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record pace. According to the U.S. De-

partment of Commerce, U.S. invest-
ment overseas grew ten-fold (from $71 bil-
lion to over $717 billion) from 1971 to 1996.
In that same period, foreign investment in
the U.S. went from $13 billion to $630 bil-
lion, with about one-third of that occurring
just since 1990 (Schell & Solomon, 1997).

With this growth in global operations,
the number of U.S. expatriates has in-
creased as well, with current estimates of
nearly 350,000 U.S. nationals working
abroad. A survey by Arthur Andersen in-
dicated that 92% of large and midsize com-
panies believed that the number of U.S.
employees sent on international assign-
ments would increase, or at least stay the
same, while 87% expected similar trends
in the number of foreign nationals brought
to the U.S. on assignment (Employee Benefit
Plan Review, 1996).

I nternational business is growing at a

The Challenge of Managing
a Global Workforce

While globalization and the demand for
workers willing to take on foreign assign-
ments increases, U.S. companies are strug-
gling with both financial and demographic
trends that challenge their ability to man-
age this workforce. In 1997, the annual cost
of sending a manager abroad was estimated
to be three to five times his or her salary in
the U.S. (Mervosh & McClenahan, 1997).
When the number of international assign-
ments was small, companies could easily
absorb this cost; the sheer size of this expense
today makes that approach impractical.
Many companies are looking for ways to
trim the compensation and benefit packages
that have traditionally been a part of send-
ing employees overseas.

Conflicting with the need to reign in
costs is the need to persuade workers to
accept overseas assignments. Where a gen-
eration ago employees would go where
they were told without question (both in

domestic transfers and overseas assign-
ments), today’s workers are less likely to
jump at the company’s bidding. They want
to know how the assignment will affect
their career, and are less willing to sacri-
fice their own and their family’s lifestyles
without a clear understanding of the ben-
efits to them. In addition, the rise of the
dual-income household has made many
potential transferees less mobile as they try
to juggle two careers. A recent study shows
that dual-career families presently account
for nearly 60 percent of the work force
(loannou, 1995). As a result, many poten-
tial candidates turn down overseas assign-
ments, with surveys citing family
adjustment (65%), spousal resistance (53%)
and the spouse’s career (45%) as the most
common roadblocks (Sievers, 1998).

Tempering the conflict between bal-
ancing the company bottom line with the
individual employees’ needs is the reality
that U.S. corporations are experiencing
with high rates of expatriate failures (where
failure is defined as the employee return-
ing to his or her home country before ac-
complishing the objectives of the
assignment). Some estimates place this fail-
ure rate at 25-40% of all placements
(Ashamalla & Crocitto, 1997). These fail-
ures are costly to the company, both in
terms of the investment made in placing
the employee overseas, as well as in the loss
of time, business opportunities, and poten-
tially damaged relationships in the host
country. The employee may suffer, as well,
in both career setbacks and strained fam-
ily relationships.

The streamlining of organizations in
the 1980s, and the accompanying down-
sizings and layoffs, have left a work force
that is far less compliant with the company’s
bidding. Employees do not automatically
assume that their company will “take care
of them,” or that they will stay with the
same employer for the length of their ca-
reers. Therefore, they are concerned with
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managing their career progression, and
want to know in advance how a change in
assignment, particularly one overseas, will
effect their future. Arecent study estimates
that 20%of repatriated managers leave their
companies within one year of returning
from abroad, with as many as 50% leaving
within three years (Frazee, 1997).

In the face of these challenges, how can
an organization best manage its global
workforce? Many large multinational cor-
porations (with many years of experience
with these issues) have increasingly re-
sorted to staffing their foreign offices with
workers drawn from that country. While
this is probably the best long-term solution,
it may not be feasible for most companies.
First, the talent pool in many countries is
not yet deep enough to support all the or-
ganizations wishing to do business there.
Second, since many companies are just now
expanding into international markets, they
must draw upon the experience of their
internal managers to establish operations
outside the U.S. Finally, certain activities
(for example, R&D and product develop-
ment) will always require that organiza-
tions move at least some personnel from
site to site in order to disseminate know!l-
edge and “best practices” throughout the
company.

