expatriates face fairly similar adjustment and work-life interface chal-
lenges when moving abroad, the situation of specific types of expatriates 
may also differ to some extent. Accordingly, this chapter describes how 
the situations of assigned expatriates and self-initiated expatriates differ.

One of the main differences between assigned and self-initiated expa-
triates is the level of control over the decision making around going to 
work abroad (Mäkelä and Suutari 2013). Assigned expatriates have to 
follow the corporate logic when accepting the assignments and thus can-
not exert much influence on the location or timing of the assignment. 
Accordingly, there is less room to take family perspectives into account in 
the decision making. Self-initiated assignees, in turn, can take greater 
account of such family interests (Richardson 2006). For example, fami-
lies typically consider the age of the children and related needs for day 
care or schooling to assess the optimal timing of an assignment for the 
whole family. Moreover, assigned expatriates may have to go where their 
employer needs them and, if the firm is expanding internationally, that 
might involve relocating to countries with a very challenging living envi-
ronment. Self-initiated expatriates, in contrast, can more often choose 
locations offering an easier living environment, higher standard of living, 
better climate and a better country reputation overall (Doherty et  al. 
2011). By staying in developed economies and in major cities, they can 
choose locations with better education or day-care options for children or 
better job opportunities for the partner (Dickmann 2013). They can also 
be more flexible in choosing the type of jobs they want to take abroad, 
although such freedom is naturally limited by the options available. These 
starting points of self-initiated expatriation do still improve the options 
and foster a beneficial overall work-life balance.

While greater freedom to make family-friendly decisions might ease 
the adjustment process and help establish an acceptable work-life bal-
ance, the price of that benefit is often the lack of corporate support in the 
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expatriation process in comparison with international assignees 
(Richardson 2006). Companies typically provide some support for the 
employees they send abroad, although that might often be less than the 
expatriates hope for. Such support might cover help with travel and 
practical arrangements such as housing, day care, insurance, health care, 
dealing with local authorities and so on. Language training and cross-
cultural training have become quite common support practices either 
prior to departure or while abroad (Wurtz 2014). Some firms go further 
and extend cross-cultural and language training to families and might 
help partners into employment abroad. However, self-initiated expatri-
ates and their families do not usually benefit from such arrangements and 
thus can face greater adjustment issues than their assigned counterparts. 
Assigned expatriates can often also access a support network revolving 
around the organization. They are probably already familiar with many 
organizational practices, know people within the organization and who 
to contact if they need help, although practice may well vary to some 
extent across countries. Assigned expatriates also often have more gener-
ous compensation packages than self-initiated expatriates. That compen-
sation might include a range of allowances and health insurance that offer 
affordable access to external services that smooth daily life and adjust-
ment. Self-initiated expatriates typically have local contracts that lack 
such additional benefits. Private schools, higher quality day care, private 
health and apartments in nicer areas of a city are available only for those 
with a sufficiently high income.

While expatriation experiences are typically analysed as once in a life-
time experiences, in reality, a growing number of expatriates have longer-
term international careers punctuated by various assignments. We thus 
next discuss the WLI issues faced by such experienced global careerists.

�The Work-Life Interface of Experienced Global 
Careerists

The globalization of business and the related growth of careers for inter-
nationally oriented business professionals have spawned interest in 
understanding the specific features of global careers involving frequent 
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moves across borders during a career (Cappellen and Janssens 2005; 
Suutari 2003; Suutari et al. 2012). In some European studies, it has been 
reported that 64 per cent of French expatriates, 41 per cent of German 
expatriates and 55 per cent of Finnish expatriates had already gained 
prior international assignment experience before their current role (Stahl 
and Cerdin 2004; Jokinen et al. 2008).

Studies of this group of the most internationally experienced profes-
sionals cite work-life balance issues among their main challenges (Suutari 
2003). It is also argued that the rigours of a global career would be too 
challenging for most individuals and their families (Forster 2000). There 
are several reasons why this is the case. Given that international assign-
ments always have a considerable impact on the whole family, it is of no 
surprise that a collection of moves during a career makes life even more 
challenging for the whole family. All family members have to constantly 
adjust to a new living environment and create new social connections. 
The experience of having gone through such adjustment processes before 
helps but cannot fully prepare families for changes in their situation such 
as adding new family members or children becoming teenagers. Each 
context also inevitably brings unexpected challenges of which the family 
has no previous experience. Owing to their international experience 
gained in different locations and jobs, global careerists often have senior 
jobs with burdensome responsibilities that demand extensive travel. These 
requirements often mean working long days, being absent from home 
and being preoccupied by job responsibilities even during free time.

Mäkelä and Suutari (2011) grouped the work-family conflicts faced by 
global careerists and their families into three main categories: time-based 
conflicts, strain-based conflicts and mobility-based conflicts. Time-based 
conflicts appear when expatriates work in very challenging jobs often 
requiring long working hours, travelling and full-time availability. The 
situation leaves little time for family issues and increases the demands on 
the partner to handle such family issues. Strain-based conflicts similarly 
reflect the high level of responsibility, autonomy and the challenging 
nature of the assignments. This means that expatriates often find them-
selves exhausted by their work load and thus the work follows them 
home. The mobility-based conflicts do not relate to the expatriate 
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job responsibilities but the overall adjustment challenges related to 
international moves. When global careerists and their families make such 
a move several times, they experience discontinuity and uncertainty-
based stress that affects both their work and private lives. Given that 
international assignments are typically fixed-term arrangements, subse-
quent career moves need to be planned, often in the face of information 
on the next career move becoming available quite late. The effect is that 
decisions on the whole family’s future might be rushed. In addition, 
social connections need to be rebuilt in each context and the distance 
from the home country (or the third country) makes it difficult to stay in 
touch with friends and relatives. If repatriation, whether temporary or 
permanent, was planned at a certain stage of the career, that repatriation 
was reported to be, or expected to be, very challenging because of the 
long stays abroad. In many cases the internationally experienced children 
of global careerists were also studying or working abroad, which impacted 
on the family situation and related future decisions.

While our discussion has thus far focused on the challenges faced by 
global careerists, the following section focuses on the positive side of the 
interaction between the international work and personal life spheres.

