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1

Global Mobility in the Age of Diversity

Contents
Preface ............................................................................................................................................. 4
Is Global Mobility in the Dark Ages? ............................................................................................ 5
Bridge of Sorrows – the Global Mobility Talent Gap.................................................................. 8
The Future of your Business: International Female Talent ....................................................... 15
The Changing World of Diversity................................................................................................. 21
Pulling Down the Snowy Peaks: Diversity and Assignments................................................... 24
The Future Assignee ..................................................................................................................... 28
Is There a Future at all for Global Mobility? .............................................................................. 32
Learnlight .......................................................................................................................................34

2

Learnlight

3

Global Mobility in the Age of Diversity

Preface
Diversity issues have for many years been an uncomfortable
topic for businesses and politicians. Many employees
dismiss diversity initiatives as “political correctness gone
mad.” Women, minority groups and diversity champions
despaired of ever being heard.

In an unfortunately ironic manner, the #metoo campaign
has forced the media to re-evaluate how workplace
diversity is portrayed. While currently focused on
gendered discrimination, it isn’t hard to see that the
scrutiny is likely to extend (and it must extend) to other
groups whose voice has been ignored.
Global Mobility will reflect the attitudes and values of
the wider business and is therefore not immune to the
challenges of diversity. In many ways, Global Mobility
can be at the forefront of equal opportunity and equal
pay and championing both of them. After all, business’s
future leaders are frequently assignees first. Ensuring
that your assignee population represents the diversity of
society, as we shall see, is not just morally right, it makes
great business sense too.

Matthew MacLachlan
Head of Intercultural and Skills
info@learnlight.com
+44 (0)20 3370 8580
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Is Global Mobility in the Dark Ages?

There is a strong argument to suggest that the Romans invented the
global mobility industry, appointing civil servants and governors to
distant lands to spread Roman culture, Roman laws and to collect
Roman taxes. The Roman international assignee was almost certainly
a privileged person, marked for high office in the future, and was
given a large salary to soften the blow of being cut off from Rome.
An assignment was usually for a period of around three years –
although 12 months of that was probably spent getting to and from
the province. All the assignees were male, white European men.

Global Mobility – Time for a Change?

In 1980, fewer than
5% of all corporate
international
assignees were
female. In 2015,
this had only
risen to 20%.

This out-of-kilter ratio is counter-cultural. There
is a global trend towards a liberalization of gender,
sexuality, ability and ethnicity in corporate attitudes.
More and more countries are insisting that companies
publish their employee diversity statistics. Boards are
becoming more diverse through choice, as well as
government dictate.

According to Worldwide ERC, the relocation
market in the USA alone was recently estimated to
be worth $9 billion. That is a lot of ancient Roman
denarii, especially when we extend that valuation to
incorporate the entire global market. However, little
else has changed regarding the aims of an assignment
and the profile of assignees.

The tone of legislation has changed from punishing
unfair and discriminatory practices to an assumption
that organizations have the policies in place and now
need help in the implementation.

The Heart of Success
An assignee is an expensive solution. They are
expected to be an advocate for the organization; a
change agent; a problem-solver. They must quickly
transfer skills and knowledge to the local office. They
are expected to develop new skills and benefit from
the greater responsibility.

No one has heard of the
actress Chloe Wong. It was
not until she changed her
name to Chloe Bennet that
she got a role. She ascribes
this to institutional racism.

The challenges that assignees are set are wide and
varied, but at the heart of every assignment is a need
to show value for money. The success of an assignment
is dependent on the assignee being able to hit the
ground running and bring world-class skills and
abilities. The assumption is that the assignee’s skillset
is either significantly better than, or significantly
different from, the local office population’s skills.
Logic would suggest that assignees would represent
the most diverse segment of any organization.

Breaking the Mold
However, according to statistics, most assignees are
“male, pale and stale”. In 1980, fewer than 5% of
all corporate international assignees were female.
In 2015, this had only risen to 20%. There are no
publicly available statistics for the proportion of
non-white, disabled, or LBGTQ assignees. Anecdotal
evidence suggests that the word “minority” is a huge
exaggeration when we talk about those groups.
5
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1980

The Slow Advance of Female Assignees

2010 2000 1990

5%
11%
15%
25%

A Long Road
This is not to say that the corporate world is a diversity Utopia. We still have a
long way to go yet. On November 10, 2016, a Guardian article1 suggested that, on
balance, many women would work to the end of the year for free, in comparison to
their male colleagues, due to pay inequality.

If everyone is
thinking alike,
no one is thinking.

No one has heard of the actress Chloe Wong. It was not until she changed her name
to Chloe Bennet that she got a role – in fact, she got a major film role in the first
audition after her name change. She ascribes this to institutional racism2. This is not
just a Hollywood problem; a BBC article describes the employment situation for
women from ethnic minorities as “catastrophic”.3

The Burden of Monoculturalism
The biggest change has come from an understanding of how “male, pale and stale”
organizations hinder their growth by their lack of diversity. Benjamin Franklin
famously said, “If everyone is thinking alike, no one is thinking”. Executives who
surround themselves with cookie-cutter copies of themselves will not be able to
drive growth. They will not find innovative solutions to new problems. They will lag
behind their competition through sterility of innovation and creativity.
A report by the thinktank Catalyst4 tells us that organizations with more women on
the board outperform those with fewer in three key areas (see graphic on page 7).

1

The Guardian: Gender pay gap means women ‘working for free from now until 2017’

2

BBC: Marvel star slates ‘racist’ Hollywood over name change

3

BBC: Ethnic minority women face jobs ‘catastrophe’

4

Catalyst, Companies with More Women Board Directors Experience Higher Financial Performance, According to Latest Catalyst Bottom
Line Report
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Diversity – a Critical Business Factor

The Old Boys’ Expat Club

5

Ivan Menezes, CEO of Diageo , puts it this way:
“Diversity is a critical business imperative to grow
our business. At Diageo, we know we cannot
succeed without the skills, talents and capabilities
of our people. Simply put, our people are the main
ingredient for our success.” Diageo has the highest
number of women at the most senior levels of any
FTSE 100 company and has publicly committed to
recruit 50% women at graduate level.

