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Country and company 
culture and 
international human 
resource management 
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This chapter provides a look at one of the most important aspects of the external 
context for international human resource management (IHRM). 3 Many of the 
most important and difcult challenges to the conduct of IHRM stem from the 
differences encountered in various countries� and multinational enterprise�s 
(MNEs�) cultures. Often, these differences clash when rms conduct business 
in more than one country and with enterprises located in many countries. This 
can become a particularly salient challenge when businesspeople lack know-
ledge of or sensitivity to these differences, resulting in their making mistakes in 



both their business policies and practices and their personal interactions. Even 
when they know the differences, they can mistakenly assume that their own coun-
try�s or company�s ways of doing things provide the best way to conduct business. 
Thus, they can make decisions and behave in ways that alienate their foreign coun-
terparts, the people with whom they interact from other countries or companies, 
such as foreign customers, suppliers, and employees, or they make mistakes that 
lead to business and/or personal problems. Giving preference to one�s own country 
and company culture can also result in the overlooking or dismissing of better 
ways of doing things that can be found in other countries and their enterprises. 

As two long-time participants in the IB environment put it: 

More than any other aspect of the business experience, our knowledge and 
understanding of culture affects the outcome of business ventures. Without 
insight into the ways of others, we can�t expect to develop credibility, nur-
ture goodwill, inspire a workforce, or develop marketable products. And 
that directly translates to bottom-line results. Culture affects the way we 
develop and maintain relationships. It plays a signicant role in determining 
success with colleagues and partners and helps us grasp how to evolve into 
respected leaders around the world. Understanding culture fundamentally 
affects how we run our business, what characteristics to look for in selecting 
people, how to develop global talent, how to conduct meetings, and how to 
manage employees and work with teams.4 

Knowledge about and competency in working with varying countries and organiza-
tional cultures is one of the most important issues impacting the success of IB activ-
ity and of IHRM. Therefore, this chapter provides a denition and an overview of 
the nature and importance of national and company cultures and their impacts on 
IHRM as well as providing guidance as to how IHRM can perform its role within 
MNEs as the advisor and trainer on how to learn from cultural differences and how 
to use those differences in ways to help build global competitive advantage. This 
chapter examines the results of major research on culture as well as the  ndings of 
major research in IHRM (since it is so closely impacted by culture) and its role in 
understanding the impact of culture on the global organization and on IHRM. 

The nature and importance of culture 
Every country has at least some variances from all others, e.g., its history, govern-
ment, and laws. Because of all of these differences, the more countries with which an 
MNE interacts, the more complex and difcult conducting business becomes. Today, 
it is common for MNEs to interact with customers and rms in dozens of other coun-
tries. So, one of the central causes of these difculties has to do with the critical 
nature of the differences between the national cultures of these various countries. 

Variances in people�s values, beliefs, and behavior patterns (for example, what 
they consider to be right and wrong, normal and not normal) are critically important 
to such IB activities as cross-national negotiations, sales interactions between 
people from different countries, management of the performance of employees 
from different countries, the understanding and treatment of contracts between 
rms from different countries, and all HR responsibilities, such as recruiting and 
hiring, compensation, training, labor relations, and performance management. 

People working for organizations that operate in the international arena (whether 
in business, government, or the non-prot sector), including HR practitioners, need 



a context into which they can place the culture(s) they know and the new ones they 
encounter, so they can modify their own and their rm�s behaviors in order to be 
more effective in both business and social situations. They need a way to cope with 
the signicant constraints imposed by cultural differences between countries. 
Indeed, dealing with these cultural differences may provide the most important 
factor in determining whether or not their international ventures succeed or fail. 

The following paragraphs illustrate one example of a well-known rm 
(McDonald�s hamburger restaurants) going international and some of the issues it 
confronted in coping with the cultures of the countries into which it expanded.5 

The next few pages present a model for developing this awareness and under-
standing so as to enable international human resources (IHR) managers to more 
effectively cope with their international responsibilities, to interact more effect-
ively with their international colleagues, and to enhance their learning from their 
exposure to and experience with HR practices in other countries. 

 A denition and description of culture 
There have been many denitions of �culture� offered over the years. For the 
purposes of this text the following denition is used: culture is the characteristic 



way of behaving and believing that a group of people have developed over time 
and share in common. In the context of this book, the �groups� whose cultures 
will be discussed are the people from a particular country or region and the 
members of a particular company. Of course, the concept is also used to describe 
the values and behaviors of other groups, such as members of particular profes-
sions, certain industries, age groups, and racial groups. 

j 

j 

j 

As Schell and Solomon phrase it: 

Learned and absorbed during the earliest stages of childhood, reinforced 
by literature, history, and religion, embodied by . . . heroes, and expressed 
in . . . instinctive values and views, culture is a powerful force that shapes 
our thoughts and perceptions. It affects the way we perceive and judge 
events [and other people], how we respond to and interpret them, and how 
we communicate to one another in both spoken and unspoken language. 
Culture, with all of its implications [and forms], differs in every society. 
These differences might be profound or subtle; they might be obvious or 
invisible. Ever present yet constantly changing, culture permeates the world 
we know and molds the way we construct or de ne reality. 10

 When a rm enters a new country and performs activities such as creating job 
denitions and classications and hiring, using only its home-country practices, it 
can cause signicant alienation and lack of trust, which can have further ramica-
tions, for example, in making it difcult to obtain a quality workforce. 

Understanding culture as layers of meaning 
One of the complexities that makes �culture� so difcult to deal with is its multiple 
layers of meaning. There are many readily observable things about the culture of a 
country, a region, or a rm that differ quite obviously from those of other coun-
tries, regions, and rms. These characteristics, including such things as food, art, 
clothing, greetings, and historical landmarks, are clearly visible. Sometimes these 
are referred to as artifacts, or manifestations, of underlying values and assump-
tions.11 But those underlying values and assumptions are much less obvious. 

One way to understand this concept is illustrated in Figure 5.1 , which represents 
culture as a series of concentric circles, or multiple layers, as in an onion.12 The 
layers of the culture model present a way to understand culture, with each layer 
moving from the outside to the inside, representing less and less visible, or less 



explicit, values and assumptions, but correspondingly more and more important 
values and beliefs for determining attitudes and behaviors. These layers include: 

j Surface or explicit culture (the outside layer): things that are readily observ-
able, such as dress, food, and ways of eating, architecture, customs (such as 
how to greet other people and the importance of relationships), body language, 
gestures, etiquette, and gift giving; 

j Hidden culture (the middle layer): values, religions, and philosophies about 
things like child rearing, and views of what is right and wrong; and 

j I nvisible or implicit culture (the core): the culture�s universal truths � the 
bases for all of a culture�s values and beliefs. 

This approach to an understanding of culture is used throughout this book as 
various business and IHR practices, such as preparing employees for international 
assignments (IAs) or developing compensation and motivation practices for 
application in foreign operations, are described and evaluated. 

As people develop an ability to work successfully with differing cultures, they 
typically go through a process such as that illustrated in Figure 5.2 , �Development 
of Cross-Cultural Competence.� This approach to building knowledge about 
another person or group�s behavior and values and eventually adapting to or 
being able to integrate with that other person�s or group�s behaviors and attitudes 
assumes that people must rst understand their own cultural values and beliefs 
before they can develop an appreciation and respect for other people�s cultural 
differences. This then precedes the eventual ability to move toward reconciliation 
and integration with different national and organizational cultures. 

All three stages are challenging. All three stages require progressing from 
basic education and training about one�s own and others� cultures through gaining 
experience with other cultures and reecting on and then developing an openness 
about and nally a willingness to seek feedback about one�s own values and 
behaviors in relation to the foreign culture�s. Ultimately, as was found in an 
extensive study of the development of global executives, people learned best to 



deal with the complexities of �foreign� cultures by living in those cultures.13 But 
the other steps illustrated in Figure 5.2 are also important in developing what is 
referred to here as �cultural competency.� 

The experiences of ConAgra Foods in China illustrate this process.14 When 
ConAgra came to China ve years ago, the rm had high hopes and big worries. 
Prior to this, the company entered the Japanese market and repeatedly ran into 
obstacles like communication breakdowns, cultural missteps, and missed dead-
lines. While those problems were eventually straightened out, ConAgra knew it 
could not afford to make the same mistakes in China. Intent on nding someone 
who could help their managers shorten the cultural distance, the company�s 
manager of human resources (HR), who was responsible for international organ-
ization, hired Carla Kearns, founder of TLI � The Mandarin School, based in 
Toronto, to provide its executives with intercultural business training and coach-
ing. Ms. Kearns teaches companies to understand the fundamental values that 
Western and Chinese cultures see differently and that, if ignored, can wreak havoc 
on their bottom line. They include concepts of time, hierarchy, individualism, 



personal relationships, and saving face. Most novice foreign business profession-
als in China probably know to exchange business cards with both hands and the 
correct seating arrangements at banquets, but to gain agreement and to seal the 
deal, executives need to learn a more nuanced approach. TLI and Ms. Kearns 
were successful in these efforts for ConAgra, allowing them to become quite suc-
cessful in their move into China. 

For more information about preparation and training for learning to accept and 
adapt to one or more �foreign� cultures, refer to Chapter 10 on global training and 
management development. 

Country and regional cultures 
An increasing number of researchers are assessing whether or not the wide variety 
of cultures around the world can be reduced to a more limited set of cultures with 
similar characteristics. If so, it would greatly reduce the number of problems asso-
ciated with determining management and HR practices in various countries. 

The research of Geert Hofstede 
The best known of the studies of national culture (and the rst major study of cul-
tural values in a large sample of countries) was performed by Dr. Geert Hofstede 
in the subsidiaries (initially in 53 countries) of one of the major multinational 
corporations, now known to have been IBM. 15 In particular, this study focused on 
identifying country differences and regional similarities on the basis of a series of 
work-related factors. Exhibit 5.1 provides a short summary of the factors identi-
ed in this research.16 

Hofstede found not only that certain countries consistently show similarities 
based on the presence of these characteristics but also that there are clearly differ-
ences between the various groupings of countries on these value dimensions. The 
signicant conclusion for MNEs was that the idea was wrong that managerial and 
organizational systems as developed and practiced in the parent country and parent 
company of an MNE should be � or could be � imposed upon all of the MNE�s 
foreign subsidiaries.17 As is discussed in more detail toward the end of this chapter, 
such large-scale research is difcult and expensive. And, not surprisingly, such 
research has been very difcult to replicate, although ongoing research in the ori-
ginal rm of Hofstede�s research (IBM) as well as by new researchers in different 
organizations is generally conrming both the cultural characteristics and the 
country proles.18 

The research of Fons Trompenaars and Charles 
Hampden-Turner 
Dr. Fons Trompenaars and Dr. Charles Hampden-Turner published results of a 
similar large-scale study (over 15,000 employees from over 50 countries, again 
from one rm with long-term global experience, Royal Dutch Shell).19 Even 
though they focused on different aspects of culture � such as how different cul-
tures accord status to members of their cultures, the varying attitudes toward time 
and nature, and differing attitudes toward individuals and groups and resulting 
relationships between members of society � their overall conclusions are quite 
similar to those of Hofstede. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner concluded that 
what distinguishes people from one culture compared with another is where these 
preferences fall in one of the following seven dimensions. Exhibit 5.2 illustrates 
these dimensions. 
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Since the reporting of these studies by Hofstede and Trompenaars and Charles 
Hampden-Turner, other researchers and consultants have reported similar nd-
ings or developed alternative ways to categorize cultural values. For example, the 
Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) research 
project (one of the most comprehensive studies yet, performed by a large multi-
national team of professors) categorized countries on nine cultural dimensions 
including assertiveness, future orientation, gender differentiation, uncertainty 
avoidance, power distance, institutional collectivism, in-group collectivism, per-
formance orientation, and humane orientation,20 which exhibit much overlap 
with, and even synthesizing of, the factors reported by Hofstede and Trompe-
naars. Exhibit 5.3 summarizes the GLOBE ndings. 

   Exhibit 5.3  Global Leadership and 
Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE): 
Cultural Dimensions 
Cultural 
Dimension 

Description 

Assertiveness The degree to which individuals are assertive, 
confrontational, and aggressive in their relationships with 
others. 

 Future 
orientation 

The extent to which individuals engage in future-oriented 
behaviors such as delaying gratication, planning, and 
investing in the future. 

Gender 
differentiation 

The degree to which a collective minimizes gender 
inequality. 

Uncertainty 
avoidance 

The extent to which a society, organization, or group 
relies on social norms, rules, and procedures to alleviate 
unpredictability of future events. 

 Power distance The degree to which members of a collective expect 
power to be distributed equally. 

Institutional 
collectivism 

The degree to which organizational and societal 
institutional practices encourage and reward collective 
distribution of resources and collective action. 

 In-group 
collectivism 

The degree to which individuals express pride, loyalty, and 
cohesiveness in their organizations or families. 

Performance 
orientation 

The degree to which a collective encourages and rewards 
group members for performance improvement and 
excellence. 

Humane 
orientation 

The degree to which a collective encourages and rewards 
individuals for being fair, altruistic, generous, caring, and 
kind to others. 

*Sources: Adapted from House R.J., Hanges, P., Javidan, M., Dorfman, O & Gupta, V. (Editors) (2004). 
Culture, Leadership, and Organizations: The GLOBE Study of 62 Societies. Thousand Oaks, CA; 
Sage, 2004; Chhokar, J., Brodbeck., F & House, R. (Editors) (2019). Culture and Leadership across 
the World: The GLOBE Book of In-Depth Studies of 25 Societies. 1 st Edition, Psychology Press. 