�Positive Interactions Between Work 
and Personal Life in the Context 
of International Careers

In general, expectations related to individuals’ different roles in different 
life spheres, such as being a competent employee in working life and at 
the same time being a partner, parent or a friend in the personal life 
sphere, deplete an individual’s resources. However, these different roles 
can also provide opportunities for the renewal of resources through activ-
ities in different life domains (Fisher et al. 2009). Therefore, it is impor-
tant to discuss the positive side of work and life sphere interaction. These 
are phenomena that have been studied using concepts such as positive 
spillover, facilitation and enrichment in prior literature (Fisher et  al. 
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2009; Frone 2003; Wayne et  al. 2007). Because very little empirical 
research is done on the positive interactions between the work and 
personal or family lives of different types of international professionals, 
they are not all discussed separately. We will start our discussion on these 
positive interactions with the analysis of the effects that international 
work has on the personal life sphere and follow that with a section focus-
ing on effects flowing from the personal life sphere to the working life 
sphere of international professionals.

�International Work Enriching the Personal Life

International work involving relocation is seen to offer interesting, stimu-
lating and developmental aspects for the personal life of both interna-
tional professionals themselves and for those of their families (Suutari 
2003). Sometimes relocation enables a couple or family to live together, 
especially in the situation of cross-cultural relationships (Mäkelä and 
Suutari 2013), thus providing an opportunity to spend more time 
together and enjoy each other’s company.

The experience of living in an unfamiliar environment and learning 
about a new culture has been found to develop expatriates’ sense of self 
and affect their self-identity (Kohonen 2004, 2007). It has also been 
found to increase their empathy for others and tolerance for diversity 
(Lovvorn and Chen 2011). Thus, living away from one’s home country 
for a longer period might offer an opportunity to grow as a person; be 
that as an international professional or a following family member. Such 
growth can be seen as an enrichment caused by working life affecting the 
personal and/or family life. In the case of international professionals who 
do not relocate abroad for a longer period of time, namely, IBTs and 
short-term assignees, the effects affect those international professionals’ 
families but are primarily important for the travellers themselves. First, it 
has been suggested that international business trips are enriching because 
they provide opportunities to learn of new countries and cultures (Stahl 
and Björkman 2006; Westman et al. 2009). However, it can be assumed 
that staying for only a short period in the same location does not have as 
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strong an effect on personal development as a longer stay or relocation 
would. An alternative viewpoint is that IBTs and short-term assignees 
might work in several different countries, and thus perhaps gain a broad 
range of developmental cultural experiences (Harvey et al. 2010).

Working as an international professional can also provide material 
benefits and therefore positively affect the personal life sphere. For 
instance, living abroad as an expatriate may offer a higher salary, life in a 
country with lower living costs or a more developed infrastructure than 
available in the country of origin (Bonache 2006; Suutari et  al. 2012; 
Shaffer et al. 2012; Richardson et al. 2015). Therefore, international pro-
fessionals and their families who move abroad might enjoy higher stan-
dards of living due to the relocation (Mäkelä and Suutari 2013). Material 
benefits may affect international professionals’ and their families’ every-
day lives, for instance, living in a high-standard apartment or being able 
to employ a domestic help. Some of these benefits are also relevant to 
IBTs and short-term assignees, for instance, when they too benefit from 
good salaries and other allowances (e.g. a tax-free daily allowance) 
(Tahvanainen et al. 2005) that provide an opportunity to live comfort-
ably and therefore also benefit his/her family.

Living abroad may also have a positive effect on leisure activities. 
Material resources and also the location of the host country can improve 
leisure time options for global careerists. Earning a higher salary than at 
home might enable them to travel more often and more easily (Mäkelä 
et al. 2014b). For IBTs and short-term assignees, the travel or assignment 
itself may provide an opportunity to see interesting places and cities and 
sometimes a chance to spend some extra time in the location before or 
after working days (Mayerhofer et  al. 2011). The climate of the host/
destination country may provide an opportunity to cultivate hobbies that 
are not possible in the home country or are possible for only a short 
period during the year. For instance, an international professional from 
Finland who plays golf may enjoy living in or having a business trip to 
Spain in January when Finnish golf courses are shut. However, the fami-
lies of IBTs or short-term assignees do not typically benefit from these 
positive aspects for the personal life sphere provided by the location 
(unless the family can travel with or visit a short-term assignee).
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�Personal Life Enriching the Working Life 
of the International Professional

Positive effects flowing from the personal life sphere to the working life 
sphere of international professionals have rarely been researched, but 
some studies shedding light on the topic are available. First, positive 
links between the social support offered by a partner and/or family to an 
international professional and his/her working life sphere can be found. 
In the context of international work involving relocation, it has been 
reported that spending time with one’s family or drawing support from 
a partner are important factors supporting the adjustment of the expa-
triate (Lauring and Selmer 2010). Support from a partner has also been 
linked to expatriates’ performance and the successful completion of 
international assignments (Lauring and Selmer 2010). It has also been 
reported that support from the family reduces stress among IBTs 
(DeFrank et al. 2000) and that the support of a family increases IBTs’ 
satisfaction with their work-related international travel (Mäkelä et  al. 
2015b).

More precisely, partners can provide very concrete support. It has been 
found that sometimes partners postpone or abandon their own careers to 
fit with the trailing partner role and thus make an international career 
possible for their partner (Lauring and Selmer 2010; Mäkelä et al. 2012). 
The same has been shown to apply in the context of international busi-
ness travel (Saarenpää 2016). Partners willing to suspend or abandon 
their own careers might become more focused on the family and take a 
greater role in family affairs than would otherwise be the case, in order to 
allow their international professional partner to handle a challenging job 
(Mäkelä et al. 2012; Saarenpää 2016). Evidence on IBTs suggests support 
from other relatives can be significant too, for instance, grandparents 
seem to be crucial in helping to successfully combine family obligations 
and work involving travel (Mäkelä et al. 2012).

Having a partner from the destination country can benefit the adjust-
ment of the expatriate (Davies et al. 2015). In addition to the fact that a 
local partner introduces the local way of life and thus eases the adjustment, 
he/she provides access to his/her social network, which may also be 
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beneficial for career purposes. A local partner may also support an 
expatriate in acquiring skills needed in working life, for instance, learning 
the local language (Mäkelä and Suutari 2013).