The barriers to a diverse assignee population are
the same ones we face in general life, but they are
intensified by the lack of transparency in recruitment.
Hiring in one country to work in a second falls into
the gaps between the legislation in two countries.
Candidates are often offered an assignment, rather
than having to apply for one, so driving change is
hard; we instinctively prefer people like ourselves.

The status quo is an enormous waste
of human talent (Bloomberg)

Diversity is a critical business imperative
to grow our business. […] Our people
are the main ingredient for our success.
(Ivan Menezes, CEO, Diageo)

This is a situation where unconscious bias is prevalent.
People working internationally are not institutionally
sexist, racist or prejudiced against the disabled –
those people who are actively prejudiced tend to be
those who avoid exposure to different experiences.
However, global mobility is often governed by myth,
rumor and assumptions that mean only the preferred
candidate is aware of the opportunity, or the decisionmakers rely on purely subjective criteria.

This is not an argument that women are more
creative, more innovative, more intelligent or better
employees. Nor is it to say that men are more likely
to fail. The point here is that a monocultural group of
people cannot have the same breadth of perspective
to react to the ever-changing demands of our digital
world.

Wasting Talent

Einstein defined insanity as doing the same thing a
thousand times and expecting a different outcome. In
global mobility, if we only send men to key expatriate
posts, we are doing the same thing a thousand times
and expecting a different outcome.

The Roman Empire was run on patronage. A
prominent figure would have a group of “clients”
– ambitious men who relied on the patron for
advancement. A client was expected to reflect his
patron: opinions, fashion, taste and attitudes. For
us to have a more progressive empire, we need to
ensure that an assignee is not just a mirror image of
his predecessor. To quote a Bloomberg6 headline on
diversity, “The status quo is an enormous waste of
human potential”.

Higher Representation of Women Board Directors
Equates to Higher Financial Performance

53%

42%

66%

Return on Equity

Return on Sales

On average, companies with
the highest percentages
of female board directors
outperformed those with
the least by 53%

On average, companies with
the highest percentages
of female board directors
outperformed those with
the least by 42%

Return on
Invested Capital

5

Diageo, Inclusion and Diversity

6

Bloomberg, How to Close the Gender Gap in Tech
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On average, companies with the
highest percentages of female
board directors outperformed
those with the least by 66%
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Bridge of Sorrows – the Global Mobility Talent Gap

One of the key corporate themes of 2017 has been the talent gap.
More and more organizations are bemoaning the lack of available
talent to fill specific posts. According to a 2017 survey, 57% of UK
HR leaders are worried that skills shortages will have a significant
negative impact on their organizations; 67% believe that the “war for
talent” is the most urgent upcoming issue.

67% [of UK HR
leaders] believe that
the “war for talent”
is the most urgent
upcoming issue.

This is not just a UK problem. A survey conducted by the Manpower
group7 of 42,300 employers in 43 countries found a very similar
picture: 40% of employers found they were experiencing difficulties
filling job vacancies. In June 2017, the US Department of Labor8
announced that there were 6 million open jobs in the USA. Companies
were unable to find people with the right skills to fill essential jobs.
Reluctant Talent

40% of all employees globally
would not accept an international
assignment in any circumstance.

For Global Mobility teams, this global talent shortage
presents a very particular problem. Assignments are
very expensive, and so much effort goes into making
a good business case. This is an essential post that
can only be filled by an international appointment –
ironically, a frequent reason is to fill a local skills gap.
However, there is an increasing reluctance to accept
an assignment.

The survey concludes with a summary of the key
challenges: workers with the skills and experience
will not travel; those open to travel lack the skills and
experience to be valuable.
To meet the talent challenge facing global
organizations, we need to examine two crucial areas:

An IPSOS survey for CERC9 in partnership with
EuRA showed some worrying statistics for talent
managers trying to fill international posts:

• the skills an assignee needs
• the profile of potential assignees

40%
18%

of all employees globally would
not accept an international
assignment in any circumstance

Why Employers Says it’s Hard to Fill Positions

of employees who are open
to going on assignment would
not accept a package offering
less than 10% (plus expenses)
over their current salary

7

ManpowerGroup: 2016-2017 Talent Shortage Survey

8

CultureFit: We Have Good News, And We Have Bad News

9

CERC/IPSOS Employee Mobility Survey

24%
19%

Lack of available
applicants / no applicants

19%

Lack of experience

14%
11%

Looking for more
pay than is offered

© Manpower Group
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Lack of hard skills
(technical competencies)

Lack of soft skills
(workplace competencies)
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A Skillset for Assignees
Research10 has shown that soft skills training can lead to a 12% increase in
productivity and gives a 256% return on investment. The Carnegie Institute of
Technology researched the importance of soft skills and found that 85% of job
success can be attributed to “human engineering” – the ability to communicate,
negotiate and lead – and only 15% to technical knowledge.
We must, therefore, identify the skills that are significant contributors to assignment
success. If we are to send the right people on assignment, we must be able to
recognize those with the potential to develop these skills.

Soft skills training
can lead to a
12% increase in
productivity and
a 256% return
on investment

Western Union11 summarizes the thoughts of many researchers by describing eight
soft skills areas that every successful expat has:

Cultural
adaptability

Emotional
intelligence

Global
curiosity

Leadership

Language
skills

Flexibility

Extreme
organization

Patience

10

Michigan News, Soft Skills Training Boosts Productivity

11

Western Union, 8 Personality Traits Every Successful Expat Has
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Interpersonal, Intercultural Skills

An Imperial Approach to Assignees

An assignee must be robust and confident in
themselves. Although usually selected for their
technical skills, an assignee who is set in their
ways will undoubtedly fail. They must be able to
learn new perspectives and approaches to the same
situations; new processes and structures will create
alternative solutions that will challenge the assignee’s
assumptions.

Having identified the qualities we need, we must next
examine the pool of potential assignees. The CERC
survey mentioned above implies that the nature of
those willing to accept an assignment has changed.

The start of the new millennium saw a
huge change in attitudes to international
assignments, both from the corporate
and the employee perspective.