Country cultural clusters 
Because the number of different national and ethnic cultures is so great, the efforts 
by Hofstede, Trompenaars, and others, to cluster countries with similar cultural 
proles and to identify a limited set of variables with which one can understand 
cultural differences have been welcomed by rms working in the international 
arena. The hope for these efforts is that they can simplify the problems encoun-
tered in adjusting to varying national cultures by limiting the number of signi-
cantly different countries or regions. The results of several studies suggest 
groupings of the following countries, based on their cultural similarities:21 

j Anglo: Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, South Africa, United Kingdom, 
United States 

j Arab: Abu-Dhabi, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates 

j Far Eastern: Hong Kong, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 
Vietnam, Taiwan, Thailand 

j Germanic: Austria, Germany, Switzerland 

j Latin American: Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela 

j Latin European: Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain 

j Near Eastern: Greece, Iran, Turkey 

j Nordic: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden 

j Independent: Brazil, India, Israel, Japan, South Korea 

People with extensive international experience will probably suggest that some of 
these groupings hide signicant within-group (between countries that are in the 
same group) differences (such as would be experienced among the different coun-
tries in the Far Eastern cluster).22 Nevertheless, the various research efforts to 
identify countries with similar cultural characteristics do suggest that the coun-
tries in each group indeed exhibit signicant similarities in their cultural proles. 

These kinds of studies � even if they only conrm managers� assumptions 
about certain country characteristics � can provide some guidance to general man-
agers and HR managers as they structure policies and practices in foreign opera-
tions and activities. At a minimum, these studies provide support for decentralizing 
many aspects of organizational structure and management and offer suggestions 
for creating regional divisions for managing at least some aspects of the highly 
complex global rm. 

The observations of an experienced practitioner 
One interesting and practical approach to understanding cultural differences is 
based on the observations and experiences of Richard Gesteland over a 30-year 
career as expatriate manager and international negotiator in many countries.23 

Gesteland has observed that variances in four general patterns of cross-cultural 
business behavior provide critical help in understanding international marketing, 
negotiating, and managing. These four patterns include: 

j Deal focus versus relationship focus: Gesteland states that this focus on 
�making or doing the deal� rather than �building relationships� provides the 
�Great Divide� between business cultures, with differences in this focus often 
proving to be exceedingly difcult to bridge. 



j Informal versus formal cultures: Problems occur here when informal business 
travelers (BTs) from relatively egalitarian cultures cross paths with more 
formal counterparts from hierarchical societies. 

j Rigid-time (monochronic) versus uid-time (polychronic) cultures: One group 
of the world�s cultures worships the clock while another group is more relaxed 
about time and scheduling, focusing instead on relationships with the people 
around them. 

j Expressive versus reserved cultures: Expressive people communicate � 
verbally, nonverbally, and in writing � in radically different ways from their 
more reserved counterparts, which often causes great confusion that can spoil 
the best efforts to market, sell, source, negotiate, or manage people across 
cultures. 

These four patterns suggest some similarities to and additional verication of 
those published by researchers such as Hofstede and Trompenaars. And they 
suggest some slight differences, with an emphasis on what has been crucial to the 
practice of international management and negotiation. 

The dangers of oversimplication 
The attempts to isolate country variances and then to group countries and regions 
with similar proles and to minimize the variables with which we try to under-
stand cultural differences can simplify the management (and IHR management) 
task of guring out how to interact effectively in various countries. But this may 
oversimplify the understanding of cultural differences.24 For example, Brannen 
expresses the concern that the focus on country differences falls short on two 
levels: 

1 It provides little explanation of within-group differences, that is, it treats coun-
tries or cultures as homogeneous wholes, with everyone within the country or 
culture being alike. 

2 It provides little understanding of how cultures change, that is, it tends to treat 
cultures as a given � impermeable and static.25 Brannen suggests that experi-
ence shows that cultures are not nearly as homogeneous nor as static as these 
studies suggest. There are considerable differences within cultures and cul-
tures do, in fact, change over time. 

Country culture versus MNE culture 
Just as countries develop unique patterns of values, norms, beliefs, and acceptable 
behavior, so also do companies. Most MNEs take great pride in their �organiza-
tional cultures,� which reect, at least initially, the values of their founders and 
evolve to create corporate personalities that give employees a template for how to 
behave, including how to make decisions, the importance and acceptance of oper-
ational concerns such as continual improvement, safety, and ethics, and how to 
treat fellow employees and customers. 

For many rms, these organizational values take precedence over country 
cultures, particularly when there is a conict between the two. For example, 
many large MNEs that originate in Scandinavian countries may feel very 
strongly about the assignment of women to senior management positions and 
will do this even in cultures where it is rare (and not supported by cultural 



norms) for women to have these types of appointments. Or MNEs from 
Western countries may feel strongly in favor of egalitarian and participative 
management styles and compensation practices and may decide that these values 
are so important that they will pursue strategies to implement these practices 
in their foreign operations, even though local culture supports a very different 
set of values. In addition, Asian MNEs might emphasize strong group loyalty 
and discussion, with deference to senior employees, in the ways they operate 
and make decisions, even in their foreign subsidiaries, and even when this is 
not an accepted or understood way to operate by local employees and 
managers. 

Cultural convergence and/or divergence 
One major issue that affects the relationship between national culture and corpo-
rate culture has to do with the conict between centralization/standardization and 
localization/customization, as has been discussed a number of times already. This 
dilemma may never be fully resolved, and it will come up again, as it affects 
various aspects of IHRM policy and practice. But this is one of the consequences 
of the major cultural differences as described in this chapter. Even a huge MNE, 
such as McDonald�s, the fast-food restaurant chain, struggles with insistence 
throughout the world on corporate standards for customer service and quality of 
product, while also trying to adopt local ideas for menu items that meet local 
tastes and practices. 

One of the continuing controversies that surrounds any discussion of the role 
of culture in IB is whether or not, due to increasing globalization, there is a 
growing convergence of cultural values and characteristics across countries.26 

There is some evidence to support both the point of view that modern technology 
and the modernizing of industries around the world is inuencing rms to adopt 
similar �best practices� (convergence)27 as well as support for the view that coun-
tries� cultural values and practices continue to exert quite strong inuences on 
their business and HR practices (divergence).28 It is likely that reality is some-
where in between: 

Convergence and divergence perspectives may represent polar extremes. As 
most rms struggle to nd the optimal trade-off between globalization and 
localization, that is, �glocalization,� perhaps the reality is closer to a more 
balanced or middle-ground view called �cross-vergence,� or the intermix-
ing of cultural systems between different countries. 29 

This issue of convergence versus divergence in cultural variance around the world 
is discussed throughout this text as it applies to various HR practices, such as in 
Chapter 12 in the discussion of global performance management, and particularly 
in Chapter 14 on comparative HRM. In any case, as the global economy continues 
to grow, it is likely that cultural differences will inuence IB and IHRM practices 
in multiple and complex ways. Management and HR practices are likely to be 
both inuenced by the practices of large MNEs from the developed economies as 
well as by the values and practices from the largest emerging economies, referred 
to as the (BRIC) Brazil, Russia, India, China countries, and from smaller, yet suc-
cessful economies, such as Austria, Switzerland, the Scandinavian countries, 
South Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong, creating potentially many different, yet 
successful, hybrid management systems. 



Research in IHRM 
 Although the eld of IHRM has grown in recent years, there are inherent prob-
lems in researching international organizational issues. This is largely due to the 
signicant and complex impact of culture on such research. 

IB research began to develop in the 1970s (along with the expansion of IB). 30 

Cross-cultural management research, however, remained largely limited through-
out the 1970s and 1980s and, even now, represents only a small percentage of 
published research on management and organizational topics.31 In addition, at least 
until recently, much of the published research was from an Anglo perspective, 
much of it performed by American (or American-trained) or European research-
ers,32 and mostly done in the top industrialized or developed countries.33 Research 
published by non-Western scholars (or published in non-English language sources), 
such as in Western and Eastern Europe and Japan and in emerging economies, 
such as the BRIC countries, has gone largely unnoticed in the US, in particular, and 
in other major English-speaking countries.34 And among the business disciplines, 
management, organization, and HRM have been among those topics receiving the 
least attention.35 All of this has contributed to the lack of research related to IHRM. 

The limited research published on international and comparative management 
and organization in general, and IHRM in particular, has also been criticized as 
lacking in analytical rigor, relying too heavily on description of organizational 
practices (as opposed to critically evaluating such practices), being expedient in 
research design and planning, and lacking the sustained effort needed to develop 
case material and other types of longitudinal studies.36 

There are numerous reasons for this. Multinational � or cross-border or cross-
cultural � research is expensive, takes more time, typically involves more travel 
than domestic research, and often requires skills in multiple languages, sensitivity 
to multiple cultures, and cooperation among numerous individuals from different 
countries, companies, and, often, governments. All of this combines (and con-
spires) to make such research quite difcult, if not impossible for many research-
ers. Throw in problems with cultural differences among researchers and at research 
sites, translation problems (see the next few paragraphs), interpretation variances 
among multinational research teams, and difculties with research designs such as 
the use of control groups and the creation of equivalent groups for comparison 
purposes, and one can see some of the reasons for the lack of rigorous research in 
IHRM in particular, and to a lesser extent, international management in general.37 

The amount of research into topics of relevance to IHRM continues to grow, 
with the quantity and quality expanding.38 However, as described previously, and 
as with all research into topics related to international business (IB) (if not all 
areas of international research), there are a number of issues that make such 
research difcult to perform, difcult to describe, and difcult to get published.39 

The following is a short introduction to issues related to the conduct of research 
into IHRM, which should help those interested in both the conduct and the report-
ing of such research as well as help readers to evaluate the research that is reported, 
both of an empirical and of a more general, anecdotal nature. 

 General frustrations 
International management researchers have reported frustration with four par-
ticular problems: 

j Inconsistent and vague denitions of terms like culture and performance; 



j Inaccurate translation of key terminology (see the next few paragraphs); 

j  Difculty in obtaining representative or equivalent samples of research sub-
jects. It is very hard to isolate the variables of interest in different cultures; and 

j  Difculty in isolating cultural differences � versus identifying cultural charac-
teristics that might be common across varying cultures � amid varying national 
economic and political realities (such as stages of development of the coun-
tries or cultures being studied and the nature of their political systems). 

Forms of IHRM research 
IHRM research has basically taken one of three forms. These are: 

j Cross-cultural, i.e., the study of issues or practices, comparing one country to 
another; 

j Multicultural, i.e., the study of a practice or issue in a number of countries or 
cultures; or 

j HR practices in other countries, i.e., describing HR practices in one or more 
countries that are �foreign� to the researcher. 

However, the majority of the published research has been of the rst variety, 
primarily due to the many problems with conducting cross-border studies, as 
described earlier. 

 The specic case of employee surveys40 

Although most IHRM research is conducted by academic researchers (with some 
done by consultants and practitioners), some is conducted by in-house scientists. 
One of the functions of IHRM research is to help rms evaluate their IHRM prac-
tices. One of the common methods used for such in-house research is employee 
surveys. Even though surveys may be relatively simple in terms of research design, 
they are still impacted by all of the issues described in this section. Every issue, 
from translation and item equivalence, to union or works council reviews, to length 
of time to administer, to varying privacy guidelines or attitudes, to methods for 
administration, to difculties in working with multinational teams, to varying 
acceptance of such data gathering in different countries, can cause problems. 

 Basic assumptions 
The basic models and/or assumptions that underlie cross-cultural research have 
been described as falling into the following three �camps.� The perspective of a 
particular researcher will obviously inuence the approach taken, the types of 
questions examined, the type of data or information sought, and the interpretation 
and generalizability of the results.41 

j Universal: a researcher with a universalist assumption has the attitude that 
there exist some universal cultural characteristics; his or her research task is to 
identify them and thus demonstrate that certain management and HR practices 
will work anywhere. 

j Situational: a researcher with this perspective maintains that there are differ-
ent managerial practices for different situations; thus, his or her task is to 
identify the cultural situations in which HR or management practices differ or 
which practices differ based on which cultural variables. 



j Convergent: a researcher with this perspective begins with a view (and tries to 
verify) that countries with similar industrial and cultural backgrounds will 
converge to a common set of management practices as they approach similar 
levels of economic maturity. 

Speci c difculties 
Some of the specic reasons for the difculties in doing international/comparative 
management and IHR research and getting it published include the following. 

The particular focus of the researcher(s) 
There are often the following two foci described: 

j Emic: they try to identify culture-specic aspects of concepts/behavior, i.e., 
differences across cultures. 

j Etic: they try to identify culture-common aspects, i.e., the same across all 
cultures. 

These terms have been borrowed from linguistics: a phonemic system documents 
meaningful sounds specic to a given language, and a phonetic system organizes 
all sounds that have meaning in any language. Both approaches provide legiti-
mate research orientations, but if a researcher uses an etic approach (i.e., assumes 
universality across cultures) when there is little or no support for doing so, or vice 
versa, it makes the results difcult to interpret � or leads to errors in research 
design and interpretation � and will cause problems with review and publishing. 

These approaches obviously interact with the universalist versus situational 
perspectives. A universalist approach will look for evidence to suggest that there 
is really only �one best way� and that countries that have practices that diverge 
will eventually converge to the best way. Thus, a longitudinal perspective becomes 
quite important. Most cultural research is pretty static � that is, it doesn�t take into 
account a long-enough perspective to show that pressures even within a culture 
(or, broader, within the global environment) can lead to signicant changes and 
adaptation. So, if the distinction between emic and etic approaches is ignored in 
research design, or if unwarranted universality assumptions are made, major 
methodological difculties can arise. 

 Language problems 
Language problems are at the root of many of the problems encountered in con-
ducting cross-national research (this is discussed in more detail later). 