In addition, other aspects of the personal life sphere than those related 
to the family or partner may have positive effects on the working life of 
international professionals. For instance, having hobbies or participating 
in sports in a host country is likely to broaden social contacts and enhance 
well-being, which may be beneficial for working life. It has also been 
found that physical exercise decreases levels of work-to-family conflict 
among IBTs and relatedly that the higher their level of alcohol consump-
tion, the more likely IBTs are to have problems sleeping (Mäkelä et al. 
2014a), thus providing support for the idea that cultivating a healthy 
lifestyle is linked to the improved well-being of international profession-
als. Therefore, what a person does in his/her personal life sphere during 
leisure time is very likely to have an effect on the well-being of the inter-
national professional and, through that, affect his/her performance in the 
working life sphere.

After discussing the work-life experiences of different types of global 
careerists, we will now focus on how companies can support their travel-
lers and assignees in achieving a good work-life balance.

�Management of the WLI Within MNCs

International employees can be strongly affected by work-life issues 
occasioned by their cross-border experiences. Fortunately, different 
forms of support can be provided by companies to limit the negative 
impacts of work on the private-life sphere and to lessen these impacts. 
First, an important step is the decision to accept an international job and 
that is the case even more so for families. The first major way in which 
work can affect the private life is the working arrangements and the 
related relocation and international travel per se. It is, therefore, key that 
the employee is provided with a real, not merely a theoretical, opportu-
nity to refuse such a job offer without there being any impact on his/her 
career. If the expatriate has a partner or a family, the company should 
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strongly recommend the decision on whether to accept such a job be 
made jointly as a family. International experiences also affect partners 
and families in major ways, so they should, therefore, be consulted and 
have the opportunity to accept or decline the offer. Finally, the decision 
needs to be an informed decision. Employees, partners and maybe chil-
dren should be advised of the challenges and the hardships of interna-
tional postings in general and those of the host country in particular; 
one of the elements being the difficulty of finding a job for a partner 
abroad. That issue can be a serious one in some countries where legisla-
tion makes it almost impossible. A pre-decision trip to the host country 
can give the expatriate and his or her partner an accurate impression of 
the host country. Not following these steps and respecting these guide-
lines is to risk making employees, partners and families more sensitive to 
WLC during expatriation and make these issues more difficult to man-
age in a harmonious way.

Second, companies can provide various types of practical support to 
mitigate WLC (Suutari 2003; Mäkelä and Suutari 2011; Mäkelä et al. 
2012; Wurtz and Suutari 2015). Assistance concerning the search for and 
financing of housing, schools, childcare and housework are appreciated 
and are often needed because of a lack of knowledge of the host country. 
Settling-in programmes that can include these elements, help with trans-
portation, communications (phone and internet), social security and 
administration are valued by international employees. Moreover, interna-
tional professionals often find themselves in complex situations that 
require assistance from legal counsellors, pension specialists, insurance 
advisors and investment and tax consultants that could be provided or 
financed by the employer organization. The company might also support 
expatriates and their families in re-creating networks, building relation-
ships and integrating into some communities. It may, for instance, pay 
for membership of clubs or organize events for partners or families, as 
well as provide coaching and advice (Wurtz and Suutari 2015).

Third, concerning expatriate’ partners; there is strong evidence that for 
those that worked before expatriating, having to stop working strongly 
affects not only the partner but also the whole family and the expatriate. 
This is likely to exacerbate any WLC. Therefore, providing partners with 
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career-oriented support to possibly help find a job or support to develop 
new activities, such as entrepreneurship, studying or volunteering 
(Lazarova et al. 2015), can be productive options for an employer.

Fourth, companies can take various specific measures to reduce the impact 
of work on private life (Grant-Vallone and Ensher 2001). Reducing work 
demands is the first option. This includes limiting working hours as well 
as the workload, number of responsibilities and possibly the number of 
business trips. Global employees often work long hours and have chal-
lenging responsibilities, and keeping them at an acceptable level can limit 
WLC. Care should thus be taken to ensure the sustainability of the 
staffing practices in order to ensure that satisfying customer demands 
does not take place at the expense of the well-being of assignees (Baker 
and Ciuk 2015). In addition, work resources can be improved: research-
ers have shown that increasing organizational social support, job control 
and job clarity help an individual handle work better and reduces con-
flicts (Kinnunen and Mauno 2008; Michel et al. 2011). Moreover, com-
panies should enable assignees and travellers to exercise greater control 
over assignment timing and duration (Baker and Ciuk 2015). In addi-
tion, flexibility regarding work arrangements facilitates the management 
of the demands of the private life. Such flexibility might encompass being 
allowed to work from home at times and having a flexible working sched-
ule in order to attend to domestic issues. Furthermore, providing expatri-
ates with additional leave to travel back to their home country (and 
possibly supporting them financially by paying some of the associated 
fares) might also be offered. Allowing an IBT time for recovery after a 
business trip can be a great help to the employee too. These measures help 
to maintain relationships with the extended family back in the home 
country, and it is clear that doing so can, to some extent, reduce the dis-
ruption caused by international work. In addition, a supportive work-
family culture within the organization should also be promoted (Allen 
2001; Anderson et al. 2002; Mauno et al. 2006), lest employees refrain 
from using the previously mentioned family-friendly arrangements 
(Anderson et al. 2002). It even appears that “informal workplace prac-
tices are more strongly related to worker outcomes than formal policies” 
(MacDermid and Wittenborn 2007: 566).
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Another tool companies can use to help expatriate families abroad is 
training on how to manage WLC and how to limit its detrimental effects. 
Companies could also utilize stress management policies that acknowl-
edge the importance of identifying and reducing assignment stressors and 
emphasize the manager’s role in implementation (Baker and Ciuk 2015). 
Finally, expatriate employees and families have very different experiences, 
different needs and they face different issues. Therefore, companies 
should customize the support provided to them in order to accurately 
address their specific needs (Fischlmayr and Kollinger 2010).

