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1

1
Self-Initiated Expatriates: A Neglected
Source of the Global Talent Flow
Arno Haslberger and Vlad Vaiman

Media, consultants, and academics in unison declare that there is a scarcity of 
qualified people on a global scale (Guthridge, Komm, & Lawson, 2008; Peiperl 
& Jonsen, 2007; Wooldridge, 2006). In the past, company-assigned expatriates
(AEs) moved around to fill the gaps. Apparently this is no longer enough.
While not a new phenomenon, a new and diverse breed of internationally 
mobile talent has caught the attention of researchers. These are academics and 
teachers going abroad on their own initiative to teach and learn themselves; 
they are people on time off to explore the world, be it right after school or as 
a mid-career break; they are professionals and experts independently seeking
work in another country; and so on. In short they are self-initiated expatriates 
(SIEs). SIEs are a distinct group for several reasons: unlike AEs, SIEs initiate 
their move abroad themselves and do not wait to be asked or even prodded;
unlike refugees, they are drawn by the opportunities and challenges of an
international move and do not flee political strife, violence, or economic 
squalor; unlike immigrants, they intend to return home some time in the
future and do not arrange to pull up roots for good. SIEs will provide at least a
partial answer to the talent shortages bemoaned by experts. They are mobile,
self-starting, and generally well educated. They are already an important factor
in today’s global workforce (Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010) and, according to
some observers, are likely to become evermore so (Peiperl & Jonsen, 2007).

Some experts believe that ‘traditional talent management no longer works’
(Cappelli, 2008: Part One). If people manage their careers independently, if 
talent retention is difficult, if the internal labour market can no longer
serve the needs of the organisation, then talent management, traditionally
focused on long-term planning and grooming high potentials internally, 
has to change. An evermore dynamic organisational environment under-
mines the predictability of demand for talent. Modern careers are becoming
evermore independent of specific organisations (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; 
Doherty, Brewster, Suutari, & Dickmann, 2008; Hall, 1996; Hall & Moss, 
1998; Peiperl & Baruch, 1997). New answers to old problems, new sources
of talent must be found. SIEs are one such source.
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SIEs, besides providing much-needed talent, can also play a special role
in internationally active organisations. They have a unique position in the
host organisation between local employees and AEs. Their terms and con-
ditions are usually based on local practices, yet their outlook is non-local.
They may, therefore, be better able than AEs to serve as bridge builders and 
integrators, important roles that are hard to fill (cf. Adler, 2002; Stroh, Black,
Mendenhall, & Gregersen, 2005). This may be in service to the organisa-
tion and its development (cf. Edström & Galbraith, 1977) or to enhance 
the cooperation between AEs and local employees (cf. Toh & DeNisi, 2005).
SIEs, who work side by side with AEs, may in some respects feel the same
as local employees. They, too, may experience comparatively smaller pay 
packages and a resulting envy in the face of AE’s more favourable terms and
conditions (Toh & DeNisi, 2003). This creates a different HR management
challenge.

Despite the importance of SIEs, only a small number of articles deal with
this emerging field, which remains in a ‘pre-paradigm state of develop-
ment’ much like international human resource management (HRM) was
some 20 years ago (Black & Mendenhall, 1990, p. 113). The field still lacks, 
for example, a generally accepted definition of ‘self-initiated expatriate’ 
and similar terms. No clear delineations differentiate SIEs from company-
assigned expatriates, on the one hand, nor SIEs and immigrants, on the
other (Bergdolt, Margenfeld, & Andresen, 2012). This introductory chapter 
will provide an overview of recent publication activity related to SIEs. It will
describe attempts at defining SIEs and demonstrate the pre-paradigm state
of the field. After an overview of SIE numbers it will circumscribe a future
agenda for SIE research. The introduction concludes with an overview of the
chapters in this volume.

Publications about SIEs

Perhaps the first article addressing self-initiated work experience abroad
was published in 1997 (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, & Barry, 1997; cf. Suutari 
& Brewster, 2000). Since then the field has grown slowly, expanding at an
accelerating pace only in recent years. A rough search for ‘self AND initiated 
AND expatriate’ produced 117 hits: the search was conducted, with a sole 
filter for ‘peer reviewed’, in the fields of title, author, full text, keyword, sub-
ject, and abstract in academic databases such EBSCOhost, JSTOR, ProQuest,
and several others. The results for other search words using the same con-
straints are listed in Table 1.1. By sifting out mismatches, such as articles
with little or nothing to do with SIEs and double listings, the searches
returned some 70 plus articles. Of these, 30 plus referred to SIEs in the title.
About two thirds were published in 2010 or later. Similarly, a search on
amazon.com found one book on SIEs, which was published in the second
half of 2012. The European Academy of Management 2012 conference had 
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10 papers with titles referring to both ‘self-initiated’ and expatriation, while
the Academy of Management’s 2012 annual meeting listed two papers with 
such titles. If recent publication activity is any indication, the field of SIE
studies will advance quickly over the next decade. One of the first questions
to attend to is how to define SIEs.

Definitions

As mentioned earlier, the field lacks a generally accepted definition. Standard 
international definitions are too vague and, to date, most proposed defini-
tions have flaws. The contributions to this volume use a variety of definitions
underlining this issue. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Migrants Workers and their Families, which the General Assembly adopted
in 1990 and entered into force in 2003, defines a migrant worker as ‘a per-
son who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated 
activity in a State of which he or she is not a national’ (General Assembly of 
the UN, 1990). This definition is broad and includes immigrants, refugees, 
voluntary expatriates whether employed or self-employed, and so on. For 
our purposes it is too broad because it includes immigrants and refugees.
Bergdolt et al. (2012) reviewed over 200 definitions of ‘migrant’, ‘expatri-
ate’, and ‘SIE’ (see also Andresen, Bergdolt, & Margenfeld, 2012). They see 
the term ‘migrant’ as encompassing expatriates, who in turn are defined as 
dependently employed. For the authors, SIEs are a subgroup of expatriates; 
they drive international assignments, making first contact with an employer 
abroad. This proposed definition, however, explicitly excludes self-employed
persons, who, if counted as SIEs, might be a relevant source of global talent for 
companies. The authors’ definition fails to specify a minimum qualification 
level thus, in principle, including migrant farm labour, which is not relevant 
for global talent management. Andresen et al. (2012) investigated individual,
organisational, and various other criteria in an empirically driven search for 
a definition. Their approach is clearly a step in the right direction. Previous
studies under the SIE banner have cast a wide net including, for example, 

Table 1.1 Rough literature search

Search terms Number of hits

Self AND initiated AND expatriate 117
Self AND initiated AND expatriation 110
Self AND propelled AND expatriate 72
Self AND propelled AND expatriation 16
Self AND directed AND expatriate 98
Self AND directed AND expatriation 98
Self AND directed AND travel 131
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‘overseas experience’ (OE) seekers of all ages (Inkson & Myers, 2003), young 
graduates (Tharenou, 2003), English teachers (Fu, Shaffer, & Harrison, 2005), 
academics (Richardson, 2006; Richardson & Mallon, 2005; Richardson &
McKenna, 2006), volunteer workers (Hudson & Inkson, 2006), and business
professionals (Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008; Jokinen, Brewster, & Suutari, 
2008; Lee, 2005; Suutari & Brewster, 2000).

The rough definition of SIEs underlying the contributions to this volume
distinguishes at least these characteristics: initiated by the expatriate, volun-
tariness of the move, temporary nature intended even if open ended, and 
high skill level. This excludes refugees, immigrants, AEs, low- or unskilled
labour. It includes the self-employed and individuals initiating an inter-
national assignment with their current employer.

Pre-paradigm state

The attention given to crafting a standard definition is one indicator of the
pre-paradigm state of the field, as is the rather recent growth in publication
activity on SIEs. Another is the methodological approach existing studies
apply. The majority of articles on traditional expatriates use a quantita-
tive methodology, while SIE studies split evenly between qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies, indicating a more exploratory state of play for 
SIEs, according to a recent metadata review of global careers research on 
company-assigned expatriates and SIEs (Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen, & Bolino, 
2012). A special issue on the careers of skilled migrants, arguably a group 
that includes SIEs, includes an editorial calling the field under-theorised
(Al Ariss, Koall, Özbilgin, & Suutari, 2012). The papers in this volume reflect
the pre-paradigm state of SIE studies, with the majority applying a qualita-
tive methodology. They use a wide array of theoretical models stemming not
only from traditional expatriate studies but also from research on human
capital and career studies to concepts of ethical consumerism.

A workshop at EURAM 2012, entitled ‘Self-initiated expatriation: A new 
pattern of international mobility’, stressed the novelty of the topic and
hence its early stage of development. Befitting an emerging area of academic
study the participants threw a wide net (see ‘An Agenda for the Future’
below) and also included many topics, which offer a comparison to more
traditional forms of expatriation.

SIE numbers

Comprehensive data on expatriates in general and SIEs in particular are
hard to come by. One of the best sources is probably the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), which publishes an 
annual International Migration Outlook and special reports. In 2001, the 34
OECD countries1 had a total population of almost 1.07 billion, of whom just



Self-Initiated Expatriates – Overview  5w

over 3% or almost 32.6 million were foreign-born non-citizens (Dumont & 
Lemaiître, 2005). The same year the global number of expatriates was just
over 70 million (Dumont & Lemaiître, 2005), of which about 25% or 17.6
million were highly skilled (own calculation based on Dumont & Lemaiître, 
2005). In 2010, a total of 5,274,850 foreigners moved into OECD countries
(OECD, 2012a). The OECD data on temporary worker migration allow tenta-
tive conclusions about SIE numbers (see Table 1.2). 

There are at least 1.9 million temporary worker migrants in the OECD 
countries. The actual number may be higher because of incomplete cover-
age in data collection. The report emphasises a significant drop in 2009 as 
a result of the economic crisis followed by a further but only slight drop in 
2010. Trainees and working holiday makers are both categories in which 
work is incidental. The former move particularly for the purpose of training,
while the latter are more focused on tourism and cultural exchange. Working 
holiday makers are mostly young people who take off for up to one year
(cf. Inkson & Myers, 2003). Intra-company transfers are the class that is
closest to traditional or AEs. They represent ‘movements within the same
company. Some are for permanent-type assignments, and not necessarily 
considered as or included in the figures for temporary work migration’
(OECD, 2012b, p. 36). Notably, this category excludes transfers within the 
European Union because of its free movement of labour. The report is moot 
on the question whether trainees and working holiday makers moving
within the EU are counted. Seasonal workers include mainly low-skilled
agricultural labour. Other temporary workers are a mixed category ‘includ-
ing au pairs, researchers and short-term workers’ (OECD, 2012b, p. 36).

The OECD’s numbers provide only a rough idea about SIE numbers. 
Depending on the definition a significant portion, perhaps even most  working 
holiday makers and trainees, may count as SIEs. Probably a minority of other
temporary workers are also SIEs, while seasonal workers can be omitted

Table 1.2 Temporary worker migration in OECD countries, 2005–2010

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2009/2010 
change (%)

(Numbers in thousands)

Trainees 115 129 164 146 114 83 –27
Working holiday makers 312 335 397 430 403 398 –1
Intra-company transfers 91 104 118 117 92 108 17
Seasonal workers 603 609 614 610 553 520 –6
Other temporary workers 1093 1165 1138 1085 794 765 –4
All categories 2187 2313 2393 2350 1966 1875 –4
Annual change (%) 7 6 3 –2 –17 –4

Source: OECD, 2012b, p. 35.
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because their numbers contain mostly low-skilled labour. Overall, the num-
bers indicate that SIEs make up a significant portion of the expatriate popu-
lation, at least within OECD countries. Even if there were three uncounted
within EU intra-company transfers for each one counted, their combined
number would still be less than trainees and working holiday makers taken 
together. And there are an unknown number of researchers and short-term 
professionals from the other temporary workers category. Of course, a
caveat is that working holiday makers and trainees are in incidental work
that may be low skilled or, at least for the former, unrelated to any later 
career path.

An agenda for the future

It is clear that SIEs represent a significant part of the international talent
pool about which we know relatively little as yet. Therefore, it is important
to chart a course for future research. A good starting point is the above-
mentioned workshop at EURAM 2012, which drew some 20 participants
including recognised experts in international HRM and expatriate studies
(Andersen et al., 2012). Their discussions resulted in a loose list of topics for 
further study, to which we added a few comments:

Defining SIEs compared to company-assigned expatriates and migrants of 
various sorts – this is an important early step to delineate the field. A few
publications have provided guidance on the issue (Andresen et al., 2012;
Bergdolt et al., 2012; Shaffer et al., 2012).
Distinguishing among different SIE populations including academics and
various special groups, e.g. sport professionals, is related to definitional 
questions. Some of the special groups studied may turn out to be of less 
interest in the long term, while others, such as organisational SIEs (see the
chapter by Richardson, McKenna, and de Gama in this volume), may be 
interesting especially in comparisons to AEs and SIEs new to the organisa-
tion. The contributions to this volume weigh in to advance knowledge on
some special groups.
Assessing the impact of structural factors influencing mobility including:

Institutional factors such as the economic environment in target and
countries of origin or legal barriers and pathways – care has to be 
taken to delineate SIEs from economic refugees when it comes to the
economic situation in the country of origin. The trend in advanced
economies to issue special residency and work permits in order to
attract qualified labour promises to become an interesting area of study
where individual choices and public policy perspectives intersect.
Organisational factors such as recruitment and support of SIEs, staffing
and talent management opportunities resulting from the availability
of SIEs, differential treatment of company-assigned and SIEs as well as

•

•

•
�

�
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local employees – this goes to the core area of international HRM that 
will benefit from the study of the added opportunities as well as chal-
lenges presented by the increased employment of SIEs.
Community factors such as expatriate enclaves and networks in various
countries – there is already an existing literature on expatriate enclaves
and networks that the inclusion of SIEs will expand upon. Since SIEs,
by their very nature, are closer to immigrants than AEs, the study of 
local sentiments towards foreigners may benefit, too. At a time when
a number of developed economies with a traditionally liberal mindset 
towards newcomers are experiencing a rise in anti-foreigner populist
movements and parties, the comparative study of sentiments towards
qualified SIEs as opposed to lesser skilled migrants will prove instruc-
tive of the depth and shape of these negative sentiments.

Capturing individual factors in self-initiated expatriation such as:
Personal characteristics, motives, and history
Family influence
Other personal factors such as membership in particular cultural or
religious groups (e.g. the missionary duties of Mormons)

This area lends itself well to comparative studies of AEs and SIEs. To what
extent do their motivations differ or overlap? What can talent-hungry 
organisations do to tap into the different motivational patterns and make
themselves more attractive to the different groups?
Appraising work-related factors such as:

The psychological contract of SIEs compared to that of other expatri-
ates and local employees – the study of the psychological contract of 
expatriates in and of itself and in relation to local employees is still
young. Adding SIEs complicates the picture but should provide help-
ful insights for daily management practices of internationally focused
organisations. Going beyond a narrow concentration on psychologi-
cal contracts, some studies have looked at the dynamics of different
types of employees, such as AEs and locals, working side by side and
the possible jealousies locals may feel in the face of expatriate terms
and conditions (Toh & DeNisi, 2003, 2005, 2007). For a fuller picture, 
future research should include SIEs. The direction of such perceived
or real preferential treatment is not set. One study found that SIEs, in
this case immigrant professionals in Canada, experienced less career
growth in terms of promotions and salary increases than local profes-
sionals (Fang, Novicevic, & Zikic, 2009).
Career issues including career paths, career attitudes, career capital
development, subjective/objective career success – this is arguably the
original starting point of SIE studies (cf. Inkson et al., 1997; Inkson
& Myers, 2003). It is probably the area where SIE-related studies are
nearly as developed as research on AEs. It is a natural choice, therefore,
for comparative research on both groups of expatriates.

�
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Repatriation and turnover – this area has received considerable atten-
tion over the years for AEs (a few examples are Adler, 1981; Feldman &
Tompson, 1993; Kraimer, Shaffer, Harrison, & Ren, 2012; Suutari & 
Brewster, 2003), while SIEs’ repatriation and turnover is still largely 
virgin territory (for a rare study, see Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010). 

The list of topics produced by the EURAM group shows that there are many
unknowns and many avenues open for exploration. Shaffer et al. (2012)
mention the effect of international work experiences on the health of 
employees as another issue worthy of research.

The growing importance of SIEs in the global economy (Peiperl & Jonsen, 
2007; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010) promises to make this area a rich seam 
for academic study. This volume was conceived in response to the need for 
more research and knowledge about SIEs. The contributions to this book 
came in response to the editors’ call for short proposals. The manuscripts,
save for this introduction, have undergone a double-blind peer-review proc-
ess. After an initial selection based on the proposals, the editors invited
prospective contributors to submit full manuscripts. They anonymised the
manuscripts and sent each out to two reviewers. Based on the reviews some
papers were rejected. The others were returned to the authors for revision
in light of reviewers’ comments and re-submission. The editors evaluated
the revised manuscripts, rejecting those whose quality had not improved
sufficiently. The editors asked the authors for final corrections or revisions.
The corrected or further revised manuscripts make up the 12 main chapters
of this volume and will be described below.2

Overview of the book

This volume’s title emphasises the relative lack of knowledge about SIEs –
a neglected source – and their role in the global economy as an importantd
source of scarce talent. It is structured in two parts: Part I focuses on SIEs as 
persons: How or when does one become an SIE? What are SIEs’ motivations
and characteristics? What types or sub-types of SIEs are there? What chal-
lenges are they likely to face? Part II presents evidence on actual experiences
of SIEs: How do their careers and their social capital develop? What is the
impact of the international experience on their life overall? What are the
specific experiences of subgroups such as academics or female SIEs?

Part I

In Chapter 2, Yehuda Baruch and Yochanan Altman investigate self-initiated
global careers within a corporate environment. This fairly new form of expa-
triation is growing against a backdrop of proliferating international assign-
ments and a shift in responsibility for such positions to both employee and
employer from employer alone. A number of trends are interacting to drive 

�
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such a shift. The authors outline the background and antecedents of this
growing expatriation phenomenon and position a trio of theories that could
help frame corporate SIEs within the career domain: human capital theory,
the psychological contract literature, and agency theory. They then present
a conceptual push-and-pull field model that depicts the relevant dynamic 
factors that come into play in deciding on whether to embark on an inter-
national assignment within one’s career context. In conclusion the authors 
reflect on the practical consequences of corporate SIEs for the discipline and
practice of HRM and close with an agenda for further research.

In Chapter 3, Yvonne McNulty examines the phenomenon of AEs being 
pushed towards an SIE orientation while employed by a multinational cor-
poration (MNC), drawing on a qualitative study of 71 long-term expatriates.
The author departs from established views to suggest that an SIE orientation
emerges out of career and compensation frustrations and does not neces-
sarily pre-date employment with an MNC. These frustrations propel AEs to
engage individual agency and seek external job opportunities. Using psy-
chological contract fulfilment to explore individual return on investment,
McNulty challenges existing notions as to how SIEs develop their career
orientation to ask, ‘Are SIEs born or made?’. She then explores the implica-
tions for individuals and the firms that employ them.

Drawing on a qualitative study conducted in a global professional serv-
ices firm, in Chapter 4, Julia Richardson, Steve McKenna, and Nadia de
Gama consider organisational self-initiated expatriates (OSIEs). OSIEs can
best be understood as individuals who seek out an overseas position within
an organisation rather than having the organisation assign them one. The
authors consider the reasons why OSIEs seek out overseas opportunities
and how they evaluate their experiences. They also analyse the benefits the
organisation receives in terms of the networks the OSIEs develop as well as
the implications for talent management and retention. The study findings
indicate that both the individuals and the organisations derive substantial
benefits from this form of self-initiated expatriation, particularly individual
learning and the development of business-enhancing global networks.
There are, however, negative aspects to this type of expatriation as well. For
example, organisations have little control over the nature of mobility, nor
can they systematically manage learning and knowledge diffusion. Overall,
however, the authors conclude that this type of expatriation is of consider-
able value to firms in global professional services.

In Chapter 5, Eliane Karsaklian and Anthony Fee contend that self-
initiated expatriation takes many forms and that an equally diverse breadth
of motivational roots likely drive it. They argue that understanding the
complex motivations behind a decision to expatriate may require a cross-
disciplinary approach. To demonstrate this, Karsaklian and Fee draw on
literature into ethical consumerism as a way to better understand the 
factors that motivate one group of SIEs, namely international volunteers.
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The authors develop a framework that identifies four categories of moti-
vations: being perceived as unique (self-orientation), belonging to a com-
munity (conformity), wanting something for oneself (hedonism), and
achieving something positive for others (self-actualisation). The framework 
suggests that international volunteers may be more motivated by social fac-
tors than current research suggests.

While it is well established that SIEs are rising in prominence as com-
panies seek to identify various forms of qualified human resources to staff 
projects internationally, Edelweiss C. Harrison and Snejina Michailova in
Chapter 6 focus on a largely overlooked subgroup: female SIEs working in 
the Arab Middle East. They provide important insights into the motivations
and characteristics of female SIEs based on 13 semi-structured in-depth
interviews with individuals from Australia, New Zealand, the United States,
and the United Kingdom in the United Arab Emirates. The authors find that
the motivations that drove this group of women were varied yet tended
towards the personal rather than the professional. Michailova and Harrison
also find, as implied by earlier studies, that the characteristics of female pro-
fessionals are quite diverse, although their sample tended towards a more 
mature cohort of senior managers. Their conclusions suggest that talent
managers that need to source employees for positions in the Middle East
have ample opportunity to reach out to female SIEs. The authors also out-
line implications for human resource managers in multinational companies
operating in the Middle East.

Anthony McDonnell and Hugh Scullion focus on the need for greater
consideration of the adjustment challenges that many SIEs are likely to face.
Scholarship on SIEs is limited in general and with respect to adjustment
issues, particularly so. In Chapter 7, the authors contend that SIEs may face
adjustment challenges greater than those experienced by traditional AEs
because they move not only to new countries but also to new organisations.
As the traditional expatriation literature demonstrates, failure to successfully
adjust is likely to generate negative individual and organisational outcomes.
Consequently, McDonnell and Scullion argue that there is a significant need 
for specific consideration of the distinctive adjustment challenges SIEs face.
This chapter, drawing on existing corporate expatriate models of adjust-
ment, provides a starting point for conceptualising self-initiated adjustment
and a future research agenda that scholars with an interest in this field can
use.

Part II

In Chapter 8, Vesa Suutari, Chris Brewster, and Christelle Tornikoski assert 
that while the experiences of SIEs have attracted growing academic atten-
tion, research in this area remains quite limited in comparison with research
on traditional expatriates. The authors review what is known about the SIE 
careers from different career perspectives: the boundaryless and  international
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career perspective, the career anchors and career motives perspective, the
career capital development perspective, and the repatriation/future career
perspective. The review also discusses the differences between AEs and
SIEs from these career perspectives. The chapter concludes with an agenda
designed to promote further research in this area.

In Chapter 9, Jan Selmer and Jakob Lauring examine SIE academics.
Universities, to an increasing extent, are looking for talent beyond national
boundaries. SIE academics thus represent a fast-growing group of highly
educated professionals who gain employment abroad, but little research has
focused on this group. The authors investigate whether personal character-
istics such as age, gender, marital status, and seniority affect work outcomes
such as work adjustment, work performance, work effectiveness, job satisfac-
tion, and time to proficiency. The chapter uses data collected from 428 SIE
academics from 60 countries employed in 35 universities in five northern
European countries. Results indicate that there are differences in terms
of work outcomes among the different types of SIE academics, especially
regarding acquired personal characteristics, marital status, and seniority.

Riana van den Bergh and Yvonne Du Plessis argue in Chapter 10 that self-
initiated expatriation provides an alternative to the traditional expatriate
assignment for women with international career aspirations. As a largely 
invisible and untapped resource, SIE women form a potentially valuable 
pool of talent and remain under-researched. Very little is known about SIE
women’s career development and the individual-level factors that influ-
ence their career choices and outcomes. This chapter aims to provide a
deeper insight into the individual-level career experiences of skilled SIE
women in order to contribute to the understanding of the motives, barri-
ers, and enablers that influence their career choices, career outcomes, and
career development experiences. To accomplish that, the authors follow
an exploratory approach applying a constructivist paradigm. Two in-depth 
interactive qualitative analysis focus group sessions were held with a total
of 21 SIE women in the Netherlands. The chapter presents a conceptual,
integrated career development framework for SIE women, discussing their
career experiences on career success and career exit from pre-expatriation,
actual expatriation, and post-expatriation.

In Chapter 11, Noeleen Doherty and Michael Dickmann explore the 
challenges that HRM faces in managing SIEs as a global resource. In so
doing the authors compare and contrast the talent and capital that SIEs 
and AEs embody. After discussing global capabilities and talent pools the 
authors propose a refined view of SIEs, distinguishing the population on
educational and skills scarcity grounds. They then identify a range of HRM 
challenges posed by SIEs. In recruitment and selection the authors advocate
tailored identification and cutting-edge corporate branding approaches
and suggest that selection and on-boarding should take account of the spe-
cial position and needs of SIEs. The authors review specific developmental
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issues,  retention challenges, diversity management, and cost/investment 
considerations and offer a range of practical HRM opportunities. These 
can shape more sophisticated and planned HRM strategies, structures,
policies, and practices for the management of such an important group of 
people. 

Kristiina Mäkelä and Vesa Suutari focus on SIEs’ social capital in Chapter
12. The authors compare the patterns of the structural, relational, and cog-
nitive dimensions of SIEs’ social capital both within and outside firms, and
in the home and host country, with those of traditional expatriates. The 
analysis, illustrated with evidence from qualitative interviews with 18 tradi-
tional and SIEs, reveals notable differences between the two groups.

In Chapter 13, Liisa Mäkelä and Vesa Suutari argue that international 
work affects not only the working life of the SIEs but also their entire 
life situation. Moreover, if SIEs have a family, moving and living abroad 
is at least as challenging for their spouses and children as it is for them. 
However, there is limited research on the work-life interface (WLI) of SIEs. 
To increase our understanding of these issues, 21 semi-structured interviews
were carried out among SIEs, and data were content analysed in order to
discover different perspectives on the phenomena. The findings show that
working in an international context challenges both SIEs and their families 
as well as causing issues in other spheres of their personal lives. Conflicts 
flowed from working life to personal life more often than in the oppo-
site direction, the results demonstrate. Moreover, the findings show that
SIEs’ work and personal lives frequently influence and enrich each other
positively. The increasing competition for talent requires companies to take 
account of WLI issues in every area, not only when hiring SIEs. This would
promote their professional employees’ long-term occupational well-being 
and also help organisations to ensure the continued commitment of their 
talented SIEs. 

Notes

1. Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea, 
Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak 
Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the
United States.

2. The chapter overviews are based, in part, on abstracts provided by the contributors.
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Global Self-Initiated Corporate
Careerists: What Drives Them and 
Implications for HRM
Yochanan Altman and Yehuda Baruch

Introduction

An important aspect of globalization as a social/economic/political reality
that began to unfold in the second half of the 20th century and is intensify-
ing in the early decades of the 21st century is the growing flow – of people, 
capital, information, ideas, services, products – transcending national bor-
ders. With transnational corporations increasing in number and aiming to 
gain a global footprint (Rugman and Verbeke, 2004), with worldwide and
regional trade agreements proliferating, people’s careers are increasingly
becoming global too (Tams and Arthur, 2007). We evidence a large and
growing number of people opting, by intent or default, for a career that 
transcends national borders, in a variety of modes or types – the nature,
feasibility, and management of this variety has been subject to a recent 
detailed exposition (Baruch, Dickmann, Altman, and Bournois, 2013). This
global temporary employment migration wave has been of sufficient magni-
tude and importance to effect national policies, as for example in the Gulf,
where the vast majority of the active workforce is foreign – hence the efforts 
for ‘Saudization’ of labor in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Al-Rajhi, Altman,
Metcalf, and Roussel, 2006) and similar attempts elsewhere in the region
(Al-Meraikhi et al., 2012).

The movement of talent across borders has also been affecting national
and transnational fiscal policy, necessitating intricate cross-border personal
taxation treaties (e.g., the UK/France Double Taxation Convention, 2009) 
and the harmonization of aspects of employment legislation (under the dif-
ferent European Union directives), among others.

The more prominent and most typical of global moves remains expatria-
tion: a time-bound cross-border work assignment for a designated position 
and/or employment, initiated by an employer and/or employing agency,
whereby an employee is ‘assigned’ overseas (Andresen, Al Ariss, Walther,
and Wolff, 2012; Doherty, Dickman, and Mills, 2011). Nevertheless,  global
assignments now come in different configurations and in a variety of 
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options (Baruch et al., 2013). An intentionally global orientated career
may be labeled ‘self-initiated expatriation’ (SIE) (Richardson, McBey, and
McKenna, 2008) when it is an individually driven endeavor. In present-
ing expatriation as the most significant option for a global career, Baruch 
and Bozionelos (2010) distinguish between corporate-initiated expatriation
(traditional expatriation) and SIE.  Self Initiated Expatriates (SIEs) represent
a type of internationally mobile individual, plausibly different from tradi-
tional assignees, and this puts into question the transferability of accrued
research knowledge (e.g., motivation, recruitment, success) between these
apparently distinct groups (Andresen et al., 2012). We evidence an increasing
relevance and importance of the latter in a dynamic corporate labor market, 
marked by individualization of societies (Beck and Beck-Gernscheim, 2002;
Bernstein, 2006; Turkle, 2011), on the one hand, and the internationaliza-
tion of business (Altman, Bournois and Au, in press), on the other hand.

Baruch and Bozionelos (2010) outline the main reasons for SIEs becoming
more common: (i) increasing facilitation in the movement of labor across
national borders (e.g., the European Union), (ii) development of technology
(especially the World Wide Web) that provides information on job openings 
anywhere in the globe, and (iii) imbalance in demand and supply of skilled
and unskilled labor between geographies. With reference to the current
discourse on contemporary careers, in particular the so-called boundaryless 
and protean careers, we believe that SIEs are likely to grow in salience (both
in terms of numbers as well as in visibility) in response to the demands of 
the global labor market and through the legitimating process of its under-
lying individualistic ideology (Truxillo and Fraccaroli, 2011). At the same 
time, due to a combination of both individual and organizational factors,
as well as globalization as a trend in its own right, it is becoming harder to 
enact and find suitable expatriates, as we shall elaborate.

Our theoretical position is a tripod based on human capital theory (Becker,
1965); the psychological contract, generic (Rousseau, 1995) and specific 
to expatriation (Guzzo, Nooman, and Elron, 1994); and agency theory 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). In terms of human capital, individuals who self-initiate 
their global career are people who aim to increase their employability oppor-
tunities and potential future career advancement, and can be expected to
benefit from relevant career development (Vance, 2005). Such progress may 
take place within the same organization, but not only. Some of those opting 
for global experience may do that with the aim of moving outside their cur-
rent employment contracts (Altman and Baruch, 2012; Dickmann and Harris, 
2005). In terms of the psychological contract, it may be argued that in the
age of globalization, an international assignment has become a constituent 
of one’s employment contract – if not legally explicit, then as  anticipation
or desired component – expected by both employer and employee alike! In
terms of agency theory, opting for SIE manifests a self-agency view of tran-
sitory self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994) that may be assumed to be a hallmark 
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of developing cross-cultural competence. The SIE may have identified an 
intrinsic need for self-development and/or a perceived extrinsic motivation 
to make a cross-border, cross-cultural move for enhanced competence in the
era of globalization. The added value of a global assignment to one’s career
prospects was previously noted and is on the increase (Yan, Zhu, and Hall, 
2002). As to the individual decision-making process implicated, we refer 
to Lewin’s (1951) field theory and opt to extend Baruch’s (1995) push/pull 
model of international labor mobility on which it is based (see following).

Traditional expatriation versus SIE within organizations

The two main drivers for expatriation fall into two distinct categories.
First, a top-down approach can be noted, as when an organization initi-
ates international work assignments (‘traditional expatriation’). There are
multiple reasons why an organization may wish to pursue such appoint-
ments, most notably ad hoc business development, strategic control over
subsidiaries, knowledge transfer, and leadership development (Baruch and
Altman, 2002). Second, there are self-initiated international work assign-
ments that are career orientated, whereby individuals hunt for a specific
position or wish to develop a particular career role, while others make it a 
means to an end so as to gain (generic) international exposure or to enact
self-development (and possibly both). Altman and Baruch (2012) name
them corporate SIEs – that is, individuals who self-initiate their international
assignment within the framework of the company. To achieve that corporate
SIEs employ a variety of strategies, including proactive search for overseas
opportunities inside the organization, demonstrating a keen interest for 
overseas assignments by accepting flexible arrangements (such as part-time
posts and reduced benefit expatriate packages), as well as generating and cre-
ating opportunities by courting decision makers at their target  destination
(Altman and Baruch, 2012).

‘New careers’

Recent reviews of contemporary careers (Arthur, 2008; Sullivan and Baruch,
2009) show them to be summarized under conceptual headlines, such as
‘intelligent’ (Arthur, Claman, and DeFillippi, 1995; Parker, Khapova, and 
Arthur, 2009), ‘protean’ (Hall, 2004), ‘boundaryless’ (Arthur and Rousseau, 
1996), ‘post-corporate’ (Peiperl and Baruch, 1997), and ‘kaleidoscope’
(Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006). All the above emphasize that current careers
are typically pursued across various boundaries, in particular organizational
boundaries (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996), but also geographical (Baruch et al.,
2013). Furthermore, in contemporary careers, personal learning and per-
sonal growth are essential features and critical success factors (Hall, 2004).
People are expected to take control and assume initiative over the planning
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and management of their careers, global assignments included (Shen and
Hall, 2009).

The new careerists tend to be more proactive in enacting career outcomes
(Seibert, Kraimer, and Crant, 2001). Self-reliance, internal focusing, engage-
ment, and competitiveness characterize the changing career landscape, which
translate into an assertive stance on career ‘self-ownership’ (Altman, 2000).
When it comes to international assignments, this career  positioning mani-
fests in SIE. Via self-initiation, the savvy corporate careerists aim to develop
both their generic and specific human capital (Gibbons and Waldman,
2004), positively exploiting emerging opportunities, many of which are
increasingly global. Different sources, spanning a range of paths, from 
instrumental to spiritual (Halsberger, 2011) guide them along this self-
orientation career trajectory.

Why do corporate careerists opt for SIE?

International experience becoming now a prerequisite for top positions in 
large companies (Hamori and Koyuncu, 2011) and people wishing to improve
their corporate employability are natural drivers to actively searching cross-
cultural work experience. This individual initiative for improving human
capital would aggregate to the unit as well as the organizational level
(Ployhart and Moliterno, 2011).

One caveat: The role of the organization has changed but not disappeared.
It moved on, by and large, from command and control to support and guid-
ance. Career planning and its management are now commonly seen as a
shared responsibility between employee and organization, but the relevance
and impact of HRM policies and practice on international assignments has
not been discarded (Baruch, 2006; Lips-Wiersma and Hall, 2007). There is
a shared responsibility for managing one’s career in general, and the intri-
cacies of international assignments dictate an even tighter collaboration,
often with HR delegated responsibilities to the line (Baruch and Altman,
2002). What has markedly changed is the underlying assumption, held by
both the individual and the organization, that the corporate career path
is linear and incrementally vertical. With very few exceptions of multina-
tional corporations that could boast a significant market share in all major 
business geographies (Rugman and Verbeke, 2004) and can therefore offer 
career paths and career plans that would have been expected a generation
ago, nowadays the corporate international assignment has become, like
the corporate career itself, a bumpy track, open to chance and riddled with 
hazard, uncertainties, and surprise. It is this path, unsavory for some, that
has put on the agenda a new type of corporate expatriate careerists, who are 
in search of the generic cross-cultural experience in preference for the work 
experience: a self-developmental path which is an end point for and by itself 
(Altman and Baruch, 2012).
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A sub-group growing in salience are women expatriates, many of them opt-
ing for SIE (Tharenou, 2010). Gender was and remains an under-researched
issue in the expatriation literature (Sinangil and Ones, 2003, Altman and
Shortland, 2008), and what we do not know about women expatriates far
exceeds what we do (Shortland and Altman, 2011). In their review of the
extant literature, Altman and Shortland (2008) follow the evolvement of 
discourse in the practice of female expatriation as well as the reporting on
that practice (in relevant practitioner and academic literatures). They point
out that women have been in the avant-garde of developments in corporate
expatriation practice. It may therefore not be too surprising to learn that
of the two types of corporate self-initiated careerists, career centered (who
are the majority) and self-development focused (who are fewer in number),
identified by Altman and Baruch (2012) it is women who dominate the
latter.

Conceptual framework: The push/pull model (Baruch, 1995)

The push/pull model (Figure 2.1) proposed by Baruch (1995) to explicate
international migrations, and extended here, offers a framework to map the
current trend for SIEs.

Baruch’s original model depicts a seesaw of forces that push/pull to one of 
two directions: stay put or (temporarily) migrate. Two fields (in the Lewinian 
sense) are relevant. One field is the person’s environment ( including their 
personal values, needs, preferences and aspirations, as well as their organiza-
tional milieu) and the wider societal context (to include political, social, and
economic factors). The second field is the target environment: its culture,
legal system, economy, and so on. A decision is combined weighting of the
advantages/disadvantages in staying or moving. Over the past 20 years since
the model’s initial positioning, a third environment has emerged, of equiva-
lent importance to the original two: The transnational context is positioned
here as a field in its own right. In other words, we claim that globalization
has become a key process that impacts on decisions at the personal level: 
Being global can be depicted in the tripod of theories that inform our dis-
course here. ‘Being global’ has human capital potentiality; it creates, drives,
and enshrines expectations (psychological contract) and enacts agency (self-
efficacy). Consequently, the decision to go on an international assignment
has become more complex. Whereas before it was a matter of weighing 
between the advantages and disadvantages of staying put or (temporarily)
migrating, now it is also a matter of the advantages and disadvantages of 
mobility in general (not to a particular geography) – but in which direc-
tion? Increasingly in the corporate world, gaining international exposure
and cross-cultural experience of any kind is a critical human capital asset. y
Increasingly people in developed economies aim to gain experiences outside
their native culture, often in under-developed economies. Such a choice 
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may stem from a believe that it essential for their personal self-development
(self-efficacy) to expose themselves to different cultures and a possibly naïve 
but genuine desire to make the world a better place – and enrich them-
selves in the process. Others may opt to such experience as a by-product
of exotica in venues such as the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and
China). These fast-growing markets, which accounted for about half of 
global growth between 2000 and 2008 (France Press, 2010) and nearing
70% of global economic growth in 2012 (BBC, August 13, 2012), offer pro-
fessional and entrepreneurial opportunities that may be significantly more
attractive compared to the developed economies of North America, Japan,
and Western Europe. Increasingly enterprises and institutions in developing
economies aim to establish subsidiaries in the developed world, as means to
acquiring know-how on their terms. Where and in what one should investr

Environment

Individual (values, beliefs,
needs, aspirations)

Organizational (strategy,
policies and practices)

Country (culture, wealth,
socio/political climate)

Target
Environment:

Economy
Legal system

Culture

Transactional

trends,
prospects,
aspirations

Decisions:
stay/move/

return

Figure 2.1 The push/pull model of corporate self-initiating expatriates
Source: Adapted and expanded from Y. Baruch (1995, p. 316).
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into thus becomes an interesting strategic career question. Which geogra-
phy will become indispensable: China, India, Latin America? Which busi-
ness sector is up and coming, and which are declining: finance, IT, services?
What will serve you better: ‘hard’ skills or ‘soft’ skills?

Once the inclination for expatriation has been established, the three
stages suggested by Vance (2005) may be applicable. In the first stage of 
‘foundation building’, one looks for exposure or immersion with relevant
activities and preparations (finding out about the foreign destination,
language and culture information, etc.). The second stage involves more
specific and detailed preparations, such as networking, language acquisition,
and developing of global marketable skills. The third stage will be the actual
embarking on an expatriation track, within or without a corporate environ-
ment, with aims, expectations, and associated inputs and deliverables.

Managerial implications: HRM perspectives

We expect that more than ever before an international assignment will
have, in a corporate context, a positive valance. Therefore, when people
from within the organization are encouraged to put themselves forward for
expatriation, many will consider it favorably. That may be the easy part. 
More difficult could be to tailor an international assignment to personal
needs, ambition, and taste. With information flowing freely and readily, 
nowadays expatriates are sophisticated ‘consumers’ of target geographies
and developmental assignments. If we were right that corporate SIEs are a
growing trend, we would expect to see more intent and design on behalf of 
the potential expatriates, as much as willingness to respond to opportunities
presented. As a spell abroad becomes a routine of organizational careers, 
the normative expectation of corporate wo/man would be to gain one at a
time, place, focus, and duration of choice. Before long, we expect that an 
international assignment will feature on the list an ‘employer of choice’
parades to lure potential candidates. And once they have made the move,
organizations that wish to keep these expatriates will make sure they have
a career path for them, and that they have a role waiting for them upon
repatriation.

In other words, though still a minority among corporate expatriates, cor-
porate SIEs set the tone that may evidence a common HRM undertaking in
international organizations: the strategizing of expatriate management in
scope and detail as a HRM routine for the many.

Future research directions and a research agenda

In this chapter, we wished to alert the reader about the emergence and 
development of a cadre of expatriates, so-called SIEs, who initiate their inter-
national assignment from within the organization. We positioned a tripod 
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of theories that could frame this career phenomenon and also presented a
conceptual push and pull field model that could depict the relevant fac-
tors that come into play in effecting a decision on embarking on an inter-
national assignment within one’s career context.

We believe that there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the SIEs – and 
within that, corporate SIEs – are a growing phenomenon which is likely to
expand as globalization gathers momentum. This however is not a one-way
street. With economic contraction in the developed economies continuing,
migration is hammered as a politicized issue, and corporate career oppor-
tunities unavoidably diminish. However, there is no sign that international 
mobility in itself is contracting – rather, it moves sideways or underground,
to the realm of the informal economy (Godfrey, 2011), and thus further
accelerates the trend toward self-ownership and self-initiative when it
comes to expatriation, including corporate SIE. We therefore foresee a fertile 
ground awaiting the enterprising researcher. We would like here to highlight
a few promising research avenues for the interested scholar.

First, a mapping of the corporate world has so far concentrated on the 
developed economies, expatriation included. With the growing impor-
tance and visibility of developing economies, BRIC in particular, we wish
to learn more about their corporate expatriate populations and their career
trajectories. For example, how many of the dozens of thousands of Chinese
expatriates populating Africa alone are self-initiated? And what are their
motivations and drivers?

Second, to what extent do career-centered corporate self-initiated careerists
differ from their self-development focused colleagues? Do these two career
foci represent divergent motivations, as Altman and Baruch (2012) outline,
or are their career trajectories convergent? What are the salient or typical 
(or perhaps atypical?) personality correlates of self-initiated careerists?

Third concerns the gender variant in SIE corporate careers. We do not 
know nearly enough about women expatriates in the corporate world to
enable us to explain and predict career patterns and compare them to men
(Shortland and Altman, 2011). It is an issue that is both timely and urgent
as globalization gathers pace.

Fourth, with more information about the demographics, motivations, and
aspirations of corporate SIEs, the corporate world, and in particular its HRM
arm, could better equip itself to service this growing population. More work 
is called for on HRM policies and practice in this fast evolving field.

Fifth, what are the wider societal consequences of a steadily growing popu-
lation of globally savvy individuals. Will this lead to bettering cross- cultural
understanding and cooperation? Would that facilitate ethnic and racial 
co-existence? Does it encourage global corporate social responsibility?

So far we have, by analogy, merely been scratching the edge of an emerg-
ing iceberg, sketching its outer facet. We are confident that there is much
more to reveal underneath.
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Are Self-Initiated Expatriates Born or 
Made? Exploring the Relationship
between SIE Orientation and 
Individual ROI
Yvonne McNulty

Introduction

Extant literature has argued that employee turnover is almost always an 
undesirable outcome (e.g., Shaw, Gupta, & Delery, 2005), and in the expa-
triate context even more challenging due to the high costs associated with
utilizing international assignees (Haslberger & Vaiman, 2010). Clearly, the 
loss of company-assigned (CA) expatriates during an international assign-
ment is not an outcome multinational corporations (MNCs) expect, given
the strategic importance of global staffing toward achieving longer-term suc-
cession and management development initiatives (Haslberger & Brewster,
2009). Yet, in a recent study of individual return on investment (ROI), it 
was found that CA expatriates’ intent to leave during an assignment is not
only relatively high but also growing, in light of the significant challenges,
as well as opportunities, presented to them as a result of the “global war for 
talent” (McNulty, De Cieri, & Hutchings, 2013). In this chapter, I draw on a
study of 71 long-term expatriates to closely examine the phenomenon of CA
expatriates being pushed toward a self-initiated expatriate (SIE) orientation
while employed by an MNC.

The exploration of “SIE orientation” is a new perspective that departs
from the existing view of expatriates as either company assigned by an
MNC or pursuing SIE opportunities exclusive of the MNC to “find” employ-
ment abroad of their own volition. Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, and Barry 
(1997) define CA expatriation as a traditional form of career management 
that is controlled and directed by an organization to allow it to match
organizational and individual needs toward improving a firm’s competitive
advantage over time. CA expatriation typically unfolds in a single employ-
ment setting, that is, within one firm, with the goal of helping individuals
improve their career advancement within one company ( Jokinen, Brewster, & 
Suutari, 2008). In contrast, self-initiated (SI) expatriation is defined as
taking control of one’s career outside of the confines of the organization 
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thereby abandoning corporate intervention (and its relative security) in
favor of autonomy and flexibility (Thorn, 2009). An individual pursuing SI
expatriation is characterized as having an “internationalism” career anchor
which is defined as an intrinsic, long-held desire to live and work in an
international environment and typically predates any international assign-
ment experience (Suutari & Taka, 2004). SIEs are therefore perceived as
“entrepreneurial,” and their career may be “inter-organizational” as well as
“inter-occupational” (Parker & Inkson, 1999, p. 76).

In this chapter, I depart from these established views to suggest that an
SIE orientation does not necessarily predate employment with an MNC, but
instead emerges out of a myriad factors linked to MNCs’ expatriate manage-
ment practices that can push CA expatriates toward an SIE orientation. This 
alternative type of expatriate enters the international labor market neither as a 
traditional “SIE” nor as a “third country national” (TCN) as defined by existing 
literature (Selmer, 2002; Thorn, 2009), but eventually becomes one or both. 
I will show that expatriates of this nature are initially CA by an employing
MNC and then, for a variety of reasons, seek new employment opportunities
outside of the MNC whilst already on the international labor market. I further 
contend that their SIE orientation emerges out of necessity rather than desire 
in that they are pushed more than they are pulled to depend on the inter-d
national labor market for career progression. As a result, these expatriates are 
characterized by low organizational commitment and low risk aversion to 
job changes in much the same way as traditional SIEs and TCNs, despite that 
neither they nor their organization intend for this outcome to occur.

From this perspective, I challenge existing notions as to how SIEs develop
their career orientation to answer the question, “Are SIEs born or made?”
I fundamentally argue that SIEs are made more than they are born, which 
is reflected in a developing SIE orientation arising from their international
assignment experience. I further suggest that the shift from long-term to 
short-term organizational commitment and a “free agent” mentality in rela-
tion to who owns their career result in permanent mutual loyalty between
employers and employees being lost (Inkson et al., 1997), which ultimately
impacts on “corporate ROI”.

I examine the construct of SIE orientation in relation to individual ROI, 
and in doing so use psychological contract theory to explore expatriates’ 
views about international assignments. Specifically, I explore (1) how expa-
triates’ define their individual ROI from international assignments, (2) the
push and pull factors that impact on expatriates’ perceptions of individual
ROI, and (3) how individual ROI impacts on SIE orientation as a key driver 
of corporate ROI.

In this chapter, I begin by first defining individual ROI in order to frame 
the central argument. I then discuss the link between individual ROI and psy-
chological contract fulfillment in relation to SIE orientation. Next, I present
findings from the study to address the central question, “Are SIEs born or 
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made?” I conclude by suggesting implications from the study that consider 
the ways in which expatriation may be changing to simultaneously provide
challenges as well as opportunities to individuals and the firms that employ
them.

Individual ROI

The fundamental argument I make rests in the construct of individual ROI
as an important component of overall expatriate ROI (McNulty, De Cieri, &
Hutchings, 2012). To define individual ROI, I draw on recent research that
has examined individuals’ motives for undertaking and accepting inter-
national assignments and the benefits they expect to gain. Hippler (2009)
found in his study of 317 international and 195 domestic relocatees in
a large German MNC that the motives for undertaking an international
assignment can be broadly defined as “seeking a professional challenge” 
versus “seeking a private challenge.” Richardson and McKenna (2003) found
similar findings in their study of UK academics, where a desire for adven-
ture and a desire to travel were shown to be key drivers. In an important 
development, Dickmann and Harris (2005) found that a significant out-
come expected from international assignments is an increase in individuals’
“career capital.” Defined in “knowing how,” “knowing whom,” and “know-
ing why” terms as a means to develop individual competencies that can 
be used within, as well as across, organizations (see Dickmann, Doherty,
Mills, & Brewster, 2008; Stahl, Miller, & Tung, 2002), career capital can be 
positioned as an important construct that impacts on expatriate retention as
an extension of organizations’ expected social and intellectual capital gains
(Haslberger & Brewster, 2009). Thus, the motives for accepting an interna-
tional assignment and the gains expected from doing so appear to be driven
by extrinsic, career aspirations as much as by intrinsic, personal desires. On
this basis, I define individual ROI in relation to expatriates as “the perceived
benefits that accrue to expatriates arising from international assignment
experience in relation to personal and professional gains.” I contend that 
this definition of individual ROI both draws on and extends the construct
of expatriate “career capital” to capture benefits arising from expatriation
beyond only the work domain.

In noting that much of the literature about expatriate ROI is focused
predominantly on corporate ROI to the firm (e.g., McNulty, De Cieri, & I
Hutchings, 2009; Schmidt & Minssen, 2007), I depart from this focus to
instead pay attention to individual ROI. I argue that desired and actual ROI
will be quite different for the individual than for the firm, while the ROI
to individuals may have some impact on overall ROI to organizations. In
the context of recent research (e.g., Bowen & Ostroff, 2004) suggesting that 
employee-specific factors may influence broader firm performance, there are
two reasons why a focus on individual ROI is important.
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First, new streams of research that are focused on international and
global careers (Jokinen et al., 2008) and psychological contract fulfillment
(Yan, Zhu, & Hall, 2002) point toward a number of important factors at 
the individual level which are likely to influence expatriates’ motivation
for undertaking international assignments as well as drive their long-term
organizational commitment (see, for example, Stahl & Cerdin, 2004). 
Firms’ ability to subsequently attract and retain expatriates may impact on
individual as well as corporate performance, with implications for broader
global staffing strategies and other talent management initiatives. A second
reason is that expatriates’ perceptions of the value of international assign-
ments and subsequent behavior in relation to their expatriate experience are
relatively poorly understood (for notable exceptions, see Stahl et al., 2002;
van der Heijden, van Engen, & Paauwe, 2009), yet are likely to have a signifi-
cant impact on corporate ROI. There is recognition that both the individual
worker and the employer will benefit from investing in strategies to improve
employee potential; firm performance can and should be measured not only
in financial terms but also in terms of intangible assets such as employee
well-being (Guest, 2011). I argue that an individual ROI focus provides an 
appropriate lens through which to explore the strength of expatriates’ SIE
orientation which may have subsequent effects on overall corporate ROI.

I contend that a range of factors combine to impact on expatriates’ per-
ceived or real individual ROI, with two outcomes. On the one hand, low
levels of perceived ROI will increase the relative strength of expatriates’ SIE
orientation, thereby resulting in a higher degree of job mobility prepared-
ness and increasing CA expatriates’ intent to leave to the extent that indi-
vidual ROI cannot be sustained with their current employer. On the other 
hand, higher levels of perceived ROI will strengthen expatriates’ intent to
stay insofar as individual ROI is not only sustained but also increases. Job
mobility preparedness is defined as an individual “preparing his or herself 
to be ready to act on internal and external career opportunities” (Kossek,
Roberts, Fisher, & Demarr, 1998, p. 939).

In practical terms, intent to leave and intent to stay will impact on cor-
porate ROI in relation to expatriates’ degree of organizational commitment
(i.e., retention). Importantly, when and where job mobility preparedness 
shows up is contingent on a range of push and pull factors that combine to 
impact on job embeddedness as a facilitator of organizational commitment.
Job embeddedness is defined as “the totality of forces that keep people in
their current employment situations” (Feldman & Ng, 2007, p. 352). The 
determinants of job embeddedness are suggested to be fit,t links, and sacrifice
(Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001). Fit is the extent to whicht
an individual’s job complements other areas of his or her life. Links is con-
cerned with the extent of an individual’s ties with other people and activi-
ties at work. Sacrifice refers to the ease with which these links can be broken,
in terms of what would have to be given up in order to leave a job. Holtom 
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and O’Neill (2004) argue that the strength of one’s job embeddedness is 
determined by the degree of fit and sacrifice, and the number of links, and
is likely to vary in strength across different types of employment settings 
and types of employees. Importantly, job embeddedness has been shown as 
a predictor of employee retention (Holtom & O’Neill, 2004).

Individual ROI and psychological contract fulfillment

Psychological contract fulfillment provides a valuable perspective through 
which to examine individual ROI because it draws attention to one of the
key means by which an employee evaluates his or her employment relation-
ship with an organization as it relates, for example, to career management
(Granrose & Baccili, 2006; Sturges, Conway, Guest, & Liefooghe, 2005) and 
loyalty (Hart & Thompson, 2007). Borrowing from Guest (1998), a psycho-
logical contract theory approach to individual ROI has two benefits. First, it 
allows us to consider that the expatriate employment relationship extends
beyond the written contract to also include perceptions, interpretations, and 
opinions that may or may not have a basis in fact. Second, it enables us to
account for the emotional intensity of the ties that affect mobility and job
embeddedness to, in turn, facilitate a more comprehensive explanation of 
the sociological factors that underpin corporate ROI outcomes. The impor-
tance of the psychological contract is due to expatriates’ increased reliance
on firm support because of the higher risks, ambiguity, and uncertainty they 
are expected to assume when undertaking international assignments rela-
tive to the requirement to adjust, perform, and contribute value to a number
of stakeholders, including themselves. A psychological contract is defined as
an individual’s subjective belief about the terms of an exchange agreement 
between an employer and employee (Anderson & Schalk, 1998). Though
it is defined by the individual, a psychological contract exists within the
context of the organization, is subjective, and represents an indirect, unwrit-
ten form of communication between employers and employees in which
intentional and unintentional signals can be expressed (Guzzo, Noonan, &
Elron, 1994).

In this study, I am specifically interested in psychological contract ful-
fillment in relation to individual ROI. Stable and fulfilling psychological
contracts in which expectations are met or exceeded have been suggested
to positively influence employee attitudes and actions in terms of knowl-
edge transfer and repatriation outcomes (Lazarova & Caligiuri, 2001), 
and to induce increased levels of trust and organizational commitment
(Haslberger & Brewster, 2009), with related implications for corporate ROI. 
Poor psychological contracts, on the other hand, can result in high levels
of receipt–promise disparity ranging from unmet expectations to breached
and violated promises (Ho, 2005). Thus, when an organization fails to meet
one or more obligations in comparison to an employee’s contribution, an 
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expatriate may perceive that they have been denied the benefits and support
necessary for attaining their desired level of individual ROI. The discrep-
ancy between what employees actually encounter in comparison to their
expectations has been shown to negatively impact on job satisfaction and
commitment, and to increase turnover intentions (see Tekleab, Takeuchi, & 
Taylor, 2005). For expatriates, poor psychological contracts are likely to arise
from (a) goal conflict between expatriates and their employers, (b) outcome
uncertainty of international assignments, and (c) diminished employment
relationships arising from geographical distance and cultural differences 
(Janssens & Steyaert, 2009; Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007; Makela & Suutari, 2009; 
Stahl, Chua, Caligiuri, Cerdin, & Taniguchi, 2009). Hence, perceptions of 
“reneging” (i.e., knowingly breaking a promise to an employee) and “incon-
gruence” (i.e., differences in understanding about a promise) (Morrison &
Robinson, 1997, p. 231) can lead to decreases in perceived individual ROI
and, in turn, strengthen an individual’s SIE orientation.1 The disappointment,
frustration, anger, and resentment arising from perceived psychological con-
tract violation could lead to intense negative reactions such as seeking new
employment.

To explore psychological contract fulfillment, I examine the perceived 
importance and impact of two factors – career management support and
expatriate compensation – that are proposed to mediate the relationship
between psychological contract fulfillment and individual ROI.2 I briefly 
examine each.

Career management support

Career management support is defined by Cerdin and Bird (2008) as the
support an employee relies on for the purposes of establishing, maintain-
ing, or rescuing their career. Studies show that while expatriates are willing
to undertake international assignments because of the perceived value of 
the experience for their overall career development, the career manage-
ment support offered to them is limited. For example, Brookfield Global
Relocation Services (2011), in its survey of 118 firms, reported that only 22
percent provide formal career management support for expatriates during
an international assignment. Mercer (2005–2006) reported among a cohort 
of more than 200 global firms that 50 percent cited career management as
the main obstacle to their international mobility program. Stahl et al. (2002)
and Dickmann and Harris (2005) found widespread employee dissatisfac-
tion with career management programs in terms of the ability to integrate
an international assignment into a clear career path. Yet, Yan et al. (2002) 
note that “career development is arguably the most important long-term
concern of the individual in formulating his or her psychological contract
with the MNC, in the context of an overseas assignment” (p. 377). In a study 
of 343 Western business expatriates in Hong Kong, Selmer (2000) found a 
positive association between career development activities and expatriates’
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psychological adjustment. Recent research (e.g., van der Heijden et al.,
2009) suggests that the quality and degree of career management support
offered to expatriates could have substantial implications for expatriate
motivation, engagement, and retention, and in turn the outcomes expected
from long-term international assignments. From this perspective, it is logi-
cal to conclude that failure on the part of firms to offer a career development 
program, to provide a program that can effectively achieve its objectives, to
provide sufficient repatriation support, and to provide flexibility in career
management support can impact on expatriates’ perceived individual ROI
and, in turn, subsequently influence corporate ROI.

Compensation

Expatriate compensation is undoubtedly complex and, I argue, undergo-
ing significant evolution in light of empirical research showing that expa-
triates’ motivation for undertaking an international assignment is often
based less on financial remuneration and more on intrinsic gains (e.g.,
building career capital, gaining intercultural experience, and personal
adventure) (Dickmann et al., 2008; Hippler, 2009). From a psychological 
contract perspective, these studies point to the role that relational fac-
tors (e.g., expatriates’ career orientation and aspirations) may play when
recruiting and managing international assignees. I contend, from an
individual ROI perspective, that these relational factors are crucial and in 
many respects in conflict with the predominantly transactional nature of 
traditional compensation approaches (e.g., going rate and balance sheet
approaches) that firms have typically used to attract and retain expatriate 
talent.

To address this conflict, I note the findings of a recent report by Stanley
(2009) indicating a steady rise in local-plus compensation, particularly in
Asia, as an alternative to traditional forms of expatriate compensation (Sims
& Schraeder, 2005). A local-plus compensation approach is one in which
expatriate employees are paid according to the salary levels, structure, and
administration guidelines of the host location as well as being provided with
“expatriate-type” benefits such as transportation, housing, and dependents’
education in recognition of the employee’s “foreign” status (Stanley, 2009,
p. 2). One important benefit for MNCs arising from a local-plus approach is
the inherent flexibility to tailor each “plus” component (i.e., add or remove
a benefit) according to a variety of individual and corporate objectives. In 
doing so, we argue that a local-plus approach can better address what is
most needed to subsequently attract and retain expatriates in relation to
perceptions of individual ROI. Local-plus also affords MNCs a cost-effective
means to manage expatriate staff, which likely explains why it is being
increasingly used to relocate large numbers of expatriates to Singapore,
Hong Kong, and China (Brookfield Global Relocation Services, 2011; ORC
Worldwide, 2008).



Are Self-Initiated Expatriates Born or Made?  37

Expatriate interviews

Between January and July 2008, I conducted an empirical study of 71 expa-
triates in 28 host countries in order to obtain data for a broader study on 
expatriate ROI. I draw on these interviews to explore SIE orientation in rela-
tion to individual ROI. A theoretical sample based on purposeful sampling
was used. Expatriates were CA employees drawn from five firms with head-
quarters in the United States, United Kingdom, and Europe, representing
four industries: financial services/banking, pharmaceuticals, transportation
services, and media/communications. I approached a senior management 
representative of each firm to facilitate access to the sample for this study.

The 71 interviewees were expatriate employees who had been on a (cur-
rent) long-term international assignment for a minimum of 6 months.
Semistructured interviews (ranging in length from 45 minutes to three
hours) were conducted by telephone over the six-month period and were
recorded. Respondents self-selected their participation based on an explana-
tory letter attached to an email invitation sent out by each firm. To ensure 
anonymity, respondents were asked to indicate their willingness to partici-
pate by replying (via email) directly to the author.

Interview questions explored expatriates’ perceptions of psychological
contract fulfillment and their views relating to individual ROI. Examples of 
interview questions included (1) how well a firm had lived up to its prom-
ises and commitments to expatriates (Tekleab et al., 2005), (2) satisfaction 
with career management support (Cappellen & Janssens, 2005), (3) expa-
triates’ views about compensation practices (Warneke & Schneider, 2011), 
and (4) the perceived value expatriates expected to gain from long-term
international assignments (individual ROI) in comparison to the perceived
benefits of expatriation to firms (i.e., corporate ROI) (Welch, Steen, &
Tahvanainen, 2009).

The cohort comprises 18 percent women, which is consistent with data on 
mobility population demographics (Brookfield Global Relocation Services,
2011). Regional representation by host country includes 43 percent in Asia 
Pacific; 37 percent in Europe, the United Kingdom, Middle East, and Africa; 
13 percent in North America; and 4 percent in South America. Interviewees 
include junior and technical staff (14 percent), middle managers (49 percent),
and senior vice presidents, CEOs, managing directors, partners, and country 
managers (37 percent). More than half of expatriates (52 percent) were on a
second or subsequent international assignment.

Data analysis was based on an iterative approach where the findings were
compared with the extant literature (see Eisenhardt, 1989). Analysis was
based on data reduction and interpretation that involved taking a large 
amount of information (over 1,000 pages of transcripts) and decontextual-
izing it into specific categories. The information was then interpreted and
recontextualized to form themes from which the research questions were
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answered. Computer-aided qualitative analysis software (NVIVO version 7)
was used to more efficiently discover, organize, and link ideas and themes 
stemming from data as well as store, cross-reference, and clarify new under-
standings. I used hierarchical categories to reduce, sort, and cluster data and 
then derive key themes (Richards & Richards, 1995), after which content
analysis was used to determine how strongly the themes were manifested
(Tharenou, Donohue, & Cooper, 2007).

How expatriates define individual ROI

Expatriates perceive that their individual ROI arising from international
assignments is largely based on nonfinancial and value-based gains. While a 
small percentage of respondents perceived some financial benefits, none felt
that individual ROI was solely based on financial gains. In line with other
research (Cappellen & Janssens, 2010; Hippler, 2009), I found that expatriates 
accept international assignments for four reasons: (1) career development
(81 percent) (“this was a major promotional opportunity, a significant step 
up” – BankCo#1, Senior VP, Europe), (2) personal or family  opportunities
(69 percent) (“it was purely a personal decision, a family  decision, let’s get
out there” – BankCo#7, Senior VP, Asia Pacific), (3) job security (27 percent) 
(“this [assignment] turned up and while initially I wasn’t terribly keen to 
go, it was basically the only thing on offer” – TransportCo#4, Senior VP,
Asia Pacific), and (4) financial gain (8 percent) (“money first . . . I’ve got
to be loyal to me” – TransportCo#2, Senior VP, Asia Pacific). Similarly, 95
percent of expatriates indicated that career enhancement (i.e., progression
and advancement) is perceived to be the most important benefit arising
from international assignments, followed by fulfilling family or personal
goals (53 percent). Thus, the majority of expatriates (76 percent) believe that
undertaking an international assignment plays a positive role in their career 
progression and advancement overall, with few exceptions3 (see Table 3.1 
for a summary of key findings).

Psychological contract theory proved to be a valuable framework from 
which to better understand individual ROI outcomes, where the state of the
psychological contract was found to act as an intervening factor to explain
not only expatriates’ perceptions of individual ROI but also the subsequent
impact of perceived ROI on SIE orientation. This is not a surprising finding
in light of the importance expatriates placed on career management support
as a critical factor in psychological contract fulfillment: Nearly three-quar-
ters of our sample (74 percent) rated it as the most critical psychological
contract item, followed by providing a supportive organizational culture
(49 percent) and being financially no worse off for having undertaken an
assignment (18 percent).

As expected, there are two outcomes arising from expatriates’ perceived
ROI from international assignments. In the first instance, when individual



Table 3.1 Summary of key findings

Research question Key findings

1. Defining individual
ROI

Expatriates perceive individual ROI arising from international assignments based on nonfinancial and
value-based gains. Small percentage perceive some financial benefits, but none feel individual ROI 
solely based on financial gains. The definition of individual ROI is as follows: “The perceived benefits
that accrue to expatriates arising from international assignment experience in relation to personal and 
professional gains.”