The 20th Century expatriate was offered a very
generous package that was an echo of the European
colonial approach of the 19th Century and pre-war
years. Children were sent to expensive boarding
schools; the wife (and it was always a wife, never a
partner, and certainly not a husband!) was expected
to entertain herself with bridge, gin and tonic and
embassy functions.

The start of the new millennium saw a huge change in
attitudes to international assignments, both from the
corporate and the employee perspective.

There will always be a struggle between the need to
get down to business immediately and taking the
time to understand the cultural norms of the local
office. Patience and flexibility are central to finding
success. The ability to drive forward change and
improvement in an unfamiliar environment is a
must-have. Curiosity and cultural adaptability will
help the successful assignee use the different cultural
perspective to create innovative solutions, rather than
allow them to get stuck in a mire of ambiguity and
uncertainty.

The expat himself was all-powerful and given
large independence to hire domestic staff and find
appropriately large accommodation. The negotiation
power was very firmly in the hands of the expat. The
role itself was a reward for good service: manage a
foreign office for a couple of years, before joining the
board back home.

With a reduced package and
lowered status, a different assignee
profile replaced the colonials.

This is not to understate the importance of the other
four points; merely to point out that language skills
(both native and foreign), leadership, emotional
intelligence and organizational skills are on the list
of pre-requisites for almost any job, regardless of
location.

ROI: A Challenging Question
At the start of the new century, someone somewhere
asked a radically new question. Do these assignments
offer a return on the investment?
Moreover, then we got hit with the 2008 financial
crisis. Expatriates became assignees. Companies
slashed packages and started to scrutinize all the
specific costs of an assignment.

10
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A New Assignee
An assignment was no longer a reward but had to be a justifiable necessity. The
jobs abroad still needed doing, but the cost was now a major factor. Cheaper talent
is usually younger, less experienced and looking for something more than just a
job. Assignments coupled a specific need in a local office with the opportunity to
develop a specific skillset. With a reduced package and lowered status, a different
assignee profile replaced the colonials.
Moreover, with the rise of the millennial assignee came a new set of challenges.

With a reduced
package and
lowered status, a
different assignee
profile replaced
the colonials.

The millennial generation is characterized by being early adaptors of technology;
brand and employer loyalty has gone; impact and experience are as important as
financial reward. Of no less significance, the prosperity and liberalism of the West
have led to the rise of non-traditional family units. Marriage and childbirth are
happening much later in life; same-sex relationships and marriages are common.

Mobility for Millennials
The global mobility industry has been slow to react. It is an industry that is only
now beginning to use technology to simplify processes. Assignment policies and
packages do not offer the flexibility the first globally-aware generation needs or
expects, and an assignment that does not create a life experience is of much less
value.
More importantly, millennials expect to change jobs and employers frequently. Just
as a mobile phone contract lasts two years, a job is a short-term commitment. CVs
that 20 years ago employers dismissed as presenting a picture of instability and
job-hopping are now valued as showing breadth of perspective and unwillingness
to become stale.
This changes the equation of global mobility’s return on investment. It is not
enough to offer a huge package and expect undying loyalty. The assignee needs
to be wooed with the offer of personal, as well as professional, development. They
need an opportunity to make a difference, even at a more junior entry point.

82%

Millennials View an International Assignment
an Essential Part of their Career Development

5

84%

82%

65%

Millennials have
a global mindset
when it comes
to their careers.
84% are willing to
relocate for a job,
72% domestically
and 41%
internationally

82% of millennials believe
eventual relocation
will be necessary for
career advancement,
and 83% say they would
give preference to a
prospective employee who
has worked abroad, if they
were in charge of hiring.

When it comes to
relocation, millennials
are more motivated
by money than by
experience. 65% would
move to a foreign
country for higher
income, compared to
35% who would relocate
for the experience.

Wakefield Research for Graebel
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71% of those
aged between
25-35 expect to
do an overseas
assignment during
their career.
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Adapting to a New World of Talent
It is not enough to dismiss this as an unreasonable demand
from an inexperienced segment of the working population. If
Generation X is unwilling to take up assignments and the talent
shortage is getting worse, it is essential that the next group take
up the baton. This means a radical new approach to recruitment
and selection.

The challenges of globalization mean that
business growth is dependent on a depth
of perspective that can only come from a
truly diverse international workforce.
We need a recognition that the technical knowledge and skills
exist in a less refined way; that the assignment is an opportunity
to hone those skills, and to develop key personal skills in an
international environment. We need to refine selection processes
– technical skills can be tested and improvement measured; soft
skills are notoriously difficult to analyze objectively.
HR managers and Global Mobility professionals must drive
through policies that challenge our unconscious bias. Expats
don’t have to be middle-aged white men. With the talent
shortage, we cannot rely on such a narrow gene pool. Even
more importantly, the challenges of globalization mean that
business growth is dependent on a depth of perspective that
can only come from a truly diverse international workforce.

Organizational Global Mindset
The Financial Times12 quotes Peter Lacy, MD of Strategy for
Asia-Pacific at Accenture:
“Our clients increasingly operate seamlessly across borders.
Our people need to be able to do the same,” he says. “That
mindset comes from being exposed to new business cultures
and experiences that come with international placements.”

International assignments are due to
grow by at least 50% over the next two
or three years, according to PWC.
International assignments are due to grow by at least 50% over
the next two or three years, according to PWC13. Reviewing talent
policies to attract millennials, coupled with an openness to more
diverse candidate profiles, will future-proof organizations and
open opportunities in new markets. International organizations
can become truly global organizations.

13
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Financial Times: How valuable is international work experience?
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The Future of your Business: International Female Talent

The 1970’s were a period of huge change and liberalization which
saw the world shift in its attitude to women. However, when it
comes to choosing someone for an international assignment, it
seems that we are stuck in a 50-year-old time warp.
In 1976, McKinsey Quarterly14 published an article, entitled, “Sex
Bias: Still in Business”. The author stated that “companies taking an
honest look at how they handled the advancement of women were
likely to uncover some “thorny attitude-based problems…[that]…
will take much longer and prove much more difficult to solve...
[than]…sex-based differences in benefits plans and obviously biased
employment literature”. In 2014, McKinsey published results from
a survey of 1400 executives around the world on the same topic.
Depressingly, the results showed that little had changed.
Women: Underrepresented at Home and
Abroad

Globally, the
proportion of
senior business
roles held by
women stands at
24%...” […] There
were more CEOs
in the USA called
John than there
were female CEOs.