�Conclusions

As our discussion above indicates, work-life conflict is very common in 
an international career context. Many of the challenges are quite similar 
for the different groups of international professionals and their families. 
At the same time, such challenges appear in slightly different forms in 
different situations and each type of international work involves certain 
specific challenges.

In order to avoid building too negative a view of the international 
career context, it is also good to remember that such careers involve posi-
tive WLI experiences. It should be emphasized that the challenges 
involved can be reduced by carefully planning the jobs and assignments 
of international professionals and by providing adequate organizational 
support and training to handle such challenges.

Our review indicates that knowledge of the WLI of global careerists is 
increasing but we know more about some types of careerist than others. 
There is more evidence available on the problems affecting assigned 
expatriates and also on their potential solutions, while other groups such 
as short-term assignees have received less attention, despite such alterna-
tive forms of assignment becoming increasingly common. Similarly, 
research among self-initiated expatriates is still fairly limited with regard 
to WLI, although some progress has been made. We could also conclude 
that, as is typical in international career research, problems have received 
far more attention than positive aspects such as enrichment in the con-
text of WLI.
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Compensating Global Careerists

Celia Zárraga-Oberty and Jaime Bonache

�Introduction

Compensation is a key strategic component of the management of inter-
national assignments. It is, nonetheless, the area to which the academic 
literature has paid the least attention, focusing instead almost exclusively 
on business practice. Over these first years of the twenty-first century, the 
compensation of international assignees has undergone numerous 
changes, although there still lacks a holistic proposal that addresses all the 
challenges and difficulties present in this field (McNulty 2014; Caligiuri 
and Bonache 2016).

This chapter sets out to lay the foundations for this holistic proposal. 
We shall begin by analysing the traditional systems of expatriate 
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compensation, explaining how they work, while at the same time singling 
out the problems they generate. We shall continue by describing today’s 
new compensation trends and arrangements, studying the extent to 
which they resolve the issues surrounding traditional systems. Once the 
traditional and the new in this field have been analysed, we shall propose 
the approach according to which, in our view, the compensation of inter-
national assignees should be considered within today’s context.

�The Traditional Arrangement 
for Compensating Expatriates

The traditional arrangement for compensating expatriates is referred to as 
the balance sheet approach (Solomon 1995). This system, for which we 
shall be providing a detailed explanation in due course, was designed 
with the classic figure of an expatriate in mind, namely, an employee 
from a multinational’s country of origin or from one of its subsidiaries 
that is posted abroad to take up a management position for a relatively 
long period of time (Phillips and Fox 2003).

The overall strategy of the balance sheet system involves attracting, 
retaining and motivating employees to accept a posting anywhere in the 
world, whereby such assignments, compared to the terms and conditions 
of employment in the assignee’s home country, are at least equally attrac-
tive. In operational terms, this is achieved by raising the basic salary in the 
country of origin through a series of allowances that enable expatriates to 
maintain their purchasing power in the home country, pay no more taxes 
or contributions than they would at home and be rewarded for “the sac-
rifice” they are making when accepting an international posting.

These allowances are always made in terms of the following items:

•	 Goods and services: making up for the cost differentials between home 
and host countries (food, clothing, leisure, health, transport and chil-
dren’s schooling).

•	 Housing: compensating the expatriate for the need to rent a new home.
•	 Taxes and contributions (social security contributions and income tax): 

expatriates are compensated for any differences in taxation, whereby 
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they never pay more than they would if they had remained in their 
home country, also referred to as tax equalization.

•	 Incentives or assignment premium: typically a percentage of the salary. 
This percentage has been steadily reduced over time. At the end of the 
twentieth century, this could be as much as 50 per cent of the salary 
(Hodgetts and Luthans 1997), whereas now it is almost never more 
than 15 per cent (Phillips and Fox 2003).

•	 Performance bonuses.
•	 Others: such as reimbursement for lost income for the “trailing” spouse/

significant other (Reynolds and Bennett 1995).

Thus defined, this compensation system is referred to as the home-
country balance sheet approach. In other words, the basic salary the expa-
triate would receive in their home country is paid and the above allowances 
are added on.

In some cases, the levels of compensation are significantly higher in the 
host country, which means the salary there is the one used for reference 
purposes. In this case, only a housing allowance is paid, along with an 
additional amount under the item of an assignment premium. We are 
therefore referring to a system called the host-country balance sheet 
approach.

Finally, there is the case of the global balance sheet approach, which is 
used by multinational corporations (MNCs) with numerous employees 
in different countries, who in turn plan to move between countries, that 
is, forgoing any direct link to the salary structure in both the home and 
host countries (O’Really 1996). This means salaries are paid according to 
an international scale with allowances added onto the base. An interna-
tional shopping basket of goods and services is used for all expatriates, 
regardless of their country of origin (Bonache and Stirpe 2012).

Nevertheless, despite firms’ overwhelming use of the home-country 
balance sheet approach, as shown in Table 12.1, it is not without its criti-
cisms and difficulties (Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty 2016). There now 
follows an analysis of the main shortfalls and drawbacks of this very 
widely used compensation system.
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�Main Drawbacks of the Traditional Expatriate 
Compensation System

The system was introduced with a series of clearly defined objectives: to 
be cost-effective, uphold fairness and to satisfy expatriates with a view to 
attracting, retaining and motivating them in the direction intended by 
the MNC (Reynolds 1997). However, when judged in the light of these 
same objectives, the home-country balance sheet approach faces a num-
ber of issues. Drawing on the study by Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty 
(2016), these may be summarized as follows:

•	 The system incurs high costs for the firm in both gross and management 
terms. This is the most frequent criticism of this compensation system, 
as it is well known to make international assignments a very expensive 
option. Indeed, according to the Mercer report (2015), the cost of 
international staff when compared to their domestic counterparts (same 
level and category) when using this system is 2.4 times higher. Apart 
from the direct costs, there are certain indirect costs associated with this 
compensation system that should not be dismissed (Nowak and Linder 
2016). Specifically, it is a system that its implementation requires con-
stant supervision by experts, with the additional costs this implies.