Expatriates accept international assignments for four reasons:
•  Career development (81%)
•  Personal or family opportunities (69%)
• Job security (27%) 
•  Financial gain (8%)

Most important perceived benefit arising from international assignments:
•  Career enhancement, progression, and advancement (95%)
•  Fulfilling family or personal goals (53%)

Majority of expatriates (76%) believe that international assignments play positive role in career
 progression

2. Push/pull factors
impacting on
individual ROI

Psychological contract:
State of psychological contract acts as intervening factor to explain expatriates’ perceptions of individual 
ROI and subsequent impact of perceived ROI on SIE orientation. Critical factors in psychological contract 
fulfillment:
•  Career management support (74%)
•  Providing supportive organizational culture (49%)
•  Being financially no worse off for having undertaken an assignment (18%)

Career management support:
Majority of expatriates (89%) perceive career enhancement arising from international assignment of 
benefit to current employer and increased marketability to other employersr

Expatriate career development is ad hoc and reactive; last-minute decisions and inadequate company
support are commonplace

(continued)dd

  39



Repatriation is poorly managed in terms of planning, identifying next role, and leveraging  international 
experience (i.e., career enhancement). Intent to leave during assignment is found to be high in 
anticipation of poor repatriation support

More than one-third (41%) of expatriates seek external job opportunities during assignment; 22% actively
search or transition out of MNC (involved in interviews with competitors either locally or internationally, 
consider job offers, or about to resign). Nearly half of expatriates (47%) are actively pursued by interna-
tional headhunters and corporate recruiters during assignment

Desire to repatriate decreases in favor of reassignment (47% favored reassignment). Reassignment is found 
to shift focus of expatriate retention to during assignment rather than after assignment

Compensation:
Compensation approaches are found to influence employee loyalty in terms of quit intentions; for 
example, reduced compensation (local-plus, localization) is shown to influence expatriate’s desire/need to
search for external job opportunities. Major compensation problems:
• Lack of flexibility
• Too many sacrifices required
• Lack of open communication re benefits and entitlements
• Negative impact of local-plus, localization approaches (arising from altering compensation during an 

assignment)

3. Impact of individual
ROI on SIE  orientation 
as a key driver of 
corporate ROI

CA expatriates are more likely to meet contractual obligations when effort exerted toward certain 
activities results in outcomes that are valued, for example, increases in individual ROI

Intent to stay (positive impact on corporate ROI) is influenced by the perception that rewards CA 
expatriates seek (e.g., career management support, and fair and appropriate compensation) are equitable
and attainable. If not, perceived decreases in individual ROI with corresponding increases in SIE orientation 
arise, resulting in higher incidences of intent to leave during an  assignment and t at onset of repatriation

Research question Key findings

Table 3.1 Continued
40  
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ROI is perceived to be high insofar as ROI can be sustained with their current
employer and is also likely to increase, expatriates’ intent to stay is subse-
quently increased, as the following expatriate explains:

The company recognizes that ambition and opportunity don’t always
coincide exactly, so they say to people, “All right, well, go and do that
for a while and we’ll wait for the right job to come along for you,” and 
sometimes “that” is created for them. The Chief Executive has been great
in saying to me, “Your skills are recognized. We’ll find something for you
to do and then your new job will emerge in time. Be patient.” His words
then, not mine, were, “You don’t need to worry. You’re on a number of 
lists.” (TransportCo#2, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

In the second instance, when individual ROI is perceived to be low or
questionable in that ROI cannot be sustained with their current employer,
expatriates’ intent to leave is subsequently increased. In these instances,
SIE orientation was found to be high in relation to thoughts about leav-
ing, with correspondingly low levels of job embeddedness and an increase
in job mobility preparedness activity during an assignment, as the followingt
expatriate explains:

The reason I’m still here, and it’s been a very difficult one year, is because
a number of senior people put faith in my abilities to send me out as 
someone so young to run a business like this and that’s why I’m here
[because] I don’t think they’ve done anything as an organization to really 
make me feel that I’m a valuable member of the business . . . as head of 
this business I get a job offer a week and these range from being head at 
a big financial institution down to being head in the same industry, to
being head at a big corporate. So let me put it this way – I have a standing 
offer from at least two [competitors] to join them the day I want to join
them. (FinanceCo#10, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

The findings are extended, however, to consider a third outcome.
Evidence showed that 89 percent of expatriates perceived that career
enhancement arising from their international assignment is of benefit not 
only to their current employer but also increases their marketability to 
other employers. In line with recent studies on career capital (Dickmannr
& Harris, 2005), expatriates’ ability to increase external marketability
appears to be a safety net that is used to ensure “lifetime employability.”4

Thus, although individual ROI may be high for some, SIE orientation is
not always necessarily low; rather, the degree of job mobility preparedness
appears to be low with a correspondingly higher level of job embedded-
ness. This finding is important because it suggests that while many expa-
triates may possess an SIE orientation, it can remain dormant under the 
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right employment conditions until such time as individual ROI becomes 
unsatisfactory.

There also emerged a more complex, emotional side to psychological
contract fulfillment for expatriates that seemed to transcend the work 
domain. Although many in the study had little prior knowledge as to what 
a psychological contract was and how it unfolded in their daily working 
life (it being a new term most had not heard before), the stories expatriates
told nonetheless explicitly captured the sociological “spirit” of the contract 
and its importance in their employment relationship. Given the finding 
that expatriates accept international assignments for reasons other than
career progression (e.g., for personal and family reasons), life circumstances
often shed considerable light on the strength of the psychological contract 
particularly during difficult personal crises, as the following expatriate
explains:

I want to know that they will take into account not just my professional,
but also my personal circumstances. I’ll give you a perfect example, and 
this is talking in glowing terms about how [the company] does on the
psychological contract. When we were living in [country], we were asleep
in our home, and the local militia men broke into the house, beat me up,
and we had a really horrid and horrible time of it. It was a nasty, nasty 
incident that left me in hospital. But within three months I was in a new 
job, and basically the company said, “We know that this isn’t going to be
easy for you, we admire the job you’ve done there, but we would quite
understand if you wanted to move. Do you want to move?” And I said,
“Yeah.” And they said, “Okay, fine, you’re off to [new country].” That was 
them honoring their psychological contract. You know “You’ve put your-
self at risk for us, and now we’re going to stick our necks out for you.”
And that’s something that again it was important, and it felt right. So in 
terms of the psychological contract it really does cement the fact that this
company has always felt like a family. But I can see how difficult it would
be if that went wrong, if they said, “Okay, you handle that.” It felt like
they did the right thing by me, and it then increased the motivation . . .
I have the motivation to actually go out and represent [the company], to
not just treat it as a job. That sort of thing really inspires. It really gives 
you passion. (MediaCo#5, Middle Manager, Middle East)

For other expatriates, there is an inherent loyalty toward their employer
stemming from an organizational culture built on mutual respect. Here,
having a “promote from within” culture, instilling a sense of belonging, and 
being valued and treated fairly are important considerations:

It’s never been a hire and fire firm; it’s been a considered, conservative orga-
nization which takes its time over building up staff resources, and equally 
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takes its time if staff resources have to be wound down. That I think is part
of the psychological contract that exists, and it’s not written down any-
where, the mutual understanding between [the company] and its staff.
It’s not necessarily always looking up the letter of the law or the letter of 
the contract, but it tries to absorb some of the spirit of the situation, the
spirit of the contract. (BankCo#3, Middle Manager, Europe)

In general, and particularly among Senior VPs who constituted more
than a third of the respondents, the realistic attitude of many about their 
employment relationship suggested that it generally took something sig-
nificant to constitute a breach or violation of the psychological contract,
as shown:

Most people consider their relationship with their employer to be a small 
fraction contractual, and the largest part trust and moral obligation. And
when they get disappointed, it’s almost always in the second part, the
contractual part being so narrow that it’s almost hard to violate. I don’t
see it quite that way . . . I maybe have a more negative view of what you
can expect from an employer. But I’ve been around a long time, I just 
know that it’s a personal relationship; it’s not so much a company rela-
tionship. So if the guy who brought me over would make a decision that 
wasn’t helpful to me, on something where the firm had no obligation,
I would see that as not a breach of promise, but something I might be
very unhappy with. Because I know the only things that are promised are 
those things that are written down. In fact I know that some of the things 
that they write down they don’t actually enforce against me; they’re a 
little more liberal than their written policies actually say, which is all the 
more reason I can’t say they’re not living up to their part of the bargain.
(BankCo#5, Senior VP, Europe)

Push and pull factors influencing individual ROI perception

A large part of this study is concerned with the factors that push or pull CA 
expatriates toward an SIE orientation during an international assignment.
In exploring career management support and expatriate compensation,
I found that both had a significant influence on psychological contract 
fulfillment as a mediating factor to explain both perceived individual ROI 
and, in turn, SIE orientation.

Career management support

Confirming prior studies (e.g., Selmer, 2000; van der Heijden et al., 2009), 
evidence showed that career development for expatriates is, for the most
part, an ad hoc and reactive process in which last-minute decisions and
inadequate company support are commonplace. Yet, expatriates stated that 
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lack of career management support was one of three items perceived as
constituting a breach in their psychological contract. The management of 
expatriate careers therefore appeared to be of utmost concern to the major-
ity of respondents in the study, as one explains:

Is somebody sitting down with me and doing career planning? There
may be, but they ‘ain’t talking to me. I think it’s part of the culture of the
organization. You’re as good as your last project. I don’t think sending
people on assignment may be in some cases linked to career progres-
sion. It’s more or less, well there’s a hole and just put somebody in there. 
(BankCo#7, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

This finding strengthens earlier research showing that, in the Australian
context, career development and repatriation are viewed as the number one
issue for both academics and practitioners (De Cieri, Fenwick, & Hutchings, 
2005). A significant problem is that most MNCs seem to take a relatively
short-term view of expatriate careers, in terms of how it might be utilized to
achieve broader and longer-term retention goals:

If it’s a three-year assignment, the last year you’re essentially looking for 
a job as well as doing your day job. Does it impact my return on invest-
ment? It does in a sense because there’s a bit of the uncertainty about the 
next role, so I think you can go two years and not even have to think 
about it. But in the third year this is a big priority. (PharmaCo#4, Senior 
VP, Europe)

Confirming prior research (e.g., Lazarova & Caligiuri, 2001; Lazarova &
Tarique, 2005), evidence was found that many expatriates perceive their 
skills and international experience to be poorly leveraged and utilized upon
completion of an international assignment. To illustrate this point, consider 
the views of the following expatriates with very different experiences but
both nonetheless aware of the need to avoid “dropping the ball”:

There is no thought put into the career path . . . I might be more inclined 
to leave sooner now because of this terrible repatriation problem that is
looming ahead. In my case I’m a couple of years away from that so it is
not heavily on my mind but it is on my mind. I mention it almost every 
day already and it is ridiculous: this thing is two years out to be thinking
about it this much. (FinanceCo#11, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

Two weeks ago I’ve been interviewed by a headhunter employed by the 
company, went through interviews with HR people and so on, and then
also with the President of Europe, so if you have been identified as a key
person in the company then they look after you . . . they do discuss it
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with us and they know what my aspirations are . . . [so] long-term career 
planning is of paramount importance. This is a big company and we are 
a fishing pool for other companies who say, “ah ha, that’s a very nice
one, must be high potential because they’ve sent him abroad so let’s just
buy him,” and if you’re then in the middle of a period where you don’t
get the career perspective from [the company], you’re an easy target.
(PharmaCo#2, Senior VP, Europe)

When expatriates are dissatisfied with career management support and 
believe that their ROI arising from international assignments is at risk,
concerns center on (1) haphazard and unplanned career moves (“leaving
it all to chance”), (2) the risk of relying on one individual to champion a
career and open up suitable opportunities who may then leave or retire,
(3) not having “plan B” if “plan A” fails, and (4) paying lip service to 
career management, that is, not honoring promises or commitments. The 
impact of poor career management support was found to be significant and
included de-motivation to perform and failure to engage expatriates to “go 
the extra mile”5:

[My career] has developed in a totally ad hoc and unplanned way . . .
the company thinking is not long term enough. It’s totally driven by
annual targets and therefore the people are thought of in that way too . . .
[so] I’m a lot less willing to go on conference calls in the middle of the
night or travel on overnight flights. I actively resist that now. I take day 
flights because I give my pound of flesh. (TransportCo#7, Senior VP, Asia 
Pacific)

These findings may explain why more than one-third (41 percent) of 
expatriates in the study were seeking external job opportunities during
their international assignment. Within this cohort, 22 percent were actively
searching or transitioning out of their organization at the time of the
interview (i.e., involved in interviews with competitors either locally or
internationally, considering job offers, or about to resign), as the following 
comments attest:

I’ve just handed in my notice. I was head hunted and I’ve recently 
accepted, as in only like a few days ago . . . I missed out on a promotion
in February, which I really felt that I deserved. I felt I wasn’t getting the 
reward here . . . my boss said to me, “hang on, you’ll get it next year,” but
I know I deserved it this year. (BankCo#2, Middle Manager, Europe)

Absolutely I am seeking external job offers . . . to make that big jump I need
to leave entirely to get to where I should be competitively based on my 
scope and experience. (MediaCo#7, Middle Manager, Europe)
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Additionally, nearly half of expatriates (47 percent) had been actively pur-
sued by international headhunters and corporate recruiters during their
assignment:

I get approached a lot by headhunters, by people, by search agencies, 
and if there is something extremely interesting, I would even consider 
to take the opportunity to go there and take a closer look into it. I’m 
not saying whether this would materialize afterwards but I’m open to it.
(PharmaCo#5, Senior VP, Europe)

While it is no surprise that a fairly large percentage of the respondents 
place a high value on the international assignment experience for building 
career capital and increasing external marketability, it is alarming that so
many are prepared to undertake a job change during their assignment,
considering that all are originally CA expatriates. In answering the question, 
“who is pushed and who is pulled onto the international labor market?”
I noted that a small number of expatriates, and particularly those that were 
younger (i.e., 40 years and below), were pursuing a deliberate international
career path, where undertaking a number of international assignments across
a range of organizations, and even professions, was viewed as essential for 
professional growth and the fulfillment of some personal aspirations. These
expatriates clearly had a strong SIE orientation that possibly predated their 
international assignment experience and as such were pulled to initiate job
searches arising from an intrinsically held ambition to “live and work inter-
nationally.” Expatriates of this nature tie in directly to the emerging research
on building global competencies for an SIE career path (Vance, 2005).

It is also worth noting that for a small number of expatriates the experi-
ence of an international assignment seemed to change the way they viewed
not only their career, but also their life, for which returning to their “old
domestic life” was undesirable. Hence these expatriates, too, were pulled
to consider the international labor market for continued employment
opportunities:

I like the golden handcuffs and in the past I would only consider moving 
if I knew that I was moving into another position. Whereas now perhaps 
I’m not scared about leaving . . . my relationship with [the company] 
has matured; I’ve lost some of that naivety . . . I have been around other 
expats and learned quickly that loyalty to companies is actually not
that important or that helpful . . . I’m more comfortable about what I’m
worth, so therefore I am slightly less loyal to the company from that 
point of view. (MediaCo#9, Middle Manager, Middle East)

For a larger number of expatriates, however, and particularly those that 
are older and have family responsibilities (e.g., school-aged children), there



Are Self-Initiated Expatriates Born or Made? 47

is a clear indication that they feel forced (pushed) to self-initiate job searches
with other international firms arising from career frustrations and dis-
appointments in relation to the perceived (and ongoing) lack of ROI likely
to accrue from their current assignment:

Obviously I want to keep my career going and pay the bills so I take 
personal responsibility for career management, but at no point has any-
one from here come to talk to me about what I’m going to do next . . . so 
I struggle with what’s [the company’s] responsibility versus my personal 
responsibility. My concern is that there’s a risk [I] don’t move to a posi-
tion where I can add value afterwards based on what I’ve learnt. The risk 
is that I leave. I don’t want that to happen to me. (PharmaCo#4, Senior
VP, Europe)

If there’s nothing there for Q1/Q2 next year, I will be out of the organiza-
tion. I’ve already taken a trip to London at my own expense to talk to a
number of headhunters. (TransportCo#6, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

The findings therefore show a strong SIE orientation among a rather large
cohort of CA expatriates who display active job mobility preparedness in
conjunction with low job embeddedness.

In the absence of ongoing career planning, a challenging “next” role, and
promoting mobility as an opportunity, many expatriates engaged in job
mobility preparedness activities and actively pursued alternative employ-
ment in order to remain internationally mobile (rather than repatriate),
advance their careers, and/or retain job security. This was particularly true
of those expatriates who favored reassignment over repatriation. Indeed, in
contrast to prior research which has heavily focused on repatriation (e.g.,
Stahl et al., 2009; Stevens, Oddou, Furuya, Bird, & Mendenhall, 2006; van 
der Heijden et al., 2009), reassignment to another location, rather than repa-
triation to a home country, was the preferred and/or expected outcome for 
47 percent of expatriates at the end of their international assignment6:

Repatriation doesn’t fit into the scheme of my career. Unfortunately I think 
there’s one job in [Asia Pacific] that’s equivalent to my current role, and 
I may or may not have the skills to do it, may or may not be available. 
The chances of me repatriating would be less than 5 percent with this 
company. And yet I’m still being managed as though I will be repatri-
ated and I just think it’s a dumb thing, it’s holding me back in my view. 
(TransportCo#9, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

This is an important finding because it demonstrates the subsequent need
to shift attention to retention activities during an international assignment
rather than at the onset of repatriation. Evidence in the study also  highlights
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that ease of access to a work permit for one or more family members can
facilitate not only reassignment rather than forced repatriation (per tradi-
tional models of expatriation), but that job changes can occur in the same
location across companies but not necessarily across borders (e.g., where the
ease of access to work permits in Singapore and Hong Kong provides con-
siderably more flexibility in job change choice than other locations such as
the United States and Australia).

Compensation

Compensation was also found to be a frequent source of frustration for
expatriates where, from a job embeddedness perspective, many struggled
to accept the sacrifices required to accept their organizations compensation
approach commensurate with their own motivation for undertaking an
international assignment:

There is a complete lack of flexibility to recognize currency fluctuations,
so for example New Zealand is my home country. I’m paid in US dollars 
but the money that I earn at the moment in US dollars is worth half of 
what it was a couple of years ago in New Zealand if I want to spend that 
US dollar in New Zealand. There’s no flexibility whatsoever to try and
do something about that . . . and so personally I’m not inclined to go
the extra mile that perhaps I would be otherwise. (MediaCo#10, Middle 
Manager, Asia Pacific)

One major source of concern is a lack of open communication about
benefits and entitlements:

Nobody ever explained to me a full picture of what I’m entitled to . . .
I always get the feeling that they expect me to cheat on them and to 
claim something which I’m not entitled to and so they intimidate me 
not to claim. There is absolutely no openness with regard to that and 
claims I send in remain open for months without being answered . . .
I personally find this a ridiculous strategy of the company because by
doing so they might be saving, I don’t know, maybe a thousand Euro a
year? But the damage they create, because the value which is at stake is
a completely different order of magnitude. Compared to the overall 
investment, it’s ridiculous . . . it’s not very much impacting my motivation 
to get my job done, but it nevertheless is annoying and you sometimes 
end up sitting late in your office asking yourself, “Well, why am I rushing 
like hell, for what am I doing that?” (PharmaCo#5, Senior VP, Europe)

Another concern is a strong emphasis and increasing trend toward local-
plus and localization as new strategies for remunerating international
assignees, and particularly parent country nationals (PCNs), in  comparison
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to traditional approaches such as the balance sheet or home-country 
approach. Among the cohort, local-plus compensation is the most common
form of remuneration for those based in Asia Pacific, which is consistent
with recent studies and surveys (e.g., Brookfield Global Relocation Services,
2011; McNulty et al., 2013; ORC Worldwide, 2009). Yet, expatriates viewed
these new approaches in mostly negative terms. A significant issue is alter-
ing remuneration contracts during an assignment (e.g., transitioning from
balance sheet to local-plus, withdrawing housing allowance, school allow-
ance, and home leave), which creates a sense of unjustified loss as the fol-
lowing expatriate explains:

I started on a full expatriate package . . . over the last five years it’s been 
a discernible effort to whittle away at that, things like dental care and
medical care, because somebody is sitting in the ivory tower in [HQ] and
sees an opportunity to reduce costs, to get as many people on local pack-
ages as possible . . . but you only use [benefits] when you have a health 
problem so I don’t understand the thinking that says we’re going to save 
money at the expense of your health . . . there’s no one looking after us 
in terms of our longer-term situation. (TransportCo#7, Senior VP, Asia
Pacific)

Changes to compensation during an assignment are viewed by expatriates
as “intentional,” “opportunistic,” and a “manipulation of authority” (Aldrich, 
1976, p. 419) thereby creating frustration and disappointment and con-
tributing negatively to psychological contract fulfillment, as the following
expatriate suggests:

To a large extent I feel that [the company] has breached some of its prom-
ises and commitments. I go right back to the contract I signed where I was 
told by the CEO of the region that no one would be signed up on a US 
dollar contract. I was the first person to go onto the local dollar contract, 
and a year later a guy was recruited into the same region on a US dollar
contract. So to a large extent promises are broken. Rules are there to be
broken and the company breaks them on a regular basis. (TransportCo#9, 
Senior VP, Singapore)

In line with Holtom and O’Neill (2004), I note that local-plus and locali-
zation compensation approaches often result in decreased fit and a greater
degree of sacrifice, which are seldom compensated for in other nonfinancial 
ways (e.g., through improved career management support). Consequently,
compensation is shown to significantly influence expatriates’ job embed-
dedness in terms of decreasing the ties that bind them to their organization.
More specifically, some evidence clearly shows that local-plus and localiza-
tion approaches push traditional CA expatriates toward an SIE orientation
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because they feel forced to rely less on the organization to support some of 
their fundamental employment needs (e.g., housing and children’s educa-
tion) and to instead have those needs met elsewhere:

The objective of our organization is to equalize [expatriates], but there’s a 
fundamental problem in that I don’t want to be equalized. I’m living in
a country that the company wants me to be in, and I don’t dislike it but
it’s not where I would want to be in a perfect world . . . when you travel a 
hundred something days a year what’s the cost of that on your family? . . .
there has got to be a financial reward for me to stay in [this country]; 
otherwise why do it? (FinanceCo#13, Senior VP, North America)

From a systems theory perspective (see McNulty & De Cieri, 2011), the
relationship between expatriate compensation and SIE orientation to then
impact on corporate ROI is an important finding. This is because com-
pensation strategies are typically intended to have positive effects (e.g., to
motivate expatriates). Yet, if the strategies firms hope will meet one corpo-
rate objective (e.g., a cost-reduction strategy via reduced compensation) is 
achieved at the expense of another objective (e.g., a retention strategy), then
many organizations may have lost sight of the opportunity cost of their
decisions, as the following comment illustrates:

I went to India and it was a hardship [which] represented a significant 
top up . . . so then when I moved to Singapore I lost the hardship which
was 25 percent net of tax and that made the move to Singapore extremely
difficult. It actually meant that we were earning less than what we would
have been earning as a family back in Australia . . . the COLA has cer-
tainly dropped over the years, the benefits have been stripped . . . they’ve
saved millions of dollars in cost, but they’ve transferred the cost from the
company to the employee . . . and therefore again it’s all part of that slip-
pery slope where you head toward that point where it’s not worth your 
while anymore. (TransportCo#7, Senior VP, Asia Pacific)

What seems necessary is an approach similar to that advocated by Paauwe 
(2009) to instead develop more skilled ways to balance the tension between
achieving broader corporate goals and the personal goals and aspirations of 
expatriate employees.

Individual ROI in relation to SIE orientation and 
corporate ROI

This study extends prior empirical research to confirm that a much lower 
degree of organizational commitment exists among CA expatriates than has
previously been reported. Using psychological contract theory as a basis
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upon which to explore the relationship between perceived individual
ROI and the strength of expatriates’ SIE orientation among a global sam-
ple, I have shown that a large proportion of CA expatriates are seeking or 
thinking about external job opportunities during an international assign-
ment, which extends similar findings among national samples (e.g., Stahl et
al., 2002). I found this was predominantly due to a high level of frustration 
and perceived injustice relating to poor psychological contract fulfillment
in terms of relational (career) and transactional (compensation) items. The
sense of injustice was so high for some expatriates that having a psychologi-
cal contract was deemed “pointless because there haven’t been very many 
promises anyway” (MediaCo #6, Middle Manager, India). Thus, frustration 
with career management support was found to go beyond only an “irritating
state of discomfort” to instead be an important driver for seeking external
job opportunities and for shaping career decisions (Young, 2009, p. 293).

The exploration of push and pull factors as an orienting framework in
this study has highlighted that compensation and career management 
support emerge as two critical factors that can influence expatriates’ SIE 
orientation. But there can be other push and pull factors requiring closer
examination. These include some aspects of expatriation that cannot
be predicted or planned in advance, for example, nonwork and family 
issues (decreases in standard of living, absences from home due to exten-
sive business travel) or shock events (the global financial crisis of 2008). 
Additionally, the environment that supports international mobility (e.g., 
policies, practices, and infrastructure such as ease of access to work per-
mits for one or more family members) has improved to such an extent 
that mobility itself has become somewhat “normalized.” As such, the shift 
toward dual dependency (cf. Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007) where the interests 
of the global firm no longer dominate the expatriate–employer relation-
ship highlights the supply and demand issues related to global staffing 
that weaken the employers’ stance as the dominant stakeholder. This is
seen most keenly in the change in expatriates’ perspective about the value 
of international work and how best to negotiate the opportunities that
international work presents.

In corporate ROI terms, CA expatriates are more likely to meet their
contractual obligations when the effort they exert toward certain activities
results in outcomes that they value, for example, increases in individual
ROI, taking into account the costs and benefits of alternatives, including the
probabilities and outcomes of those alternatives (e.g., resigning and finding
another job). In this study, intent to stay is therefore influenced by percep-
tions that the rewards CA expatriates seek (e.g., career management support
and fair and appropriate compensation) are both equitable and attainable
within their organization. When it is not, perceived decreases in individual
ROI with corresponding increases in SIE orientation are likely to arise, result-
ing in higher incidences of intent to leave both during an assignment and att
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the onset of repatriation, which has not been reported in prior studies (e.g., 
Stahl & Cerdin, 2004).

On the strength of the findings, job embeddedness (i.e., fit, links, and 
sacrifice) arose as an important construct toward explaining SIE orientation
in relation to individual ROI. In adapting from Holtom and O’Neill (2004), 
findings show that when expatriates perceive that they accrue higher levels
of individual ROI (i.e., “fit”), increases in organizational commitment are
likely to result. Similarly, the strong “family” feeling in some organizations 
(e.g., PharmaCo and MediaCo) help to explain the strength of expatri-
ates’ ties to colleagues and the job itself (i.e., “links”), which also increases
organizational commitment. Additionally, the ease with which these ties
can be broken (i.e., the “sacrifice” expatriates would need to make in order
to leave) helps to explain increases in job mobility preparedness. Job mobil-
ity preparedness activities is seen most keenly in expatriates’ readiness to act
upon external career opportunities, for example, by obtaining information
about jobs, developing external networks of contacts, keeping an updated
resume, getting external validation of remuneration from outside employ-
ers, and giving attention to the next position that they desired.

Practical implications

Obviously, expatriates with an SIE orientation tend to pose more of a
problem for global firms than for expatriates themselves, particularly from
a corporate ROI standpoint. But there may also be opportunities. From
a global staffing perspective, and contrary to the risks associated with losing 
talented SIEs to the international labor market, SIEs can benefit organiza-
tions as a potential future source of talent, thereby helping to address the
problems of international talent shortages. As suggested by McKenna and
Richardson (2007), the creative use of the external labor market can provide
important staffing advantages, where “buying” talent can save time and be
less  expensive than “building” talent internally. This may be especially true
for young opportunists and localized professionals who may have previ-
ously been invisible and unrelated to organizations’ international strategies,
thereby shifting the perception to one where organizations are career facili-
tators as opposed to “agents of bureaucratic control” (Parker & Inkson, 1999,
p. 82). As such, expatriates with a strong SIE orientation could be a strategic
benefit to organizations as an untapped talent pool of local foreign hires
that are recruited and compensated differently – and less expensively – than 
PCNs (see Vaiman, 2010). An SIE orientation may therefore be a potentially
powerful tool for developing global staffing strategies.

The above notwithstanding, it is important to consider that expatriates’
career orientation is likely to shift over time (from company-initiated to
self-initiated tendencies, and perhaps even back again) as international
experience increases and life circumstances change. What cannot be ignored
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is that the factors that influence expatriates’ career orientation tendencies
are likely to change as priorities in their professional and personal life also
change, indicating that a variety of factors may drive employee decisions 
to subsequently impact on perceived individual ROI outcomes. Lastly,
more attention needs to be paid as to whether compensation systems have
sufficient “fit” to produce organizationally relevant outcomes, that is, the
desired behavior among expatriates. Although in this study I found a local-
plus compensation approach to be of direct benefit to firms, there were
many instances where compensation “fit” appeared to be poor, thereby
increasing tension and frustration among expatriates.

Limitations

In this study, I acknowledge that although the interviews provide only a 
single-rater response, this approach was essential in order to capture the
expatriate “voice” that I contend is an underresearched area of the litera-
ture. To address validity and reliability concerns, I used an inter-rater pro-
cedure to check for accuracy of the data collected and to limit researcher
bias. Furthermore, the exploration of career management support and
compensation are but two of many factors that could be explored when
assessing expatriates’ psychological contract fulfillment in relation to indi-
vidual ROI. Other factors could include organizational support, performance
management, and repatriation. Future research might also consider extend-
ing organizational outcomes beyond only “ROI,” to understand how the
effective management of international assignments and expatriate careers
can impact a firm’s broader strategic goals, of which individual ROI and
corporate ROI may be important components.

Conclusion

This research contributes to the literature by demonstrating that SIEs are, in
many respects, made more so than they are perhaps born, thereby confirm-
ing the view that an SIE orientation does not necessarily predate employ-
ment with an MNC but instead emerges out of career and compensation
frustrations that push CA expatriates to seek external job opportunities.
I have shown that SIEs can, and do, enter the international labor market
neither as traditional “SIEs” nor TCNs as defined by existing literature, but
instead enter as CA expatriates who subsequently shift their career orienta-
tion. This has been shown to occur out of necessity rather than desire in that
they are pushed more than they are pulled to depend on the international d
labor market for career progression.

I further add to the limited empirical literature on individual ROI,
of which few studies exist (e.g., McNulty et al., 2013). Specifically, one
important  contribution is the development of an individual ROI definition. I
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Additionally, I have contributed an improved understanding as to why
and how expatriates leave their jobs, and conversely, why they stay, show-
ing which precipitive events initiate thoughts of leaving, as well as how
expatriates experience and manage “shocks” (see Holtom, Mitchell, Lee, &
Eberly, 2008, for a more detailed analysis of shocks). A final contribution is 
that this study has also drawn out important findings relating to the multi-
dimensional nature of expatriate careers, where striking a balance between
career stability and career transitions, as an inevitability of global staffing,
seems essential.

Notes

1. It is important to note, however, that many expatriates may have poor psychologi-
cal contracts to begin with, which may be a source of dissatisfaction more than 
unmet expectations arising during an international assignment. Furthermore, 
self-serving biases often distort employee perceptions of how well they and their
employer have fulfilled contract obligations. For this reason, expatriates may recall 
their past performance as more positive than it was or overvalue their contribution 
in comparison to how their organization may assess it. The subjective nature of 
psychological contract fulfillment for expatriates is therefore acknowledged.

2. Content items are said to be either transactional, relational, or a combination of 
both. For example, transactional elements could include high remuneration, tax 
equalization, and paid home leave, whereas relational elements could include 
expectations of promotion upon repatriation and socializing with colleagues as an 
informal means of family support. Importantly, because psychological contracts 
can change over time as expatriates renegotiate and reevaluate their employment 
contracts, content items of a psychological contract may also change.

3. Exceptions included where international knowledge did not make one marketable 
for roles that required local knowledge or where repatriation was poorly managed 
leading to uncertainty and anxiety about job satisfaction.

4. This term is attributed to Gardiner Hempel, partner at Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu,
in a conference presentation entitled “20:20 Foresight” at the Deloitte Asia Pacific
Global Services Employer Conference, Hong Kong, September 16–19, 2008.

5. Notwithstanding the above, a small number of expatriates remained realistic about
career management support, recognizing that they “did not live in a perfect world” 
and that the future was uncertain and volatile, especially for global companies.
With this in mind, career planning for 3, 5, or 10 years was seen as an unrealistic 
expectation, which they embraced and managed accordingly. Comments ranged 
from “I think this place is too fluid to expect that kind of forward planning” and 
“it’s not really meaningful in a place like this; no one knows what can happen,”
to “I have my broad outline, but not too concrete.”

6. In response to the question “what are your expectations of career progression
after your assignment has concluded?” 59 percent of expatriates believed that 
there would be a positive outcome. That is, the majority of participants believed
they would be assigned to a bigger role, either in their home country or abroad, 
would be offered another assignment, be offered a challenging role, or would will-
ingly repatriate to their home country to a suitable role. However, 36 percent of 
participants were unclear about their career progression post-assignment. Fourteen 
percent had few or no expectations, while 2 percent believed they would be 
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repatriated to the same role they had now, and 18 percent believed there would 
be a negative outcome once their assignment had ended. Specific concerns in this 
regard were centered on having to localize in the assignment location in order to 
remain employed, and accepting a redundancy package and/or resigning and then
being repatriated.

References

Aldrich, H. 1976. Resource dependence and interorganizational relations. Adminis-
tration and Society, 7(4): 419–454.

Anderson, N., & Schalk, R. 1998. The psychological contract in retrospect and pros-
pect. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 19(S1): 637–647.r

Bowen, D., & Ostroff, C. 2004. Understanding HRM-firm performance linkages: The role
of the “strength” of the HRM system. Academy of Management Review, 29(2): 203–221.

Brookfield Global Relocation Services. 2011. Global relocation trends survey report. 
Woodridge, IL.

Cappellen, T., & Janssens, M. 2005. Career paths of global managers: Towards future 
research. Journal of World Business, 40(4), 348–360.

Cappellen, T., & Janssens, M. 2010. The career reality of global managers: An exami-
nation of career triggers. The International Journal of Human Resource Management,t
21(11): 1884–1910.

Cerdin, J., & Bird, A. 2008. Careers in a global context. In M. Harris (Ed.), Handbook of 
research in international human resource management: 207–227. New York: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

De Cieri, H., Fenwick, M., & Hutchings, K. 2005. The challenge of international 
human resource management: Balancing the duality of strategy and practice. 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 16(4): 585–598.t

Dickmann, M., Doherty, N., Mills, T., & Brewster, C. 2008. Why do they go? Individual 
and corporate perspectives on the factors influencing the decision to accept an 
international assignment. International Journal of Human Resource Management,t
19(4): 731–751.

Dickmann, M., & Harris, H. 2005. Developing career capital for global careers: The
role of international assignments. Journal of World Business, 40(4): 399–408.

Eisenhardt, K. 1989. Building theories from case study research. Academy 
of Management Review, 14(4): 532–550.

Feldman, D., & Ng, T. 2007. Careers: Mobility, embeddedness, and success. Journal 
of Management, 33(3): 350–377.t

Granrose, C., & Baccili, P. 2006. Do psychological contracts include boundaryless 
or protean careers? Career Development International, 11(2): 163–182.

Guest, D. 1998. Is the psychological contract worth taking seriously? Journal
of Organizational Behavior, 19(S1): 649–664.r

Guest, D. 2011. Human resource management and performance: Still searching for 
some answers. Human Resource Management Journal, 21: 3–13.

Guzzo, R., Noonan, K., & Elron, E. 1994. Expatriate managers and the psychological 
contract. Journal of Applied Psychology, 79(4): 617–627.

Hart, D., & Thompson, J. 2007. Untangling employee loyalty: A psychological 
contract perspective. Business Ethics Quarterly, 17(2): 297–323.

Haslberger, A., & Brewster, C. 2009. Capital gains: Expatriate adjustment and the 
psychological contract in international careers. Human Resource Management, 48(3): t
379–397.



56  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

Haslberger, A., & Vaiman, V. 2010. Investigating voluntary turnover among traditional
and self-initiated expatriates. Paper presented at the Proceedings of the 25th Annual
Conference in Strategic HR Management, Spain.

Hippler, T. 2009. Why do they go? Empirical evidence of employees’ motives for 
seeking or accepting relocation. International Journal of Human Resource Management,t
20(6): 1381–1401.

Ho, V. 2005. Social influence on evaluations of psychological contract fulfillment. 
Academy of Management Review, 30(1): 113–128.

Holtom, B., Mitchell, T., Lee, T., & Eberly, M. 2008. Turnover and retention research: 
A glance at the past, a closer review of the present, and a venture into the future. 
Academy of Management Annals, 2(1): 231–274.

Holtom, B., & O’Neill, B. 2004. Job embeddedness: A theoretical foundation for
developing a comprehensive nurse retention plan. Journal of Nursing Administration,
34(5): 216–227.

Inkson, K., Arthur, M., Pringle, J., & Barry, S. 1997. Expatriate assignment versus over-
seas experience: Contrasting models of international human resource development. 
Journal of World Business, 32(4): 351–368.

Janssens, M., & Steyaert, C. 2009. HRM and performance: A plea for reflexivity in 
HRM studies. Journal of Management Studies, 41(1): 143–155.

Jokinen, T., Brewster, C., & Suutari, V. 2008. Career capital during international 
work experiences: Contrasting self-initiated expatriate experiences and assigned 
 expatriation. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 19(6): 979–998.t

Kossek, E., Roberts, K., Fisher, S., & Demarr, B. 1998. Career self-management: 
A quasi-experimental assessment of the effects of a training intervention. Personnel 
Psychology, 51(4): 935–962.

Lazarova, M., & Caligiuri, P. 2001. Retaining repatriates: The role of organizational
support practices. Journal of World Business, 36(4): 389–401.

Lazarova, M., & Cerdin, J. 2007. Revisiting repatriation concerns: Organizational sup-
port versus career and contextual influences. Journal of International Business Studies, 
38(3): 404–429.

Lazarova, M., & Tarique, I. 2005. Knowledge transfer upon repatriation. Journal of 
World Business, 40(4): 361–373.

Makela, K., & Suutari, V. 2009. Global careers: A social capital paradox. International 
Journal of Human Resource Management, 20(5): 992–1008.t

McKenna, S., & Richardson, J. 2007. The increasing complexity of the internationally 
mobile professional: Issues for research and practice. Cross Cultural Management: An
International Journal, 14(4): 307–320.

McNulty, Y., & De Cieri, H. 2011. Global mobility in the 21st century: Conceptualising 
expatriate return on investment in global firms. Management International Review,
51(6): 897–919.

McNulty, Y., De Cieri, H., & Hutchings, K. 2009. Do global firms measure expatriate 
return on investment? An empirical examination of measures, barriers and vari-
ables influencing global staffing practices. International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 20(6): 1309–1326.t

McNulty, Y., De Cieri, H., & Hutchings, K. 2012. Individual vs corporate return on
investment: An empirical study of expatriation in Asia Pacific. Paper presented at 
U.S. Academy of Management Annual Meeting. Boston, MA, 3–7 August.

McNulty, Y., De Cieri, H., & Hutchings, K. 2013. Expatriate return on investment in
Asia Pacific: An empirical study of individual ROI versus corporate ROI. Journal of 
World Business, 48(2): 209–221.



Are Self-Initiated Expatriates Born or Made?  57

Mercer. 2005–2006. International assignments survey. Geneva: Mercer Human Resource 
Consulting.

Mitchell, T., Holtom, B., Lee, T., Sablynski, C., & Erez, M. 2001. Why people stay:
Using organisational embeddedness to predict voluntary turnover. Academy of 
Management Journal, 44: 1102–1121.

Morrison, E., & Robinson, S. 1997. When employees feel betrayed: A model of how 
psychological contract violation develops. Academy of Management Review, 22(1): 
226–256.

ORC Worldwide. 2008. Survey on local-plus packages in Hong Kong and Singapore. 
New York.

ORC Worldwide. 2009. Survey on local-plus packages for expatriates in China. 
New York.

Paauwe, J. 2009. HRM and performance: Achievements, methodological issues, and 
prospects. Journal of Management Studies, 46(1): 129–142.

Parker, P., & Inkson, K. 1999. New forms of career: The challenge to human resource 
management. Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources, 37(1): 76–85.

Richards, T., & Richards, L. 1995. Using hierarchical categories in qualitative data 
analysis. In U. Kelle (Ed.), Computer-aided qualitative data analysis: Theory, methods,
and practice: 80–95. London: Sage.

Richardson, J., & McKenna, S. 2003. International experience and academic careers:
What do academics have to say? Personnel Review, 32(6): 774–795.

Schmidt, S., & Minssen, H. 2007. Accounting for international assignments: The case
of the German chemical industry. Journal of Human Resource Costing and Accounting, gg
11(3): 214–228.

Selmer, J. 2000. Usage of corporate career development activities by expatriate man-
agers and the extent of their international adjustment. International Journal of 
Commerce and Management, 10(1): 1–23.t

Selmer, J. 2002. Adjustment of third country national expatriates in China. Asia 
Pacific Business Review, 9(2): 101–117.

Shaw, J., Gupta, N., & Delery, J. 2005. Alternative conceptualizations of the relation-
ship between voluntary turnover and organizational performance. Academy of 
Management Journal, 48(1): 50–68.

Sims, R., & Schraeder, M. 2005. Expatriate compensation: An exploratory review of 
salient contextual factors and common practices. Career Development International,
10(2): 98–108.

Stahl, G., & Cerdin, J. 2004. Global careers in French and German multinational
 corporations. Journal of Management Development, 23(9): 885–902.t

Stahl, G., Chua, C., Caligiuri, P., Cerdin, J., & Taniguchi, M. 2009. Predictors of 
turnover intentions in learning-driven and demand-driven international assign-
ments: The role of repatriation concerns, satisfaction with company support, and
perceived career advancement opportunities. Human Resource Management, 48(1):t
89–109.

Stahl, G., Miller, E., & Tung, R. 2002. Toward the boundaryless career: A closer look 
at the expatriate career concept and the perceived implications of an international 
assignment. Journal of World Business, 37(3): 216–227.

Stanley, P. 2009. Local-plus packages for expatriates in Asia: A viable alternative. 
International HR Journal, 3(Fall): 9–11.

Stevens, M., Oddou, G., Furuya, N., Bird, A., & Mendenhall, M. 2006. HR factors
affecting repatriate job satisfaction and job attachment for Japanese managers. 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 17(5): 831–841.t



58  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

Sturges, J., Conway, N., Guest, D., & Liefooghe, A. 2005. Managing the career deal: 
The psychological contract as a framework for understanding career management, 
organizational commitment, and work behavior. Journal of Organizational Behavior,r
26(7): 821–838.

Suutari, V., & Taka, M. 2004. Career anchors of managers with global careers. Journal 
of Management Development, 23(9): 833–847.t

Tekleab, A., Takeuchi, R., & Taylor, M. 2005. Extending the chain of relationships 
among organizational justice, social exchange, and employee reactions: The role of 
contract violations. Academy of Management Journal, 48(1): 146–157.

Tharenou, P., Donohue, R., & Cooper, B. 2007. Management research methods.
Melbourne: Cambridge University Press.

Thorn, K. 2009. The relative importance of motives for international self-initiated 
mobility. Career Development International, 14(5): 441–464.

Vaiman, V. 2010. Managing talent of non-traditional knowledge workers: Opportu-
nities, challenges, and trends. In V. Vaiman (Ed.), Talent management of knowledge
employees: Embracing non-traditional workforce: 1–22. UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

van der Heijden, J., van Engen, M., & Paauwe, J. 2009. Expatriate career support: 
Predicting expatriate turnover and performance. International Journal of Human 
Resource Management, 20(4): 831–845.t

Vance, C. 2005. The personal quest for building global competence: A taxonomy of 
self-initiating career path strategies for gaining business experience abroad. Journal 
of World Business, 40(3): 374–385.

Warneke, D., & Schneider, M. 2011. Expatriate compensation packages: What do
employees prefer? Cross Cultural Management: An International Journal, 18(2):
236–256.

Welch, D., Steen, A., & Tahvanainen, M. 2009. All pain, little gain? Reframing
the value of international assignments. International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 20(6): 1327–1343.t

Yan, A., Zhu, G., & Hall, D. 2002. International assignments for career building: A model
of agency relationships and psychological contracts. Academy of Management Review,
27(3): 373–391.

Young, A. 2009. Frustration-instigated career decisions: A theoretical exploration of 
the role of frustration in career decisions. Human Resource Development Review, 8(3):
281–299.



59

4
The Organizational Self-Initiated 
Expatriate: A Case Study of a
Professional Services Firm
Julia Richardson, Steve McKenna, Carolyn Dickie,
and Nadia de Gama

Introduction

Scholarly and practitioner research on the assigned expatriate (AE) is exten-
sive and continues to evolve as global business practices adjust to the chang-
ing economic climate. Over the past 15 years or so, and particularly more
recently, there has been increasing scholarly interest in what is now widely
known as the “self-initiated expatriate” (SIE). The study of expatriates who
self-initiate (i.e., rather than being sent by an employer) has emerged in a
number of disciplines (Farrer, 2010; Fechter & Walsh, 2010; Korpela, 2010;
Leonard, 2010) and reflects the increasing complexity of movement and
mobility in the twenty-first century (McKenna & Richardson, 2007). One 
of the first studies in the field by Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, and Barry (1997) 
investigated New Zealanders undertaking overseas experience and identified
differences from the AE model (Inkson et al., 1997; Inkson & Myers, 2003).
Their study makes an important contribution by highlighting a different 
kind of independent expatriate experience rather than being sent as part of 
a corporate assignment.

Since Inkson et al.’s (1997) study, research on the motivations for mobility 
of SIEs has been undertaken by a number of scholars. For instance, Suutari
and Brewster (2000) studied Finnish engineers and found that their main
motive for seeking employment overseas was to gain international experi-
ence. Similarly, Richardson (2008) and her co-authors studied British academ-
ics (Richardson, 2006; Richardson & Mallon, 2005; Richardson & McKenna, 
2002, 2003, 2006) and revealed that primary drivers to expatriation included
the desire for adventure or travel and wanting to steer their lives in a new
direction. This finding was important to the SIE literature as it demonstrated 
that in contrast to AEs who are often motivated to go abroad for financial
benefits and career development, these were subsidiary drivers for SIEs. In 
a similar vein Thorn (2009) considered the relative importance of motives 
for self-initiated mobility in an internet survey of 2600 New Zealanders 
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and found that the decision to expatriate stems from a myriad of motives 
coupled with individual initiation. Tharenou (2003) investigated the initial
receptivity to working abroad of young graduate employees in Australia,
demonstrating that receptivity to international careers depends on individual
perceptions surrounding their personal agency, barriers at home, and work 
opportunities.

Further work on the SIE has explored themes relating to gender (Myers
& Pringle, 2005), career experiences (Biemann & Andresen, 2010; Jokinen, 
Brewster, & Suutari, 2008; Nasholm, 2009; Richardson, 2008; Richardson & 
Zikic, 2007; Vance, 2005), underemployment (Lee, 2005), cultural adjustment
and the implications for human resource management (Howe-Walsh & Schyns,
2010), among others. Despite the increasing research being undertaken in
this area, however, there are still other themes that remain relatively unex-
plored: for example, themes such as SIEs from developing economies; the
overlaps between mobility, movement, and migration more generally and
self-initiated expatriation; the intersection of self-initiated expatriation and
the great variety of forms of international mobility that are now evolving
within organizations.

In addition to focusing on self-initiated expatriation specifically, much of 
the current literature has been focused on the SIEs themselves, their decision
to move, their experiences, and their subsequent career experiences. While
this focus has been important for understanding individual motivations
for and experiences of SIE, it has left a paucity of research and a gap in our
understanding of the management of SIEs within organizational contexts.
Addressing this gap is now a matter of some urgency given that an increas-
ing number of organizations may be hiring SIEs rather than using the tra-
ditional, and more costly, AE (McKenna & Richardson, 2007). The potential
contribution of SIEs to organizational business practices adds further to this
urgency.

Therefore, drawing on a qualitative study carried out in a global profes-
sional services firm, this chapter will address organizational SIEs (OSIEs).
OSIEs can best be understood as those individuals who seek out an overseas
position within their own organization rather than waiting to be sent over-
seas. In this respect, they are something of a hybrid between the AE, who is 
sent overseas by their employer, and the SIE, who self-initiates expatriation 
outside the boundaries of a single employer. While their self-initiation may
make them similar to the SIE, moving within their organization also means
they may have some similarities with the AE. For instance, much like the AE
who has a job secured prior to expatriation (Howe-Walsh & Schyns, 2010),
the OSIE is also likely to have organized a position in their company in the 
host country. Compared with the organizational expatriate, however, the 
OSIE’s motives for expatriation are similar to that of the SIE, and drivers 
for expatriation are likely to stem from individual and familial factors. As a
result, rather than expecting their organization to arrange a job in the host
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location, the OSIE will seek out a job opportunity in a host office. In this
respect, the OSIE differs from the SIE as the ties developed within a global 
organization provide them with the opportunity for the creation of indi-
vidual and organizational enhancing networks to access fellow employees
in countries around the world. The ways in which the OSIE is similar to
both the AE and SIE demonstrate that they are a “hybrid” sub-category of 
expatriates. While we suspect that this group of professionals has existed for
some time, it is only recently that they have been recognized as a “distinct
sub-group of corporate self-initiated expatriates” (Altman & Baruch, 2012). 

In order to gain a better understanding of the OSIE, it is important to
ask questions, including why do employees initiate their own international
mobility within their organization? What are the benefits and limitations of 
this self-initiated behavior both to the individual and to the organization?
And how might OSIEs be used as a model for supporting global business
processes? Exploring these questions will allow us to broaden our under-
standing of this sub-group of expatriates and the way in which they func-
tion within an organizational context.

Mobility in the contemporary global business environment

Turning now to our “hybrid” group of OSIEs, we have found an example of 
a firm that has developed, by both design and default, a hybrid system of 
global mobility management. While this emergent system has both positive
and negative aspects, it is our contention that it has facilitated firm loyalty
and talent retention in the respective organization, MiningCo,1 which ena-
bles its employees to take control of their global mobility and movement in 
line with their own personal and professional needs while simultaneously
catering to organizational/business requirements. In addition, the web of 
organizational self-initiated expatriation that has emerged assists in the
development of a network of learning, information sharing, and diffusion 
of ideas that has the potential to enhance global business effectiveness and
client responsiveness.

Drawing on a body of empirical data collected at MiningCo, the chapter
will explore a number of themes that are especially pertinent to an under-
standing of OSIEs. First, we will describe the composite nature of global
mobility within MiningCo by contrasting the firm’s conventional system of 
organizationally driven mobility with the emerging OSIE form of mobility.
Second, we will focus specifically on the reasons why professional staff at
MiningCo desire and seek out an expatriate assignment. Third, we consider
how OSIEs evaluate their experience of expatriation. Fourth, the potential
benefits and limitations of OSIE for MiningCo will be considered. Finally,
we will consider how the organizational self-initiated expatriation might be
used as a model for supporting global business processes. In order to ensure 
that the chapter and reported findings are appropriately contextualized,
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however, we will begin with a description of the approaches to data collec-
tion and analysis used for the study.

Method

Sample

The sample was based on self-selection where an invitation to participate in
the study was sent by the researchers to a sample of employees who are cur-
rently engaged in some form of international mobility or have been in the
past. Participants were invited to contact the researchers directly in order to
set up a time for interview or to clarify further details concerning the study. 
Sixty-five employees volunteered to take part in the study. Due to problems 
with scheduling, some interviews could not take place, thus leaving a total
sample size of 60 interviewees from MiningCo.

Of the 60 participants, 37 were OSIEs. In order to delineate these employ-
ees from others, data were collected pertaining to whether they were sent or
applied for an international assignment (Table 4.1). Compared with employ-
ees who go through MiningCo’s Global Exchange Program (GEP) (n = 13),
OSIEs identified in our study are not subject to formal processes involving
a set of rules and criteria governing participation. Instead, these employees 
individually seek out their own global opportunities within MiningCo, and
are thus responsible for their own success while overseas. As OSIEs are the
focus of this study, it was decided that only these 37 participants would be 
included in the study’s findings and data analysis (see Table 4.1). 

From our final sample of 37 OSIEs, there were 14 females and 23 males. 
A total of 25 were married and 19 had children. A majority of interview-
ees (n = 18) had been on one international assignment prior to being
interviewed. Most of them had spent less than 1 year in an international 
assignment (n = 20). A total of 18 participants were on an international
assignment when the interviews took place. Given the nature of professional
engineering services, a majority of interviewees had either a bachelor’s or
master’s degree related to their field (n = 26). Participants were engaged in 
international assignments around the world, with the majority concentrated
in Australia and Canada. All demographic data are presented in Table 4.1.

Data collection

Given the research objectives, in-depth semi-structured interviews were
the most appropriate method for data collection. The specific value of this
method is that it aims for “thick description” (Prus, 1996) and allows for
participants to share the deep meaning of their expatriate experience in 
their own words. Rather than a specific set of questions, an interview agenda 
was used based on the study’s research objectives. This allowed for a broad
range of questioning and exploration and enabled participants to raise their
own issues related to their expatriation experience. All interviews were



Table 4.1 Sample characteristics

n n n

Type of 
movementa

Highest education
attained

Current
locationb

 Sent by
MiningCo

9  Bachelor’s 16 Australia 16

 Adelaide 3
 GEP 13  Master’s 10  Brisbane 1
 OSIE 37  Engineering spec. 5  Perth 9
 SIE (external) 1

 PhD 3  Melbourne 3
 Unspecified 3 Canada 9

Gender Experience in the field  Calgary 1
 Female 14  0–5 years 7  Halifax 1
 Male 23  6–10 years 8  Kelowna 2

 11–15 years 6  Sudbury 2
Nationality  16–20 years 11  Toronto 2

 21–25 years 3  Unspecified 1
 American 6  25+ years 2 Chile 1
 Australian 5 Tenure at MiningCo Ghana 1

 0–5 years 13 India 1
 British 7

 6–10 years 15 Italy 3
 Canadian 9
 Italian 2  Milan 1
 New Zealander 3  11–15 years 5  Torino 1
 Peruvian 1  16–20 years 3  Unspecified 1
 South African 1
 Dual nationalityc 3  20+ years 1 Peru 1
Age United Kingdom 1
 20–25 1
 26–30 7 United States 4

31–35 4 Number of prior 
assignments

 Colorado 1

36–40 9  New Mexico 1
41–45 6  0 11
46–50 6  1 18  Phoenix 1
51–55 1  2 6  Washington 1
55+ 3  3 1

Partner  4 1
Yes 25 Currently on 

assignment
No 10  Yes 18
Unspecified 2  No 19

Children Time spent on  international
assignmentd

 Yes 19  0–1 year 20
 No 18  2–5 years 14

 6–10 years 1
 10+ years 2

Note: Participants (N = 37) are based on the OSIE only. 
a The type of movement captured reflects the forms of mobility at MiningCo.
b The values in italics indicate the total for each country.
c Participants with dual nationality include those who are American/Indian, American/South 
African, and French/American.
d Calculations are based on the length of time spent on each prior assignment.
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conducted by telephone during the summer and fall of 2010, and lasted
approximately 45–90 minutes.

Data analysis

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using a computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis software program, NVivo 9. The specific 
advantage of using this software is that it facilitates the use of template
analysis (King, 1998) whereby themes are developed, drawing from both
an a priori literature review and findings that emerged from the interviews 
themselves (Figure 4.1). Through the use of “tree nodes” provided in NVivo,
hierarchical coding was facilitated whereby similar codes clustered together
to produce higher order codes (King, 1998). For example, as seen in Figure
4.1, the “reasons for seeking expatriation” would be considered a “parent” 
node, and its “children” include “learning,” “adventure and life experi-
ence,” “desire for international experience,” and “opportunities for career
development.” NVivo also allows for parallel coding where the same sec-
tions of text within the transcribed interview can be placed into different
nodes. Parallel coding therefore allows for a further level of analysis as it 
helps the researcher identify any overlaps or relationships between themes.

Mobility in MiningCo

MiningCo is a professional services firm based in Canada, offering a range of 
engineering, geological, and other services to companies primarily operating in 
the mining sector. It has approximately 180 offices worldwide and around 8000 
staff. Its global mobility system, the GEP, provides employees with opportuni-
ties to participate in international exchanges in one of its subsidiaries, subject
to a specific set of rules, participation criteria, and organizational need. While
the program has been reasonably popular among employees –  particularly 
junior employees seeking international experience as a springboard for global 
professional development – its overall utilization has been limited.

In addition to the GEP, however, we found that a number of employees were
individually seeking out global opportunities within the organization. Thus, 
rather than going through the more formal GEP system, they were drawing
on personal and professional networks within the organization to create 
their own “customized” form of expatriation. While it has been  recognized 
that traditional expatriation often occurs in an ad hoc, voluntary fashion 
(Harris & Brewster, 1999), we have limited awareness of the way in which 
such OSIE functions. We know very little, for example, about why employees
initiate their own international mobility within an organization – in this case 
rather than going through formal mobility programs. Nor do we understand 
fully the benefits and limitations of this type of  voluntaristic behavior both
to the individual and to the organization. Indeed, it is only recently that
this phenomenon has been recognized and examined as a  specific form of 
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expatriation (Altman & Baruch, 2012). Expanding our knowledge of this 
theme further, then, this chapter will examine both the individual and
organizational benefits of an SIE “system” working within an organizational
context. We will also consider the potential limitations of such a “system” for
both the individual and the organization.

The OSIE: Reasons for seeking expatriation

The OSIE is a member of an organization who, while remaining in that 
organization, initiates their own expatriation. Of our 60 participants, 37 were 
OSIEs (Table 4.1). Altman and Baruch (2012) suggest that the responsibility 
for action and outcomes of OSIE rests with the individual actors themselves. 
Yet they also argue that if organizations facilitate this process effectively they 
could reap higher levels of retention, thereby improving the brand of the
firm and enhancing their bargaining position relative to the reward pack-
age they can offer the respective expatriate. Our study of OSIE professionals 
broadly supports these arguments. In this section, we report OSIEs’ reasons 
for seeking an overseas opportunity and how they evaluated their experience 
of expatriation. Data analysis suggested four dominant reasons for seeking 
out expatriation: perceived opportunities for career development, desire for
professional and personal learning, desire to gain international experience, 
and desire for adventure. We will address each of these themes in turn below.
However, in doing so, we introduce the caveat that while we address each 
theme individually they are closely connected to each other. Indeed, a spe-
cific challenge in this study was to separate the motivations for expatriation
because the lines between them were more often than not blurred.

Opportunities for career development

Over half of interviewees said that they had deliberately sought out an
opportunity to expatriate in order to enhance their career development. 
For participants, career development includes both professional develop-
ment and “objective” career advancement such as a promotion or other 
forms of organizational recognition, for example, transfer to a desired loca-
tion. This finding resonates with the literature on SIEs (Richardson, 2008)
and AEs (Riusala & Suutari, 2000), and supports the idea that career-oriented
professionals initiate expatriation as a way of taking responsibility for and 
thus ensuring their own career development.

[Y]ou could stay in ******* and continue to inch your way up, but it’s also a 
good way to . . . for your career, to get that international experience and to
kind of . . . do these sort of side, diagonal jumps upwards and that, at the
end of the day, a move like this would be good for my career. (Calvin)

Oh absolutely . . . . Because it is a good career move . . . because you’re 
getting that exposure to how the consulting world is done in a different
country, and everything like that. (Glenn)
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Altman and Baruch (2012) identify this form of career trajectory as a new 
career path, initiated by individuals, which is typical of professional firms
and of a person who is vocationally oriented. Similar with Altman and
Baruch’s (2012) findings, these individuals appear to be proactive in their 
attempts to develop their career through international assignments and
choose to seek these forms of career progress within their organization.
Certainly, a global professional firm such as MiningCo provides a context
within which this form of self-initiated global career development can flour-
ish. Indeed, given the breadth of its business operations, it might be surpris-
ing if employees did not take part in some form of international activity.
However, in addition to creating opportunities for career development, we 
found that interviewees who self-initiated opportunities abroad were also
seeking opportunities for broader personal development, learning, and/or
simply a means of getting some form of international experience.

Adventure/life experience

As indicated above, OSIEs often had a mix of reasons for wanting to self-initiate 
expatriation, which resonates with the manifold reasons for expatriation 
among SIEs (Richardson, 2008; Thorn, 2009). Moreover, very much like SIEs,
the OSIEs at the center of this study also reported that while desire for profes-
sional development was a key driver, they also believed that expatriation would 
provide them with an opportunity for “adventure” that extended beyond pro-
fessional development. This search for adventure permeated the majority of 
accounts, not as a “side issue” but oftentimes as one of the dominant reasons 
behind their decision to expatriate. Thus, in as much as professional develop-
ment was important, a search or desire for adventure had informed their deci-
sion making – particularly among the younger interviewees.

I probably would say in more personal and people experience, rather
than professional. (Ian)

No. It was like 50% (career). The other reason was because my husband
and I, we want to have an overseas experience. . . . No, not so much 
career, just on a broader scale, personal development I guess. You know, 
see the world, live somewhere else. Work experience is a part of that, but 
it was very much a whole sort of experience thing that we were both . . .
that both of us were aiming for over here as opposed to simply, where’s
a good place to go and build my career. (Dianne)

Contrary to the argument developed by Altman and Baruch (2012), how-
ever, we want to stress the self-referentiality of reasons for organizational 
self-initiated expatriation. In this sense, our study suggests that OSIE has
much in common with the reasons for mobility of SIEs within the context
of organizational boundedness. Therefore, in as much as professionals at
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MiningCo appear to be acting in a boundaryless way – that is, taking charge 
of their own careers, moving across national boundaries – they are clearly
operating within the parameters of their respective organization. Moreover,
focusing specifically on the idea of “adventure” we should also note that
they were pursuing an adventure – indeed an international adventure – but, 
again, within the boundaries of a single employer.

Learning

The desire for professional development and adventure was also closely con-
nected to the third reason for engaging in organizational self-initiated expa-
triation: learning. Indeed, the expected learning was explicitly identified as a
platform for career development and also for personal development. In addi-
tion to their own learning, however, interviewees with accompanying family
members such as a spouse/partner and children also believed they too would 
have opportunities to learn. Indeed, some parents suggested that providing 
children with an opportunity to learn about the host country culture had been 
a primary driver in their decision to seek out an international opportunity.

Partially it was just I’d traveled overseas on smaller projects or shorter
term projects and I enjoyed that experience and the same with my hus-
band. He’s actually traveled a lot and enjoyed it. And it was partially just
for, you know, personal growth, to do something new and I thought it 
would be a valuable career experience as well and also just for our kids to
not only grow up in *****. (Linda)

This finding is particularly interesting in that it challenges assumptions
about family, particularly children, being a barrier to expatriation. Indeed,
our findings suggest that accompanying family members can often be the
instigators of expatriation, encouraging rather than dissuading the employee
from seeking out an international posting.

Desire for international experience

For many participants, simply experiencing life in another country, or in a
specific other country, was an important motivation to seek out an oppor-
tunity to expatriate. While this motivation was invariably connected to the
other themes identified above, it is notable that the majority of interviewees
also talked about it as a separate theme. Thus, in as much as gaining inter-
national experience might provide for “an adventure” and facilitate learning
and professional development, it was also understood as a distinct, albeit
connected, motivation.

I guess just being in Europe is a pretty good reason. . . . You can go any-
where. . . . In a weekend, you can go to some new place or stuff like that. 
(Shane)
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The idea of travel was the part that was most important, and Australia
was attractive to me because I did, you know, have some familiarity with
it. (Kevin)

I’d been in **** 6 years by that point and it was . . . I mean, it felt like 
home, but it was, you know, I was getting a bit stuck, but it was kind of a
good opportunity to have a bit of an adventure and see somewhere new.
(Angela)

I guess, you know, I’ve got the travel bug a bit and I always just thought it . . .
the best way to experience any culture is to live there and you know, my
wife sort of shared the same interest and we just thought it would be a
great opportunity to experience somewhere else. (Anthony)

On the surface it appears that an organization that enables mobility for
those who simply want to experience another culture is offering a danger-
ous level of flexibility and empowerment. However, as we argue later in this 
chapter, offering the opportunity for mobility in this way contributes to
the development of a “culture of mobility” and may enhance the brand of 
MiningCo as well as help to retain highly skilled professionals.

Having considered the main drivers in their decision to seek out opportu-
nities for international mobility, we turn now to interviewees’ experiences
of expatriation. Again, however, we impose a caveat that in as much as each
theme will be considered separately, in the actual accounts the themes were
closely connected to each other.

The OSIE: Evaluation of the expatriate experience

Studies of SIEs have reported a strong and fairly consistent synergy between 
reasons for expatriation and subsequent experiences of it. Thus, for exam-
ple, individuals who expatriated for career development tend to evaluate
their experiences of it according to whether or not they have reaped any
benefit for their career. On the other hand, there have also been reports that 
whereas some may have expatriated for one reason, that is, adventure, their
evaluation may include other themes not mentioned before, such as profes-
sional development and/or learning. In order to cater to this possibility, the 
interviewees at the center of this study were asked more open-ended ques-
tions about their evaluations of their experiences. Thus, rather than asking
whether or not their expectations had been fulfilled, they were simply asked
how they would evaluate their experience.

In order to identify how MiningCo could better support OSIEs while on
an international assignment, it was important to ask participants to evaluate
their expatriate experiences. Doing so allowed us to understand the impact
mobility has for the individual and MiningCo. In particular, we can gain
insight with respect to how OSIEs learn from their experience of mobility,
what value it adds to them and their organization.
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Expatriation as a learning experience

Overwhelmingly this was the single most important theme that emerged
when interviewees were asked to evaluate their experiences of organiza-
tional self-initiated expatriation. Thus, even while a search for adventure,
gaining international experience, and a desire for career development had
been dominant drivers to expatriation, when it came to evaluating that
experience “learning” was, in most cases, the first thing that came to mind.
Having said that, a more detailed analysis of the data suggested that their 
interpretation of learning covered a fairly broad range of themes, including 
both personal and professional learning. So, for example, personal learning
was equated with learning about different cultures, how to adapt to living
outside one’s home country and away from friends and family, how to 
maintain positive family relationships in the host country and to support 
each other during the move. Professional learning, on the other hand, was
equated with working in a different culture and included adjusting to dif-
ferent business processes. There was also a strong emphasis here on under-
standing how to adjust and cater to differences between their home office
and broader organizational operations.

It is notable that all participants said that their learning had been “posi-
tive” in the sense that it had added to, rather than detracted from, their
overall professional and personal development. Thus, for example, there
were numerous accounts of having learned different ways of working and
interpreting organizational policies. Similarly, those who had experienced 
several international moves spoke of how each move had contributed to
their overall learning in one way or another, as suggested by the interviewee
below.

You know, it is one of those life experiences. . . . I think every time you
go into the field, it sounds kind of cheesy but you learn something new 
and it is one of those things that being exposed to completely different 
cultures, different ways of doing things, different legislation – it opens 
your eyes to different ways of tackling similar issues. I think that’s 
the one thing I really gained out of that experience and even work-
ing with indigenous people in Australia because it was part of the job. 
(Glenn)

Clearly, a key finding here is that OSIE appears to furnish many different
kinds of learning experiences, be they professional or personal. Moreover,
when we compared the motivations for expatriation with the subsequent
evaluations, we found that even if interviewees had initially expatriated in
order to enhance specific professional competencies and skills, their overall
learning (when evaluated in retrospect) extended beyond these themes to
include a broader range of professional development in the personal and 
interpersonal domains.
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While all interviewees highlighted the positive learning outcomes of 
expatriation, a minority felt that MiningCo did not fully recognize and 
utilize that learning when they returned to their home office. Moreover,
although they felt that the learning they had experienced had helped them
personally, these interviewees had been disappointed and oftentimes frus-
trated that it was not being put to use in their work context. This finding
certainly resonates with the literature on the AE, which suggests similar
reports of underutilized international experiences. While the reported pro-
fessional development is clearly a positive outcome of expatriation, the lack 
of recognition and underutilization of this learning was clearly problematic.
Thus, we observe here how expatriation may be something of a “double-
edged sword” in the sense that unless its positive outcomes are recognized
(and presumably rewarded) it may ultimately create feelings of frustration
and disappointment. In this sense, the experiences of OSIEs in this study
resonate again with those of AEs (Dowling & Welch, 2004).