Measurement and/or methodological problems 
Measurement and methodological problems can occur when conducting research 
in multiple cultures and/or languages (for example, attempting to get equivalence 
in the meaning of terms in various languages, particularly in questionnaire and 
interview research).42 �Measurement error occurs when the measure or scale 
employed fails to reect the correct extent to which the subject possesses the 
attribute being measured.�43 These errors can arise because of aws in scale 
design or mathematical properties, problems with instrument validity, or because 
of incorrect application of the scale. These are general methodological problems 
and can occur in any type of research. However, the complexities of cross-national 
research add additional problems involving issues such as the reliability of the 
measures in terms of equivalence of language in different versions of the instru-



ment and equivalence in various versions of the instruments, themselves.44 In 
addition, the cross-cultural researcher needs to be aware of the need for equiva-
lence of administration of research and of response to the research in different 
national or cultural locales. 

Equivalence problems in cross-cultural research 
The three critical equivalence issues that arise in conducting cross-cultural and 
cross-national research include:45 

j Metric (stimulus) equivalence: this deals with trying to ensure that the psycho-
metric properties of various forms of the research instruments, such as ques-
tionnaire surveys or interviews, which have to be translated into languages 
different from the original form, are the same. This is usually accomplished 
through back translation, i.e., having translators convert the translated forms 
back into the original language, to see if the back-translated questionnaire is 
the same as the original. Most cross-cultural research focuses here, and this 
step is pretty much required of all such research, in order to get published. But, 
as is demonstrated in the next few paragraphs, more is needed. 

j Conceptual equivalence: the concern here is to ensure that not only do the 
words trans-late the same, but that they have the same meaning in different 
cultures and produce the same level of consistency in results, i.e., the measure-
ment results are similar. For example, in a cross-cultural survey administered 
in China, South Korea, Japan, and the US, researchers found signi cant effects 
attributable not only to country differences but also to the type of scale used, 
e.g., Likert or semantic differentials.46 The authors� conclusion was that reac-
tions to various attitude scales are culturally bound and, thus, the scales need 
to be matched to country situations. 

j Functional equivalence: this form of equivalence is concerned with ensuring 
that the terms used and the translations developed are viewed in each culture 
in similar ways, which requires having �insider� knowledge about the culture, 
adequate to determine what various cultures value and what the concepts 
really mean in each culture so as to produce �functional� similarity. In addi-
tion, functional equivalence is concerned with ensuring that the concepts work 
the same way and are implemented the same way in each culture. 

The point here is that the results achieved through cross-cultural research may be 
due to the nature of the research itself (the scales, the language, the wording, the 
translations, administration, etc.) rather than with any �real� differences in the 
variables being studied. In addition, there are two more issues that need to be 
considered: 

j Subjectivity of the topics themselves: there can be differences between cul-
tures in how they approach the very concept of doing research. The emphasis 
in Western research is on objectivity and specicity (at least, as viewed within 
Western cultural norms). But there are potentially a number of points at which 
people from non-Western (and even some from within Western) cultures 
would view research differently. For example, the choice of topics to research, 
that is, the topics that are seen as most important to research, are likely to vary 
from country to country. And topics, themselves, are likely to be viewed very 
differently and approached very differently in different cultures. For example, 



US business (males) have traditionally shown a bias for action, but French 
business (males) prefer thought before action. Whether action or thought 
comes rst could well be researched using objective measurement, but which 
is the �correct� managerial bias is subjective. And, indeed, women in either 
culture may view this issue differently yet. 

j Factors other than culture: lastly, there may also be factors other than culture 
that make interpreting the results of cross-cultural and cross-national research 
very problematic. For example, a review of research published in Arabic 
showed conicting results over preferences for various leadership or manage-
ment styles in Arab countries.47 The author concluded that management styles 
used in these countries varied with situational factors other than culture. 

Research content in IHRM 
Traditionally, the majority of published IHRM research and writing has been 
related to the selection and preparation of expatriates (now more commonly 
referred to as IAs). Gradually more research interest has been focused on local 
foreign workforces and on other HRM practices in MNEs and in foreign opera-
tions. Clearly there are many practices of importance in IHRM that are gaining 
increased attention from researchers and writers. This is reected in the chapters 
throughout the rest of this book. 

Impact of culture on IHRM 
The discussion in this chapter has illustrated just how important culture is in the 
conduct of IB and international HRM. Indeed, every aspect of IB and IHRM is 
impacted by national and organizational culture. Every topic throughout the rest 
of this book is inuenced by the realities of varying country and company cul-
tures. This is true for the HR management of IAs as well as for the HR manage-
ment of local workforces in subsidiaries and JVs. 

A study by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) in the US 
suggests that the situations in which particular cultural inuences on IHRM are 
important include:48 

j Recruiting and hiring practices; 

j Building business relationships; 

j The role and use of multiple languages and communication; 

j Perceptions of organizational justice (such as fairness in treatment, quality of 
treatment, and fairness of outcomes); 

j  Decision-making; 

j Performance evaluations and feedback; 

j Management and leadership development; 

j Development of a global mindset; and 

j Varying perspectives on careers across cultures. 

Conclusion 
This chapter has described the concepts of national and MNE cultures and dis-
cussed their importance to the successful conduct of IB and IHRM. It described 



the basic research ndings of two of the best-known researchers, Geert Hofstede 
and Fons Trompenaars, and the conclusions of one of the most-experienced inter-
national executives, Gesteland. The chapter also described the importance of 
culture to IHRM and the importance of culture to and its impact on the difculties 
encountered in conducting IHRM research. Cultural differences impact IB and 
IHRM in ways that make both much more challenging and complex. MNEs and 
their managers need understanding of and appreciation for these differences as 
well as cultural competencies in working within these varying cultural contexts. 

This chapter has only provided an introduction and a frame of reference. The 
concepts and ideas are utilized throughout the rest of the text to help describe the 
complexities and challenges of IHR. The chapter has provided a framework 
within which the rest of IHRM and this book can be understood. 

The experiences of Barden, a precision ball-bearing manufacturer based in 
Danbury, Connecticut, illustrate how workforce planning has become a global 
activity even for a local rm. In the late 1980s, Barden had an opportunity to sig-
nicantly increase its business. In order to achieve this, it needed to increase its 
hourly labor force by about 125 employees over the next year. However, the local 
Danbury labor market was experiencing unprecedented low unemployment. The 
human resource department thought they could nd enough new employees but 
indicated they would have to be very creative (for example, by using bonuses to 
current employees for successful referrals, open houses to recruit applicants, etc.) 
and, importantly, by recruiting recent immigrants whose English was likely to be 
very poor. 

In the past, Barden had found that, for example, Portuguese immigrants became 
very reliable, long-term employees. Barden had used a �buddy� system to help 
new employees learn their jobs and to acquire an adequate �Barden� work vocab-
ulary. But it was clear that this would be inadequate to prepare � in a short period 



of time � the large new group of potential employees that had been identi ed. It 
turned out that there were a signicant number of bright recent immigrants from 
a large and diverse number of countries (e.g., Laos, Cambodia, Brazil, Colombia, 
the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Chile, Lebanon, Pakistan, Thailand, and 
Yemen), but who spoke little or no English. 

To become functioning, qualied Barden employees, newcomers would have 
to master the basic �Barden� vocabulary and be able to look up standard operating 
procedures as well as material safety data sheets, and master basic shop mathe-
matics, measurement processes, and blueprint reading. This was a major chal-
lenge for the immigrants, even though many of them, it was discovered, had 
received surprisingly good educations back in their home countries. In order to 
teach these new employees enough English to pay their way, a language training 
rm, Berlitz, was retained to develop a special, intensive course in cooperation 
with Barden�s training unit. In a fairly short period of time, six groups of eight 
new employees were taught through this special program. All the students were 
put on the payroll while they met with a Berlitz instructor for four hours a day for 
15 consecutive workdays during work hours. 

The program had a number of effects, beyond enabling Barden to ll its 
employment needs to meet its new corporate growth strategy and to integrate this 
veritable United Nations group into its workforce. The condence level of the 
students soared as they used their new language abilities. Barden�s supervisors 
were impressed � and gained some new cross-cultural awareness and competence 
as well (which came in handy over the next decade as Barden became an inter-
national company). And the word spread to the community with the positive 
result of attracting new high-quality recruits. 

In 1991, Barden became afliated with FAG, a German company in Schwein-
furt, Germany, and Stratford, Canada, and later developed subsidiaries in the UK 
as well. Today, Barden/FAG is recognized as the industry leader in the manufac-
ture of ball-bearings to super-precise/super-critical tolerances, for machine tools 
and special machinery and equipment in the aerospace, automotive, and medical 
industries. And their success has been recognized as deriving, at least in a major 
way, from their diverse and multicultural workforce. Since then, the company has 
come a long way: 

The Barden Corporation became part of the Aerospace and Super Precision 
Division of FAG in 1994 before being acquired by INA-Schaefer KG in 
2001 and becoming a member of the Schaefer Group. In an exciting new 
chapter of the company�s life, on June 1, 2019, The Barden Corporation 
(UK) Ltd was acquired by German precision bearing manufacturer HQW 
Precision GmbH. The acquisition brings together two highly compatible 
businesses which hold a similar vision, and this strong synergy can especial-
ly be seen in their joint focus on technology, innovation and quality. Working 
together as �Partners in Precision�, both HQW and Barden UK have ambi-
tious plans for growth and development in the precision bearings sector. 

(www.bardenbearings.co.uk/company-history, May 5, 2021) 

Sources: Schuler, R. S. and Walker, J. W. (1990). Human resource strategy: Focusing on 
issues and actions. Organizational Dynamics, summer, 4�20; updated 2014 at: www. 
bardenbearings.com . Update in 2021 from The Barden Corporation website (2021):  www. 
bardenbearings.co.uk/company-history. 



Case study questions 

1 Are immigrants a good source of workers to ll vacant positions? What are 
some of the barriers to employing immigrants? Are immigrants always wel-
comed by every country to ll job vacancies? 

2 Do current global demographics accommodate or require the hiring of foreign 
immigrants? Should a consideration for foreign immigrants be part of every 
rm�s workforce strategy? How do host-country and third-country hires relate 
to the hiring of immigrants? 

3 What cultural barriers had to be crossed with the hiring of immigrants at 
Barden? What cultural challenges do you think were experienced with the 
afliation of Barden with FAG of Schweinfurt, Germany, and Stratford, 
Canada? 

4 How would you (as Barden�s HR manager) have dealt with the need for new 
employees and then global expansion? 
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The previous chapter introduced the complex responsibilities of international 
workforce planning and stafng for rms that operate in a multinational 
environment. In addition to normal domestic hiring responsibilities � which in 
today�s global economy often involve the recruitment and selection of 



employees from numerous nationalities and cultures � the international stafng 
manager takes on a number of new responsibilities, including recruiting and staff-
ing the traditional types of employees utilized by international businesses (IBs) 
(e.g., PCNs, host-country nationals (HCNs), and TCNs). This chapter focuses 
primarily on the issue of recruiting, selecting, and repatriating traditional PCNs, 
or expatriates, although some of the chapter discusses the selection of the other 
traditional types of international employees (IEs) (HCNs and TCNs) as well. 

j Recruiting involves searching for and attracting qualied applicants to create 
a pool of candidates for screening for possible hiring. 

j Selecting focuses on gathering and analyzing information about applicants in 
order to select the most suitable person or persons for the job. 

j Repatriating refers to the process of bringing international assignees (IEs) and 
their families back �home� from their foreign assignments. 

Stafng with expatriates or international 
assignees 
Typical employment practices for managerial, marketing, and technical opera-
tions positions in foreign subsidiaries, particularly in the early stages of �going 
international,� place heavy emphasis on the use of expatriates.3 There are many 
reasons that multinational enterprises (MNEs) transfer personnel from one 
country to another. But the key reasons still appear to be for their technical or 
functional expertise, for control, and to start new operations.4 In addition, MNEs 
are increasingly recognizing the importance of international experience for 
higher-level managerial positions, making development through an international 
assignment (IA) an increasingly prominent focus, as well (although, as will be 
shown later in this chapter, the rhetoric may be stronger than the reality).5 

Historically, the term �expatriate,� as used by companies, referred to employees 
who were relocated from the parent company or headquarters (HQs) to foreign 
subsidiaries or �overseas� operations. Today, the term �international assignee� is 
more generally used to describe any employee who is relocated from one country 
to another for a period of more than one year, while staying in the employment of 
the same rm. Both terms are used throughout this text. 

Exhibit 9.1 illustrates the four common options used by MNEs to staff their 
foreign operations. The rst option in Exhibit 9.1 � secondment, while remaining 
an employee of the parent rm � is the most commonly used practice to relocate 
expatriates, either from HQs out to subsidiaries or from subsidiaries to HQs or to 
other subsidiaries. The other options � transfer of employment, global employ-
ment company (GEC), and dual employment are used less frequently. 

Even though global enterprises are using multiple ways and multiple types of 
employees to staff their IBs, there is still major interest in and use of traditional IAs 
(option one in Exhibit 9.1 ). Many large multinationals that have been international 
for a long time, such as Unilever, the large Anglo-Dutch consumer products rm; 
Royal Dutch Shell, an Anglo-Dutch oil company; and Ford Motor Company, move 
managers from subsidiary to subsidiary and country to country (as well as from 
HQs out to subsidiaries) to help build global relationships and to develop a common 
corporate identity and business culture among their management ranks, as well as 
to ensure they have the necessary talent in the right location at the right time.