Table 12.1  Traditional expatriate compensation systems

Home-country 
balance sheet

Host-country 
balance sheet

Global 
balance sheet

Reference Basic salary at origin Basic salary at 
destination

International 
standard

Allowances Cost of living
Housing
Taxes and 

contributions
Incentives
Performance 

bonuses
Others…

Housing
Assignment 

premium

–

Level of use (Mercer 
2015)

74% 17% 13%

Source: The authors
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•	 Perception of injustice among host-country nationals. As noted earlier, 
the system aims to ensure an expatriate retains the purchasing power 
they would have had at home, which is used as the basis for building 
up the overall pay package. This means disregarding host-country 
nationals (HCNs), who are very likely to receive a lower remuneration 
than the expatriate (as their salary will normally be set according to the 
scale in force in the host country) while often performing almost the 
same tasks as the expatriate. In the light of equity or fairness theory 
(Adams 1963, 1965; Mowday 1991), this will lead to a perception of 
injustice among HCNs, which will undoubtedly impact negatively on 
business performance.

Equity theory is based on two key issues: the ratio of contributions 
(inputs) to rewards (outputs) and reference groups. The value of the 
exchange to the individual depends on the output/input ratio, where 
inputs include comprehensive investments (i.e., intelligence, education, 
skills, experience) and outputs refer to the inducements (i.e., money, 
esteem and status) that an employee receives from the organization. 
Additionally, the value of those exchanges is not created in a vacuum. 
Individuals judge the fairness of their exchange relationships within 
the organization by comparing the balance between their output/input 
ratio and their reference groups. The norm of equity is defined as bal-
anced outcome/input ratios (Carrell and Dittrich 1978). In our case, 
HCNs will perceive unfairness because their output/input ratio is 
lower than the expatriates’, with expatriates constituting their refer-
ence group. This problem of perceived injustice is so important that 
several studies have set out to identify the factors that may remove, or 
at least mitigate, such a perception (Chen et al. 2002; Paik et al. 2007; 
Bonache et al. 2009; Leung et al. 2009).

•	 The system provides no assurance of expatriate satisfaction. Just like any 
other employee, in most cases expatriates are dissatisfied with their 
salaries (Black et al. 1992; Bonache 2005; Gomez-Mejia et al. 2006). 
Furthermore, the analyses conducted on the sources of this dissatisfac-
tion (Phillips and Fox 2003) single out issues involving the assessment 
they make of their allowances: they are considered factors of hygiene 
in the sense propounded by Herzberg (1968), whereby they do not 
heighten satisfaction when granted, yet they lead to dissatisfaction 
when not.
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•	 The system does not guarantee the retention of expatriates. Repatriation is 
one of the classic and as-yet pending issues of international assign-
ments (Caligiuri and Bonache 2016). One of the aims of the home-
country balance sheet compensation system is precisely to retain 
expatriates when they return home. However, research has reported 
high rates of turnover among repatriates (Adler 1984; Black 1988; 
Black et al. 1992; Stahl et al. 2009). In fact, past research on US com-
panies suggests that between 20 and 25 per cent of repatriated employ-
ees leave their firms within a year after their return (Black et al. 1992). 
More recent studies have found that repatriate turnover is twice as 
high compared to non-expatriated peers (Doherty and Dickmann 
2012). Some companies have reported losing as many as half of their 
repatriates through voluntary turnover within three years after repa-
triation (Black et al. 1999).

Taking this evidence into account, it is clear that the problem does 
not appear to be easy to solve. Numerous explanations have been pro-
posed for this situation, mostly seeking to shed light on the “reverse 
culture shock” that expatriates experience upon returning to their 
home country (Selmer 1999; Bonache and Brewster 2001). It is clear 
that compensation is not everything, but it has a role to play. The 
incentives and allowances designed to encourage employees to take up 
a foreign assignment are not sustained when the expatriate returns 
home, leading to a substantial loss of income (Harvey 1993). In the 
light of the prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky 1984), this situ-
ation becomes the trigger of turnover intention. This theory is based 
on the principle that we hate losing more than we love winning.

Let us consider two expatriates that at the time of their repatriation 
have the same degree of satisfaction with their salary, although one has 
a higher salary than the other one (one has been compensated with a 
traditional expatriate salary, while the other has been hired according 
to local terms and conditions). Upon their return, they are both offered 
a new salary package, which in the first of these two cases means, for 
example, a 10 per cent reduction, while for the second it means a 10 
per cent increase on their host-country income. The first will experience 
a sharp drop in their satisfaction with their salary that will prompt 
them to look for an opening elsewhere, in another company. By contrast, 
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the second one will experience a certain degree of satisfaction, but not 
overly so, as they will consider it is no more than they deserve. In short, 
we contend that generous expatriate salary packages drive high expa-
triate turnover (Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty 2016).

•	 The compensation system blocks an expatriate’s cultural integration. An 
international experience is said to be the main way of shaping the out-
look and capabilities of true global leaders (Black, et  al. 1999). 
Furthermore, 23 per cent of firms now single out management devel-
opment as one of the main goals of international assignments 
(Brookfield 2015). Nevertheless, it is well known that simply breath-
ing the air of a foreign country is not enough for this development 
(Caligiuri and Bonache 2016). Precisely because of its purpose of 
maintaining expatriate purchasing power in the country of origin, the 
home-country balance sheet compensation system does not mean that 
expatriates fully understand the reality of the environment in which 
they are living and working and do not develop true intercultural skills 
and capabilities.

Besides all these drawbacks of the compensation system, the context of 
this highly globalized twenty-first century has shaped a new scenario for 
global mobility, with profiles for international assignments that have little 
to do with traditional expatriates. Let us now review these profiles and 
then analyse how the compensation system has changed to integrate the 
new forms of international mobility.

�Compensating New Global Careerists

The traditional expatriate compensation system (home-country balance 
sheet) assumes that expatriates are parent company employees, generally 
top managers, who will return home after one or more assignments last-
ing between three and five years. This means that upholding internal 
fairness with their peers back home is one of the inescapable premises of 
the compensation system. Nevertheless, this is no longer such a common 
occurrence in the world of international assignments. The environment 
has changed and with it, the expatriate profile. In today’s globalized 
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world, in which transport and communications have ceased to be an 
issue, traditional expatriates are being replaced by other forms of interna-
tional assignment that are less costly for firms and more project based.