Professional learning

The dominant theme identified by participants with respect to professional
learning concerned exposure to different national cultures with all OSIEs
interviewed citing it as a potential source of professional and personal devel-
opment. In addition, over half of participants specifically stated that their
experience of mobility and expatriation had enhanced their professional
development, even though in most cases it had not resulted in a promotion. 
Importantly, from a professional learning point of view, just under three
quarters of participants felt that the professional learning they had acquired
was transferable, for example, to other parts of the organization and/or to
other countries. This transferability was related not only to skills they may
have acquired but also to overall professional development and their under-
standing of MiningCo’s business strategies, activities, and subsidiaries in
other parts of the world.

One of the key professional learning outcomes related specifically to
expectations about the benefits of expatriation is suggested below:

It meant that when I was in Canada I probably wasn’t as useful as they’d
been hoping because I wasn’t experienced in the kind of work they were
doing . . . this was a good learning experience for me because I learned
lots of new things but probably the problem was I couldn’t walk in and 
do the kind of work that they were hoping I could do straightaway.
(Silvia)

There’s a kind of assumption that a geotechnical engineer in one office
does what one does in another country and the same with a hydrologist 
or something. There should be more direct alignment with the actual 
skills and more thought put into that rather than just ad hoc. (Silvia)
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Professional learning is then an important aspect of the experience of OSIEs;
often it occurs by default from the self-initiated expatriation that profession-
als within MiningCo have instigated. However, their experience also implies
that sometimes learning needs to be leveraged through some greater degree
of coordination of the movement of an OSIE. This highlights a limitation
of OSIE, where the organization is not involved in a process of matching an
OSIE to the host location.

Personal learning

Focusing specifically on personal learning, there was widespread agreement
that expatriation had had a positive impact on personal lives. This impact
was consistently connected with personal change, as suggested by the inter-
viewee below.

You know, so there’s a social aspect of when you’re gone for so long 
and you start seeing so many things in this world and your behavior
changes and your way of life changes. I think I’ve changed tremendously. 
(Adrian)

Personal learning was, therefore, understood as supporting some kind of 
personal development and/or change. Moreover, when participants talked 
about this theme, they regularly spoke about developing their interpersonal
skills and ability to adjust and adapt to new and challenging environments.
As OSIEs, our data suggested that, a great deal of what participants had to do 
to get to their respective host location had been done by themselves. Thus,
for example, rather than going through MiningCo’s GEP where their mobil-
ity would be managed by the organization, they had actively sought out the
position themselves, arranged their own transportation, and liaised more
or less directly with the subsidiary office. Participants expressed that they 
would rather engage in these types of voluntary behaviors than go through
MiningCo’s GEP because they felt this program was rather “inflexible . . . 
due to its date-driven time frame” (Frank). Further, Charlotte expressed that 
“the idea that you’re obligated to return back to your home office for a set 
amount of time . . . I . . . that’s a bit unattractive to me.” Employees’ percep-
tions surrounding the rigidity of the GEP meant that many chose not to go
this route and self-initiated their expatriation themselves.

However, with this self-initiation comes a greater sense of responsibility as
OSIEs reported that they felt more accountable for the success of their expa-
triation. Compared with the AE who is sent on an international assignment,
the OSIE appears to expect less from MiningCo as they understand that their
expatriation has been self-initiated within their organization.

You program yourself, you move yourself. . . . You merge in another office
and try to understand how they work, what’s best, what works best for
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them. You know, what could work best for the office you’re working in 
and learn from their experiences. It’s completely different from going to
work on a specific project. (Mary)

And you know it’s also the individual’s need to take some kind of respon-
sibility for their own situation I think. (Nick)

Interviewees suggested that this process had required a high degree of per-
sonal and/or family adaptation and persistence. One interviewee (Simone),
for example, reported feeling isolated and having to deal with the “ad hoc”
problems as they emerged. Similarly, while she felt that she had learned a 
great deal during expatriation, there were times when she had felt over-
whelmed by the challenge of not having friends and family to support her. 
Moreover, while she had not expected her employer to provide extensive
levels of support, she had felt that they might have provided some guidance
about the host country culture.

How did I change as a person? You face a lot of problems, you’re alone 
and no friends and family so for sure you grow from that point of view.
(Simone)

Career

As already noted above, the majority of participants, that is, nearly 80%,
reported that expatriation had a positive impact on their overall career 
development, such as in terms of objective career advancement, perhaps
a promotion, or a lateral move into a field they had specifically wanted to 
pursue. It was also interesting to note that the majority of those who felt
that their careers had been positively impacted ascribed it to the variety of 
cultural and professional experiences they had acquired rather than to a 
specific element of their expatriate experience.

The more experiences you can have in different areas, the more you can
adapt in different situations and the more you can run projects more
smoothly because you have had that experience of what difficulties you
could have drilling in different kinds of rock and how to overcome them.
( Jane)

All experience is worthwhile and it’s been good to not only meet contacts 
in this area that have different professional expertise that I wouldn’t have 
had exposure to otherwise and just see different types of projects, that
now I’ll be able to go back, and have more comfort with because I’ve been
part of similar things. (Kevin)

Some interviewees also ascribed their career development to the fact that
they had independently sought out expatriation. More specifically, they felt 
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that their willingness to move around the world within the company sig-
naled organizational commitment at a global rather than a local level. 

Those interviewees who felt that expatriation had not had a positive 
impact on their careers all tended to equate the lack of “positive impact”
with either not being promoted or not gaining a desired lateral move. In 
this respect they tended to talk about “stepping backwards” or “not being
promoted.”

I definitely stepped backwards when I went there, but that wasn’t a 
problem for me because it was about the language that I went for. My
language at the time was really poor in terms of English so at least
I improved that. (Ian)

I think in reality I probably would have progressed faster if I hadn’t inter-
rupted my career here. (Silvia)

From a CV perspective, it was a positive job. From an in-the-office-
development point of view, I think I certainly didn’t advance. . . . I pos-
sibly even went backwards. . . . You had a whole year of no development,
no training, no progression with the company as far as I was concerned. 
(Aaron)

In some cases, the lack of objective career advancement was seen as a reflec-
tion of deficiencies in how MiningCo had utilized their own international
experience specifically and the use of international experience in the organi-
zation as a whole.

We haven’t got an overall philosophy. I don’t think as an organization 
we really believe, or the majority of senior leaders, I don’t think we really 
believe in a tangible way that these experiences are growth experiences. . . .
I think there’s a bit of a perception of “Oh, it’s a junket” . . . Personally, 
I believe it is a tremendous growth opportunity, but I don’t believe that
we capitalize on what people have learned and experienced. . . . I don’t 
think we necessarily yet have that discipline to learn from those experi-
ences. We just move onto the next thing. (Fiona)

The implications of interviewees’ views relating to career development are
taken up below in our discussion of the benefits and limitations of organi-
zational self-initiated expatriation for MiningCo.

Two other noteworthy and apparently contradictory features of OSIE 
experiences were “improved quality of life” and feelings of “isolation and 
homesickness.” While these two themes appear contradictory, they are
not in fact so because none of those who reported improved quality of life
reported feelings of homesickness and isolation.
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Quality of life

Just over a third of participants reported that expatriation had enhanced
their overall quality of life, broadly understood as improvements in living
conditions, personal safety, leisure opportunities, access to education for 
children, and so on. This is clearly a positive outcome for the expatriate but
could be potentially problematic for MiningCo in cases where the respective
individual does not want to return home. Indeed, these interviewees specifi-
cally indicated that improving their quality of life was an important (if not
major) reason for seeking an opportunity outside of their home country.
As a corollary of this, however, they all reported that they did not want to 
return to their home country, suggesting that they viewed their expatria-
tion as an opportunity for migration. This clearly presents a challenge for 
MiningCo in terms of managing individual expectations and specifically
expectations about repatriation.

However, during our interviews, many participants expressed a “one
MiningCo” ethos within their organization. For example, Andrew stated
that employees were advised to “feel like one company and not separate
silos all over the world.” This idea was echoed by Mary who said, “I think 
it’s very important for the company because when you go to another office 
and make that office your home office and you come back to your original
home office, then the company is your company. It’s not just your office.
You make the company your own company.” Compared with SIEs who
expatriate outside the boundaries of a single employer, OSIEs expatriate and
repatriate within their existing organization. Adopting a “one MiningCo”
mind-set therefore means that choosing to stay in their host country does 
not impact MiningCo’s overall employee retention but fosters employee 
commitment instead. There remain, though, issues relating to the desire
of some OSIEs to leave not only their home office but their home country 
more permanently.

Isolation and homesickness

Just under a third of interviewees reported feelings of isolation and home-
sickness during expatriation. Of particular note here, however, is that
perceptions of “isolation” related less to being in the host country per se
than to their relationship with their home country or office. This is in 
contrast to the traditional expatriate literature, which focuses on expatri-
ate adjustment due to difficulties with the host country or foreign assign-
ment (Haslberger & Brewster, 2009). So, among these participants, there 
was a specific concern about losing touch with home office colleagues and
the implications for when they returned and in the long term for their 
professional development. Moreover, because they were not taking part
in the company-sponsored GEP, some OSIEs had to “resign” from their
home office and rejoin MiningCo in their host location. Interestingly, the
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majority of those who had to resign said that it had created a “disrup-
tion” in their relationship with their home country office beyond “official 
relationships.”

I needed to resign from the **** office, which meant putting in a letter
of resignation and then basically leaving that team, at which point
you know, your email gets shut off, your entire kind of persona as an 
employee of MiningCo in **** is totally shut down. . . . And then there’s
this awkward phase where you’re moving for three weeks, so you have
no contact and . . . and you have to go through all the motions of . . . as
if you were really leaving and then you arrive here and you start it all up
again. And I found that very frustrating. (Calvin)

This finding suggests that even though they expected and were expected to
rejoin the home office after expatriation, having to “officially resign” had a
negative impact on relationships with the respective office. Moreover, those 
who had to resign were more likely to report problems “fitting back in” after
repatriation to the home office.

Organizational effects and implications of the organizational self-initiated 
expatriation

The organizational self-initiated expatriation presents unique and dis-
tinctive organizational, managerial, and strategic concerns that relate to
organizational performance and the global retention of professional  talent.
An organizational culture that enables self-initiated global mobility among
professional staff is a relatively new phenomenon only recently recognized
in the literature (Altman & Baruch, 2012). We have identified that the 
reasons for expatriation among OSIEs are similar to those of SIEs. There
are also similarities in their evaluation of that experience (Richardson,
2008). However, unlike the SIE, OSIEs function within a clearly defined
organizational context, and so the connection between an OSIE and the
organizational context is particularly pivotal. In this section, we consider
the observed benefits and limitations of organizational self-initiated expatri-
ation from the organization’s point of view. Second, we offer ways in which
benefits might be further leveraged and limitations might be overcome
based on the data we have collected from our interviews.

Networks

The high proportion of participants who emphasized the benefits of organi-
zational self-initiated expatriation for their career, their learning, and the
transferability of skills implies substantial benefits accrued to MiningCo.
These benefits might be realized in organizational outcomes, and impor-
tantly, in the retention of professional talent. In our research, a dominant 
positive outcome of enabling organizational self-initiated expatriation was 
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the development of networks. The importance of networks for business and
organizations, as well as individuals, is well established (Burt, 2004). Jack 
(2005), for example, notes that “a social network can be thought of as the
actual set of links of all kinds amongst a set of individuals. . . . [L]inks such 
as friends of friends, group obligations and strong and weak ties can provide
privileged information, access to opportunities and enable individuals to
obtain resources.” In our study, we were interested in the value of network 
development for individuals as well as for their employers. In this sense,
we take the social structure within which the network operates (MiningCo)
as a given, but suggest that the development and expansion of networks
by individuals makes the structure of MiningCo as a global business more 
dynamic and fluid.

Granovetter (1974) and Burt (2004) proposed that a network is com-
posed of weak and strong ties. Weak ties enable new information to flow 
and be exchanged between different parts of a system or different sys-
tems, whereas strong ties are more accurate, more detailed but more local. 
Although there were some exceptions, in general the majority of interview-
ees reported having or seeking to maintain strong ties with their home 
organization. The value of these strong ties is that they enable the respec-
tive individuals to “get by” in the sense that they can contribute to the 
home organization. Further, the maintenance of these strong ties proves
valuable when the OSIEs attempt to return back to their home office. Yet, 
according to network theory, it is weak ties that enable new information 
to be shared and developed (Burt, 2004; Jack, 2005). When OSIEs move to
their host location, it is likely that they will develop such weak ties that 
potentially enable them to “get on” in their professional development as
individuals but also offer substantial organizational benefits for MiningCo
(Putnam, 2000).

The vast majority (i.e., 87%) of interviewees connected international 
mobility with opportunities to develop personal but mostly professional 
networks. Developing these networks, they said, had been a highly posi-
tive aspect of their expatriate experience for themselves individually as
well as for MiningCo. These interviewees consistently described how their
international networks provided access to a wider range of views and
opinions when carrying out their work. The majority also spoke of being
able to “reach out” to their international contacts for advice and expert
opinion. Others spoke of operating as “go-betweens” or bridges for other
employees in their home location who had only homogeneous, strong ties.
This finding is reinforced by Hutchings and Michailova (2004) who discuss 
the importance of using “intermediaries” in building relationships and
knowledge sharing. In this regard, the study seems to suggest that there
may be considerable organizational benefit in the development and exist-
ence of weak ties in a heterogeneous network such as that described here. 
Developing and extending networks was invariably seen by participants as
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“tightening” and/or consolidating relationships between offices and thus 
moving toward a globally connected organization. Senior associates (n = 16)
and those professionals who had worked in two or more countries (n = 8) 
were particularly aware of the importance of these networks for the
business. 

A strong connection was made between the value of international
networks, both individually and organizationally, and consulting work.
Developing and maintaining international networks was seen as central to
employee and organizational productivity and performance. Indeed, lack of 
professional networks was perceived as a barrier to being productive both 
individually and as an organization. Those who had experienced the ben-
efits of building networks emphasized how important it was for MiningCo.
For example, Darin noted that “the networking is huge and that’s what
MiningCo needs more than anything if we’re going to be an international
company.” Others also identified its substantial benefits.

But the real strength of MiningCo is the informal networking, which is
encouraged. There are no barriers and in the course of working all over
the world, I’ve met other professionals from all parts of MiningCo and
that network’s extremely important now. I call people up all over the
world for advice or if I need extra resources to work on a job, or occasion-
ally if I’m looking for work or something like that . . . Yeah. I mean there
are some formal structures in place but they tend to be secondary, I think, 
in their effectiveness to the informal networks that people have made
and principally it’s by working . . . when you are a younger engineer, if 
you’re willing to go down to some of these places and work with other
teams from other offices and getting known, then that network builds in
that way, and then you build on that later. (Rupert)

[I]t’s good because it’s, you know, like I said, that gives them, not only 
me, exposure to our other colleagues, but it also gives, you know, man-
agement within my office exposure to these people as well. ( John)

I had the opportunity to work with the people from France, people from
Australia, and I . . . because of the skill set that I got in Rajasthan, I would 
use that and these people were able to make the difference. ( Julien)

Drawing these themes together, the findings of this study clearly suggest 
that MiningCo has much to gain from these heterogenous connections
transferring knowledge, information, and skills. In addition, for MiningCo,
developing and extending its networks is invariably seen as “tightening”
and/or consolidating relationships between subsidiaries and thus moving it
toward a “globally connected” organization.

From an organizational perspective, network development could be
identified as the critical positive outcome of organizational self-initiated
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expatriation. Specifically, the development of ties with overseas offices of 
MiningCo and the manner in which knowledge, information, and skills
acquired could then be utilized in the future and at the home office were
very important. This finding supports Jack’s (2005) argument that a weak 
tie is important because of the function it serves and how it can be used,
rather than the frequency of contact. The following examples indicate
also the connection between networks, global business success, technical
communities, and creating a global enterprise.

So I know that any work I do positively . . . to help one of my colleagues
abroad, I’ve helped colleagues in Brazil win jobs before and I will spend,
you know, a day of my time messing around sending them stuff, so
there’s no actual monetary influence or benefit to my UK company for
doing this, but I know I was helping my colleagues in Brazil win a huge 
job for them. I get nothing from it financially from the UK, but they 
will win the job, that finance and that profit will go into their bottom
line, that will affect their share price, it will drive the share price up, ulti-
mately, and as a shareholder, I will then receive an increased share value
and some dividend from that. (Marissa)

We observe here how this interviewee is making an important connection 
about the value of networks in the context of the business. She appreciates
the significance of network development for personal and organizational
business success in the global context, particularly as it relates to being a
shareholder.

The two interviewees below further note the potential value of a network 
for breaking down “silos” and building a “technical community” as a result
of exposure to other parts of the global business in MiningCo.

MiningCo is a company that values sharing information, sharing knowl-
edge. International experience is giving you the knowledge of what peo-
ple in another office is able to do, and therefore, that’s why people are
valued in the company. To me it doesn’t matter where it (the knowledge)
is coming from. If I need expertise, if I need someone I trust, I say there
is someone in Melbourne, there is someone in Perth. I know someone in
Townsville. I’ve got someone in Indonesia or back in Italy. (Ian)

It’s the ebb and flow and assists when offices are busy; we can borrow and 
lend and, you know, that way we don’t have this mentality of hiring and
then having to fire people when things slow down. (Vanessa)

Several researchers have demonstrated the significant value of network-
ing in the facilitation of knowledge transfer among “global” organiza-
tions (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004; Minbaeva & Michailova, 2004). Our 
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findings suggest that through the development of networks, OSIEs are effec-
tively able to transfer knowledge across MiningCo. As a result, the organiza-
tional self-initiated expatriation acts as a vehicle through which knowledge,
information, and skills are transferred, thus playing an integral role in
achieving MiningCo’s strategic objective of being a global enterprise.

Retention and talent management

In order to enhance its global connectedness, MiningCo has generally
encouraged and accepted organizational self-initiated expatriation as an
alternative to its GEP. This acceptance has stimulated, in our view, a culture
of mobility among a segment of the professional staff, which when coupled 
with the development of weak ties into productive networks, and employee-
ownership, acts as a powerful force for staff retention and talent manage-
ment. Not all staff in a global business will wish to be mobile; however,
the opportunity to initiate a global move within an organization can act to 
retain those who do move and acquire valuable skills, knowledge, learning,
and networks that can be leveraged for the benefit of the global business.
Furthermore, those who wish to experience a global opportunity can do so 
with some degree of security and less organizational coercion – “It feels like
a very safe way to have an exciting adventure” (Carlo), or “there’s been some
comfort in . . . going somewhere different and the familiarity of staying with
the company is probably going to make that transition easier” (Gail). In
other words, they do not have to leave MiningCo and they can seek oppor-
tunities more flexibly rather than wait for an organizational department
or manager to initiate an assignment. This, we suggest, enhances a sense 
of empowerment and also trust within the culture of MiningCo. Indeed,
a number of participants specifically reported how important opportuni-
ties for self-initiated expatriation were crucial in their decision to stay at
MiningCo.

Like . . . like the reality is, with or without the company’s support, 
I would have changed jobs at that point. So the fact that I could do it
within the company and move, gain some international experience at
the same time, is fantastic. If that opportunity had not been there within
the company (MiningCo), I probably would’ve sought an opportunity
elsewhere. (Natalie)

Well, people that are . . . you know, naturally going to seek different 
opportunities and going to find what they need will do so, and if the
company’s not able to support that, they’ll leave the company. I think 
it’s very important that, you know, people who are ambitious and people
who are self-motivated are also allowed and able to take part in these
programs. . . . These people are going to be leaders and seek whatever
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they need. If they can’t find it in the company, they’ll leave, so making 
sure that they can find it within the company I think is imperative for
retaining staff. (Natalie)

This last quote above makes the point that the people self-motivated
enough to seek overseas opportunities are likely to be leaders. We observe
in particular how the interviewee seems to be connecting talent manage-
ment and retention here in a way that highlights the value of enabling such 
professionals to organize their own career development and learning within
MiningCo. This point is echoed by the interviewee below.

And I think in my position, being as I had been with MiningCo for 3
years, it was a perfect opportunity for me to stay within MiningCo, but
move countries, because that was the same as getting a totally new job
and it was new people, it was a new experience, it was new everything. 
And then I’ve been here for two years and then by going back to **********
again I’ll be going into new projects. I’ll be going into . . . working with
new people, so I manage to stay with the same company for much longer 
and still continue to grow and get the benefit of new jobs while, you
know, staying with the same company. (William)

Based on these findings then, it is clear that MiningCo’s support for OSIE
might be used as a strategy for staff retention. As such it might also be a
powerful tool in what is now a highly competitive marketplace for profes-
sionals in the global mining industry.

Challenges for managing OSIE

This chapter has identified some of the key reasons why professionals in
MiningCo seek overseas opportunities. We have also identified how these
professionals evaluated their experiences and the potential benefits of 
organizational self-initiated expatriation for MiningCo as an organization.
The chapter has also focused on the development and enhancement of 
networks and the role opportunities for international experience play in the
retention of talent in the highly competitive mining industry. In addition to
these positive outcomes and processes, however, the study has also revealed 
some potentially negative outcomes of organizational self-initiated expatria-
tion in this particular company. We address these potential outcomes below
and offer ways in which they might be effectively managed.

First, MiningCo needs to promote opportunities for international work 
experience within the organization more actively. Discussions with senior
HR personnel indicated that only 300 of the approximately 8000 employ-
ees in the company have international experience. Given its international
operations and the global nature of the mining industry more generally,
the organization clearly needs to encourage a larger proportion of its
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employees to engage in international mobility. Indeed, one of the key 
motivations behind this particular study was to find out why a relatively 
small number of employees were willing to do so. In order to do so, we
feel it is important for MiningCo to increase awareness of the potential for 
international experience within their organization and highlight its posi-
tive features. 

Second, the study reported widespread positive feeling about the extent
of professional and personal learning acquired during an overseas experi-
ence. However, there was also some concern that much of this learning is 
not captured and/or sufficiently utilized by the organization. This suggests
that just as it is important for organizations that assign expatriates and
manage their assignments (AEs) to capture learning from their experience
(Furuya, Stevens, Bird, Oddou, & Mendenhall, 2009; Johnson & Duxbury, 
2010), organizations that empower and enable OSIE need to develop ways
of capturing the organizational and individual learning that derives from
this experience. This implies that organizations need a more disciplined
approach to knowledge capture and learning. It is also important for organi-
zations to create a culture where the transfer of skills learned in other global
environments are recognized as important and where people are empowered
to try new things that they have learned in other parts of the world. Such 
recognition needs to be made more explicit and be much more systemati-
cally structured. Therefore, organizations may wish to consider integrating
international experience with their performance and talent management
systems as well as their compensation strategies.

Third, the AEs are likely to get excellent logistical and technical support
for their international move (Pattie, White, & Tansky, 2010). SIEs will have
to organize all aspects of their move themselves. The OSIEs at the center of 
this study reported that, because they are also engaging in a self-initiated
move (albeit in the context of their employer), they may be expected to
manage the logistical and technical issues involved in moving. Our findings
suggest that an organization, in this case MiningCo, could be more involved
in these aspects of movement if they had a unit that was more aware of the
OSIE activity. This may include assistance in the form of visa requirements, 
housing, and schooling for the OSIE’s children. The existence of such a 
resource within an organization can serve to administer moves much more
effectively, thus supporting the OSIEs in their transition. While this clearly
draws OSIE more closely to the AE, in terms of the organizational support,
the initial element of self-initiated expatriation remains.

A fourth challenge of managing OSIE is the challenge of managing and
specifically maintaining relationships with the home office. This relation-
ship is often an issue for the AE (Jassawalla & Sashittal, 2009) and the SIE 
will not have a “home” office to which to return. For the OSIE movement 
overseas is self-initiated. An OSIE has to meet visa and other requirements,
but they are also seeking time away from their “home” office  independently
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of organizational needs alone. This can create tensions for them in the
home office where their ties are strong and familiar. Our findings suggest 
that under some circumstances networks in the home office become weaker
while the OSIE is away. This again suggests the need for an organizational 
unit to facilitate and maintain the strength of ties, both strong at home
and developing weak ties in host locations throughout the global business.
To do so, MiningCo needs to ensure that those who move retain access to 
their home office, for example, by staying connected to its intranet and
other networking capabilities such as email distribution lists. In particular,
it is important that the organization develops systems that do not require
an employee to resign from his or her home office and be re-employed by
MiningCo in the host country. This not only alleviates anxiety and tension 
associated with international mobility but also fosters the feeling that these
individuals are part of “One MiningCo.”

Finally, we recognize from this study of MiningCo that retention of tal-
ented staff is enhanced as a consequence of the “culture of mobility.” As dem-
onstrated, participants’ willingness to move around the world within their
company signaled organizational commitment at a global rather than local 
level as many employees believed in a “One MiningCo” ethos. Creating, as 
far as possible, a seamless global organizational ethos assists employee reten-
tion. Talented professionals also need to be engaged in a longer term system
of talent and leadership development: challenging assignments, ownership,
autonomy, and recognition. Organizations that accept and empower OSIE
must also develop systems that link mobility to broader processes of talent
development and recognition. This would include more systematic mobil-
ity and career development strategies related  specifically to MiningCo’s 
well-defined talent needs and requirements (management consulting capa-
bility, team leadership competencies, and project management skills).

Limitations and areas for future research

Methodologically, although the use of self-selection as a sampling method
may attract individuals who either have an “agenda” of complaints or
praise, the findings suggest that this is not the case in this particular study. 
Indeed, the majority of accounts have both positive and negative themes.
Having noted that, the findings reflect only the perceptions of those who
were interviewed. The extent to which they can be generalized to the rest
of the organization is not known. Still, the value of the findings is that they
present an in-depth insight into OSIE’s experiences and perceptions of inter-
national mobility within MiningCo.

As mentioned, research focused on the OSIE has only recently been rec-
ognized and examined as a specific form of expatriation. While this study 
aimed to unravel why OSIEs may wish to initiate their international mobility
within their organization, and the benefits and limitations of this  behavior
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to the individual and organization, more scholarly attention needs to be
paid to this sub-group of expatriates. For instance, our findings suggest that
children were not a barrier to international movement. It would therefore be
worthwhile to examine the role of family specifically for the OSIE. Further, 
our findings point to the importance of formal and informal networks on
OSIEs’ desire to expatriate, adjustment overseas, and even repatriation. We 
believe it is important for researchers to further explore the role of networks
in relation to the OSIE. Finally, while our study focused primarily on OSIEs 
themselves, we feel it is also important to provide an organizational perspec-
tive on this specific type of international mobility. Future studies may also 
wish to explore the OSIE from an organizational perspective to help unravel
its implications on organizational outcomes such as employee retention,
development, and promotion.

The OSIE: Concluding remarks

Recently a new expatriate phenomenon has been recognized, the organiza-
tional self-initiated expatriate (OSIE) (Altman & Baruch, 2012). This chapter
reports on a study of OSIEs in a professional services firm. Through inter-
views with 37 OSIEs, we indicate that they have much in common with SIEs
with respect to their motivations for moving overseas and their evaluation
of their experiences. We also note the organizational benefits of empower-
ing professionals to self-initiate expatriation, in particular, with respect to
developing networks and in retaining talented, high-quality professionals.

While organizations stand to benefit much from encouraging and sup-
porting OSIE, our study indicates that to optimize the value of this type
of expatriation, it is necessary to strike a balance between encouraging 
autonomy and flexibility in movement while at the same time providing
appropriate organizational support. In a professional services firm such as 
MiningCo, the organization is small enough (approximately 8000 associ-
ates) and global enough (operating in over 60 countries) to develop an effec-
tive expatriate enabling, integrating and performance enhancing unit. The
objectives of this unit would be to support and integrate networks, capture
learning and knowledge that crosses borders, and enhance the performance
of expatriates through organizing the logistical and technical aspects of 
movement and developing ways of ensuring that a culture of mobility and 
opportunities filters into all parts of the global business in business-relevant
ways. It would do so without prescriptions or substantial policies, merely
facilitating and integrating the already dynamic and fluid exchange of ideas
that take place within MiningCo as a result of organizational self-initiated 
expatriation.

Our study shows how important it is for professionals to realize ambi-
tions to work outside of their home countries and offices, and how the most
self-motivated will take it upon themselves to organize and arrange their
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mobility. This is, we suspect, a wider phenomenon of which we know little 
and more research should be undertaken on the OSIE and the intersection
between the empowerment of the individual to expatriate in the pursuit of 
learning and career development within an organization and the benefits
of such organizational self-initiated expatriation to the organization. There
is also further need to understand how this intersection might be better
coordinated and integrated without being subject to restrictive management
control. Organizational self-initiated expatriation offers some firms in some
industries individual and organizational benefits that are likely to enhance
global competitiveness and talent retention. The challenge for researchers
and practitioners alike is to continue working toward a better understanding
of this SIE “system” that operates within an organizational context.

Note

1. A pseudonym.
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5
Could International Volunteers Be
Considered Ethical Consumers? 
A Cross-Discipline Approach to
Understanding Motivations of 
Self-Initiated Expatriates
Anthony Fee and Eliane Karsaklian

The dynamism inherent in a globalised world has changed the psychologi-
cal contract between workers and employers (Smithson and Lewis, 2000). 
Under pressure to remain flexible, employers are less willing, and likely, to 
offer job security, vertical career advancement, or structured professional 
development for workers (e.g. Cappelli, 2006; Kalleberg, 2009). Individual
workers, for their part, are being asked to take control of their own careers
(DiRenzo and Greenhaus, 2011) and to underwrite their employability by
developing their human, professional, and social capital (Smith, 2010). In
the transnational labour market, these changes have led to a form of ‘career
Darwinism’, where the commitment of globally mobile workers towards a
particular organisation or community is tenuous, and international work 
assignments are instead viewed as the building blocks of self-directed and,
one might argue, self-interested, global careers. Yet against this backdrop, 
and amidst a global financial downturn, growing numbers of workers from
a multitude of professions and ages are choosing to undertake interna-
tional volunteer placements, both within corporate volunteer programmes
(e.g. Hills and Mahmud, 2007; Pless, Maak, and Stahl, 2011) and independ-
ently through international volunteer agencies (Randel, German, Cordiero,
and Baker, 2004). On the surface, the decision to choose this unique form of 
self-initiated expatriate assignment seems counter-intuitive. Unlike domestic
volunteers who can retain an existing income stream, career presence,
social networks, and lifestyle, international volunteers forego these in order
to achieve their volunteering ambitions. Thus, the decision to volunteer
internationally is imbued with substantial opportunity costs that make the
decision appear to be at odds with the more mercenary motives of other 
self-initiated expatriates (SIEs). In this chapter we seek to understand this
phenomenon by asking the question ‘Are international volunteers ethical
consumers?’ In other words, are the forces that motivate a globally mobile



Understanding the Motivations of Self-Initiated Expatriates  89

professional person to devote 1–2 years of their working life to volunteer
overseas similar to those of a consumer purchasing an ethical product or 
service? The continuing growth in consumption of ethical products and 
services is well documented and, like international volunteering, appears
relatively unimpeded by work insecurity and the global economic turmoil
(Flatters and Willmott, 2009; Hughes, 2012). 

To help us better understand the similarities and differences between the
motivations of international volunteers and ethical consumers, we take an
interdisciplinary perspective that unites the two streams of research. Both
streams sit within broader research domains – expatriation and consumer 
behaviour, respectively – that, while central to contemporary business and
management research, are rarely combined. From this amalgamation, we
develop a framework that, we believe, captures the unique social and indi-
vidual forces influencing the decision to volunteer overseas.

We argue that this interdisciplinary look at a niche sub-set of SIEs offers
the potential for new insights. Until now, little attempt has been made to
disaggregate the characteristics or motives of SIEs, and yet individuals from
a range of industries, professions, organisations, backgrounds, and circum-
stances seek, and initiate, expatriate assignments each year, and so are likely 
to require subtly different approaches to the way that their recruitment,
assignments, and careers are managed. We believe that examining the deci-
sion to expatriate from different disciplinary perspectives can help to unpick 
the distinct motivational roots of particular sub-groups of SIEs and thus
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the complexity of 
this phenomenon. At a practical level, we aim to expand the understanding
of international volunteers’ motivations in a ‘language’ familiar to recruiters
and marketers. Given that contemporary volunteers are more transient and
less committed to the organisation – what Hustinx (2010) terms ‘revolv-
ing door’ or ‘plug in’ volunteers – understanding their motivations and 
constructing placements that meet their various objectives are becoming
increasingly important. Similar sets of challenges apply to those managing
SIEs in other sectors, including the corporate world, where maximising the
benefits of such expatriates may require the strategic use of customised job
designs or human resource management policies that address the expatri-
ates’ motivations and expectations (Lee, 2005). We also hope that our exam-
ination of international volunteers’ motives from a consumer behaviour
perspective may encourage others to apply cross-disciplinary approaches
in similar ways to broaden and deepen our understanding of self-initiating
expatriates.

This chapter is organised as follows. First, we provide a context for our dis-
cussion by reviewing literature relating to the characteristics of expatriates,
SIEs, and international volunteers. Following this, we review and compare
extant literature relating to motivations for each of these forms of expatria-
tion, highlighting similarities and differences as well as weaknesses that, we
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believe, have limited the breadth and quality of empirical studies to date.
Next, we summarise literature into ethical consumption motives and con-
sider how the findings of this body of research might be applied to career
choices. From this, we introduce and explain a taxonomy of motivations for 
volunteering from an ethical consumption perspective. Finally, we discuss
the implications of the framework to practice and research.

Literature review

Expatriates and SIEs: Characteristics and motivations

We define expatriates as people who live and undertake regular, contractual
work in a country of which they are not a citizen and who intend to return 
to their home country at the completion of their assignments (Mendenhall, 
Punnett, and Ricks, 1995). As defined here, expatriates are sometimes
referred to in the literature as sojourners (e.g. Torbiörn, 1982), although our
definition does distinguish expatriates from tourists, students, and other
short-term sojourners who do not undertake regular, structured work (e.g. 
travellers undertaking seasonal fruit picking) as well as from migrants or
refugees whose intentions are to remain in the host country.

The number of expatriate workers is large and increasing at rates that par-
allel growth in global business (e.g. Harrison, Shaffer, and Bhaskar-Shrinivas,
2004). From the earliest days of expatriate research, the emphasis has been
on assigned expatriates (AEs), whose expatriate assignments have arisen from
them being transferred by their employing organisation to work in a foreign
subsidiary for a period of time. The template for the quintessential AE was 
set in Fayerweather’s (1959) classic book, The Executive Overseas, whose ‘case 
study’ expatriates were typically American, male, senior managers assigned to
‘jack up the efficiency of (their) company’s subsidiary’ (p. 5) and who viewed 
their assignment as a frustrating career necessity. For a long time this one-
dimensional view of expatriates as a homogenous group existed (Doherty, 
Dickmann, and Mills, 2011), and only in recent years has the changing and
multifarious nature of expatriation begun to be recognised. Dickmann and
Baruch (2011), for instance, recently identified no fewer than 17 expatriate
types, differentiated by the nature of the employer, purpose, duration, and 
placement.

As this book makes apparent, the term self-initiated expatriate has become 
a common descriptor for a distinct sub-set of expatriates. In its broadest 
conception, SIEs are people who, on their own volition, seek and find work 
overseas (e.g. Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010; Inkson and Myers, 2003; Lee,
2005). A number of authors have incorporated a range of additional crite-
ria into definitions of SIEs, including where they are hired (Biemann and
Andresen, 2010; Jokinen, Brewster, and Suutari, 2008), who funds their relo-
cation (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, and Barry, 1997), the extent of control they
exert over their career (Carr, Inkson, and Thorn, 2005), or their motives for 
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expatriating (Myers and Pringle, 2005). However, two features characterise 
most definitions of SIEs: firstly, that they are gainfully employed in a posi-
tion outside their home country, and secondly, that they were not assigned 
there by their employer. It is the latter that distinguishes SIEs from the AEs 
who make up the bulk of the expatriate literature.

While most studies confirm that AEs continue to make up the majority
of expatriate placements (e.g. Suutari and Brewster, 2000), some argue that
SIEs comprise a larger share of the international workforce than AEs (Carr,
Inkson, and Thorn, 2005; Myers and Pringle, 2005). This may be overstat-
ing the case somewhat – for instance, Carr et al. (2005) include migrants in 
their definition of SIEs. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that the number
of SIEs is growing quickly, likely propelled by both demand- and supply-side
factors.

Research into SIEs is closely associated with two concepts of career. The first
of these, the boundaryless career (Arthur, 1994; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996),
refers to careers that incorporate both physical and psychological mobility.
While the extent of ‘boundarylessness’ that individuals can exert on their
career (Inkson, 2006) and the prevalence of such careers (King, Burke, and 
Pemberton, 2005; Rodrigues and Guest, 2010) have been challenged, it has
been suggested that boundarylessness has become a prominent pattern for 
expatriates (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, and Barry, 1997; Stahl, Miller, and Tung,
2002; Tung, 1998), and especially for SIEs, who more closely meet the geo-
graphic and organisational mobility imbued in the concept (Thorn, 2009).
The second career concept frequently associated with SIEs is that of the pro-
tean career (e.g. Hall, 2002), a term used to describe the way that individualr
workers, usually highly skilled knowledge workers, assume responsibility
for their career and make decisions that suit their own interests, values, and
skills, rather than leaving these decisions to an employer (Khapova, Arthur, 
and Wilderom, 2007). Again, while the protean nature of AEs may be vari-
able, the self-directed nature of SIEs makes their decision uniquely protean.
In short, an SIE may encapsulate the quintessential nature of the contempo-
rary boundaryless and protean career. 

International volunteers as a form of SIE

Among the many varied types of SIEs that exist, one sub-category that is
increasing in scope and influence (e.g. Sherraden, Stringham, Sow, and
McBride, 2006) is that of international volunteers. Definitions vary and are
often excluded from published research; our review of the literature resulted
in at least four distinct categories of international volunteer assignments, all
of which are self-initiated but each with different characteristics and objec-
tives. Table 5.1 summarises the features of each. 

In this chapter, we focus on the last of these four categories, the ‘profes-
sional’ international volunteer, whose skill levels and assignments most
directly match the nature of other SIEs presented in the literature. We define



Table 5.1 International volunteer typology

Volunteer characteristics

Service-learning 
volunteers (e.g. formal
education programmes)

University students participate in a structured cross-border placement as part of an educational
programme of study, normally involving cross-cultural interaction. The primary objective is the students’
learning within a structured curriculum (e.g. Kiely, 2003)

Non-professional 
volunteers

Volunteers, usually young and relatively unskilled, participate in short-term cross-border placements. 
Volunteers are selected for their commitment, rather than skills. The objectives are the learning and
personal development of the volunteer and the development of the host community (e.g. Jones, 2005). 
Examples include gap-year ‘working holidays’ and tourism volunteering (e.g. Earthwatch Institute)

Corporate volunteers Employees within a firm participate in international service projects. The projects are coordinated and
funded by the firm. Placements are generally short term and aim to utilise the employees’ technical
expertise. The objectives are the development of the host community as well as the individual employee
and/or corporation. Multinational organisations managing such programmes include IBM, Ernst & Young, YY
Pfizer, Cisco, TNT, and PricewaterhouseCoopers (e.g. Hills and Mahmud, 2007)

(Professional) 
international 
volunteers

Highly skilled professionals undertake cross-border volunteer placements. Placements are generally long 
term and aim to utilise the volunteers’ technical expertise. The primary objective is the development of 
the host community (e.g. Thomas, 2002). Agencies that manage such placements include multinational
organisations within the development sector (e.g. International Committee of the Red Cross, Médecins
Sans Frontières, and United Nations Volunteers) as well as dedicated volunteer agencies like VSO (UK),
Peace Corps (USA), Japan International Volunteer Center, Progressio (Ireland), Fredskorpset (Norway), and
the Singapore International Volunteers
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these international volunteers as highly skilled professionals with special-
ist expertise, who travel to other countries, usually developing countries,
to work on projects designed to achieve positive sustainable development
(adapted from Thomas, 2002, p. 21).

Most international volunteer placements have objectives linked to the
broader landscape of international development that aims to help individu-
als, groups, and communities become self-reliant, not just poverty reduction
but ‘the means by which poverty can be kept at bay’ (Remenyi, 2004, p. 44).
While the term suggests that volunteers receive no financial compensation
for their service, this is misleading; most professionally skilled international
volunteers are paid development workers (Brook, Missingham, Hocking,
and Fifer, 2007), albeit receiving substantially lower remuneration than their
expertise would demand in their home country (Sherraden, Lough, and 
McBride, 2008) and certainly less than many expatriate packages, inflated
with hardship premiums, cost-of-living allowances, and other incentives
(e.g. Dowling, Festing, and Engle, 2008).

Researchers have documented major changes in the international volun-
teer sector over the past 15 years. Agencies that recruit and place volunteers
are more professional and accountable than ever (Myers, 2004), and reduced
government funding has led many to partner with business organisations,
leading to a spillover of sophisticated expatriate management processes
(Hills and Mahmud, 2007; Vian, Richards, McCoy, Connelly, and Feeley, 
2007).

These changes in the terrain of international volunteering mean that
volunteers are increasingly required to be more professional and possess
highly specialised skills, knowledge, and qualifications (Thomas, 2002), a 
characteristic which distinguishes these volunteers from the other forms of 
international volunteering which require no specific skills or qualifications
(Rieffel and Zalud, 2006; Sherraden, Stringham, Sow, and McBride, 2006). As 
one report described it, international volunteering involves ‘sending people
with the right skills to the place that can best use them’ (Brook, Missingham,
Hocking, and Fifer, 2007, p. 2). Participation in all forms of international 
volunteering has grown dramatically, with increases reported in the number
of volunteers who are older, more highly educated, and possessing profes-
sional expertise and experience, including managers, accountants, and busi-
ness consultants (e.g. Cook and Jackson, 2006; Hoar, 2004).

Motivations of expatriates, SIEs, and international volunteers

It is only recently that factors that cause an expatriate to accept an inter-
national assignment have begun to be understood (Stahl, Miller, and Tung, 
2002). Research into the motives of SIEs is closely linked with literature on
AEs’ motivations; indeed, a growing body of research has begun comparing 
and contrasting the motivational roots of the two (e.g. Doherty, Dickmann, 
and Mills, 2011). 



94  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

Among the themes to commonly emerge as having a direct influence on 
motivations of both AEs and SIEs are those relating to career (e.g. advancement, 
human capital), experience (e.g. adventure, challenge), lifestyle (e.g. attractive-
ness of location), financial benefit (both income and the overall package), and 
family issues (e.g. spouse’s desire to be close to friends or family, seeking better 
education opportunities for children). The main outcomes of research into the
motivations of AEs and SIEs are summarised in Table 5.2 (columns 2 and 3).

Many similarities exist between the motives of the two groups. For
instance, in a study comparing the motivations of SIEs and AEs (Doherty,
Dickmann, and Mills, 2011), eight of the top ten motivations were shared
by both groups. Similarly, for both groups ‘pull’ factors relating to the attrac-
tiveness of the placement appear to be stronger motivators than ‘push’ fac-
tors forcing them to expatriate in order to avoid negative situations at home.
On this point, it is worth noting that, while SIEs do not face the direct or
implicit pressure from the organisation to accept an assignment, other indi-
vidual push motivators like dissatisfaction with one’s life or work situation 
have been identified (Richardson and McKenna, 2002). Additional simi-
larities between the two groups, not evident in the table, have been docu-
mented. Firstly, expatriates of all kinds are generally motivated by a complex 
mix of intrinsic and (to a lesser extent) extrinsic motivations, rather than 
a single issue (e.g. Dickmann, Doherty, Mills, and Brewster, 2008; Thorn,
2009). Moreover, serendipity plays an important role in the decisions of 
both groups (Richardson and Mallon, 2005; Suutari and Brewster, 2000), 
along with a range of extraneous antecedents like age, gender, marital status, 
and seniority (e.g. Selmer and Lauring, 2010, 2011).

At the same time, differences between the groups are apparent. As Table 
5.2 makes clear, career motivations – in the form of advancement opportuni-r
ties within the firm and/or the development of an independent ‘internal’
career – appear to take priority for AEs (Cleveland, Mangone, and Adams,
1960; Tung, 1998). While some have questioned whether this career orien-
tation of AEs is as strong as the literature suggests (Stahl, Miller, and Tung,
2002), comparisons between the two groups show that AEs are significantly
more career motivated than SIEs (Doherty, Dickmann, and Mills, 2011). 
Conversely, for SIEs, career factors are generally seen as subordinate to 
experience or location issues, although this distinction may be variable
(Richardson and McKenna, 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2000). 

Motivations of international volunteers

In contrast to research into AEs and SIEs, studies of international volunteers
build on research into domestic volunteering, which highlights the complex
and multifarious motives for volunteering and pro-social behaviour more
broadly (e.g. Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Miene, and Haugen, 1994; Yeung, 2004).
Researchers have examined the motivations for volunteering from a range 
of orientations, from psychology (e.g. Unger, 1991) to macroeconomics



Table 5.2 Motivations for expatriation (review of literature)

Motivation Assigned expatriates (AEs) Self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) International volunteers

Career Career opportunity or advancement
(Crowley-Henry, 2007; Stahl, Miller, and
Tung, 2002), development of ‘internal’
career (Crowley-Henry, 2007; Tung, 1998),
enhancement of career capital (Dickmann,
Doherty, Mills, and Brewster, 2008;
Doherty and Dickmann, 2008; Stahl and
Cerdin, 2004; Welch, 2003; Yurkiewicz and
Rosen, 1995), symbolic capital (Doherty
and Dickmann, 2009), lack of career
possibilities in home country (Torbiörn, 
1982), fear of reprisal from employer
(Stahl, Miller, and Tung, 2002)

Career opportunity or advancement
(Richardson and McKenna, 2002; Suutari
and Brewster, 2000), escaping a negative
work situation (Richardson and McKenna,
2002), poor work prospects in home
country (Froese, 2012)

Professional development
through learning new skills,
gaining experience (Bell, 
1994; Brook, Missingham,
Hocking, and Fifer, 2007; 
Cook and Jackson, 2006; 
Polonijo-King, 2004;
Rehberg, 2005)

Experience A new experience and challenge (Stahl, 
Miller, and Tung, 2002; Suutari, 2003)

International experience (Froese, 2012;
Suutari and Brewster, 2000), desire for
adventure or travel (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle,
and Barry, 1997; Inkson and Myers, 2003;
Myers and Pringle, 2005; Richardson and
Mallon, 2005; Richardson and McKenna,
2002; Selmer and Lauring, 2012; Thorn,
2009), cultural experience (Thorn, 2009),
personal development and growth (Inkson
and Myers, 2003; Richardson and Mallon,
2005; Suutari and Brewster, 2000)

Desire for adventure or
travel (Bell, 1994; Brook, 
Missingham, Hocking, and
Fifer, 2007; Hudson and 
Inkson, 2006; Rehberg,
2005; Starr, 1994; Thomas, 
2002), personal or
professional challenge
(Rehberg, 2005; Starr, 1994; 
Thomas, 2002)
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Lifestyle Work-life balance (Cerdin and
Le Pargneux, 2010; Crowley-Henry,
2007), desirability of the host location 
(Dickmann, Doherty, Mills, and Brewster,
2008; Stahl, Miller, and Tung, 2002)

Quality of life (Thorn, 2009), desirability
of the host location (Doherty, Dickmann,
and Mills, 2011; Suutari and Brewster,
2000; Thorn, 2009)

Intercultural exchange
and friendships (Cook and 
Jackson, 2006; 
Polonijo-King, 2004;
Rehberg, 2005; Starr, 1994), 
a change of life (Hudson
and Inkson, 2006; Starr, 
1994)

Financial
benefits

Financial compensation (Dickmann,
Doherty, Mills, and Brewster, 2008;
Miller and Cheng, 1978), overall
attractiveness of the expatriate
‘package’ (Dickmann, Doherty, Mills,
and Brewster, 2008)

Financial incentives (Froese, 2012;
Richardson and McKenna, 2002)

–

Family 
issues

Family and spouse (Doherty,
Dickmann, and Mills, 2011; Harvey, 1995)

Family and spouse (Doherty, Dickmann,
and Mills, 2011; Froese, 2012; Richardson,
2006; Richardson and Mallon, 2005)

–

Altruism – – Doing/achieving something
useful for others (Bell,
1994; Brook, Missingham,
Hocking, and Fifer, 2007; 
Cook and Jackson, 2006; 
Hudson and Inkson, 2006; 
Rehberg, 2005; Starr, 1994; 
Thomas, 2002)
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(Ewing, Govekar, Govekar, and Rishi, 2002). The majority of studies looking
at volunteer motives have the explicit aim of promoting volunteering,
usually through helping volunteer agencies to increase the frequency or
uptake of volunteering. This is reflected in an apparent rise in recent years
in the number of papers interested in the marketing aspects of volunteerism
(e.g. Bussell and Forbes, 2002; Ewing, Govekar, Govekar, and Rishi, 2002; 
Lindenmeier, 2008; Randle and Dolnicar, 2009). According to Smith (1994), 
the breadth of perspectives examining volunteering reflects the important
role that it plays in society and the multiple stakeholders it influences.

The right-hand column of Table 5.2 summarises the main findings of 
empirical studies of international volunteer motivations. Not surprisingly,
the literature introduces ‘altruism’, through wanting to help others, share
skills, or make a contribution, as an important motivation for volunteer
expatriates. This is in direct contrast to the research on AEs and SIEs, which
reports motives that are entirely self-directed towards improving one’s career
opportunities, lifestyle, or financial position, rather than to contribute to
external beneficiaries like the organisation, one’s profession, or the host
community. In this regard, while for most SIEs the decision to expatriate is 
fundamentally a selfish one, this is not true of international volunteers.

However, like the AE and SIE literature, the research documents an increase
in volunteers who are seeking tangible personal outcomes from their place-
ment. Labelled altruistic individualist (Rehberg, 2005), these volunteers seek tot
combine compassion and altruism with more self-interested and self-directed
motives (Hustinx and Lammertyn, 2003). In brief, whereas volunteering 
overseas was previously viewed as primarily a moral choice (Smith, 1981),
research suggests that volunteers are increasingly – and in a minority of 
cases, exclusively – motivated by more pragmatic and self-directed outcomes, 
like adventure and excitement, or professional and personal development.
Separate studies have suggested that between 10 and 15 per cent of volun-
teers cite work-related reasons or skill development (Brook, Missingham, 
Hocking, and Fifer, 2007; Cook and Jackson, 2006; Hudson and Inkson, 
2006) as a motivating factor in their decision to volunteer overseas.

Our own research into volunteers’ motivations supports this mix of self-
sacrifice and self-interest. At pre-departure, we asked a group of 86 interna-
tional volunteers from Australia and New Zealand to describe their main
reason for wanting to work as international volunteers. Box 5.1 contains
details of this study and the sample.

This study explored the motivations of 86 Australians and
New Zealanders who undertook self-initiated international volunteer
placements. Respondents completed short written questionnaires at

Box 5.1 Details of study
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briefing sessions conducted in Melbourne, Australia, prior to departing
for their assignments. In these surveys, we asked volunteers to describe in
writing, in their own words, the main reason that they wanted to work 
as an international volunteer.

Participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 68 years old (mean = 40.8); 62 
per cent were female while 94 per cent held recognised post-secondary 
educational qualifications. Participants came from a range of professions, 
including managers, consultants, accountants, lawyers, doctors, social
workers, educators, and IT experts, and undertook volunteer placements
in a variety of host countries, primarily Asia (45 per cent) or the Pacific 
(38 per cent). All participants were native speakers of English.

All the volunteers had applied, and were selected, to undertake an
international volunteer placement through Australia’s largest interna-
tional volunteer agency, Australian Volunteers International (AVI). AVI
is a multinational non-government organisation that recruits, places, 
and manages international volunteers working on people-centred devel-
opment projects focused on ‘reducing poverty, providing health and
education services, promoting human rights and gender equality, and
protecting the environment’. Global in its operations and scope, AVI 
has managed more than 9000 placements in 79 nations (Australian
Volunteers International, 2007). At the time of writing, AVI simultane-
ously manages 647 expatriate placements with more than 300 interna-
tional partner organisations in 49 different countries. The mechanism
by which AVI administers its international volunteer programmes is
similar to other volunteer agencies (Keesbury, 2003). A head office in
the home country (Melbourne, Australia) oversees all programmes, sets 
policy objectives, and recruits and prepares volunteers. A regional office
or country manager (normally based in the host country) consults with 
interested host-country organisations on the scope of volunteer projects
and placements, jointly developing job descriptions for volunteers and,
once a suitable volunteer is placed, monitoring and evaluating perfor-
mance. The volunteers work for and report to the host organisation. Host
organisations are involved in key decisions like the scope of work of the
volunteer and the suitability of the volunteer.

Our results confirmed much of the earlier research. Most volunteers
reported multiple reasons for volunteering that combine altruistic and per-
sonal reasons. Although we asked volunteers for just the (one) main moti-
vation, 62 respondents (72 per cent) provided more than one reason, with
the average being 2.2 reasons per respondent (range of 1 to 5). According to
respondents, ‘altruism’ was the primary motivator, with 45 per cent giving
this as the main reason for accepting the placement, compared with desire
for adventure or challenge (29 per cent) and career or learning outcomes
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(26 per cent). One half of all respondents (43) identified a career or profes-
sional benefit as a motivation for volunteering; for 7 per cent this was the 
sole motive. Thirty one per cent (27 respondents) made no mention of altru-
ism in their response.

Recognising that international volunteers are motivated by selfish, rather
than solely selfless, motives represents an important development. However,
we also note that most of the research summarised above – including our
own study – relies on self-report accounts. In many cases, this is gathered ret-
rospectively at the end of an assignment (e.g. Thomas, 2002) and collected
incidentally, as part of a broader study with other objectives comprising
the major foci of analysis (e.g. Cook and Jackson, 2006). As a consequence,
we believe that the results, including our own, may present an unnecessar-
ily limited account of volunteers’ motives, despite claims that volunteers’
motives are ‘often complex and multifaceted’ (Brook, Missingham, Hocking,
and Fifer, 2007, p. 13). More significantly, the descriptions may suffer 
threats to validity due to response biases arising from social desirability, self-
presentation, post hoc rationalisation, or being unable to articulate subcon-
scious motivations. As such, the current literature fails to fully capture the
unrevealed and/or latent aspects of the decision (e.g. Chartrand and Bargh,
2002; Dimoft, 2010; Wegner and Wheatley, 1999).

To help us better understand other possible motivations, we turned to
research on ethical consumption, a line of consumer behaviour research 
that emerged from the environment movement in the 1970s (Newholm
and Shaw, 2007). Definitions of ethical consumers have expanded from the 
narrower concept of the green consumer (Freestone and McGoldrick, 2008) r
to include consumers who purchase products or services because of their
ethical, rather than solely environmental, benefits. The term ethical here
covers myriad matters of conscience such as fair trade, animal and envi-
ronmental welfare, social aspects such as labour standards, as well as more
self-interested health concerns behind the growth of organic food sales
(Newholm and Shaw, 2007).

It is clear that research into international volunteering and ethical con-
sumption share parallels on several levels. For the start, both have been
previously viewed by researchers as niche fields of study within their
broader domain, but have gained greater prominence in recent years due
to changing mainstream attitudes towards ethical careers and consumption
(e.g. Cook and Jackson, 2006; Hills and Mahmud, 2007; Parkins and Craig,
2006). For both, the individual is willing to sacrifice routine, revenues, and
stability in order to satisfy genuine needs. In both cases, substantial barriers
exist for the decision maker. For volunteers, these relate to the (very) high
professional, financial, and social opportunity costs, while ethical consum-
ers deal with paying higher prices and navigating limited information, prod-
uct availability, and convenience (e.g. De Pelsmacker, Driesen, and Rayp, 
2005; Hustinx and Lammertyn, 2003; Low and Davenport, 2005; Pearce,
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1999; Van Til, 1988). Both activities bring ordinary people, consciously or
otherwise, into overt political activities (e.g. Newholm and Shaw, 2007). 
Whereas ethical consumers ‘put their money where their morals are’ (Cowe
and Williams, 2010, p. 2), volunteers put their careers, or at least a substan-
tial part of it, where their morals are, with both embedding pro-social com-
mitments into the ‘rhythms and routines of everyday life’ (Clarke, Barnett,
Cloke, and Malpass, 2007, p. 233). Given these similarities, it is surprising
that no attempt has been made to integrate the two domains until now.

Motivations of ethical consumers

Research into ethical consumption takes a number of perspectives. Most
research appears to focus on consumers’ motives for relatively minor ethical
purchases like perishable foods (e.g. Brown, Dury, and Holsworth, 2009),
rather than ethical consumption decisions that involve high-value pur-
chases and require a higher degree of commitment from the individual (e.g.
purchasing real estate or motor vehicles, making long-term investment or
career decisions).

Studies of the motivations for ethical consumption highlight its complex-
ity arising from the heterogeneity among consumers and their vision of 
ethics and ethical products (e.g. Lockie, Lyons, Lawrence, and Mummery, 
2002; Ozcaglar-Toulouse, Shaw, and Shiu, 2006; Shaw and Newholm, 2002).
For instance, the 2011 Green Brands Survey of more than 9000 people in
eight countries1 shows continued growing interest in purchasing from envi-
ronmentally sustainable companies, a breadth of ethical priorities, ranging 
from climate change to waste reduction and water management, and con-
sumer motivations that include novelty, security, and social interactions. 
These complexities are not surprising given the diversity of ethical prod-
ucts and services available (Cowe and Williams, 2010). Similarly, although
there still exists a lack of clarity about the motives which lead consumers 
to buy ethical products, research suggests that a combination of altruistic 
and self-interests play a role in motivating ethical consumption (Freestone 
and McGoldrick, 2008). The consumer behaviour literature recognises the
‘experiential’ aspects of consumption as motivating forces (Holbrook and
Hirschman, 1982; Okada, 2005), and while this is implicitly picked up in
international volunteering literature (Rehberg, 2005), the experiential moti-
vations of ethical consumption emerge primarily in literature relating to
eco-tourism (e.g. Galley and Clifton, 2004; Weaver, 2001), perhaps the only
substantial body of research into the consumption of ethical services.

The focus of ethical consumption literature on products, at the expense
of services, and relatively low-value purchases rather than higher value
or long-term commitment decisions, limits understanding of the ethical
consumption decision. This narrow emphasis also restricts the transfer-
ability of the research to other domains, including understanding motiva-
tions of self-initiated international volunteers. Nevertheless, in comparing
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differences between this research and studies of international volunteering,
one notable – and potentially insightful – distinction emerges, namely the 
degree to which people’s motivations are not individualised at all but are 
embedded in networks of sociability. Consumer behaviour researchers have
long recognised the symbolic importance of consumption decisions (Levy,
1959). Symbolic consumption offers symbolic value by expressing a mean-
ing to significant others (Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967), and this benefits
the individual through enhanced self-concept and social recognition (e.g.
Cherrier, 2007; Devinney, Auger, and Eckhardt, 2010). Thus the consump-
tion decision can be motivated by consumers’ desire to express their self-
concept; doing so allows them to reinforce their own view of themselves
and achieve consistency between their behaviour and how they see them-
selves, based on their beliefs about their own identities, values, lifestyles,
preferences, and habits (Sirgy, Lee, Johar, and Tidwell, 2008). This attention
to self-concept can occur at different levels: for instance, how individuals
would like to be, how they believe they are perceived, or how they would
like to be perceived. What this arm of research highlights is the social reflex-
ivity and symbolic utility of the consumption decision. In short, motivation
is also influenced by the perception we have of how others will appraise or
view our choice.

This theme is picked up in research into ethical consumption, which
highlights the importance of externally directed self-concept and status
attached to ethical brands and ethical consumption decisions (e.g. Freestone
and McGoldrick, 2008; Newholm and Shaw, 2007). Rather than simply pro-
social motives (i.e. interest in doing good for others), research suggests that
ethical consumers can be motivated by social needs in two ways. The first
is through belonging to a collective identity, for example, being part of a
social movement by participating in collective political or civic action (e.g.
Cherrier, 2007; Micheletti, 2003). In this case, the consumption experience 
creates a sense of identity and conformity with a collective reference group 
with whom consumers wish to be associated. The second is through mem-
bership to a socially distinct niche market which is able to spend, consume,
use, or invest ethically (Devinney, Auger, and Eckhardt, 2010). In this case,
the moral responsibility displayed by ethical consumers runs counter to the
mainstream consumption, which is seen as void of civic and political par-
ticipation (Bauman, 1999). It represents a collective sense of difference from
the rest of society in the same way that a boutique designer brand might 
(Bird and Hughes, 1997; Carrigan, Szmigin, and Wright, 2004).

The importance placed on these social influences is mirrored in current
understandings of career and/or employer choice (e.g. Lent, Brown, and
Hackett, 1995) as well as in studies of domestic volunteering and other altru-
istic behaviour (e.g. Andreoni and Petire, 2004; Ariely, Bracha, and Meier, 
2009; Haley and Fessler, 2005). However, these social aspects are overlooked 
in mainstream studies of international volunteers’ motivations (e.g. Brook,
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Missingham, Hocking, and Fifer, 2007). Similarly, in the literature on expa-
triation, just one study (Doherty and Dickmann, 2009) explicitly examined
the potential ‘symbolic’ benefit from an (assigned) expatriate assignment
arising from recognition within the organisation. In short, a broader survey
of the literature suggests that the decision to volunteer internationally is
likely shaped by concerns that are not reducible to either altruism or simple
utilitarian self-interest.

A framework for understanding motivations for 
volunteering overseas

Drawing on this review of the literature, and using terminology found in
research of human motivations and ethical consumption, we identify two
dimensions that shape motivations to volunteer overseas. These are repre-
sented visually as the vertical and horizontal axes in Figure 5.1.

The first of these dimensions is the extent to which the motivation is exter-
nally directed towards others (social) or internally directed, independent of 
what other people think (non-social). Social influence stems from a person’s
perception of how relevant others will perceive their behaviour (e.g. Pavlou
and Fygenson, 2006). At the social end of the continuum, decisions are influ-
enced by group norms. Comparison to or compliance with such norms is an 
important motivation to individuals who seek confirmation from members
of the reference group. In contrast, individuals with non-social motivations
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Figure 5.1 Framework for understanding the motivations for volunteering overseas 
(an ethical consumption perspective)
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act independently, following their own norms about what is right or good to 
do; their motivations are based on their own, not other people’s, judgement. 
The second dimension is the extent to which the motivation is oriented
towards the self and one’s individual benefits (individualistic), or towards
others and the collective good (collectivist). People with t individualistic motiva-c
tions are most concerned with their own welfare, instead of the group wel-
fare. In contrast, collectivist motives stimulate individuals to associate theirt
behaviour with, and direct their behaviour towards, a group.

From these two dimensions, we identify four categories of motivations
applicable to both ethical consumption and international volunteering: 
(1) self-orientation (social, individualistic motives), (2) conformity (social, 
collectivist motives), (3) hedonism (non-social, individualistic motives),
and (4) self-actualisation (non-social, collectivist motives). These categories
are represented visually as the four quadrants in Figure 5.1 and explained
in more detail below. In line with the research reviewed above, we suggest
that, rather than being motivated by a single factor, the motivations of 
self-initiated international volunteers are shaped by a combination of these
factors, although for each individual’s decision one of the four motivational 
forces is likely to take precedence.

1. Self-orientation motivations: Self-orientation motivations are influenced by 
personal relevance, in other words, the extent to which the decision has a
direct bearing on the self and ‘self-concept’, or the way individuals think that
they are perceived by others (Freestone and McGoldrick, 2008). Individuals
motivated by self-orientation seek to differentiate themselves from the domi-
nant group’s values. Hence, while the group is a powerful reference point (i.e. 
social), the individual is concerned primarily with creating a unique image that
is distinct from the group (i.e. individualistic). It is the desire for self-respect 
stemming from a process of social comparison that leads the individual to seek 
this uniqueness (e.g. being seen to do ‘good’ or act ethically). Thus, while the 
benefit is primarily internal, it is derived from external approval or status. 

Individuals with self-orientation motives buy ethical products because
they want to acquire a specific status within a group and be perceived as 
someone special and respected, and perhaps an innovator. Similarly, inter-
national volunteers within this category will seek terminal and instrumental
benefits from their decision. This may come from a reference group in the
home country during or following the placement, for instance, the social
status afforded by peers or family members, or the perceived uniqueness
that their volunteer placement will make to their resumé. Alternatively,
perceived status may also derive during the volunteer placement, from eitherg
the host-country nationals or other expatriates. The perceived ‘brand’ of the
volunteer agency, host organisation, or even the host country within which 
the volunteer works, may contribute towards perceptions of uniqueness,
and so self-orientation motivations.
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2. Conformity motivations: Conformity motivations are underpinned by the 
desire to belong. In other words, individuals are motivated primarily by the
needs of a group to which they wish to be accepted and associated. This 
motivation stems from the desire to be accepted to the group and to be
perceived as ‘one of them’ as a result of the decision. Even though individu-
als might not be personally convinced of the importance or the benefits of 
the behaviour, they are motivated to adapt to the norms established by the
group.

We propose that conformity motives for international volunteers may be
directed in different ways to different potential reference groups. The desire
for conformity within the volunteer community may stem from socio-
cultural pressures. For instance, a graduate whose peers have all decided
to accept a Peace Corps posting rather than gap-year travel may feel peer 
pressure to do the same. Similarly, given the increasing numbers of current
and returned international volunteers in society and in the workplace,
and hence a larger and broader ‘reference group’, it would be reasonable 
to expect an increase in conformity motivations for international volun-
teering across the broader population. Traditional forms of volunteering,
like missionary service, are still closely associated with ‘collective’ values 
characterised by community orientation and loyalty to organisations and
institutions (Smith, 1981), and so members of such communities may be 
especially susceptible to conformity motives. Similarly, acute pressure to 
experience international volunteering first hand may come from an array 
of sub-cultures, like cohorts studying or seeking careers in international
development.