   Exhibit 9.1  Employment Options for 
International Transfers 
Who will be the employer? As illustrated in Chapter 8 (in Exhibit 8.3 ) and 
discussed throughout this chapter, there are many types of expatriates or 
international assignees. But there are only a limited number of choices 
typically identied for paying them � or determining �who will be their 
employer?� These options are described in this exhibit. The typical options 
involve one of these four: 

j Secondment � in this option, the assignee remains employed by the 
home country (or headquarters organization) and is �loaned� (or sec-
onded) to work for the rm�s foreign subsidiary in the host country. 
This is the treatment of the traditional expatriate. 

j Transfer of Employment � in this option, the employee is terminated in 
the home country and is then rehired by a different (new) employer in 
the foreign (host) country. 

j Dual Employment � the employee maintains more than one employ-
ment relationship, thus working for two or more employers with what is 
referred to as �split� payroll. 

j Global Employment Company (GEC) or Professional Employer Organ-
ization (PEO) � this option enables employers to hire a foreign work-
force through an existing foreign company that is already established. 
Thus, in a relatively short period of time and without having to create 
their own subsidiary with all the necessary organizational infrastructure 
(taxes, payroll, benets, etc.), an MNE can �get up and running� fairly 
quickly. This option is increasingly being used. 

Adapted from Velocity Global Team (2021), The Ultimate Guide to Global Expansion, Denver CO: 
Velocity Global; Globalization Partners (2020), Free Yourself from the Contractor Trap, Boston, MA: 
Authors; Globalization Partners (2018), What is a Professional Employer Organization (PEO)? 
Boston, MA: Authors; Morgan, B. S. (Editor in Chief) (2020�2021),  The Global Employer: Focus on 
Global Immigration & Mobility (2020�2021), Baker & McKenzie International, a Swiss Verein with 
member law rms around the world. 

Increasing use of international assignees 
In the typical MNE of any size, there are divergent forces operating relative to the 
use of IAs: 

j Larger MNEs use a greater number and percentage of local hires, but they also 
need international experience in their management team. So, to develop this 
experience, they are increasingly likely to move managers from the parent 
company or regional HQs, as well as their foreign managers, to assignments in 
countries other than their countries of origin. 

j Firms that are newly developing their international businesses, of which there 
are a constantly increasing number, typically rely heavily on international 
assignees from the home ofce for the development of that business, both 



because they trust their existing managers more than unknown foreign manag-
ers and because they lack experience in working with foreign operations and 
it seems easier to establish their new foreign businesses with their existing 
managers. 

j Sometimes there is simply a shortage of qualied skills in local nationals, 
although, with global communications and hundreds of thousands � if not mil-
lions � of students from the developing world getting higher education in 
developed countries and many developing or emerging economies providing 
world-class education to millions of their own citizens, this is rapidly becom-
ing less of a concern. A more pressing concern is the lack of supervisory and 
managerial skills in these emerging markets. 

Several studies show that the number of IAs is increasing, and the prediction6 is 
that the absolute numbers will continue to grow as global business opportunities 
are expanding, especially in large markets like China and India. 

It is important to keep in mind that the number of IAs can vary with the 
stages of international operations. The use of IAs (especially from HQs) is 
high during the initial stages of foreign operations in order to implement oper-
ational and ofce start-up and all that is involved with this in a new country; 
technology transfer, including production and management technologies; and 
product knowledge transfer. The number of IAs will then decline as the rm�s 
local managers and technical and functional staff assimilate this knowledge. 
The number may later expand again, as local operations become increasingly 
integrated into a global operational framework. In addition, as enterprises 
become more global, they develop a need for international managers with 
greater international experience as they develop their worldwide competitive 
advantages. However, at this stage, these global managers may well come 
from any country, not necessarily, or even primarily, from the country of the 
parent company. 

Thus, the global movement of employees is essential to multinational organi-
zations doing business in different countries. As stated by Baker & McKenzie, the 
world�s largest global employment law rm: �Getting the right people to the right 
places at the right time with proper support in a lawful manner is critical to the 
success of global business.�7 

The international recruitment function 
Recruitment is dened as the process that involves searching for and attracting 
qualied applicants to create an applicant pool for open positions. Recruitment is 
highly dependent on the workforce planning process discussed in the previous 
chapter. Recruiting begins after an organization�s immediate and long-term labor 
needs are dened. For example, several questions8 such as the following need to 
be addressed before the recruiting process can start: 

j How many positions does the organization need to ll? Are these needs short-
term (less than a year) or long-term (greater than a year)? 

j Does the organization need applicants for short-term assignments or long-
term assignments? 

j What compensation strategy does the organization want to pursue? That is, 
does the organization intend to offer compensation packages that are below 
market average, at market average, or above market average? 



j Does the organization seek applicants who differ from the company�s current 
employees? How will this affect the recruiting process? 

j What type of competencies does the organization seek in new applicants? 

Once the number, types, and quality of employees being sought are speci ed, then 
organizations need to determine which labor markets � which are potentially 
widely geographically dispersed � are most likely to provide the employees 
desired. This process of nding candidates is referred to as sourcing, and there are 
two broad recruiting sources available to organizations: internal recruiting 
sources and external recruiting sources. 

Internal recruiting sources focus on global candidates from within the organ-
ization and include:9 

j Global talent management inventories: electronic records of work-related 
information for employees from throughout the organization including their 
knowledge, skills and abilities, education, past performance, interests, etc.; 

j Attendees from in-house global leadership programs: educational programs 
designed to provide global leadership competencies to high potential employees; 

j Former/current expatriates: individuals who have been on foreign assign-
ments or are currently on an assignment; 

j Nominations: recommendations from current or potential supervisors and/or 
former or current expatriates; 

j Internal job posting/intranet: job advertisement that can only be viewed by 
current employees, usually posted on the company�s intranet system (it is 
expected that employees with an interest in an international assignment will 
look for these postings and apply when they see a job for which they have an 
interest); and 

j International succession planning programs: internal programs designed to 
prepare high-potential employees for overseas positions such as �look-see 
visits� or �short-term developmental� foreign assignments. 

Internal recruiting sources are often favored because they reduce labor costs, are 
valued by employers and employees, and can enhance the reputation of the 
company as an employer of choice. However, internal recruiting sources can also 
limit the size, and to some extent the quality, of the applicant pool, and may 
encourage inghting and inbreeding. 

External recruiting sources locate candidates from outside the organization and 
include:10 

j Employee referrals: recommendations from current employees or expatriates; 

j Job fairs: organized events where employers and potential applicants can 
meet each other; 

j Company Internet sites: companies� dedicated career websites that allow 
potential applicants to learn about employment opportunities within the organ-
ization (each country/region/subsidiary within the rm may have its own ded-
icated career website); 

j Executive search rms: recruiting rms that specialize in particular types of 
individuals, jobs, or industries (particularly helpful here are search  rms with 
global networks and contacts); 



j Professional associations or networks: members of professional associations 
and networks are potential applicants (e.g., LinkedIn) or may provide a plat-
form or network for connection to possible international assignments; 

j Competing rms: current expatriates or former expatriates from competitor 
rms are potential applicants (recruiting existing employees from other rms 
is referred to as employee raiding, which can be unethical or illegal in certain 
environments or countries); and 

j G eneric global leadership programs for the public (offered by consulting 
rms or training companies) or offered in universities and colleges (most of 
these programs typically prepare interested managers or senior-level students 
for global leadership position). 

Managers should always use multiple recruiting sources so as to increase diver-
sity and to generate a larger pool of applicants. 

Although all of the previously mentioned recruiting sources may be used to nd 
candidates for foreign assignments (PCNs or TCNs) or HCNs for local hires, attract-
ing candidates to work internationally raises an important challenge for MNEs11 � 
how to nd individuals interested in a specic IA as well as those interested in 
permanent international careers.12 MNEs need to use recruiting sources that nd 
candidates with high receptivity to international careers, 13 which refers to an indi-
vidual�s attitude toward international careers and is one of the most frequently 
studied factors in assessing why people undertake careers in international work.14 

Several factors inuence an individual�s receptivity to an international career 
or willingness to accept an IA (these factors are described in more detail in the 
selection section later in the chapter):15 

j Job suitability/technical ability; 

j  Cultural adaptability; 

j  Personality characteristics; 

j Desire for foreign assignment; 

j T he maturity of the candidate; 

j Ability to handle foreign language(s); and 

j Possession of a favorable outlook on the international assignment. 

In addition to these factors, there are other factors that can inuence receptivity to 
international careers: 

j Prior international experience; 

j  Age; 

j  Gender; 

j  Family status; 

j  Marital status; 

j  Education; 

j  Destination country; 

j Opportunities for career support; 

j  Company culture; 

j Career and repatriation planning; 



j Length of the foreign assignment; 

j Overseas health care plans; 

j Income tax equalization policy; 

j Host country housing assistance; 

j Spouse job assistance; 

j Spouse�s willingness to travel overseas; and 

j Children�s education allowance. 

Another challenge for MNEs, especially if recruiting candidates from an external 
labor market, is to develop an employer reputation16 that attracts candidates to the 
organization. Employer reputation � sometimes referred to as employer brand � 
refers to the evaluation by potential candidates of an organization as a desirable 
place of work and as a desirable option for seeking international experience. An 
organization�s employer reputation is strongly based on the signals or messages 
the organization sends to individuals outside the organization. These signals can 
come through the media (e.g., newspapers and business magazines), former 
employees, recruiting advertisements, customer reactions to company products 
and services, and company websites, and can include information about potential 
compensation, benets, prestige, and career advancement. For potential candid-
ates, employer reputation is critical since most candidates� understanding of an 
organization is limited to the employer�s reputation in the marketplace rather than 
the organization�s actual HR policies and practices. 17 

The nal challenge for MNEs is to manage talent shortages that occur when 
employers cannot nd workers with the needed competencies.18 Talent shortages 
occur in countries during times of economic boom, as well as in times of eco-
nomic uncertainty.19 This is more serious in the service sector, especially when 
economic conditions improve. 20 

In the context of talent shortages, the challenge is for MNEs to develop strat-
egies to attract high-performers and specialists. Location (where to  nd talent) 
becomes a critical issue. The following international human resource manage-
ment (IHRM) in Action illustrates this point:21 



The international selection function 
Selection refers to the process of gathering and analyzing information about 
applicants in order to select the most suitable person or persons for the job. The 
selection decision for IAs is critically important. Errors in selection can have 
major negative impacts on the success of overseas operations as well as on the 
careers of relocated managers. 

 Selection decisions 
A good selection decision will identify, and/or most likely predict, IAs who are 
likely to perform well on the assignment (in a different culture) and to remain in 
their foreign assignments until the end of their contracts. 23 In addition, a good 
selection decision will predict IAs who are most likely to stay committed to their 
organizations while on the assignment and after returning from the assignment.24 

Successful expatriate experience 
From the perspective of HQs, an important consideration in making good 
selection decisions is to fully understand the process of a �successful expatri-
ate experience� (see Figure 9.1 ). As with all HRM activities, a thorough job 
analysis of the assignment (including an examination of the foreign work 
environment and culture) is necessary in order to make appropriate IA selec-
tions. Thus, the rst step in understanding the process of a �successful expatri-
ate experience� is to fully analyze the requirements in both technical and 
cultural terms of the jobs to which expatriates will be assigned (see Part A in 
Figure 9.1 ) as well as of the country of assignment (see Part B in  Figure 9.1 ). 25 

Based on this information, the candidate is evaluated for his/her ability to suc-
cessfully live and work overseas (Part C in Figure 9.1 ). If the candidate is 
selected, then he/she is prepared for the overseas assignment (Part D in 
Figure 9.1 ) and supported during the assignment depending on the length of 
the assignment (Part E in Figure 9.1 ). Then the IA is prepared to repatriate to 
the home country (Part F in Figure 9.1 ), and eventually returns to the home 
country (Part G in Figure 9.1 ). 

Shortage of potential IAs 
Increasingly, the problem of selection of IAs involves nding employees with the 
necessary skills to function successfully in the new �global� environment and 
convincing them to take on the assignment. Because of dual career families, dis-
ruption of employees� lives, employee work-life balance concerns, and uncer-
tainty about the impact of a foreign assignment on their careers, employees are 
becoming increasingly reluctant to take on IAs � or reluctant to relocate to many 
locales.26 



 Competency prole 
The competency prole of an assignee is an important aspect of the selection deci-
sion-making process. Exhibit 9.2 lists the skills that are being cited as important for 



   Exhibit 9.2  The 21 st -Century Expatriate Manager 
Prole* 

   Core Skills      Managerial Implications   

Multidimensional 

perspective 

Extensive multi-product, multi-industry, multifunctional, multi-

company, multi-country, and multi-environment experience 

 Prociency in line 

management 

Track record in successfully operating overseas strategic business 

units and/or a series of major overseas projects 

 Prudent decision- 

making skills 

Competence and proven track record in making the right strategic 

decisions 

 Resourcefulness Skillful in getting him/herself known and accepted in the host 

country�s political hierarchy 

 Cultural adaptability Quick and easy adaptability into the foreign culture � individual with 

as much cultural mix, diversity, and experience as possible 

 Cultural sensitivity Effective people skills in dealing with a variety of cultures, races, 

nationalities, genders, and religions; sensitive to cultural difference. 