This similarity of percentages is not a coincidence.
International businesses say that they expect senior
managers to have international experience, but
these same organizations appoint men to 75% of
their internationally mobile roles. Without the
international experience, women are not considered
for senior roles; without the senior roles, they are
unable to challenge the attitudes and culture that
create a barrier to female progression.

Global Mobility teams “taking an honest look” at
themselves may find a similar challenge. Women still
represent only 25% of all international assignees. In
the general workforce, the ratio of women to men is
around 0.7 (source: UNDP15), but the lack of women
appointed to international roles reflects a similar
significant gender imbalance at senior management
level. A Forbes16 article notes that: “Globally, the
proportion of senior business roles held by women
stands at 24%...” In a slightly less reverent survey in
the New York Times17, the authors pointed out that
there were more CEOs in the USA called John than
there were female CEOs.

International Mobility and the Female
Talent Gap
25%
69%

63%

75%

Current
international
assignment
population

14

McKinsey & Company, Why gender diversity at the top remains a challenge?

15

United Nations Development Reports, Labour force participation rate (female-male ratio)

16

Forbes, Today’s Gender Reality in Statistics, or Making Leadership Attractive to Women

17

The New York Times, Fewer Women Run Big Companies Than Men Named John
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I would like to
work outside my
home country
during my career

I feel international
experience is
critical to further
my career
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The State of Diversity in the United States Today

4.1%

There are fewer Fortune 500 CEOs
who are women (4.1%) than who are named
David (4.5%) or John (5.3%) – two single male
names outnumber an entire gender.
(NY Times)

1%

of all all Fortune 500 companies have
African American CEOs. (CDC, Diversity Inc.)

40%

of people think there’s a doublestandard against hiring women – both men
and women are more likely to hire men over
women. (Pew)

30%

Men are 30% more likely than
women to be promoted from entry level to
manager. (Women in the Workplace)

14%

Resumes submitted by people with
African American-sounding names are 14%
less likely to get a call back than those with
white-sounding names. (Research study by
University of Wisconsin)

41%

of managers say they are “too busy” to
implement diversity initiatives. (SHRM)

83%

of millennials are more actively
engaged when they believe their company
fosters an inclusive culture – and in 10 years
millennials will comprise nearly 75% of the
workforce. (Deloitte)

0.8%

For every 10% increase in the
rate of racial and ethnic diversity on Senior
Executive teams, EBIT rises 0.8%. (McKinsey)

35%

Ethnically diverse companies are
35% more likely to outperform their respective
national industry medians. (McKinsey)

15%

Gender diverse companies are 15%
more likely to outperform their respective
national industry medians. (McKinsey)

15x

Companies reporting highest levels of
racial diversity in their organizations bring in
nearly 15 times more sales revenue than those
with lowest levels of racial diversity. (American
Sociological Review)

© Archpoint, December 2016
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The Past, Present and Future of International Assignments

1970–1990:

International assignments
are mostly driven by large
multinationals based in
the US and Europe. These
organisations send talent from
the HQ country out into the
field to manage operations in
other parts of the world.

1990–2010:

Demand for global mobility of
talent increases as new markets
emerge for companies to sell their
products and services, and also
manufacture their goods at lower
cost. Offshoring gathers pace.

2020:

Global mobility continues to
grow in volume. Mobility of
talent is fluid. For example, a
Chinese company may engage
a European team to manage an
investment in Africa.

© PWC: Talent Mobility 2020 The Next Generation of International Assignments

17

Global Mobility in the Age of Diversity

Uncovering the Myths
There are (at least) three hidden attitudinal or cultural barriers that filter women
out of consideration for international assignments:

MYTH

REALITY

• Women don’t want to go
on assignment

• In fact, women are more likely to accept an
assignment

• Women are less likely to
settle on assignment

• More women demonstrate the intercultural skills
associated with assignment success than men

• There are some countries where
women just can’t work

• Women can work just as well as men in the same
range of countries

Global Mobility as a Strategic Resource

Organizations still have an institutionally patriarchal
culture towards women:

These professionals have the experience and tools
to play an active and strategic role in choosing the
right candidate for assignment. Global mobility
professionals know the intercultural and soft skills
that underpin assignment success. They are more
aware of the non-work issues, such as family situation
and health issues, that managers must consider
when deciding the final package. This will bring
transparency to the appointment process and even
increase the equality of opportunity.

“The … most annoying are those that
make ‘well-intentioned’ decisions about
you. For example, ‘We didn’t ask you
on that trip to Germany because we
thought you wouldn’t want to leave
the kids.” Emma, IT Manager18
So how can we challenge the gender imbalance in
global mobility?

Two in every three companies do
not even track diversity statistics
for global mobility (PWC).

Follow the Data
Firstly, we need to start tracking the data. According
to PwC19 , two in every three international companies
do not even track diversity statistics for global
mobility. This means that there is no visibility to
demonstrate the seriousness of the situation. The
statistics we do have are from interviews and surveys
conducted among assignees themselves, so in fact, the
situation could be significantly worse.

Senior HR leaders have long argued that simplifying
assignee packages and removing exceptions are
crucial to controlling the cost of an assignment.
Each exception or variation adds additional legal
and advisory costs and increases the risk of noncompliance.

Recording the data would go a long way to breaking
down the “old boys’ club” of assignments, which
involves a senior manager approaching “someone
suitable” and then informing the global mobility team
of the decision, rather than going through the usual
recruitment channels. This undermines the value that
global mobility professionals can bring.