Globalization has brought greater flexibility (geographical and tempo-
ral) and a broader range of contractual relationships (Banai and Harry 
2004). In particular, contractual relationships (based on long-term service 
and loyalty) have been replaced by transactional ones (project based) 
(Herriot and Pemberton 1995).

In turn, careers are more self-managed than guided by the organization 
and thus more defined by greater inter-organizational mobility. This 
change has also been seen in the expatriate field. Specifically, there has 
been a rise in the number of self-initiated expatriates who follow a differ-
ent logic to that of their traditional counterparts. Their reasons for being 
attracted by an international assignment extend beyond the boundaries 
of the organization employing them, often being rooted in their personal 
and family life. Moreover, employees deliberately seek permanent inter-
national transfers as a step forward in their professional careers, even 
though this might not mean more pay (Collings et al. 2007). In fact, the 
Brookfield Global Mobility Trends (2016) survey reports that 61 per cent 
of those surveyed acknowledged that their firms have explicitly told them 
that accepting an international assignment is an important career move.

Finally, one should mention the increased delocalization of business 
operations through offshoring and other international management ini-
tiatives (Caligiuri et al. 2010; Creven Fourrier and Point, Chap. 7 in this 
book). As a result of this tendency, many people are forced to work abroad 
if they want to keep their job at the firm, yet the posting may be for an 
indefinite period of time and often with no possibility of returning home. 
According to Mercer (2015), these so-called one-way transfers are used in 
63 per cent of firms, and 54 per cent expect their use to increase over the 
next two years.

The following figure shows the current percentages of use of the differ-
ent types of international assignments we are dealing with. In this figure, 
the authors considered more than one year to be a “long-term assignment” 
and, accordingly, they mapped the different profiles of international 
assignments in the highly globalized twenty-first century.
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Like the research findings in the field of international assignments, 
they cannot be wholly understood without clearly delimiting the nature 
of the international assignment we are referring to (Tharenou 2015) or 
the compensation system being applied. Therefore, in the light of the 
range of situations described in Fig.  12.1, new compensation systems 
have emerged that we shall describe in more detail.

Note: Percentages refer to % of companies making use
of those assignments (KPMG, 2015; Mercer, 2015) 
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Growing forms of assignments◊
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Fig. 12.1  Current types of global mobility within MNCs. Source: The authors 
(Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty 2016)
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�Increasingly Popular Compensation 
Arrangements: Local-Plus and Localization

The compensation systems that have emerged as an alternative to the 
traditional home-country balance sheet arrangement are referred to as 
local-plus and localization (McNulty 2014). We shall now describe how 
they work and then analyse the extent to which these systems resolve the 
traditional system’s aforementioned drawbacks and shortfalls.

�Description

With the local-plus system, an expatriate receives a salary that is consis-
tent with the pay scales in the host country, but it is raised by a series of 
allowances, such as those for transport, housing and their children’s 
schooling. The package of allowances is not the same for all expatriates. 
The decision is made by the firm, being determined largely by the assign-
ment’s location (i.e., the location’s degree of hardship), among other 
factors (Stanley 2009).

It is clear that the workings of the local-plus compensation system are 
the same as those of the host-country balance sheet. We might therefore 
infer that local-plus is not an innovative compensation system. Yet in 
fact, given that the change involves the reasons for its application, that is, 
while the host-country balance sheet was used as a system for traditional 
expatriates when levels of compensation were significantly higher in the 
host country than in the home one, local-plus is currently being applied 
independently of the differences in the level of compensation between 
home and host countries.

The localization system simply means that the expatriate receives a sal-
ary that is consistent with the salary levels in their posting destination or 
where they were already living and working. In short, localization for the 
person involved implies the removal or absence of “expatriate” status in 
terms of company policy, which includes allowances and premiums 
(McNulty 2014).

When referring to a localization system, it is important to avoid any 
possible confusion stemming from the term’s use in other areas of 
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international assignments. We sometimes use localization to refer to the 
replacement of expatriates by local talent (i.e., HCNs). This use of 
localization is not the one applicable within the scope of compensation. 
In this last case, localized employees may therefore be HCNs or involve 
postings from other countries. This means that localization does not 
involve replacing expatriates with HCNs but instead the transition of 
assignees to local salary terms and conditions, whereby they blend into 
the local workforce.

The local-plus and localization remuneration systems can be applied in 
the following two ways:

•	 From the start of the employee’s assignment. The employee is aware from 
the start that they will be paid according to the local-plus system, or 
directly “localized”, and so the company has no responsibility regard-
ing their repatriation or reassignment. This avoids the problems the 
traditional system posed in terms of repatriation, although as we shall 
argue in due course, it may lead to problems of a different kind.

A local-plus compensation package is sometimes offered to a “one-
way transfer” during the initial settling-in period (no more than two 
years) to ease the transition to the localized compensation system. This 
means that staff posted abroad are seen as expatriates upon arrival, as 
they are neither “immigrants” nor HCNs.

•	 After a period of time as an expatriate paid according to the traditional 
balance sheet system. Consider the following case: an expatriate begins 
an international assignment according to the balance sheet system and 
then, after a period of between three and five years, they transition to 
local-plus or directly become localized. This has sometimes been preor-
dained in the initial contract on the international assignment, whereby 
the employee already knew that this change would be applied to them; 
but on other occasions the situation arises once the posting has con-
cluded, as a means of extending it. This change obviously involves a 
reduction in the compensation package, which explains why transition 
periods tend to be used during which the special allowances typically 
granted to expatriates (e.g., transport, housing, health insurance and 
children’s schooling) are gradually reduced. Nevertheless, it should be 
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noted that reducing this compensation leads to problems, as it affects 
the “psychological contract” entered into with the employee (McNulty 
2014). This may logically have negative repercussions for the firm.

�Assessment of New Proposals

The local-plus and localization compensation systems are an alternative 
to the balance sheet arrangement. Their advocates contend that they 
adapt better to the new scenario for global mobility in the highly global-
ized twenty-first century. Whether this is true or not, it is important to 
assess the extent to which they manage to redress the traditional system’s 
drawbacks as described earlier.