 Cultural agility Culturally agile professionals have competencies that allow them 

to work quickly, comfortably, and effectively in cross-cultural and 

international environments 

Ability as a team 

builder 

Adept in bringing a culturally diverse working group together to 

accomplish the major global mission and objectives of the enterprise

 Physical tness and 

mental maturity 

Endurance for the rigorous demands of overseas assignments 

 Curiosity and 

learning 

Constant interest in learning about all aspects of international 

cultures, foreign countries, and global business 

   Augmented Skills      Managerial Implications   

 Computer literacy Comfortable exchanging strategic information electronically 

 Prudent negotiating 

skills 

Proven track record in conducting successful strategic business 

negotiations in multicultural/multinational environments 

Ability as a change 

agent 

Proven track record in successfully initiating and implementing 

strategic and global organizational changes 

 Visionary skills Quick to recognize and respond to strategic business opportunities 

and potential political and economic upheavals in the host country 

 Effective delegatory 

Skills 

Proven track record in participative management styles and ability to 

delegate in cross-cultural environments 

International 

business skills 

Proven track record in conducting business in the global environment 

*  Sources: Based on Caligiuri, P (2021).  Build Your Cultural Agility: The Nine Competencies of Successful Global 

Professionals , Kogan Page; Black, J. S. (2006), �The mindset of global leaders: Inquisitiveness and duality.� In 

Mobley, W. H. and Weldon, E. (Eds.), Advances in Global Leadership, vol. 4: 181�200; Black, J. S., Morrison, A. 

and Gregersen, H. (1999), Global Explorers: The Next Generation of Leaders. New York: Routledge; Howard, C. G. 

(1992), Prole of the 21 st -century expatriate manager, HR Magazine, June, 96; Marquardt, M. J. and Berger, N. O. 

(2000), Global Leaders for the 21 st Century, New York: State University of New York Press; and Rosen, R., Digh, 

P., Singer, M. and Philips, C. (2000) Global Literacies: Lessons on Business Leadership and National Cultures. New 

York: Simon and Schuster. 



the 21 st  century expatriate manager. 27 In the words of two MNE executives:28 �The 
top 21 st -century manager should have multienvironment, multicountry, multifunc-
tional, multicompany, multi-industry experience,� according to Ed Dunn, corpo-
rate vice president of Whirlpool Corp. Michael Angus, chairman of Unilever PLC, 
adds, �Most people who rise toward the top of our business will have worked in at 
least two countries, probably three. They will probably speak another language and 
they most certainly will have worked in different product areas.�  

Placing high importance on the alignment of selection decisions with corporate 
strategy and goals is also becoming more common. 29 Successful global  rms link 
their global stafng decisions to their global business goals. The more important 
the international strategy and the more complex the structure developed to imple-
ment that strategy, the more critical are the international staf ng decisions. 

Selection decisions also need to consider the receiving (host country) managers 
and location. Successful IAs make demands not only on the IA but also on both the 
receiving manager and company as well as the sending manager and company.30 

Often, the sending manager has little (or no) international experience and, there-
fore, does not have a clear idea of what it takes to handle a foreign assignment � 
and may also downplay the importance of the difculties of the foreign assignment. 
And receiving managers may have the same problems � they have not worked at 
HQs or elsewhere outside their home countries and they do not know what strengths 
it takes for a successful expatriate assignment. Thus, the sending company can 
have a negative impact on the success of the IA by relying on domestic experience 
for guidance on how to manage and evaluate the IA and not understanding the 
pressures of the foreign environment. And the receiving rm may compound the 
problems by not understanding the perspective of the parent company. 

From the viewpoint of persons being considered for IAs, studies suggest that 
three specic factors � in addition to a strong personal interest in getting a foreign 
experience, usually based on having previously enjoyed living overseas � are 
primary in their decisions to take on such an assignment: increased pay, perceived 
improved career opportunities, and perceived desirable lifestyle. This suggests 
the importance of paying close attention to the following factors when making 
selections for international assignments. 

Criteria for selection 
 The specic criteria an MNE uses to select its IAs play a major role in determining 
their future successes or failures in their IAs. First this section takes a look at a number 
of criteria that are used by various global rms to select their IAs. Then the section 
examines the consequences of making mistakes in either choosing IAs or in preparing 
and supporting them in their assignments or in helping them make a successful return 
to home at the end of their IAs. The most important selection criteria for IAs include 
job suitability/technical ability, cultural adaptability, and desire for IA. 

j Job suitability/technical ability: Most rms primarily base their choices for 
international assignments on candidates� technical expertise.31 That is, the 
primary focus is on their ability to perform the target job requirements. Experi-
ence suggests, however, that all the other topics discussed in this text are at 
least as important as the individual�s job competencies. Nevertheless, at least 
in smaller and medium-sized rms (and, regrettably, still too often in larger 
rms), the parent-company supervisor usually makes the choice of individual 
to be sent on an international assignment and that choice is usually based on 
the individual�s perceived ability to ll a perceived (and usually immediate) 
functional or technical need in the foreign operation. 



j Cultural adaptability: Experience in MNEs suggests that cultural adaptability 
is at least as important to the successful completion of an overseas assignment 
as is the individual�s technical ability.32 Expatriates must be able to adjust to 
their new and often alien environments while effectively delivering their tech-
nical and managerial expertise. They must graciously accept their new cul-
tures but not at the expense of not getting their jobs done. While technical 
expertise is usually important (and the primary reason most rms send a par-
ticular expatriate to a foreign assignment), the principal difculty faced by 
most expatriates lies in the inabilities of the managers and their families to 
adapt to the foreign cultures. Maybe not surprisingly, American rms tend to 
be more likely to place the most emphasis on the individual�s work experience 
and expertise than is the case for many MNEs from other countries, and as a 
consequence tend to experience more difculties with expatriate adjustment. 

j One of the most important components of cultural adaptability is cross-cul-
tural adjustment,33 which refers to the extent to which individuals are psycho-
logically comfortable living in a new culture and is conceptualized as an 
individual�s reactions to and feelings about working in the host country (work 
adjustment), about interacting with host country nationals (interaction adjust-
ment), and about the general non-work environment in the host country 
(general adjustment).34 

j Personality characteristics:35 Researchers have found that successful and 
well-adjusted international assignees tend to share certain personality traits. 
Certain personality characteristics enable international assignees to be open 
and receptive to learning the norms of new cultures, to initiate contact with 
host nationals, to gather cultural information, and to handle the higher amounts 
of stress associated with the ambiguity of their new environments. The Big 
Five personality traits36 have been related to cross-cultural adjustment, work 
performance, and IAs� desires to terminate their assignments.37 The Big Five 
personality traits include: 

1 Extroversion (extent to which an individual is sociable, active, talkative, 
fun loving, and affectionate);38

 2 Agreeableness (extent to which someone is cooperative, sociable, forgiv-
ing, tolerant, and argumentative);39

 3 Conscientiousness (the degree to which an individual is purposeful, hard-
working, organized, dependable, and self-disciplined);40

 4 Emotional stability (describes individuals in terms of anxiety, calmness, 
self-condence, worry, insecurity, and nervousness);41 and 

5 Openness to experience (extent to which an individual is original, intel-
lectual, curious, creative, imaginative, and conventional)42 

j One of the most important personality characteristics, with respect to predict-
ing IA success, is openness to experience. 43 IAs high on openness to experi-
ence are likely to:44 

Correctly assess the social environment in the new culture; 

Accurately perceive and interpret the new culture; 

Have fewer rigid views of right and wrong, and what is appropriate and 
inappropriate in the new culture; and 

Accept the values, norms, and accepted behaviors in the new culture. 



j Desire for foreign assignment (candidate and family): since adaptation to the 
foreign culture is so important to an IA�s performance, his or her desire for 
that foreign assignment is critical to his or her willingness to make the neces-
sary efforts to adjust. This needs to be assessed in the early stages of candidate 
review. 

In addition to these criteria, selections for international transfer are also most suc-
cessful when the following factors are also evaluated:45 

j T he maturity of the candidate (i.e., being a self-starter, able to make inde-
pendent decisions, having emotional stability, being sensitive to others who 
are different, and having a well-rounded knowledge of on- and off-the-job 
subjects to facilitate discussion with foreign colleagues and contacts who are 
often quite knowledgeable and interested in such topics); 

j Ability to handle foreign language(s) (local language ability has shown to be 
positively related to international assignee success);46 

j P ossession of a favorable outlook on the international assignment and locale 
by the expatriate and his or her family (i.e., s/he wants to go overseas); and 

j Possession of appropriate personal characteristics, such as excellent health, 
this being an appropriate time in the individual�s career and family life, indi-
vidual resourcefulness, adaptability, and desire to learn and experience new 
things and new people; all are related to increasing the likelihood that a foreign 
assignment will be successful. 

j International Experience: similar to personality traits, researchers have 
also found that the amount of international exposure (or international 
travel experience) is an important factor in improving cross-cultural 
adjustment and in the development of cross-cultural competencies. Inter-
national travel experiences (e.g., expatriate assignments, studying abroad, 
visits to foreign countries) allow individuals to acquire or learn cross-
cultural competencies important for living and working in different cul-
tural contexts because these experiences have an impact on individual 
employees� attitudes and behaviors.47 One has to be careful when measur-
ing international experience because the concept of international experi-
ence is multidimensional, which means it can be measured or operationalized 
in a variety of ways:48 

1 Time: international experience can be in the past (prior international 
experience), can take place in the present (current international experi-
ence), or will occur in the future (future international experience). 

2 Work and non-work: international experience can be related to work (e.g., 
expatriate assignments) or non-work (e.g., study abroad, vacation). 

3 Number of international experiences: this is the number of times traveled 
abroad (e.g., I traveled ve times to Australia, four times to China, etc.). 

4 Length or depth of international experience: this is the total length of inter-
national experience measured in the number of days lived abroad (e.g., I 
stayed in Singapore for sixty days). 

5 Variety of international experience: this is operationalized as the number 
of different countries a person has traveled to (e.g., if I traveled to Canada, 
Brazil and Japan, my variety is three). 



6 Cultural novelty of international experience: this is viewed as the cultural 
distance between each country traveled to or visited and the person�s home 
country. For individuals with more than one country visited, scores (cul-
tural distance of each country visited from the person�s home country) can 
be totaled to create an overall cultural distance score, where a high score 
denotes greater cultural distance.49 Country scores on Geert Hofstede�s 
Cultural Dimensions50 can be used to calculate cultural distance. 

Some researchers have argued that, in the context of expatriate selection, inter-
national experience can set an applicant or candidate apart from other applicants 
with similar or comparable credentials51 In addition, from a developmental per-
spective (see Chapter 10 ), it is important to keep in mind that individuals differ-
entially benet from a given international experience, depending on the type of 
international experience.52 

Testing for successful IAs 
Several companies and consultants have compiled proles of successful IAs and, 
from these, have developed IA selection tests.53 These proles are then used to 
screen potential IA candidates on the generally valid assumption that candidates 
with similar proles are more likely to do well in IAs. These pro les usually 
include factors such as experience, education, personal interests and activities, 
signs of exibility, family situation, and desire for such assignment. Some of the 
tools are basically self-assessment tools for candidates for IAs and their partners, 
to allow them and their employers to assess their readiness for such an assign-
ment. And some of the tools provide information to help coach candidates on any 
necessary preparation they need for a successful assignment. 

When an organization rst begins to develop IB, it normally doesn�t have the 
luxury of developing its own international managers in-house. And it may not 
have employees who already have the necessary knowledge and experience or 
cultural and language competencies. It will need to recruit such people from the 
outside or acquire the expertise from consulting rms. Of course, many rms 
pursue international opportunities with inexperienced managers and salespeople, 
but this inevitably leads to months, and often years, of frustration while these 
managers �learn the [international] business.� Such expertise can also sometimes 
be recruited from the overseas countries themselves. And, over the long term, 
future foreign managers can often be recruited from local universities of either the 
country of the parent rm or the countries in which the rm is operating. 

 Selection methods 
Different organizations rely on differing procedures in their selection of individu-
als for IAs. They rely on varying criteria, as summarized previously. And they use 
one or more of the following in the application of those criteria. This is just a short 
summary of selection methods, and illustrates that the methods used in selection 
for IAs are probably not much different from the methods used in domestic staff-
ing decisions. As with everything international, however, the differences lie in the 
impact of culture in how these procedures are applied and in the focus in each 
procedure. 

j Interviews (IA and spouse/partner): these may be best done with a representa-
tive of the home country (representing the technical requirements of the posi-
tion), a representative of the host country (possibly the host manager), and an 



interculturalist, i.e., someone with the ability to assess the candidate�s and 
family�s ability to adjust to the foreign culture. 

j Formal assessment: there are a number of formal assessment instruments 
designed by industrial psychologists that primarily evaluate a candidate�s per-
sonal traits and competencies that have been found to be important to success-
ful foreign culture adjustment, such as adaptability, exibility, openness to 
new experiences, and good interpersonal skills.54 Critical here is whether such 
instruments are reliable and valid for predicting expatriate success. Inter-
national human resources (IHR) or other managers who seek to use such 
instruments, need to make sure they get evidence of their reliability and valid-
ity from any consultant or manager that is requesting their use. 

j Committee decision: in many large MNEs, the process of selecting individuals 
for international assignments is a committee decision, a committee made up of 
someone from corporate HR, home country HR, a host country manager, the 
director of development, and the individual�s functional manager with a deci-
sion based on the individual�s preferences, assessment of past performance 
and future potential, needs of the foreign assignment, and developmental 
needs of the individual candidate. 

j Career planning: the choice of IA may be made as one step in the individual�s 
career and succession plan with the MNE. 

j Self-selection: many MNEs use some combination of the previously mentioned 
procedures but rely, in the end, on self-selection by the candidate (after being 
accepted through the previously mentioned �screens�). In particular, the MNE 
is interested in candidates taking the time (and usually using some type of 
formal self-assessment instrument) to look at the issues involved with reloca-
tion to a foreign country and culture and assessing whether they think they are 
ready or have the necessary skills, experience, or attitudes to be successful in 
the overseas assignment.55 Such self-assessment may result in the individual 
realizing they aren�t ready now for such a move, but that they would like to take 
such an assignment at some later time in their career. So, rather than relocating 
now, they begin a process to gain the skills and experiences necessary to be 
chosen for such an assignment at a later date. This self-assessment process then 
is part of a larger career planning process. Candidates may also self-opt out 
when they realize the importance of their family members (and their lack of 
desire to relocate to another country) in making the international assignment 
successful. 

j Internal job posting and individual bid: this is usually then combined with 
interviews and/or other assessment actions. 

j Recommendations: these are provided from senior executives or line manag-
ers with overseas human resource needs. 

j Assessment centers: a few organizations use assessment centers as a tool for 
evaluating candidates for suitability for foreign assignments.56 But it is rare for 
MNEs to adequately think through the impact of culture on all the aspects of 
assessment centers, including everything from the nature of the exercises used 
to the cultural sensitivities of the evaluators used, in order to be able to use 
such a tool to assess IA candidates for international assignments. 