Volunteers may also be motivated by a desire to feel a sense of belong-
ingness and affiliation with the host community in which they work. The
embedded nature of most international volunteer placements and the
intense interpersonal interactions associated with the capacity-building
work of volunteers (Fee and Gray, 2011) provide opportunities for volun-
teers to forge deep solidarity and meaningful relationships with colleagues
from the local community. This desire for affiliation and acceptance by the
host community may be especially strong in volunteers disenchanted with
their home cultures or diaspora volunteers seeking to reconnect with their
home country (United Nations Volunteers, 2011). 

3. Hedonism motivations: Individuals with hedonism motivations are driven 
by the need for individual enjoyment or pleasure (Hirschman and Holbrook,
1982). The behaviour is used to advance the desire for sensory or cognitive 
stimulation, with the ethical aspect of the experience producing a higher 
level of enjoyment, novelty, interest, or excitement. The overarching moti-
vation is feeling good, rather than doing good, and it is the quality of theg
service or product received that is paramount as opposed to the collective
benefit (i.e. individualistic rather than collective).
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The data from our study suggest that hedonistic motives of international
volunteers may be particularly complex. Drawing on Hirschman and
Holbrook’s (1982) model of hedonic consumption, in which experiential
systems are classified into three levels (usage, feelings, and imagery), we
identify three forms of hedonism motivations for international volunteers.
These are outlined below, along with examples of each drawn from respond-
ents in our study of the motivations of Australian and New Zealand volun-
teers (described in Box 5.1)2:

a. Hedonistic usage motivations, in which the volunteer is motivated by 
seeking personal enrichment. This would include volunteers seeking to
use a placement in order to extend their professional experience, gain
practical job skills, develop instrumental career or professional networks,
or learn a new language. The growing importance of this category is
reflected in the rising number of empirical studies reporting volunteers, 
across wide demographic groups, with career-oriented objectives (e.g. 
Brook, Missingham, Hocking, and Fifer, 2007; Cook and Jackson, 2006), 
as well as the ongoing use of corporate volunteering programmes with
professional development objectives (e.g. Pless, Maak, and Stahl, 2011).
The following are three examples of hedonic usage motivations from our 
study:

Volunteering gives me the opportunity to gain some practical job
skills in a challenging environment and a chance to involve myself 
in a completely different culture and community. (Female education 
consultant)

Personal development is a huge incentive. This position will allow me
to apply my knowledge of tourism systems and become involved in
implementing strategies. (Male tourism consultant)

Career advancement, networking, improving skills in community
work and management. Better understanding of grassroots needs in
order to understand/develop policy better. Personal development.
(Female manager)

b.  Hedonistic consumption experience  , whereby the volunteer seeks to experi-
ence something new, desirable, or different in life through the volunteer
experience. For this group, it is the lifestyle, or the stimulation or excite-
ment of the experience of volunteering, perhaps in comparison to their
‘usual’ careers, that motivates. The following responses from our study
exemplify this:

Experience, new adventure . . . remove myself from my comfort zone 
and experience other cultures and ways of life. (Male manager)
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I really enjoy working and living in other cultures. I find the dynamic 
and new environment to be challenging but also very rewarding. 
(Female social worker)

Adventure – experience travel, go places I have never been before, 
make new friends, move outside my comfort zone (which I am doing 
by taking this position!!!). (Female teacher)

c. Hedonistic feeling motivation  , in which the volunteer is motivated by the
personal (intrinsic) reward derived from doing good. This must stem from
the sense of achievement of the work. Unlike self-actualisation motiva-
tions, where the motivation stems from achieving for others, hedonistic
feeling motivations are primarily internal, in effect, feeling good, rather
than being good (see, for instance, Bruyere and Rappe, 2007). By way of 
example:

I would like to do something I can feel proud of. (Male teacher)

I derive great satisfaction from being able to make a difference . . . 
(and am) sick of working for a job I don’t really believe in. (Female 
accounts manager) 

4. Self-actualisation motivations: Finally, in contrast to hedonism motiva-
tions, self-actualisation motivations are those in which the individual seeks
self-fulfilment and an enriching experience from the ethical consumption
(Goldstein, 1995; Maslow, 1943). Drawing on Maslow’s conception of a self-
actualised individual, people with self-actualisation motives are driven by 
growth, rather than a (perceived) deficiency. They seek the experience for 
egoless, selfless, detached reasons, and so fulfilling the needs has underlying
altruistic motivations. A defining element of this category is that the indi-
vidual seeks to help others rather than themselves, and so improved welfare
for others is key primary outcome.

The self-actualising motivation is the one most closely associated with
the stereotypical ‘altruistic’ international volunteer, who may be motivated
by a sense of responsibility to help others less fortunate, to share skills, or 
to achieve/accomplish a specific outcome (e.g. contribute towards a better
world). This motivation is intrinsic and so is an end-experience, rather than
a means experience; that is, the self-actualising experience is sufficient in
itself rather than being instrumental (i.e. for the sake of achieving another
goal). The examples below draw on responses from our study of Australian
and New Zealand international volunteers:

I feel uncomfortable about living such a comfortable life when there are 
so many people in the world who have so little. I would like to do some-
thing to help even if it is only small. (Female manager)
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Share knowledge. Everyone should have access to health; the more peo-
ple you teach, the more knowledge they will have to share and improve
their health. Impart as much knowledge as possible. (Female nurse)

To give to people in less fortunate situations than me. Being an Australian
has given me many choices and opportunities. I do not have a strong 
desire to acquire material wealth but have a strong desire to help others
less fortunate. (Female lecturer)

Discussion

In this chapter, we have aimed to cast a new light on one form of SIEs, inter-
national volunteers, by examining their motivations thorough the lens of 
ethical consumption. By doing so, we present a framework for understand-
ing the motivations of international volunteers that incorporates altruistic,
selfish, individual, and social components.

We believe that the framework can serve as a useful starting point for 
both practitioners and researchers interested in the motivational roots 
of the decision to volunteer overseas. At a practical level, we suggest that 
viewing a career decision like international volunteering as one of con-
sumption can unveil additional motives that were previously absent in the 
literature and so can broaden and deepen our understanding of its true 
motivational roots. Several researchers have highlighted the benefits of 
understanding the full range of motivations for volunteering. Bussell and
Forbes (2002) are perhaps the most explicit in arguing that this could lead
to more targeted recruitment and retention strategies. Third sector organi-
sations are increasingly competing with each other and with the corporate 
sector, and so face pressure to be more business-like in the way they man-
age all aspects of their operations, including recruiting, managing, and
retaining volunteers (Ryan, 1999). In this environment, understanding the 
motivations and needs of volunteer staff is critical to the ability of these
organisations to attract (Clary, Snyder, Ridge, Miene, and Haugen, 1994) 
and retain (Houle, Sagarin, and Kaplan, 2005) volunteers, and hence con-
tinue to provide the services that they do (Hibbert, Piacentini, and Dajani, 
2003). In this regard, the framework highlights both potential opportuni-
ties and challenges for international volunteer organisations. For example, 
these organisations face the challenge of structuring a volunteer placement 
that provides sufficient opportunities to meet the different motivations of 
volunteers. However, at the same time a more accurate awareness of an
applicant’s motivations will allow an organisation to manage expectations, 
restructure a placement, or – in some cases – screen out candidates during
the selection process if their underlying motivations are incompatible with
a particular placement. The framework may also have implications for the
use and structure of new forms of international volunteering, like online
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volunteering, which may be designed in ways to more effectively meet 
some of the motivations articulated in the framework (e.g. self-orientation)
but which may detract from the self-actualisation or hedonistic motiva-
tions that the volunteer seeks.

The framework makes a unique contribution by highlighting the (poten-
tial) social motivations underpinning the decision to volunteer overseas
that have, to date, been overlooked. In doing so, we believe that the
framework challenges a bias in extant empirical research of international 
volunteers’ motivations towards inductive, self-report data collection meth-
ods. While well suited to exploratory studies (Miles and Huberman, 1994;
Patton, 2002), this approach may inadequately capture the social motiva-
tions like self-orientation and conformity, which may be subconscious (e.g.
Chartrand and Bargh, 2002; Nesbitt and Wilson, 1977) or more susceptible 
to response biases. The question of whether respondents could provide
meaningful self-report data on self-orientation motivations, for instance, is
worth considering for future researchers when designing empirical studies.
In our study, none of the motivations provided by respondents could be cat-
egorised as social (i.e. self-orientation or conformity). Nonetheless, despite the
use of a data collection method (open-response survey) that is poorly suited
to unearthing social motivations, we did capture hints of these in some 
responses. For instance, one volunteer reported ‘want(ing) to experience
benefits (that) returned volunteers talk of’ (male engineer); another noted
that, even prior to her placement commencing, she had been ‘touched by
the litany of compliments, puzzled over the envious remarks of friends, and
even bewildered by a total stranger giving me a compliment’, stemming
from her decision to volunteer (female manager).

Consequently, empirical support for, and extension of, the framework pre-
sented here is likely to come from research methods better able to identify
these underlying motives. Consumer behaviour researchers use a variety of 
data collection methods designed to overcome response biases when exam-
ining the unrevealed and latent processes involved in decision-making.
These include projection techniques (Lilienfeld, Wood, and Garb, 2000),
experimental manipulations (e.g. Auger, Devinney, Louviere, and Burke, 
2008; Luce, 1998), photo-elicitation and auto-driving (e.g. Tian and Belk, 
2005), implicit or thematic association tests (e.g. Greenwald, McGhee, and
Schwartz, 1998), or creative interview designs (e.g. Scaeffer, 2000). Using
this framework as a starting point, all of these methods offer the potential 
to extend our knowledge of motivations shaping international volunteering
and other groups of SIEs. In regard to the latter, the extant research reviewed 
above suggests that motivations of ‘mainstream’ SIEs within the corporate
sector would fall most neatly into the hedonism category – particularly
hedonistic usage and hedonistic consumption. However, like the international 
volunteer research, a narrow range of data collection methods is used, 
and so other studies of SIEs’ motivations employing techniques like those
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outlined above might unearth evidence of additional motivations associated
with, for instance, the social benefits of international careers.

This chapter also opens the potential to expand the connection between
international volunteering and ethical consumption literature further. We deal
with just the first stage of the consumer decision-making process (e.g. Hoyer 
and MacInnis, 2001), namely the motivations that instigate consumers to seek 
products and solutions. However, researchers recognise that the buying process 
follows a series of steps that include problem recognition, searching for infor-
mation, evaluating alternatives, and making a decision (Hoyer and MacInnis, 
2001). Examining the mechanisms used by volunteers to proceed through 
the other stages of the ‘buying’ process, and factors that mediate these, might
also unveil useful findings. For instance, what factors do individuals consider 
when evaluating whether to apply for, or accept, an international volunteer
placement (judgement), or how do different individuals seek out information
relating to volunteer positions (information search)? Similarly, what effect 
might priming have on the decision to volunteer overseas? For many of these
questions, career decisions like expatriating or volunteering are unique in that 
they provide the opportunity to measure post-purchase satisfaction and ‘suc-
cess’ in ways that consumer behaviour researchers may be unable to.

Finally, motivations are formed from underlying values (Engel, Blackwell,
and Miniard, 1995), and to the extent that motives for ethical behaviour reflect
these values (e.g. Doran, 2009), differing cultural reactions to ethical consump-
tion would be expected, not only because moral values are socially and cultur-
ally constructed but also because there are cultural differences in social roles, 
institutional structures, welfare expectations, privileges, and obligations. It is 
therefore worth considering whether cultural values may influence the pro-
pensity towards certain motivations. For instance, in cultures where consist-
ency with social norms is expected – for example, highly collectivist cultures
(Hofstede, 1997) – conformity pressures may be an especially prescient motiva-
tor. In contrast self-orientation motivations may be strongest in cultures where 
‘individualism’ is highly valued. Thus, the framework may provide a useful 
template against which to ‘map’ the motivational priorities and complexities
of different societies which ‘export’ international volunteers.

Notes

1. For a summary, see http://www.cohnwolfe.com/en/ideas-insights/white-papers/
green-brands-survey-2011 [accessed 19 July 2011].

2. Most respondents reported motivations from multiple categories. Thus, the exam-
ples given are extracts chosen to exemplify each category.
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Female Self-Initiated Expatriates
in the United Arab Emirates:
An Unexpected Trifecta
Edelweiss C. Harrison and Snejina Michailova

Introduction

In the global quest for competitiveness, researchers, and practitioners alike
have increasingly started to explore new staffing alternatives for multina-
tional companies (MNCs) as traditional forms of expatriation begin to fade
in prominence. This is partly a result of the recognition that global human
talent has become increasingly complex in both their motivations and expec-
tations for seeking international employment opportunities. Against these 
trends it is not surprising that self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), those who take 
their careers into their own hands (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, and Barry, 1997; 
Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Myers and Pringle, 2005; Scullion, Collings, and
Gunnigle, 2007), are and will be a population that have started to attract seri-
ous attention among scholars in the field of international human resource 
management (IHRM). Additionally, firms operating in emerging markets 
appear to deal with particular challenges in meeting the demand for qualified
expatriate talent due to the difficulty in convincing suitable candidates to 
undertake such foreign assignments (Scullion et al., 2007). Underlying each 
of these issues is the fact that women remain an underutilized resource for
global assignments (e.g., Caligiuri and Cascio, 1998; Mercer, 2006). Global
talent managers, consequently, are experiencing increasing challenges as
changing dynamics on both the supply and demand side of expatriate man-
agement require that human resource (HR) managers develop new ways in 
which to adequately staff global positions. Identifying different forms of suit-
able human capital and understanding their particular needs and ambitions 
are therefore paramount to address this gap (Harrison and Michailova, 2012). 
In line with the overall theme of the present edited volume, this chapter 
addresses a few selected issues in regard to an understudied but potentially 
valuable group of expatriates – female SIEs in emerging countries.

Previous literature has extensively documented that women are under-
represented in international positions and has assigned a variety of reasons 
for their absence from the traditional expatriation scene (e.g., Adler, 1984; 
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Caligiuri and Cascio, 1998). In reviewing earlier research, Shortland (2009)
identified four major themes for explaining this absence: women’s own
choices, expatriate characteristics, societal norms, and institutional dynam-
ics. Yet women continue to seek positions overseas in growing numbers and
this trend is expected to continue (Fischlmayr, 2002; Mercer, 2006). Of par-
ticular relevance to this research are the initial findings of recent studies that
suggest that women have a higher representation in studies of self-initiated 
expatriation than they do in those of expatriates on traditional assignments
(e.g., Linehan and Walsh, 2001; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Vance, 2005;
Thorn, 2009). This finding may be related to female expatriates having con-
fronted the glass ceiling, the so-called “glass border,” and therefore deciding
to assume responsibility for their own careers, rather than relying on their
organizations to support their aspirations (Vance, 2003, cited in Myers and
Pringle, 2005; Insch, McIntyre, and Napier, 2008). These studies notwith-
standing, with very few exceptions (e.g., Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Stalker 
and Mavin, 2011) female SIEs have been largely neglected in the literature
to date. Given the significant current shortages in suitable human capital,
particularly for emerging markets, female SIEs could be an important source
of talent that is being overlooked by traditional HR channels.

Our study aims to contribute to the emerging SIE literature, by shedding
further light particularly on the motivations and characteristics of female
SIEs. We do that by studying a rare sample – Western female SIEs who have 
chosen the United Arab Emirates (UAE) as the location of their expatriate
assignment. We highlight the investigated themes in a relatively under-
researched context, namely, a Muslim country with an emerging economy. 
Along with examining the phenomenon theoretically and empirically and
in an interesting, less explored geographical context, we highlight practi-
cal steps HR managers can take to better manage their global HR strategies
through more appropriately tailored recruitment and retention practices for
this particular group of global talent.

The reminder of the chapter is organized as follows. The “Literature
Review” section consists of three related parts – it looks at motives behind 
female SIEs undertaking careers abroad, their specific characteristics as well
as HRM practices and their implications for this subgroup of SIEs. This is
followed by a description of the methodology of the study. Next, we present 
the analysis and discussion of our data. Finally, we conclude by highlight-
ing our contribution to the ongoing scholarly conversations on SIEs and
outlining the limitations of our investigation.

Literature review

Motives behind female SIEs’ assignments

As noted in the introduction, one of the trends in IHRM has been the shift
away from organization-driven careers toward individual-driven careers.
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The latter form has been described by some scholars as boundaryless careers,
whereby an individual’s behavior is characterized by moves across organi-
zations in search of roles that further their own professional aspirations
(Stahl, Miller, and Tung, 2002; Tung, 1998). Other researchers have referred
to protean careers, which describe the internal considerations, motives,
and drivers when making career decisions. These often tend to go beyond
organizational objectives and include personal and family development fac-
tors (Crowley-Henry and Weir, 2007). Briscoe and Hall (2006) point out that
individual-oriented career paths – boundaryless and protean careers – are
associated with complimentary but different criteria for success. The former
define success based on an individual’s ability to take the most advantage
of the opportunities available across different organizations and industries
while satisfying the individual professional’s goals. The latter, on the other
hand, define success based on psychological satisfaction and the person’s 
ability to satisfy her or his own values and personal goals. The emergent
literature on SIEs’ motivations for pursuing expatriate assignments suggests
that they are more strongly influenced by protean factors (e.g., internal
satisfaction related to personal situations such as marital status, age, gender,
lifestyle and so on) and less so by organizational career factors (e.g., vertical
career progression within the same company) relative to the motivations
that drive traditional expatriates toward international assignments. One of 
the key implications regarding these trends in careers is that the motivations
that drive individual professionals are changing, whether the individual is
conscious of the shift or not. Not surprisingly, SIEs are receiving increasing
coverage in the literature, to encompass not only the external (organiza-
tional) motivations but also the internal (individual) motivations that are
much more complex (Crowley-Henry, 2007).

In contrast to traditional expatriates who have typically been motivated
by professional goals, which can be attained through their organization
(e.g., financial incentives, vertical promotions, leveraging international
experience within the same organization for greater advancement), SIEs
seem to be more driven by a desire for adventure and travel or are moti-
vated by life changes, family experiences, and personal career enhance-
ment aspirations (Richardson and Mallon, 2005; Crowley-Henry, 2007).
SIEs seem to seek opportunities that satisfy personal and professional goals 
on their own terms rather than being preoccupied with the objectives of 
their (current or potential) employing organization. They also tend to be
less loyal to any particular organization, since their allegiance is primarily
oriented toward their own career. To be clear, we are not suggesting that
this is a new type of expatriates. Black and Gregersen (1992) have described
previously this breed of expatriates and labeled them “free agents.” What
we suggest here is that this particular career type and the motivation 
behind expatriation seem to be characteristic of SIEs more than of tradi-
tional expatriates.
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Early findings in the SIE literature suggest that women appear to be
more likely to pursue self-expatriation opportunities, perhaps because of 
the expatriate glass ceiling (Vance, 2005; Insch et al., 2008). It is therefore
not surprising to find that motivations may also diverge based on gender. 
Inkson, Thomas, and Barry (1999) noted that female SIEs tend to be char-
acterized by the desire to experience the world and are less driven to pursue
international assignments for specific career-related objectives. This differ-
ence in motivation leads to women having typically less structured experi-
ences, involving fewer direct correlations between the jobs they undertake
while overseas and improved career or skills development. A study by Thorn
(2009) supports the finding that women are particularly influenced by a
desire to travel and have cultural experiences while adding that relation-
ships play a significant role, only then followed by career considerations. 
Further research is required to determine whether women are consistently
motivated differently than men on self-initiated international assignments.
As ours is not a comparative study between genders, this question falls
beyond our scope. However, we do note that based on existing studies and
their findings, it appears meaningful and relevant to examine SIE issues in
relation to female expatriates.

The question of how female professionals adjust while on traditional
foreign assignments has been covered extensively in the extant literature.
While, in general, men and women appear to be able to handle cross-
cultural adjustment while overseas equally well (cf. Mendenhall and Oddou,
1985), in countries where women are not prominent in the workforce, their
cross-cultural adjustment tends to be lower (Caligiuri and Tung, 1999). 
Women often have additional obstacles to overcome when working abroad,
such as providing or arranging child care as well as dealing with dual-career
tensions (cf. Adler, 1984; Caligiuri, Joshi, and Lazarova, 1999). Caligiuri
et al. (1999) pointed out that there is a strong correlation between company
and family support and female expatriates’ positive adjustment experiences.
The emerging literature on SIEs offers further insights and suggests that
this group of expatriates appears to better adjust to interactions with host
nationals relative to traditional expatriates. Peltokorpi and Froese (2009)
argue that the causes behind this superior adjustment may be related to
personal factors such as SIEs having chosen to expatriate to a particular cul-
ture in contrast to traditional expatriates who are more likely to have been
assigned to that country due to company imperatives. Surprisingly, there 
were no statistically significant differences with regard to work adjustment
between the two groups. General adjustment results suggest that SIEs are
actually better adjusted than traditional expatriates, despite the expecta-
tion that traditional expatriates would adjust better as they are more likely
to receive some form of organizational adjustment support (Peltokorpi and
Froese, 2009). Female SIEs in particular appear to be more concerned with
their cross-cultural adjustment and tend to be more risk-averse, as  suggested
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by their tendency to expatriate to places where they already know people,
spend most of their time in English-speaking environments (when their
native language is English), and seek job prospects in fields consistent with
their pre-SIE jobs (Myers and Pringle, 2005). SIEs therefore may have a
unique set of adjustment issues to deal with, given they are less likely to be
moving overseas as part of a formal expatriate program within an MNC, and
consequently, can expect even less organizational support as part of their
international relocation.

Characteristics of female SIEs

SIEs, both male and female, differ from traditional expatriates on a number
of dimensions, including their professional and personal backgrounds. The
literature comparing these types of expatriates suggests that while tradi-
tional expatriates are typically chosen by their companies because of their
professional skills and are relatively well educated and further advanced in
their careers, SIEs are a more heterogeneous group. The latter may include 
new entrants into the labor market or young professionals who chose to
pursue an “overseas experience,” such as is typical of New Zealanders and
Australians, as well as others who pursue international experiences later in
their careers (Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000). Additionally, 
traditional expatriates typically operate at more senior positions in the
foreign subsidiary as their roles are more likely to include significant 
managerial responsibilities, whereas SIEs may find more junior positions or
“expert” positions rather than managerial roles as well as work on a tem-
porary contract rather than permanent basis (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). 
From a personal background perspective, Suutari and Brewster (2000) found
that SIEs are often younger (under 30 years of age) and single. Inkson et al.
(1997) suggest that traditional expatriates may be a more typical form of 
expatriation for countries such as the United States, whereas overseas expe-
rience has been the predominant form of expatriation for New Zealanders
and Australians, not least due to the relatively few international firms head-
quartered in these countries.

The literature on female expatriates also offers some insights into the
characteristics of female professionals working overseas that may apply to
female SIEs. Selmer and Leung (2003) found that female expatriates relative
to their male counterparts are generally younger, less frequently married, 
and typically occupy lower hierarchical positions. Westwood and Leung
(1994) studied a group of female expatriates in Hong Kong and highlighted
their strong educational backgrounds (82% had tertiary education), and 
although almost 47% were either married or in a significant relationship,
only 22% had children. Finally, Myers and Pringle (2005) suggest that
women are more likely to pursue opportunities in countries that present
less physical risk to them; for example, “they may avoid cultures that have
negative attitudes to women travelling without men” (p. 424).
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Talent management and female SIEs

“Talent management” is a relatively new term in the IHRM literature, and 
its precise definition is still a cause for debate (Lewis and Heckman, 2006;
Collings and Scullion, 2009; Mellahi and Collings, 2010). For the purposes
of this chapter, we understand talent management to be a synonym for 
strategic IHRM broadly defined to encompass the typical responsibilities of 
HR managers such as resource planning, recruiting, development, and so
on as well as the more strategic roles of aligning HR goals with company
strategy, managing change and culture, work and organizational design, all 
viewed and managed through an international lens (Schuler and Jackson,
2005). A definition similar to this is the one proposed by Vance and Vaiman 
(2008) who refer to talent management as a set of organizational processes 
designed to attract, develop, motivate, and retain key people.

One of the important trends in talent management today is the shift of 
power from employers to employees, as the latter take ownership of their
own careers instead of waiting for their employers to provide satisfactory 
career outcomes (Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Myers and Pringle, 2005;
Scullion et al., 2007). A critical result of this trend is that firms, particularly 
those that are seeking to hire talent across the globe, must build strong
brands as employers of choice (Schuler, Jackson, and Tarique, 2011). In their 
theoretical paper, Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010) argue that building a
strong employer brand could help companies achieve a competitive advan-
tage over their competitors, particularly in regions where skilled talent is
scarce. Critical to achieving this competitive advantage, Schuler et al. (2011)
argue, is the need to develop “employee value propositions” whereby a firm 
seeks to better understand its prospective employees and develops differenti-
ated approaches based on the characteristics and motivations or ambitions
of those individuals.

Female professionals interested in working internationally have faced a
“glass border” when attempting to pursue international assignments through
their employers (Linehan and Walsh, 1999; Myers and Pringle, 2005; Insch 
et al., 2008). From a talent management perspective there are two issues to 
be addressed: firstly, retaining female talent already employed within the 
company with aspirations to work abroad and, secondly, identifying and 
attracting female talent that is leaving other employers and expatriating on
their own. While those in the first category are not the focus of this study, 
it should be understood that if companies do not support the career goals
of female SIEs they employ, the professionals from the second group hired
today may join the first group that are at risk of leaving tomorrow. This
is why a much better understanding of female SIEs as potential hires may
assist in developing and utilizing practices for retaining them once hired.

HR managers face several difficulties in the attempt to develop employee
value propositions for female SIEs. Firstly, while the literature to date sug-
gests that female professionals working abroad are educated (Westwood 
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and Leung, 1994), young, single, and in more junior positions (Inkson et al.,
1997; Selmer and Leung, 2003), there is sufficient ground to suggest a more
complex picture. Almost 50% of Westwood and Leung’s (1994) sample were 
married or in a de facto relationship and almost a quarter of them had chil-
dren. Suutari and Brewster’s (2000) sample also had more experienced rather
than junior professionals. Secondly, because SIEs appear to be motivated 
by broader goals including desire for adventure, family considerations as
well as professional and career aspirations (Richardson and Mallon, 2005;
Crowley-Henry, 2007), these may not come up for discussion during normal
interviews or performance reviews, so HR managers may not really be aware
of internal motivations if those are not solicited explicitly. Thirdly, the lit-
erature to date has discussed that female expatriates face demanding adjust-
ment issues (cf. Adler, 1984; Caligiuri, Joshi, and Lazarova, 1999; Caligiuri
and Tung, 1999). Many of these adjustment issues are unrelated to work and 
therefore may be more difficult to control or influence. Finally, HR managers
can support and prepare expatriates for their international role, either before
they leave their home country, once they have arrived in the host country,
or both (Suutari and Burch, 2001, cited by Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010).
However, in the case of SIEs, most companies will not have any interaction
with them prior to their arrival in the host country, so assistance, if any, 
would be given once they are in the host country. This potentially places 
greater demands on the HR resources needed in the foreign location.

Methods

Bearing in mind the nascent stage of development of the literature on
SIEs and the nature of our research questions, our empirical study has an
exploratory character. We conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews 
with 13 female SIEs in the UAE. We used Lee’s (2005) broad definition of 
SIE to include professionals who were hired on a contractual basis but not
transferred overseas by the parent organization. We deal with a rare sample
in the sense that our female respondents chose to work in an emerging
market in the Middle East to pursue their expatriate ambitions. The UAE has
often been described as somewhat of an anomaly in the region, given their
relatively progressive and liberal economic and social policies, influenced
by forward-thinking leaders and enabled by a large expatriate contingency 
with 80% of the population being non-Emirati. Nevertheless, it is an Islamic
country and the host culture is culturally distant to that of Westerners (see, 
among others, Hofstede, 1985, 2001; Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov, 2010 
for discussion on cultural distance between countries/regions). It should be
noted that the initial studies on SIEs as well as much of the literature on
female expatriates have been conducted largely in the context of developed
countries. Although our study is not “venue-driven” (Ahlstrom, 2010, p. 5),
we argue that examining issues related to SIEs in an emerging market and
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particularly one that is not in China or India can contribute to understand-
ing this relatively new phenomenon.

We applied a snowballing sampling approach and contacted expatriate
associations, embassies, and people we knew in the UAE from four different
nationalities (American, Australian, British, and New Zealanders) to identify
professional female expatriates. Geographical distance was a complicating 
factor during this study as the researchers were based in New Zealand while
most participants were in the UAE and a few in their countries of origin.
E-mail and phone conversations were used to overcome these limitations.
In total, we sent out 81 e-mail invitations to participate in the study and
received 26 positive responses (a 32% response rate), of which 13 were SIEs.
Given the uniqueness of our sample, we expected it would be difficult to
access a large number of respondents. Therefore, we were pleased to be able 
to work with this group.

Table 6.1 summarizes the demographic profile of our respondents. While 
efforts were made to obtain equal representation from each of the four
Western countries in our study, most of the women are from Australia (54%) 
and New Zealand (31%), two countries that have been highlighted in the
literature as being culturally conditioned toward an “overseas experience”
form of expatriation (Inkson et al., 1997). Only one respondent is from the
United States and another from the United Kingdom. As we are not inter-
ested in comparing experiences across female SIEs from different countries
of origin, instead of eliminating the data generated by interviewing the last
two respondents, we kept them with the purpose of gaining as much insight
as possible on the basis of a highly limited sample.

Phone interviews were conducted by the first author between October
2008 and January 2009 using a semi-structured format (Daniels and Cannice, 
2004). This approach allowed the research questions to be introduced con-
sistently across all interviewees while remaining flexible to glean further
insights into their experiences depending on what the participants wanted
to share. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and the data were reviewed
and analyzed by both authors along the lines of what motivates women
to self-initiate expatriate assignments and what are the characteristics of 
female SIEs.

Our analysis of the motivations for this group made use of the work by
Suutari and Brewster (2000), where they identified seven key motivations
that led SIEs and traditional expatriates to pursue work abroad: interest in
internationalization, new experiences, professional development, career
progress, economic benefits, employer initiative, and poor current employ-
ment situation. Although we used their framework as a starting point, we
expected that “employer initiative” would not appear in our data since all
our participants were SIEs. We conducted a careful review of the interview
transcripts against these indicators and tabulated them accordingly. Our 
data uncovered an additional motivator, namely, “personal relationships,”



Table 6.1 Demographics of participants

Code Nationality Age 
group

Education Industry Job title Previous
work abroad 
(countries)

Married Children

01 Australia Under 30 High 
school

Recruitment Head of research None Partner/de facto
relationship

None

02 Australia 31–40 Bachelor Health care Physiotherapist Oman, NZ Married None

03 New Zealand 51–60 Master Education Department chair Australia, 
Canada

Married 3

04 New Zealand 31–40 Master Telecommunications Head of business
intelligence, 
Middle East

UK, Japan, 
NZ

Never married None

05 United States 51–60 Doctorate Education Professor France Married 2

06 United
Kingdom

51–60 Bachelor Banking, finance,
insurance

Manager None Separated/
divorced

1

07 Australia 31–40 Bachelor Banking, finance,
insurance

Compliance 
officer

UK Married None

08 Australia 41–50 Master Education English faculty Denmark,
UK, France

Separated/
divorced

2

09 New Zealand 31–40 Bachelor Real estate Senior property
consultant

UK Never married None

10 Australia Under 30 Bachelor Real estate Personal assistant None Separated/
divorced

None

11 Australia Under 30 Bachelor Construction and
infrastructure

Legal associate None Partner/de facto 
relationship

None

12 New Zealand 51–60 Bachelor Government, 
diplomacy

Office manager Australia,
UK

Married 3

13 Australia 31–40 Bachelor Advertising and
communications

Strategic account
planner

None Married 1
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an issue on which we elaborate in “Female SIEs’ Motivations to Undertake
an Assignment Abroad” section. The data regarding characteristics were also
collected from the interview transcripts and summarized in Excel spread-
sheets for ease of comparison and reference against earlier studies, for exam-
ple, Inkson et al. (1997) and Suutari and Brewster (2000).

Findings and discussion

Female SIEs’ characteristics

The literature to date has identified that expatriates may self-initiate their
careers abroad at different points in their career. As mentioned earlier, SIEs 
in the Inkson et al.’s (1997) sample were generally young and early in their
careers, while Suutari and Brewster (2000) studied a group further along 
in their professional life. Our participants displayed characteristics more
aligned with the latter sample: They were neither particularly young, nor
in their early careers – most were over 30 (77%) and held management 
or other senior positions (77%, as indicated by their titles and number of 
direct reports). At the time of our study, six participants (46%) had lived 
in the UAE between one and three years, three (23%) under one year, and
the remaining four (31%) over three years. During the interviews, many 
(62%) highlighted previous work abroad prior to taking up positions in 
the UAE, although most had in fact worked in English-speaking countries, 
such as their neighboring country of Australia or New Zealand as well as
Canada and the United Kingdom. Only one participant (#2) had under-
taken a previous assignment in another country in the Arab Middle East 
(Oman). This is consistent with previous studies that suggest that female 
SIEs from English-speaking countries will seek English-speaking environ-
ments when pursuing international assignments (Myers and Pringle, 
2005). Furthermore, despite the host culture of the UAE being that of 
Arabic speakers, all of our participants spoke English as their primary work 
and social language, with many noting that knowledge of Arabic was not 
an essential requirement for their professional or personal situations. In
the words of one interviewee:

Because I didn’t have any direct contact with the local population in my 
job, I had no need to learn Arabic. I dealt with expatriates. There was a 
mixture of Westerners and the usual mix of expatriates you get in the 
Gulf – Filipino cleaning staff, Indian accountants and chefs, also in the 
lab was a Lebanese and some South Africans. (Participant #7)

The two exceptions regarding any significant language learning were a
health care professional (Participant #2) who learned “women’s Arabic” 
while living in Oman and then used it when providing health care services
to Emirati women while in the UAE and Participant #1 who was engaged
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to an Arab gentleman and had learned Arabic to communicate better with
him and his family.

The female SIEs in our sample were well educated: 62% had bachelor’s 
degree and 31% had completed postgraduate work, including one doctor-
ate. Industry representation was relatively broad and included professionals 
working in education, financial services, real estate, and health care, among
others, with no particular industry representing more than 25%. Finally, 
62% of our participants were married or in de facto relationships although
the majority (54%) did not have children.

Female SIEs’ motivations to undertake an assignment abroad

Given the heterogeneity of SIEs, we expected our participants to be moti-
vated by a wide variety of factors, and this was indeed supported by the data.
Table 6.2 summarizes the number of mentions made for each motivation.

Consistent with the emerging SIE literature, women in our sample were
primarily motivated to pursue international assignments based on personal
rather than professional factors. This supports earlier findings that SIEs are
particularly motivated by factors that extend beyond those traditionally
offered by an organization, such as vertical career progression, financial
gains, and international experience with the same firm.

Only two participants (#5 and #9) stated that they had clearly defined
professional goals they wanted to achieve through their international
assignments, and therefore they planned their time overseas accordingly. 
In the first instance, Participant #5 had specific academic contributions she
wanted to make in her field and had identified the UAE as an appropriate
target country where she could further her research. She then identified a 
supporting scholarship fund that would allow her to work in the UAE for
a desired one-year period of time, which would provide the professional

Table 6.2 Motivations for self-initiated expatriation

Motives* Number of mentions

New experiences 6
Interest in internationalization 4
Personal relationships** 3
Career progress 2
Economic benefits 2
Professional development 2
Employer initiative 0
Poor employment situation 0

Note: As some respondents referred to more than one particular motive, 
the total is more than 13.
*Suutari and Brewster, 2000 p. 425.
**Identified in our data.
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introductions she wanted – connections to business leaders and within aca-
demic circles. Participant #9 completed real estate studies in New Zealand
and began her career there. She then relocated to London to specialize in a
particular field within the real estate industry and finally took a role in the 
UAE with a firm that worked extensively in her field of expertise. The most 
frequently mentioned motivation for seeking work overseas was a desire
to have new experiences, followed by an interest in internationalization.
That these two motives were the most frequently mentioned is consistent
with previous studies, where the desire for “adventure” figured prominently
among the SIE drivers (Richardson and Mallon, 2005).

I’m a kiwi and lived and worked in New Zealand for most of my adult 
life. As my kids had grown up, my husband and I decided that we would
have an adventure and move to the UAE. (Participant #03)

I’ve worked internationally even when I was at University. I worked for 
four or five months in Japan during my summer break. Worked in the UK 
for four years, traveled around Europe with my company, came home for 
a year, thought New Zealand was too boring, so thought I’d start looking 
abroad again, and got offered a role in the UAE. (Participant #04)

I taught primary school in international schools in Australia, Denmark, 
and around Europe. Then I went back to Australia and changed focus
from children to adults with the intention of traveling again in the
future. When I was able to travel again, I started looking for jobs and 
found postings in Dubai. (Participant #08)

Although some participants mentioned career progress and professional
development as motivations for moving to the UAE, none of them made
moves within the same company.

I worked three years in Oman and then came up to the Emirates to take a
position as a head of department for the Ministry of Health in Abu Dhabi. 
(Participant #02)

As our participants were all SIEs, “employer initiative” was not cited as a
motivator for internationalization. “Poor employment situation” (in the
home country) was also not mentioned as a factor by our cohort, although
it might appear as a motivator in a larger sample size that covers a longer 
time frame to account for different economic cycles that each of our
Western countries has undergone. In summary, the motivations that drove 
this group of women were varied, yet tended toward personal rather than
professional drivers. Indeed, “personal relationships” were cited as a driver 
for choosing the UAE in particular as a location to procure work overseas.
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In fact, this motivation ranks as number three after “new experiences” and
“interest in internationalization”:

I’d never worked internationally before. Traveled but not worked over-
seas. I decided that I wanted to, so I took 12 months leave without pay 
in Australia, decided I would have a 2-month holiday in UAE – I knew
someone here already – and decided that if I didn’t get work, I would go 
home but if I did, I would stay. (Participant #10)

I was living in Adelaide working as a lawyer and decided I wanted a new 
social experience. I had looked at London, Hong Kong, etc. I had a mate 
in Dubai and decided to consider it. A girlfriend of mine who is also a 
lawyer and I decided to move out here two years ago. (Participant #11)

Talent management and female SIEs

The preceding sections provide insight into the motivations and character-
istics of a group of female SIEs working in the UAE and offer useful infor-
mation for HR managers when attempting to address challenges related to
managing this particular group of global talent.

Firstly, the motivations for female SIEs in the cohort are consistent with
those identified in the literature to date: They tend to be more personal
than professional and lean heavily toward interest in new experiences and
internationalization. Interestingly, as mentioned earlier, “personal relation-
ships” were also a reason why these women chose to work in an exotic loca-
tion: Despite being a non-Western environment, they knew people in the
expatriate community and had received inside information regarding what
to expect when working there.

Secondly, our study supports the notion that there is no single profile 
for female SIEs. Our cohort included both young and older professionals,
married and single, with children and without. That said, the majority were
more mature and more experienced and had had further international expe-
rience prior to working in the UAE. Importantly, although most had had 
international experience, they had predominantly worked in countries that
were culturally adjacent to theirs, and therefore they had encountered low
language and cultural barriers. It is reasonable to speculate that given their
preference for expatriating to familiar environments (Myers and Pringle,
2005), female SIEs may choose other Western locations for their initial
international forays before entering a more foreign country. We note that
further studies would be required to determine whether female SIEs will
consistently tend to be older and have greater professional or international
experience when accepting positions in emerging markets that are more
culturally distant from their home countries.

Although the semi-structured interviews did not address general company
support, participants were asked what they did to prepare for their move to
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the UAE as well as for any follow-up orientation or support they received.
Of the 13, only three (23%) received any form of support prior to arriving in
the Middle East (in the form of access to tailored online resources for expa-
triates in their field: education), and the same three were the only ones that
received post-arrival support (in the form of orientation and ongoing access
to expatriate resources). The rest took steps to inform themselves using
online resources and personal networks, as indicated in these quotes:

The basic background information I’d got was mainly from the internet. 
I did my own personal research. The Australian government has some 
websites like Smart Traveler, and the UAE government also has a web-
site called UAE Interact. One website that I found particularly useful is
a forum called ex-pat women Abu Dhabi that gives you a bit of infor-
mation about living in Abu Dhabi, you can ask questions in a forum
situation to other women that are living here. So, that was really useful.
(Participant #01)

I had no cross-cultural training. I had a friend who had been married to
an Arab, and she taught me to say “salam aleikum,” “aleikum salam,” and
“shukran” and then I found out the rest when I got there. (Participant #02)

Despite being resilient and proactive, a few participants highlighted how 
company support might have assisted them by reducing the time to get up
to speed as well as preparing for practical nonwork needs:

A lot of foreign companies operate here and yet, it was basically after about 
a year and a half you finally know what’s what – basically from trial and 
error and your own experiences. It could have been a lot smoother if the 
HR department inducted you into this environment. (Participant #04)

I had focused on the cultural differences and making sure that I didn’t 
offend anyone, but I sort of overlooked the practical issues. And there 
are many of those – getting an international drivers license, making 
sure I had money in the bank to furnish my apartment from scratch. 
Knowing those sorts of things in advance would have lessened the shock.
(Participant #09)

In light of the talent management discussion and challenges for MNCs to
build employer of choice brands, one interviewee’s observation suggests 
firms must be careful regarding how they present their brand on a global 
level and the support they offer to avoid creating false expectations and
consequently damage their employer reputation:

The company didn’t offer cross-cultural training. Even though I was
working for an international law firm, the local office didn’t always work 
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the way the headquarters would work. So, even though I was working 
for a British firm and I would go onto their website and see all kinds
of “flash” [sophisticated] services they provide on employment, I guess 
cross-cultural training might be one but I haven’t had anything like that
offered at all. (Participant #11)

Each of the points made above lead to the following conclusion: Talent 
managers that need to source employees for positions in emerging markets
have ample opportunity to reach out to female SIEs interested in their
particular countries of interest. Embassies and expatriate associations will
be natural places for prospective female SIEs to contact for information on
their location of interest. Building relationships with these organizations
to present their firm as employers of choice for female SIEs in that location
could be beneficial. Specifically, firms could partner with expatriate associa-
tions to promote particular positions they are attempting to fill or sponsor
networking or cultural training events to draw out female SIEs to identify 
the current availability (and quality) of talent to determine options for the
near and longer term. Partnering with embassies, firms could also develop
useful materials to assist expatriates by offering practical suggestions on top-
ics such as typical living arrangements, official documentation procedures,
and so on. Although some of these materials are developed by embassies as
a matter of course, if they can be enhanced and made more widely avail-
able for the target audience that could result in a win-win situation without 
committing huge investments.

It almost goes without saying that part of building an employer brand
today involves having a suitable online presence. Leveraging tools such as
LinkedIn and Facebook to create a company profile as well as to set up expa-
triate groups for ongoing discussions are additional options that companies
have to promote their talent management initiatives and develop virtual
relationships with prospective hires. Because personal recommendations
play an important role in a female SIE’s decision regarding which country
to expatriate to, it is reasonable to assume that building a strong employer 
brand online and on the ground among the expatriate community in key
cities or countries could assist with developing a competitive advantage.
That said, in large and key markets such as China or Brazil, where English
is not as widely spoken or is the de facto business language and greater cul-
tural distance exists relative to Western cultures, further research is needed 
to determine whether attractive expatriate enclaves exist that might have
particular appeal to female SIEs.

A final consideration regarding talent management of female SIEs: While 
the issue of cost of expatriation was not specifically raised during our inter-
views, the fact that our cohort was working in the UAE of their own volition
could imply that the cost of hiring from an SIE group could be lower (Scullion
et al., 2007). From a negotiation standpoint, a hiring company may need to 
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offer fewer incentives and eliminate relocation costs if the prospective pro-
fessional is already motivated to accept a position in the target international 
location or when she is already present in the country. Expatriates who are 
either already living in the target country or are personally motivated to
live there might be expected to handle cross-cultural adjustment more suc-
cessfully than those who are sent primarily due to their company’s initiative 
(Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010), thereby minimizing or eliminating the risk 
and cost of expatriate failure due to poor cross- cultural adjustment.

Conclusion and limitations

This study extends the current literature on expatriates by providing insights
into the motivations and characteristics of a subgroup that has been largely
neglected to date – Western female SIEs in the Middle East. Our contribution
focuses on deepening the understanding of female professionals operating
in emerging markets that remain under-researched in the international
business and IHRM literature while offering HR managers specific talent
management recommendations for this group of expatriates.

The motivations this group identified were consistent with the literature
to date, in that these women were primarily driven by personal goals rather
than professional ones when seeking positions abroad (e.g., Suutari and
Brewster, 2000; Crowley-Henry, 2007). In particular, “new experiences” and
“interest in internationalization” were highlighted as important drivers. The
characteristics of our cohort describe a group of professionals that is gener-
ally well educated and has had work experience prior to pursuing a position 
in the UAE. This contradicts some earlier studies (e.g., Inkson et al., 1997)
that described SIEs as generally young and inexperienced, even if they did
have a tertiary degree. The SIEs we studied have had largely positive experi-
ences in the UAE – a fact worth noticing given the international dynamics
in the aftermath of 9/11 that have resulted in significant tensions between
Arabs and Westerners. In summary, to use a horse racing term, these women
are an unexpected trifecta – a triple win: they are (1) female, thereby contrib-
ute to creative diversity in the workplace; (2) well educated and experienced,
therefore help to meet a shortage of qualified professionals willing to accept
international positions; and (3) work in an emerging market in a region
that offers unique challenges to adequately staff with Western personnel. 
The value of better understanding this group of professionals should not be
underestimated by international HR managers.

Our findings offer HR managers grappling with the increasingly complex
flow of global talent specific insights to assist with recruiting and retaining
an untapped and potentially valuable source of talent to their organiza-
tions. Having clearly aligned the HR strategy to the company’s overall global 
strategy and identified countries, in which there are gaps in required talent,
HR managers can utilize our findings on motivations (e.g., strong desire for
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new experiences) and tailor their recruitment efforts to attract female SIEs
to their subsidiaries ahead of their competitors. Secondly, once a female
SIE is hired, it is worth focusing on retaining, developing, and supporting
that talent. These goals might be accomplished, for example, by partnering
with locally based expatriate associations or well-reputed recruitment firms
to highlight their particular company as a potential employer for attractive
candidates perhaps by co-sponsoring an expatriate event or blog while lev-
eraging the company’s online presence through ubiquitous social network-
ing tools such as LinkedIn and Facebook. Such partnerships in countries
of strategic interest might raise the profile of both the association and the
hiring company and increase the likelihood of identifying valuable talent
interested in expatriating to the target country as well as develop welcoming 
programs to assist newcomers to have positive experiences as they experi-
ence general and work adjustment.

Our study is not, however, without limitations. Firstly, we readily admit
that ours is a small sample as might be expected when working with a rare
subgroup such as female SIEs in the Arab Middle East. Future studies may be
able to expand on this by targeting particular industries, for example, edu-
cation or health care professionals, which might have a higher percentage 
of SIEs. Secondly, despite attempts to identify equal numbers from each of 
the four studied nationalities, the women in our study were predominantly
from New Zealand and Australia and, consequently, the findings may be 
somewhat skewed toward the cultural attitudes espoused by those countries,
for example, wide national interest in internationalization. Notwithstanding
these limitations, this study does provide additional light on a phenomenon 
that has been a reality for a while and that only promises to be on the rise in 
the future, namely, female SIEs pursuing careers in the Arab Middle East.
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7
Self-Initiated Expatriate’s Adjustment:
A Neglected Terrain
Anthony McDonnell and Hugh Scullion

Introduction

In this age of globalization, organizations are placing greater emphasis on
attracting, developing, and retaining an international workforce that can
operate effectively in a hyper-competitive global marketplace. Traditionally 
the concept of an international workforce has been associated with the
use of long-term expatriate assignments, in other words, corporate expa-
triates, which we classify from here on as traditional expatriates. In more
recent times, research has highlighted the growing importance of different
forms of long-term assignments (for example, inpatriate and third-country
assignments) and alternative forms (for example, short-term international
assignments, commuter assignments, and international frequent flyers).
These have emerged as the main focus of recent research studies (Collings,
Scullion, and Morley, 2007; Collings, McDonnell, Gunnigle, and Lavelle, 
2010; Mayrhofer, Reichel, and Sparrow, 2012). There is also an ever-increasing 
research agenda on self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), that is, non- corporate
international assignments. Suutari and Brewster (2000), building on the
work of Inkson, Pringle, Arthur, and Barry (1997), proposed the idea of 
SIEs as representing a means for organizations to build an international 
workforce beyond the more common means of transferring staff between
subsidiaries of a multinational enterprise (MNE). According to Suutari and
Brewster (2000), SIEs are individuals who move to a country outside of their 
own and take up employment on local terms. Consequently, the foremost
differentiation with traditional expatriates is that the SIE is responsible for
the move and securing the position themselves; they are not transferred by
their organization to another worldwide subsidiary.

Consequently, SIEs are individuals who not only cross countries but also 
cross organizations (Inkson et al., 1997). This potentially makes adjustment 
more challenging or at a minimum introduces different factors or implica-
tions for adjustment, which may not have been considered in the traditional 
expatriate adjustment literature. When an individual moves to a new country,
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they are faced with uncertainty from the new culture in which she or he finds
herself or himself, often resulting in some level of “culture shock” (Oberg,
1960). Researchers continue to engage with the importance of adjustment
to successful expatriate assignments, but the focus has almost solely been
on forms of traditional expatriate forms (Mendenhall, Kuhlman, Stahl, and
Osland, 2002; Selmer and Lam, 2004). Scholarship has demonstrated that
traditional expatriates are faced with multiple challenges and difficulties in
adjusting to the new foreign environments they find themselves in (Black,
Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991; Shaffer, Harrison, and Gilley, 1999). The 
literature has provided a range of recommendations to organizations and
individuals on facilitating expatriate adjustment, including a comprehen-
sive selection process and the provision of relevant, ongoing training and
supports (Clegg and Gray, 2002; Waxin and Panaccio, 2005). Failure to
successfully adjust to a new environment can lead to a range of negative 
outcomes for the individual (his or her personal networks and relationships)
and the organization (through lower work effort and performance leading to
significant financial costs and, in addition, increased labor turnover costs).
Currently, we know little about adjustment and performance among SIEs. 
This is in spite of growing evidence that significant differences exist between
traditional expatriates and SIEs with respect to the motivations of undertak-
ing a foreign assignment, value to career, and so forth (Doherty, Dickmann, 
and Mills, 2011) – factors that have been associated with adjustment among
traditional expatriates.

This chapter argues that organizations need to consider SIEs as a special
case due to there being distinctive HR issues and challenges that arise when
seeking to manage SIEs effectively. More specifically, we focus on SIE adjust-
ment where we touch upon both individual and organizational perspectives
and note that organizations need to consider these issues. There is evidence
highlighting that SIEs have higher organizational mobility than traditional
corporate expatriates (Biemann and Andresen, 2010), making this a particu-
larly acute issue. Further, we consider whether current HR practices con-
tribute to the successful employment of SIEs and the role human resource
management (HRM) and talent management can play in supporting adjust-
ment to the new organization and culture (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010).
Finally, we set out a research agenda that we hope will influence researchers 
in the field.

SIEs as a global staffing option

There has been significant discussion in academic and practitioner circles
about the changing nature of international assignments or at least an
acknowledgment that a wider variety of forms are being utilized by MNEs.
Tahvanainen, Welch, and Worm (2005) noted that as a result of the high 
costs and staff mobility challenges (for example, dual career couple), MNEs 
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have begun to substitute or complement traditional expatriate assignments
with other forms. While difficult to measure, all indications are that SIEs
encompass a large and growing component of “expatriate communities”
(Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009). With cross- border
mobility never as straightforward in Europe, and with many countries
actively seeking skilled migrants (for example, Australia), there seems to be
little doubt that the number of SIEs will continue to increase. Numbers are
likely to be further accentuated by the global talent war that looks set to
continue in the coming decade (Scullion and Collings, 2010; McDonnell,
2011), in spite of a rise in unemployment in most countries due to the glo-
bal financial crisis (McDonnell and Burgess, 2013).

It has long been argued that internationally competent managers are an
essential element of global business success (Black and Gregersen, 1999), and
it is also the case that such talent is increasingly difficult to locate and retain
(Sloan, Hazucha, and Van Katwyk, 2003). The demand for internationally
competent managers is only going to grow with the increasing internationali-
zation of small- to medium-sized firms and the growth of the emerging mar-
kets (for example, China, India, and Eastern Europe). There has been much 
discussion around the idea of developing internationally competent or global
leaders (Maznevski and Distefano, 2000; Caligiuri, 2006; Mendenhall, 2006). 
Caligiuri (2006) suggests that individuals who possess the right knowledge, 
skills, and personality characteristics (see Table 7.1), and who are offered
appropriate developmental opportunities, can become competent global
leaders.

We suggest that SIEs represent a potential source of global leaders for 
organizations. Selmer and Lam (2004, p. 431) propose that organizations
seeking staff with a global mindset could consider “ready-made” individuals 
rather than only “expensive” corporate expatriate assignees. They discuss
the idea of ready-made individuals in the context of third-culture kids,
which refer to the children of traditional expatriates. They argue these third-
culture kids will possess a global mindset and be quite culturally aware and
adaptable. These are often regarded as key skills in successful international
assignments. This ready-made expatriate concept is one that has resonance

Table 7.1 Overview of knowledge, skills, and personality 
characteristics for global leadership

Cultural sensitivity Extroversion
International business knowledge Agreeableness
Intercultural interaction skills Conscientiousness
Language skills Emotional stability
Cognitive ability Openness
High tolerance for ambiguity

Source: Adapted from Conner, 2000 and Caligiuri, 2006.
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regarding SIEs, in particular SIEs who have lived in different cultural con-
texts to their home country. Consequently, some SIEs may possess a higher
tolerance for ambiguity, have international business knowledge and cross-
cultural skills, and already be present in the country, thus reducing the high 
financial costs of relying upon traditional expatriates. It is quite common to
hear of traditional expatriate assignments costing somewhere between 1.5 
and 4 times that of a local employee (Dowling, Festing, and Engle, 2008). If 
organizations could find local staff with the global skills they require, it may
help lower financial costs and increase the probability of success.

The suggestion for organizations to focus on the external labor market
rather than looking internally through traditional expatriate candidates
when they require someone with a global mindset (Levy, Beechler, Taylor, 
and Boyacigiller, 2007) or cultural intelligence (Earley and Ang, 2003) 
reiterates the call for a greater strategic consideration of the purpose of inter-
national assignments and the most appropriate person for the role (Suutari
and Brewster, 2000). Lee (2005) has previously called on international 
organizations to establish strategies that explicitly consider the potential
benefits of utilizing SIEs in contributing to business success – a position
endorsed here.

An SIE may not, however, always be an appropriate staffing option. For 
example, in the case of a MNE that is looking to use a traditional expatriate 
for control purposes, as is often the case when establishing operations in a
new foreign market (Edstrom and Galbraith, 1977), we suggest that an SIE is
unlikely to be a good choice. This is because they will not be au fait with the 
company culture, company-reporting systems and would lack the networks
at headquarters enjoyed by traditional expatriates.

Overall, we contend that SIEs represent a potentially useful staffing source
for organizations looking for staff with international skills without the same
level of financial costs that typically accrue through traditional expatri-
ates. We now consider the different types of SIEs and their motivations for 
moving on their own initiative to a new country.

Understanding SIEs: Moving away from a singular typology

It may appear that SIEs represent one particular group, but similar to there
being different types of traditional expatriates (for example, parent country 
expatriates, third-country expatriates, and inpatriates) there are differ-
ent types of SIEs. They are not a mono-group. Howe-Walsh and Schyns 
(2010) point to two different types of SIEs. The first sees individuals move
to another country to pursue their career, and the second is where SIEs
leave for personal reasons, such as to continue a relationship or wanting to
experience a new country. They suggest that the former are likely to have a 
job arranged before moving, with the latter unlikely to have organized the
same. The idea of different groups of SIEs is important and something that
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we endorse, but we assert that a two-group typology and underlying argu-
mentation is overly simplistic.

There appears to be an assumption in the literature that the motivations
for moving to a new country are exclusive; in other words, it is for career or 
personal reasons. However, we contend that the motivations to move may
be far more complex, and in fact there may be multiple reasons rather than
one or the other (Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Richardson 
and McKenna, 2002; Inkson and Myers, 2003; Fitzgerald and Howe-Walsh,
2008; Thorn, 2009; Al Ariss, 2010; Al Ariss and Ozbilgin, 2010). This is likely
to mean SIEs can be categorized into more specific and distinct types. For
instance, there may be a variety of motivations or reasons, such as want-
ing to experience something new, financial windfalls, seeking to develop 
one’s career, and so forth. The potential interplay between motivations for
undertaking self-initiated expatriation and particularly the impact on an
individual’s adjustment is something that has not been considered to any
extent and is an aspect we deliberate on in a later section.

Richardson and McKenna (2002) in a study of UK academics found 
evidence of four different reasons for becoming an SIE, namely, explora-
tion, escape, financial reasons, and a belief that it would be a useful career
development activity. Inkson et al. (1997) coined the idea of young people 
traveling overseas for a new adventure (for example, a gap year) with coun-
tries such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States par-
ticularly popular among youths. This category is arguably quite different to
those potentially more mature and moving primarily for career- or financial-
related reasons. The recent global financial crisis may make financial issues
a more important motivation for self-initiated expatriation. There has been 
some anecdotal evidence that shows SIEs are moving overseas to take up a 
position, but their partner and children are remaining at home.

Table 7.2 identifies six groups of SIEs based on their primary motivation
or reason for moving to a new country and finding employment there. First,
exploring SIE ascribes closely to the focus of Inkson et al. (1997) in their semi-E
nal article of typically young, adventure-seeking males or females who want 
to experience something different to their home environment, for exam-
ple, wanting to travel to and live in an environment(s) of interest to them.
Second, career-focused SIEs are individuals who move abroad because they
perceive that experience and/or potential roles outside of their home country
will be a positive factor in their future career trajectory. Research suggests that 
traditional corporate expatriates are often unhappy with the rewards received
with respect to career advancement after undertaking an international assign-
ment. This often appears as a key reason behind high repatriate turnover. 
In spite of this, many individuals still value international assignments for
career and personal development and decide to go it alone in the form of a 
self-initiated assignment. Consequently, there are links between SIEs and the
boundaryless career concept (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Stahl, Miller, and
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Tung, 2002; Andresen, Biemann, and Pattie, 2012). Third, financial SIEs refer 
to those individuals who have left their home country primarily for financial 
reasons. We suggest that this type of self-initiated expatriation is likely to rise 
in recessionary times when unemployment rates are high and people move
to countries that appear to offer greater employment opportunities. Fourth, 
continuous SIEs are international employees who move to different locations 
of their own free will. In essence, they are an employee of the world. Fifth,
localized SIEs are traditional expatriates who have decided not to repatriate 
but stay in the host context to seek further employment. This group poten-
tially become permanent migrants. Finally, we note that SIEs could be the
partner of a traditional expatriate, and we categorize these as trailing SIEs.
Such SIEs are likely to have different experiences to the others as they may 
have received support from their partner’s organization. In addition, such 
SIEs may not have been solely self-initiated but, in part, were “forced” to
move due to their partner’s assignment. These groups remain relatively broad
and one could be more discrete in breaking these down further with the 
advent of greater empiricism. More particularly, we believe that these could
be developed further through a greater research focus on SIEs from a wider
variety of industries and from a greater number of countries.

Table 7.2 Summary of SIE groupings

Group Description

Exploring SIEs Adventure-seeking, typically young people with the
“traveling bug,” that is, who seek a different experience or
wish to explore a new environment

Career-focused SIEs Individuals who view international experience as a key
means to enhancing their future career trajectory

Financial SIEs Individuals who had to leave their home environment due 
to unemployment and the resultant pressures that such a
situation brings

Continuous SIEs Individuals who move to different international locations 
to take up roles as they arise. Similar to career expatriates 
but without corporate support and on their own initiative 
and employed on local terms and conditions

Localized SIEs Individuals who may have been a traditional expatriate 
but have decided to stay in the host country after their
assignment ended. Thus, they are no longer treated as a
traditional expatriate

Trailing SIE SIEs may be the spouse of a traditional expatriate. Such 
SIEs may have received supports from their partner’s 
organization, meaning the transition is less challenging

Source: Adapted from Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Richardson and McKenna, 
2002; Inkson and Myers, 2003; Thorn, 2009.
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We argue that the group in which the SIE falls within will be a key deter-
minant in adjustment and work performance (Howe-Walsh and Schyns,
2010) and whether the recruiting organization needs to make special HRM
considerations. We return to this point later.

Expatriate adjustment: Traditional expatriates and SIEs

While undertaking an international assignment is likely to offer significantly
positive elements to an individual, moving to a new country and experienc-
ing a new culture is almost inevitably going to increase levels of stress and
uncertainty, leading to what in the traditional expatriate literature has been 
termed “culture shock” (Oberg, 1960). This has led to a long- standing body 
of literature that has highlighted the importance of cross-cultural adjust-
ment as an antecedent to a successful expatriate assignment (for example, 
Mendenhall et al., 2002; Selmer and Lam, 2004). Scholarship has particu-
larly considered different strategies for improving cross-cultural adjustment
so as to improve traditional expatriate success and performance. In the bur-
geoning field of SIE research, there has been little reflection on the adjust-
ment challenges SIEs face.

Adjustment among traditional expatriates

When discussing cross-cultural adjustment among traditional corporate
expatriates, Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou’s (1991) multi-dimensional
model is invariably cited. Black et al. (1991) talk about anticipatory andy in-
country adjustment where the former can be a crucial influence on the latter t
through, for example, the individual possessing previous international expe-
rience. A characteristic of both forms of adjustment is that they facilitate 
more realistic expectations from the expatriate (and hopefully their spouse/
family). Anticipatory adjustment can be helped through a MNE having a
sophisticated recruitment and selection process for assignments and provid-
ing relevant cross-cultural training. With respect to in-country adjustment,
Black et al. (1991) identified three dimensions of adjustment. First, general
adjustment denotes the degree of ease that an individual finds living in the t
host environment. For example, it refers to a person’s psychological comfort
with their new environment’s climate, food, and standard of living. Second,
host national interaction adjustment signifies the expatriate’s psychologicalt
comfort with the potentially different communication styles of the host
culture. Third, work adjustment refers to an individual’s fit with respect tot
the performance expectations and work values of the job and organization
he or she is employed in.

A range of variables were noted as determinants of these three dimensions 
of traditional expatriate adjustment. Under job factors, Black et al. (1991)
noted role clarity and role discretion as positive determinants and role con-
flict and role novelty as negative determinants of expatriate  adjustment.
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Three organizational factors were identified, all of which positively
impacted adjustment, namely, supervisor support, co-worker support, and 
logistical support. Non-work factors that impacted expatriate adjustment
were spouse adjustment (positive) and cultural novelty (negative). Finally, 
two individual factors were found to positively impact expatriate adjust-
ment: achievement self-efficacy and social self-efficacy.

This model has formed the basis for significant empirical testing among tra-
ditional expatriates, and it has received significant support (Shaffer, Harrison, 
and Gilley, 1999; Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison, Shaffer, and Luk, 2005). There
have been further additions to this model; for example, fluency with the host
country’s language and previous international experience were found to be
direct determinants as well as being key moderators (Shaffer et al., 1999). For
expatriates with previous experience, there was a positive impact between
supervisor support and the three dimensions of adjustment, whereas for
first-time assignees this generated a negative relationship. Further, Bhaskar-
Shrinivas et al.’s (2005) meta-analysis of 66 research studies found spouse 
and family adjustment were the most important predictors of cross-cultural
adjustment (that is, across the different dimensions). The explanation pro-
vided for this result was that of a spill-over effect whereby spousal and/or
family dissatisfaction negatively impacts the traditional expatriate’s adjust-
ment. Work adjustment was found to be affected by job design and organi-
zational supports while language and interpersonal abilities also positively
influenced all three adjustment dimensions.

The traditional expatriation literature makes clear that a number of factors 
positively and negatively impact adjustment to a new culture and organiza-
tion. Limited adjustment to the new environment has been found to have
negative consequences, including poor work performance and low job sat-
isfaction (Black et al., 1991). As a result, increasing numbers of MNEs that 
utilize traditional expatriates now adopt a more comprehensive approach 
toward selecting and preparing individuals for international work (for exam-
ple, there has been much discussion on the usefulness of cross-cultural train-
ing (Selmer and Lam, 2004; Waxin and Panaccio, 2005)). This is not the case 
with respect to SIEs because organizational support tends to be non-existent.
It appears that the adjustment challenge of SIEs has been neglected by both
researchers and organizations (some exceptions include Peltokorpi and
Froese, 2009; Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). We now consider the special 
case of SIEs and propose a model of determinants of SIE adjustment.

Adjustment among SIEs

SIEs are individuals who move to a foreign country on their own initiative
to take up employment. Therefore, a key difference with traditional expatri-
ates is the lack of company involvement in sending the individual to the
foreign country. This means that SIEs not only face a new culture and new
surroundings but they must also deal with a new organization. This is unlike
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traditional expatriates who will have some connection with the new organi-
zation although the subsidiary may be very different from their previous 
operation. Consequently, we contend that SIEs will face significant adjust-
ment challenges, many of which may be similar to that faced by traditional
expatriates, but there may also be additional complexities. SIEs are almost
certainly going to receive no organizational supports because they tend to be
treated like local staff. When recruiting, an organization will expect a local
individual to be comfortable with the cultural idiosyncrasies of the environ-
ment, and thus, no consideration is likely for the unique case of SIEs. For
instance, the individual and their family members are unlikely to receive
any cross-cultural training and other supports unless in rare cases where the
organization provides such supports to its employees more generally. We
believe this is extremely unlikely, particularly in domestic companies. This 
is another key difference between the context of SIEs and traditional expatri-
ates; the SIE may work in a firm that is not a MNE. 

Typically, MNEs expect that individual expatriates will take some time to
adapt and perform at the requisite, expected level. In the case of SIEs, no
such consideration is likely and they will be afforded the same time as any
local starter with respect to reaching acceptable performance levels. This
situation may add considerable stress and pressure to the SIE and accentu-
ate the adjustment challenge. Vance (2005) examined traditional expatriates 
and SIEs and found that a significant disadvantage of the self-initiated route 
was the lack of organizational supports and having to go it totally alone.
We contend that there are cases where a more considered approach should 
be adopted by organizations toward SIEs. By not doing so, organizations are
increasing the risk of poor performance. In some professions this could lead
to catastrophic consequences. Bozionelos (2009, p. 112) notes the impor-
tance of adjustment to high job performance and its life or death nature in 
the case of nursing, a sector that is likely to include significant numbers of 
SIEs across many developed countries: “nursing does not permit suboptimal
performance at any point, for the consequences of the error or malpractice
can be disastrous at every level.” 