•	 Impact on costs. The local-plus and localization systems clearly reduce 
the firm’s costs, in both gross and management terms. In fact, the 2012 
Brookfield Global Relocation Services study, for example, reported 
that one-third of the 123 companies in their study used “one-way 
moves”, considering them to be an effective cost-reducing tool com-
pared to traditional international assignments (balance sheet).

•	 Are they fairer? The new compensation systems do not appear to gener-
ate problems of fairness among HCNs, as the expatriates ultimately 
end up blending in with local staff as just another employee (McNulty 
2014). Nevertheless, some additional reward components, such as 
many companies paying private education for localized staff’s children 
or, albeit rarely, some return travel, may still lead to some feeling of 
unfairness by host employees (Dickmann 2017).

Nevertheless, if the firm uses the local-plus or localization systems 
in parallel with the balance sheet arrangement, the issue of the percep-
tion of injustice shifts onto new incoming employees from abroad 
when they compare themselves to the expatriates that continue to be 
paid according to the traditional arrangement. This perception may be 
a cause of greater staff turnover. Furthermore, we lack the evidence to 
know the extent to which the new systems may lead, from the perspec-
tive of the expatriates themselves to problems of unfairness with other 
groups (e.g., expatriates in more or less attractive postings, HCNs with 
local allowances that are not granted to international staff).
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•	 Do they generate greater satisfaction? When we consider the triggers of 
expatriates’ dissatisfaction with the traditional system described here, 
there is nothing to suggest that these new systems will sweep them 
away. In fact, they may even make them worse in certain cases. The 
debate over the allowances to be included will likewise continue with 
a local-plus compensation system. It is obvious that reaching an agree-
ment on the nature and amount of those allowances is no easy matter 
to manage. Moreover, the problem of perceiving these allowances as a 
factor of hygiene is especially important with the local-plus system. 
The premium the firm pays to compensate the person assigned abroad 
is not seen as a motivating factor when it is received, but it does lead 
to considerable dissatisfaction when not (Herzberg 1968). This dis-
satisfaction may therefore be expected to increase when the posting is 
subject to the local-plus system for a period of time and then transi-
tions to a localization arrangement.

•	 Does this help to retain international staff? As we have already men-
tioned, the new compensation system eliminates the repatriation stage. 
We may therefore assume that it removes a problem. But this is not the 
case. Although there is no longer an issue of retaining international 
staff when they return from their posting (unless they return to a com-
paratively less attractive context), the problem of retaining staff while 
they are actually on their international assignment is aggravated. 
Throughout the entire posting the firm has to deal with local competi-
tion. These new compensation systems mean that employees’ opportu-
nity cost is greatly reduced and they will therefore be more willing to 
swap their allegiance more readily than if they were subject to the tra-
ditional balance sheet system. This therefore clearly increases the firm’s 
risk of losing employees with a high overall potential (McNulty 2014). 
The Brookfield Global Relocation Trends study (2012) has indicated 
that the retention of international staff is a problem because 22 per 
cent of expatriates now leave their jobs before the assignment period is 
over. It stands to reason that if ever greater use has been made in recent 
years of the local-plus and localization compensation systems, this 
percentage will only increase. As McNulty (2014: 10) affirms: “assign-
ees that perceive they are not sufficiently supported or ‘valued’ by a 
company, in comparison to other types of expatriates, are at risk of 
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looking for job opportunities with competitors because they are 
working in a business environment where there are lucrative career 
opportunities available elsewhere”.

•	 Do they foster cultural integration? We should remember that the tradi-
tional system was an obstacle to the cultural integration of expatriates. 
The new compensation systems will clearly mean diminishing this 
obstacle, as international assignees are less likely to be considered expa-
triates and may be blending in more with the local workforce.

Overall, the new systems for compensating international assignees 
have some advantages (e.g., they foster cultural integration and reduce 
costs), but they are not without their drawbacks. Out of all of these, we 
would like to highlight the one involving the risk of a larger turnover of 
high value-added staff (qualified personnel that accept an international 
posting). The opportunity cost of leaving the firm for international staff 
is very low both in terms of salary (they do not receive the traditionally 
high pay packages) and emotionally (psychological contract) as they do 
not generate an employment relationship whereby they are obliged to 
give more because they receive more.

The problem we are referring to is consistent with a topic that is receiv-
ing growing attention in the specialized literature: the problem of critical 
talent retention in a firm (McNulty 2014; Cerdin and Brewster 2014). 
The next section develops this notion, which we consider to be the foun-
dation upon which to build a new twenty-first-century model for the 
compensation of international staff.

�Costs and Competitive Advantage 
in the Compensation of New Global Careerists

From a costing perspective, the shift from the traditional expatriate com-
pensation system (home-country balance sheet) to today’s local-plus and 
localization arrangements is a major step forward. The latter arrange-
ments obviously reduce a firm’s costs. Furthermore, it is to be assumed 
that these new pay policies mean that those subsidiaries unable to deal 
with major expenses (as incurred by traditional expatriates) will be able to 
deploy qualified staff of this kind. What’s more, within such a global 
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scenario as the one we are in today, it should not be difficult to find tal-
ented young people seeking to enrich their career with international 
experience. There will also be former expatriates that are unable to hap-
pily resettle in their home country and will prefer to continue living 
abroad. There will also be employees that for different reasons (e.g., 
assignment of their life partner, experience for their children) will apply 
for a foreign posting (Mercer 2015). With these three groups of employ-
ees, it does not appear likely that a firm will find it difficult to cover its 
international assignments.

Let us now focus on the first group: the international assignee accepts 
the posting for reasons of their own professional development. The 
employee in this case is not expected to be highly committed to the firm. 
As soon as they receive a better offer (in order to further their professional 
career), they will take it and leave the company at the drop of a hat. This 
makes it very difficult for the firm to retain talent. In other words, inter-
national assignees have become what the resource-based view of the firm 
refers to as an “easily transferable” resource, which can never be the source 
of a sustainable competitive advantage1.