The actual selection methods used are probably an extension of procedures used 
for domestic stafng decisions. Thus, there may be an ad hoc nature to this, using 
whatever technique seems easiest and quickest given the circumstances sur-



rounding any particular need for an IA. Smaller rms are likely to use less formal 
and more ad hoc procedures, while larger, more experienced rms are likely to 
have developed more formal and standardized procedures. The primary outcome 
of the selection process is to choose individuals who will stay for the duration of 
their global assignments and who will accomplish the tasks for which they were 
sent abroad. Executives who make these choices should, therefore, consider both 
enterprise-based as well as individual- and family-based factors to enhance the 
probability that the IA will be successful. 

Mistakes and failures 
MNEs want to select managers who, with their families, will be most able to adapt 
to another country and who also possess the necessary expertise to get the job 
done. Many rms that lack experience in international operations often overlook 
the importance of cultural adaptation. Indeed, even more experienced rms may 
do this as well. This attitude, combined with rms� inclinations to choose 
employees for foreign relocation because of their technical competencies, gener-
ally leads to individuals being sent on IAs without the benet of training or help 
in acculturation. 57 This may � and all too often does � lead to failures in foreign 
assignments with individuals returning home early, or even being dismissed in the 
foreign locale. 

Success or failure is a more complex issue than simply not completing the 
assignment.58 Success or failure for IAs is usually dened in terms of three types 
of failure: drop-out, nishing the assignment but without cultural adaptation or 
acceptance of the local experience, or turnover upon repatriation. An IA drop-out 
returns early from the assignment but usually stays with the company. Although 
this is considered a failure, in fact, it is better than not realizing at all that the 
assignment was a mistake. In a failure with assignment completion but without 
job or cultural adaptation, the IA does not return early but performs poorly and is 
ineffective in the assignment. As a result of this type of failure, the IA may initiate 
projects that are costly and not effective, damage relationships with the local 
employees, or drive out high-potential local nationals. A last type of failure is 
when the assignee leaves the company within a short period of time (usually 
thought of as within one year) after repatriation. This is the costliest type of failure 
for the company. 

These three forms of assignment failure are the traditional forms of failure that 
MNEs have focused on. However, IA failure can also be dened in terms of per-
sonal dissatisfaction with the experience, lack of adjustment to local conditions, 
lack of acceptance by local nationals, or the inability to identify and train a local 
successor (see Exhibit 9.3 ). In addition, a number of factors seem to in uence the 
severity of expatriate failure rates (and help to explain why Japanese and Euro-
pean rms don�t experience the high rates of expatriate failure experienced by 
many American rms). These include length of assignment (longer assignments 
appear to be based on the employer�s willingness to provide the IA with more 
time to adjust and to �get up to speed� in job performance, which is more common 
among Japanese and European rms), receipt of training and orientation (with 
training and orientation about the new country and culture being associated with 
more successful adaptation), the lack of participation by HR in the selection 
process, too much emphasis placed on expatriates� technical expertise to the 
exclusion of other attributes that might aid in adaptation, and lack of support pro-
vided by the home ofce for IAs and their families while on foreign assignment. 



   Exhibit 9.3  Denition of Expatriate Failure 
j   Usually dened in terms of early return home or termination but could also 

be dened in terms of: 

j Poor quality of performance in foreign assignment; 

j Employee not fully utilized during assignment; 

j Personal dissatisfaction with experience (by expatriate or family); 

j Lack of adjustment to local conditions; 

j No acceptance by local nationals; 

j Damage to overseas business relationships; 

j Not recognizing or missing overseas business opportunities; 

j Inability to identify and/or train a local successor; 

j Leaving soon after repatriation; and 

j Not using foreign experience in assignment after repatriation. 

j Compounding factors: 

j Length of assignment; 

j Degree of concern about repatriation; 

j Overemphasis in selection on technical competence to disregard of 
other necessary attributes; 

j Degree of training for overseas assignment; and 

j Degree of support while on overseas assignment. 

A number of surveys and studies have found that the most important factors in the 
early return of expatriates lie in the inability of their families (and/or themselves) 
to adjust to the foreign assignment. 59 To the extent that preparation is provided, 
often the parent company will provide that preparation only for the new trans-
feree, not to his or her family. In addition, after arrival in the foreign locale, IAs 
have the advantage of personal contacts and involvement with their colleagues at 
work, while their spouses and families are often left on their own to � gure out� 
their new surroundings and to develop local relationships, often with little under-
standing of the culture and an inability to speak or read the language. Thus, the 
individual expatriate often nds adjustment easier and less �lonely� than does his 
or her spouse and family. Exhibit 9.4 lists the most common reasons for expatriate 
failure, when dened as early return or termination from the foreign assignment.60 

Exhibit 9.4 Reasons for Expatriate Failure 
j Inability of spouse/partner to adjust or spouse/partner dissatisfaction; 

j Inability of expatriate to adjust; 

j  Family-related problems; 

j Mistake in candidate/expatriate selection or just does not meet 
expectations; 

(Continued) 



Exhibit 9.4 Continued 
j Expatriate�s personality or lack of emotional maturity; 

j Expatriate�s inability to cope with larger responsibilities of overseas work; 

j Expatriate�s lack of technical competence; 

j Expatriate�s lack of motivation to work overseas; 

j Dissatisfaction with quality of life in foreign assignment; 

j Dissatisfaction with compensation and benets; 

j Inadequate cultural and language preparation; 

j I nadequate support for IA and family while on overseas assignment; 

j Lack of training on how to use new and emerging technologies; and 

j IA/family get into legal or nancial difculties while in the foreign 
assignment. 

Sources: Adapted from Mercer�s Worldwide International Assignment Policies and Practices (WIAPP) 
2020, Mercer; Global Assignment Policies and Practices Survey, 2020 Summary Report, Global 
Mobility Services, KPMG; National Foreign Trade Council (NFTC), Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM), and GMAC Global Relocation Services (GMAC GRS)/Windham International 
Global Relocation Trends Annual Survey Reports, 2000�2014; Stroh, L. K., Black, J. S., Mendenhall, 
M. E. and Gregersen, H. B. (2005),  International Assignments: An Integration of Strategy, Research, 
& Practice, Mahwah, NJ/London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; and Tung, R. L. (1987), Expatriate 
assignments: Enhancing success and minimizing failure, Academy of Management Executive, 1 (2): 
117�126. 

Of course, the IA�s inability to adjust and/or experience of difculty in merging 
with the new culture can also be major handicaps.61 Too often, expatriates bring 
stereotypes and prejudices against the foreign culture � as well as strongly felt 
biases in favor of their own culture�s ways of doing things � that keep them from 
feeling comfortable in their new foreign assignments.62 

MNE mistakes in IA selection 
MNEs typically do a number of things that lead to problems with their IAs.63 

These include: 

j The decision to relocate people is made with too little lead time. 

j Assignees are not provided with any or adequate pre-relocation cultural train-
ing and/or language training. 

j Spouses or partners are not included in the decision to relocate. 

j Spouses/partners and kids are not included on pre-assignment visits. 

j Spouses/partners and kids are not included in language lessons. 

j Spouses/partners and kids are not included in cultural training. 

j Spouses/partners do not receive counseling on jobs and other opportunities. 

j Spouses have no home of ce contact. 

j Little or no support is provided for IA or family before or after arrival in the 
host country. 



Challenges to successful stafng with IAs 
All of this discussion points to the reality that there are many challenges for MNEs 
in their quests to ensure that the best employees are selected for IAs. The fol-
lowing paragraphs summarize eight specic issues: spouses and partners, lan-
guage, family, women expatriates, lifestyle, localization (or �going native�), 
career development, costs, and inpatriation. 

Spouses or partners 
It is not just the business situation that determines expatriate success. There are 
also a number of personal and cultural issues that are also important. For example, 
research by ORC (Organization Resources Counselors) found that international 
HR managers believe that dual-career-couple overseas assignments are among 
the top ve challenges they face.64 According to a survey by Bennett Associates 
of accompanying career spouses, worldwide, active involvement in the career of 
the accompanying spouse is the type of assistance preferred by dual-career 
couples above all other possible interventions.65 

According to surveys by Runzheimer International and ORC, nearly 50 percent 
of rms offer some form of spouse assistance for dual-career IAs.66 Of those rms, 
87 percent provide ad hoc interventions (helping in ways that seem necessary) but 
only 13 percent have formal policies. Support programs for spouses fall into three 
broad categories: personal adjustment, career maintenance, and offset of loss of 
income. These surveys nd that support services by employers for trailing spouses 
were critical to their satisfaction with their foreign relocations. The types of inter-
ventions found in these surveys to be desirable included the following: 

j Pre-acceptance assessment sessions and site visits; 

j Career and life planning counseling; 

j Pre-departure and re-entry job hunting trips; 

j  Couple/family counseling; 

j Specially adapted cross-cultural/language training; 

j Relocation assistance to help spouse settle in and network quickly; 

j  Search rm retained to help spouse  nd employment; 

j Company employment or consulting opportunities; 

j Intra- and inter-company networking and job search assistance; 

j Visa and work permit assistance; 

j Shorter-term assignments for expatriate employee; 

j Commuter marriage support; 

j Tuition and/or training reimbursement; 

j Paying for professional development trips; 

j Arranging and paying for child care provisions; 

j Partial compensation replacement for spouse; 

j Increased employee compensation, bonus, and non-cash benets; 

j Re-entry outplacement services (to nd job upon return to home country); 

j Tax equalization for second income; 

j Spouse �inconvenience� or incentive payment; and 

j Set allowance to be applied to a �cafeteria� selection of assistance programs. 



Language 
One of the continuing issues with both IAs and foreign workforces concerns the 
issue of language. As mentioned earlier, the ability to speak and understand the 
local language has shown to be positively related to IA success. 67 Do IAs on foreign 
assignment need to learn the language of the country to which they are posted? 
And to what extent do local employees need to know or learn the language of the 
parent rm? Like concern with cultural differences, concern with language differ-
ences also impacts most of IB. And it certainly is an issue with the selection of IAs. 

Even though English has become the international language of business, with 
most large MNEs using English among their top management around the world, 
it is just as important for IAs to have a working knowledge of the language of the 
countries to which they are assigned as it is for the local management of subsidiar-
ies to speak the language of the parent rm. IAs need to speak their customers� 
and colleagues� languages if their business relationships are going to ourish.68 

MNEs approach the need to provide language training in a variety of ways, but 
they typically nd the increased numbers of employees who can speak foreign 
languages an asset in the development of their global businesses. 

Foreign language training provides employees with language skills that are 
needed to communicate with co-workers and individuals in other countries.69 In 
surveys of expatriates, language is often mentioned as the most important per-
sonal or professional challenge in their assignments.70 An expatriate living in 
Germany says, �Speaking only English during an assignment is a big mistake. 
You can be a friend and a colleague speaking English, but to be �one of them,� you 
must speak their language.�71 An expatriate living in Brazil offers the advice: 
�Persevere with the language at all costs.�72 Often, one major factor in the inability 
of MNEs to ll key expatriate assignments is the lack of language expertise and 
preparation. And as is discussed in this section, many rms do not provide any 
opportunities for language training. 

English has become the international language of business for a number of 
reasons.73 Even so, not all interactions are likely to take place in English, particu-
larly within the host country. As stated previously, dealing with customers, sup-
pliers, and employees is often best done in the local language. Still, transnational 
exchanges are more and more expected to take place in English. It is now, in fact, 
estimated that, after Chinese (Mandarin), English is the most commonly used 
language in the world.74 One result of this may be that employing local nationals 
that are uent in English may be as important as requiring expatriates to be uent 
in the local language(s). Even so, it is clear that an ability to speak the local lan-
guage is still quite important for IAs to deal with local nationals and local cus-
tomers and suppliers, as well as to adapt to the host culture (and be accepted into 
that culture), both of which are major keys to successful expatriate assignments. 

Family 
Many of the challenges presented by IAs involve their families. Increasingly, the 
types of managers and specialists that either seek foreign assignments or are asked 
by their employers to relocate have spouses (or partners) and/or children. Often 
the spouses or partners are involved in their own careers (as discussed in the rst 
topic of this section on challenges). If the IA candidate has an unmarried partner, 
it is likely to be quite difcult for the MNE to acquire a visa for the partner. The 
IAs may have problems with their adolescent children, health problems with 
family members, dependent parents who they have responsibility for, marital con-
icts, or mental health problems of their own, such as depression � or even some-



thing like a ying phobia, or special education requirements for their children 
(such as children with disabilities or learning problems, gifted children, or even 
children getting ready for college). In addition, candidates for expatriation (or 
members of their families) with medical problems like AIDS, substance or alcohol 
abuse, or problems like multiple sclerosis, can cause what may seem like insur-
mountable problems for IHRM and the rm in being able to get overseas work 
visas. These types of individual or family problems are both a problem in expatri-
ate selection as well as posing problems for acceptance into and adaptation to 
foreign cultures. And yet rms, in order to nd the numbers of expatriates they 
need and to stay away from possible charges of illegal discrimination in stafng 
decisions, must accept and nd ways to accommodate IA candidates with these 
types of problems. 