The Keys to Making it Work:
A Look at Industry
“Best Practices”

Areview of the literature, and the common
problems faced by many multinationals,
indicate that there are four key areas that
companies must manage to be successful:

1. Selection and training

2. Compensation and career planning
3. Considering the spouse and family
4. Repatriation

Selection and Training

In his assignments overseas, Tom Roth
“learned firsthand what the term ‘The Ugly
American’ meant. | found myself embar-
rassed by my fellow countrymen and their
behavior!” (Roth, 1998). Tom’s experience
is, unfortunately, not unique, and the cause
for these inappropriate behaviors is often
ignorance about the foreign cultures and
norms. As surprising as it may seem, many
multinational corporations lack any system

for selecting, training, and developing em-
ployees for overseas assignments.

The process of sending employees
abroad begins with selecting those candi-
dates who not only have the requisite tech-
nical skills, but who can adapt to and blend
into the foreign culture. GTE Corporation
is a communications company with exten-
sive operations in Europe and Latin
America. This division has developed a
pool of 125 managers who travel the globe
to transfer technology abroad and train lo-
cal staff to run the operations. Selection for
this group begins with psychological test-
ing, developed by Selection Research In-
ternational (SRI), to determine the
individual’s ability to “adjust to a new cul-
ture and to operate efficiently within it”
(loannou, 1995, p. 56). GTE believes that
those with the best chance of succeeding
possess “the belief that their own culture
does not have all the answers; flexibility to
adopt local attitudes when necessary at the
expense of long-held beliefs; a conflict-reso-
lution style that centers on collaboration;
good verbal and nonverbal communication
skills; and the ability to cope with stress
engendered by the new and different”
(loannou, 1995, p. 56). Other companies
using the SRI approach to selection are R.R.
Donnelly, Southwestern Bell, and Solar
Turbines, Inc., a subsidiary of Caterpillar Co.

Once suitable employees are identified
for overseas assignment, the company
needs to prepare them for the different cul-
tures they will encounter. Opinions differ
on whether the cross-cultural training
should be cultural specific to the host coun-
try or cultural-general, teaching universal
methods to understand and manage cul-
tural diversity (Ashamalla & Crocitto, 1997,
Allard, 1996). Whichever route the com-
pany chooses, a variety of options for train-
ing exist, and it does not have to be
prohibitively expensive. Motorola, Inc.,
outsources its two-day, cross-cultural expa-
triate training program, at about $4000 per
employee. Hewlett-Packard puts approxi-
mately 1200 employees (and their families)
annually through a three-day, outsourced
training program (Mervosh & McClenahan,
1997). This program, which costs approxi-
mately $5000 per employee, includes gen-
eral sessions with historical and cultural
information, and targeted training on the
business practices of the countries to which
their employees are assigned.

Compensation and Career Planning

Accepting an overseas assignment requires
an employee to make a huge personal ad-
justment. With some justification, workers
have come to expect that they will be com-
pensated for the disruption to their per-
sonal and professional live. However, the
increasing expense of maintaining employ-
ees overseas, and the sheer numbers of
employees that some companies are send-
ing abroad, make controlling this expense
quite urgent. This has led to search for al-
ternatives to the traditional compensation
schemes.

It has been reported that there is a
growing movement among companies to
pay no premium to expatriate employees,
regardless of where they send them (Latta,
1998). This mindset views the assignment
as its own reward, an opportunity for an
employee to achieve personal and career
growth. In these organizations, interna-
tional experience is required for upward
mobility. If the employee expects to be pro-
moted, he or she will have to spend time
overseas. To make this system work, how-
ever, requires careful career development
planning. As an inducement to take an
overseas assignment, GTE emphasizes the
position’s importance to the company and
to the individual’s career and often pro-
motes the assignees when they are sent
abroad. In addition, it assists them in gar-
nering a position in the U.S. once their
three-year assignment is completed. At
British Petroleum (BP) and Shell, “expatri-
ate assignments are almost a rite of pas-
sage in these companies . . . and therefore
don’t necessarily mean big pay packages*
(Allard, 1996). The assignment is seen as
an investment in career development for
the future, and is the expected norm within
the company.