18

The Telegraph: Breaking the glass ceiling is harder abroad

19

PWC: eBook Modern Mobility: Moving women with purpose
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Additionally, standard policy packages are another tool for ensuring that the
gender gap is narrowed. Anecdotally, women report that they negotiate less hard
when offered an assignment. They often feel that organizations are looking for
reasons not to offer them the post. Many female assignees report that they discover,
after the start of an assignment, that male peers have better base salaries, increased
benefits and more support for accompanying family members.
The C-suite must empower senior global mobility professionals to say “no” to
those who do not follow the guidelines and policies for recruiting and appointing
international assignees. This will not only help avoid the nepotism that can arise
from male employees appointing their own successors in their own mold but will
also help to promote equity in compensation.

Positive Role Models
A significant factor in holding back the number of women applying for and
accepting international assignments is the lack of credible female role models. This
is a societal barrier. Frequently, successful women are subject to disproportionate
criticism and are considered cold or overly ambitious. Although it is a small
number, 20% of assignees and 24% of senior managers are female. Organizations
must commit to communicating the success of women in international roles.
Role models not only inspire, they challenge the active bias that says that women
are not as capable, not as talented, not as important as their male colleagues.
They demonstrate that they are “normal” people, doing “normal” jobs very well.
They have the same personality strengths and weaknesses. By trumpeting female
assignees who have succeeded abroad, a company demonstrates the value it assigns
to women, and advertises its commitment to developing the best talent, regardless
of gender.
However, the buck does not stop with women.

Men Must Step Up Too
An important step is for men to stand up and be counted. This is not to say that
men are better at getting things done. However, men need to be aware that it is not
a level playing field and they must be prepared to call out their male and female
colleagues who uphold the status quo. They must challenge situations where
women are excluded and must be prepared to struggle against senior leaders who
perpetuate a “boys club” for assignments.
Men can play an active role in supporting women in global mobility too. A woman
considering an international post may well be supported by a mentoring programme
– men and women can play a role in changing attitudes and the gender-culture of
an organization.

Don’t Get Left Behind
The 21st Century may well become known as the period when our society radically
changed its attitude to gender. Changing gender or rejecting the limitations
of one gender are commonplace, and we are constantly in situations that 20thcentury society could not imagine: same-sex marriages, transsexual politicians,
non-traditional families. In this context, it is not only archaic to perpetuate such
a chasm in the professional treatment of men and women; it has become socially
unacceptable.
Organizations wishing to grow in the 21st Century are on their final warning: shape
up or watch 50% of the potential talent pool go to your competitors.

19

Role models not
only inspire, they
challenge the active
bias that says that
women are not
as capable, not as
talented, not as
important as their
male colleagues.

Global Mobility in the Age of Diversity
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The Changing World of Diversity

For many business leaders, diversity is a frightening word. These
leaders (mainly white men) are terrified of the implications of
putting a foot wrong and being accused of prejudice. They do
not really see the business value in managing diversity. They may
recognise the importance of public perception, but diversity
reporting is more of a nuisance than anything of strategic value.

The Paradox of Diversity Initiatives
At the heart of challenging subconscious discrimination lies a paradox: privilege
is invisible to the empowered and blinds the disenfranchised. Diversity initiatives
are therefore driven by those who do not have the institutional influence to drive
change. White, middle-class, educated men don’t see the benefit they have gained
from the status quo, and therefore assume that all is well.

Our clients increasingly operate seamlessly across borders.
Our people need to be able to do the same. That mindset
comes from being exposed to new business cultures and
experiences that come with international placements.
(Peter Lacy, MD of Strategy for Asia-Pacific, Accenture)
The Invisible White Bonus
As white men, our ambition is a positive quality, not unfeminine. Our complaints
are justified arguments for improvement, rather than whining again about injustice.
The privileged don’t think they didn’t get a job because they were attractive/
unattractive, or they might be considering a family; colleagues assume it was their
professionalism that led to the promotion, not due to a rumoured affair with a
senior manager.
No one ever assumed that a white man was humourless, but good at maths, just
because he was born in a certain country. Have many white men been mistaken for
a waiter or a cleaner on “dress-down Friday?”

Attitudes to Race Are Not Changing
Despite the race equality movement, an African American is 2.5 times more likely
as a white American to be shot and killed by police officers. An unarmed black
American is five times more likely to be shot and killed by police. These figures
from the Washington Post are well known, but it’s worth reading them again.
Many argue that racism is a social problem, and business has solved discrimination.
The Economist magazine cites research by the US Federal Reserve that found that
Hispanic and Black unemployment is significantly higher than among whites and
that when organizations let staff go, blacks are more likely to be made redundant
than whites. This situation has remained largely unchanged for over 40 years.
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What about Global Mobility?

Lazy Thinking

You may think that, while regrettable, this is
not a problem when we talk about international
assignments. However the problem has the potential
to be much more serious. International business has
changed: clients, customers and investors are more
diverse than they have ever been before, and this
means that “white” organizations must change too.

Modern business needs to push past this lazy thinking.
It is no longer the simplest, most effective option to
send a white male to manage key markets; especially
when the market is full of clients and customers
who are not white men. Research also tells us that
interpersonal skills are essential for job success. In an
international context, we must strive to be as diverse
as possible to maximize our appeal to clients and
investors. Moving beyond white male assignees will
give companies a greater chance of developing better
relationships with key stakeholders in the market and
will improve their image and reputation.

Assignees Have Changed
Traditionally, assignments followed a colonial model.
An organization based in the developed Western
world sent senior managers to lead the local office.
These managers expected to be treated as a dignitary
from overseas and received significant incentives and
rewards. Packages were very generous and often were
enough to set someone up for retirement.

African and Asian markets are
now able to set their own terms of
business, rather than have them
imposed by the colonial powers.

The 21st Century assignee is much more likely
to come from China or India, and assignments
are now more concerned with either developing
talent or putting talent where the business is. More
importantly, African and Asian markets are now able
to set their own terms of business, rather than have
them imposed by the colonial powers.

All elements of society are much more aware of the
perception of diversity. Filmgoers have become
much more critical of the process of “whitewashing”
ethnic roles played by white actors; the BBC has
had to commit to reducing the number of all-male,
all-white panel shows. Globalization has convinced
societies that there is more to the world than white
masculinity. The fastest-growing ethnic groups are in
India, Africa and China – areas that typically are not
white. These markets need their own role models and
heroes, not an imperialist white man.

