Preparing Managers for
Foreign Assignments

A good expatriatetrainingprogram
doesn't stop when theplane takes off.

at his desk, rereading the job

description of district sales man-
ager in Caracas—hisnew position. It's
a promotion for John, but he's ner-
vous about such a big move. He's
never been to South Americaand isn't
sure what to expect. When John men-
tioned his concern to hisboss, she just
clapped him on the back, said, "Forget
it; you'll be terrific!" and changed
the subject.

Two floorsaway, Susan, the director
of international personnel, isreview-
ing the file of a manager returning
from four yearsin Hong Kong. He has
been solely responsible for the com-
pany's southeast Asian operations, and
Susan is at aloss as to where to place
him back in the States. No comparable
position exists; even a promotion
would involve less responsibility.

With the international scope of

I tis 10:20 am. and John is sitting
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most large organizations today and the
continuing move to offshore manufac-
turing in the third world, scenarios
such as those are not unusual. Firms
frequently feel compelled to expa-
triate staff, but most companies do
not have a clearly defined human
resources programs to support inter-
national managers.

In arecent study conducted at Col-
umbia University with Fortune 500 in-
ternational personnel managers, 70
percent of the respondents reported
that expatriates were sent abroad
when local candidateswere not avail-
able. In a third of the cases, high-
potential domestic employees were
the preferred candidates to relocate
abroad. But only 30 to 45 percent of
the multinational corporationsin the
study provided some form of cross-
cultural orientation to expatriates.

The four myths of
international management

In our work with international per-
sonnel managers, we've identified
four general beliefs as to how the in-
ternational manager adjuststo condi-
tions abroad.

Our person in Havana describes
the well-connected company em-
ployee abroad, who experiences little

difficulty in adjusting or performingin
a foreign country. Companies that
view the foreign assignment this way
do relatively little for their staff. Per-
sonnel managers who rely too much
upon this myth will think of lifein a
large city such as Los Angeles as the
same as that in Jakarta, emphasizing
the similarities to the exclusion of the
differences.

The lost employee myth holds that
the person who is out of sight is out
of mind. Such employees are isolated
from the domestic realities of the firm
and are uncertain asto when or if they
are to repatriate—or if there will be a
position for them on their return.

For such employees, expatriation is
bad in terms of organizational politics.
In an organization that views expatria-
tion this way, repatriated managers
usually have limited input to the home
office regarding policy or business
strategy abroad. One U.S. personnel
manager said he never wanted to see
his expatriate managers return for
home leave during their assignments,
and that he did not want to repatriate
them within the company after their
return.

The ugly American myth de-
scribes the expatriate who isunfamil-
iar with the cultural realities of the
host country. "Ugly Americans" are
not just unhappy living abroad; they
are aliability to their firms. (Although,
in some cases, the truly culture-blind
international employee may actually
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experience lessstress than one who is
actively engaged with the host cul-
ture.) The less people are aware of
their own cultural biases, the lesscom-
petent they will be in work relation-
ships with foreign nationals.

The cultural relativist findsrelo-
cation challenging both personally
and professionally. These people are
good at working with others and en-
joy it, so the company assumes they
will adapt easily. Aswith the our-per-
son-in-Havana myth, companies that
believe their employees are cultural
relativists are likely to ignore adjust-
ment problems and missed business
opportunities.

The reality of the expatriate's situ-
ation, of course, lies somewhere
between the stereotypes. Some man-
agers will succeed under any
circumstances, others would clearly
benefit from acomprehensive human
resources program, and others—even
those who have been solid performers

We have seen foreign clients abort
promising business opportunities
when cultural differenceswith Amer-
ican management led to animosity
and mistrust. In one case, aJapanese
firm canceled several contracts after
two years of working with the project
manager of an aerospace company,
feeling that the manager's lack of
cooperation was putting the program
seriously behind schedule.

In the process of conducting cross-
cultural training for corporate staff
members, we have seen that even ex-
perienced managers do not naturally
think of cultural differencesas offer-
ing an opportunity to improve com-
munication or employee motivation.
Many Americans still have difficulty
viewing their own behavior as a po-
tential liability when living or working
abroad. It may be that cultural em-
pathy cannot be taught, but interna-
tional managers can learn how to
adapt to cultural differences.

The shock of facing financial
realities Is greater than that of

making cultural readjustment

in the U.S—will be liabilities abroad,
even under the best of circumstances.
Subscribing to any of the myths pre-
vents acompany fromtruly preparing
its international managers for success.

The problems

An international assignment can
present various problems. These in-
clude diminished performance, cus-
tomer dissatisfaction, small candidate
pools fromwhich to select, and early
return rates of staff (which in some
industries remain amazingly high). In
some exceptional cases, major sub-
stance-abuse and psychological prob-
lems can severely undermine the per-
formance of individuals with pre-
viously consistent career histories and
successful social lives.

In our experience, the true cost of
ill-suited or unprepared international
staff is the missed business oppor-
tunitiesin developing markets abroad.

Cultural sensitivity isstill an impor-
tant aspect of expatriate competence.

The overseas assignment can also
serve to make or break a talented
manager or executive. International
assignments frequently provide more
autonomy and a broader scope of re-
sponsibilities than do corporate posi-
tions. Often, work isaccomplished by
fewer people, requiring that they be
responsiblefor afull range of business
functions.

The heavier load can cause prob-
lems for expatriates while they're
abroad, but it can be equally devastat-
ing once they're back in the U.S, The
general manager of a Fortune 500
firm'sVenezuelan subsidiary, for exam-
ple, returned home to acorporate staff
position and found himself rubber-
stamping new business proposals. A
vice-president of a Hong Kong divi-
sion was assigned to the same position
in her home office. Suddenly, she was
no longer involved in strategic plan-
ning but limited to tactical issues, and
she realized she loathed the long and
bureaucratic decision making pro-
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cesses of the corporate suite.

Corporate-level human resources
personnel often have little involve-
ment with international staff, re-
maining sadly ignorant of repatriates'
expertise and business knowledge. As
areturning employee stated, . .very
few comprehend what I've done and
experienced. . .and what I've expe-
rienced isn't of any importance to
anyone but me." Reviewing and doc-
umenting the experience and perfor-
mance of international employees
abroad would be a first step toward
increasing HRD staff involvement
with expatriate personnel.

Another major cause of dissatisfac-
tion among returning employees is
the financial challenge of adjusting
to lifein the U.S In our work with re-
patriated staff, we've found the shock
of facing financial realities to be
greater than that of making cultural
readjustment.

A frequent issue of concern is that
many individuals do not have hard-
and-fast return dates. All too often
employees begin to consider the ca-
reer implications of their overseas
experience only upon their return.
As one repatriated person reported,
"There was no definition to my job.
The international division of the com-
pany promised certain things upon
my return to the U.S, but the domestic
division did not know about them or
honor them."

To address those issues, trainingand
development must extend beyond
orientation to on-site involvement and
repatriation support. The primary
goal, however, should always be to
guarantee the readiness of the man or
woman abroad to contend with host
country competitors and other for-
eign nationals.

Components of
international training
and development

From our research and experience,
itisclear that content and sequencing
are critical to the success of interna-
tional human resources programs.
Five components are essential in
creating competency in members of
the overseas staff:
* language training
 cultural and business orientation
» family consultation
* mentoring on site (by another
seasoned expatriate or an appropriate
host-country colleague)
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