Many of these concerns make a health screening of the IA and her or his spouse 
and family members advisable, both to determine if a health problem exists that 
might either preclude relocation or be aggravated by a relocation, or require 
special support services. Often even minor health problems are not treatable in 
the foreign country because qualied health professionals or facilities are not 
available. 

Probably the most important of the family challenges today revolve around the 
dual-career couple and problems with relocating non-married partners. In both 
cases, an IA candidate�s partner can pose difcult-to-resolve challenges for IHR. 

 Women expatriates 
Most IAs are men. Gradually, over the last 25 years or so, the percentage of 
women on IAs, as determined by surveys, has increased from about 5�6 percent 
to 20�22 percent today.75 This low percentage may have as much to do with ste-
reotypes about foreign acceptance of women in professional or managerial roles 
as to the realities in the host countries.76 Early research showed that one of the key 
factors in women not receiving overseas assignments was that selecting execu-
tives generally assumed that women would not be accepted in the foreign culture.77 

Other barriers to women receiving IAs include their dual-career marriages, 
domestic managers not choosing them, perceptions that women were not inter-
ested in such assignments, etc.78 In recent years, the number of women who have 
successfully taken on foreign assignments, even to countries such as Japan, Brazil, 
and China, has risen considerably, although it still is a relatively small proportion 
of the total IA population, except in some industries, such as banking.79 Of course, 
the assignment of women IAs, except in very specialized professional positions, 
is likely to remain limited in some countries such as Saudi Arabia.80 

The evidence, though, suggests that the fact that comparatively there are only a 
few women working abroad for MNEs, may be due more to bias and stereotyping 
in the home country and company than to prejudicial treatment or limitations in the 
host country or foreign subsidiary. 81 Women are not only as likely to welcome such 
opportunities as are their male colleagues (for the same reasons their male counter-
parts seek them), but they often perform better than their male colleagues, even in 
traditionally male-dominated cultures, such as in Asia and the Middle East.82 

Typically, female expatriates are treated rst as representatives of their rms 
or as professionals, and rarely experience the bias that the stereotypes from their 
home rms presume. This isn�t meant to imply that women never experience 
stereotyping and treatment in line with cultural norms that may not accept women 
in the workplace, except in very menial tasks. This does happen.83 But the evid-
ence suggests that women are frequently quite successful in IAs.84 



In addition, women expatriates also have trailing spouses and unmarried part-
ners and families to consider, and thus need to be given the same considerations 
received by their male counterparts. Women are clearly interested in international 
positions and have demonstrated that they can perform well in global assign-
ments.85 Increased global competition pressures MNEs to make the best use of all 
of their resources, including their women employees. 86

 Lifestyle 
Increasingly MNEs are having to deal with employees who either seek foreign 
assignments or who are eligible for such postings who live what might be referred 
to as �alternative� lifestyles that may not be acceptable in target foreign locations. 
This might involve IAs who identify as LGBTQ, unmarried couples or single 
parents, or employees who live with their parents or who are taking care of elderly 
parents. Or it just might concern employees who are involved in outside-of-work 
activities that are very important to the individual that they may not be able to 
pursue in the host location. All of these situations create challenges for IHR to 
overcome. 

Localization or �going native� 
One challenge that has been confronted by many MNEs involves expatriates that 
stay for an extended period (usually at the rm�s request, but sometimes at the 
IA�s request) in a foreign assignment (beyond their original assignments). 87 This 
becomes an issue because IAs in this situation continue to draw their expatriate 
allowances and incentives, even though they have learned to live �like locals.� 
These particular IAs may be critical to the success of the foreign operations, 
which may make it difcult to change their status. Often, they have married a 
local and are raising a family in the foreign locale. To deal with this issue, many 
rms have developed policies, such as requiring that all IAs convert to a local 
compensation package if they stay on their assignment for longer than the assign-
ment contract period. Even with such a policy, it still creates problems for dealing 
with this particular situation. Without such a policy, this can be an especially 
challenging problem. 

 Career development 
Since it is often expected that an IA is highly developmental, and since many 
rms now expect managers above some level in the organization to have inter-
national experience, it is becoming more common to make a posting to a foreign 
assignment a critical part of an individual�s career plan.88 The challenge is to 
manage this process, both from the standpoint of the organization (where key 
managers may have their own ideas as to who they want to ll open foreign posi-
tions) and the individual, who may not see the career advantages. The rm may 
state the importance to one�s career advancement, but observation suggests that 
IAs on return to the parent rm are not always given assignments that use or take 
advantage of the foreign experience. 

Costs of international assignments 
From the rm�s perspective, a major IA challenge is to contain costs. Moving 
employees from country to country is expensive, both in direct remuneration (com-
pensation and benets (C&B)) and the administration of their relocation expenses. 
Consequently, many MNEs are searching for ways to reduce the costs.89 For



example, some MNEs are dealing with these high costs by replacing IAs with more 
short-term assignments and extended business trips, outsourcing the administrative 
aspects of managing IAs, and looking for ways to reduce the compensation incen-
tives and add-ons that make IAs so expensive. And at least some MNEs are recog-
nizing they can minimize the costs of failed assignments through developing better 
selection processes, better preparation and orientation, better destination support 
services for both IAs and their families, and improved repatriation processes. But 
even though rms say IAs are too expensive, some surveys nd that many  rms are 
not doing much to counter the high costs, except sometimes replacing expatriates 
with frequent business travelers (BTs) to check on foreign operations.90

 Inpatriation 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the term �inpatriate� was developed to 
describe particular employees (HCNs or TCNs) who are relocated from a foreign 
subsidiary or joint venture (JV) to the parent company in the HQ country. This 
posting is usually for a relatively short period of time (from a few months to one or 
two years) and is for the purpose of teaching the �subsidiary� employee about the 
products and culture of the parent rm and to introduce the employee to the opera-
tions, ways of thinking, and corporate culture of the HQs.91 Increasingly, these 
assignees are also used to ll functional or technical needs in the parent company 
for a limited period of time or to serve on multinational teams for a speci ed period 
of time. The challenges of selecting and managing inpatriates are basically the 
same as those for expatriates. From the standpoint of the foreign subsidiary, the 
inpatriate is an �expatriate,� going on a foreign assignment. From the standpoint of 
HQs, the individual is an inpatriate. In this situation, the issues for IHRM are to 
consider the experiences of HQs in receiving relocated employees � in addition to 
the �normal� issues related to the experiences of any relocated employees. 

Successful expatriation and �best practices� 
Expatriation success is the ip side of the issue of expatriate failure. Typically, 
expatriate success is de ned as: 

1 Successful completion of the foreign assignment (achieving the original goals 
and objectives); 

2 Cross-cultural adjustment while on assignment; and 

3 Good performance on the job while on the foreign assignment.92 

Sometimes, these factors are viewed as a unitary construct, that is, they are seen 
as a package of issues that go together to dene a successful assignment. But 
research shows them to be separate constructs, meaning that each needs atten-
tion.93 This demonstrates that the foreign environment (company and national 
culture and practices), local management, technical skills, and expatriate personal 
characteristics all ultimately play a role in expatriate success. 

A number of IHR consulting practices, surveys, and research projects have 
identied what might be considered �exemplary practices� in the selection of 
IAs.94 A summary of these ndings can be found in Exhibit 9.5 . Following these 
suggestions will go a long way toward helping IHR to be successful in its man-
agement of IAs. 



Exhibit 9.5 Best Practices in IA Selection 
j Involve HR in global strategic planning. 

j Link each assignment to corporate strategies. 

j Involve HR in assignment decisions and support services. 

j Help assignees and their families make the smoothest transition into, during, 
and out of assignments. 

j Utilize an assessment process that promotes the selection of the best 
employees for international positions. 

j Administer consistent international assignments through comprehensive 
programs that cover each step from design of the assignment to return of the 
employee and family. 

 More specically, these reports suggest: 

j Periodically, review relocation policies and practices to ensure t with the 
current business and strategic situation. 

j Train home ofce staff in dealing with international assignees. 

j Be honest about the job and location when recruiting candidates for foreign 
assignments. 

j Provide adequate lead time for relocation. 

j Involve the spouse/partner/family at the outset of the expatriation process 
(i.e., at the beginning of the selection process). 

j Provide language and cultural training for the IA and his or her family. 

j Recognize the importance of dual-career and trailing spouse/partner 
issues, financially and otherwise (pre-departure job counseling, net-
working contacts, education and training, job hunting assistance, 
legal assistance for work permits, career assistance upon repatriation, 
etc.). 

j Provide a pre-assignment site visit for the whole family. 

j Don�t neglect repatriation issues. 

j Train IAs and the IAs� families on how to use latest and emerging 
technologies. 

Sources: Mercer�s Worldwide International Assignment Policies and Practices (WIAPP) 2020, 
Mercer; Global Assignment Policies and Practices Survey, 2020 Summary Report, Global Mobil-
ity Services, KPMG; GMAC Global Relocation Services/Windham International, National 
Foreign Trade Council, and SHRM Global Forum (2014 and previous years), Global Relocation 
Trends Annual Survey Report, New York: GMAC GRS/Windham International; Lomax, S. 
(2001), Best Practices for Managers & Expatriates, New York: John Wiley & Sons; Stroh, L. K., 
Black, J. S., Mendenhall, M. E. and Gregersen, H. B. (2005), International Assignments: An 
Integration of Strategy, Research, & Practice, Mahwah, NJ/London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associ-
ates; Vance, C. M. and Paik, Y. (2006), Managing a Global Workforce, Armonk, NY: M. E. 
Sharpe.



 Host-country nationals 
In general, MNEs staff their subsidiaries � at least below the top management 
levels � with local nationals (AKA host-country nationals, HCNs). At times, these 
workers may be supplanted by TCNs, described in the next section, and IAs from 
the home ofce or region. Of course, whether or not there are enough potential 
employees with adequate training, education, and technical, business, managerial, 
and language skills is always of utmost importance to an MNE strategy of stafng 
with HCNs. In the case where the decision is made to locate a subsidiary or busi-
ness unit in a country where the local population lacks the necessary education or 
training (or there is a shortage of the types of workers the MNE needs, as is 
increasingly the case, for example, in China),95 then IHR must nd other ways to 
staff the necessary workforce, for example by training locals, hiring TCNs, or 
bringing in parent-company IAs. 

Relying on local talent 
Expensive IAs and their not-infrequent failures in assignments, combined with a 
general trend toward local stafng (using and developing local talent), regiocen-
trism (using regional talent), and geocentrism (a truly global approach to resources, 
markets, and stafng), have led in recent years to a greater reliance on local man-
agers in foreign operations.96 Foreign nationals already know the language and 
culture and do not require huge relocation expenditures. In addition, host-country 
governments tend to look favorably on a greater degree of local control and the 
development and use of local personnel and may even have passed legislation that 
requires the use of local workers in foreign enterprises and JVs. Indeed, some 
countries require that most staff come from the local labor force. On the negative 
side, however, local managers may have an inadequate knowledge of home-
ofce goals and procedures and may have difculty with the parent-company 
language. Thus, the stafng of foreign positions � particularly key managerial and 
technical ones � is necessarily decided on a case-by-case basis. Firms that are new 
to IB may feel more comfortable having parent-country managers in control in the 
rm�s new foreign locales, while MNEs that have been global for many years and 
have operations around the world may nd it easier to operate with fewer parent-
country nationals (PCNs) on IAs. It is also likely that these global MNEs will be 
more likely to move managers and functional specialists from country to country 
for developmental purposes as well as for control and coordination reasons, rather 
than using traditional expatriates. Lastly, the need for large numbers of highly 
qualied personnel has also made it increasingly necessary to use larger numbers 
of foreign (host-country/local) nationals.97 

Most MNEs favor hiring local nationals for foreign subsidiaries, home-country 
nationals at HQs, and, where a regional organization exists, a mix of foreign and 
home-country managers for regional positions. Within this general approach, 
however, the nationality mix will vary with the nature of the  rm�s business and 
its product strategy. Where area expertise plays a major role, as in the case of 
consumer goods and/or a limited product line, the use of home-country personnel 
for overseas assignments will be minimal. Where product expertise is highly 
important and/or industrial markets are being served, home-country personnel 
will be used more extensively for foreign assignments because they generally 
have quick access to the home-country sources of supply and technical informa-
tion. Service industries also tend to have more home-country personnel in foreign 
posts, particularly where the rm is serving home-country multinationals in 
foreign areas, as has been the case in banking.98 



 Third-country nationals 
TCNs tend to be used particularly in situations where there is either a shortage 
of people with the skills the rm needs or where there is a relatively free 
movement of people from one country to another. In recent years, with the 
global shortage of, for example, IT and computer specialists and engineers, 
many rms have relied on the hiring of people from third countries who have 
these skills to ll positions in their foreign subsidiaries, just as they do at 
home. And, increasingly, TCNs are being used if parent-company managers 
and technicians are not readily available or not available in the numbers 
needed, for example, to make major stafng commitments to new operations 
in China or India.99 

While much of the world�s skilled and unskilled human resources (HR) 
professionals are being produced in the developing world, most of the well-
paid jobs are being generated in the cities of the industrialized world (or their 
enterprises) � although this is changing as more developed country rms sub-
contract to rms in developing countries, hire employees offshore to work via 
telecommunications, and invest directly in operations in the developing world, 
and as entrepreneurs and business leaders in developing countries develop 
their own successful global enterprises. This increasing equality of jobs and 
talent between where the potential employees are and where the jobs are, has 
several implications: 

j It will trigger massive relocations of people, including immigrants, temporary 
workers, retirees, and visitors. The greatest relocations will involve young, 
well-educated workers ocking to jobs, wherever they are located. 