Similarities and differences in adjustment between self-initiated expatria-
tion and traditional forms of expatriation are to be expected, but unfortu-
nately there is little conceptual or empirical research that focuses on the
special case of SIEs. We now attempt to conceptually consider the key
determinants of SIE adjustment. We take the research of Black et al. (1991) 
and Shaffer et al. (1999) on traditional expatriate adjustment as the starting
point in conceptualizing SIE adjustment (see Figure 7.1). We contend that
there is potential significance among all of the factors identified by Black et
al. (1991) and Shaffer et al. (1999), but that differences may be expected on
some factors due to the unique situation of SIEs.

With respect to job factors, we suggest that all four factors from existing 
traditional expatriate models resonate similarly to SIE adjustment, but we
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also add a fifth factor. Role clarity is important, as it is for any individual y
taking up a new job. If a person does not have clarity about role objectives, 
main accountabilities, co-worker expectations, and overall responsibilities
of the role, work adjustment will be difficult. If organizations fail to consider
possible misunderstandings of the role due to, for example, the different
background of the SIE to local staff, there may be issues in role clarity that
negatively impact work adjustment and performance. Discretion in the role 
(that is, having flexibility in how an individual executes the role) has previ-
ously been found to be a positive determinant of work adjustment, and one 
would expect similar results in the case of SIEs. Role conflict refers to situa-t
tions where an individual receives conflicting indications of expectations
in/at work or where the employee is expected to perform a role that goes 
against his or her personal values. Clearly, such a situation is likely to cause 
stress and work adjustment will be extremely challenging. Role novelty refers y
to the extent to which the current role is different to previous roles. Such an

Job factors
1. Role clarity
2. Role discretion
3. Role conflict
4. Role novelty
5. Role/status incongruence

Organisational factors
1. Supervisor support
2.  Co-worker support
3. Logistical support

Non-work factors
1. Cultural novelty
2. Spouse/family adjustment

1. Work adjustment
2. Interaction adjustment
3. General adjustment

Individual factors
1. Achievement self-efficay
2. Social self-efficay
3. Motivation for SIE

4. Previous assignments
5. Language fluency

Figure 7.1 Determinants of SIE adjustment
Source: Adapted from Black et al. (1991) and Shaffer et al. (1999).
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impact may be particularly pronounced (and be positive or negative) when
one perceives their new role to be similar to previous roles but it turns out it
is different. Therefore it is important that organizations make SIEs aware of 
the specifics of the role and expectations even where it may appear that the
individual has worked in a similar role in a different context.

It appears that much scholarship suggests SIEs face few constraints in
obtaining roles to further their career because they make their own decisions
on where to move to and what positions to apply for. There is a perception
that SIEs represent a truer form of the boundaryless career concept than
traditional expatriates because they freely decide to move between countries
and organizations. However, it seems that there are considerable constraints
on some SIEs in gaining equivalent roles to what they are used to doing.
Al Ariss and Ozbilgin (2010) highlight the case of significant numbers of 
Lebanese SIEs in France who have been unable to obtain roles that they
perceive their qualifications and experience are worthy of. Further, Al Ariss
and Ozbilgin (2010, p. 279) note that when SIEs find employment, “work 
authorization procedures were complicated, lasted for months, and were
costly, a factor that discouraged employers from recruiting them.” This may
mean that SIEs take up roles that are essentially beneath their qualifications
and experience, which is likely to have an important impact on their adjust-
ment, satisfaction, performance, and desire to remain with the organization
in the role. A key issue is having qualifications recognized in the host envi-
ronment – an issue likely to be more problematic for SIEs from developing
countries looking for employment in a developed nation. SIEs appear more 
likely to be in roles that are beneath their qualifications and experiences,
leading to elements of role and status incongruence. It appears that there are
significant numbers of SIEs who suffer from down-skilling or underemploy-
ment when they seek employment in the new country (Lee, 2005; Al Ariss, 
2010; Al Ariss and Ozbilgin, 2010).

Although SIEs differ from traditional expatriates because of the lack of 
corporate support, we keep organizational factors in the model of proposed
SIE adjustment. We do so because we argue that if the context is one where 
the recruiting organization acknowledges the difficulties SIEs may face in
adjusting and makes a conscious effort to provide some supports, then this
is likely to have a positive impact. Supervisor and co-worker support are likelyt
to be of most resonance here, but there may also be some logistical supports
that could be of benefit to the SIE, particularly if the SIE is new to the coun-
try. For example, if the SIE is a newcomer, then the organization could con-
sider providing assistance/advice on key logistical issues such as advice on
accommodation, health systems, and so on. If the SIE is an individual who
has followed his or her partner who happens to be a traditional expatriate,
then organizational supports through the partner’s organization are more
likely to occur. However, we believe that consideration by the organization 
in which the SIE is employed is unlikely, hence the use of dotted lines in
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Figure 7.1. An SIE may be fortunate to have a supervisor or co-worker who
personally considers such issues and assists the SIE, but this would be in an
informal role and not under direction from the organization.

Turning to non-work factors, the cultural novelty of the new environment
and spousal adjustment has previously been found to strongly impact
general adjustment and interaction adjustment among traditional expatri-
ates (Shaffer et al., 1999). Cultural novelty refers to the perceived distance
between home and host cultures of the SIE and a similar impact as per tra-
ditional expatriates can be expected. Specifically, we expect cultural novelty 
will inhibit adjustment (Shaffer et al., 1999). The impact of the spouse on
the different facets of adjustment may be less of an issue in the case of SIEs
because the indications are that SIEs are more likely to be single (Suutari
and Brewster, 2000; Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010) and have fewer children
(Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010). However, where the SIE has a spouse and/
or children, then a similar impact on adjustment as found with traditional
expatriates may be likely. SIEs may also incorporate the spouse of a tradi-
tional expatriate, which adds a further dimension that should be considered 
in research concerning the adjustment of SIEs.

Finally, we consider individual factors on the dimensions of adjustment. Self-
efficacy refers to an individual’s belief that they will succeed in specific tasks 
(Bandura, 1977) and also how “an individual’s past experiences with success
and failure in a variety of situations . . . should result in a general set of expec-
tations that the individual carries into new situations” (Sherer et al., 1982, 
p. 664). As per traditional expatriate forms, we expect that SIEs who possess 
high levels of social and achievement self-efficacy will more effectively adjust. 
Finally, we incorporate the individual motivation for undertaking a self-initiated 
expatriation, arguing that it is likely to be a key predictor of the different facets
of adjustment. Pinto, Cabral-Cardoso, and Werther (2011, p. 9) considering 
the motives of traditional expatriates and adjustment processes noted that,
“regarding the adjustment process, compelled and non-compelled individu-
als reported different [adjustment] experiences.” Earlier, we identified differ-
ent types of SIEs that were derived largely from the reasons and motivations 
for undertaking an assignment. Depending on the motivation/category of the
SIE, we suggest that there are likely to be different impacts on adjustment. 
This is because SIEs within these different groups will vary in terms of under-
standing and desire to be in and succeed in their new context. If an individual 
is very new to a country, then they are still likely to be in a settling-in phase, 
in contrast with someone who has been working in that context for some 
time. The adjustment challenge is going to be considerably more difficult for 
the new arrival as opposed to someone who has been in the environment for 
some time. We argue that an individual who has decided they wish to move
to and work in a new country for career development reasons is more likely
to have a “better” mindset to adjust than someone who is primarily in the
country because they want to travel and explore the country. 
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Career-focused SIEs may also be strong candidates for becoming localized
SIEs rather than looking to repatriate to their home country (see Tharenou 
and Caulfield, 2010 for discussion regarding SIE repatriation decisions).
Financial SIEs may have increased difficulty in adjusting than those who
moved to the new country for other reasons. For example, a person unable 
to find employment in his or her home country and left with no choice 
but to emigrate may face greater adjustment challenges. The person may
be more likely to harbor resentment or negative connotations toward the
different ways of doing things in the host culture and organization because
he or she felt forced to move. In essence, we suggest that if the motivation
to undertake self-initiated expatriation is largely positive (for example, the
person believes international experience can be of great benefit to his/her
career) then this is more likely to have a positive impact on adjustment. 

Our trailing SIE category is of further interest. Such persons may incorpo-
rate a multitude of the aforementioned motivations/reasons for emigrating.
They may have decided with their partner that it would be a positive move
for their career(s), finances, travel experience, and so forth. Consequently,
the decision may not have been solely made by him/her, and thus, there
may be some additional adjustment challenges. There is a need to consider
SIEs on a case-by-case basis rather than suggesting there is scope for a one-
size-fits-all approach. There is little doubt that the motivations/reasons for
moving to a different country are likely to impact on how they adjust in
work, interaction, and general adjustment settings.

Similar to the traditional expatriation literature, we expect previous inter-
national assignment experience and language fluency to directly impact adjust-y
ment. It is also likely to be a key mediator in the other factors heretofore set
out. For example, Shaffer et al. (1999) deduced from their results that expe-
rienced traditional expatriates (that is, those with international experience)
are more likely to rely on host country managers and other host country
supports (for example, co-workers) than first-time expatriates. We similarly 
suggest that SIEs with previous international experience and fluency in the
country’s native tongue are likely to adjust more effectively. 

In one of the few studies that have considered SIE adjustment, Peltokorpi
and Froese (2009) found that SIEs tend to be better adjusted to the general
environment and to interacting with host country nationals than tradi-
tional expatriates. They had theorized that because SIEs have to self-organize
non-work-related issues (for example, housing and schools for their kids)
they will have a lower degree of general living adjustment. Instead, they 
found evidence of the opposite effect, which they suggest may be due to
SIEs being more appreciative of differences in the host country because they
have made the decision of their own accord to live there and thus adjust
more effectively. There was significantly higher host country national inter-
actional adjustment among the SIEs. They maintain that SIEs might seek 
out interactions with locals to a greater extent because they are more likely 
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to have a personal interest in the host culture because they have made their 
own decision to leave home. They found no significant differences between
traditional expatriates and SIEs with regard to work adjustment. This, they
suggest, was surprising as they had argued that traditional expatriates would
have greater knowledge of how the organization operates and its policies
and practices. On the other hand, SIEs would have to contend with a new 
culture and a new organization without any supports. 

We argue that there needs to be a greater research focus on considering 
the adjustment of SIEs because they represent a lucrative talent pool for
organizations across the world in a time when global talent wars are being 
discussed. It appears from the limited research on the subject and our con-
ceptual discussion that there will be major adjustment challenges for SIEs.
Although typically SIEs are treated as locals, it is our contention that organi-
zations may be better off with respect to attracting SIEs, getting the best out
of them, and retaining them if they contemplate the additional challenges
they are likely to face and consider the HRM implications. Scholarship
on traditional expatriates has found that the perceived support from the
home and host organization was a key determinant of adjustment; conse-
quently we posit that perceived organizational support by the SIE is likely
to be similarly perceived as positive and thus positively impact adjustment.
Figure 7.1 is set out as a starting point for considering whether SIEs face the
same adjustment challenges as traditional expatriates or whether they are a
unique case. We encourage greater conceptualization and empirical work to
build on and test this model.

Utilizing SIEs: Organizational and HRM implications

We have argued that SIEs will have to deal with the challenges associated 
with adjusting to a new cultural environment. Due to the identification of 
adjustment as a major challenge for traditional expatriates and the potential
effect this has on job satisfaction and work performance, there has been
quite a considered improvement in how many MNEs deal with interna-
tional assignments. For example, they are likely to have more comprehen-
sive selection processes and provide training and other supports prior to and
during the assignment as a means to improve the assignment outcomes.

It seems clear that most organizations recruiting SIEs consider them like
a local employee, meaning that any adjustment issues will be solely left to 
the individual, rather than as an expatriate. We suggest that if organizations 
want to obtain the benefits, with respect to employee performance and
satisfaction, then they may need to consider the special case of SIEs (Howe-
Walsh and Schyns, 2010). SIEs may encompass individuals who applied
for a job in their home country and then moved abroad to take up the
position, and more commonly, they may represent individuals who have
moved to a new country and then applied for a position. In the first case,
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an  organization can consider a range of practices and supports that MNEs
typically provide to their expatriates such as cultural and language training,
advice on accommodation, and so forth. With respect to the most often 
considered type of SIE, where the individual is in the host country, then
clearly an organization cannot provide any pre-job supports (that is, those
that traditional expatriate forms may typically receive). Within this category 
the background of the SIE becomes crucial. For example, if the individual
has been in the country for a significant period of time, then we suggest 
that there are less HRM considerations with respect to adjustment. However,
if the SIE is relatively new to the host country, we endorse the suggestion 
of Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010, p. 264) that “in order to gain advantage
from self-initiated expatriates, organizations must try to smooth the transfer
from one country to another.”

The recruitment and selection process will be particularly important in
the case of SIEs. Research on traditional expatriates has demonstrated that
success of assignments has been positively related to prior international
experience. This is likely to hold for SIEs. Thus, in the selection process,
organizations may wish to consider this in perusing candidate CVs. From
the extant traditional expatriation literature, there has been much made of 
the need to consider soft skills, and particularly intercultural skills, rather
than just technical skills when recruiting (Black and Gregersen, 1999).
Because organizations are unable to pre-prepare SIEs for their future inter-
cultural work, there is arguably greater need for consideration of soft skills.
In particular, the organization may benefit from taking a person’s cross-
cultural skills, or lack thereof, into account.

While again dependent on the background and motivations of the SIE,
an organization could also consider the provision of cross-cultural training
once the person has started with the organization, something often done
pre-assignment for traditional expatriates. Regarding the groups of SIEs
highlighted earlier, many are likely to potentially benefit from such train-
ing with the exception of the localized and continuous SIEs. Cross-cultural
training interventions can take a variety of forms. Organizations may forego 
the “classic,” formal classroom training, instead of opting to provide a for-
mal support system, in the ambit of a mentor or “buddy.” This is likely to
have particular merit regarding the SIE’s adjustment. This can incorporate
a readily available real-time support to clarify issues or situations about
which the SIE may be unsure of and can refer to both the culture of the new
country in which they find themselves and specific organization practices 
and norms.

As the suggested model of SIE adjustment highlights, non-work aspects
are going to have an impact. For example, research by Shaffer and Harrison
(1998) pointed to the impact of an expatriate’s partner and family on expatri-
ate adjustment and performance. They suggested that job search assistance, 
continuing education, allowances for professional seminars, and assistance
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with finding work and visas to be the key HRM aspects that positively
impact partner adjustment. Such considerations are likely to also assist both
the SIEs and their partner and family. We wish to point out that relatively
small items could make a significant difference to the adjustment and per-
formance of the SIE and call for organizations to consider this. For example,
an inexpensive but influential task could be assisting the SIE and his/her
family in developing particular networks (Suutari and Burch, 2001).

Concluding comments and a future research agenda

This chapter has highlighted the need to consider the challenges of adjust-
ment by SIEs, a much neglected terrain. It appears that there are increas-
ing numbers of SIEs; yet in spite of this, this expatriate form has received
considerably less attention by researchers and organizations. The chapter
represents an effort to consider SIE adjustment and more particularly the
similarities and differences they are likely to face vis-à-vis traditional cor-
porate expatriates. We conclude by setting out a research agenda that is
likely to be of benefit to researchers with an interest in the field and, if 
addressed, can make a significant contribution to scholarship, and impor-
tantly,  practice. Our research agenda touches upon both the key focus of this 
chapter – adjustment – and a broader range of issues related to SIEs.

We suggest that there needs to be greater consideration of what defines an 
SIE and why this form of expatriate assignment is similar and/or different to
other forms of expatriation and migration. There is a vast body of research 
on migrants that has tended to receive little attention in existing SIE studies
despite many researchers adopting definitions of SIEs that are not differen-
tiated with migrants. We contend that there are differences in that at the
point of departure there needs to be a view that the move is not necessarily 
permanent for the SIE individual as opposed to a person who intends on 
becoming a permanent migrant. They may, however, become a permanent 
migrant in time. Al Ariss and Ozbilgin (2010, p. 276) have already noted,
“many self-initiated expatriates stay on a permanent basis and thus become 
permanent immigrants.”

On a general level, there is very little empirical research on SIEs, par-
ticularly those who expatriate for personal rather than career reasons. SIEs
are often career activists who take control of their own careers in a highly 
proactive manner and operate with a high degree of personal agency 
(Mayrhofer, Reichal, and Sparrow, 2012). While motivation to go abroad
and work can differ considerably, personal development goals dominate 
the reasons for going abroad. Other important reasons are social attraction,
such as family connections, exploration, seeing other cultures, and escape
from existing ways of living. We urge researchers to move toward a more
systematic consideration of the reasons why SIEs go abroad because recent
research suggests that motivation for expatriation is important in relation
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to the HR practices required for different types of SIEs (Howe-Walsh and
Schyns, 2010). We also call on researchers to examine whether companies
adopt a strategic or ad hoc and reactive approach to managing their SIEs. 
We suggest that little to no consideration is likely to be given to their spe-
cial case. Empirical studies of the actual HR practices relating to SIEs would
provide knowledge and understanding about the possible gaps to be filled
by organizations’ HR practices (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). 

In terms of traditional corporate expatriation, HR management can focus
on support prior to leaving and support on-site; however, the focus for SIEs 
has to be on support in the host country. As noted earlier, there is a great
need for researchers to specifically consider the adjustment of SIEs to the
new national and organizational culture and the HR practices that facilitate
the adjustment. The basic model proposed here can be used as a starting
point for greater conceptual discussion and argument and the generation
of much needed empirical investigation. There is also a need for research 
to include partner issues, which has been neglected in previous research
(Richardson and Zikic, 2007). There are a multitude of issues worthy of 
addressing with respect to this. For example, there may be different motiva-
tions for the move between partner and the SIE (the instigator). As a result 
of there being no corporate support for either the SIE or his/her partner, the 
adjustment challenge may be even more difficult.

Unlike most traditional expatriates, SIEs themselves chose to repatriate
and are charged with managing their own repatriation (Begley, Collings, and
Scullion, 2007). The focus of previous research into SIE repatriation has been
on reversing the brain drain, and research has attempted to identify the
main factors encouraging return. It appears that the pull of the home coun-
try and lifestyle are the two most cited reasons given by skilled expatriates 
regarding intention to return, and the most important barriers cited include
career, financial, and professional considerations (Tharenou and Caulfield, 
2010). However, studies explaining why SIEs repatriate are very limited, and 
there is considerable scope for further theoretical and empirical work in this
area. For example, the particular cultural background of the SIE may influ-
ence the return, and further research is needed to examine what encourages
professionals to repatriate to developing countries and to a range of home 
countries that vary in culture (Begley et al., 2007; Tharenou and Caulfield, 
2010). Research also needs to examine the role that cultural distance plays
in the SIE’s return.

There is significant room for methodological advancement in the field.
SIE scholarship has, to date, been narrowly focused on a relatively small
number of occupations, sectors, and individuals from a small number of 
countries with small, convenience samples particularly common. While the
identification of SIEs is not straightforward, we call on those interested in
advancing this area of research to consider more thoroughly how studies are
designed and, more particularly, how samples are drawn. Bozionelos (2009,
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p. 113) notes that “research of a deductive character that tests relationships
between factors is lacking,” a view with which we concur. The ability to
conduct longitudinal studies would add great value through charting the
issues and challenges faced at different stages of the international assign-
ment and the extent to which individuals remain in the host environment
or  repatriate to their home country.
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8
The Careers of Self-Initiated 
Expatriates
Vesa Suutari, Chris Brewster, and Christelle Tornikoski

As it is evidenced by this book, and other recent texts in international
human resource management, the initial recognition (Suutari and Brewster,
2000) of self-initiated expatriation among the international workforce has
been followed by a burst of research into the topic (Dorsch, Suutari, and
Brewster, 2012). Already, it is clear that, while some of the literature on 
international human resource management that is drawn from company
samples and is devoted to analyses of company-assigned expatriates can be
‘read across’ to self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), much is less relevant.

One of the developing perspectives on expatriation generally has been
the career perspective (Riusala and Suutari, 2000; Stahl and Cerdin, 2004;
Stahl, Miller, and Tung, 2002). This applies to SIEs as much as to assigned 
expatriates (AEs). International assignments are seen to be ‘mind-stretching’
experiences and development opportunities that can influence one’s iden-
tity (Kohonen, 2004, 2005) and future career expectations and intentions
(Suutari and Brewster, 2003). More long-term international careers – often 
called global careers – among corporately assigned AEs are still generally
under-researched, although this is changing (see Caligiuri and Lazarova,
2002; Tung, 1998). However, these issues concerning international careers
have been studied far less frequently among SIEs. Inkson et al. (1997, 2003)
distinguished between the organizational careers of the AEs and the bound-
aryless careers of SIEs.1

Against this background, the goal of the present article is to review what is
known about the careers of SIEs from different perspectives: a boundaryless
and international career perspective, a career anchors and career motives 
perspective, a career capital development perspective, and a repatriation/
future career perspective. During discussion, we also stress the differences
that can be found between AEs and SIEs from such career perspectives. As
an outcome of the literature review, a future research agenda is suggested in 
order to promote research in this area.
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Self-initiated expatriates: Examples of boundaryless and 
international careerists

SIEs, people working abroad who have gone to work in another country 
not because they have been sent by their employer but who have used their
own initiative to seek job possibilities there, have been around for a long 
time. They have, however (largely perhaps because researchers have used
company contacts for their databases), only recently begun to be the focus
of academic study (Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Vance, 
2005; Inkson and Myers, 2003; Tharenou, 2003; Richardson and Mallon,
2005; Crowley-Henry, 2007; Jokinen, Brewster, and Suutari, 2008). Several
recent studies suggest that the number of SIEs represents nowadays about
50% of the surveyed populations of expatriates (Cerdin and Le Pargneux,
2010; Jokinen et al., 2008; Tornikoski, 2011a) if not more. SIEs represented
69% of the study of Peltokorpi and Froese (2009) on the adjustment of 
expatriates to work and life in Japan, for instance. However, such numbers
can be expected to vary considerably depending on the nature of specific
SIE group/samples we are discussing, so more research is needed in this area
before we can draw conclusions. In reality, these groups may also sometimes 
be difficult to differentiate, and a self-initiated move may sometimes lead
to more permanent immigration or to absorption onto a standard AE con-
tract. In general, though, the individual will be, in effect, locally hired, and
the job, although in another country, will not be on expatriate terms and
conditions. There has been increasing research interest in identifying the
specific characteristics of SIEs: exploring their individual backgrounds, their
motivation and compensation principles, and developmental issues (Inkson
and Myers, 2003; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Richardson and Mallon, 2005;
Jokinen et al., 2008; Crowley-Henry, 2007). At the same time, there is still 
much that we do not understand about the specifics of this labor pool and
the implications it has on international organizations.

In terms of recent career literature, this group of SIEs may be seen as
having boundaryless careers, while traditional AEs have organizational
careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Littleton, Arthur, and Rousseau, 2000). 
According to Hall (1996), somewhat over-dramatically, the traditional
career – as a series of upward moves, a steadily increasing income, power,
status, and security – has died. Instead, individuals are experiencing lateral
job movement both within and across organizational boundaries, involun-
tary job loss, and career interruptions (Eby, Butts, and Lockwood, 2003; Hall,
2002; Sullivan, Carden, and Martin, 1998). This shift from ‘bounded’ careers
prescribed by relatively stable organizational and occupational structures is
controversial; even some of the early adopters of the concept are rethinking
its more extreme proposals (Inkson, Gunz, Ganesh, and Roper, 2012), but 
the theory is that ‘boundaryless’ careers where uncertainty and flexibility
are the norm put pressure on employees to take charge of their own careers
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(Banai and Harry, 2004; Hall, 1996; Yan, Zhu, and Hall, 2002; Baruch, 2006). 
So the specialists on boundaryless careers view actors as individuals who
consciously gain portable capabilities, actively construct social networks
that enhance their careers, identify their own drives and motivations, and
apply these in their work context (Inkson and Arthur, 2001; Vance, 2005).
Individuals on self-initiated international assignments are almost ideal
representatives of the people described by these new career theories. These
individuals have decided to make an international career move and have
sought a new job abroad through their own initiative. They have moved 
not only across organizational borders but also across national borders at
the same time.

Typically, these SIEs are hired under local, host country contracts (Peel
and Inkson, 2004; Crowley-Henry, 2007; Peltokorpi, 2008), and thus, they 
often do not get the extra support, allowances, or insurances that AEs
receive – though some have been able to negotiate such benefits to their
contracts as well (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). 

SIEs are outside the traditional expatriate selection, training, and man-
agement systems; thus, they typically have to find their own way in their
careers, through job seeking, preparation, career capital development, and
transfer. However, in order to attract international employees, companies
will on occasion still be willing to support the SIEs. For example, in a quali-
tative study by Crowley-Henry (2007), educated SIEs had often received ini-
tial organizational support (e.g. financial support for relocation, temporary
accommodation paid by the organization, a budget toward language classes, 
and help with local practical arrangements and paperwork). After the ini-
tial period, however, these international staff did not receive any further
support. This is in contrast to the traditional AE who continues to receive
financial and social support from the organization for the duration of the
assignment.

The types of jobs AEs and SIEs have differ to some extent. Typically 
AEs operate at higher organizational levels, while SIEs are recruited more
commonly to lower level management posts or as experts (Cerdin and Le
Pargneux, 2010; Tornikoski, Suutari, and Brewster, 2008). However, SIEs seem 
to stay longer in their international jobs than expatriates – for example, 
almost six years on average for French SIEs and more than five years on aver-
age for Finnish SIEs versus less than four years for both French and Finnish
AEs abroad.2 In addition, SIEs appeared also to have longer overall interna-
tional careers than organizational expatriates. Thus, through utilizing the
SIE workforce, organizations may be able to recruit more internationally
experienced professionals.

From a future career perspective, the situation of SIEs is very different from
that of AEs. Since the SIEs’ contract is local, it does not typically involve any
repatriation agreements or plans (Suutari and Brewster, 2000): AEs expect to
repatriate; SIEs may or may not want that but are unlikely to do so through
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their current employer. We know that AEs do not always end up with the
career that they expected (Forster, 1994; Pickard, 1999), but in general they 
do have to move on from the assignment either back to their home base
or to another similar assignment. Our understanding of the kinds of career
impacts the self-initiated assignees have, or the kinds of repatriation chal-
lenges they face on possible repatriation, is very limited due to the lack of 
research in this area.

From the company perspective, the fact that these employees have taken
charge of their own careers may also create challenges. The numbers of 
employees in this group indicate that they offer an attractive alternative
labor pool but, for some of them, the ones motivated by the idea of poten-
tially moving and adapting to life in another country again in the future,
it may be a challenge to commit to the organization over the longer term.
Everyone in the sample studied by Crowley-Henry (2007) admitted they
liked the idea of trying themselves out in another country and not necessar-
ily with the same organization. Having done it once, it becomes a capability
open to them in the future.

Despite the widespread nature of self-initiated international experience
(Suutari and Brewster, 2003), there have been very few studies on the external
careers (Hall, 2002) of these international workers compared to the  company-
assigned expatriates. Once again, there is a need for more research.

A subjective perspective to careers: Career anchors of 
self-initiated assignees

Within international career research, the focus on external careers has domi-
nated over the research on internal careers. When we look at new career
theories applied to the international career context, it appears that the
main focus of boundaryless career theory is on changes happening in job 
markets and the impacts they have on careers (i.e. organizational careers vs
boundaryless careers), while the concept of the ‘protean career’ focuses on
the subjective career perspective (Eby et al., 2003; Hall, 1996). Here, ‘pro-
tean’ refers to the subjective perspective of an individual careerist facing the
external realities of a boundaryless career (Briscoe and Hall, 2002; Hall and 
Harrington, 2004; Gratton, Zaleska, and de Menezes, 2002). Career issues
are also looked upon from a whole-life perspective, work-life balance being 
considered important (Hall and Harrington, 2004; Crowley-Henry, 2007). 

Besides analyzing the external careers of SIEs, the internal, subjective
nature of self-initiated careers can be seen as an important area for future
research. Among AEs’ internal motives, the search for new challenges and
possibilities for development plays an important role in decisions about
living abroad (Stahl et al., 2002; Tung, 1998; Bossard and Peterson, 2005).
Moreover, repatriates typically view their assignment as successful in terms 
of personal development and growth, although not necessarily for career
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advancement within their respective companies (Bossard and Peterson,
2005; Stahl et al., 2002). Beside the research focusing on identifying the
motivation factors of AE, it is only recently that research examining the
specific drivers of SIE has emerged and become a research topic (Dickmann, 
Doherty, Mills, and Brewster, 2008; Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010).

In career motivation research (see Segers, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs, Bartram,
and Henderickx, 2008) the concern is to understand how those specific driv-
ers translate into the decision to go abroad. The motivations for SIEs and
AEs to take up a foreign posting seem to be broadly similar, but the weight 
of particular motivations does seem to vary. A recent study by Doherty, 
Dickmann, and Mills (2011) shows that location and host country reputa-
tion motives seem primary drivers for SIEs to decide to go abroad, while 
specific career motives such as job, skills, and career impact seemed more
important drivers for AEs. In his inductive-exploratory study examining 
the motives for accepting an assignment abroad by employees of MNCs,
Hippler (2009) argues that, at the higher level of aggregation, the four
motives most consistently identified in the literature and also found in his
empirical data were career prospects/career advantage, income, improve-
ment in job skills, and interest in foreign country or internationalism (see
also Stahl and Cerdin, 2004). For SIEs this order may even be reversed.
There have been a number of studies of people’s willingness to relocate (e.g.
Brett and Stroh, 1995; Borstorff, Harris, and Giles, 1997; Konopaske, Robie,
and Ivancevich, 2005, Doherty et al., 2011) but, as Fisher and Shaw (1994)
pointed out, such willingness may not translate into a move abroad when
the decision actually has to be made. Richardson (2006), for example, found
that family-related concerns become very central in decision making, with 
individual issues being strongly emphasized by SIEs. Cleveland, Mangone,
and Adams (1960) asked US citizens living abroad for their motivation to do
so and found that a sense of vocation, the lure of greater financial rewards, 
and the desire to escape from problems at home were the main motivators.
This sample included a number of what would now be called self-initiated 
expatriates.

Recent studies (Dickmann et al., 2008; Pate and Scullion, 2010) note that 
there are significant differences between the motivations of expatriates and
the motivations assumed for them by their employing corporations. AEs 
have their personal motives for going abroad in some combination with the 
organizational motives, since they have accepted, or acceded to, the organi-
zation’s request to send them outside their own country (Yurkiewicz and
Rosen, 1995). Expatriate studies tend to confirm the early research, which
found that financial benefits, personal interest in international experience, 
and career progression play a central role (Miller and Cheng, 1978; Stahl et al., 
2002; Stahl and Cerdin, 2004). These findings cannot be read across to SIEs. 
Since more personal initiative is required, the personal motivation toward 
internationalism, which is found generally among expatriates (see above
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and also Tung, 1998), can be expected to be much higher. Furthermore, one 
might expect that for some SIEs the job market situation, and especially lim-
ited career possibilities at home, may play a more central motive.

One perspective on analyzing internal career orientations is the career
anchor theory (Schein 1993, 1996). A career anchor is what individuals 
consider as most important and non-negotiable in their career. It guides
and coerces their major career decisions. A career anchor is commonly con-
sidered as consisting of three kinds of perceptions that individuals have of 
themselves: skills and capability, motives and needs, and attitudes and values.
Individuals develop a vision of their own capabilities, values, and motivation
increasingly clearly as they develop their personal, family, and professional
experience. The career anchor is what individuals would not give up when
facing career choices. Moving abroad for their work is the kind of decision
that impacts on not only individuals’ entire career but also their personal
and family life (Schein, 1993, 1996). Beyond geographical boundaries inter-
national mobility might imply moving upward with an increase in hierar-
chical responsibilities, moving horizontally with a change of function or
redefining of current functions as well as moving laterally or sideways with
a narrowing or what happens most usually a furthering from the organiza-
tional decision center. Schein, who created the concept of career anchors, 
developed eight fundamental ‘anchors’: Technical/functional skills, general 
managerial competence, autonomy/independence, security/stability, entre-
preneurial creativity, service/dedication to a cause, pure challenge, and life-
style. Suutari and Taka (2004) suggested, on the basis of a qualitative study 
among global careerists, that for them international orientation was in so
central a role that it might be suggested as an additional career anchor, rel-
evant in the international career context. They named it the ‘international-
ism anchor’. These authors described individuals with such a career anchor 
as primarily excited by working in an international task environment, pre-
ferring to develop their professional competencies in international settings
to enhance their career opportunities. Those individuals are interested in
searching for new experiences through getting to know unfamiliar countries
and different cultures.3

Schein (1993) argues that each person has a dominant career anchor
that drives all her or his career choices and never changes despite dramatic
changes in the person’s external career (Schein, 1996). Other researchers 
consider that people often base their decisions on up to three main careers
anchors (Feldman and Bolino, 1996; Suutari and Taka, 2004; Cerdin, 2007)
and that those orientations may change with experience (Derr, 1986;
Yarnall, 1998). Perhaps what changes is how much their career decisions rely 
more on one of these three anchors than another, depending on their career
and life stages, their environment, and the issues they faced at that moment.
They might rely more or less on one of these anchors for their decision, so
adapt them depending on the situation faced and its context. Contrary to
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expectations, Schein’s (1978) own empirical findings indicated that approxi-
mately one-third of the respondents reported that they had multiple career
anchors. For those individuals with multiple career anchors, an important
factor to consider is whether those career anchors are complementary or 
mutually inconsistent (Feldman and Bolino, 1996), that is, whether it is
possible to find a job that fulfills all preferences. 

The research comparing SIEs with AEs indicates that their motivations
to go abroad may be similar, but the weighting of these motivations might 
differ. Table 8.1 displays the results from two different samples: a French 
sample (Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010) and a Finnish sample (Tornikoski
et al., 2008).

Each sample was submitted to a series of independent sample T-tests to TT
assess the differences between SIEs and AEs on their career anchors. The
three most important career anchors in both studies are lifestyle, pure
challenge, and internationalism, even though the ranking (or weight) of 
these anchors differ to some extent. While in the French sample lifestyle 
appears as the main career anchor for both SIEs and AEs (though still with
some significant statistical mean differences), pure challenge comes first
among the main anchors of both Finnish AEs and SIEs (though still with 
some significant statistical mean differences). This should not be surprising 
since the results of the study by Segers et al. (2008: 226) showed that ‘in
Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands the “protean career architects”
are overrepresented and underrepresented in the “hired gun/hired hand”
cluster, as the Scandinavian countries are low on power distance and mas-
culinity. The only challenge these countries face is that they score relatively
high on individualism, which downplays to a certain degree their scores 
on motivators linked to physical mobility.’ By ‘protean career architects’,
they mean a career profile that combines a protean career profile (both
self-directed and values driven) and high scores for both psychological and 
physical mobility, which define a boundaryless career attitude. By ‘hired 
gun/hired hand’, they refer to a career profile that combines high scores 
on the self-directed dimension and low scores on the values-driven dimen-
sion of a protean career and the high scores of both the psychological and 
physical mobility that define a boundaryless career (Segers et al., 2008:213).
Psychological and physical mobility are supported by the fact that Finnish 
AEs had already had 2.8 employers on average by the time of the survey 
(2007) and 3.8 for SIEs.

When it comes to the lifestyle career anchor of the French expatriates,
this anchor would be less favorable to geographic mobility according to
Schein (1993). Still he (1996) acknowledged that this career anchor is the
one that has changed the most since the elaboration of these career anchors.
It would be interesting for future cross-cultural research to use the work of 
Segers et al. (2008) to find possible explanations for lifestyle being the domi-
nant career anchor of French expatriates. Doherty, Dickmann, and Mills
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Table 8.1 Career anchors of AEs and SIEs in two studies

Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2010)1 Tornikoski et al. (2008)2

Career anchors Mean scores T Ranking for SIE Mean scores T Ranking for SIE

AE SIE AE SIE

Lifestyle 4.16 4.33 –2.481* 1 4.08 3.88 –1,745* 2
Pure challenge 3.78 3.7 0.945 2 4.46 4.21 –2.261** 1
Internationalism3 3.86 3.64 2.371** 3 3.60 3.74 0.992 3
Dedication to a cause 3.38 3.62 –3.188** 4 3.21 3.31 0.862 4
Autonomy 3.52 3.59 –0.798 5 3.33 3.29 –0.286+ 6
Security & stability 2.53 3 –5.080*** 6 3.19 3.31 1.212 5
Entrepreneurial 
creativity

2.57 2.71 –1.177 7 2.86 2.81 –0.322 7

Managerial competence 2.69 2.4 2.608* 8 2.96 2.61 –2.365* 8

1 French AE = 165; French SE = 138.
2 Finnish AE = 134; Finnish SIE = 108.
3 The internationalism anchor is measured by different scales (see the third note at the end of the chapter). This can be an explanation of the different 
weighting and ranking order of the career anchors displayed in this table.
+p+  < .1, *p*  < .05, **p*  < .01, ***p*  < .001; one-sided tests; AE is the reference group in both studies.
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(2011) state that their research confirms the relevance of family, career, and 
location as motivators, factors that have been raised in much of the other
research noted here too. They also indicate that for SIEs location was more
significant than the other factors – perhaps because they had wider choice 
than AEs – whereas career considerations weighed heavier for the latter
group. Going abroad within the frames and with the support of a structured 
organization can be perceived as less risky and complicated than engaging
in self-expatriation. Cerdin and Pargneux (2010) draw on the boundaryless
career concept and its concerns with work-life balance, which lies at the
heart of the lifestyle career anchor.

The internationalism career anchor entails crossing national boundaries
as well as organizational ones (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Inkson, 2006;
Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). More obviously in the case of SIEs, but also pos-
sibly in the case of AEs, both types can be engaged in a boundaryless career.
Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2010) argued that the internationalism anchor
developed by Cerdin (2007) is a more potent motivator for AEs since they
found significant statistical mean difference between the two subgroups.
Such a significant statistical difference was even stronger when it comes to
the security career anchor, in particular for AEs. This might indicate that
while some individuals may be inclined to use an organization as a means 
of facilitating their expatriation, others might be going abroad through self-
arrangements, seeing less psychological and geographical boundaries. When
it comes to the results related to the internationalism career anchor devel-
oped by Tornikoski (2008), no statistical difference could be found between 
SIEs and AEs. This career anchor came third for both sub- populations in
rank of importance. The results linked to both samples show that interna-
tionalism clearly is a motivator to take into account by organizations for the
development of their human resource management practices.

The motivations of different types of SIEs have been studied by a number 
of authors. One group that has received a lot of attention includes students,
graduates, and academics, presumably because they were a more available 
sample rather than through self-obsession! Some of this research indicates
that being educated or taking a course in another country is likely to lead 
a significant percentage of students to look for work there, and they often 
intend to stay for a long time (Baruch, Budhwar, and Khatri, 2007; Vance, 
2005). Ties with family members in the country make staying more likely; 
strong ties with family members at home reduce the likelihood. Students
from India were more likely to want to stay in the United Kingdom than
students from China, Taiwan, and Thailand (Barach et al., 2007). Tharenou
(2003) studied young graduates and found that the major reasons for taking
international jobs were cross-cultural experiences, growth, career prospects,
excitement, and meeting new and different people. Like Baruch et al. (2007)
and Jokinen et al. (2008), she found that labor markets – or perceptions of 
labor markets – at home and abroad influenced the decision. Other factors
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were working in organizations with an increasing international focus and
having low family influence and no partner. Academic SIEs have been widely
studied (Fu et al., 2004; Richardson, 2006; Richardson and Mallon, 2005;
Selmer and Lauring, 2010, 2011). Richardson and Mallon (2005) found that
in most cases the opportunity to expatriate came by chance: a meeting at a
conference or ‘coming across’ an advertisement rather than deliberately set-
ting out to seek a foreign position. The chance having arisen, these academ-
ics were then driven by three dominant motivations: adventure/travel, life
change, and family (though financial reasons were significant in a number 
of cases). For the academics in their sample, it seemed that demographic
factors were of little significance. All of their respondents expected the
international experience to be positive for their career prospects, based on
perceptions of the ‘internationalization’ of higher education. The research
also suggests that family plays a key role – the academic SIEs argued that the 
desire to broaden their children’s experiences was an important incentive. 
Selmer and Lauring (2010) found that younger academics were less risk-
averse and that male academics are more likely to be motivated by money
and opportunities to change their lives.

Although there have been few empirical studies of the motivations of SIEs
in not-for-profit organizations, there is some evidence in the work that has
been done to indicate that SIEs are more likely to have motivations that
include drivers such as being values based (Doherty et al., 2011) or having
dedication to a cause (Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010) that fit well with
the missions of such organizations. Hudson and Inkson (2006) examined
volunteer overseas development workers: Their article has the great subti-
tle of ‘the hero’s adventure and personal transformation’, reflecting some 
attempts in the standard expatriation literature to draw parallels between
expatriation and Parsifal’s journey. Volunteers from richer countries work-
ing in under-developed countries understood their assignments as oppor-
tunities for challenges, related to physical difficulties, to cultural attitudes,
and to a psychological questioning of themselves, their own motivations, and
the assignment. They acquired personal and technical skills, awareness and
discovery of self, cross-cultural adjustment skills and, significantly for us
here, developed a much clearer and more profound understanding of their 
personal values. It is likely that similar motivations attach themselves to SIEs
who join the international intergovernmental agencies such as the United
Nations, ‘officials’ in the terms of the original Suutari and Brewster’s (2000)
work (see Brewster and Lee, 2006).

Selmer and Lauring (2011) found that motivations were differentiated
by different demographic groupings, particularly marital status (they did
not ask about non-married partners), nationality, and previous expatriate 
experience. This was also one of the results of the study of Segers et al.
(2008) on the motivators behind protean and boundaryless careers. Still,
it is unclear from the research how much the demographics differ between
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AEs and SIEs. It seems likely that these factors might apply to AEs as well,
but there is no research that can prove or disprove that point. Once the
decision to go has been made, family issues seem to apply to AEs and SIEs
approximately equally. Haslberger and Brewster (2008) called for a more
holistic understanding of the relationships within the expatriate family
and how they adjust to the new environment. Richardson (2006) showed
the significance of family for SIEs, affecting their decision as to whether to
go abroad and their adjustment while abroad. Schoepp and Forstenlechner
(2009), focusing on expatriates within an expatriates’ enclave, argue that in
such contexts SIEs are motivated to stay because of the linkages built up by
families.

Overall, this research to date generally confirms the similarity in the
range of motivations of AEs and SIEs and the differences between the two
groups when it comes to the weighting of such factors (Suutari and Brewster,g
2000). However, it also indicates that people with similar motivations may 
find themselves, through different combinations of circumstances, as either
corporate expatriates or as having to make their own way to a foreign assign-
ment. In addition, as Suutari and Brewster (2000) noted, the SIE group is
very heterogeneous, including young opportunists; job seekers pushed out 
of their home country by lack of opportunities there or attracted by better 
opportunities abroad; officials of international intergovernmental organiza-
tions such as the UN or the European Commission who have got their jobs
through international competition; localized professionals who have com-
mitted themselves to the country in which they now reside rather than their 
home country and have become, in effect, migrants rather than expatriates; 
international professionals – also termed as international itinerants (Banai
and Harry, 2004), cosmopolitans (Tung, 1998), or globetrotters – who move 
from one foreign assignment to another; and dual-career couples (Schneer
and Reitman, 2006; Harvey, 1998). Because of the overlaps between the 
kinds of people who become AEs and SIEs and the variety within the SIE
category, we should not be surprised when the research sometimes fails to 
identify consistently a clear set of distinctions between the motivations of 
the two groups.

Development of career capital of SIEs

From the career perspective, the question of the kinds of impact that inter-
national assignment has on the competences of assignees is very relevant. 
A key issue in careers is the ability of people to build up career capital. From
the resource-based perspective, career capital is normally seen to consist of 
three ways of knowing: knowing-how career capabilities, w knowing-why careery
capabilities, and knowing-whom career capabilities (De Fillippi and Arthur,
1994; Inkson and Arthur, 2001). There have been attempts to incorporate
other capabilities – cultural competence, for example – but these have been 
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unconvincing and have not been widely accepted. Career actors are viewed
as individuals who consciously gain portable capabilities, actively construct
social networks that enhance their careers, identify their own drives and
motivations, and apply these in their work context (Inkson and Arthur, 
2001; Vance, 2005). Rather than the organization, it is the individual who is
the owner of his or her career (Kanter, 1989). As a result, the logic of career
planning and career outcomes (e.g. subjective and objective careers) is very 
different when compared to those of traditional expatriates.

The existing research among traditional expatriates indicates that inter-
national assignments are very developmental experiences. During assign-
ments, expatriates develop their understanding of worldwide operations
and capabilities as well as a wide variety of different competencies needed 
when operating in a global environment (Caligiuri and Di Santo, 2001;
Carpenter, Sanders, and Gregersen, 2000). 

Most commonly, attention in the expatriation literature has been devoted 
to work-related competences that are developed during international assign-
ments. Cross-cultural competence is of course one of the central compo-
nents of knowing-how career capital that expatriates develop during their
assignments, but such assignments also develop expatriates’ general man-
agement skills, specialized skills, and their capacity to learn (Antal-Berthoin,
2000). Similarly, Dickmann and Harris (2005) report that expatriate man-
agers developed their skills in various areas such as listening, negotiation,
teamwork, and delegation skills (see also Dickmann and Doherty, 2008; 
Jokinen et al., 2008).

The finding among SIEs by Jokinen et al. (2008) indicate that these kinds
of developments take place similarly among AEs and SIEs. The highly edu-
cated SIEs in their sample reported most development in areas such as their
social skills and task-related skills. In line with this, Inkson and Myers (2003)
state that self-initiated foreign work experience may offer extensive learning
and development opportunities for individuals. Besides operating in a new 
international business environment, highly educated professionals at least – 
both AEs and SIEs – have also been reported to often operate on more chal-
lenging and broader tasks abroad than in the home country (Suutari and 
Brewster, 2000).

International experiences also modify the expatriates’ sense of their
potential, motivation, and identification with the world of work (‘know-
ing-why’ capital). For example, Dickmann and Harris (2005) reported that
the experience of working abroad resulted in challenging one’s own beliefs, 
created more self-awareness, encouraged self-reflection, and had an impact
on values, interests, and identity. Similarly, Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) found 
that international assignments often lead to increased self-awareness and
self-confidence, and better understanding of personal strengths, weaknesses,
and career-related preferences and motives. The assignment may also lead to
questioning of personal norms and values (Dickmann and Doherty, 2008)
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and may strongly influence an individual’s identity and future career aspi-
rations (Kohonen, 2004). Again similar findings have been reported among
self-initiated assignees (Jokinen et al., 2008): Expatriates recognize better
the impact of their own background on their behavior, acknowledge their 
personal values and beliefs, and recognize their own strengths, weaknesses,
needs, and motives. Through their experience of surviving in a challenging 
job and environment, they developed better confidence with their own
capabilities and thus a more positive approach toward coping with work-
related challenges.

With regard to knowing-whom career capital, it has been found that 
expatriates expanded their network of professionally relevant contacts dur-
ing their assignment, and thus they have more social capital than manag-
ers with only domestic assignments (Antal-Berthoin, 2000; Mäkelä, 2007).
Questions might be asked about whether a wider social network is better 
for careers than a narrower one focused on key decision takers at head-
quarters, but there is little research available here. With regard to AEs, it
has been argued that the importance of social capital increases with the
extent of boundarylessness of careers (Sturges, Guest, and Mackenzie, 2000). 
Naturally SIEs are in a different career position when considering, for exam-
ple, the repatriation process where they typically have no ‘home’ employer
organization to which to return. Concerning the development of social
capital abroad, Jokinen et al. (2008) report that both AEs and SIEs developed
such capital when working abroad, but to some extent AEs reported higher
development. The question of social capital of self-initiated assignees is dis-
cussed more in depth elsewhere in this book and, thus, there is no need for
further discussion here.

Utilization of career capital after the self-initiated assignment

As the research among traditional expatriates indicates, the future career
perspective/repatriation perspective also has an important role when
trying to understand self-initiated expatriation as a career phenomenon. As 
discussed above, there is increasing evidence that international work does
improve one’s career capital – both in the form of assigned expatriation as 
well as in the form of self-initiated expatriation. International assignments
are also often seen by individuals and organizations as a key instrument to 
further management careers. Recent evidence also indicates that expatiates
are able to utilize their international assignment experience if they continue
on an international career track (Suutari and Mäkelä, 2007; Jokinen, 2010).

At the same time, the unmet expectations among AEs after repatriation – 
and their impact on careers – are widely discussed. It is very common among
repatriates to find that they cannot utilize their expertise in their original
organization after repatriation (Stroh, Gregersen, and Black, 1998). However,
this has been more commonly connected to the type and level of jobs after
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repatriation rather than to non-transferability of skills. It is another question
why repatriates often have problems finding relevant positions in the home
organization after international work experience. This issue is widely dis-
cussed in the expatriation literature in which it is pointed out that organiza-
tions often manage their repatriation processes rather poorly and repatriates
find themselves in a ‘holding pattern’, with no serious job to do, or in a new 
position with clearly less authority than they had while abroad (Gregersen
and Black, 1996; Selmer, 1999). The repatriates are unable to fully utilize
their acquired skills (Stroh et al., 1998) while their colleagues who stayed at
home have progressed in their careers. As an outcome, a considerable pro-
portion of repatriates consider leaving their employer after the assignment.

While this is a well-reported reality for AEs, far less is known about the
repatriation experiences of SIEs and, thus, clearly more repatriation research is
needed among SIEs. Overall, SIEs tend to be more mobile than company AEs. 
They work for more organizations in more locations (Biemann and Andresen,
2010), and they are less interested in promotion within any one organization. 
They are also more willing to stay permanently abroad and accept other work-
ing periods abroad than AEs (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). Their ties are to their
careers and family rather than to their employer (Crowley-Henry, 2007). 

While experiences on repatriation may often be negative within the same 
employer (and evidence of poor HRM for the organization), evidence is
accumulating that international assignments may be good for the individual
even if it often leads them to pursue a career in another organization (Baruch, 
Steele, and Quantrill, 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2003; Yan et al., 2002). With
regard to SIEs, such career research is very limited and, thus, the long-term
career impacts of SIE experiences clearly need further attention and analysis. 
There seems to be some evidence that being a SIE may also be good for the
individual’s career (Richardson and McKenna, 2003). Without having repa-
triation agreements, their situation is very different from that of the AEs and
both repatriation experiences and long-term career tracks of SIEs – either back 
in the home country or more permanently abroad – need to be better under-
stood. The study by Tharenou and Caulfield (2010) covers the motives of SIEs
for repatriation and indicates that host country pull (weak embeddedness),
home country pull (e.g. lifestyle benefits), and shocks (e.g. specific negative or
positive events such as family illnesses or childbirth) explain their intention 
to repatriate and that shocks also have an important role in explaining repa-
triation. On the other hand, that study covers only decision-making factors
related to the repatriation of SIEs, and thus, many other research avenues are 
still totally uncovered concerning the repatriation process.

Summary and a way forward

In the present chapter, we have reviewed what we know about the careers of 
SIEs. It is clear that SIEs, as much as AEs, are looking for successful careers and
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define success in similar ways (Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2008). There seems 
some evidence that the experience of being a SIE may be good for individual
careers (Richardson and McKenna, 2003) and that it is at least a good way for
individuals to develop their career capital (Jokinen et al., 2008).

At the same time, the extent to which, and the validity of, the implicit
assumption that international work is good for an individual’s career 
capital is unclear. International work may enhance the know-how of 
assignees – but some of these may be skills that are not transferable to the
home context and the expatriate misses the acquisition of new techniques
developed in the (distant) head office (Jokinen et al., 2008). Mäkelä and
Suutari (2009) report that though assignments develop social capital, the
downside of assignments is that one may be less embedded in the in-
groups and acquaintance networks within the home country, such as old
school friends or university alumni, which play an important role in the 
social capital of an individual. This alienation can be both physical, that 
is, driven by absence, and psychological, that is, driven by different career 
paths, aspirations, and experiences. Wider social networks abroad may
be acquired at the expense of the more important networks in the home
country/headquarters.

We also need to know more about the longer term consequences of self-
initiated expatriation on employment careers. Such careers may take place
either at home country after repatriation or abroad over a longer term – or
even permanently in the end.

In the repatriation context, we need clearly more research in order to
understand what kind of specific features the process involves among SIEs.
We need more research that directly compares EAs and SIEs rather than 
making assumptions about an un-researched group. When comparing with
AEs, the starting points are very different. Without any repatriation agree-
ments and support practices, the SIEs again have to find their own way if 
moving back to the home country. Due to lack of research among SIEs, it is 
unclear what kind of career realities they face after working abroad. Besides
analyzing external career success, we also need to include the internal career
perspective in order to fully understand the view of boundaryless, protean,
international careerists such as SIEs. The study by Tharenou and Caulfield
(2010) is a good opening on this area, but that study covers only the repa-
triation decision-making perspective and thus does not follow the experi-
ences on repatriation process of SIEs.

The perspectives of spouses and families should also be analyzed in future
studies since family-related concerns often play an important role when
aiming to understand the careers of SIEs (Richardson, 2006; Haslberger and
Brewster, 2008). The family perspective should cover the whole expatriate
cycle from early decision making concerning the assignment to repatriation
and future career-related challenges faced by spouses. We might find that in
some areas experiences are the same as those of AEs, but at the same time
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we can expect differences to appear when there is no corporate support for
families and repatriate SIEs, and their families are able to make their deci-
sion from a more individual/family perspective.

We need a wider range of SIEs to be covered. The findings on career anchors
among SIEs and AEs in Finland and France (Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010; 
Tornikoski et al., 2008) show that cross-cultural studies would be beneficial 
for our understanding of the motivations of SIEs across different countries.
This would help organizations to identify differences that are important to
take into account for their talent management. The work of Segers et al.
(2008) regarding the motivators behind a protean and boundaryless career
suggests that such cross-cultural studies may provide useful results. There
have been some valuable attempts to expand the research base beyond the
United States and Europe; however, further international research coop-
eration is needed to generate larger scale and cross-cultural studies able to
deliver important insights.

There is similarly a need to encompass a wider range of types of SIE. 
The few studies that have been conducted so far tend to be at the top end 
of the employment market (see for contrast, Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; 
Felker, 2011). Al Ariss and Özbilgin (2010) explored the international work
experiences of Lebanese SIEs living in and around Paris and found that they 
faced significant problems in utilizing their skills. Felker (2011) similarly 
studied the experiences of young, well-educated Eastern Europeans who 
have moved to Western Europe in search of opportunities for professional
development largely because of the lack of such opportunities in their
home countries. Although this opportunity-push out of their own countries 
is the motivation for the move, few of them seriously research the career 
and employment options in the host country prior to moving and hence, 
like the Lebanese in Paris, often find that their skills are under-utilized. 
From a human resource management point of view, it means that organi-
zations are often failing to get the maximum, or even an optimum, value
from the SIEs. 

We would also call for a ratcheting up of the research base. We note that 
little of the work to date on SIEs has been published in the top academic
journals, perhaps reflecting the dearth of research in the United States and 
the different publishing ambitions of many outside the United States but
perhaps also reflecting the lack of theoretical and statistical rigor in the
work so far. Self-initiated expatriation and the careers that are linked to it
are vital aspects of the international labor market, and we need further work 
to deepen our understanding.

Notes

1. For a wider view of boundaryless careers, see Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Banai and
Harry, 2004.
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2. Here is a demographic description of the two samples:

3. Two different scales to measure this internationalism anchor were developed dur-
ing the same period of time. The items of the scale developed by Tornikoski (2008) 
are as follows: (1) I only look for jobs enabling me to develop my career in an 
international environment; (2) I am only interested in jobs involving international
dimensions; (3) I only seek jobs allowing me a work interaction with other cultures; 
(4) I am most fulfilled in my work when I can deal with new countries or cultures 
on daily bases; and (5) I would rather leave my organization than accept a job that
would not involve an international work environment. The one developed by 
Cerdin (2007) can be found in English in Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2010). 
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9
Self-Initiated Expatriate Academics:
Personal Characteristics and Work 
Outcomes
Jan Selmer and Jakob Lauring

Introduction

Increasing globalization of the business world has led to a marked schol-
arly interest in cross-national personnel transfer in the form of expatria-
tion (cf. Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Hechanova, Beehr and Christiansen,
2003). Despite little attempt to make any distinction between different types
of expatriates, the overwhelming majority of such studies have focused on
what has been assumed to be assigned expatriates (AEs). These individuals
are so labelled because they have been assigned by their parent  companies
to the foreign location. However, the nature and purpose of international
assignments is becoming increasingly complex (Mayerhofer et al., 2004).
This has led to a range of new roles and career paths for expatriates
(Collings, Scullion and Morley, 2007). Some of these emerging popula-
tions of relocated staff have been termed as ‘international itinerants’ (Banai
and Harry, 2004) or ‘independent internationally mobile professionals’ 
(McKenna and Richardson, 2007). What characterizes these recent trends
in international assignments is that individuals personally take charge of 
their career trajectories without the direct support of an organization (Carr,
Kerr and Thorn, 2005). In general terms, they can be labelled ‘self-initiated
expatriates’ (SIEs) (Lee, 2005).

Although recently growing, there is still a dearth of research on SIEs (cf. 
Inkson et al., 1997; Jokinen, Brewster and Suutari, 2008; Suutari and Brewster, 
2000). This is surprising since SIEs have been claimed to make up a larger 
share of the international workforce than AEs (Myers and Pringle, 2005). 
Hence, not enough is known about this important but under-researched 
group of expatriates. Generally, due to clear differences between AEs and SIEs 
(Inkson et al., 1997), more research has been called for to better understand 
issues associated with SIEs and their expatriation (Suutari and Brewster, 2000; 
Vance, 2005).

Apart from multinational business firms, universities are also increasingly
joining the global job market in search of talent, and more and more  academics 
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go abroad for job opportunities (cf. Mamiseishvili, 2011; Mamiseishvili and
Rosser, 2010). The search for talent is less constrained by national boundaries
in the university compared to other sectors. This is related to the global gen-
erality of most research and teaching activities. The increasing internationali-
zation of student intake, research collaboration and funding application has
also motivated universities to cross national boundaries in their search for 
well-qualified staff (Lee and Bozeman 2005). Additionally, the expatriates in 
the academic sector have often initiated their foreign jobs themselves – thus 
being SIEs (Richardson and McKenna, 2002, 2003).

Despite the rapidly growing literature on business expatriates in recent
years (cf. Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Hechanova, Beehr and Christiansen,
2003), research on expatriate academics is scarce (Richardson and McKenna,
2000). Universities present a different organizational environment with
different work tasks than business firms. Academics lecture, undertake
research and perform course administration besides making applications for
research grants and engaging themselves in consultancy work (Barry, Berg 
and Chandler, 2003). Accordingly, it is not unlikely that the work situation, 
as well the socio- and psycho-cultural situation, may be different for expa-
triate academics than for business expatriates, and more research is needed
to uncover such potential differences. Also, the increasing numbers of 
expatriate academics have led to more universities having an international
faculty representing different national cultures (cf. Mamiseishvili, 2011; 
Mamiseishvili and Rosser, 2010). Hence, human resource management of 
university staff becomes more complex as expatriate academics present
growing challenges for institutions of higher education. This is likely to
be even more acute in the future (Richardson and McKenna, 2006). There
are, however, also indications that academia has become more business ori-
ented. In many places, university departments have been merged in order to
create larger units. The primary purpose of this strategy has been to be able 
to pay higher salaries and thus to attract highly qualified managers, prefer-
ably with experience from private businesses (Krejsler, 2006).

Based on the above, SIE academics can be argued to be a particular type 
of SIEs. Their specific skills make them highly mobile in the international
job market. SIE academics are a specific type of expatriates seeking job
opportunities in universities in different countries. In this regard, univer-
sities have been considered to have the character of professional service
firms characterized by a high knowledge intensity and a professionalized
workforce (Nordenflycht, 2010). Moreover, academics have low firm- specific
capital and valuable non-homogenous skills much needed in modern
society (Teece, 2003). Changing jobs across national boundaries may even 
be considered as a merit in itself, adding to the human and social capital of 
academics (Welch, 1997).

In this chapter, we focus on SIE academics and their work outcomes. One 
important issue is who they are, that is their personal characteristics and
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whether SIE academics’ work outcomes may be differentiated by their per-
sonal characteristics. Personal characteristics can be an inherent demographic
characteristic such as gender or age, as well as acquired  characteristics, which 
are obtained through individual initiatives and efforts, such as seniority or by 
a matter of choice, like for example, marital status (Quazi, 2003).

The segmentation of expatriates with regard to work outcomes is a little 
investigated research area, even in studies of business AEs, and much less 
so in the case of SIE academics (cf. Dickmann et al., 2008). The long career 
paths, the autonomy, the high knowledge intensity, the global search for 
talent and the strong incentives to seek improved employment abroad for 
SIE academics could create a different picture with relation to work out-
comes compared to the general perception of expatriates’ personal char-
acteristics. In consequence, we seek to answer the following fundamental
research question: Do different personal characteristics of SIE academics imply 
different work outcomes? Answering this question provides novel informa-
tion to the field.

SIE academics, personal characteristics and work outcomes

Generally, an SIE can be argued to be an individual who is hired on a contrac-
tual basis and is not transferred overseas by a parent organization (Doherty,
2010; Richardson, 2008; Richardson and Mallon, 2005). Consequently,
SIEs are gainfully employed abroad and have acquired their job of their 
own volition without being assigned to the host location by an organiza-
tion. Accordingly, SIEs are expatriates and neither short-term travellers
(sojourners) nor immigrants (Richardson and Zikic, 2007), but foreign
national employees living ‘ex-patria’. It has also been argued that SIEs may
go abroad without any definite time frame in mind (cf. Tharenou, 2010). 
Consequently, the main qualification may be their self-perceived status at a
specific moment in time. Therefore, the operational definition of an SIE in 
this study involves three requirements assessed at the time of data collec-
tion. To exclude sojourners, who may be foreigners visiting only for short 
periods of time, a requirement of regular employment should be satisfied. To t
leave out immigrants, only foreign nationals are considered as expatriates. 
Admittedly, this is not an ideal definitional requirement since the issue
of citizenship may be contingent on a host of factors and circumstances
bearing little relationship with the status of being an expatriate academic,
such as rules and regulations in host and home country regarding citizen-
ship, benefits and rights afforded to citizens and non-citizens in host and
home country as well as personal preferences and idiosyncrasies. Hence,
foreign citizenship does not guarantee expatriate status, but may well be 
a useful rule-of-thumb. Last, but not least, a requirement of self-initiated 
expatriation is included in the definition of SIEs. Consequently, for the
purpose of this study, the operational definition of SIEs includes three 
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main required elements: (1) regular employment, (2) foreign national and 
(3) self-initiated.

SIEs, however, are not similar, nor are their abilities and attitudes to work. 
In this regard, studies on work life and personal demographic differences
reveal a number of features that could be significant in understanding dif-
ferences in work outcomes. Hence, this study investigates both inherent and
acquired demographics, including age, gender, marital status and seniority.

Age groups vary in physical features and attitudes related to life span.
As age increases, individuals go through various biological (Greller and
Simpson, 1999; Sterns and Miklos, 1995) and psychological changes which
could affect their performance (Gecas, 1982; Leonard et al., 1999; Maurer,
2001). With regard to SIE academics, a number of studies have argued 
that research productivity declines with age (Costas et al., 2010; Falagas
et al., 2008). This has also been observed in many other human activities
(Skirbekk, 2003). In the case of academics, it may not be only related to
biological changes. Cronin and Meho (2007) suggest that the creativity of 
researchers does not decrease with age, but is expressed in different ways, at
different times and with different intensities, and it has been argued that the
creation of incentive policies for researchers at different professional stages
can contribute to keeping their production rate up during their whole pro-
fessional life (González-Bambrila and Veloso, 2007). It can also be surmised
that older researchers could be more reluctant to steer their research into
new scientific problems and their skills may become obsolete, decreasing
the relevance and impact of their efforts (Kyvik and Olsen, 2008). These
alterations may be reflected in the health, cognitive abilities and perform-
ance of the individual (Kooij et al., 2008). For example, Warr (2001) found 
that cognitive abilities change with age. More specifically, crystallized intel-
lectual abilities (general knowledge and verbal comprehension) increase,
whereas fluid intelligence (working memory, abstract reasoning and speed
of reaction) decrease.

Gender differences are generally related to gender roles (Weber et al., 2009)
and to differences in biological (physical and psychological) characteristics
(Gove, 1994) which can be related to men and women, respectively. In this 
regard, Bakan (1966) originally argued that males are guided predominantly
by controlling tendencies referred to as agentic goals. These include self-
assertion, self-efficacy and mastering (Carlson, 1971). Concurrently, males
tend to forcefully pursue goals having personal consequences (Beutel and
Marini, 1995). In contrast, females are believed to be guided by communal
concerns emphasizing inter-personal affiliation and a desire to be in harmo-
nious relations with others and themselves (Eagly, 1986; Hall and Schmid 
Mast, 2008). Hence, gender has generally been found to have an effect on
performance (O’Neil et al., 2008). Schultz and Schultz (2005) found evi-
dence that males may have a greater belief that they control their life related 
to academic achievements. Researchers have also found a distinct gender
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gap in science achievement scores associated with the extent of interest in
science of male and female students (Keller and Dauenheimer, 2003). Since
we examine SIE academics in science faculty university departments, this
empirical finding may also suggest a gender difference in performance in 
our investigation. Gneezy and Rustichini (2004) also found that competi-
tion led to a higher performance of men but not of women.

There is also empirical evidence that male and female business expatriates
have different personal characteristics (Selmer and Leung, 2003c), may react
in dissimilar ways to a foreign posting (Selmer and Leung, 2003a, 2003d)
and adjust differently to an international assignment (Haslberger, 2010; 
Selmer and Leung, 2003b). Additionally, while gender differences are often
described as if they were static, results of some meta-analytic studies imply
that changes have occurred during recent years (Greene and DeBacker,
2004). More precisely, the social differences between the males and females 
are argued to have diminished (Frankel et al., 2006).