Clients, customers and investors are
more diverse than they have ever been
before, and this means that “white”
organizations must change too.
Modern organizations need to be able to adapt the
face of their organization to match these growing
markets. Culturally and linguistically, the male-palestale assignee is not suited to developing aggressive
markets. Talent teams that can overcome unconscious
bias not only open up a wider resource pool, they
have access to better language and intercultural skills.
It is a truism that we prefer people who are like us.
This is behind unconscious bias – white men are not
racist or sexist by nature, but often have (as do nonwhite men and women) an instinctive, evolutionary
preference to deal with people like ourselves. This
means that all too frequently white men appoint
white men.
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Globalization Needs Diversity
There is an important lesson here for Global Mobility leaders. The
proportion of female assignees is significantly lower than men;
similarly, non-white assignees are disproportionately absent. If
organizations want to be truly global, rather than just have an
international presence, their workforce, including their international
assignees, must represent the geographical diversity of the world.

The proportion of female assignees is
significantly lower than men; similarly, nonwhite assignees are disproportionately absent.
This does not require a change in policy; it requires a new approach
to enforcement. Transparency in recruitment, transparency in
policies and transparency in the application. The irony is that it is
the privileged who must lead on this. The system is weighted against
women and minorities, so it can only be changed by those who benefit
most from the status quo.

The Role of Men in Diversity
It is not a comfortable position to be in: a white man championing
women’s and minority rights. It is essential not to be patronising,
implying that women aren’t strong enough to fight for themselves, but
that is not an excuse to remain silent. Men must be vocal and visible
in the struggle. White people must question why there is no colour on
boards or on international assignments.

Diverse companies earn more, grow quicker,
provide better returns and attract the best talent.
Ultimately, this is not just a question of fairness, which is notoriously
an uneconomic argument. It is a question that is key to the survival
of the organization. Diverse companies earn more, grow quicker,
provide better returns and attract the best talent. They have the
greatest engagement with their markets and are better places to work.
Diverse companies are more creative, more responsive and overcome
challenges more quickly.
The alternative is what happened to the smoke-filled rooms of the
1980’s: they suffocate and vanish into irrelevance.
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Pulling Down the Snowy Peaks: Diversity and Assignments

For many international assignees, discussions about diversity are
unimportant. They are easily dismissed as “political correctness
gone mad.” It is important in our thinking that we do not create an
issue where there is none. It would be easy to argue that there is
no groundswell of public opinion demanding that global mobility
departments reform their policies. Many will question whether
international talent managers really should have to change their
approach to appointing assignees radically.

As the competition
increases to develop
these markets,
retention of that
talent will become
a bigger challenge.

The Blind Majority
Most assignees are white men, for whom diversity is not a problem.
However, there is a tacit acknowledgement that accusing an organization of
institutional unconscious bias is not good for your career. More importantly, it is
an unreported issue, so it is not easy to find evidence to support such a claim.
However, it is not enough to maintain the status quo. Not only is the current
situation inequitable, but it is also unsustainable and bad for business.

Winds of Change from the East
One of the big trends we have noticed in 2017, moving into 2018, is a large
change in the directional flow of assignees. In a BBC interview , Lee Quane, ECA’s
regional director for Asia points out that Asian companies are more likely than
Western companies to send staff overseas. While this will increase the proportion
of minority representation in international assignments, there is a bigger threat
to international businesses. If your key talent thinks they are unlikely to get
international experience with you, there are companies in Asia who are ready to
offer that experience. Moreover, they will also provide the opportunity to travel
abroad.
And it’s not just China. India, Malaysia, Korea and Thailand are all increasing their
global presence and are keen to recruit international talent. Beyond the realms
of Asia, the West African markets are beginning to flex their muscles. Very few
organizations will deny the value of Asian and African talent. As the competition
increases to develop these markets, retention of that talent will become a bigger
challenge. International assignments not only help develop markets and your
employees’ careers, they are incentives to stay with your company – but only if that
foreign posting is a realistic aspiration.
Don’t discount South America either. 800,000 Brazilians are living in the USA –
many of those are not necessarily corporate assignees, or indeed economically
active; however, there is no doubt that organizations that want to recruit the best
talent will need to look beyond the traditional “male, pale and stale” candidates.
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Supporting Disabled Assignees: Fact or
Fiction?

Helping Those Who Help Themselves
Too often, disabled assignees, or those who travel
with disabled family members, have little or no
support from their company. It is up to them to sort
out additional resources, investigate schools and
medications. Julia Burks, who runs a school in China
for international children whose educational needs
cannot be met by traditional schools, confirms this in
an FT article : “Expat families that thrive…tend to be
those that take matters into their own hands.”

Organizations have not nailed down their attitudes
to disability either. The number of physically disabled
leaders is noticeably small. Indeed theCsuite.co.uk
claims there are no reports on this matter: “There is
no official or reliable data existing to show how many
disabled people are on boards, despite drives for
diversity in recent years.”

15% of the US workforce has some form
of mental or physical disability, disabled
assignees represent a tiny proportion
of the international workforce.

Global Mobility’s Role in Leading Diversity
The biggest challenge is that Global Mobility
professionals have neither the visibility nor the tools
to address the diversity challenges that assignments
and assignees pose to organizations. Often seen by
the business as administrators whose job is tax and
compliance, their more strategic capabilities and
experience are overlooked. However, global mobility
teams are ideally placed to lead on diversity in
international roles.

Unsurprisingly, this extends to the number of disabled
international assignees or assignees with disabled
family members. Despite the lack of official data, a
quick poll of global mobility managers suggests that,
although 15% of the US workforce has some form
of mental or physical disability, disabled assignees
represent a tiny proportion of the international
workforce. The proportions for UK, Germany,
France, Canada, Australia and many other countries
are broadly the same.

Global Mobility professionals
have neither the visibility nor
the tools to address the diversity
challenges that assignments and
assignees pose to organizations.

Making Excuses
Organizations will make the excuse of poor facilities
for disabled assignees, or increased insurance
premiums, or lack of appropriate medical care.
Moreover, of course, some of these reservations have
their origin in reality.