j It will lead some industrialized nations to reconsider their protectionist immi-
gration policies as they come to rely on and compete for foreign-born talent. 

j It may boost the fortunes of nations with �surplus� human capital. Speci-
cally, it could help well-educated but economically underdeveloped countries 
such as China, the Philippines, India, Egypt, Cuba, Poland, Hungary, Brazil, 
Argentina, South Africa, and, maybe, Mexico. 

j It will compel labor-short, immigrant-poor nations like Japan to improve labor 
productivity dramatically to avoid slower economic growth. They will use 
more technology and transfer more work to labor-surplus and cheaper labor 
locales. 

j It will lead to a gradual standardization of labor practices among industrialized 
countries. Within 50 years or so, European standards of vacation time ( ve to 
six weeks) will likely be common in the US, the 40-hour work week will have 
been accepted in Japan, and world standards governing workplace safety and 
employee rights will emerge.100 

Much attention has focused on the current or looming labor shortages in the 
industrialized world, particularly in the US, Europe, and Japan, due to their 
aging populations101 � and now as a consequence of business closings due to the 
global pandemic. Yet, the overall world labor supply continues to grow (prim-
arily in the developing world). In addition, the growth in the labor force in the 
developing world is magnied by the entrance of women into the labor force, a 
phenomenon that has pretty well worked itself out in most of the developed 
world (although not all of it, as participation rates for women are still quite low



in some developed countries, such as Germany and Japan). When these demo-
graphic differences are combined with the different rates of economic growth 
between the developed and developing world, it becomes more likely that rms 
in the developed world will increasingly seek workers among the developing 
countries and will move jobs to those countries as well. Just as product and 
service markets have become or are becoming global, such is also happening to 
labor markets. In one sense, this may alleviate the pressures created by labor 
surpluses in developing countries, but in another sense, it may also exacerbate 
the economic differences between the countries of the developing world and 
those of the developed world as MNEs hire the educated and trained citizens of 
developing countries, lessening those countries� available HR for their own 
developmental needs. 

An extension of the focus on local managers and technical specialists, as 
described at the end of the previous section on HCNs, involves the increasing 
willingness to look for management and technical expertise from all countries for 
assignment to any country. These TCNs are often the solution to overseas stafng 
problems. 

 Immigration law 
An important concern to IHRM stafng concerns the nature and application of 
immigration law. This topic was introduced in Chapter 4 but needs consideration 
here because it is central to stafng the global rm, as new immigrants are hired, 
visas are acquired for IAs, and HR managers work with ofcials in other coun-
tries as they arrange work visas for the managers and technicians they send 
abroad as expatriates. It is beyond the scope of this book to examine the wide 
variety of immigration regulations found in varying countries. Sufce it to say 
that every country controls immigration quite closely and now, with increased 
concern over global terrorism and as a result of the global pandemic, and most 
countries are even more concerned about the level and nature of immigration 
into their countries. It is necessary for IHR managers to either manage all the 
forms of visas and immigration issues their rms confront, or to know where to 
get the necessary expertise to ensure that the rm adheres to every nation�s laws 
and policies. 

Repatriation 
At the end of the assignment, the IA either repatriates to the home country, is 
redeployed to another country, or becomes localized in the host country. As men-
tioned earlier, repatriation involves the move of the IA and family back �home� 
from the foreign assignment. For many expatriates and their families, the move 
�back home� is even more difcult than the original move abroad. Even so, it is 
often overlooked or minimized in the management of the total expatriation 
process.102 

The international experience is generally challenging, exciting, highly devel-
opmental, and full of visibility and exposure for the assignee. The IA is the repre-
sentative of the parent company, of HQs, and is therefore looked to for perspective, 
help, and favors. In addition, because the compensation practices of most MNEs 
reward their IAs quite well, the IA and family typically live quite well in the 
foreign location, often better than they did �at home.� Thus, expatriates usually 



return from such experiences quite �charged� � and with high expectations that 
their employers will use their new experiences and excitement in new and better 
positions, and that family and friends back home will share their enthusiasm. 

But if an MNE is to reap the benets of its IAs� learning while on foreign 
assignments, it is imperative that these valuable employees stay with the organ-
ization long enough to share their experiences. This should encourage MNEs to 
place a strong emphasis on the repatriation experiences of their IAs. 

The kinds of practices that MNEs have used to ensure a successful expatriation 
and repatriation experience include assigning a �sponsor� back home to look after 
the expatriate while s/he is away (including keeping the expatriate informed about 
signicant events and changes back home and looking after the expatriate�s career 
interests, including putting the expatriate�s name into consideration for key open-
ings when the expatriate is ready to return home), providing career counseling to 
ensure job assignments upon return meet the needs of the repatriate, orientation for 
the expatriate and his/her family for adjustment back into the home culture, use of 
the skills acquired overseas in special task forces and projects, and special support 
networks for the repatriate and her/his family both during the overseas assignment 
and upon return home.103 These steps go a long way toward ensuring a successful 
readjustment. IHRM in Action 9.2 describes how Monsanto Corporation has rede-
signed its repatriation efforts in order to more effectively use its expatriates and 
their international experiences, integrating them with their domestic operations. 104 

Challenges on re-entry 
But the reality is more likely to be: �out of sight, out of mind.� Firms often fail to 
use the experience or knowledge gained internationally and most likely have not 
thought much about the career implications of this experience. Typically, the 



repatriate is reassigned to a position similar to the one he or she left two or three 
years before while their colleagues most likely have been promoted. Repatriates 
often nd it difcult to relate the value of their global experience to managers with 
a domestic focus.107 Domestic managers, themselves usually without any inter-
national experience, cannot relate (this is also likely to be true for the expatriate�s 
friends and colleagues). For the repatriate, this makes re-entry and the job search 
within the company quite challenging. The global experience may be viewed as 
helpful to the specic foreign situation, but the domestic manager usually views 
domestic experience as more important. To many domestic line managers, devel-
oping international experience and a global mindset to operate internationally is 
the chief executive ofcer�s (CEO�s) problem. Globalization is often not a concern 
to the line manager trying to achieve a specic set of local objectives. 

Organizational support for repatriates 
MNEs can provide several support practices to repatriates to address these prob-
lems. These practices can be organized according to three phases: before the 
foreign assignment, during the foreign assignment, and after the completion of the 
foreign assignment. Figure 9.2 shows the various IHRM practices that support the 
repatriation process. 

Before the foreign assignment 
Career-related planning for expatriates needs to begin prior to an IA and be updated 
regularly during the assignment. The assignment needs to be part of a larger plan 
for the rm so that the repatriate returns to a specic position that uses the inter-
national learning and experience. One of the programs used by some rms is a 
back-home mentor or sponsor, who is both a contact in the home ofce for the 
expatriate who is at least partially responsible for looking after the interests and 
prospects of the expatriate while he or she is on assignment, but who also provides 
an avenue for keeping the IA informed about what is going on back home. 

During the foreign assignment 
Support activities during this period are critical in terms of ensuring a high reten-
tion rate.108 There has to be clear, constant, and regular communication between 



the home ofce and the expatriates. The expatriates should be provided with 
opportunities to travel back to the home country to share experiences and know-
ledge with other members of the organization. This provides the expatriate with 
the opportunity to maintain high visibility with supervisors and peers. Expatriates 
should also be assigned mentors to guide future career development.109 Intraofce 
communications through emails and intranet should include the expatriate and the 
expatriate should be actively encouraged to communicate with colleagues and 
mentors back home.110 

After the completion of the foreign assignment 
The readjustment is not only challenging for the IA but for the family members 
as well. Repatriates and their families often have trouble adjusting to the lifestyle 
back home. Reverse cultural shock (readjustment to the home culture) is often 
experienced by the IA (and accompanying family). Most people are changed by 
the foreign experience and not only must relearn their original culture and life-
style, but probably view it quite differently than when they left. Indeed, time 
does not stand still while the expatriate is abroad. While changes at home may be 
all but invisible to those who experience them gradually (those at home), to the 
returnees, they can be overwhelming.111 Just as MNEs need to provide their 
expatriates with cross-cultural training for the move abroad, so should they 
prepare their expatriates for the move back home and prepare themselves to use 
these individuals� overseas experiences in their home assignments. This prepara-
tion can make the difference between an overall favorable attitude by the repatri-
ates about the whole experience and a failed expatriate experience. Ultimately, 
an unfavorable attitude will likely lead to the individual returnee�s turnover. A 
dissatised repatriated employee is more likely to resign and seek a position with 
another employer that will utilize that individual�s foreign experiences and skills. 

Knowledge transfer upon repatriation112 

The foreign assignment provides repatriates with the opportunity to gain inter-
national knowledge (e.g., knowledge about complexities of global operations, char-
acteristics of national markets, business climate, and cultural patterns). They have 
rsthand experience of how their organization is viewed in another country. As 
such, repatriates play an important role in accelerating the transfer of knowledge 
from host countries to HQs, and vice versa. MNEs need to design the most appropri-
ate mechanisms (e.g., mentoring programs and training sessions) for capturing, 
retaining, and integrating the knowledge and expertise gained by their repatriates.

 Conclusion 
This chapter focused on the IHRM responsibility for stafng. It explained issues 
related to recruiting, selecting, and repatriating in MNEs, but primarily it focused 
on expatriation and repatriation, the movement of employees from country to 
country, and the employment of host-country and third-country nationals 
(TCNs). Because the use of PCNs is so important to IHRM in MNEs, much of 
this chapter discussed the selection and management of PCNs, including their 
failures and adaptation to foreign assignments, and their repatriation at the end of 
their assignments. The chapter also examined the difculties experienced in the 
selection and management of IAs and suggested some of the approaches success-
ful MNEs use to ensure positive experiences with those expatriates and 
repatriates.



It used to be necessary to bring workers to where the work was. But with the 
advent of the World Wide Web, the Internet, and mobile phones and video con-
ferencing technologies such as Zoom, Cisco Webex Meetings, Microsoft Teams, 
and Google Meet, and the global communication they make possible, it is now 
possible to send work to wherever workers are by putting together multinational 
project teams, by using the Internet to recruit employees on a global scale, or by 
using open-source software to accommodate global collaboration. These new 
styles of work and employment are arising particularly in response to the capabil-
ities of virtual collaboration and communication technologies, improved cyber 
technologies, articial intelligence, real time analytics, cloud storage, and 
powerful computers, and to the chronic needs for IT and analytical skills in 
growing numbers of industries. Phrases like gig work, uid work, remote work, 
virtual work, hybrid workplace, and activity-based work are becoming a norm. 

For example, one rm from Bern, Switzerland, recruited from the web a group 
of doctorates in discrete mathematics and graph theory from as far away as 
Belarus, India, Israel, and Ireland, for a semiconductor design project. Team 
members never left their home countries, and the team leader never left his home 
ofce. And the task group beat its deadline. 

In industry after industry, as customers expect quicker service and competition 
forces shrink product life cycles, employers are being driven to apply a �Holly-
wood model� to their tasks. They assemble the best talent available at the moment 
from anywhere in the world (which is the way teams are put together to lm a 
movie). When the project is complete, the team breaks up and the members move 
on to new projects. The end result is a new and highly efcient global labor market 
unlike any seen before. 

Even for small businesses: their new talent pool is the world. A new generation 
of online services is providing small businesses with opportunities to  nd special-
ized expertise and affordable labor. Main Street businesses can shop a virtual 
international bazaar of freelancers to recruit computer programmers in Russia, 
graphic designers in Italy, or data analysts in India. A small business of one can 
look to the world like a very large company and have access to all kinds of ser-
vices. Technical advances have made remote work and virtual teams more feas-



ible. And, increasingly, freelancers, gig workers, and uid workers are taking on 
assignments like customer service, data entry, writing, accounting, human 
resources, marketing, and payroll � virtually any �knowledge process� that can be 
performed remotely � even setting up and managing business proles on social 
networking sites like Facebook and Twitter. 

In some cases, the cost savings can be substantial: for example, the hourly rates 
of programmers in Russia, India, or Pakistan are a fraction of those in North 
America or Europe. And these freelance marketplaces also allow small businesses 
to assemble teams quickly, nd specialized expertise, begin new initiatives, and 
then be able to drop everything when it�s no longer needed. 

When John Wilde, Chief Executive of Tailor Made Products, a small manufac-
turing rm in a small town in Wisconsin, US, wanted to build a website for a new 
line of children�s kitchen gadgets called the Curious Chef, he turned to oDesk and 
hired a rm in India. He paid about $20,000, which he estimates was roughly half 
what he would have paid in the US. 

Sources: Travelling talent. (2014, Oct 10). The Economist (Online); www.www.odesk. 
com (2014); Pattison, K. (2009). Enlisting a global work force of freelancers. The New 
York Times, June 24, 2009, Small Business Guide; Norris, C.D. (2000). Already starting: 
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insey.com); Geloitte (2021). Tech Trends 2021, Deloitte Insights (www.deloitte.com/us/ 
TechTrends); Alper-Leroux, Cecile (2016). Going With the Flow, The SHRMBlog, 
October 14, 2016. 

Case study questions 
1 Where are the best places in the world to live (and work)? Where do you want 

to live and work? Do you want to work from home? Are you interested in 
working on global teams? What skills and competencies will enable someone 
to live and work wherever he or she wants? Are you interested in creating or 
working on a micro-multinational? 

2 What are the human resource implications of these new ways of working? 
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