Marital status has been found to affect individuals in many different ways.
Employees who are not married, for example, seem to put more emphasis
on career issues, thus focusing more on their work performance. Married
couples, on the other hand, seem to be more inclined to strike a balance
between work life and family life (cf. Wong et al., 1999; Richardson, 2006;
Richardson, McBey and McKenna, 2008). Expatriates’ marital status is par-
ticularly important because international assignments affect the family as a 
whole (Brown, 2008). In other words, marital status may make a difference 
because married SIEs could have less time to focus on the job since the fam-
ily is often of great concern to them (cf. Meyskens et al., 2009; Yang, 2007; 
Crowley-Henry, 2007). There is consistent evidence that spouses’ discontent
with the situation leads to numerous premature terminations of the expa-
triation in the case of business expatriates (Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005;
Hechanova, Beehr and Christiansen, 2003). On the other hand, the spouse
has also been shown to provide psychological and instrumental support for
the expatriate who may therefore have more time to focus on their work 
performance (Lauring and Selmer, 2010; Thomas, 1998).

Seniority is a marker of difference in individuals’ career stages. It has gen-
erally been shown to influence a number of different work attitudes (Noe 
et al., 1990). In this regard, it has been found that, while senior employees
prefer security in employment, junior staff often has more favourable atti-
tudes towards risk-taking (cf. Burns et al., 2008; Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004).
Senior individuals have more experience in their job, but may be less able
to adjust to a new circumstance and have less energy compared to younger
individuals (Wong et al., 1999). Junior individuals have also been found
to be more focused on advancing in their careers, thereby putting more
emphasis on performance (Panek et al., 2006). With regard to academics, the 
lack of incentives may add to lower performance of some scientists as they 
acquire more senior positions (Costas et al., 2010). Such scholars, who are no 
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longer specifically rewarded for their research efforts, may lose motivation
for maintaining high productivity (Cole, 1979). This could very well also
affect the work outcomes of SIE academics. However, the effect of seniority 
on performance is not consistent (Certo et al., 2006; Sturman, 2003).

From the above literature review on variations in personal characteristics,
it becomes clear that differences in work outcomes could be expected for
different types of SIE academics. This investigation focuses on five basic
variants of work outcomes: work adjustment, work performance, work 
effectiveness, job satisfaction, and time to proficiency. These specific work 
outcomes could be important ingredients of the working lives of SIE aca-
demics because they portray both external outcomes and internal emotions.
Crucially, time to proficiency involves a time element.

Work adjustment refers to an individual’s psychological comfort witht
various aspects of work, such as supervisory and job responsibilities (Black,
1988; Black and Stephens, 1989). The expatriates have to adjust to a new 
work role, which may be more or less similar to their previous job. The the-
oretical framework of work adjustment emanates from Nicholson (1984)
and Dawis and Lofquist (1984), suggesting that adjustment to a new role
is fundamental to subsequent outcomes in the role. Work adjustment can
be seen as a part of a theoretical framework of international adjustment 
proposed by Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) who make a distinc-
tion between three dimensions of in-country adjustment: (1) adjustment
to work, (2) adjustment to interacting with host nationals and (3) adjust-
ment to the general non-work environment. Criticism has sometimes been 
raised against this construct of international adjustment. Huang, Chi and
Lawler (2005) pointed out that this concept is not being grounded on a
solid theoretical basis. Others have mentioned that each dimension meas-
ures adjustment on a one-dimensional scale from unadjusted to adjusted,
despite the fact that all kinds of adjustment have multiple dimensions of 
behaviours, cognitions and emotions (cf. Haslberger and Brewster, 2009;
Shaffer, Harrison, Gregersen, Black and Ferzandi, 2006; Ward, Bochner
and Furnham, 2001). Despite that, the theoretical framework of inter-
national adjustment proposed by Black, Mendenhall and Oddou (1991) 
has been supported by research results from a meta-analytic investigation
covering 66 studies and almost 8,500 business expatriates corroborating 
its validity.

There is little consensus as to what constitutes work performance in gen-
eral terms. However, work performance often refers to the core technical
duties of the job, also known as task performance or in-role performance
(Fisher, 2003).

Work effectiveness describes to which extent a person’s job behaviour is
congruent with a role sender’s expectation (Tsui, 1984). Previous research 
has shown that work effectiveness is positively correlated to job perform-
ance (Tsui and Ohlott, 1988).
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Job satisfaction has been defined as the emotional state resulting from
the evaluation of one’s job or job experiences (Locke, 1976). As an overall 
assessment, job satisfaction is obviously and primarily work-related. It
may arise from successful adaptation to overseas job requirements (Shaffer 
and Harrison, 1998), from individuals’ integration in the new workplace 
or from perceiving the work group one identifies with as being successful
(cf. Kalleberg, 1977).

Time to proficiency refers to the period it takes for an employee in a new job 
to reach an acceptable performance level (Pinder and Schroeder, 1987). The
time which expatriates use to become proficient after transfers may have
several important implications both for themselves and for their organiza-
tions (Brett, 1982).

The studied work outcome variables could well be interrelated for SIE
academics but are not necessarily so since dissimilar personal characteris-
tics may result in different work outcomes. For example, while male SIE
academics may attempt to forcefully pursue personal goals regarding work 
performance, female SIE academics, more guided by communal concerns,
may refrain from doing so to the same extent. In the following sections, we
will describe the methods used in the study as well as present its results and
discuss them.

Method

Data collection and sample

The target population in this investigation was SIE academics occupying
regular positions. A convenience sample was assembled as a database of e-mail
addresses of academics in science faculty departments in universities in
the Nordic countries and in the Netherlands. We chose university staff in
those countries because of well-developed web-pages that allowed us access
to more information about individual academics. To identify expatriates, 
foreign-sounding names, as compared to those common in the respective
host country, were selected for the database. That would give us a better 
chance for finding foreign expatriates. Their status as SIE academics was
determined by initial screening questions as described below.

The discipline content of science may be relatively easy to transfer and
apply globally. Accordingly, scientists may without much difficulty cross
national borders, making them a suitable target group for our investiga-
tion. Academics in 34 universities were targeted. Most universities were
situated in Sweden (10) and Denmark (3) had the fewest universities in the
database.

The data were collected electronically and a commercial web survey soft-
ware package was used to administer the questionnaire. However, the univer-
sity affiliation of the investigators was identified as the official sender, and 
the potential respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality as
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usual. To ensure that only members of the target group responded to the 
questionnaire, three initial screening questions were used asking whether
(1) the nationality of the respondent was different than that of the host
country (suggesting expatriate status), (2) the current academic job is a regu-
lar position at their university (the respondent is not a PhD student andt not
visiting from another university) and (3) they have acquired their current
academic job independently (self-initiated and not seconded). If an affirma-
tive response were given to all the three screening questions, the respondent
was invited to complete the rest of the questionnaire. Otherwise, the survey
was interrupted and the response was collected immediately. Totally, 1,215 
academics were included in the survey and eventually, 653 responses were 
received amounting to a response rate of 53.7%. Of these, 428 respondents
had passed all three screening questions, indicating that the respondents
belonged to the target group. Hence, 65.5% of the respondents passed the
screening questions (35.2% of all invited academics).

The average age of the expatriate academics was 40.42 years (SD = 10.07),
and on the average, they had spent 5.28 years in their respective host loca-
tion (SD = 6.25) and had worked abroad as an expatriate academic for 9.88 
years (SD = 8.54), including their current job. As displayed in Table 9.1, the
majority of the expatriate academics were working in Denmark (27.6%)
and Sweden (26.4%), and only a small minority was from a Nordic country 

Table 9.1 Background of the sample (N = 428)N

Background variables Frequency Percent

Gender
 Male 293 70.6
 Female 122 29.4
Married 262 63.7
Position
 Full/chair professor 99 23.1
 Associate professor 71 16.6
 Assistant professor 9 2.1
 Research/teaching assistant 249 58.2
Host location
 Denmark 118 27.6
 Finland 64 15.0
 The Netherlands 60 14.0
 Norway 73 17.1
 Sweden 113 26.4
Nationality group
 Non-EU 178 43.3
 Non-nordic EU 191 46.5
 Nordic 42 10.2

Note: Frequency totals may be less than the stated N due to missing values.N
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(10.2%). Most of the respondents were male (70.6%), married (63.7%) and
occupied lower positions as research/teaching assistants (58.2%).

Instrument

The studied acquired demographics were based on background variables
which were estimated through single direct questions to the respondents.
Work outcome constructs were measured by established multi-item scales.

Personal characteristics

Age was measured by the question: ‘How old were you on your last birth-
day?’ The response was then dichotomized by a median cut of the distribu-
tion of responses into two groups: younger and older respondents.

Gender was assessed by the question: ‘Are you male or female?’
Marital status was estimated by the question: ‘Are you married?’
Seniority was estimated by the question: ‘What is your current position?’

The response was then dichotomized by separating junior respondents
(research/teaching assistants and assistant professors) from senior academic
staff members (associate professors and full/chair professors).

Work outcomes

Work adjustment was assessed by a three-item, seven-point scale developedt
by Black and Stephens (1989). This measure has been found to be structur-
ally equivalent with a good fit in culturally dissimilar samples, providing
evidence of its construct validity (Robie and Ryan, 1996). The response cat-
egories ranged from 1 ‘not adjusted at all’ to 7 ‘completely adjusted’, sample
item: ‘specific job responsibilities’ (alpha =.86).

Work performance was measured by a four-item, seven-point scale adapted 
after Early (1987). The response categories ranged from 1 ‘poor’ to 4 ‘neu-
tral’ to 7 ‘excellent’, sample item: ‘How would you rate the quality of your
performance?’ (alpha = .80).

Work effectiveness was gauged by a three-item, seven-point scale adapted 
after Tsui and Ohlott (1988). The response categories of this scale ranged
from 1 ‘not at all’ to 4 ‘neutral’ to 7 ‘entirely’. One item was deleted to 
achieve an acceptable level of reliability. A sample item is ‘Overall, to what 
extent do you feel that you are performing your job the way your boss
would like it to be performed?’ (alpha = .93).

Job satisfaction was assessed by a four-item, seven-point scale adapted 
after West, Nicholson and Reese (1987). This scale ranged from 1 ‘strongly 
disagree’ to 7 ‘strongly agree’, sample item: ‘I am satisfied with my job’
(alpha = .83).

Time to proficiency was measured by four items from Pinder and Schroeder y
(1987). On two of the items, respondents reported on a five-point scale how 
quickly they became proficient/comfortable in their new job after relocat-
ing (sample item: ‘Overall, how quickly do you feel you became proficient
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at your new job? (starting from the day you arrived in the host location)’).
The scale ranged from 1 ‘very quickly’ to 7 ‘very slowly’ (this is reversed
compared to the original scale to make a high score indicate a relatively long 
time to proficiency). The other two items directly asked how many months
it took for the respondents to become effective at their new jobs (sample
item: ‘How many months did it take you to become effective at your new
job (counted from the day you arrived in the host location)?’). Due to the
different type of scales involved, standardized z scores were used to compute 
a mean score (alpha = .81).

Results

Sample means, standard deviations and zero-order Pearson correlations 
of all variables are provided in Table 9.2. One-sample t-tests showed that tt
the mean scores for work adjustment (t = 36.26,t p < .001), work performance
(t = 40.60, t p < .001), work effectiveness (t = 22.83, t p < .001) and job satisfaction
(t = 26.10,t p < .001) were significantly higher than the midpoint of their
respective scales.1 This indicates that the respondents generally perceived 
themselves as well adjusted to their work, as performing well, as effective
and as satisfied with their jobs.

To answer our research question, between-group differences were
examined through a series of four 5 × 2 multi-variate analyses of covari-
ance (MANCOVA).2 One-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) were applied 
to detect any inter-group differences among the background variables for 
the groups of investigated personal characteristics variables. Background
variables with such inter-group differences were used as covariates in the 
analysis as indicated by Tables 9.3–9.6. As displayed by Tables 9.3 and 
9.4, there were no significant overall effects identified for the age and 
gender groups of the expatriate academics, indicating that there were no r
inter-group  differences in terms of the investigated work outcome vari-
ables  neither between younger and older nor between male and female

Table 9.2 Means, standard deviations and correlations among the variables1

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

Work adjustment 5.88 1.05 1.00
Work performance 5.57 0.78 0.33 1.00
Work effectiveness 5.34 1.18 0.37 0.57 1.00
Job satisfaction 5.39 1.08 0.50 0.48 0.50 1.00
Time to proficiency 0 0.75 –0.25 –0.23 –0.25 –0.42 1.00

Note: All correlations are significant at the .001 level.
1 414 < N < 402 due to missing values.N
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Table 9.3 MANCOVA and ANCOVA for work outcomes by age1,2

Younger
Mean (SD)
n = 184

Older 
Mean (SD) 
n = 191

Multi-variate 
effect

Uni-variate 
F-ratios

1.40
Work adjustment 5.80 (1.02) 5.95 (1.10) 2.32
Work performance 5.40 (0.81) 5.75 (0.72) 2.36
Work effectiveness 5.20 (1.24) 5.53 (1.08) 0.79
Job satisfaction 5.31 (1.08) 5.49 (1.07) 0.01
Time to proficiency –0.08 (0.51) 0.04 (0.81) 0.01

1N = 375 due to missing values.N
2 Covariates: Time in host location, time as expatriate academic, marital status, position, host nation
and nationality group.

Table 9.4 MANOVA and ANOVA for work outcomes by gender1

Male
Mean (SD)
n = 284

Female
Mean (SD)
n = 113

Multi-variate 
effect

Uni-variate 
F-ratios

0.74
Work adjustment 5.84 (1.11) 5.97 (0.93) 1.07
Work performance 5.57 (0.81) 5.60 (0.69) 0.10
Work effectiveness 5.33 (1.21) 5.38 (1.11) 0.14
Job satisfaction 5.42 (1.10) 5.33 (1.04) 0.52
Time to proficiency 0.01 (0.74) 0 (0.72) 0.01

1N = 397 due to missing values.N

respondents. Table 9.5 displays a significant  overall effect for the marital 
status groups (F = 3.30,F p < .01). Uni-variate F-tests displayed a significant
between-group difference for work performance (F = 8.90,F p < .01) and work 
effectiveness (F = 13.82, F p < .001). In both those cases, married expatri-
ate academics had a higher mean score than their unmarried colleagues. 
Finally, Table 9.6 shows a significant overall effect detected for the sen-
iority groups of the expatriate academics (y F = 3.10, F p < .01). Uni-variate
F-tests displayed a significant between-group difference for work adjustment 
(F = 5.56,F p < .05) and time to proficiency (y F = 4.59, F p < .05), and in both 
cases, senior expatriate academics had a higher mean score than their 
junior counterparts. Accordingly, two of the four personal characteristics 
differentiated four of the five investigated work outcomes. These results
provide a conditional overall affirmative answer to the stated research
question: ‘Do different personal characteristics of SIE academics imply dif-
ferent work outcomes?’ While inherent personal characteristics may not
matter in terms of work outcomes of SIE academics, acquired demograph-
ics may make a difference.
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Discussion and implications

The aim of this study was to investigate potential differences of SIE academ-
ics with regard to work outcomes related to personal characteristics. Table 9.7
summarizes our results.

We found no differences of age and gender with regard to work outcomes.
Based on past research, the result for age is surprising. The result of our study
may, however, be related to limitations related to using chronological age 
as a measure as opposed to biological, psychological and social measures of 
aging (Kooij et al., 2008). Also regarding gender, the results seem to devi-
ate from the previous research. It has been argued in extant research that
males are more aggressive and goal oriented in obtaining job objectives (cf.
Mahmoud, 1996; O’Neil et al., 2008). For example, extant findings have
found robust evidence that men perform better in science disciplines than

Table 9.6 MANCOVA and ANCOVA for work outcomes by seniority1,2

Junior
Mean (SD)
n = 232

Senior
Mean (SD)
n = 143

Multi-variate 
effect

Uni-variate 
F-ratios

3.10**
Work adjustment 5.73 (1.05) 6.11 (1.04) 5.56*
Work performance 5.48 (0.83) 5.74 (0.67) 0.51
Work effectiveness 5.28 (1.20) 5.50 (1.11) 0.01
Job satisfaction 5.34 (1.08) 5.49 (1.08) 0.02
Time to proficiency –0.10 (0.53) 0.11 (0.86) 4.59*

1N = 375 due to missing values.N
2 Covariates: Age, time in host location, time as expatriate academic, marital status, host nation
and nationality group.
*p*  < .05; **p*  < .01.

Table 9.5 MANCOVA and ANCOVA for work outcomes by marital status1,2

Unmarried
Mean (SD)
n = 139

Married
Mean (SD)
n = 243

Multi-variate 
effect

Uni-variate 
F-ratios

3.30**
Work adjustment 5.74 (1.06) 5.96 (1.05) 1.04
Work performance 5.36 (0.83) 5.69 (0.73) 8.90**
Work effectiveness 5.03 (1.21) 5.56 (1.09) 13.82***
Job satisfaction 5.26 (1.11) 5.47 (1.06) 1.52
Time to proficiency –0.03 (0.63) –0 (0.71) 0.10

1N = 382 due to missing values.N
2 Covariates: Age, time in host location, time as expatriate academic, position and nationality 
group.
**p*  < .01; ***p* < .001.
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women (Keller and Dauenheimer, 2003). Our findings on the absence of 
gender differences among SIE academics are also not congruent with empiri-
cal research on business AEs, where females have been repeatedly shown to
be better adjusted than their male counterparts, especially regarding their
work adjustment (Haslberger, 2010; Selmer and Leung, 2003b).

We found married SIE academics to have higher work performance and 
work effectiveness than non-married expatriates. This provides further sup-
port for recent studies which have argued that accompanying spouses are a
valuable resource in assisting the expatriate’s performance by providing psy-
chological and instrumental support (e.g. Lauring and Selmer, 2010). Hence,
previous findings arguing that spouses may pose problems for expatriates
were not supported in the case of SIE academics (cf. Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al.,
2005; Hechanova, Beehr and Christiansen, 2003).

With regard to seniority, we found SIE academics further in their career to 
adjust better, but to take longer to reach their full potential in the new situ-
ation. From this finding, we may conclude that junior staff may be quicker
to get used to the new situation. They have not had so many years to get
accustomed to specific routines and may thus adjust to the new context
faster. Senior respondents, however, reached a higher degree of adjustment 
even though they took longer to attain that. This could be related to the fact
that senior individuals, who are well versed in their academic field, could
be able to convert some of that experience into a more favourable adjust-
ment situation. It is interesting that while marital status only affected the
performance dimensions, seniority affected only the adjustment dimension.
Also, seniority was the only personal characteristic that had a differential 
effect on the time to reach proficiency at work.

Since we have demonstrated that personal characteristics could make
a difference to SIE academics’ work outcomes, especially in the case of 
acquired demographics, implications of this finding are discussed below.

Table 9.7 Summary of results for work outcomes by personal characteristics

Personal 
 characteristics

Work outcomes

Adjustment Performance Effectiveness Satisfaction Time to 
proficiency

Age n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
Gender n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
Marital status n.s. Married >

not married
Married >
not married

n.s. n.s.

Seniority Senior >
junior

n.s. n.s. n.s. Senior >
junior

Note: n.s. = not significant.
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In theoretical terms, the findings of this study suggest that researchers
should be cautious about treating SIE academics as a homogeneous group
that will produce the same work outcomes. Instead, we suggest that future
studies may focus on demonstrating that different personal characteristics
make certain levels of work outcomes more or less likely. This caution 
against homogenization is accentuated by the observation that careers
of academics are embedded in multiple, changing contexts involving the
overall science system and the academic discipline, the national settings
and different cultural contexts, and the changing organizational context of 
academic work becoming more professionally managed and market oriented
(Kaulisch and Enders, 2005).

From a practical perspective, the findings generally have implications for
recruitment as well as for organizational support and management. With 
regard to recruitment, our study indicates that if an organization is looking
for high performance in foreign applicants, married individuals are more
likely to match such demands. If universities want to be sure to keep for-
eign staff for a longer period of time and to integrate them as part of a work 
team, senior SIE academics would be best suited due to their adjustment
capabilities.

With regard to organizational support and managerial attention, junior
SIE academics could have more difficulties in becoming fully adjusted.
Specific initiatives, such as work group seminars or out-of-campus social
activities, could be used in order to integrate such individuals better. Also,
senior scholars could be relatively slower in getting up to full speed in their
performance. Hence, universities may want to make sure not to overburden
senior foreign newcomers initially with many tasks in order to promote
their rate of adjustment. University executives could have a specific focus on 
non-married SIE academics. This group may need special support and they
could be in need of psychological and instrumental support to perform bet-
ter, which they may have difficulty locating and acquiring in the host coun-
try environment. Organizing networks of foreign employees could facilitate
inter-personal relationships which may allow individuals to cope better.
However, intensive socialization with home country nationals or other for-
eigners, to the exclusion of host nationals, may become counterproductive
in the adjustment process, creating a ghetto mentality (e.g. Lauring and
Selmer, 2009; Selmer and Shiu, 1999).

Nevertheless, it is relevant to remember that the contexts of academic
work could be very different, and the investigated components of work 
outcomes could be perceived differently in distinctively different contexts.
For example, in a host location where local and expatriate academics are 
offered different conditions of employment (cf. Hassan & Hashim, 2011),
to recruit, keep and integrate suitable international academic staff mem-
bers as discussed above, it could be critical to provide them with detailed
and accurate information about roles and responsibilities, tenure and
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promotion criteria as well as research facilities and funding. However, it may 
also be necessary to provide realistic information about the social context
(Richardson, McBey and McKenna, 2008).

Conclusions

This investigation examined whether work outcomes of SIE academics dif-
fer in terms of their personal characteristics. This is important since little is
known about how work outcomes of expatriates may be affected by their
personal characteristics. Moreover, it is the first study to examine this issue 
among SIE academics. Hence, our findings contribute to the limited but
growing literature on SIEs in general as well as SIE academics in particular. 
Such new knowledge about SIEs is essential since there are clear differences
between SIEs and AEs (cf. Inkson et al., 1997; Peltokorpi and Froese, 2009;
Vance, 2005).

A set of five work outcomes was investigated: work adjustment, work per-
formance, work effectiveness, job satisfaction and time to proficiency. These 
were examined in relation to four personal characteristics: age, gender,
marital status and seniority. The results indicated that for acquired personal
characteristics, there are differences in terms of work outcomes (except for
job satisfaction) for different types of SIE academics. In particular, married
expatriates seemed to perform better than their non-married counterparts.
Senior SIE academics adjusted better to their job while junior SIEs used less
time to reach proficiency at work. In the expectation of more investigations
within this area, these initial findings may have some important implica-
tions for universities recruiting SIEs.

Our study, however, is not without limitations. The method employed was
cross-sectional in nature. A longitudinal approach may have produced a more 
rich data source. On the other hand, compared to cross-sectional investiga-
tions, longitudinal studies pose other serious methodological challenges (e.g.
Menard, 1991; Ployhart and Vandenberg, 2010; Singer and Willett, 2003).
Another bias could be the self-reported performance and adjustment variables 
which may be interpreted merely as perceived performance and adjustment. 
Some studies, however, have argued that respondents generally are quite real-
istic in assessing their own performance level (e.g. Jehn et al., 1999). Another
potential bias involves the analyses. Although a number of background vari-
ables were tested for inter-group differences to be used as covariates in the 
MANCOVA/ANCOVA, we cannot be sure that we had included all relevant
control variables in our data set, but that may be an acceptable risk to take
in a pioneering study as this one. A limitation lies also in the use of our con-
structs. Those work outcome constructs were developed for business organiza-
tions and may be less appropriate in a study of the university sector.

Future studies may try to eliminate some of the weaknesses of the current
study and extend its scope. For example, the measurement of some of the
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work outcome variables, such as work performance and work effectiveness,
could be based on reports from research team leaders or department heads
to avoid a complete reliance on self-reports. Further efforts could be spent to
try to increase the response rate. Moreover, it may be worthwhile to extend
the target group to other expatriate academics than in the science discipline
and to more countries. The academic context varies greatly between differ-
ent countries, and a more systematic assessment of this may provide rel-
evant new knowledge in relation to work outcomes. A longitudinal design
may also provide more objective controls of the impact of the time factor.
Finally, future studies may target SIEs in business firms to test the validity 
of the findings of the investigation for this important group of SIEs. At the
same time, the scope of this study may be extended to involve other per-
sonal characteristics likely to differentiate between work outcomes of SIEs.

Notes

1. The variable time to proficiency has a mean score of 0 (Table 9.2) since standardizedy
z scores were used to compute it.

2. MANOVA and ANOVA were used for the gender variable in the absence of any 
inter-group differences in the background variables.
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10
Self-Initiated Expatriate Women’s
Careers – Reflections, Experiences 
and Choices
Riana van den Bergh and Yvonne du Plessis

Introduction

Career path perceptions have changed: employees no longer necessarily see
career growth as moving upward in an organisational hierarchy (an external
career), but instead focus on acquiring individual skills and competencies
leading to career development across borders and companies (an internal
career) (Stahl et al., 2002). Thus, career management no longer focuses on an
organisation but resides with the individual, who must take responsibility
for his/her own employability.

Various authors have explored the importance of international experience 
and competence to work effectively in a global environment. The focus of 
the academic discussion on the topic of international experience has mostly
been around expatriate success and the need for international management
development (see, for example, Olsen and Martins, 2009; Stanek, 2000;
Webb and Wright, 1996). Despite the high level of interest for the topic,
however, it seems like many multi-nationals are still unable to effectively
manage international careers and the competencies gained from such
experience (Collings et al., 2011). In many cases, it may take years before 
managers with international aspirations are sent by their organisations on
expatriate assignments (Cole and McNulty, 2011). There is also a growing
shortage of talented managers who are willing to accept expatriate assign-
ments because of dual-career issues, childcare matters and inappropriate
talent management systems at the international level (Collings et al., 2007;
Schuler et al., 2011; Selmer and Leung, 2003).

Despite significant advancement, women are still often overlooked for
international assignments, resulting in a ‘glass border’ that hampers their 
career growth and contributes to underrepresentation of women in the
higher echelons of management (Harris, 2002; Linehan and Walsh, 2001; 
Vance and Paik, 2001).

Women who wish to pursue careers abroad have to overcome many 
barriers such as tokenism, stereotypes and first having to break through 
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the glass ceiling in the home country before being able to break through
the glass border (Hutchings et al., 2012; Linehan and Walsh, 2001; Vance
and Paik, 2001). However, instead of being held back by these barriers,
women have found various creative ways in which to fulfil their global
aspirations, such as frequent international travel or accepting domestic 
positions with international development opportunities (Hutchings et al.,
2011). Women seem to be taking their careers into their own hands, and 
consequently self-initiated expatriation (SIE) provides a lucrative alterna-
tive career path for women with international aspirations (Myers and 
Pringle, 2005; Vance, 2005). SIE allows women to gain valuable interna-
tional exposure and build cross-cultural competence at a much younger age
than their male counterparts, who opt for the traditional expatriate career
track, placing them in an advantageous position1 (Vance et al., 2011). 
However, this largely invisible group of self-initiated expatriate women 
is often overlooked in hiring decisions, and very little is known about 
their career choices and the factors influencing their career outcomes (Al
Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Biemann and Andresen, 2010; McKenna and
Richardson, 2007; Myers and Pringle, 2005; Vance et al., 2011). If SIE is
distinct from other forms of international assignment, it is important
to explore whether factors influencing traditional expatriate careers are 
also relevant for self-initiated expatriates (such as work-life balance, cross-
cultural adjustment of the family and accompanying partner and so on)
(Mäkelä et al., 2011).

Vance (2005) and Vance et al. (2011) also suggest two interesting areas for 
further exploration with regard to self-initiated expatriates. Vance (2005), 
for example, mentions the role of a local (host country national) partner/
spouse as a support factor for self-initiated expatriates. Furthermore, Vance
et al. (2011) suggest that a traditional expatriate assignment could provide 
an SIE opportunity for the trailing spouse. Neither of these two specific
groups has been very widely explored in previous research.

Existing research on SIE tends to focus mainly on the motives for expa-
triation (see, for example, Richardson and Mallon, 2005; Mc Kenna and
Richardson, 2007; Myers and Pringle, 2005; Thorn, 2009), career anchors
of self-initiated expatriates (Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010), understanding 
career experiences of self-initiated expatriates moving from developing to 
developed countries (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Felker, 2011; Fitzgerald 
and Howe-Walsh, 2008), moderating effects of gender on work outcomes 
(Selmer and Lauring, 2011; Tharenou, 2010) and work-life balance issues 
(Richardson, 2006). Very little is known about self-initiated expatriate
women’s career choices and experience from an individual perspective 
and the factors influencing women’s SIE career outcomes. Tharmaseelan
et al. (2010) made an initial attempt at modelling international career 
success, but this model was focused on migrants and not on self-initiated
expatriates.
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This chapter is part of a broader research study2 on self-initiated expatriate 
women being conducted by the authors, and it aims to address the follow-
ing gaps in the extant literature:

The actual ‘boundaries’ that women experience when opting for SIE
(SIE is considered to be a boundaryless career option for women who 
wish to pursue expatriate careers, but little is known about the actual
‘ boundaries’).
The factors prior to expatriation, during SIE and after expatriation that
influence the career choices and outcomes of skilled self-initiated expatri-
ate women.
The concept of SIE as an alternative career path for trailing female
spouses (an under-researched area), which will form a minor component 
of this chapter.

The chapter will begin by providing a short overview of the extant literature 
on women’s international career development and career path management 
followed by a conceptual framework, developed from the literature, for 
understanding the factors influencing career choices, career exit or career
success of skilled self-initiated expatriate women. This framework will con-
sequently be verified against the perceptions of skilled self-initiated expa-
triate women by exploring and answering the following specific research
question:

What are the experiences of self-initiated expatriate women in terms of 
motives, barriers and enablers that influence their career choices (deci-
sions) and career outcomes?

International career development and career paths of 
self-initiated expatriate women

Unlike the linear ‘alpha’ career pattern typically followed by men, women
tend to follow a ‘beta’ career pattern that is more complex and non-linear in 
nature (Cabrera, 2009). The ‘beta’ career pattern is driven by challenge and 
ambition in the early career, followed by the need for balance and focus on
caring responsibilities during the mid-career and then seeking authenticity
in the late career; whereas the ‘alpha’ career pattern is characterised by chal-
lenge and ambition in the early career, followed by the need for authenticity 
during the mid-career and then seeking balance in the late career (Sullivan
and Mainiero, 2007).

SIE provides a boundaryless career option to careerists who prefer a more
non-linear, beta career pattern (Suutari et al., 2012), a career option that 
allows women to take responsibility for their own career and life develop-
ment (Fitzgerald and Howe-Walsh, 2008). However, women’s motivation for

•

•

•

•
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mobility is often related to psychological and physical factors (Sullivan and
Baruch, 2009), and their career choices often tend to be relational rather
than contextual (Collin, 1998; Volpe and Murphy, 2011). Thus, although
self-initiated expatriates may seem to prefer a boundaryless career option –
where individuals have full freedom of choice – there are still factors beyond 
the individual’s control, which serve to form boundaries and consequently
influence the choices available to the individual (Cabrera, 2009; Sullivan
and Mainiero, 2007; Volpe and Murphy, 2011).

Factors such as caregiving responsibilities, childbearing, discrimination,
stereotypes and traditional gender roles are examples of boundaries that
limit women’s career choices (Mathur-Helm, 2002; Sullivan and Mainiero, 
2007). Cabrera (2009) refers to the ‘choice gap’ that limits the freedom of 
choice available to women due to external factors. Thus, women experience
blockages in their career paths at much ealier stages than men. This ‘choice
gap’ may lead to professional women’s temporary or permanent career exit
(Cabrera, 2009; Volpe and Murphy, 2011), which corresponds with the beta-
type career pattern firstly marked by challenge, then the need for balance,
followed by the need for authenticity.

For self-initiated expatriate women professionals, the beta career path
may form a further boundary due to the fact that accumulated career capi-
tal prior to SIE may be less marketable than that of their male counterparts
(Myers and Pringle, 2005). As a result, it seems that many self-initiated expa-
triate women move into lower positions that pay less and are less challeng-
ing than the prior position held in the home country (Al Ariss and Özbilgin,
2010; Felker, 2011; Lee, 2005; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). These findings are
paralleled by recent findings by Schneidhofer et al. (2012), who assert that 
the accumulation of ‘feminine’ career capital contributes to the widening
income gap between men and women. Myers and Pringle (2005), however, 
are of the opinion that women self-initiated expatriates are able to build up
a significant amount of career capital and skills in the host country because 
they tend to remain in one country longer due to their need for a ‘stable 
base’ embedded in existing networks and relationships from which to centre
their work and travel ventures.

Research findings about women self-initiated expatriates are inconclusive,
and whilst some believe that SIE provides women with new frontiers and an
alternative to the traditional corporate career (see, for example, Fitzgerald
and Howe-Walsh, 2008; Myers and Pringle, 2005), others feel that women
still face many barriers and injustices in the workplace, even as self-initiated
expatriates (see, for example, Felker, 2011; Tharenou, 2010).

SIE can be considered a global, boundaryless career path,

[marked by] a series of initiatives and adaptations to employment, family
and different communities, evolving with changes in individual inter-
ests or skills, life experiences of oneself and the people central to one’s 
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personal space (individual domain), the characteristics and requirements
of one’s contemporary employment context (organisational domain)
and the encountered economic pressures, technological opportunities
and cultural values of the global context (global domain). (Capellan and
Janssens, 2005, p. 350)

The definition of Capellan and Janssens (2005), mentioned above, pro-
vides a useful starting point for understanding and modelling the multi-
faceted nature of self-initiated careers, where adaptation and integration of 
various life spaces and ‘domains’ are required by the individual. Building
forth on this definition, the next section will provide a conceptual frame-
work for understanding the specific role of adjustment in different life
spaces on the career experiences of self-initiated expatriate women.

Towards an integrated career development framework for 
self-initiated expatriate women

In order to understand the individual career experiences of self-initiated
expatriate women, a holistic perspective is required that incorporates the 
various adjustments and adaptations required of the individual in the host
country. We propose a conceptual framework for understanding the experi-
ences of self-initiated expatriate women. This framework is based on an inte-
gration and expansion of Volpe and Murphy’s (2011) model of professional 
women’s career exit and the time-sequenced model for migration and career 
success presented by Tharmaseelan et al. (2010).

As mentioned in the previous section, the choice of a professional career
path is not only in a woman’s own hands, as traditional barriers to re-entry 
in the home country may also be exacerbated by factors beyond the individ-
ual’s control in the host country (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Tharmaseelan
et al., 2010). Volpe and Murphy (2011) emphasise the influence of identity
on the career exit decisions of professional women in their home countries.
Self-initiated expatriate women are faced with an even more complex career
path: career exit (albeit temporary) first occurs when a woman exits the
workforce in the home country and continues to seek new employment
in the host country. According to Volpe and Murphy (2011), professional
women’s identity development and consequent career decisions are heavily
influenced by social networks. The self, individual experience and identity
are inherently social and closely connected to relationships with significant
others (Olsen and Martins, 2009). For many women self-initiated expatri-
ates, the boundaries between self and the family/significant others are
blurred, which impacts on the individual’s identity (Richardson, 2006).
Separation from the family and significant others may consequently be a
major source of anxiety for women who are physically and emotionally
removed from key shapers of their identities (Huckerby and Toulson, 2001). 



Self-Initiated Expatriate Women’s Careers  207

Thus, career re-entry is likely to be influenced by various social factors
that may influence a self-initiated expatriate woman’s identity in the host
country. Figure 10.1 illustrates an integrated framework for understanding 
the career  development of self-initiated expatriate women, which will be
further explained under the headings.

Pre-expatriation career

The pre-expatriation career refers to the career decisions, accumulated career
capital, career identity and structural constraints to career development that
influence a woman’s career prior to SIE.

Accumulation of career capital

The pre-expatriation career is defined by the accumulation of career capital
which is acquired by a woman prior to expatriation. Career capital includes 
knowing-how (such as education, work experience and competencies), 
knowing-whom (professional networks and social relationships) and  knowing-
why (personal motivations and meanings ascribed to work) (Suutari and
Mäkelä, 2007; Tharmaseelan et al., 2010).

Self-initiated
expatriation

Continuous identity development and career choices

Structural
constraints
• Language

• Male-
 dominated
 culture

• Attitudes
 towards
 foreigners

Social network
• Mentors and
 career
 counsellors

• Making sure
 that one is
 recognised

Career
success

Career
exit

Pre-expatriation
career

Motives Social integrationAccumulation
of career
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Embedded
career
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Structural
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country)

• Exploration
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• Family building
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• Partner/spouse
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• Social support
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 others in home
 and host
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Figure 10.1 Integrated career development framework for self-initiated expatriate 
women
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Career capital accumulated in the home country may not always be rele-
vant or tradable in the host country (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Richardson
and Mallon, 2005). Because women’s career decisions are also influenced by
factors such as non-work responsibilities, the needs of significant others
and the fulfilment of personal values, the tradability of their acquired career
capital may be lower than that of their male counterparts (Cabrera, 2009; 
Myers and Pringle, 2005).

Embedded career identity

Career identity is embedded through social and societal networks such as
family, friends, organisational/occupational demography and the national 
culture (Volpe and Murphy, 2011).

Women’s career choices prior to expatriation are guided by their role
identities as embedded in various social networks (Volpe and Murphy, 2011).
Embedded career identity thus encompasses a variety of factors, both internal 
(such as personality and motivation) and external (upbringing, family, friends, 
colleagues, environmental factors and cultural and economic  contexts) to the 
individual, and ‘continually reshape[s] the nature of both our intrapersonal 
experiences and career lives’ (Blustein and Noumair, 2011, p. 440).

Structural constraints

The socio-political context, occupational and organisational demography,
and national culture may influence the opportunities available for stimu-
lating the career growth of women in their home countries (Volpe and
Murphy, 2011).

Self-initiated expatriation

For the purposes of this study, a self-initiated expatriate will be defined as
‘an individual, who, of his/her own accord, decides to live and work in a 
country other than his/her home country for a period of time’ (Biemann
and Andresen, 2010; Richardson, 2006; Vance et al., 2011). The broad defi-
nition of SIE for this study means that the initial motive and initiative for 
expatriation was considered as an important guideline for distinguishing 
self-initiated expatriates from traditional expatriates and potential immi-
grants. Thus, the initiative for the move lies with the individual – such as the 
case with expatriates through the ‘coffee machine system’ or ‘secondment’ 
(Thorn, 2009). Furthermore, various authors have indicated the self-initiated
nature of individuals’ choice to initiate expatriation for personal reasons. 
These self- initiated expatriates may remain in the host country for a longer
period of time, and although some may become immigrants eventually, the 
permanence of such a move is hard to determine (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 
2010; Mahroum, 2000; McKenna and Richardson, 2007; Vance et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, ‘the immigration literature is mainly concerned with macroeco-
nomic-related matters, including brain gain, brain drain, and  immigrants’
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remittances’ (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010, p. 275). The focus of this study 
is not on macroeconomic matters but instead on experiences, motives and
motivations that drive individuals to become self-initiated expatriates.

Motives

Thorn (2009) emphasises the importance of motives for self-initiated expa-
triates in different life phases and their influence on the decision to be
mobile. Self-initiated expatriates are often motivated to move for different
reasons, which may consequently influence their level of adjustment, inte-
gration and career success in the host country (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 
2010). Although there has been much attention on self-initiated expatri-
ates who sojourn abroad to take up a new job, little is known about those 
who move for personal reasons (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). Some
key motivators for migration include exploration, escape, family building,
financial betterment and career building (McKenna and Richardson, 2007;
Tharmaseelan et al., 2010; Thorn, 2009). The career choices of self-initiated
expatriates who are motivated to move for personal reasons may be limited
as they need to opt out of a career in the home country in order to establish 
a new career in the host country (Vance, 2005; Volpe and Murphy, 2011). 
Many local employers do not recognise the latter group as expatriates and
tend to treat them as locals or immigrants, which may further hamper the
options available to self-initiated expatriates (Howe-Walsh and Schyns,
2010; Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010).

Social integration

Encounters with new cultures may challenge a person’s taken-for-granted
self-concept and identity by calling existing mental and behavioural habits
into question (Kim, 2001). Women’s career decisions are strongly influenced
by their identity and sense of self, which are rooted in social relationships
and networks (Richardson, 2006; Volpe and Murphy, 2011). Social sup-
port from significant others in the home and host countries is essential for
positive reinforcement of role identity and in helping women (re)build their
professional identities (Volpe and Murphy, 2011).

Social integration and the establishment of meaningful relationships
in the host country are also crucial for the overall adjustment of women
expatriates (Caliguiri and Lazarova, 2002) and includes factors such as main-
tenance of their own culture, adaptation to the host culture, the length of 
women’s stay in the host country and social support from other foreigners 
and locals in the host country (Tharmaseelan et al., 2010). The importance 
of social support for both men and women is supported by recent findings
that married self-initiated expatriates tend to achieve better work outcomes
than non-married self-initiated expatriates (Selmer and Lauring, 2011). The
presence of a local (host country national) partner/spouse in the host coun-
try also seems to be a moderator for SIE career success (Vance et al., 2011).



210  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

Maintaining own culture/adapting to host culture A question that arises both 
in expatriate and emigrant acculturation research is ‘How much does a per-
son choose to acculturate and assimilate to the host culture?’ In his seminal
research, Berry (1997) points out that acculturation will not necessarily lead 
to assimilation in the host culture. Various moderators at the group and
individual level will influence the degree to which an individual is able to
adapt to the host culture. The process of changing from one orientation to
another can be selective, implying that individuals have a choice in terms
of which elements they wish to surrender of their own culture and which
elements of the new culture they wish to incorporate into their existing
repertoire (Padilla and Perez, 2003).

Social support from significant others in home and host countries Social support
(in the home and host countries) forms a cornerstone for social integration 
in the host country (Berry, 1997). Selmer and Leung (2003) highlight the
importance of relationships in different spheres of life for women’s ability
to successfully integrate into the host society. Hartl (2004) further supports
this view, emphasising the role of the expatriate community as a reference
group which helps women make sense of their lives and plays a role in
developing an identity as an expatriate. Social interaction and support pro-
vides a buffer to the stress that women experience during the adjustment 
process (Caliguiri and Lazarova, 2002). The role of traditional expatriates in
supporting women self-initiated expatriates is a topic that requires further 
exploration as it may be that the two groups have different needs in terms
of social support.

Post-expatriation career

The traditional concept of a ‘career’ as the property of an organisation has
gradually shifted to a more protean or boundaryless conception where
individuals take responsibility for (Stahl et al., 2002) and exert considerable
power and influence over their own careers and, in the case of self-initiated 
expatriates, control the location of their careers (Thorn, 2009). Although 
the decision to live and work abroad may be initiated by individual choice, 
there are multiple external factors influencing and often limiting the options 
available to an individual in the foreign setting (Biemann and Andresen,
2010; Park, 2009; Richardson and Mallon, 2005). Tharmaseelan et al. (2010) 
emphasise the importance of proactive behaviour in ensuring career success,
for example, career planning, networking, mentoring and education in the 
host country.

Social network

Networks can reinforce the career role identities for women in their local set-
tings (Volpe and Murphy, 2011) – the long-term effects of a clearly defined
identity embedded in a network of like-minded professionals can have 
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a positive impact on the eventual career success of women self-initiated
expatriates (Fitzgerald and Howe-Walsh, 2008). Women with a local part-
ner/spouse in the host country may achieve a higher level of career success
because they have ‘inside access’ to local networks and opportunities
(Caliguiri and Lazarova, 2002; Osland, 2000; Vance, 2005).

Structural constraints

Structural constraints in the host country, such as organisational and occu-
pational demography, socio-political context and the culture of the host
country, may pose significant limitations to the career outcomes of self-
initiated expatriate women (Volpe and Murphy, 2011). Attitudes towards 
women, discrimination and stereotyping and prejudice may pose further
barriers to the success of migrants in the host country (Tharmaseelan et al., 
2010). As a result, continuous negative feedback may lead women to sur-
render themselves to a negative self-fulfilling prophecy, ending in a negative
spiral which may lead them to opt out of their careers (Wood, 2008).

Career exit/career success

Career success is a multi-faceted concept that consists of overall career suc-
cess, post-expatriation objective career success and subjective career success
(Tharmaseelan et al., 2010). Since traditional measures of career success are 
not useful in evaluating protean career success, we will focus on subjective
career success experienced by individual self-initiated expatriate women.

Career exit

Career exit may be related to aspects such as discrimination and segrega-
tion, exclusive staffing policies that do not provide many opportunities
to foreigners and women, economic circumstances or the fact that career
capital obtained in the home country is not accepted as relevant in the
host country (Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Felker, 2011; Mäkelä et al., 2011;
Tharmaseelan et al., 2010; Volpe and Murphy, 2011).

Career success

Subjective career success is the satisfaction an individual relates to his/her
career at a psychological level through the fulfilment of personal values
(Cabrera, 2009; Dries et al., 2008). Women tend to focus on a seamless 
integration of various life spaces and tend not to regard their ‘careers’ as 
separate entities (Mäkelä et al., 2011; Myers and Pringle, 2005). The pursuit
of a balance between their personal, work and family lives can also be con-
sidered a measure of career success for women (Myers and Pringle, 2005). 
Park (2009) therefore argues that organisations that wish to retain their
professional female talent should help women achieve subjective career
success and create opportunities for creating networks and  knowledge 
sharing.



212  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

Continuous identity development and career choices

According to Hartl (2004), the expatriation experiences of women lead to the
‘rearrangement of the self’ (p. 43). Through interaction with the host organi-
sation, changes do not only occur at the individual level (which is mostly 
the primary focus of expatriate research) but also at the organisational level 
of the host country. The career self-concept (‘internal career’) is subject to
re-evaluation when an expatriate is exposed to a different reality (‘external 
career’) in the host country (Hartl, 2004). Thus, considering the metaphor 
of the self-initiated expatriate career path as a ‘meandering river’ (Crowley-
Henry, 2012), identity development is a life-long process that is critically 
intertwined with the career paths and career choices of self- initiated expatri-
ate women (Volpe and Murphy, 2011).

Methodology

An interactive qualitative analysis (IQA) research design and process was
implemented (Northcutt and McCoy, 2004). The IQA builds forth on 
grounded theory by providing the researcher with a process that allows for
analysis of data and development of new theory without sacrificing rigour 
in design, but allows for more freedom in interpretation (Northcutt and
McCoy, 2004).

In IQA, focus groups are used and structured in such a way that the role of 
the researcher is that of facilitator. Participants determine the agenda for the
focus group through silent brainstorming followed by discussion, coding
and the development of a ‘mind map’ of the group’s experiences (Northcutt
and McCoy, 2004). This is an interesting approach for exploring the expe-
riences of participants as the meaning of concepts and initial analysis of 
data are in the hands of participants, and the researcher cannot uncritically
impose his/her own views on the research process.

Participants were recruited via the professional networking site LinkedIn
and purposively selected according to their motives for the move abroad. The
motive for expatriation was a key selection criterion. The motive for expatria-
tion had to reside with the individual (self-initiated). For example, one of 
the participants in the focus group, Gina, personally played a vital role in
initiating her move to the Netherlands. She arrived in the Netherlands as an
expatriate in the traditional sense. However, her transfer was brought about 
through her own in-company networking (the ‘coffee machine  system’
(Thorn, 2009)). After her expatriate contract expired, she decided to remain
in her host country on a local contract as she had met her Canadian boy-
friend in Amsterdam. For personal reasons (SIE), she decided to remain in
Amsterdam as a self-initiated expatriate instead of returning home. At the 
time of the study, she was thus no longer an assigned expatriate.

A total of 21 self-initiated expatriate women in the Netherlands, aged 
between 26 and 53, participated in the study. Two IQA focus groups were 
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hosted in the Netherlands during the course of 2010. The first focus group
consisted of 12 and the second group of nine participants. The groups were 
large enough to generate interesting discussion, but small and intimate
enough to provide a ‘safe’ platform to explore relevant themes (Hartl, 2004).
Aliases were used in the final analysis of transcripts, and company names
were removed in order to ensure anonymity of participants. Twelve partici-
pants came from former Eastern European and other developing countries
(Romania, Russia, Serbia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Ethiopia, 
Hong Kong, Israel and South Africa). Nine participants came from developed
countries (Australia, Canada, Germany, Spain, the United Kingdom and the
United States). One of the participants (Magdalena) joined her husband (who 
accepted a job offer in the Netherlands as a self-initiated expatriate), and one
participant (Sue) was a trailing spouse to her husband who was an expatriate
transferee. Both Sue and Magdalena considered themselves to be self- initiated
expatriates (as will be further discussed in the analysis section).

The participants engaged in extensive reflection and mind mapping of 
their collective experience to illustrate how international SIE affected their
career prospects and aspects relating to identity, self-confidence and social
integration.

Various authors have expressed concern that current research on self-
initiated expatriates tend to focus on highly educated professionals from
developed countries, suggesting that these self-initiated expatriates occupy a
more privileged position than their counterparts from developing countries,
driven by economic necessity and often faced by more administrative bar-
riers to career growth (see, for example, Al Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Felker, 
2011). Although it was not our initial aim to address this concern, the large
number of participants from developing countries in our sample governs the
need for further exploration. Table 10.1 provides an overview of the sample
group, their motives for SIE and a comparison of job positions held prior to
and after SIE.

From Table 10.1, it is evident that four of the participants from developed
countries and five of the participants from developing countries moved to
higher positions after expatriation. Two of the participants from developed
countries remained on the same level as in their careers prior to expatria-
tion, one made a complete career change and one was still seeking employ-
ment, having been in the Netherlands only for a short period of time. By 
contrast, two of the participants from developing countries remained on
the same level as prior to their expatriation, three participants were working
in lower positions, one participant made a complete career change and one
participant resorted to volunteer work because her qualifications are not
recognised in the Netherlands. No definite conclusions can be drawn from
these comparisons, but they do point towards the need for further investi-
gation into the barriers for women self-initiated expatriates, as country of 
origin for this particular skilled self-initiated expatriates seems to play a less 



Table 10.1 Overview of sample group, motives and positions pre- and post-expatriation

Participant Age Country 
of birth

Time 
in host 
country

Position prior 
to expatriation

Current position
after expatriation

Motive

Focus group 1

 Adri 27 South Africa 7.5 Postgraduate student Full-time researcher Career building

 Annabelle 28 Romania 4 University graduate Consultant Career building

 Theresa 36 United States 8 Relationship
marketing manager

Investment manager Exploration

 Michelle 34 South Africa 1 Pattern cutter
and designer

Freelance pattern 
cutter and designer

Family building

 Bonita 37 United States 4.5 Grants
administrator

Unemployed,
seeking position

Family building

 Sonja 49 Australia 15 Own business Own business Financial betterment

 Jay 26 South Africa 3
months

Development
worker in India

Au pair Exploration

 Magdalena 44 Ethiopia
(Italian
parents)

6 Own business Own business Financial betterment
(husband is a
self-initiated expatriate)

 Inbal 36 Israel 2 Office manager HR administrator Family building

 Rina 26 Romania 1 and 3
months

HR manager HR consultant Family building

 Sue 53 United
Kingdom

14.5 Own business in
corporate
management training

Freelance trainer
and lecturer

Trailing spouse
(husband is a
self-initiated expatriate)

 Tatiana 37 Serbia 4 Gestalt therapist Own business,
psychological practice

Family building
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Focus group 2

 Anushka 48 Russia 10 Managing partner
(financial consulting
company)

Senior officer finance Family building

 Bonnie 27 United
States

6.5
months

Senior auditor European finance and
accounting manager

Exploration

 Sandra 27 Germany 7
months 

Event manager, art
consulting, media
system design

Own business Exploration

 Maria 28 Spain 2 Freelance translator Own business Exploration

 Gina 35 Romania 4 Financial controller Senior management
accountant

Career building/family
building

 Lana 36 Czech Republic 10 Senior accountant Team manager Family building

 Monika 32 Slovakia 11 Accountant Construction professional Exploration

 Tracy 41 Hong Kong 5 Social worker Freelance social worker in the 
Chinese community in the 
Netherlands (Tracy’s 
qualifications are not 
recognised in the Netherlands, 
which is why she opted to
practise her profession 
in an unofficial capacity)

Family building

 Laura 41 Canada 10 Social worker Trainer/consultant (Laura’s 
qualifications are not 
recognised in the Netherlands, 
which is why she opted for a 
different career path)

Exploration and
family building
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important role than is currently stated in the literature (see, for example, Al
Ariss and Özbilgin, 2010; Felker, 2011; Lee, 2005).

Results and findings

During the silent brainstorming process, participants reflected on their
experiences as self-initiated expatriates through writing down key words
and phrases on note cards. These cards were then shuffled and taped to a
wall in the room. Note cards were then used as points for discussing experi-
ences and creating a shared meaning within the group. Next, participants 
were asked to group the note cards into categories which were then labelled.
These categories were used for the development of the group’s mind map
(for a detailed explanation of the IQA focus group procedure, refer to
Northcutt and McCoy, 2004). Table 10.2 illustrates the final categories iden-
tified by each of the focus groups.

Through the use of a democratic voting protocol, participants then con-
tinued to make sense of their experiences through developing a system’s
influence diagram (SID) (mind map), reflecting the group’s shared reality. 
Figures 10.2 and 10.3 illustrate each group’s own constructions of the rela-
tionships between the key categories in Table 10.2. Participants were also 
asked to write hypothetical statements defining the relationships between
affinities (refer to the side notes on both system’s influence diagrams).

It is interesting to note that for both focus groups, the themes of ‘culture’,
‘identity’ and ‘social support’ were significantly related to and influenced
by ‘work’ or ‘professional development’. The strong emphasis on culture,
language and identity, reflected in the SIDs, as experienced by both groups 
is noticeable, especially since both groups also highlighted the impact of 
these factors on work/professional development. The two SIDs created by

Table 10.2 Categories identified by the two focus groups

Focus group 1 Focus group 2

Environment Culture
• Food • General
• Weather • Miscellaneous
• Location • Housing
• Practical things • Missing home/cherishing things in the 

home country more
Identity
• Personality
• Loneliness
• Dedication
Culture and cultural differences Dutch culture
Language Language
Family/social life Society/Dutch system
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Identity: The culture of one’s 
home country helps to shape 
one’s identity. The culture
of the host culture challenges
the existing beliefs of the self
and requires re-evaluation
of the self

Environment: Location 
affects proximity to family 
and influences how one feels 
about one’s family
Location affects identity and 
concept of self, but the ‘self’ 
chose this location. Identity 
can change depending on
the environment

Culture and cultural 
differences: Culture
influences the concept
of selfand leads to 
re-evaluation of self.
Family life is usually
embedded in the home
culture, and living in
another

Language: Dutch language  
influences perceptions of 
the culture and contributes to 
the ‘harsh’ feeling of the 
culture. Language influences
the ability to integrate socially

Social life: Culture limits
the ability to make close
Dutch friends. Finding
new friends and support
from old friends help to 
reinforce one’s sense
of self

Work: Work determines the 
amount of time available for 
family, but also provides new 
social connections
Working in a different 
language can be challenging

Work

Culture and cultural 
differences

Family Environment Identity Social life 

Language

Family: Family forms a stable 
foundation for identity and helps 
to remindone of one’s 
‘permanent’ identity
Connections through family 
members help expand the social 
network

Figure 10.2 Focus group 1 – Systems Influence Diagram

the participants provide a useful framework for further validation of the 
proposed integrated framework for self-initiated expatriate women’s career 
development – refer to Figure 10.1.

To further explore these findings, the focus group transcripts were sub-
jected to thematic content analysis in order to validate the framework 
presented in Figure 10.1, as discussed in the literature review section. The
transcripts of participants are presented as evidence of skilled self-initiated
expatriate women’s career reflections, experiences and choices, as indicated
in the career development framework (Figure 10.1).

Pre-expatriation career

Accumulation of career capital

Accumulated career capital prior to SIE was not highlighted as a key influ-
encer on current career success. However, in support of previous findings
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Culture: Culture influences
every aspect of society.
Living in another culture
helps one to respect one’s
own culture more 

Society

Language
Professional
development Miscellaneous

Culture

Language: Learningthe language is 
essential for understanding the culture 
because the language develops from 
the culture’s way of doing things. 
Understanding the language provides 
opportunities for interaction with the 
culture

Miscellaneous:
Professional career 
development influences 
the standard of living 
and ability to travel 
around the world

Professional development:
Understanding the culture enables 
one to better develop working 
relationships which contribute
professional development
Speaking the language is essential
for career progress

Society: Gender roles in society and 
attitudes towards foreigners influence 
professional development and career
opportunities
Understanding the language and culture 
helps one to find one’s way in society
Living in another country influences one’s 
own value systems and cultural identity.
The culture and language makes it hard to 
become close friends with locals, which
can lead to an ‘expat-bubble’ where one 
only meets expatriates

Focus group 2 – Systems Influence Diagram

(such as that of Dickman and Harris, 2005; Selvajarah, 2003), previous
overseas experience was one of the most important themes that emerged as
a factor influencing the decision for SIE at later stages of life. The adventure 
of venturing into the unknown was in many cases fostered from a young 
age by experiences of growing up abroad:

I lived in the United States as a child and a couple of years ago I moved 
to England. (Inbal, Israel)

When I was a child we moved to the United States for 5 years and I grew 
up there. (Sonja, Australia)

Language skills also surfaced as an important competency for success in
the international marketplace, not only in terms of learning the local lan-
guage (Dickman and Harris, 2005) but also the ability to speak and translate
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various languages. Magdalena, for example, indicated that her language
skills made her a lucrative candidate for employment in her host country:

Multi-lingual agencies called me because I speak five languages and
I have background in my work, so I was appealing to them. (Magdalena, 
Ethiopia)

Embedded career identity

Career identity is embedded through social networks such as family, friends,
organisational/occupational demography and the national culture (Volpe 
and Murphy, 2011).

The seven participants from former Eastern European countries strongly
emphasised the significant role of equality in gender socialisation and con-
sequent career development in their home countries. These participants
placed a high value on their career development and expressed a strong 
drive for success. In their home countries, the equal role of women in soci-
ety and the business world was not something to be questioned, but was
an accepted fact which afforded them the opportunity to grow and develop
their own career paths without any limitations. The role of support from
family and significant others in reinforcing their career identities in the
home country played an important role in the career success of participants
from both the developing and the developed world. Sue summarised the
reinforcing role of significant others as follows:

I had my good friends, I was doing well in my work – I was building it
up, my child was happy … I truly believed that I was good at my job and 
other people seemed to support that view. (Sue, United Kingdom)

Structural constraints (home country)

There were mixed responses regarding structural constraints to women’s 
career development in their home countries. The context of the home 
country, which includes the socio-political and legal situation in the home
country, seems to influence the options available to women. The usefulness 
of part-time work solutions as an enabler for women to pursue careers was
also a topic of discussion. Rina argued that women who wish to pursue full-
time careers in Romania earn sufficient salaries to be able to afford hired
help in balancing care activities at home. By contrast, Adrie argued that
women in South Africa have very limited options in terms of managing 
their careers:

You either work full time or you don’t work. (Adrie, South Africa)

Societal opinions and cultural attitudes towards child-rearing practices were
also mentioned as determinant of the structural solutions available for
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women with children who wish to pursue careers. Inbal pointed out that, in
Israel, children are sent to school and day care as an essential part of their
development:

They [children] have to experience … socialise … develop … their 
personality also has to be developed by the outside world with children
their age. (Inbal, Israel)

Host country career exit

A theme that was not included in our initial theoretical framework (Figure
10.1), but that emerged from our thematic analysis of data, is the role of 
career exit and re-entry as a component of SIE. The ‘beta’ career pattern 
of challenge–balance–authenticity (Sullivan and Mainiero, 2007) takes an
interesting turn when we explore the experiences of women self-initiated
expatriates. In a life phase where a professional woman may normally opt
out of her career to pay attention to caring responsibilities, skilled women
self-initiated expatriates find themselves in a new country where they have 
to re-establish themselves and prove their competence. Hence, depending
on the life phase a person is in, conflict between the needs for ‘challenge’, 
‘balance’ and ‘authenticity’ occurs:

We’re at an age where we are really looking for stability … developing
yourself not only in school and career but also in personal and fun
things. But then you move to another country and you have to stop and
take 10 steps back and start rebuilding yourself again. (Inbal, Israel)

If you have a career, your kids come at around 35 which is OK, but then
you make a choice. You are bound to say I pull out, 3 days a week, con-
sultancy still. I don’t get my promotion in 3 years, I get it in 5, or you just 
get out completely. (Rina, Romania)

Participants from all age ranges emphasised the need to prove them-
selves again in the host country. For those ready to settle down and start
a family, the conflict between a challenging career and the wish for children 
was especially clear.

Self-initiated expatriation

Motives

Exploration Choice seems to be a significant moderator in the decision to
move and a key determinant to the relative level of career success in the host
country. Bonnie and her boyfriend decided to yield to the call for adventure 
and decided to find work as self-initiated expatriates in the Netherlands.
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However, after a couple of months, the romance between the two of them 
ended, leaving her in a precarious position:

He left me without a house, cleared out our joint account and left me 
with nothing. (Bonnie, United States)

Although Bonnie’s initial motivation to move was based on adventure and 
exploration, changing circumstances influenced her motivation to remain in
the Netherlands. She had two decision-making moments in her initial expe-
rience. Her first decision was to move with her boyfriend, and the second 
decision was to stay in the host country instead of returning to her home
country (where she would be surrounded by familiar support structures).

This theme also emerged among other participants who initially came to
the Netherlands for other reasons (for example, Katharina who initially vis-
ited the Netherlands as a tourist seeking adventure; after falling in love with
a Dutchman, she decided to stay for family-building reasons).

Family building Nine of the women who participated in this research wereg
motivated to pursue SIE to the Netherlands for personal reasons (family
building in the host country). These women are not trailing spouses and fall
within the category of self-initiated expatriates referred to by Vance (2005).
It should be noted that although the primary motivation for this move may
have been family reasons, the majority of these women had previously
pursued other international assignments motivated by their careers. The
evidence from our focus group research results provides only a snapshot of 
the very complex patterns and motives that drive the boundaryless career
moves of self-initiated expatriates. The influence of freedom of choice as a
motive for international mobility was an important theme for both focus
groups. However, choice was seen as a double-edged sword – both a freedom 
and a barrier:

For me coming here was an intrinsic choice. Before coming here, my
moving choices were based on career, and this time it was based on a man 
and it felt wrong for a long time. (Rina, Romania)

Realising that it is a choice I made to be here and that I need to remem-
ber what the reasons are for me coming here in the first place. (Theresa,
United States)

Financial betterment Others (especially participants from developing coun-
tries, such as Adrie and Annabelle) came for economic reasons: obtaining a 
degree in the Netherlands and better job opportunities than those available
in their home countries. Jay had already been awarded a bachelor’s degree in 
South Africa, but was willing to work as an au pair, below her qualification
level, yielding the call for adventure as a stepping stone to gain international
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experience (similar to the great overseas experience pursued by students in
Australia and New Zealand, see Inkson and Myers, 2003).

Career building For Sue, her husband’s expatriate transfer provided an
opportunity to further her own career as a self-initiated expatriate:

I thought … that I would be able to learn Dutch in a year and would be
fluent enough to get a … job here in a professional capacity within a 
fairly short period of time. (Sue, United Kingdom)

Magdalena, whose husband accepted a local contract as self-initiated expa-
triate, also saw this move as an opportunity for her own self-initiated career
move:

When you are abroad you always have this idea of Holland being demo-
cratic, open, everything is done for you – family-wise, children-wise,
women-wise, and you would go for a career. (Magdalena, Ethiopia)

Social integration

The following themes emerged as important enablers in support of or if 
absent as barriers to the social integration and consequent career outcomes
experienced by participants: maintaining own culture, adapting to host
culture and social support.

Maintaining own culture The role of individual choice in maintaining aspects
of the home culture as integral to one’s sense of self and identity emerged 
as a significant theme. Participants felt that it is important to remain true 
to themselves and the values they grew up with. They were willing to adapt
to some customs and the culture in the host country but emphasised that
adjustment should be a two-way process.

Participants implemented various strategies to maintain their own cultural
identities and gain respect from locals in this regard. Reframing their percep-
tions about the host culture whilst preserving some customs from home and 
sharing these customs with friends from the local culture and embracing 
their own culture helped participants to cope with the changes they faced.

Adapting to host culture The process of adjustment to the host country was 
considered an important part of living and working in an international
context. Learning to change one’s point of view and being able to expand
one’s repertoire of values and behaviours was considered a key reward of an 
international lifestyle.

Recognising that one has changed and that one’s views have changed
further facilitates the adjustment process:

Simply a changed point of view and to … realise that you’ve come to this 
situation … value for what you had and what you have now. (Anushka,
Russia)
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However, arriving at a point of acceptance of the host culture and becom-
ing effective in the host society is a long-term process that affects all spheres
of a person’s life. At a practical level, dealing with day-to-day life (for exam-
ple, setting up utilities or making oneself understood in the medical system)
can be a major source of frustration, but once a person understands the 
system it is easier to manage expectations and navigate one’s way around
the system (Caliguiri and Lazarova, 2002).

Participants did not seem to have taken the psychological effects of 
adjustment to the host country into account prior to their move, and for 
many the shock of living in the Netherlands was much greater and lasted
much longer than they had anticipated:

It’s a big shift and it takes time. It’s a process and I think I just couldn’t 
prepare for that. I knew that it would be difficult and that I would be 
emotional, but I didn’t know how much, how constantly and how long!
(Bonita, United States)

The adjustment process also had a significant influence on the identity 
formation of participants. To some extent, reassessing their basic assump-
tions and learning a new language influenced how participants saw them-
selves. Expressing their personality in a different language left participants
feeling like a ‘double person’. Inbal summarised the adaptation process by
comparing it to loss of identity:

If you want to become fully adapted, you lose a little bit of who you really 
are. (Inbal, Israel)

Social support from significant others in home and host countries Participants
emphasised the value of having strong friendships and support from the
international community and fellow countrymen, but at the same time saw
the continuous movement of people in the international community as a
barrier to building deep relationships. Finding the balance between friends
in the local community and ones in the international environment is very 
important as leaning too much to the one or too much to the other may
leave one feeling deserted and out of place, as Adrie experienced during her
time in the Netherlands:

At the beginning I only knew expats who all left after a year or two. So 
I started adapting and integrating and after 8 years I have a Dutch friend
base, but now I start missing the international friends. (Adrie, South 
Africa)

Support from family in the home country makes the transition easier, but
also poses a potential barrier in helping women establish their career iden-
tities in the host country. Significant others in the home country cannot
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always relate to the experiences of self-initiated expatriates and hence
cannot provide the support sometimes required for taking next steps:

Most of my friends and family members … cannot understand how the
person they knew in the UK could have ended up as a stay-at-home wife 
and mother. They know that I have done some work here but do not
understand why I have studied for so long instead of going back to a full-
time professional position. (Sue, United Kingdom)

The former career women in the group actually found that living abroad
resulted in more frequent contact with loved ones in the home country 
(busy schedules and frequent travel meant that they had little or no inter-
action with their local support networks while they were in fact nominally
living in their home countries). Social media and VOIP technology such as
Skype are also potential enablers for helping to reinforce one’s identity:

It … depends how you use the social networking sites like Facebook. Do
you use it to promote yourself, or do you use it to connect with some
deeper inner part of yourself that is lacking here? (Bonita, United States)

Not only social network sites but also professional organisations can have
a telling impact on how self-initiated expatriates transition into the host
culture. Bonnie’s experience illustrated the instrumental role that organisa-
tions can play as formal support structure where social support networks
fail. After her traumatic break-up, it was her colleagues and managers who
helped her get back on her feet and enabled her to continue her employ-
ment as self-initiated expatriate in the Netherlands through supporting her
with corporate housing and a company car: 

They’re now saying without giving me the money to go and start your life 
over again … when it matters, they come through. (Bonnie, United States)

The role of social support, from both significant others and the company
for the successful adjustment of women, seems to echo the findings of 
Caliguiri et al. (1999) and Caliguiri and Lazarova (2002).