Costing can therefore be used to justify the developments affecting the 
compensation system applied to international assignees, but, from a per-
spective more focused on strategic human resources, this solution does 
not seem quite so satisfactory. As Collings and Mellahi (2009: 305) note, 
talent management involves identifying key positions that “differentially 
contribute to the organization’s sustainable competitive advantage”. A 
local-plus or localization compensation policy for international assign-
ments does not clarify the extent to which it responds to an action.

It is clear that up to now the research into expatriation has been and 
continues to be conducted without a clear link to talent management. 
This needs to start changing. Nevertheless, integrating expatriate manage-
ment into broader HRM policies, with particular stress on career manage-
ment, requires a change of mindset in organizations, shifting from a 
basically administrative approach (salary and conditions) to another more 
strategic one (Cerdin and Brewster 2014). Not all international 

1 Grant (1991:112) states that a firm’s “crown jewels” are its “most important resources and 
capabilities […] which are durable, difficult to identify and understand, imperfectly transferable, 
not easily replicated, and in which the firm possesses clear ownership and control”.
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assignments have the same strategic value for a firm. The lesser ones could 
be addressed with compensation systems in which costs take centre stage. 
By contrast, when the international assignment has a strategic value for 
the firm, the compensation system should reflect this. To date, the expa-
triate compensation system that actually does so is the home-country bal-
ance sheet. Nonetheless, this need not be the only system. Scholars such 
as McNulty (2014) posit the need to continue advancing towards a change 
of mentality that will lead us to devise a global compensation system 
based on a psychological contract to stimulate the retention of those 
employees that guarantee the firm’s competitive present and future.

To conclude, Table 12.2 provides an overview of the main learning 
points addressed here.

Table 12.2  Summary

Learning points
IHRM 
pract.

IHRM 
resear.

Traditional expatriate compensation system: balance sheet
 � •  Home-country balance sheet approach
 � •  Host-country balance sheet approach
 � •  Global balance sheet approach

X

Drawbacks of traditional expatriate compensation system:
 � •  High costs for the firms
 � •  Perception of injustice among HCNs (equity theory)
 � • � No assurance of expatriate satisfaction (Herzberg 

theory)
 � • � No guarantee of retention of repatriates (prospect 

theory)
 � •  Block an expat’s cultural integration

X

New global careerist: new profiles of IAs
 � •  Transactional relationships (no contractual ones)
 � •  Project based (no long-term service and loyalty)
 � •  Short-term assignees
 � •  Self-managed careers (SIEs)
 � •  Inter-organizational mobility
 � •  One-way transfers (consequence of offshoring)

X X

New compensation system:
 � •  Local-plus
 � •  Localization (no expat status!)
Application methods:
 � •  From the start of the IA
 � •  After a period as a traditional expat

X

(continued)
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Although all the points are of interest to the IHRM community, we 
distinguish between those of greater relevance for practitioners and those 
more pertinent for researchers. In the latter case, new research streams are 
prompted, especially regarding the implications of new compensation 
systems for international staff. The traditional lack of attention academia 
has paid to the issue of compensating international staff should be 
redressed. Empirical research is required to provide valid and reliable 
conclusions for improving management practice.

�Practical Case2

Lena Schweizer, the HR manager of an MNC providing industrial 
services, is slightly concerned and somewhat confused, as she has long 
been exploring the possibility of moving away from the balance sheet 
approach to compensate international assignees. She now has to design 
the compensation package for a senior industrial engineer called Peter 

2 This practical case is a wholly fictional work by the authors, for example, purposes only. The names 
are pseudonyms and do not refer to anyone.

Learning points
IHRM 
pract.

IHRM 
resear.

Assessment of new compensation system:
 � •  Low costs
 � •  Fairness with HCNs, but not among expatriates
 � •  No assurance of expatriate satisfaction (Herzberg)
 � • � No guarantee of the retention of expatriates (during 

the IA)
 � •  Favourable to cultural integration

X

Implications:
 � •  New source of IAs:
 �     –  Young people seeking to enrich their career with 

low commitment to the firm
 �     –  Former expats. Want to continue living abroad
 �     –  No professional reason to live abroad
 � •  Problems of talent retention
 � •  Difference to psychological contract

X

Source: The authors

Table 12.2  (continued)
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Becker. Peter has six years’ experience in the firm; he is 42 years old, mar-
ried and has two children (aged 6 and 8 years, respectively). The company 
headquarters is in Alfa, but Peter is going to be posted to Beta. Beta is a 
country with a higher standard of living than Alfa, which is proven by a 
goods and services index of 139 points (i.e., the cost of living (G&S) in 
Beta is 39 per cent higher than in Alfa). Peter’s job in Alfa would be to 
provide engineering services, advice on industrial engineering activities 
and prepare reports reviewing production methods, equipment layout, 
and equipment and material utilization.

As mentioned, the company applies the balance sheet approach to cal-
culate the compensation for an international assignment and, in particu-
lar, the home-country balance sheet approach. However, Lena is thinking 
about changing the system. The company’s competitors in the industry 

Table 12.3  The case of an assignee posted from Alfa to Beta

A B C D E F

1 Name Peter      Becker
2 Home 

country
Alfa Host country Beta

3 Family size 4 G&S index 135
4 Annual base pay 48081
5 Goods and services 

spendable
21035

6 Goods and services 
differential

7 Foreign housing cost 10818
8 Home-country housing 

norm
4357

9 Foreign service premium 
(15%)

10 Hardship allowance
11 Other premiums
12 Hypothetical tax
13 Net compensation
14 Portion paid in host 

country
15 Portion paid in home 

country

Source: The authors
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are starting to compensate according to the “local-plus” system. She 
therefore thinks that the time may have come to change.

In order to make an informed decision, Lena wants to know the figures 
in order to understand the real impact of the decision made.

You can help her by answering the following questions:

	1.	 Table 12.3 provides some data for the case of an assignee posted from 
Alfa to Beta. Complete this sheet by assuming that you are not paying 
any amount for a hardship allowance or any other premiums.

	2.	If Lena, the HR Manager wants to use the “local-plus” approach:

	(a)	 What information does she need?
	(b)	 What key decisions does she have to make?
	(c)	 What challenges, advantages and difficulties will she have to face 

if she finally opts for a different compensation system for Peter 
and newly appointed international assignees?
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