Most employees will never discuss their health or
sexuality officially at work. They may complete
anonymous surveys, but it is only when they start the
process of accepting an assignment that the intimate
details of their private life become relevant to their
career. At some stage, a global mobility case manager
will need to know details about an assignee’s medical
history for insurance purposes; and they will need
to have full details of all family members to make
the appropriate immigration and accommodation
requests.

More often, however, the excuse is given without
real investigation of the situation or exploration of
alternatives. In many countries, organizations must
adjust working conditions to accommodate disabled
workers, but again, the legislation does not appear to
apply to international assignments.
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Sensitive Conversations
One global mobility manager remembers the case, two or three years ago, that
caused her company to review some of their processes. An assignee was denied
a visa to an Asian country without explanation. When she asked the immigration
lawyers what the problem was, it turned out that the male assignee had written
“Emma” in answer to the question: “Previous names, or other names you are
known by.”

Leveraging Global Mobility’s Unique Position
In both these instances, the correct processes for appointing an international
assignee had been bypassed: a senior manager had requested a specific person, or
the outgoing assignee had appointed their own replacement without consulting HR.
Most Global Mobility professionals have the experience to recognise the warning
signs and address this kind of challenge before anyone commits to the assignment.
Bypassing them usually means processes are curtailed or overlooked.
Global Mobility teams are not only best placed to identify the actual risks and
challenges that an assignee may face; they are best placed to report diversity data
and to highlight worrying trends. They will see if a disproportionate number of
posts are filled by white men and can flag it through the appropriate channels.

Global Mobility
teams are not
only best placed
to identify the
actual risks and
challenges that
an assignee may
face; they are best
placed to report
diversity data
and to highlight
worrying trends.

Supported by the Board, Global Mobility teams will have the authority to reject
“exceptional” cases. This is a proven way to overcome the “snowy white peaks ”
of leaders - a label given to the health service in the UK, which sees white men
dominating the senior leadership positions, despite much better diversity existing
just below the final hierarchical levels.

Global Mobility has long argued that they are
valuable assets in an organization and can have
strategic input. Diversity is just one of the areas
where not only do they add value, but they are the
only people in the right place to drive change.
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The Future Assignee

In a Utopian world, every group of people will reflect the
proportionality of diversity of humanity. A board of directors in the
UK will be 51% female, 14% Asian, around 20% will have a disability.
One of the key trends of the modern era is that gene pools are
increasingly mixed, and it seems likely that the number of people
able to claim a simple ethnicity will eventually reach zero. Gender
flexibility and a better understanding of disability will also make it
harder to record this kind of statistical data in the near future.

In a Utopian world,
[…] a Board of
Directors in the
UK would be 51%
female, 14% Asian,
around 20% will
have a disability.

There have been several attempts to define what the average, or most normal,
human being is. Although the research methodology is questionable the average
human being is a male Chinese man in his late 20’s. He is heterosexual and has a
high school education. The National Geographic Magazine also predicts that by
2050, the average person will be an Indian woman.

The Average Assignee
When we compare this average person with the average assignee, we see there
is still a long way to go before we can say that the global assignee population is
representative of human diversity. Middle-aged white straight men dominate,
as they have done since the big European colonial powers first started sending
representatives abroad.
If we want to balance up the assignee population, we need to identify what the ideal
assignee is. The problem is not going to disappear soon, so we need a future-proof
ideal to work towards. We know that there is a diversity gap in global mobility. We
also know that this must change, not only to respond to the ethical “rightness” of
equality, but also to maintain organizational credibility in a globalized world.
Assignees are an organization’s ambassadors as well as having a very important job
to do – whether an immediate task in the local office or as part of their preparation
for a future leadership role. So, we must assume that they will have prominent roles
that will be under scrutiny to have the ability to transfer skills to others and support
the learning process. Knowledge of basic teaching skills is a real bonus.
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The Skills Required by an International Assignee
Technical Skills
First and foremost, assignees must be able to do the job they were
appointed to do. The decision to send someone to a different country has
extensive financial, social, professional and personal implications, so the
organization must be able to rely on the assignee’s technical skills.
However, expats are always perceived as being slightly different and
special. In a group of peers that contains an expat from HQ, it is more
than likely that the assignee will get the role of leader. This means that
the assignee cannot have merely “average” technical ability. They must be
able to be a role model for others.
And they must be able to lead. Whether or not assignees have a formal
leadership position, they must be ready to create vision and direction.
Teams will naturally form around them, so they must be able to motivate
and bring out individuals’ strengths. A creative rebel is not the ideal
assignee – even where creativity is required.
Frequently, assignees take on informal mentoring roles. They must have
the ability to transfer skills to others and support the learning process.
Knowledge of basic teaching skills is a real bonus.
Soft Skills
It is often stated that only 20% of job success is down to technical skills –
80% comes from soft skills. Although this figure often surprises people,
it is self-evident. Every business process involves communication. So
how we communicate must be important. Even someone working for
themselves does not work in isolation. If we are to isolate what the
assignee of the future looks like, we would be remiss to overlook soft
skills.
Leading Culturally
The battle for why intercultural skills are so important for any
international assignee is finally won. Soft skills without intercultural
understanding are more likely to harm than help. Communication is
culture, and culture is communication, so without the ability to judge
how to adjust your style, you will damage relationships, disrupt projects
and destroy reputations.
Giving Feedback
Assignees, more than anyone, must have a rich range of communication
styles to meet the changing needs of international business. They must
have a well-developed understanding of how to give feedback that
produces improvement. This is a refinement that new managers often
forget – feedback must bring about improvement. Without that element, it
is destructive, demotivating and often a personal attack.
Learning how to motivate, build trust and collaboration is achieved
through effective communication. Assignees must influence and
negotiate. Moreover, all this must be done in a culturally sensitive way.
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Agile Thought Processes
Assignees need to be agile and decisive. The cost of the assignment and
the cultural differences assignees experience create pressure and stress.
As a result, it can be hard to make decisions or to think through the
consequences of decisions. An assignee who avoids making decisions
before the assignment will find themselves paralyzed during the
assignment. Giving them tools to help with decision-making will help
them to navigate the pressure points, overcome the cultural nuances and
increase their effectiveness in their roles.
Effective decision-making in an intercultural situation requires flexibility
of thought. Those who struggle to weigh up alternatives, or who find it hard
to see an alternative perspective may be able to make decisions. However,
those decisions may have unexpected consequences, particularly allowing
for cultural difference.
Thought agility is also required in problem-solving and managing
conflict. One of the key advantages of having an assignee in the office
is the different perspective they can bring to problems, and they can be
a neutral outsider in conflict. Being able to get to the heart of the issue
quickly and convincingly will require creativity and flexibility of thought
above and beyond normal thought processes.
Tolerance of Ambiguity
Possibly the biggest certainty of any assignment is the prospect of having
to deal with uncertainty.
Intercultural interactions create invisible hazards that can trip up the most
balanced of managers. It will take some significant time for a new arrival
to understand the unspoken power lines and to identify the informal
influencers. This means that every action is shrouded in ambiguity and
risk. It’s as if Newton’s foundation law (every action has an equal and
opposite reaction) suddenly no longer applies; or rather doesn’t always
apply.
Those assignees who are equipped to face down ambiguity and who can
analyze potential risk will be those who will be the most effective. However,
ambiguity isn’t just procedural. We must also manage uncertainty in
personal interactions. When the norms of communication change, you’re
no longer sure if “yes” means “yes”; whether “now” means “instantly”
or “when I get around to it”; or whether that long silence means you’ve
offended, confused or intrigued your counterpart.
The assignee must be able to suspend their instinctive reaction or first
impression; they must replace it with a “second impression” which is
culturally informed. This key skill is one that is potentially the hardest
to master. Our animal instincts demand that we confront ambiguity and
replace it with our own worldview. Our default reactions to other people
are so deeply seated in our subconscious that it requires constant effort to
put them aside.
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The Ideal Assignee Profile