Post-expatriation career

Social network

Mentors and career counsellors The role of individual choice emerged as a 
core theme to the discussion surrounding career counselling. Finding some-
one who can help one understand one’s own competencies and provide pos-
itive reinforcement for the career identity that women are trying to develop 
is seen as an important support factor for the post-migration career.
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The double-edged sword of career success abroad is reflected in the
tension between individual responsibility and a need for external support
and information to empower individual success:

We have to make the choices. We ourselves are our best career counsellors. 
Someone else can help us gain insight, but we are the ones who have to make 
choices and take the steps to get what we want. (Annabelle, Romania)

However, you first need information around you in order to understand
yourself and know where you want to go so that you are allowed to go
where you want to be. A career counsellor would be a good step. (Sonja, 
Australia)

The tradability of accumulated career capital in conjunction with lack of 
reinforcement of a person’s career identity also proved to be a constraint for
career advancement in the host country:

The things that I had to offer didn’t fit any more, and I was left with just
the lack of self-esteem and self-confidence. (Sue, United Kingdom)

Making sure that you are recognised It seems that the barriers women were
facing in achieving career success served as a motivator to increase their
determination to achieve success, proving that, against all odds, one can
and will be successful by setting oneself apart:

You have to execute … If you don’t fight for it … making sure … ‘Hey,
I’m here amongst all the others’ …. I have to prove myself 10 times more.
(Monika, Slovakia)

Structural constraints

Language Mastering the language of the host country at a professional
level proved to be a major challenge for participants, and is often associated
with unrealistic expectations of colleagues and employers. Most participants
put much effort into learning the language and becoming fluent in it, but
encountered several barriers.

Firstly, participants working in international environments experienced a 
significant sense of isolation from their colleagues due to their inability to
speak the local language. In the first few weeks, their colleagues would switch
to English during meetings and breaks, but after a certain (often unrealistic)
timeframe, they were expected to be able to speak Dutch fluently:

Obviously after 6 months or a year of learning Dutch, you will not go
back to work and speak fluent Dutch. That will not happen. There is a 
sort of impatience. (Gina, Romania)
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The fact that colleagues and locals tend to switch to English whenever
a person is not fluent in the language is one dubious benefit participants 
experienced in the Netherlands. On the one hand, it is a welcome relief 
that so many people are willing to switch to a common language and one 
can be understood. On the other hand, one may become less motivated
to learn the language and also find it more difficult to learn and practise
the language regularly. The influence of language on job opportunities
was also a source of concern for participants, as is reflected in Bonita’s 
words:

How do you find a job if you aren’t fluent or can’t find something that’s 
going to cater to your native language? (Bonita, United States)

Male-dominated culture With regard to gender and career opportunities, it
seems that many participants have never really considered the possibility
of gender discrimination – despite the views that they have on the place of 
women in Dutch society and their representation in higher management
positions:

I am equal … I’m a woman and I’ve reached a good position … But … I’m 
a little bit odd and awkward in a multitude of men. (Gina, Romania)

The ‘old boys’ network’ was another source of frustration for the group – 
participants felt that they continually had to prove that they are good
enough for promotion.

Another obstacle that participants faced is not being taken seriously by
men they work with. It seems that many companies and industries do not
respect the authority of women, let alone women from abroad:

I travelled [to Russia] with my manager [male] … he told me, ‘I’m very 
surprised that … Russian men were talking to you. They take you seri-
ously.’ And I asked why they shouldn’t take me seriously, and he said: 
‘Because you’re a woman.’ (Anushka, Russia)

Attitudes towards foreigners It seems as if the general discourse in the
Netherlands around foreigners and stereotypes has created a general sense
of animosity towards foreigners in the society. Apart from having to face
discriminatory practices based on their gender, participants agreed that
their status as foreigner (regardless of their country of origin) significantly
hampered their career options. In both groups, participants indicated the
reluctance of employers to provide fixed contracts to foreigners:

Foreigners are more based in a … non-permanent contract. (Margaret, 
Spain)
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Contrary to expectations that this discrimination would be based on con-
straints such as work permits and visa requirements, participants from the
EU and Schengen states also encountered discrimination:

And then it was said, ‘are you sure you want this job, or do you just want
to use this job to get into the country.’ As if I was like … I was like hello, 
I’m European; I can be here even if you don’t give me this job! (Margaret,
Spain)

In some cases, they were explicitly turned away by recruiters because
they were foreign. Rina’s company, for example, has a policy not to hire
any foreigners at all. The only reason she was employed is that her current
project leader knows her and had worked with her on a previous assignment
in India.

Post-expatriation career exit/career success

Based on the various barriers and enablers experienced by participants, SIE
may result in either career exit or career success.

In terms of post-expatriation career success, participants indicated that
despite the challenges faced, they experienced satisfaction in their careers
and opportunities for growth:

I’ve been promoted this year, and I am on the talent list so they are doing
things for me. (Gina, Romania)

The opportunities are all there. (Monika, Slovakia)

Participants who ‘opted out’ of their careers had a different subjective
definition of career success. Despite the fact that all three participants who
considered themselves as ‘opting out’ of careers were employed in their own
businesses or part time, they did not consider themselves as successful career
women. Magdalena and Sonja, who both successfully run their own busi-
nesses from home, describe their career choices as follows:

I’ve done that choice a long time ago, so I’m not pretending to be a career 
woman. (Magdalena, Ethiopia)

I think it still really comes down to choice. But I know I’m different, I’m 
not a career woman, I chose for my children. (Sonja, Australia)

Sue describes herself as a perennial student, who despite her success as 
freelance teacher, considers her career after expatriation as a failure:

I came unstuck here when I set up a business from scratch. I started with
the expat community who knew me … but did not have the courage to 
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branch out, to network and cold call. … [I] did not dare to run courses
in Dutch. I gradually lost heart and it never really got off the ground. …
I lacked courage and am very disappointed in myself. (Sue, United
Kingdom)

Discussion and implications for future research and practice

Through the use of IQA focus groups, we were able to find initial supportive
evidence towards the development of an integrated career development
framework for highly skilled self-initiated expatriate women. The contribu-
tion of this framework to the academic discourse on women self-initiated
expatriates is that it provides a starting point for understanding the com-
plexity of the boundaryless, ‘beta’ career patterns of self-initiated expatriate
women.

Moving to another country means that self-initiated expatriate women 
have to re-establish their existing support structures and deal with the
general practicalities of life, whilst also trying to prove themselves career-
wise. In a life phase during which women seek stability, perhaps become 
pregnant and start a family, or invest in increasing caring responsibilities, a
self-initiated expatriate woman has to start rebuilding herself and her career.
Thus, the need for balance in the mid-career is replaced by the drive for
challenge in order to re-establish a successful career identity. This places a 
significant restriction on the options available to women. The ‘beta’ career
pattern described by authors such as Suutari et al. (2012) becomes even
more complex in the winding river of choices and experiences self-initiated
expatriate women have to make. Instead of providing freedom of choice
to women (Fitzgerald and Howe-Walsh, 2008), it can also be a barrier to 
women’s development (Cabrera, 2009; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2007; Volpe 
and Murphy, 2011).

The role of an accompanying partner/spouse provides a further avenue for 
research. Our findings indicate that although the presence of a partner may
reinforce identity development and ease the transition, the opposite may
also occur when such a partner/spouse disappears off the scene.

An interesting phenomenon from this study relates to the participants
who did not view themselves as career women. Despite the fact that these
women successfully managed their own businesses or engaged in success-
ful career-related activities as freelancers, they did not subjectively evaluate
their careers as successful. There is a need to reassess the current thinking
about career success and what it means for women, in order to utilise the
unique strengths women bring to the workplace. Current organisational
structures do not cater for women’s developmental needs, and there is a
need to reassess the measures of success and structural career path options
available to both men and women who opt for alternative career paths
(Cabrera, 2009).
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From a practical perspective, self-initiated expatriate women can take
responsibility for their own growth and development through obtaining
support from each other. The use of social networks – online communities,
chat rooms and support groups – could prove a valuable source of support 
for self-initiated expatriate women. Human resource practitioners and policy
makers should furthermore recognise the need to support self-initiated expa-
triates in a different way than local hires or traditional expatriates. Women 
should be supported in establishing career identities in a host country by
educating managers and helping the women to re-frame their expectations
of subjective career success. Career counsellors and mentors (both male and
female) could play a critical role in helping women self- initiated expatriates
develop strong and embedded career identities in the host country (Volpe
and Murphy, 2011). Training programmes for dealing with cultural differ-
ences and practical support for trailing families of self-initiated expatriates
may also prove useful for easing adaptation and ensuring a smooth work 
transition for self-initiated expatriate women.

This chapter also initiates further discourse and research to validate the
proposed career development framework and to strengthen the theoretical
underpinnings of the findings. The challenges that the women (from both
developed and developing countries) in the study faced suggest a need for 
more in-depth investigation of the complex factors that influence self-initi-
ated expatriate women’s career success in a host country. We also suggest 
extended exploration of the impact of expatriation on the life phases and
career development of professional women. Further research is also required
to explore the experiences of women in countries where women are not
afforded equal opportunities to men.

Limitations

The framework presented in this study still needs to be further explored in
other countries and validated through quantitative research on larger sam-
ple sizes in different countries. The IQA design and process proved to be very 
insightful in data collection but is very time consuming. It was impossible
to discuss every single card generated by participants during the silent brain-
storming session. This means that although a broad range of topics were 
discussed, a certain level of depth was missed that could be compensated for
in follow-up interviews in the future. Furthermore, we recognise that this
study was conducted in a developed country where the gender roles of men
and women in general do not pose boundaries for women’s participation in
the workforce.

Conclusion

Despite the relative confidence and success that participants experienced
prior to their expatriation, adaptation to the host country has had a big 



230  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

influence on the further identity formation and self-esteem of formerly
successful, skilled and professional women employees. Existing feelings
of uncertainty may be exacerbated by external barriers and a lack of posi-
tive reinforcement because the boundaries between the self and significant
others tend to be blurred for self-initiated expatriate women (Richardson,
2006). The role of identity and factors influencing the identity development
throughout a woman’s life play a pivotal role in the career choices and out-
comes of self-initiated expatriate women – factors that have already been 
mentioned as influences on women’s careers in their home countries (Volpe
and Murphy, 2011) but which are exaggerated for self-initiated expatriate
women.

We recommend that the relationship between identity development,
adjustment and career outcomes for self-initiated expatriate women be
further explored in order to gain a deeper understanding into the specific 
career developmental needs of self-initiated expatriate women to ensure
that this source of talent is not lost. The role of subjective evaluations of 
career success or exit also seems to be a topic that requires further research.

Our study further contributes to strengthening the argument for explor-
ing the possibility of SIE as an alternative career path option for women as
trailing spouses (Vance et al., 2011).

Notes

1. Vance et al. (2011) suggest that a traditional expatriate track through a multi-
national company may require up to 10–15 years of building internal credibility 
before possibly being offered an expatriate assignment.

2. PhD study at the University of Pretoria, Department of Human Resource
Management.
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11
Self-Initiated and Assigned
Expatriates: Talent Management and
Career Considerations
Noeleen Doherty and Michael Dickmann

Resourcing in the global context

There has been growing interest in self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) as evidenced 
in this book. Notwithstanding, assigned expatriates (AEs), where organiza-
tions support individuals to move and work abroad, remain a key population 
of international workers used by firms to enhance their competitive position. 
Using AEs develops their capability to function successfully in a global envi-
ronment (Collings, Scullion and Morley, 2007). While it has been noted that
SIEs may be a potential resource in the global context (Mayrhofer, Sparrow
and Zimmermann, 2008), there is little focus on this group in organizational
resourcing strategies (Collings, Scullion and Dowling, 2009). Overall, major 
challenges to the management of global talent remain. These challenges go
beyond the problem of varying talent management definitions (Lewis and
Heckman, 2006). They encompass strategic talent management activities and
processes, including the resourcing, development, management and reten-
tion of talented individuals in the global context (Doherty and Dickmann,
2012). Collings and Mellahi (2009) suggest that the talent required to operate 
successfully need not be restricted to the top echelons of the organization,
relating to high-potential and high-performing employees – the premise on 
which many expatriates have been traditionally identified and appointed in 
global roles – but should be recognized as a resource at lower levels as well. 
Thus, organizational talent needs may vary across situations and can fluctu-
ate over time. Talent development does not necessarily focus exclusively on 
the top level of the organization, where most resource is currently invested.

These factors are already evident in the issues raised with respect to
resourcing internationally and in the move away from using traditional
parent-country expatriates to greater reliance on third-country nationals 
(Collings, McDonnell, Gunnicle and Lavelle, 2010; Tungli and Peiperl, 2009). 
Moreover, recent data show a growth in alternative forms of international
working, including self-initiated expatriation (Demel and Mayrhofer, 2010; 
Tahvanainen, Welch and Worm, 2005).
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A key issue for practitioners is the identification of the appropriate pools 
of talent which embody the capital required to fulfil organizational strategy
and goals. Matching the organizational needs for global knowledge, skills
and abilities with available talent, while attending to individual career aspi-
rations and needs, requires policies and practices which embrace the diver-
sity of the talent pool. Such policies and practices are required to achieve
some degree of congruence between individual and organization.

When organizations spend a considerable amount on the management 
of assigned expatriation often with little guarantee of a return (Doherty 
and Dickmann, 2011; McNulty and Tharenou, 2004; Welch, Steen and
Tahvanainen, 2009), how can we assume that SIEs will be of interest or valu-
able to corporations as a global talent resource? Comparing and contrasting
the talent and capital of SIEs and AEs, we endeavour in this chapter to illu-
minate the challenges for human resource management (HRM) in managing
SIEs as a global resource. First, we outline issues regarding the global talent 
pool and global capability. Next, we compare and contrast AEs and SIEs 
before exploring the HRM and talent management challenges posed by SIEs.
We then discuss the integration of SIEs as a source of organizational talent
and capital and reflect on the practical implications.

Global talent pools and global capabilities

International knowledge and experience is viewed as a valuable, unique and 
hard to imitate resource that differentiates global competitors (Peng and York,
2001). This is considered as a strategic role fulfilled by AEs (Welch, 2003).
A number of other populations seeking work in the global context such as 
immigrants (see, Doherty, Richardson and Thorn, 2013; Al Ariss, 2010) have 
been considered in the management literature. While there is as yet no defin-
itive definition of SIEs, they are a discrete category of individuals who have
been distinguished from other mobile populations (see, for example, Inkson,
Arthur, Pringle and Barry, 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Al Ariss, 2010; 
Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). In the general discourse, the key criteria used 
to define SIEs include an unsupported move abroad for travel and/or work 
reasons, undertaken under their own volition rather than as a forced choice. 
However, the lack of a clear definition gives rise to difficulties in establishing
categorizations of employees, especially when considering their career moti-
vations (see Segers, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs, Bartram and Henderickx, 2008). 
Some authors argue that SIEs are an important source of national and organi-
zational talent (Inkson et al., 1997; Jackson, Carr, Edwards, Thorn, Allfree,
Hooks and Inkson, 2005; Thorn, 2009). These authors present a case arguing
that SIEs can potentially contribute to the global and organizational talent 
pool through their individual capital. This individual capital includes the
spectrum of personal motivation (knowing why); individual knowledge, skills 
and abilities (knowing how); and individual social capital (knowing whom)
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which, they argue, can contribute to organizational-level human capital
(Doherty, 2012; Inkson and Clark, 2010; Inkson and King, 2010).

The development of people as resources in the global playing field has
played a key role in organizational approaches related to the use of expatria-
tion and the deployment of talented assignees. In our discussion, we want
to nuance our picture of AEs and SIEs. First, some SIEs are not working in an
organization but are travelling or may be engaged in acquiring educational
qualifications (Baruch, Dickmann, Altman and Bournois, forthcoming;
Inkson and Myers, 2003). British pensioners who chose to move to Spain
for their retirement may be an example of coming to a country for lifestyle
choice, a driver that has also been identified in the literature on cross-border 
commuting (Dickmann and Baruch, 2011; Harris, Brewster and Sparrow,
2003). This chapter is not concentrating on this group but, instead, looks at
the AEs and SIEs working in organizations.

Second, organizations have a number of key drivers within expatriation. 
Edström and Galbraith (1977) have outlined three main categories that
encompass control and coordination of their international network of oper-
ations, skills filling in a country where they cannot easily or rapidly source
people with the relevant capabilities and individual development. These
expatriation drivers are more relevant to traditional AEs but could also be
motives for hiring an SIE (Dickmann and Baruch, 2011).

Third, there are many categorizations possible to describe the diver-
sity among SIEs (e.g. Baruch et al., forthcoming; Andresen, Bergdolt and
Margenfeld, 2012; Suutari and Brewster, 2000). However, it seems particu-
larly appropriate to explore what key elements of contrast there are between
SIEs and AEs in more depth. These points of difference appear related to the
difficulties that SIEs have to overcome when working in another country.
AEs often benefit from a sophisticated support structure in terms of gain-
ing the right to work in the destination country and an immediate job that 
reduces their legal and monetary uncertainties (Dickmann and Baruch, 
2011; Dowling, Festing and Engle, 2008). These uncertainties can be seen as
rooted in two key dimensions – the demand of the destination country for 
their sets of capabilities and their age (cf. Dickmann and Smits, 2011). For
example, countries such as Australia have capability and age criteria explic-
itly stated in their immigration rules and allocate points to applicants. With
respect to the legal right to enter and work in a foreign country, it may be
useful to distinguish SIEs in the following ways:

A.  Highly educated (or those having vocational qualifications in sought-
after occupations in the host country) and young SIEs: these are likely
to face relatively low administrative difficulties to gain residence and
employment rights.

B. Highly educated (or those having vocational qualifications in sought-
after occupations in the host country) and highly experienced SIEs: these
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are likely to face moderate administrative difficulties to gain residence
and employment rights.

C.  SIEs who are less educated (and/or have qualifications in industries in
which the host country has sufficient labour supply) and young: these
are likely to face relatively high administrative difficulties to gain resi-
dence and employment rights.

D.  SIEs who are less educated (and/or have qualifications in industries in
which the host country has sufficient labour supply) and highly experi-
enced: these are likely to face very high administrative difficulties to gain
residence and employment rights.

There are a number of other criteria governments apply when granting
visa rights, for example, access to monetary funds, ability and willingness
to create employment. Governments are pursuing different approaches 
and, at times, it seems also highly political. For instance, in recent elec-
tions in both the United Kingdom and France, the topic of immigration
and visa issues has featured prominently with candidates from the right
promising a reduction of immigrant numbers (cf. The Guardian, 2012). 
Besides the various other criteria, the set of individual, work-related capa-
bilities and age are key dimensions that distinguish individual SIEs and
their effort to gain the right to live and work in a particular country. They
will also have an impact on their opportunities in the labour market in
their host environment, their career plans and on how they should be 
managed by their employers. These issues are outlined in more detail in 
the sections below.

There are particular competencies and capabilities which have been
identified as important for functioning within the global environment. In
order to understand the worldwide business context and environment and
to be able to appreciate the implications of the global business trends and
consequences, it is suggested that a particular mindset which encompasses 
an ability to understand and appreciate the political, economic and social
context is useful (Pucik and Saba, 1998). Openness to experiences, curiosity,
and self-awareness, optimism and empathy are key traits required to oper-
ate in the global context (Caligiuri, 2006). Competencies such as the ability
to deal with complexity, proficient social skills and networking skills and
knowledge facilitate successful global adaptation and integration (Bird and
Osland, 2004; Jokinen, 2005).

While formal education and short-term experiential opportunities, such a 
short-term exposure to a foreign environment, can help to increase experi-
ence and knowledge of diverse cultures and contexts (Doherty, Dickmann 
and Mills, 2010), the intensive cultural experiences of working for longer
periods in a foreign country, such as expatriate assignments, facilitate the
development of global competencies. It is argued that the development of 
such global competencies is achieved through ‘fundamental human change’
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which can only be realized through direct overseas experience (Mendenhall,
2006: p. 425). Expatriation is one mechanism for achieving such experien-
tial learning and is often an explicitly stated goal of organizational expatria-
tion. Arguably, since SIEs take the initiative themselves to move abroad and
are immersed in a foreign context, often for longer periods of time than 
AEs (Doherty, Dickmann and Mills, 2011), then such exposure will facilitate
the development of the global capabilities so sought after by organizations.
Therefore, it is important to compare and contrast self-initiated and assigned
expatriation to explore talent acquisition and from a practical perspective to
consider what is known about the development, management and retention
patterns of these two populations.

The management of global talent: Comparisons of AEs and SIEs

There is considerable literature on the AE experience and a now growing 
body of research on the SIE experience. Few studies directly compare AEs,
who are company supported, with SIEs, who do not have corporate back-
ing, to substantiate any particular similarities or differences between these
two populations (Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Jokinen,
Brewster and Suutari, 2008; Doherty et al., 2011). In addition, contrasting
SIEs formally with local workers is rarely done in the business literature.

Amongst the key differences between AEs and SIEs that have been
reported in the published literature to date are distinct motivational driv-
ers, diverse educational backgrounds, age and other individual factors. We 
consider these below.

Motivational drivers of SIEs and AEs

Early comparisons of the assigned and self-initiated expatriation experience
illustrated key differences between AEs and SIEs on factors relating to the
source of the initiative for mobility, goals, funding and career type (Inkson 
et al., 1997), showing the distinct personal nature of the drivers and support
mechanisms for the SIE. Adding to the differentiation, Suutari and Brewster
(2000) indicated that personal characteristics such as gender, accompani-
ment by family, employment conditions and repatriation issues differed for
SIEs compared to organization-backed expatriates.

Thorn (2009) indicated that among New Zealanders age, gender, and life 
stage are highly salient motivational drivers for SIEs and that there are dif-
ferent equations of motivations which vary according to these key factors,
reflecting a complex decision-making process similar to that which influ-
ences AEs (Dickmann, Doherty, Mills and Brewster, 2008). In addition to the 
key differentiation factor of individual volition in the decision to expatriate,
further distinguishing features were explored by Doherty et al. (2011). They
highlighted the significance of factors such as the desire for adventure, con-
fidence in ability to work/live abroad, seeing the world or developmental
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issues such as professional challenge, skills development and career impact
in the SIEs’ decision to work abroad.

Key differences between SIEs and AEs were apparent with respect to loca-
tion, career considerations and the status of the host country in their moti-
vation to undertake a foreign experience. Doherty et al. (2011) indicated 
that while SIEs tend to be unaccompanied and have fewer dependants, they
are also motivated by location factors more significantly than AEs. SIEs were
more influenced by the status of the host country in terms of perceived abil-
ity to adjust and the career prestige offered.

Educational attainment

SIEs have been found to be in general highly educated (Thorn, 2009), profes-
sional individuals (Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010) or graduate populations
( Jokinen et al., 2008) having attained a high level of educational attain-
ment or professional qualification or experience. Therefore, SIE popula-
tions embody considerable career capital. However, studies have shown 
that despite SIEs being well educated, they tend to take up less challenging
roles (Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Doherty et al., 2011) and hold positions
at lower organizational levels ( Jokinen et al., 2008) than AEs. This may
lead to potential underemployment (Lee, 2005; Doherty and Dickmann,
2012). Such underemployment can have a negative impact on work atti-
tudes, contributing to lower job satisfaction and potential work alienation.
Dissatisfaction with career and frustration about the lack of opportunities
to experience advancement may cause a decline in positive career behav-
iours and attitudes, as evidenced among some AEs (Bolino and Feldman,
2000). Thus, the career capital of the SIE experience can be eroded and the
potential to contribute to an employing organization impaired by perceived
underemployment.

Age profile and career

There is a lack of research comparing younger and older SIEs systematically. 
Researchers have often compiled cases of ‘young’ SIEs who were in their
early career stages. Young Australians and New Zealanders who embarked on 
a period of travel, personal development and exploration were considered
difficult to manage, as organizations would need to design highly flexible
career opportunities because their length of stay and the reasons for mobil-
ity were hard to predict (Inkson and Myers, 2003). They had distinct atti-
tudes to work and career. In a study of youth mobility within the European
Union, SIEs position career considerations within the holistic life-enhancing
experience of the move abroad rather than as a conspicuous motivator
(Doherty et al., 2010). Conversely, career issues appear more salient to AEs
who seem to generally display a more organizational or traditional career
orientation (Inkson et al., 1997; Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010; Doherty 
et al., 2011) regardless of age.
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Other individual factors

The experience of living/working abroad can profoundly change people’s 
identity and networks and can increase their competencies. In particular, 
the individual resilience and flexibility to cope with the self-initiated expe-
rience are personal resources which facilitate mobility (Inkson, 2006). The
ability to live and work in a foreign country is indicative of the strength and
personal capability of SIEs. Along with the personal volition and agency of 
self-initiated foreign workers, these attributes can make them highly attrac-
tive to local firms and multinationals (Doherty et al., 2011).

HRM challenges posed by SIEs

These studies on key areas such as motivation and education of SIEs provide
an evidence base of the issues relevant to the individual-level motivations,
traits, knowledge and abilities which impact the foreign work experience.
These data are also useful and important to HR practitioners, as they provide
insights into some key areas that require attention in the management of 
SIEs. There are manifold challenges to HRM strategy, policy and practice 
posed by the diversity and characteristics of SIEs.

It is potentially difficult to understand or develop the career capital of 
these individuals (Doherty and Dickmann, 2012; Dickmann and Baruch,
2011) for a number of reasons. First, the SIE pool comprises a wide range of 
national and cultural backgrounds, educational levels, and work skills and
experience. Second, SIEs appear cosmopolitan in that they may seek to work 
in specific locations (Coleman, 2010), for instance attracted by a combina-
tion of industry clusters, city lights, host citizen tolerance and behaviours 
as well as home-country links (Dickmann, forthcoming). Corporations need
to identify these pockets of individuals and develop a strategic approach to 
overseas nationals. Third, a key organizational impetus is to employ people
as productively as possible while being concerned with their well-being.
This, therefore, represents an integration, cultural adjustment and resource
allocation challenge. Fourth, given the high personal agency of SIEs and
their focus on individual and professional development, employers face the
key challenge of identifying and getting to know their current SIE popu-
lation (Jokinen et al., 2008). Fifth, since SIEs are mobile, their retention,
the transfer of knowledge they have acquired and potentially the social
capital that they contribute to the company may be lost. Given all these
challenges, we have structured our discussion along the HR process flow, 
exploring recruitment, development, management and retention of SIEs
before  considering cost and investment topics.

Recruitment and selection of SIEs

Although Mayrhofer et al. (2008) suggest that SIEs may be an easily acces-
sible pool of talent that HR can access through attraction and selection
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activities which potentially are more cost-effective than targeting traditional
expatriates, they highlight some issues with this group. Mayrhofer et al.
(2008) attribute SIEs a greater sense of initiative, independence and internal 
locus of control. Personal agency is stronger (Tharenou, 2003), in that SIEs
have a higher belief in their ability to work in foreign environments and per-
ceive lower home barriers in the form of family influences. These personal
drives mean that their motivations may be less known or predictable than
of local recruits. Highly educated SIEs with experience and sought-after skills
may be harder to attract since they have easier access to employment oppor-
tunities and are probably aware of their value to employers. Firms would be
well advised to develop more sophisticated processes to identify SIEs and
to include organizational branding in order to increase their attractiveness
as an employer of choice (see below). SIEs with low educational qualifica-
tions (and/or experience applicable to positions where there is a relatively 
abundant labour supply) may be seen as less valuable for organizations and
are more likely to be competing on price (their salary) rather than capabil-
ity level when seeking work. SIEs are usually unknown to the organization
and therefore have no specific track record. Mayrhofer et al. (2008) suggest
that this poses uncertainties similar to using recruitment drives to target
resources external to the organization. There may be a need for selection 
processes to focus on how SIEs are attracted to the organization, to focus on
their anticipatory adjustment and to provide help for them to reach their 
performance potential after arrival. In addition, it is suggested that a men-
toring and/or co-working system could be set up that would improve the
interaction adjustment of SIEs and provide further guidance (Howe-Walsh
and Schyns, 2010). These authors propose that HR interventions can be
geared to positioning the organization as an employer of choice. Therefore,
positive and proactive engagement with potential candidates is an essential
pre-requisite to the formal selection process. Practices can include provid-
ing information and setting clear expectations about the organizational
requirements. For example, the more proactive use of realistic job previews
may be useful (Richardson, McBey and McKenna, 2008) as an integral aspect
of recruitment and selection to provide an accurate picture of the role and
expectations.

In the international mobility literature, there are articles that look at
the selection of AEs. For instance, Harris and Brewster (1999) distinguish
between open/closed and formal/informal selection approaches. Given that
SIEs are likely to apply from outside the organization, only the formal/
informal considerations of the selection process are likely to apply. In this 
case, SIEs applying for a position that is not designated as an international 
vacancy may well be treated in a similar way as domestic candidates and
be subject to closed/formal selection processes. However, this might not
take account of the whole complexity of this situation. Some writers argue
that international candidates face vastly different situations which should
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be factored into the selection decision (Collings and Scullion, 2008). While
these authors raise eight primary issues in their discussion about resourc-
ing international employees, a number look likely to be applicable to SIEs.
For instance, research on SIEs indicates that the family situation, includ-
ing issues with parents/extended family in the country-of-origin, may be
more important and should be explored by HR professionals. Collings and
Scullion (2008) also raise the point of globally standardized selection criteria
versus local variants. Educational background, work preferences and other
skills, knowledge and abilities may vary dramatically between the SIE and 
domestic candidates and may be overlooked in selection.

Wherever there are hard criteria, such as in a defined computerized pre-
selection on internet applications, employers run the risk of overlooking the
more subtle, long-term benefits that hiring an SIE can bring. For instance,
the superior emotional and intellectual understanding of his or her home
country and the advantages that this person could bring to liaison roles 
with the country-of-origin are difficult to assess completely, especially if the
organization is hiring for a current role where the liaison function might be 
a future career step. Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010) argue that companies 
should also assess whether candidates have cooperated successfully with col-
leagues from other countries, which would potentially facilitate adjustment.
Overall, organizations would do well to create flexibility in their selection
criteria so that they can assess candidates more holistically alongside long-
term organizational strategic and operational international objectives and 
processes.

As they tend to operate outside the boundaries of organizations and are
not identified formally as expatriates, SIEs do not enjoy the same support as
their assigned counterparts either in terms of the physical move or in terms
of career management (Collings, Doherty, Leuthy and Osborne, 2011). 
This also applies in repatriation where the challenges faced by AEs can also
apply to SIEs, particularly with respect to the lack of recognition of acquired
capital (Begley, Collings and Scullion, 2008; Doherty, Brewster, Suutari and
Dickmann, 2008; Doherty and Dickmann, 2009). However, Dickmann and
Baruch (2011) argue that firms could address these gaps and help SIEs to
deal with the practicalities of a move (for example, health provision, provid-
ing taxation and social security support as well as exploring how foreigners
access bank accounts). In addition, further support in non-work arenas such
as family support and partner support could prove as beneficial to SIEs as to
AEs (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). The job- and work-related challenges
for SIEs including job and role demands, the extent of cultural gap and
length of stay are explored in more detail below.

Management of SIEs and individual adjustment

Baruch et al. (forthcoming) distinguish several dimensions that can vary 
between different types of global careerists. In comparison to people who
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work in a number of different countries (e.g. frequent business travellers),
the breadth of interaction (holistic rather than predominantly business-
focused) is higher for SIEs. In turn, the intensity of diverse international
contacts that SIEs encounter is likely to be more moderate as they mostly
work in only one cultural environment compared to the frequent flyer. The
fact that SIEs are the instigators of their foreign work and may experience
uncertainty in the new host culture and work context is important in the
design of HRM policies and practices. We outline some of the implications 
in more detail below.

One of the key challenges for managing the talent of SIEs relates to how
individuals deal with the cultural gap they encounter, their holistic breadth 
of interaction and the number of diverse national cultures they work in,
expressed through the intensity of international contact (Baruch et al.,
forthcoming). These three dimensions of the SIE experience are all related
to the process of cultural adjustment and the demands that variations place
on individuals. There is much evidence that highly adjusted individuals
are seen to perform well at work (Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison, Shaffer and
Luk, 2005). This cultural assimilation is a highly personal process, but one 
recognized by employers as important to individual functioning in the work 
context. Employers regularly provide support mechanisms for AEs. Because
adjustment is a function of cognitions and emotions impacting effective-
ness of behaviour (Haslberger, 2008), firms have deployed pre-departure
and post-arrival training as well as administrative support for their ‘tradi-
tional’ expatriates. Some of these, such as culture seminars which can  target
cognitive, affective and behavioural competency development (Waxin 
and Panaccio, 2005), could be provided to SIEs. The use of mentoring or
co-working systems may provide direct learning opportunities for the SIE
(Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). Furthermore, management actions in cho-
rus with the development of organizational social networks may help with
adjustment, effectiveness and efficiency of SIEs.

Moreover, organizations could develop approaches that target the host-
country teams interacting with SIEs. For example, ensuring equitable pay
for HCN - Host Country Nationals and expatriates has been highlighted as a
precursor to perceptions of fairness (Bonache, Sanchez and Zárraga-Oberty,
2009), and this is an issue that should be given due consideration with
respect to SIEs. An integrated approach to the terms and conditions of SIEs
and other populations would help to overcome perceptions of equity and
fairness. Toh and DeNisi (2007) as well as Huang, Chi and Lawler (2005) 
indicated that the way in which host-country colleagues interact with (self-
initiated) expatriates impacts their adjustment. For instance, local colleagues
can give SIEs social and emotional support in understanding and adapting
to the local norms, values and behaviours as well as giving information to
enable SIEs to understand the local organization, facilitating the avoidance 
of conflicts (Vance, Vaiman and Andersen, 2009).
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As a local, fulfilling a helpful role for SIEs is in most organizations left
to goodwill and chance. In fact, it could be that the foreign workers are
seen as not belonging to one’s group resulting in local workers behaving
in an unhelpful way (Toh and DeNisi, 2007). Developing an organizational 
culture that is tolerant to foreign employees and values this sort of support
would be beneficial to embracing the diversity of SIEs. This cultural shift
may be enhanced by the development of goals and reward mechanisms for
helping and embracing foreigners as part of the workforce.

Some authors have reiterated the importance of expatriate employees to 
the organization and have stressed the key role that supervisors and line 
managers play for SIEs and AEs. Tornikoski (2011) emphasized the impor-
tance of encouraging socio-emotional and trust relationships between
expatriate supervisors and expatriates. Perkins and Daste (2007) look at the
tensions that expatriate supervisors experience when balancing corporate 
goals, mainly geared to cost containment (see also Doherty and Dickmann, 
2012), and expatriate interests. This tension, albeit more acute for AEs, is
likely to also affect the relationship that SIEs have with their line  managers. 
Overall, given the important role that the line managers of expatriate 
employees have, it is especially important that they do not succumb to nega-
tive stereotyping but, instead, exhibit inter-cultural sensitivity, flexibility and
trust-inspiring and supportive behaviours (Vance et al., 2009; Huang et al.,
2005; Tornikoski, 2011).

Diverse job and role demands also have a link to cultural adjustment. 
Baruch et al. (forthcoming) introduce a distinction between  ‘technology-
based’ (e.g. IT, engineering specialists) jobs and people-based (e.g. marketing,
HRM) work. This has implications for how extensive work-related cultural
capabilities need to be so that individuals can fulfil their roles effectively.
Moreover, Sparrow, Brewster and Harris (2004) argue that adjustment is 
facilitated if the new (host-country) role is similar to an old (country-of-
origin) position so that individuals feel confident in the technical aspects
of their work and can concentrate on the cultural differences. Therefore,
organizations can manage this aspect in relation to their SIE talent develop-
ment through designing the degree of ‘work challenge’. Additionally, they
may assess the cultural interaction demands of their roles and devise sup-
port mechanisms such as mentoring or training, as outlined above.

Development of SIEs

While expatriation is regularly used as a tool for developing and grooming
future organizational leaders (Doherty and Dickmann, 2011; Jokinen et al.,
2008), SIEs tend to opt for a less formal developmental experience which
may contribute to a contemporary career path. According to some authors,
the self-initiated experience can offer equal development opportunities
to those of AEs (Inkson and Arthur, 2001; Jokinen et al., 2008). In order 
to recognize this development, HRM processes are needed to identify the
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knowledge, skills and abilities of SIEs and match these with organizational
needs. Existing competency frameworks may be shaped to accommodate the
unique attributes of SIEs. In turn performance management systems, reward
strategies and career development practices need to support the appropri-
ate placement of these individuals, to avoid underemployment (Lee, 2005) 
and attend to their career management needs. In the same vein as support
mechanisms for AEs, practices for supporting SIEs to facilitate their engage-
ment (Bolino and Feldman, 2000), foster commitment to the organization 
(Kraimer and Wayne, 2004) and address their career needs (Lazarova and
Cerdin, 2007) could be instituted to manage potential retention issues.
These are explored in more depth below.

Retention

SIEs have distinct attitudes to work and career which may result in a lack of 
organizational loyalty. In combination with their propensity to move, this 
could be problematic to HRM policy and practice for the management of 
SIEs as an organizational resource (Mayrhofer et al., 2008).

The legality of stay is potentially a more significant issue for SIEs than 
for AEs. While some people exploit the precarious position of illegal 
immigrants (for instance, in the sex trade or hard manual labour areas;
Dickmann and Baruch, 2011), there is scope for organizations to help SIEs
when their work or resident permits run out. Making an employment case 
to the relevant government office (e.g. applying on behalf of the SIEs for
a green card) or allowing SIEs to travel to their home countries and pro-
viding time off for visa re-applications are practices that organization can
adopt.

The length of stay is a key consideration for organizations if SIEs continue 
to work for them. Above we have argued that some individuals do not seem
to stay long in their host countries (Inkson and Myers, 2003); however,
length of stay is not pre-determined for SIEs (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 
2010) and on average they are likely to remain significantly longer than AEs,
returning home under their own volition in their own timescales (Doherty
et al., 2011).

The divergence of the findings in the published literature may be a func-
tion of the range of different populations analysed and the distinct drivers
for their expatriate sojourns. Nonetheless SIEs provide a potential pool of 
talent and are motivated by some work and career drivers (Thorn, 2009), 
albeit as a personal development concern rather than an organizational
career driver. For some time careers researchers have highlighted the need
to shift the focus back to the individual (Inkson et al., 1997; Welch, 2003)
as it has become increasingly important to integrate career management
with both strategic planning and individual career aspirations (Yan, Zhu
and Hall, 2002). Therefore, it seems obvious that organizations could work 
on identifying the specific drivers of their SIEs, design talent and career
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development opportunities and mechanisms for mutual benefit. These are
explored in more detail in the sections below.

Cost and investment issues

Although the rationale for the development of global talent has become 
more clearly articulated, the application and impact of HRM policies and
practices are less well illustrated in the literature even for expensive resources
such as expatriates. Doherty and Dickmann (2011) signal the complexity in 
measuring the Return on Investment (ROI) of international assignments spe-
cifically for AEs. Few organizations appear to measure ROI for a range of rea-
sons, including theoretical and methodological challenges (Welch, Steen and
Tahvanainen, 2009), difficulties in generating appropriate metrics to accom-
modate measurement of both individual and organizational outcomes and
the skills and tools available to HR managers to address this challenging task 
(McNulty, De Cieri and Hutchings, 2009). Thus, even for AEs there is a lack 
of rigorous data on the ROI of their international work experience. There is a 
need to recognize the changing nature of the concept of ‘international assign-
ment’ and approach ROI in a more holistic exploration of costs and benefits,
using diverse temporal and stakeholder perspectives. Such approaches would 
be more able to encompass the diverse pools of talent and provide the basis
for a sophisticated assessment of the impact at levels including individual,
organizational and societal (Doherty and Dickmann, 2011).

Diversity management

Comparative studies of AEs and SIEs highlight differences across a number 
of variables, including individual demographics such as age (Inkson and
Myers, 2003), and gender (Tharenou, 2010). AEs and SIEs appear to engage
in different types of roles while abroad (Suutari and Brewster, 2001) poten-
tially due to the opportunities available to them and to their subjective
career orientations (Dickmann and Doherty, 2010). Studies of such diversity 
are far from definitive and further research would be beneficial to explore
in-depth these differences and the implications for practice. However, there
are opportunities for practice to be more inclusive of the range of talents
available within the SIE population and to ease their adjustment to the host
context. These include adopting a sympathetic approach to the potential 
impact on social relationships and family who remain in the home country 
and could be helped by providing trips home (Richardson and McKenna,
2006). Richardson and McKenna (2006) also suggested that organizations
encourage interaction with host nationals to foster identification with the
host context and culture. In addition, mechanisms to accommodate the
diversity in the SIE pool by taking into account individual background
(Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010) may help to overcome the somewhat ad
hoc approach to their management (Baruch and Altman, 2002) and help to
address the diversity within this group.
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Discussion and practical implications

We have seen above that the motivations and personal agency, career 
attitudes, personal development orientation, the propensity to leave an
employer and the average stay abroad can differ for SIEs and AEs. These fac-
tors have potential implications for their work behaviour and adjustment
to the local culture. In turn, organizations face the challenges of attraction,
selection, career and career capital management, talent development, per-
formance and retention management that are required in the management
of this specific population.

Throughout the text we have outlined the implications for HRM practices.
Our underlying argument suggests that first of all organizations need to
understand SIEs better before they can develop HRM approaches directed
at this group, their superiors, their teams and co-workers. Most of our dis-
cussion implicitly assumed that SIEs are valuable talent for organizations,
following this theme in the literature. However, this obviously depends 
on organizational and HRM strategies, structures, policies and practices.
A number of authors argue that international configurations vary depend-
ing on the key goals of the organization, the mindset of its top managers
and its choice of competitive focus in terms of global efficiency, worldwide
innovation or local responsiveness (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989; Perlmutter,
1969; Harzing, 2000). Dickmann et al. (2006, 2009) have further developed
these approaches and have located these into the realm of international
HRM. Thus, multidomestic organizations – those that gear their structures
and strategies towards local competition – have little use for expatriates, be 
they self-initiated or company-sponsored. However, global organizations –
those that transport ideas and products from the head office outwards
and have a high degree of standardization – have more use for expatriates,
especially those from the organizational country-of-origin. Transnational 
firms have the most use for non-country-of-origin expatriates as worldwide
innovation and flexibility are important to their competitive advantage.
Therefore organizational needs will determine their approaches to SIEs in
terms of how crucial they are for the business, how they will be communi-
cated with, selected and managed.

Above we have argued that SIEs are often highly educated, skilled indi-
viduals who have special insights into their home countries, have displayed
a willingness to master international challenges and can, therefore, be 
regarded as attractive employees for many local and international organiza-
tions. It is suggested that employers identify SIEs (potentially distinguishing
between different sub-groups on factors such as the education/skills and
age/experience criteria) in order to concentrate on the local knowledge and
networks most useful to corporate needs and plan for the integration of SIEs
where needed (Doherty and Dickmann, 2012). Companies, if they manage
to utilize the language, cultural and experiential learning of SIEs within their
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operations, may be more strategically able to reap the benefits of leadership,
diversity and local country knowledge to good effect.

One of the key initial tasks for organizations would be to design and
implement an attractive employer brand. Employer branding can be seen as
promoting a distinctive view of what makes an organization different and
desirable as an employer which is communicated to an internal and external 
audience (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). Point and Dickmann (2012) argue 
that companies make limited use of international assignments as an attrac-
tion tool in their branding strategies. In fact, in terms of global careers they
emphasize the company advantages rather than the benefits for individuals. 
This appears to be going against what is recommended in the organizational 
branding literature. For instance, Martin and Groen-in’t-Woud (2011: 88–95) 
outline a context-process-content model of employer branding based on sig-
nalling theory. The signal design, such as that of employer brand signals, leads 
to a signal evaluation which is evident in the employer brand attractiveness
to potential employees. A range of outcomes may result, including increases
in the employer brand capital, reputational capital and the quality and scope
of human capital. It is crucial for the employer brand that the right signals
are being sent and correctly received by potential high-quality employees.
In other words, organizations need to understand the motivational drivers 
of SIEs to be able to design strategies, policies, practices and ultimately mes-
sages that will be attractive to them. However, given that companies have
an insufficient understanding of the motivational drivers of their traditional
expatriates (Dickmann et al., 2008), it is likely that they do not have enough 
information to understand SIEs well, either. Ultimately, it would be worth 
undertaking tailored market research in order to guide the development of 
organizational branding approaches. This could factor in the needs of the
organization with regards to what national background and capabilities they
are seeking and give more consideration to the motivation of SIEs for employ-
ment choices (potentially vis-à-vis their domestic, non-expatriated peers).

There is a range of modern technologies that may be enlisted to sup-
port corporate communications and branding efforts. Point and Dickmann
(2012) have outlined some of the opportunities that the internet can give.
In particular with respect to SIEs, corporations may go beyond activities
on general social and professional networking sites to target specialized
web communities for expatriates. These include sites such as Expatica or
InterNations.

Sparrow, Scullion and Farndale (2011) propose a model of HR roles in
global talent management. The four fundamental pillars are first a guardian 
of culture. The key activities of socialization and leadership have obvious
implications for the employment of SIEs through onboarding and talent
development. The second pillar is HR as a manager of internal receptiv-
ity, concerned with career management and talent flow. Again, local and
global patterns will have strong effects on SIEs. The third pillar is network 
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leadership and intelligence. Here, resource access is a key function, includ-
ing identifying suitable SIE sub-groups and successfully branding the organi-
zation to them. The fourth pillar is champion of processes which looks at
systems monitoring and control. Amongst the effects of such processes are
the internal perception of fairness and employer branding for all employees.
A key function of the HR department is to address the numerous demands
of operating in an international context. The organizational approach and
sophistication to resourcing will determine its international HRM configu-
ration. This, in turn, will shape the experience that SIEs will have in the
firm. While central HR has a key role for top talent across the organization 
(Farndale et al., 2010; Novicevic and Harvey, 2001), too little is known about 
the role of central and local HRM with respect to SIEs in general and their
talent management in particular.

There is also a range of institutional implications in the talent manage-
ment of SIEs. On a state level migration patterns and barriers to entry have 
generated debate in the political, business and academic literature. In the
political and sociological discourse the broader topic of immigration is
often picked up. Many governments take note of non-indigenous people
crossing country borders to work within their state. In the United Kingdom,
for instance, the Office for National Statistics has presented data that show
that migrants on average have a longer and/or higher level education than 
UK-born people with the exception of those European countries that joined
the EU most recently (Coleman, 2010). In addition, people who were from
the fourteen first EU countries and worked in the United Kingdom between
2007 and 2009 were likely to earn more than the average British worker.

At times, the discourse has explored issues of brain drain, brain gain or
brain flow (Dickmann and Baruch, 2011). Outside the EU, issues of entry 
visas, residency and work permits are fundamental to legal migration and
cross-border movement for SIEs. For highly skilled individuals (with or
without long work experience), there seems to be a kind of race between 
governments to be especially attractive, as the example of Singapore shows
(Dickmann and Cerdin, 2011). Despite the recurrent financial and economic
crises of the early 21st century, it may be speculated that institutional barri-
ers to highly talented individuals will gradually be relaxed by governments.
The combined motivation and personal agency of SIEs means that they
have latitude in deciding the geographical location to which they move.
Thus, it may then be down to institutional support mechanisms – such as 
investment, taxation, banking and accounting support for SIE (for example,
as in the case of those moving to London; Dickmann, forthcoming) – and
the local populations’ openness to and treatment of foreigners that can con-
stitute pull factors for SIEs. Above, we have discussed a range of individual
motivations and acculturation processes in relation to working abroad. With 
the paucity of evidence of how firms develop policies to identify, attract, 
manage and retain SIE talent specifically, there is little knowledge about
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the actual ‘gestalt’ of integrated SIE approaches and how they match the
organization’s needs. This calls for in-depth case studies to illuminate the 
organizational approaches to SIE talent management further. Dickmann
and Doherty (2010) looked at career capital management of expatriates
using a dual perspective of individuals and organizations and found that
expatriates react to their employer’s career capital approach and compen-
sate for perceived corporate weaknesses in career development. It would be
fascinating to expand this dual perspective to the realm of talent manage-
ment and assess diverse reactions of individuals to distinctive organizational
approaches to the management of SIEs.
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The Social Capital of Traditional and 
Self-Initiated Expatriates
Kristiina Mäkelä and Vesa Suutari

Introduction

Self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) represent an increasingly important part
of the global workforce, and typically come with considerable knowledge
and skills and high motivation to work internationally. This, together with 
the growing corporate need for managers who are able to deal with global
integration and coordination work (Harvey et al., 1999; Gregersen et al.,
1998), makes them a potentially highly valuable part of the international
workforce. In fact, SIEs are predicted to become the largest group of interna-
tionally mobile managers within the next decade (Peiperl & Jonsen, 2007; 
Suutari & Brewster, 2000; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010).

One aspect of the competency of SIEs is their social capital, which refers to
assets embedded in individual-level network relationships (Adler & Kwon,
2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Social capital enables employees – inter-
nationally operating managers, in particular – to work more effectively, as
it facilitates access to knowledge and opportunities across boundaries (Burt,
1992; Lin, 2001), potentially explaining variations in performance (Cross &
Cummings, 2004; Raider & Burt, 1996) and career advancement (Kim, 2002; 
Lin, 2001). Due to their mobility, international managers encounter a sig-
nificant number of people in different contexts, both within and outside of 
their firms. These network relationships offer managers a wide geographical, 
cultural, professional and social range of contacts, which can foster signifi-
cant boundary-spanning capability.

Extant research indicates that international assignments are valuable
not only for leadership development as most commonly assumed (see, for
example, Gregersen, Morrison & Black, 1998) but also for social capital, and 
that these positive effects can be found with regards to both traditional and
self-initiated assignments (Jokinen, Brewster & Suutari, 2008; Mäkelä, 2007). 
However, it is not entirely clear how the social capital of SIEs differs from
that of traditional expatriates. While traditional expatriates have naturally
strong ties with corporate headquarters (HQ) and in their home country,
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SIEs may lack those strong ties or have significant gaps in both contexts. On
the other hand, there is the potential for SIEs to benefit from their unique
characteristics. All in all, issues related to the social capital of SIEs present a 
significant research void, despite the potential consequences of such capital
for leadership development and talent management, as well as organiza-
tional value creation more generally.

To tap into this research gap, we examine and analyse the characteristics 
of SIEs’ social capital, and compare them with those of traditional expatri-
ates. More specifically, we develop a framework that examines expatriate 
social capital in four different contexts: within the host unit, in the home-
country unit, within the broader host-country community, and in the 
broader home-country community. Using the framework, we compare the 
patterns of traditional and self-initiated expatriates’ structural, relational
and cognitive social capital in these four contexts, and illustrate the relative
social capital benefits of the two expatriate groups with evidence from quali-
tative interviews of 18 traditional and self-initiated expatriates.

The chapter is structured as follows. We first discuss the defining charac-
teristics of SIEs briefly in ‘Self-Initiated Expatriates’ section. We then review
previous research on social capital, both in general and with regard to
multinational corporations (MNCs) in particular, in ‘Social Capital’ section. 
The methodology used in the study and the qualitative interviews with 18
managers with global careers are introduced in ‘Data and Analysis’ section,
and in ‘Findings: Social Capital of Self-Initiated vs Traditional Expatriates’
and ‘Conclusions and Implications’ sections, the results of the study are pre-
sented, followed by conclusions and theoretical and practical implications.

Self-initiated expatriates

The research interest in self-initiated expatriation became apparent around
ten years ago, when it was recognized that international human resource
management (IHRM) research was fully focused on organizational expatriate
assignments within MNCs, despite the fact that in reality there was an exten-
sive international labour force working outside international assignment
contracts. The first efforts focused on discussing ‘young people  heading
overseas for a prolonged period of travel, work, and tourism’ (Inkson et al.,
1997), while the contributions that followed expanded the target group
towards various kinds of self-initiated international work assignments that
would be recognized under this term today (see Suutari & Brewster, 2000,
for a summary). In the present study, we define self-initiated expatriates as 
employees who work abroad through a self-arranged job in a new employer
organization. This differentiates SIEs clearly from traditional assigned expa-
triates who have been sent abroad by their current employer.

Due to the high costs of expatriate assignments and the widely discussed
challenges associated with traditional expatriate assignments – quite aside
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from the overall opening up of job markets and the related increase in
competition between talent internationally – organizations are increasingly
looking for alternative solutions, such as opening their posts to international
markets through online job channels, for example. The basic starting point
is not offering expatriate contracts, but hiring international talent through
local contracts. This has led to the development of an increasingly attrac-
tive international job market for those interested in self-initiated expatria-
tion. At the same time, the amount of professionals who have international
experience due to travel, education or previous work overseas is increasing,
and thus it is increasingly natural for them to consider international career
options. It is not surprising, therefore, that self-initiated expatriation is
expected to become even more common than traditional expatriation in the
near future (Peiperl & Jonsen, 2007; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010) – if this is
not already the case.

Without corporate support, SIEs have to take overall responsibility for their
own careers (Hall, 1996; Yan et al., 2002) and development (Littleton et al.,
2000; Suutari & Mäkelä, 2007) – they need to become protean careerists
mastering their own destiny (Baruch, 2006). As SIEs by definition manage 
their career outside corporate career planning systems internationally, they 
must find their own way to succeed in competitive career markets. This
emphasizes the importance of their social capital: for example, existing
research indicates that managers who have a large external network are 
more likely to succeed in finding new and interesting jobs (Kim, 2002; Lin,
2001). Further, international careers are becoming increasingly boundary-
less (Mäkelä & Suutari, 2009), and particularly so for SIEs, who have no 
repatriation agreements and therefore no guarantee from the employer that
they will have a job in their home country at the end of their period of 
work abroad.

In order to examine self-initiated expatriation from a social capital per-
spective, we adopt a comparative starting point – an approach taken in
many studies focusing on self-initiated expatriation (Jokinen et al., 2008;
Peltokorpi, 2008; Peltokorpi & Froese, 2009; Bieman & Andersen, 2010; 
Cerdin & Le Pargneux, 2010; Doherty et al., 2011) – and examine the differ-
ences between traditional and self-initiated expatriates and relative benefits
with regards to the two groups. Given the importance of social capital in
an international career context, it makes sense to expand the comparative
research tradition to include a social capital perspective – which we will 
discuss next.

Social capital

The concept of social capital, referred to as assets embedded in relation-
ships (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), is a theoretical 
umbrella that has attracted considerable attention in several different fields
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of research within the social sciences in recent years (Bourdieu, 1983; Burt,
1992; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995). The broad scope of the concept
including its analysis levels and applications has been acknowledged as hav-
ing the potential to shed light on many important micro- and macro-level
issues (e.g. Adler & Kwon, 2002; Leana & van Buren, 1999; Portes, 1998), but
has also led to a number of different ways of viewing the concept. We will
now review these briefly and clarify the positioning of our work in relation
to the different approaches.

First, conceptualizations of the term tend to see it either as private good 
of an individual or a group (e.g. Burt, 1992; Lin, 2001; Lin et al., 2001) or, 
alternatively, a public asset of a social entity (e.g. Coleman, 1988; Fukuyama,y
2001; Putnam, 1995; Woolcock, 1998). On the one hand, social capital
is viewed as an asset of an individual actor (whether an individual or an 
organization), and the focus is on the benefits that these actors derive from
their personal social capital (Kostova & Roth, 2003). Burt (1992, 1997) is 
perhaps the most notable exponent of this view, and similar notions also 
seem to be implicit in the work of several network theorists (e.g. Hansen,
1999, 2002; Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Tsai, 2001, 2002), although many
would not necessarily associate themselves with the social capital theory as
such. On the other hand, social capital can also be considered as a collec-
tive asset of a social group, where the primary beneficiary of social capital
is the social unit as a whole and advantages are available to all members
of the group, regardless of who may have originally created or contributed
to it (Bourdieu, 1983; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995). Given the aim of 
this chapter, we will focus on the private, individual-level social capital of 
self-initiated and traditional expatriates. It should, however, be noted at
this point that individual social capital may also contribute to the overall
level of social capital within the organization (Brass et al., 2004; Kostova & 
Roth, 2003).

Second, in addition to its ownership, social capital can be defined 
depending on the nature of ties. With this in mind, approaches to social
capital focus on either within-group bonding ties org bridging ties across 
group boundaries (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Burt, 2000; Woolcock & Narayan,
2001). The more traditional bonding view stresses the effect of cohesive 
social ties that bind people together and, by doing so, facilitate trust and 
cooperation within groups (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000): the members of a 
cohesive group are more willing to subordinate individual goals and inter-
ests to collective ones, feel obliged to help one another, and benefit from
social status, reputation or institutional rights derived from their member-
ship (Leana & van Buren, 1999; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The bridging 
view refers to benefits stemming from brokerage opportunities created 
by linking up previously unconnected actors or ‘structural holes’ (Burt 
1992, 1997, 2000). This stream of research argues that due to increased
specialization, disconnections between different actors emerge in social
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networks, and actors who are in a position to link these otherwise discon-
nected actors benefit from access to better or privileged information and 
opportunities and higher control. The benefits can include access (to more 
and/or different information), timing (earlier access to information) and
referrals (positive remarks to third parties leading to a better reputation)
(Burt, 1992, 1997, 2000; Burt et al., 2000). With regards to expatriates, both
approaches seem appropriate, in that relationships in the host country are
associated with within-group bonding ties, whereas relationships to the 
home country of the expatriate are associated with bringing ties across 
geographical and cultural boundaries. Home country refers here to the
country of origin of the expatriate (most typically the site of the MNC’s 
HQ); host country to the location of the unit in which the expatriate is
on assignment. 

Third, the widely recognized work of Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) has
looked at the social capital of an individual (or social entity) as a combina-
tion of three different content facets, which they refer to as the structural,
relational and cognitive dimensions of social capital. The structural dimen-
sion refers to physical linkages between actors, including aspects such as to
whom they are connected, where these network contacts are located and
through which means the interaction takes place. The relational dimension
comprises behavioural assets and obligations embedded in relationships,
such as trust and trustworthiness, norms and sanctions, and obligations
and expectations; all have to do with the emotional strength of the tie
(Granovetter, 1973). Lastly, the cognitive dimension relates to shared para-
digms and worldviews, together with common interpretations and systems
of meaning, discourse and narratives and behavioural and linguistic codes
(Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).

Building on the above, we conceptualize expatriate social capital with a
two-by-two framework combining four different contexts or ‘directions’ of 
social capital that expatriates may potentially have. These have to do with
bonding (within-group) and bridging (between-group) ties, on the one hand,
and firm-internal and firm-external contexts, on the other, as depicted in
Figure 12.1. If we combine the bonding-bridging and internal-external
dimensions, we get four possible contexts in which expatriates can possess
social capital: (A) internal-bonding, referring to firm-internal social capital
in the host-country unit; (B) internal-bridging, referring to firm-internal
social capital with the home-country unit; (C) external- bonding, referring 
to social capital within the broader firm-external host-country community;
and (D) external-bridging, referring to the broader firm- external home-
country community. In what follows, we analyse the patterns of traditional 
and self-initiated expatriates’ structural, relational and cognitive social capi-
tal in these four contexts, and illustrate the relative social capital benefits of 
the two expatriate groups with evidence from qualitative interviews of 18
traditional and self-initiated expatriates.
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Data and analysis

Our analysis builds on data gathered from qualitative, semi-structured inter-
views of 18 Finnish self-initiated (n = 9) and traditional (n = 9) expatriates,
which we use to illustrate the differences between and relative benefits to
self-initiated versus traditional expatriates. Such an explorative design was
deemed appropriate, as there is little existing research available in the area,
and it allowed us to obtain rich, in-depth data on the social capital of the
two types of expatriates.

The sample was collected in conjunction with a larger project on global 
careerists, which enabled us to gain access to both traditional and self-initiated
expatriates with significant international experience. The initial expatriate
contacts were obtained from a survey administered to business graduates in
Finland, and we then used the snowballing method to increase the sample
size to reach a balance data saturation point. In addition to matching the
definitions of self-initiated (working abroad through a self-arranged job in
a new employer organization) or traditional expatriate (sent abroad by his 
or her current employer), all interviewees had to be in a Finnish business or 
engineering graduates who had lived in several countries. These procedures
sought to obtain a constant and comparable sampling frame. All expatri-
ates were in managerial positions, but worked in different industries and in
organizations of varying size. Although the SIE group had a more diverse set
of employees, including both NGOs and international new ventures in addi-
tion to established MNCs (as is typical for this group), this didn’t seem to 
affect the nature of the four social capital dimensions qualitatively, in that
we were able to identify similar patterns across all respondents within an
expatriate type. Although the employment context obviously had an effect

Bonding Bridging

Internal

External

A. INTERNAL-BONDING:
within-group ties

in host unit

B. INTERNAL-BRIDGING:
between-group ties

across
home and host units

C. EXTERNAL-BONDING:
ties within

host-country
communities

D. EXTERNAL-BRIDGING:
ties to

home-country
communities

Figure 12.1 Expatriate ties
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on the types and characteristics of people they connected with (in terms of,
for example, young professional vs families, professional networks, etc.), the
generic patterns between the two expatriate groups seemed to prevail across
the diverse sample, which lends support to the validity of our findings.
Table 12.1 provides descriptive data on the sample, including information 
on expatriate role, assignment location,1 gender, industry of the firm, firm 
home country and size, and the expatriates’ previous international experi-
ence. The respondents’ assignments were or had been located across the
world – in nine cases, the last assignment had been within Europe and in 
the other nine cases the assignment was outside Europe.

The interviews were, with a few exceptions, carried out by telephone,
since the respondents were located worldwide. The interviews lasted on
average over an hour, focused on the interviewees’ experiences, learning 
and networks gained from their assignments, and created a rich database for 
analysis. We had not created the two-by-two conceptual framework ex ante, 
before engaging in the data collection process, but first came to think about
the four different contexts when reading the interview transcripts. The
insight that the four different contexts are linked to bonding and bridging
social capital came through theoretical exposure to social capital literature,
and gave the idea to the present chapter. Consequently, when writing the 
chapter, we first explored the four quadrants theoretically, and then used
the matrix in Figure 12.1 as a basis of coding data. The evidence found in
the data was first organized into the four broad contextual categories, A, B,
C and D (see Figure 12.1), for each individual respondent. We then further
analysed the more detailed patterns of each respondent’s social capital
using the Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) structural, relational and cognitive
dimensions. Finally, we conducted a systematic cross-case analysis, in which 
the structural, relational and cognitive social capital patterns of traditional
and self-initiated expatriates were compared against each other, in order to
find potential similarities and dissimilarities. We constantly cross-checked 
the cross-case data both against previous research as well as across the mul-
tiple interviews, a process that sought to increase internal validity of the
findings (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). We also used researcher triangulation in 
that both of the authors made themselves deeply familiar with the raw data,
in order to further increase the content validity of our findings. In what fol-
lows, we present our insights into the social capital of self-initiated versus 
traditional expatriates, as they emerged from the data.

Findings: Social capital of self-initiated vs traditional 
expatriates

(A) Internal-bonding

We begin with internal-bonding social capital, which refers to ties within 
the host-country unit. Both self-initiated and traditional expatriates join the



Table 12.1 Sample description

Expatriate type Gender Current/last 
assignment
location

Industry Firm home 
country

Previous experience abroad
(min. 3 months)

Firm size

#1 Self-intitiated Male Switzerland Machinery Switzerland France, USA
140,000

#2 Self-intitiated Male France Consumer
products

Sweden Switzerland, UK
130,000

#3 Self-intitiated Male Japan Electronics Finland Switzerland, China, Hong Kong
130,000

#4 Self-intitiated Male Guatemala Machinery Finland USA
20,000

#5 Self-intitiated Male Chile Metal Finland Japan, South Korea, Canada, Saudi Arabia
8000

#6 Self-intitiated Male USA Consulting USA Germany, Czech Republic
<100

#7 Self-intitiated Male Luxemburg Consulting Luxemburg Switzerland
<100

#8 Self-intitiated Male Japan NGO Finland Austria, Switzerland, France
<100

#9 Self-intitiated Male USA NGO Finland USA, Switzerland, Belgium
<100

#10 Traditional Male Sweden Banking Finland
30,000

UK, Singapore, Hong Kong

  263

(continued)dd



#11 Traditional Male Hong Kong Pulp & paper Finland Switzerland, Singapore
20,000

#12 Traditional Male Turkey Packaging Finland Poland
15,000

#13 Traditional Male Germany Metal/machinery Finland Australia, Singapore
12,000

#14 Traditional Female Germany Metal/machinery Finland Denmark, the Netherlands
12,000

#15 Traditional Male Hungary Pulp & paper Finland Germany
4000

#16 Traditional Male Germany Pulp & paper Finland South Africa, Australia, Japan 
4000

#17 Traditional Male Germany Pulp & paper Finland Poland
3000

#18 Traditional Male Chile Machinery Finland Germany, Canada
500
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Expatriate type Gender Current/last 
assignment
location

Industry Firm home 
country

Previous experience abroad
(min. 3 months)

Firm size
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unit with little existing social capital; more develops over time as expatriates
interact with local colleagues (Mäkelä & Brewster, 2009). The development 
of social capital is both task-driven (dependent on who the expatriates natu-
rally interact with in the course of their daily work) and driven by personal
motivation to build professional and social ties.