Considering the Spouse
and Family

When selecting, training, and considering
compensation plans, companies today
must consider the effects on the employee’s
spouse and children. Family issues may
include uprooting children from schools
and spouses from jobs. With 81% of inter-
national relocation candidates turning
down assignments because of family re-
lated concerns (Marchetti, 1996, p. 44), it's
not surprising that a number of companies
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are developing programs to address these
issues.

Shell International Petroleum has per-
haps the most extensive program in place
to assist expatriates and their families
(Solomon, 1996b). As a result of policy
changes instituted in 1995 Shell created the
position of “spouse employment consult-
ant.” This person advises spouses on a
range of employment issues abroad—ev-
erything from finding employment oppor-
tunities to obtaining work visas. To assist
with children’s education, Shell is support-
ing schools in several locations, and has
moved to strengthen and expand the In-
ternational Baccalaureate Organization
(IBO), a nonprofit educational foundation
based in Switzerland. This group offers a
diploma program for students 11 to 16, and
is beginning to create school programs for
primary aged children. Shell’s overall phi-
losophy is to keep the family together as
much as possible.

Monsanto is another company that has
responded to the family needs of its expa-
triates (Solomon, 1996a). They have fos-
tered a “grass roots” organization of
families called the Spousal Sponsor Net-
work, where employees contemplating a
move are matched with a family already
overseas. This sponsoring family assists the
newcomers in becoming integrated into the
community, and provides a helping hand
and a willing ear. In addition, Monsanto
utilizes financial resources to assist the
“trailing spouse” in identifying transferable
skills and in finding opportunities in the host
country.

Repatriation: Once It's Over It’s
Not Finished

Perhaps the most unanticipated issue in
managing a global workforce is the prob-
lem of repatriation. Ironically, the very
characteristics that make an employee suit-
able for an overseas assignment, i.e., the
ability to blend in and adapt, can make re-
turning home a “culture shock” in reverse
(Frazee, 1997; Allard, 1996). In addition, a
lack of career planning prior to the assign-
ment (as discussed above) can lead to un-
realistic expectations on the part of
returning employees. Overseas they may
have had broad responsibility, a lot of fi-
nancial “perks,” and an opportunity to
develop new skills. If they return to a posi-
tion similar to the one they left, they may

feel frustrated and underutilized. Worse
still, over 75% of repatriating employees
don’t know what their next assignment will
be as close as four months before their re-
turn (Frazee, 1997, p. S26). As a result, ca-
reer anxiety and turnover among
repatriates is high—this at a time when
companies need employees with interna-
tional experience more than ever.

GTE again excels at planning for re-
patriation. The planning begins before the
assignment is accepted, through discus-
sions of the employee’s long-term career
goals. Formal repatriation planning is in-
cluded as part of the training the employee
receives before embarking overseas. AT&T
has an innovative mentoring program op-
erated through their HR International di-
vision. Every expatriate has an assigned
sponsor who’s responsible for his/her well-
being, and is two levels above the expatri-
ate in the corporation. That sponsor ensures
that the employee is kept in the loop, and
is brought home to the central office peri-
odically to “see and be seen.”

Despite the increasing number of
“globe-trotting” employees, repatriation is
probably the area most companies pay the
least attention to. For example, Tom Roth
states that Nestlé could benefit from im-
proving its process for “clearly defining the
expectations—both from the company per-
spective and the employees. ... Commu-
nicate, communicate, communicate” (Roth,
1998). Successful repatriation is really de-
pendent upon good communication, be-
fore, during, and after the assignment.
Up-front planning, on-going mentoring,
and a “decompression” period following
return (with counseling, if necessary), can
make repatriation successful, and stem the
loss from turnovers.

What Will the Future Bring?

Overseas assignments will increase in
number and frequency as more corpora-
tions move to global operations. As com-
panies become established global players,
and the talent pool is developed in emerg-
ing markets, more international offices will
be staffed by foreign nationals. Still, smaller
companies, who may not be able to justify
the cost of a fully staffed office in every
geography, and larger corporations who
centralize particular functions (such as
marketing or R&D) in the home country,
will continue to need a mobile, global work

force. Those companies that become adept
at selecting, developing, and retaining
these global employees will be extremely
successful in this future world—those who
do not will be left behind. m
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