Although the context does not as such seem to drive differences between
the two types of expatriates, the SIEs nevertheless seemed to maintain a
broader range of ties with local colleagues, and these ties seemed relatively
more multiplex, with both a professional and a social dimension. In other
words, their structural social capital was higher. This seemed to be driven
by stronger motivation to build local, within-host-unit ties: SIEs expected
to remain in the host unit, with no explicit return date or, in fact, much to 
return to. SIEs also started with a ‘clean slate’, with few existing company-
internal ties, and were thus more motivated to establish their relationship
network within the new employer unit. In contrast, traditional expatriates
knew they were returning to their home unit after a given period of time 
and had existing relationships to look after there; thus they had relatively
less motivation to focus on building ties in the local unit. They were also
relatively more likely (although in varying degrees and depending on their
assignment) to build strong relationships with other expatriates, driven by
similarity attraction (Manev & Steveson, 2001).

Related to the above, SIEs seemed more motivated to build stronger ties,
seek rapport and combine friendship and professional ties with local col-
leagues. A key driver for their motivation in building such relational social
capital was again their different starting point: as discussed, they had joined
the organization abroad and thus had no clear timescale for their exit, as
opposed to traditional expatriates who knew that they were in the unit
for only a defined period of time. Although our evidence of this was more 
indirect, it also seemed that local host-unit employees were more inclined to
trust SIEs than traditional expatriates: they were seen as more neutral, ‘one
of us’, rather than HQ’ agents. The proactive motivation to build relation-
ships was expressed in many ways:

What has been the most interesting and rewarding – and also the most
challenging – is to meet people from a different cultural background.
How you get along with them. (SIE)

When you work with different people [in the host unit], you need to have
sensibility, how do I break the ice. I want to spend some time to find out 
who this person is and which perspective he or she [has on] things …
You’ll want to have your antennae out the whole time. (SIE)

In relation to this, in terms of cognitive social capital, SIEs seemed to 
identify primarily with the local unit, whereas traditional expatriates had 
retained at least some of their allegiance to the home unit (Black, Morrison & 
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Gregersen, 1999). Indeed, home-unit allegiance was remarkably absent in 
the SIE interviews (as they had never worked there), while many traditional
expatriates identified themselves strongly, and often primarily, with the home 
unit. 

We in the company often need to make decisions that the local foreign
unit does not like or understand. It is, of course, also my role to do this
kind of strategic work and make sure messages from the headquarters get
to the foreign unit. (Traditional expatriate)

(B) Internal-bridging

As opposed to internal-bonding social capital, SIEs’ internal-bridging social
capital (referring to firm-internal ties with the home country) seemed to
be significantly weaker than that of traditional expatriates. This was again
driven by their different starting points: as SIEs had joined the organiza-
tion abroad, they had few or no existing ties in the home unit. As they
were sometimes assigned to tasks that required interaction with the home-
country unit, some ties developed, but the limited face-to-face interaction
made necessary by the geographical distance meant that these ties remained 
relatively weak. Traditional expatriates, in contrast, enjoyed the benefit of 
their previous co-location and a wide array of existing strong and weak ties
upon which to build. Additionally, they enjoyed continued natural contact
with the home-country unit through their liaison responsibilities – indeed, 
in many cases, various control and coordination tasks were a part of tra-
ditional expatriates’ assignments (see, for example, Harzing, 2001). The
majority also enjoyed company-paid visits to the home-country unit, which
facilitated retaining professional and social ties with home-country-unit col-
leagues. Indeed, yearly home-country visits are a standard element in many 
expatriate contracts, while SIEs as local contract holders do not usually get
such benefits. The advantages of such trips were described by a traditional
expatriate in the following way:

Every time I am back in Finland, both during holidays and when working 
from distance, I go and sit down with my key contacts there. When you 
meet personally a few times a year, it feels so much better and easier to 
call each other and solve work-related puzzles when needed. (Traditional 
expatriate)

Further, traditional expatriates typically performed both formal and informal
liaison tasks as a result of their existing relationships, whereas SIEs largely
lacked this capacity, as they had not previously co-located in the unit:

I, of course, have the advantage that I have worked in the headquarters, 
it means making contact is so much easier. (Traditional expatriate)
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Home-country colleagues often feel it is so much easier to call me than
someone else they don’t know personally. They know there is no lan-
guage barrier, and they know I have time for them … They ask for advice:
who can I talk to about this and that, how should I approach him or her,
how should I proceed with this. (Traditional expatriate)

As a result of their previous co-location, traditional expatriates were also 
likely to benefit from trusting relationships in the home unit that were used
both for knowledge sharing and, importantly, also for ‘sounding-board-type’
advice and support. Such differences between traditional and self-initiated
expatriates in this regard are illustrated in the following two quotes.

It’s so important for the daily work to have people [at the HQ] who
provide a sounding board for you. (Traditional expatriate)

The handicap … is that you don’t know headquarters that well. (SIE)

Relatedly, traditional expatriates were likely to retain a significant extent of 
identification with the home unit and be seen as an insider, although this
view diminished over time for both traditional and self-initiated expatriates:
‘As time passes, people change at HQ. People you know leave the company
or move on. Relationships get weaker day by day’ (traditional expatriate).
All in all, the weaker ties and lower identification with the home-country 
unit on behalf of the SIEs led to significantly lesser access to knowledge and 
resources (Burt, 1992, 1997; Lin, 2001), advice and support, or the exchange
of favours (Stahl & Cerdin, 2004; Mäkelä & Suutari, 2009).

(C) External-bonding

External-bonding ties refer to relationships in the wider host-country com-
munity, including both professional and social ties. As with internal-bonding 
ties, both types of expatriates are again likely to arrive in the host country
with few ties, but these will develop over time as a function of co-location 
and rich face-to-face interaction (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Despite these initial 
similarities, the SIEs in our data seemed to develop relatively more exter-
nal-bonding social capital than traditional expatriates, in terms of both
the structural (number and breadth of ties) and relational (strength of ties)
dimensions. As SIEs had chosen to seek employment in the host country or
abroad more generally, and were there to stay at least for a period of time,
they were relatively much more motivated to make it work, both  company-
internally and company-externally: ‘being international has always inter-
ested me’, said one SIE, while another commented that ‘life [abroad] is
richer and more interesting’. As a result, SIEs were more positive towards the 
host-country culture to start with, and were also more motivated to make
efforts to adjust. They also use a greater degree of personal agency to seek 
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contact with host-country nationals, whereas the traditional expatriates in 
our data seemed to have a stronger tendency to associate with various expa-
triate networks (Manev & Steveson, 2001). A naturally occurring driver for
the greater speed of adjustment was the lack of corporate- sponsored accom-
modation and schooling: SIEs were less likely to live in secluded expatriate
areas and their children did not go to private international schools, but the
families interacted with local professionals of similar status in the locals’
day-to-day environment.

External-bonding social capital seemed to be particularly important for the
development of SIEs’ relational and, in particular, cognitive social capital. First, 
SIEs’ higher motivation and more frequent natural interaction with locals
seemed to facilitate the development of trusting relationships that offered 
emotional support and led to faster adjustment to and higher identification 
with the host-country culture. Even more importantly, though, the fact that
the SIEs had a more solitary standing in adapting and adjusting to the local 
environment and culture gave them self-assurance, in the sense that they felt
they could cope and even flourish regardless of what life throws at them. This 
combination of humility in accepting differences and confidence in being able
to deal with them is a potentially highly valuable aspect of SIEs’ social capital.

I would say the biggest challenge for me was when I lived in France for
the first time … I didn’t speak much more than school French, and had 
forgotten most of it. The French culture is different to the Finnish one,
how they react and social situations and so on. It gave me a lot of self-
confidence when things worked out well – after the first struggles! It was 
like – when you realized that you coped and even succeeded, you were no
longer afraid of other countries or other new situations either. (SIE)

(D) External-bridging

In terms of the external-bridging dimension – that is, ties to the broader
home-country community – this was the category in which the differences 
between self-initiated and traditional expatriates were least pronounced.
Although the differences between the two groups were partly a result of 
their differing expatriate statuses, there was also a significant element of idi-
osyncrasy and personal circumstance (such as family relationships, spouse
nationality and previous living experiences abroad) involved. What became
clear was that continuous contact with the company-external home-country 
network requires personal agency and investment in terms of both time and
money. Some endorsed home-country ties, while others did not, and this 
aspect seemed unrelated to their expatriate status.

It is so incredibly important to keep in touch with your friends. Those
people who go abroad and turn their backs on the home country are 
making life difficult for themselves. (SIE)
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Of course, the closer you are located to your home country, the easier it
is to maintain home-country ties. Expatriates located in countries that were
geographically close to their home countries were more likely to retain closer 
links to their external networks as a function of more frequent visits, and this
effect was found in both groups. Conversely, the company-external home-
country ties of expatriates in more distant locations suffered clearly from the
lack of face-to-face contact, particularly in terms of weak ties – ‘When you’re
far from headquarters that has an effect.’ Although traditional expatriates
were provided with more naturally occurring trips to the home country and 
typically also at least one paid holiday visit, those visits tended to focus on
either work-related issues and relationships or interactions with close family 
and friends, due to time restrictions. To an extent, social media was used to
retain contact, but this was primarily endorsed by younger professionals and 
nevertheless was not felt sufficient to replace face-to-face contact. The fact
that traditional expatriates were in most cases due to return to their home 
country was, however, an important motivational factor for their retaining 
ties in the home-country community. For SIEs this depended heavily on their 
career aspirations and personal plans for returning.

Although home-country identification tended to weaken over time for
both types of expatriates, both as a function of their lack of physical pres-
ence and as a result of adjusting to the host country, this nevertheless
seemed more probable for SIEs: as host-country adjustment was relatively
easier for SIEs, the flipside of this was a faster weakening of home-country
identification. Indeed, time and focus spent in one community is time away
from another, as a traditional expatriate put it:

When I am in Finland, I see who I can and have time to meet. In fact,
I have to make a schedule to see who I have time to meet… because you 
just cannot meet everyone every time. (Traditional expatriate)

Therefore, as SIEs relied solely on self-arranged home-country visits, this com-
bined with relatively deeper adjustment in the host country tended to result
in them becoming easily alienated from domestic home-country contacts: 

It’s so much more difficult to keep in touch with these people than with
the people I’ve met abroad – [people I’ve met abroad] accept me and you
don’t have to justify yourself. (SIE)

All in all, the structural, relational and cognitive aspects, although ana-
lytically separate dimensions, seemed to be interlinked, in that the differ-
ent dimensions worked in the same direction and supported each other
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). All of the dimensions were necessary in order 
to accrue the highest benefits. Table 12.2 summarizes the key differences 
between self-initiated and traditional expatriates, as found in our data.



Table 12.2 Social capital of self-initiated vs traditional expatriates

Context Typical differences between traditional and
self-initiated expatriates

Relative benefits to self-initiated or traditional 
expatriates

A. Internal-bonding: 
Social capital
with people in 
the host-country
unit

Both join the host unit with little existing social
capital and develop more over time

Structural social capital:
A stronger and more diverse network allows SIEs to get 
information and help/advice from more sources and
perspectives within the host unit

Development of ties dependent on tasks and
personal agency/initiative; however, SIEs are
relatively more motivated to develop stronger
and more diverse ties

Relational social capital:
SIEs’ strong and diverse relationships are likely to
facilitate trust

Cognitive social capital:
SIEs more likely to identify with the unit and seen as an 
insider, as there is no prior unit identification

B. Internal-bridging: 
Social capital with
people in the 
home-country
unit

Traditional expatriates come with a broad network 
of strong and weak ties to the home-country unit,
as a function of their previous co-location.
They are also likely to maintain active links in
their expatriate role and through home-country
unit visits

Structural social capital:
A broad network allows traditional expatriates to benefit
more from information and help/advice from people in 
the home unit than SIEs

Relational social capital:
Traditional expatriates are likely to enjoy significantly 
more trust than SIEs in the home unit, due to previous
co-location

SIEs have no existing ties as they join the
company abroad. Depending on tasks, some
new ties may develop, but these are likely to be
relatively weak as there is no previous co-location

Cognitive social capital:
Traditional expatriates are likely to retain at least some 
identification with the home unit, and are seen as an
insider, whereas SIEs are less likely to identify with the 
home unit, and are more likely to be seen as an outsider
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C. External-bonding: 
Social capital
with people in 
the host-country
community

Both come to the host-country community
with little existing social capital and develop
more over time

Structural social capital:
A stronger and more diverse network allows SIEs to get 
information and help/advice from more sources and
perspectives within the host-countryDevelopment of ties is dependent on natural

contact and personal agency/initiative. SIEs are
relatively more motivated to develop stronger
and more diverse ties, as location has played a
role in their choice of employment. They are
also likely to have more natural contact in the
local community due to lack of accommodation
and school fee reimbursement

Relational social capital:
SIEs’ higher motivation and interaction are likely to 
facilitate trust more effectively

Cognitive social capital:
SIEs are likely to adjust to and identify with the host-
country quicker, due to higher motivation and more 
interaction

D. External-bridging: 
Social capital
with people in 
the home-country
community

Both have existing ties in the home-country
community as a function of their previous
employment and professional and personal
networks

Structural social capital:
Existing networks allow both traditional and
self-initiated expatriates to benefit from information and 
help/advice from people in the home-country
community. SIEs’ active networks are more likely to
weaken over time without significant personal agencyRetaining of these networks dependent on

motivation and personal agency. Traditional
expatriates have more opportunities to
maintain active contact as a by-product of 
their home-country unit visits

Relational social capital:
Both types of expatriates are likely to enjoy trustful 
relationships in the home-country community, due to 
previous co-location. Strength of relationships is more 
likely to weaken over time for SIEs without significant 
personal agency

Cognitive social capital:
Both types of expatriates are likely to retain a significant 
degree of identification with the home-country
community. Identification is more likely to weaken over
time for SIEs without significant personal agency   271
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Conclusions and implications

The goal of the present study was to analyse the characteristics of SIEs’
social capital and compare them with those of traditional expatriates. We 
further assessed the potential benefits and disadvantages of the structural,
relational and cognitive dimensions of SIEs’ social capital, both within and
outside firms, and compared them to traditional expatriates. Our analysis
revealed notable differences between two groups, in that SIEs were relatively
more motivated to build local host-unit and host-community ties, as they
in average stay in the host country over a longer period of time than tradi-
tional expatriates, who typically have fixed-term contracts with repatriation
agreements. In terms of internal-bridging social capital, on the other hand,
traditional expatriates benefited from existing ties in the home unit, and
continued to build on these as a function of their potential control and
coordination role and in preparation for their eventual return.

Further, in terms of external-bonding social capital, SIEs were more likely
to build a broader network of stronger ties in the local community than 
traditional expatriates, both as a function of their higher personal motiva-
tion to do so as well as through naturally occurring contact such as housing
and school. Traditional expatriates, in turn, were relatively more likely to
associate with other expatriates, and also devote more time to cultivating
home-country contacts than building new ones in the host-country com-
munity, given that they knew they were to return to the home country after
a set time.

Lastly, whereas the differences between self-initiated and traditional 
expatriates were clearly seen in our data with regard to the internal-bond-
ing, internal-bridging and external-bonding categories, differences between
external-bridging ties (that is, firm-external ties in the home-country
community) seemed less pronounced and largely driven by personal cir-
cumstances, such as personal career aspirations and plans for returning.
However, SIEs’ social capital seemed more likely to weaken over time, driven 
by both their bigger interest in building host-country ties (as time in one 
is time away from the other) and lack of work-related and/or company-
organized home-country visits.

Our findings contribute by providing new insights on the social capital
of self-initiated vs traditional expatriates. First, the above-discussed differ-
ences had notable consequences in terms of access to both knowledge and
information. The generic pattern was such that the more social capital the
expatriate possessed within each of the above contexts, the more he or she
could draw upon it for knowledge. Whenever some work-related issues need
to be solved, they could utilize their personal social network to get support
and advice.

These benefits were similar for both self-initiated and traditional expatri-
ates. However, as their level of social capital was different in the different
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contexts, the knowledge advantages were more pronounced for SIEs in
internal-bonding and external-bonding quadrants, while for traditional
expatriates it was seen particularly in the internal-bridging – and, to some
extent, the external-bridging – ones. This may represent a knowledge-shar-
ing advantage for multinational firms, which has so far been overlooked: As 
SIEs typically possess greater structural, relational and cognitive social capi-
tal in the host context both internally and externally, their understanding of 
the host market is naturally higher. Further, as they are, due to their nation-
ality of origin, also insiders in the home-country cultural context, they may
be good at transferring host-country market knowledge to the home unit, 
which is most typically the corporate HQ. In other words, SIEs are more
likely to have a good understanding of both home- and host- country mar-d
kets (Wenger, 1998), and thus be able to translate between the two more
insightfully (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995). This is an intriguing possibility, and
we call for future research to test this possibility empirically.

Second, previous literature has suggested that differences in social net-
works account for differences in job performance (Cross & Cummings, 
2004; Raider & Burt, 1996) and career advancement (Kim, 2002; Lin, 2001).
Although our evidence regarding this is incomplete, our findings related to
the different social capital patterns may imply different advantages and dis-
advantages in terms of career trajectories. Career disadvantages may become 
a potential issue for SIEs, in particular: as their social capital vis-a-vis the home
unit (most often the HQ) was lower, they were not always in the knowl-
edge loop regarding new opportunities. This may also mean that decision
makers do not always come to think about them as potential candidates,
despite their leadership potential. On the other hand, the diversity of SIEs’
company-external social capital in both the home and host countries means
that they may become more ‘boundaryless’ in thinking about job-seeking
options (Raider & Burt, 1996), both internally and externally. Our research 
design did not allow us to dig deeper in this interesting area, but it would
be a fruitful avenue of future research.

Third, our findings that SIEs were both more motivated and more open
to broadening their mindset than traditional assigned expatriates, driven
by their deeper adjustment and wider set of local ties, are important from
leadership development perspective. Such qualities are perquisite for the
development of a global mindset, which has recently been raised as an
important leadership quality of a global leader (Evans et al., 2011). Global
mindset involves the ability to both accept and work in an atmosphere of 
cultural diversity and balance competing strategic priorities, and our find-
ings point to the possibility that SIEs’ social capital with local host-country 
nationals both inside and outside their company can be a major driver for 
the development of such understanding. The SIEs’ broader mindset was
reflected not only in their greater acceptance of differences but also in
terms of their higher self-assurance, in that SIEs felt they could cope in any



274  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

circumstances and also – importantly – in terms of better understanding of 
differing viewpoints.

The present study also has several limitations. As a qualitative study 
with a limited number of respondents, one should avoid making too broad
generalizations on the basis of the results. Indeed, the role of the empirical 
material should be seen as more illustrative than explanatory, and more
research with larger samples is thus needed to confirm the observations we 
have made in our data. Second, all the respondents were Finnish expatri-
ates and all but one male; future samples should include expatriates from 
other cultural contexts and with more diverse characteristics. Third, there
may be other drivers than those discussed above that influence the devel-
opment of relationships in each of the contexts. Perhaps the most obvi-
ous ones include personal relationships. For example, four of the SIEs in
our study developed personal romantic relationships with a host-country 
(or third-country) national, which influenced their motivation to stay 
and build local social capital or even to consider potentially immigrating 
permanently. Of course, it is possible that traditional expatriates can also
get married with a local partner and consider staying in the country per-
manently, but based on our data this is more likely with SIEs due to their
broader external social capital in the host country – they simply meet more 
host-country nationals.

In addition to the above theoretical implications, our findings lend
themselves to some important practical implications to both organizations
and the assignees themselves. First, our results indicate that SIEs have an
advantage of being well networked locally while connections to HQ may
be lacking. Such a shortcoming should, however, be relatively easy to over-
come, at least partially, by including SIEs in corporate training and devel-
opment, international projects, talent management or through inpatriate
assignments to HQ. Such activities provide naturally occurring, company-
paid trips to the home-country unit. From the other angle, organizational 
expatriates should also be encouraged and supported to be more involved 
with locals though arrangements such local mentors, professional networks,
outside-work activities, and initiation programmes and context-specific
cross-cultural training. When recruiting, the strengths of different groups
of expatriates should be kept in mind in order to achieve the best possible
match between job requirements and candidates.

To summarize, the boundary-spanning ability of SIEs, together with their
likely global mindset, makes them potentially highly beneficial neutral
bridge-builders for multinational firms. Indeed, according to Taylor (2007: 
337), ‘the identification, development and retention of managers, particu-
larly those crossing geographic and cultural boundaries, who can success-
fully develop social capital in multiple cultural settings’ are central elements
in the successful management of an MNC. All in all, SIEs may be an over-
looked and untapped group with significant leadership potential.
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Notes

1. Due to the time difference between the identification of the interviewees through 
the survey and the time of the interview, five interviewees had recently returned
to Finland. In their cases, the last assignment country is indicated in Table 12.2.
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13
The Work-Life Interface of 
Self-Initiated Expatriates:
Conflicts and Enrichment
Liisa Mäkelä and Vesa Suutari

Introduction

Research interest in self-initiated expatriation has been increasing  steadily
due to the globalization of business life and job markets. The emerging 
research tradition has already covered themes including career motives, devel-
opment, adjustment, HR support, repatriation and careers. There is, however,
limited research on the work-life interface (WLI) of self-initiated expatriates 
(SIEs), despite the fact that international work affects not only expatriates’ 
working lives but also their whole life situation. Moreover, if expatriates have 
a family, moving and living abroad is at least as challenging for their spouses 
and children as it is for them (Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Richardson, 2006).
Issues affecting spouses and family are also important to the repatriation
process since repatriation adjustment has been found to be challenging.
Spouses often have to interrupt their own careers in order to follow the
expatriate abroad, and the job-related arrangements of the spouse are
among the key challenges reported by repatriates (Riusala & Suutari, 2000). 
If companies are seen as unsympathetic to the problems faced by repatriates
and their families, individuals will be even more reluctant to accept the offer
of foreign assignments in future (Scullion, 1993). From these perspectives,
it is unsurprising that work-life balance (WLB) concerns (Mäkelä & Suutari, 
2011; Hearn, Jyrkinen, Piekkari & Oinonen, 2008) rank highly among the 
key challenges related to international careers. It has even been argued that
such careers would be too challenging for most individuals and their fami-
lies (Forster, 2000). At the same time, it has been found that international 
jobs may also have positive WLI outcomes – known as work-life enrichment 
(Mäkelä & Suutari, 2011).

In the light of such challenges presented by international work, multina-
tional companies (MNCs) typically have issues trying to recruit expatriates 
(Dickmann, Doherty, Mills & Brewster, 2007). Family-related issues are often 
among the main reasons for refusing expatriate assignments (Chew, 2004) and
for the premature termination of international assignments (Kamoche, 1997).
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The latter phenomenon creates issues with succession both at the home base
and abroad. This indicates that work-family issues should be high on the
agenda of a company aiming to recruit and commit international talent.

High costs and other problems related to international assignments
mean that companies are also increasingly aiming to recruit from alterna-
tive labour pools, often replacing long-term assignments with shorter term
alternatives, for example (Collings, Scullion & Morley, 2007), and recruit-
ing internationally mobile professionals such as SIEs unencumbered by
expensive traditional expatriate contracts. Labour markets are increasingly
international as it is ever easier to move across borders, and increasing num-
bers of highly educated people have the international experience, the lan-
guage skills and the motivation to apply for interesting international posts.
International recruitment is in turn supported through the development of 
on-line recruitment channels, which have made it very easy to offer jobs 
internationally. In the light of such developments, it has been suggested 
that the deployment of SIEs is expected to increase within organizations
(Suutari & Brewster, 2003; Tharenou & Caulfield, 2010).

Although managing the interface of working life and personal life is
always challenging, SIEs may face an even more challenging situation as
they are likely to be beyond the scope of corporate support initiatives like
family training and support, which might encompass cross-cultural and/or
language training, and assistance with education, health care, family adjust-
ment, day care, travel arrangements and so on. Traditional expatriate com-
pensation levels have historically been very competitive from a total-income
perspective, which may have helped in WLI issues through, for example,
offering a high standard of living, the option of putting children through 
international schools, private health care through insurance and making
hiring domestic staff affordable. The contracts offered to SIEs rarely include
such extra support. The other side of the coin may be seen in the fact that
SIEs are able to take more account of family issues when planning their
assignments, as they are not affected by the corporate needs of an employer
(Richardson, 2006). Accordingly, they have more flexibility in selecting the
location, timing and type of job they are interested in. This may in turn
create a better starting point for any necessary family adjustment, despite
the absence of corporate support. However, the research on WLI challenges 
faced by SIEs is very limited, and more research is clearly needed to verify
the preliminary thoughts above.

In the light of this background, the present chapter aims to increase our
understanding of the work-life interface confronting SIEs as viewed from
selected perspectives on work-life conflicts and enrichment. The negative
side of the work-life interface can be termed conflicts, and they arise if the
individuals’ roles and/or resources in one domain (personal life: e.g.  family, 
relatives, hobbies) compete with or are inconsistent with the demands of 
the other domain (working life). Conversely, different life spheres may 
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also have positive impacts on each other, and thus the different roles and
resources people have in one domain can complete the needs from another
domain (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Carlson, Kacmar, Wayne & Grzywacz,
2006; Fisher, Bulger & Smith, 2009). We also discuss the fact that the SIE 
group is very diverse and includes various subgroups facing, at least to some
extent, different kinds of work-life interfaces. After the literature review sec-
tion, we present new empirical evidence on the basis of data from interviews
of SIEs. We utilize the extensive qualitative database collected in recent stud-
ies (Mäkelä & Suutari, 2011; Mäkelä, Suutari & Mayerhofer, 2011; Mäkelä,
Känsälä & Suutari, 2011) of international careerists’ WLI, and extract the SIE
data from this larger database to support the current research. Finally, we 
draw conclusions and discuss our findings and also compare WLI issues as
they affect assigned expatriates and SIEs.

The work and personal life interface – conflicts 
and enrichment

The literature concerning the interface of work and personal life has focused
on questions about people dealing with those life spheres that, although are 
separate fields, are to some degree interconnected (Eby, Casper, Lockwood,
Bordeaux & Brinleya, 2005; Frone, 2003). At first, attention was directed
towards conflicts that emerge between work and personal life, but the positive 
dynamics between these two domains later attracted attention. In addition,
WLB, which is also a commonly used concept, has been defined as ‘satisfac-
tion and good functioning at work and at home with a minimum role con-
flict’ (Clark, 2000: 751). Most of the research in this field has focused on the
family as a personal life domain; however, it has been argued that, especially 
in modern societies, it is important to take other aspects of personal life, such
as relatives, friends and hobbies, into account too (Sturges & Guest, 2004;
Fisher et al., 2009; Grawitch, Barber and Justice, 2010). Furthermore, studies 
have also been focused on the direction of the effects: that is, whether work-
ing life leads to positive or negative effects on personal life or vice versa.

Two different reasons why these positive and negative dynamics arise are, 
first, the competing and sometimes contradictory roles that people play
within different domains, and second, restricted resources. Resources such
as time and energy are restricted and stress may be caused by the potential
loss of resources, actual loss of resources or the failure to obtain expected
resources. Conflicts spanning work-nonwork domains emerge if resources in
one domain are depleted by demands from the other domain or if the roles
of the domains conflict. However, resources are seen as renewable and the
different roles people play can be useful; thus, work and nonwork lives may
support each other (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Carlson et al., 2006).

Earlier studies have reported work-nonwork conflicts occurring more
often than nonwork-work conflicts (see Frone, 2003; Geurts & Demerouti, 
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2003; Kinnunen & Mauno, 2008); such difficulties have been shown to have
a negative impact in several areas, such as job satisfaction (see, for exam-
ple, Allen, Herst, Bruck & Sutton, 2000), life satisfaction (see, for example, 
Kossek & Ozeki, 1998), work withdrawal (Hammer, Bauer & Grandey, 2003)
and other stress outcomes, such as depression (see, for example, Frone,
Russell & Cooper, 1992). However, conflicts that emerge from the family
domain and are transferred to the work domain have recently been found
to have far longer lasting effects on well-being (Kinnunen, Feldt, Mauno &
Rantanen, 2010). Positive effects traversing work and private life are studied
through enrichment or facilitation. These terms, which are used in a way 
similar to that in previous studies (Wayne, Grzywacz, Carlson & Kacmar, 
2007), refer to the extent to which experiences in one role improve quality
of life in the other (Frone, 2003; Carlson et al., 2006). Enrichment can occur
when, for instance, the resources, skills, perspectives, flexibility, psychologi-
cal and physical social capital and material resources acquired or developed
in one role improve performance in, or otherwise positively affect, another
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Carlson et al., 2006). As an example of enrich-
ment of personal life derived from work life, we can cite situations in which
organizational skills learned through training at work may be employed
in private life. A positive effect flowing from the personal life to the work 
domain could, for example, be found in a situation where someone creates 
social networks through the parents of his or her children’s friends that later
prove useful in a work context.

The work-life interface of SIEs

As in every area related to international mobility, the main emphasis in 
the existing research on the work-life interface has been on organizational
expatriation, while research on the work-life interface of SIEs remains mini-
mal. However, it has been shown that work and personal life integration
is especially important for people with a protean career attitude, an atti-
tude suggested to be typical of SIEs (Cerdin & Le Pargneux, 2009). We will
therefore start by discussing what is known of the nature of international
assignments from the work-life interface perspective. In parallel, we will
discuss the specific situation of SIEs in order to bring out the differences
and similarities between their situation and that of assigned expatriates. We 
will also highlight that the overall SIE group is very diverse and that this 
diversity can also have an impact on the work-life interface issues faced by
certain subgroups.

The first challenge for expatriates and their families comes from the need
to adjust to a new institutional context. A specific feature of international 
careers is that international career moves have a major impact not only on 
the expatriates but also on their families, as the whole family faces adjustment 
pressures when moving abroad. The family will be living in a new country 
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with a different culture, and will need to adjust to new education, day care 
and health care systems and a different living environment. Expatriates usu-
ally have a social network at work and may draw support from colleagues
and the company (Florkowski & Fogel, 1999), but their spouse and family 
may not have any social connections. Family adjustment has been found to
occur more slowly and require more support from people in the host country 
(Black & Stephens, 1989; Sinangil & Ones, 1997). There is a lack of recogni-
tion in both the home and host countries of the importance of the family 
situation to successful expatriation (Sinangil & Ones, 1997). In this kind of 
career environment, the challenges involved in the work-life interface are 
obvious. In these areas, assigned expatriates and SIEs are likely to face very 
similar adjustment and WLB challenges (Richardson, 2006).

There are also many job-related reasons why work-life interface issues
can become central in an international career context (Schaffer et al., 2001;
Suutari, 2003; Harris, 2004; Cappellen & Janssens, 2005; Mäkelä & Suutari,
2011). Research carried out among expatriates in general indicates that the 
nature of the work on international assignments is often very challenging 
(e.g. Bossard & Peterson, 2005; Suutari & Mäkelä, 2007), and work require-
ments often cause work-life conflicts. The nature of traditional expatriate jobs
has been found to involve major challenges, a high level of autonomy and a
wide breadth of tasks, and moreover, there is likely to be less specialist help
available than there would be at a company headquarters. Assigned expatri-
ates therefore have to rely to a greater degree on their problem- solving skills 
and their personal networks to provide the necessary information or help.
As they are operating in a new organizational and cultural context, adjust-
ment is often challenging. It is also fairly typical for assigned expatriates to 
travel quite regularly between their company’s headquarters and its foreign
subsidiaries, which in turn affects the work-life interface since it disrupts the 
traveller’s everyday routines and social activities; the pressure that it places
on family and work commitments causes international business travel-
lers to become stressed (Mayerhofer, Hartmann & Herbert, 2004; Demel & 
Mayrhofer, 2010; Mayerhofer, Muller & Schmidt, 2010; Konopaske, Robie & 
Ivancevich, 2009). Overall, expatriate jobs – both assigned and self-initiated 
(Jokinen, Brewster & Suutari, 2008) – are perceived to be highly developmen-
tal (Bossard & Peterson, 2005; Kohonen, 2004; Roberts, Kossek & Ozeki, 1998; 
Suutari & Mäkelä, 2007).

Thinking about the situation of SIEs from these angles, it can be argued
that SIEs hold a greater variety of jobs: some SIEs have high-level manage-
rial/expert roles, while others may operate in lower level positions with
less demanding tasks, perhaps in positions where assigned expatriates are
rarely employed due to the high costs associated with traditional expatriate
assignments. Some SIEs work in local organizations which may not always
be so international, and thus such SIEs have to travel less than their assigned
counterparts. In turn, some SIEs (e.g. global careerists working in high
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organizational levels in international companies) may travel extensively as
people with international careers often have international responsibilities,
customers or suppliers. This means that among SIEs, the pressure on the
WLB can vary greatly.

Traditional expatriates working within a foreign subsidiary of an MNC 
may have the advantage of already knowing key people in the subsidiary,
may have visited the organizational unit or may at least be familiar with the
organizational culture of the MNC. They are likely to know who to contact
at headquarters if help is needed. SIEs, however, are unlikely to have any 
prior experience of the organizational unit or the MNC (or equivalent); thus
they might be expected to face greater adjustment challenges in this area.

While adjustment challenges and related WLB issues are challenging for all
expatriates, SIEs and their families often face a more difficult situation, as they 
may be outside the scope of corporate support practices such as family train-
ing and support or cross-cultural training, whether before the assignment or
during it. In traditional expatriate cases, the company may be able to provide
a full-scale relocation programme to help in the process, which may include
acquainting the assigned expatriate with the area; assisting with housing 
arrangements, school and day care arrangements, banking and other local
facilities; support in dealing with public authorities (e.g. social security cards 
and local registration), health care and working arrangements in dual-career
situations (Schell & Solomon, 1997). SIEs, however, usually have to make 
the necessary arrangements themselves in a new environment. However, the 
situation of some high-level SIEs can be exceptional (see below).

The level of traditional expatriate compensation has historically been
high from a total-income perspective, and contracts might include a wide
range of allowances. This has helped resolve WLB issues, as mentioned
earlier, for example through offering a high standard of living or being able
to put children through international schools, and so on. SIEs’ contracts
rarely include such extra support: they are not generally offered assigned
expatriate benefits such as an expatriate allowance (or overseas premium),
cost-of-living allowance, housing allowance, education allowance, hard-
ship allowance, car allowance and home-leave allowance (for more specific
details, see Black et al., 1999). Thus, the standard of living may be lower
among SIEs than assigned expatriates, and this in turn affects the WLB of 
SIEs and their families. However, more experienced international profession-
als may be able to negotiate such elements in their compensation packages,
despite not being treated in the same way as expatriates with an interna-
tional assignment contract.

While traditional expatriates may be able to get better corporate support,
the other side of the coin is the fact that as SIEs do not need to consider
the corporate needs of an employer when planning their work abroad, they
may be able to take family issues into account to a greater extent at an early
stage. They also have more flexibility with regard to selecting the location,
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timing and type of job they are interested in. This may create a better start-
ing point for family adjustment, despite there being little or no corporate
support on offer.

Diversity of SIEs and the related variability in the 
work-life interface

As mentioned above, it is important to recognize that the SIE group is very 
diverse. For example, Suutari & Brewster (2003) analysed a group of highly 
educated SIEs and identified several subgroups: young opportunists, job-
seekers, officials (working in organizations such as the EU or UN), localized
professionals, global careerists and dual-career couples (DCCs). Differences
between these groups are to be expected in relation to work-life interface
issues, which are worth discussing, though due to the limited research in
the area we cannot verify all the issues with references.

Young opportunists are likely to have fewer family constraints – they are 
often single and have no children. They travel abroad to combine work and
pleasure, in a similar way to the group of people seeking overseas experience
described by Inkson, Arthur, Pringle and Barry (1997). Among young gradu-
ates, the major reasons for taking international jobs are cited as seeking
cross-cultural experiences, growth, career prospects, excitement and meet-
ing new and different people (Tharenou, 2003). WLB issues are probably
not among their main concerns; their focus is on gaining international life
experience, seeing the world and starting their career. The jobs they take in
their early career overseas may not be very challenging, meaning they can 
enjoy their international living environment and leisure pursuits. In that
sense, they might be expected to face relatively few work-life conflicts. Their
work and leisure time abroad may enrich their lives by offering interesting
general life experiences and developing their overall worldview.

Localized professionals include people who decided to stay in the host
country after an international assignment. They may continue to work in 
the same organization and even the same job, but may also seek jobs in
local organizations or other international organizations in the same context.
One outcome is that they typically have local contracts without traditional
expatriate benefits. Sometimes the arrangement is made due to an exist-
ing relationship with local partners, but at other times it may be a result
of a general satisfaction with the living environment and/or the available
career opportunities. In any case, the expatriate is already well settled in the
location; they may have a spouse or partner from the local area and have
relatives close by to help with family issues. This situation is very different 
to that of new expatriates and their families, with their new adjustment
challenges and related WLB conflicts.

Global careerists include SIEs who are very experienced international
professionals with a long-term international career, often with a number
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of international assignments and periods working at the headquarters or
in their home country as part of assignments behind them. They often
have experience of working both as assigned expatriates and as SIEs. Due to 
the increased internationalization of work, research interest in such global 
careers has been increasing (Suutari, 2003; Stahl & Cerdin, 2004; Cappellen &
Janssens, 2005; Dickman & Harris, 2005; Thomas, Lazarova & Inkson, 2005; 
Suutari & Mäkelä, 2007). The existing research indicates that global career-
ists and their families find it very challenging to maintain a favourable WLB
(Shaffer and Harrison, 2001; Suutari, 2003; Suutari & Mäkelä, 2011). The
challenges in global careers relate to issues such as on-going adjustment chal-
lenges in new environments, the challenging nature of international jobs 
causing strain, uncertainty created by the cyclical nature of work contracts 
and challenges in maintaining social contacts due to mobility and distance.

Their long international experience equips global careerists to operate
successfully in such a challenging international career environment. The
families of global careerists will typically follow them, meaning that the
whole family develops experience of international mobility, which helps
them to make sense of situations and leads to more realistic pre-departure
expectations (Kelly, 2009). Studies have found that while global careerists 
recognized maintaining the WLB to be a major challenge, they learned to 
deal with difficult situations through active problem-solving. They also
recognized that the choice of a global career has to be a family decision 
(Suutari & Mäkelä, 2011). The central role of family adaptation (Voydanoff, 
2002; Moen & Wethington, 1992), in other words, the adaptability of the 
partner and the whole family, provides important support for both the
career of the SIE and the work-life interface of the whole family.

DCC situations involve SIEs who have moved abroad due to their spouse’s
job (e.g. an international assignment) and have then found themselves a
job in the host country, typically through their own efforts, but sometimes 
supported by the spouse’s company through a dual-career support pro-
gramme. Dual-earner or DCCs have become more the rule than the excep-
tion in modern societies (Wierda-Boer, Gerris & Wermulst, 2008), and it has
been widely argued that DCCs in the global career context deserve further 
research attention (Lauring & Selmer, 2010; Harvey, Novicevic & Breland,
2009). Such dual careers are common among SIEs, and thus the specific 
challenges faced by DCCs are a relevant issue among SIEs. The general
research on DCCs has found that SIEs in such relationships are less willing 
to accept international assignments within MNCs (Selmer & Leung, 2003).
Spouse-related job arrangements abroad, repatriation and related future
career concerns are among the main challenges that cause stress for DCCs 
(Harvey & Buckley, 1998; Riusala & Suutari, 2000; Harvey et al., 2009). On 
the other hand, and as noted above, SIEs are better able to take into account 
individual and family concerns when considering a move abroad, so may
be able more easily to deal with such a situation, as they do not have to



286  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

consider corporate needs such as the location or time span of the assign-
ment. However, it may still be challenging to find solutions in which both 
partners can find good career options at the same time and in the same loca-
tion. DCCs to be successful should then have a mutual commitment to each 
other’s careers and seek to develop flexibility and joint coping mechanisms 
(Larkin & Ragan, 2008).

As this discussion indicates, WLI experiences can be expected to mani-
fest quite differently among different SIE groups. Clearly more research is
needed to verify whether all the aspects discussed appear exactly as stated 
above. The main point here was rather to indicate that it is difficult to 
discuss SIEs as a single group owing to the diversity of the population. 
Consequently, we sometimes specify the type of SIE subgroup in the results
section to indicate that the findings may be exclusive to certain subgroups 
of SIEs.

The existing literature as a whole makes it possible to depict the chal-
lenging nature of international jobs and relocations from the work-life 
interface perspective among both assigned expatriates and SIEs. No empiri-
cal research focusing on the work-life interface of SIEs could be found, how-
ever. In light of this, we will next report our empirical findings gathered 
from Finnish SIEs.

Findings

We adopted a qualitative research design based on semi-structured inter-
views conducted with 21 highly educated Finnish expatriates who have
worked as SIEs at some stage of their career. This SIE sample was picked from
a larger qualitative database (N = 46) originally collected for several qualita-N
tive studies concerning the work-life interface of global careerists, female
expatriates and dual careerists. The number of women in our total sample
was 20, and 13 of our SIE sample were female.

Interview data were content analysed using replication logic. Semi-struc-
tured open-ended questions were posed in order to bring out underlying
patterns and relationships. Analysis of the data began with careful reading
and re-reading of the interview transcripts. The analysis process focused
on SIEs’ accounts of their work, family and other personal life issues, both
negative and positive. Through the analysis, we identified issues which were
particularly related to the SIEs’ lives abroad.

Work to personal life conflicts

We start by discussing the negative effects of working life on our SIEs’ per-
sonal life sphere. The nature of the expatriates’ job is typically challenging,
though the range of jobs taken up by SIEs is generally wider. Though our 
participants were highly educated, very often their reason for seeking a job
overseas was the desire for a more interesting or challenging job than was 
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available in the home country. Occasionally, a weak economic and employ-
ment situation in the home country was cited as a factor in the decision to
become an SIE, despite initial reluctance. Of course, the interpretation of 
this as a work to personal life conflict is not unambiguous because work-
ing as an SIE provides an opportunity to have a meaningful job rather 
than working in an unpleasant job or being unemployed. One interviewee
described her experience of such a situation:

The economic situation in Finland had changed totally when I came
back from my first international assignment. When I left Finland, [the] 
situation in my expertise area was [such] that the replacement for me
was head-hunted, but when I came back there were about 150 applicants 
for each open IT-sector position. […] I defined myself as an economic
refugee.

As noted previously, the nature of the international work tasks was often
rather challenging and involved a great deal of responsibility. As a result, 
working abroad often put strain on the SIE’s personal life:

Yes, my work has affected me and my personal life. I have been so stressed
and tired due to work that I haven’t had time to think [about] personal
life issues … actually, I haven’t even had time for a personal life at all.

The type of job typically taken up by people working abroad means long
working days and irregular working times, due to requirements like work-
related communication across time zones, for example. This kind of com-
mitment to one’s work is usually very time-consuming and leads to conflict 
between work and personal life:

[In Finland] it was much easier to plan your leisure time activities, meet
your friends after work or go to the gym or whatever you wanted. You 
had much more time for your personal life. Here you just don’t have time
due to long working days.

The SIEs’ international work typically included a lot of travelling. This was 
sometimes seen as a double inconvenience: living outside the home country
and its social networks, and being away from home due to travelling:

I have always travelled a lot due to my work, also when we have been 
living abroad, and therefore my family has been alone rather a lot. It has 
been hard sometimes.

While it is arguably easier for SIEs to make decisions about the nature of their
job, the timeframe and the location of the international work  assignment



288  Talent Management of Self-Initiated Expatriates

than it is for assignees sent abroad by organizations, SIEs and perhaps their
family still have to adjust to their new environment. Work-life conflicts 
emerged at a family level. In such cases, there were typically some problems
regarding the family’s adjustment to a new location or the children being 
unwilling to move abroad.

Well, our son was 13 or 14 when we started to talk about this. At the
beginning he was saying, ‘I won’t move anywhere’. School, friends and 
everything were in Finland, of course considering withdrawal of that all
and moving to some other, unknown place … it feels – especially for a
child his age – difficult.

New living environments and working cultures, particularly in countries
where long working days are more the rule than the exception, negatively
affected the balance between SIEs’ work and personal lives. This was particu-
larly the case if the SIE had a family, as one interviewee illustrated:

This place is like another home. People spend all their time here even
though they don’t have that much work to do. We are here at least to the
minute your own boss leaves. […] the attitude here is not like ‘do your
work and go home’. For example, if colleagues who have kids have to
pick them up from the day care, they say with very guilty faces that they
have to do it. Then he or she goes and takes them, I don’t know where, 
and then comes back to the meeting.

Moreover, an important theme related to work-personal life conflicts that
SIEs mentioned was the weakness or sometimes even lack of social connec-
tions in a host country – an issue common to all kinds of expatriates. First,
living abroad as an SIE was sometimes seen as problematic owing to the
distance from close relatives who could help with family matters if needed.
Second, social interaction with relatives in the home country was usually 
described as very weak, even though active attempts were usually made to
maintain close relationships with the parents and siblings of the SIE and his
or her spouse. Third, SIEs observed that their friends were more likely to be
other expatriates or foreigners than to be local people. Therefore, the cycli-
cal nature of the other international assignees’ lives had a negative effect on 
SIEs’ personal lives: 

In my social circles here, I have other Finnish expatriates and through 
them I have also met a few local people as well.

My circle of acquaintances and neighbourhood is changing all the time
and it of course takes time to settle down […] in a way you always start
your life from the beginning.
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These interesting international work opportunities and challenging jobs
abroad sometimes create a situation in which SIEs have to choose whether 
to prioritize their career or their personal life and social relationships:

I have so much work and different kinds of opportunities here, but if I stay 
here I also know that I have to sacrifice my relationship with my partner,
or actually I don’t know if it can be defined as a relationship at all; it is a 
sort of distance relationship. But still, if I stay here it means an end to it.

Some SIEs complained that working as an SIE and not a traditional expatri-
ate meant that they lacked the sort of support and compensation packages
usually available to traditional expatriates. This also emerged in some cases
when these SIEs were not able to take advantage of their home country’s 
legislation, such as that concerning parental leave. In such cases, SIEs often
found that their personal life suffered as a result of their working life and
expressed a certain amount of disappointment when comparing their situa-
tion to that in the home country:

Here in [the] US they don’t have similar systems (maternity leave) like
in Finland, and because I am not sent by [a] Finnish company or organi-
zation I have to go with the local systems. Here family leave is only
six weeks and after that you can get slight moderation to your work 
task responsibilities. [Authors’ note: family leave in Finland consists of 
105 working days’ maternity leave + 158 working days’ parental leave,
amounting to about ten months.]

In addition to these central themes related to the SIEs’ work-private life con-
flicts, the diversity of SIEs emerged as an important factor when analysing
work-life interfaces. In many cases, working as an SIE was part of a longer
term global career rotating organizational and SIE roles. While the SIE role
regularly seems to provide greater opportunities for autonomous decision-
making (e.g. how long to stay in a country or which country to move to), 
some SIEs mentioned that undertaking several moves to different countries
had caused conflicts between their work and personal lives.

And the unavoidable truth is that some of my relationships with my
friends are dormant or have even disappeared. It feels like time flies when
I come to Finland for Christmas or in summer time, and it is same with
those weeks when my sister visits my place. You really have to do work if 
you want to maintain your friendships.

Dual-career issues also emerged within our data. Some of the interviewees
actually became SIEs due to their role as part of a DCC, after they moved to a 
certain location due to their spouse’s job. However, sometimes expatriation
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was self-initiated, and the SIE’s spouse followed without having an opportu-
nity to continue their own career. As a result, some SIEs reported a sense of 
guilt in moving to a new location as it interrupted their partner’s career.

When we moved to Africa [sent by an organization], my wife had a job
in Finland and she of course had to leave it. And when we repatriated,
she started working again and then when we left next time [as SIEs] she
again had to resign from her job.

Female SIEs’ work to personal life interface was particularly negative, espe-
cially from the perspective of attitudes concerning gender roles in the host
country. Our interviewees’ home country is Finland, where gender equality 
is high and women are well-educated and participate in working life to a 
great extent. Perhaps because of this, some of our female SIEs reflected these
issues rather negatively:

In this part of the world and working in a job like mine, I have to say
that as a female it is really a challenge to have a family. Very challenging. 
This is a totally different world overall. Working days are long and … it 
is a different situation than somewhere else.

Personal life to working life conflicts

While our interview data revealed that conflicts were mostly caused by
the demands of working life on personal life, personal life was sometimes
described as causing negative effects in the personal life sphere. We continue
by presenting the ways in which SIEs’ personal lives appeared to have nega-
tive effects on their working lives.

Family concerns are often suggested as the main reason for rejecting interna-
tional assignments. In our data, marital status or the family situation of the SIE
was also sometimes described as a limitation or factor in their decisions about 
working life. However, their interpretations of their own situations appeared to
be very subjective and depended on the circumstances in which they lived: that
is, on the one hand, SIEs who moved to work abroad alone, then started a fam-
ily, found their present situation more challenging than their previous one.

Then I met my wife, and we got married. I mean that you need to take 
a new perspective and take account also of your family, how to do your
work, where to move and so on.

Being single was also described as a challenge that had a negative effect on 
working life, however:

I really want to change country. If you are single in the Nordic coun-
tries at this age, it is not nice at all. Everybody else is married and has
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a family. And because I have hobbies to which I am really committed, I
have thought that it would be much easier to work in a certain country
where I am able to at least pursue my hobbies without always needing to
travel somewhere else.

In addition to the effects described above that relate mostly to the clos-
est relationships, other issues affecting the personal life sphere sometimes
caused challenges when working abroad. For instance, many of our par-
ticipants mentioned elderly parents who needed, or might in future need,
support, leading the SIE to consider repatriating:

If I think of my life in a very long range, retirement age or something like 
that … well, I suppose I won’t ever repatriate. Not necessarily. But I think 
if I were to get a really good job in Finland and if I met a Finnish man … 
that might be a combination which would make me come back. Or if my
parents’ health were to dramatically weaken and they needed me … That
could also be a situation which would make me consider repatriation, at
least temporarily.

Social networks and changing life situations also created pressure on work-
ing life and sometimes led SIEs to consider searching for a new job in a new
environment:

If I had continued my relationship with this Swedish man, I suppose 
I would think in a rather different way about staying here in Sweden. It 
really was important that he was here compared to the situation that we are
not together anymore. Well, if we were still together, I suppose I wouldn’t
even be thinking of changing country. Because changing a country or a city
or a job every third or fourth year is not in itself of any value for me. And 
now when there is no ‘him’ anymore and I haven’t met anyone else, it is 
again one motivating factor for me to move on and do something else.

Among the diverse groups of SIEs, important dual-career issues emerged
because, as mentioned above, in some cases seeking a job abroad was con-
nected to a personal relationship, that is, to a foreign partner or a partner 
working abroad. In these cases, our participants said that the situation radi-
cally limited their decision-making opportunities because they wanted and
needed to have a job in the same country as their partner.

My relationship has posed some challenges to my career. When I first
moved abroad and started to apply for a job there, I was in a totally differ-
ent position than if I had started to apply for a job in my home country. 
I was a foreigner; nobody had even heard of my business school, many 
had not even heard of Finland. I spoke the local language fluently but it 
was not my mother tongue.
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I have changed country because of my husband, and I have moved to a 
new country three, four times due to the man. And always I have started 
from the very beginning applying for a job. Unfortunately I have never
had an opportunity to change location within the same company, but
it has always been the same. Always starting from the beginning. It has
been really tough.

The above-mentioned are all examples of conflicts that emerged between
SIEs’ work and personal life spheres. Now we will present the positive effects
of self-initiated expatriation on the SIEs’ life spheres.

Work-life enrichment

SIEs often highlighted that working abroad had a very positive effect on
their experiences of their life in general. For example, they said that they
enjoyed the international aspects of their jobs abroad like new countries and
meeting different people. Working abroad also makes it possible to learn and
develop as a result of the challenging tasks that were not part of the jobs
available in the home country. These elements can be seen as a positive effect 
of working life on personal life, as highlighted by one of our respondents:

I have always thought I’m much more versatile when I’m working on 
the international tasks. I like them, I enjoy it, I’m more at home in [an]
international environment than in [a] Finnish environment.

Seeking a job abroad can also make it possible to fulfil personal goals
in working life, at the same time enhancing the SIE’s career capital and 
employability.

And in New York clothing is a huge business; the whole garment district is 
full of the companies in this field and I just applied for a job there. I was 
recruited after about four or five job interviews. It was my dream to work in
the clothing sector and so it was pretty easy choice.

I’ve got job offers due to my international work experience, so I think this
has been good for my career as well.

SIEs are much more likely to be able to choose their location based on their
own future intentions, and usually apply for positions in the locations they
are interested in:

I remember when I was interviewed for this job here I thought this coun-
try is like Finland in the seventies. Peaceful and sort of simple lifestyle. 
A rather easy place to live in, I thought.

In general, working abroad provides an opportunity to earn a higher income 
than would be available in the home country. This is often an important
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motivation for people to work abroad. This higher income also offers the
possibility of living a different lifestyle; for instance, the SIE’s spouse may be
able to stay at home with their children longer in a host country than would
have been possible in the home country.

When you live outside the Finnish tax system, you can offer better living
standards to your family in the future.

My wife has been at home when we have lived abroad, and this has been
one important positive issue. If we had stayed in Finland, she would
probably have been working as well … It has created a safe feeling for
our children as well.

Even though very often the negative side of self-initiated expatriation is the
fact that local agreements do not offer any extra support with the family’s 
expenses, our data indicated that some SIEs, such as experienced global
careerists, find this easily negotiable:

Half of the school expenses have been paid by my employer, not the total
but still something. Private schools are rather expensive, especially when
we lived outside the EU region. But there was no extra compensation for
my spouse or anything for the language training in the beginning.

My employer helped me find the apartment. It was very useful and in the 
HR department there is still one woman whose main job is to help and
advise the people who move here.

Moreover, it seems that self-initiated expatriation itself often provides a way 
to cope better with the interface of work and personal life. For instance,
these different SIE groups reflect this through confirming that expatriates
working for a local firm will typically have a permanent contract; therefore, 
life is not as cyclical and unstable as that of a traditional expatriate, whose
assignment will typically last between one and three years. Consequently,
the amount of time spent in a certain country depends more on the SIE and 
family members’ interests than the employer’s interests, and this has a posi-
tive effect on the SIE’s personal life:

I can continue my work here, in this bank, as long as I want to, even until 
retirement age.

SIEs on local contracts and with settled positions in their organization feel
free to make decisions concerning their own careers. They may look for a job 
in another country or reject new positions offered to them: 

Now we both have permanent jobs over here but at the moment we are
looking at our options. Next year we are going stay in another university 
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and move from the USA to Europe. It is an opportunity to consider whether
we want to live here in the USA or if we prefer to move to Europe.

When we moved back from Hong Kong I got a job offer from Singapore. 
We did not want to move immediately again and so we decided to stay at 
least for a while in Finland. The children went to school there and so on.

Dual careerists were another important group in which the interaction
between self-initiated expatriation and the personal life sphere was positive.
Although earlier in this chapter we showed that sometimes SIEs perceived
that their spouse’s nationality or the work location limited the opportuni-
ties to choose a country to move to, the desire to be with a partner was also
often mentioned as a main reason to look for a job in a certain country. In 
that situation, applying for a job abroad actually provided an opportunity to 
start a family and had a positive effect on the personal life sphere. In these
cases, the target country was usually the spouse’s home country or a country 
that the spouse’s language skills were appropriate for. Sometimes the reason
for the self-initiated expatriation period related to other personal life issues,
such as children who had previously lived abroad being willing to live in a
country other than Finland.

I came to Switzerland due to my ex-wife’s international assignment. That 
was totally OK for me but at some point there was a breakdown between
me and her (and we divorced). And when I met my present wife I decided 
to stay here.

It is worth mentioning that 43 per cent of the greater interview database of 
international assignees are female, but in the SIE sample extracted from that
original, 62 per cent are female. This indicates that for females, self-initiated
expatriation provides a viable route to working abroad.

Above we discussed the ways in which our participants felt their work 
life had enriched their personal life. We will now look at ways in which the
personal life sphere is seen to enrich the working life of SIEs.

Life-work enrichment

Self-initiated expatriation can also be decided upon as a result of one’s
personality, temperament and lifestyle. Some interviewees saw self-develop-
ment as closely related to learning, not only learning how to perform new
work tasks but also learning to understand different cultures and people
from different ethnic backgrounds. Working abroad provided them with an 
opportunity to develop those personal life skills. Often a similar perspective
applied to the whole family and therefore certain personal and family-level
life attitudes can be seen as having a positive influence on the choice of SIE 
work.
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Previously this chapter considered SIEs’ marital status and family situa-
tion from the perspective of conflicts. Apart from the negative issues, our
data showed that these personal life issues could also provide enriching ele-
ments to working as an SIE. On the one hand, those who were single often
described their life situation as suited to their working life:

[If] I had a family I would never have had an opportunity to make these 
moves that I have done. It has always been very easy to go because I have 
been responsible only for myself. It is [the] same now; [the] few first years
(in a new location) are so intense in terms of working life that I don’t know
how I would have been able to take care of the family at the same time.

On the other hand, people with families related the positive effects that
their family situation had on their working life, especially SIEs:

If I had been single I suppose I would not have moved anywhere. At least
not this many times. Family is very important when you are living and 
working abroad. It is obvious. If you had to be there alone for a long
period it wouldn’t be nice at all. Family has meant a lot to me.

In addition to the emotional support described above, the SIE’s family and
spouse were also sometimes described as providers of very concrete support 
when working abroad. This was particularly the case if the couple were liv-
ing in the spouse’s home country and the SIE’s work situation was that of 
a typically localized professional. In those cases, spouses’ social networks
helped the SIE to gain work contacts, and the spouse being local helped the
SIE to adjust to the new environment. Sometimes this personal situation
also brought opportunities to learn skills which were useful in working life,
as was typically the case with regard to the local language:

My wife is Russian and our home language is Russian and therefore
I speak the local language fluently. If I did not have language skills like
this, I probably would not have managed this well over here. Having 
family relations in this area has of course helped my personal life and
working life support each other.

The group of SIEs that can be defined as young opportunists were particu-
larly positively influenced by the personal life sphere. For instance, sponta-
neous young people who are willing to see new places and different ways of 
living can follow their instincts when seeking jobs, and their attitude to life
can lead them to take a job abroad within a very short time frame: 

I was on vacation in New York and I really liked the place and I said that 
this is the place where I want to live. I met this newspaper editor through
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an old Finnish friend, and surprisingly their previous business manager
had resigned and they needed a new one. I went for an interview and 
they thought I was the right person for this job. I returned to Finland just 
to pick up my working visa.

Above we have discussed how these SIEs perceived the dynamics between
their working and personal life spheres. Our findings show very clearly 
that both conflicts and enrichment take place in the context of SIE work,
and both directions – work-personal life and personal-working life – are 
relevant.

Conclusion and discussion

The aim of this chapter has been to increase understanding of SIEs’ lives,
taking into account the negative and positive effects which SIEs’ different
but closely interrelated working life and personal life spheres have on each
other. The data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 21
highly educated Finnish SIEs.

Our findings show that working in an international context challenges
both SIEs and their families as well as causing issues in other spheres of 
personal life (see also Shaffer and Harrison, 2001; Richardson, 2006; Hearn
et al., 2008; Mäkelä & Suutari, 2011). Similarly, in common with the gen-
eral literature concerning work-life interfaces (Geurts & Demerouti, 2003;
Kinnunen & Mauno, 2008), conflicts were found to flow in the working life
to personal life direction more often than the other way round. This finding
is in line with the prior expatriation literature and shows that the personal
life sphere may suffer from this challenging work environment. However,
our findings show that SIEs’ work and personal lives had many positive
influences on each other as well. This has been expressed as the perspective
of enrichment (Frone, 2003; Wayne et al., 2007) and has been less often
studied in expatriation research to date. This challenges the dominant view
in expatriation studies that family is one critical reason for the failure of 
international assignments (at least traditional ones).

Those negative effects flowing from working life to personal life related
mainly to the nature of the tasks performed by SIEs. In general, SIEs’ jobs
and tasks are more varied than those performed by assigned expatriates.
In our sample, the tasks were challenging mainly because of the nature of 
the sample: the respondents were highly educated business professionals.
Therefore, SIEs’ long working hours, work strain (as also evident in  domestic
settings, Eby et al., 2005) and the amount of travelling created conflicts
flowing from work life to personal life. Adjustment to a new living environ-
ment and work culture created pressure on SIEs’ personal lives, and their
social networks were also often found to be a problem, being rather weak 
and limited. These issues affected SIEs both at an individual level and, if the
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SIE had a spouse and children, at the family level. Moreover, even though
SIEs are mostly employed as local workers, we found that self-initiated
expatriation was very often part of a longer term international career. Thus 
there were negative effects on SIEs’ lives from moving a number of times, 
such as in dual-career situations in which the partner’s career was repeatedly 
interrupted.

Local work contracts lacking additional traditional expatriate benefits
(e.g. allowances and insurances) were not always considered optimal for
SIEs’ personal lives, due, for example, to differences in both the legislation
between home and host countries and the compensation offered to assigned
expatriates and SIEs. This limited the opportunities available to SIEs to make
costly provisions which would have improved the situation of the family
and supported the WLB of the SIEs and their families. On the other hand,
our findings show that it is sometimes possible for SIEs working in key posi-
tions in their organizations to negotiate good benefits packages with their
employer. Even without benefits, working abroad was sometimes seen as an
opportunity to raise the standard of living due to lower taxation and living
costs in the host country than in Finland.

While we found it more typical for working life to have negative effects
on personal life, there were nonetheless some conflicts flowing in the
direction of life to work. First, as earlier literature has shown, one impor-
tant factor which restricts SIEs’ work-related decision-making (on location,
work tasks and so on) is immediate family. This was also clear in our study; 
interestingly, however, our findings indicate that this is not actually an 
unambiguous situation but more of a subjective interpretation of the life 
situation. Some single SIEs felt that their marital status and family situ-
ation placed restrictions on their working life. Other personal life issues 
negatively affecting working life related to close relationships, such as 
elderly parents requiring assistance in the home country or a partner living
in a different country.

In addition to these negative effects, we found positive dynamics. The
challenging nature of SIEs’ work was good for their professional and per-
sonal development, and they found that they had gained many new skills
and changed as people. In these areas, the experiences of SIEs and assigned
expatriates are similar (Jokinen et al., 2008). Interesting job opportuni-
ties were often the reason for people becoming SIEs, and sometimes there
was no original intention to move overseas. Moreover, aside from seeking
interesting work, our findings show that one positive element important to
SIEs’ personal lives was their greater freedom to choose the work location
or duration of the working period abroad. In many cases, the location was
chosen for family reasons (such as it being the partner’s home country), or 
the expatriate became a localized professional after meeting their spouse in
the host country and deciding to stay in the country longer term. In these 
areas, the differences between assigned expatriates and SIEs are very clear
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and closely related to the WLI. On the general level too, the opportunity to
influence the work they did was found to be an important factor in decreas-
ing expatriate work-family conflicts (Eby et al., 2005; Kinnunen & Mauno,
2008).

It seems that the problems usually related to repatriation, such as the
nature and availability of work in the home country, appear differently 
among SIEs – many had no plans to repatriate, at least in the shorter term. In
that way, self-initiated assignments are often longer than international assign-
ments (Cerdin & Le Pargneux, 2010), and SIEs also more commonly consider 
permanent work abroad than assigned expatriates would (Suutari & Brewster,
2003). These differences are naturally connected with the WLI as well, since
among SIEs the decision-making resides more with the SIEs themselves than
it does among traditional expatriates typically working with shorter term
job contracts.

Women are still a clear minority within the group of expatriates, but
there is an upward trend, especially in the Finnish context (Tharenou, 2008;
Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008: 158; Jokinen et al., 2008). In this particular
study, the proportion of female SIEs (62 per cent) was surprisingly high.
However, our findings are in line with previous research (Suutari & Brewster,
2003; Hartl, 2004; Fitzgerald & Howe-Walsh, 2008) that argued that self-
initiated expatriation seems to provide better international career opportu-
nities for women compared to traditional expatriation and that professional
women are proactive in taking control of their own careers.

Moreover, our study offered evidence that the personal life sphere often
affected SIEs’ working lives in a positive manner. Above we discussed how
SIEs’ marital status and family situations were presented as a hindrance to
working life in a very subjective manner. However, SIEs typically presented 
their personal life situation as a positive influence on their working life, 
regardless of whether they were single or had a family. SIEs with a family
described it as a source of emotional or practical support, whereas singles
highlighted their independence and decision-making autonomy. This was
to some extent also related to the age and personality of the SIE. In this
area, the experiences of SIEs and assigned expatriates can be expected to be
quite similar.

Our findings show that self-initiated expatriation was a popular choice for 
young opportunists, who were very willing to move to a new country to gain
new life experiences and promote their careers. Fewer options are typically
available in traditional expatriate assignments in that career stage, when
more professional experience is a requirement of selection for an assigned 
expatriate position, often due to the high costs associated with expatriate
assignments. Again, SIEs can more independently steer their careers in the
directions they want to follow.

Overall, the research has clarified that when thinking of self-initiated
expatriation from the perspective of work and personal life interaction, both
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life spheres are important and can affect each other in negative and positive
ways. Since SIEs have been found to be more mobile in their careers, and
also more willing to leave their organizations than traditional expatriates are
(Bieman & Anderssen, 2010), it could be valuable for organizations employ-
ing SIEs to take account of their whole life situation to nurture commit-
ment to the organization. Support with housing and other practical issues
when SIEs (and family as appropriate) are moving to a new country would
improve SIEs’ WLB from the very beginning.

When aiming to recruit international professionals, companies may need
to offer traditional expatriate benefits and support practices such as settling-
in programmes to SIEs, and several organizations appear to have realized
the value of this approach already. Local support and local families should 
be more widely utilized to support SIEs. Similarly, it could be useful for the
employer to arrange some social activities for SIEs and their family.

The increasing competition for talent calls for companies to take account
of WLI issues in every area, not only when hiring SIEs. This would promote
their professional employees’ long-term occupational well-being and also
help organizations to ensure the continued commitment of their talented
SIEs – which may not be an easy task when SIEs can easily move across
organizational and national boundaries. A family-supportive organizational
culture, supportive supervisors, offering flexible working hours and/or dis-
tance working and taking advantage of new technological working methods
(net-based meetings and so on) have all been found to support employees’
WLB. Long working hours, a heavy workload and extensive work-related 
travelling are typical of SIEs’ work, and organizations should try to ensure
that these will not cause long-lasting harm to their workers’ WLB and well-
being. This is especially important in the case of foreign employees who
may not have easy access to the local social scene or for whom social life is
curtailed owing to workload.
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