Foreign Language Competency
Communication between people who
have different native languages is always a
challenge, especially when using the native
language of one of them. When you choose
to speak the other person’s language, you are
conceding a little bit of power to them. No
matter your level of fluency, you are not on
an equal footing with your counterpart. If
you are unable to make the choice, you are at
the mercy of someone who can.

Technical Skills
Assignees must be able to do the job they
were appointed to do although they usually
get the roles of leading and mentors.

Soft Skills
Every business process involves
communication. So how we communicate
must be important. If we are to isolate
what the assignee of the future looks like,
we would be remiss to overlook soft skills.

Conceding the power can be advantageous:
not only does it give a good impression
and favourably influence the person you
are talking to, people who can speak other
languages are often considered more
intelligent, and more competent, than those
who can’t.

Leading Culturally
Soft skills without intercultural
understanding are more likely to harm
than help. Communication is culture, and
culture is communication, so without the
ability to judge how to adjust your style,
you will damage relationships, disrupt
projects and destroy reputations.

Organizations that are unable to
move past outdated subconscious
attitudes toward race and
gender will be put in the same
box as Betamax video.

Giving Feedback

A large proportion of native English
speakers, being unable to speak more than
one language, are at a disadvantage already. It
is not difficult to imagine the effect of using
Japanese to initiate small talk at a meeting
with a Japanese client, even if you must revert
to English for the main meeting. The desire
to learn a language and use it is an ability that
our ideal assignee must have.

Learning how to motivate, build trust and
collaboration is achieved through effective
communication. Assignees must influence
and negotiate. Moreover, all this must
be done in a culturally sensitive way.

Agile Thought Processes
Being able to get to the heart of the issue
quickly and convincingly will require
creativity and flexibility of thought above
and beyond normal thought processes.

The Ideal Assignee Profile
So far, we have noticeably not touched
on the profile of “the average person” we
mentioned earlier. It is hopefully not too
ambitious to believe that, in the future, we
will be unfettered by questions of diversity.
One of the huge failings of the science fiction
genre is that the future is always portrayed
as white. If humanity develops as it has been
doing recently, we are much more likely to
have darker skin, not only due to mixing
races but as a reaction to global warming.
There is already a trend to blur the strict
formal definitions of gender, so it cannot
be unreasonable to assume that the future
assignees will be blind to colour and gender.

Tolerance of Ambiguity
Intercultural interactions create invisible
hazards that can trip up the most
balanced of managers. The assignee
must be able to suspend their instinctive
reaction or first impression; they must
replace it with a “second impression”
which is culturally informed.

Foreign Language Competency
Communication between people who
have different native languages is always
a challenge, especially when using the
native language of one of them. The
desire to learn a language and use it is an
ability that our ideal assignee must have.
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Is There a Future at all for Global Mobility?

Some people may argue that this speculation is pointless –
globalization means that global mobility and assignments will soon
be obsolete. This is to ignore the evidence. At an event, hosted by
Expat Academy , in November 2017, Andrew Walker, Global Mobility
lead for EY indicated that EY is increasing dramatically the number
of globally mobile employees. This is reflected in surveys published
by BGRS, Santa Fe, EY, PwC and many others.
It seems that as the world gets smaller, countries fight
harder to preserve their individual culture. It is not a
coincidence that regional independence is a current
issue, Brexit has massive popular support, the USA
and North Korea are ignoring domestic troubles
with international sabre-rattling – and many more
examples. Organizations must trade internationally
to grow, so having a core cadre of globally-minded
leaders is vital. And the only way to have global talent
is to give them international experience.

The Future Assignee
So that you can recognise them when they come
along, let’s summarize the key characteristics of the
ideal future assignee:

Agile thinker
Multilingual
Globally minded
mentor and leader
Interculturally competent
Effective communicator
Technically capable

There is no research to show that white men are particularly gifted more
than anyone else in these areas. In fact, there is research to show that women
are more likely to have the soft skills required, and it is clear that we can
find suitable profiles in all areas of the population. It should, therefore, be
beyond discussion that it is well past the time that organizations rebalanced
their assignee profiles and introduced a more diverse mobile population.
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Learnlight is an award-winning
EdTech company that provides
language and soft skills training to
more than 1,000 clients and over
100,000 learners in 150 countries.
Since our foundation, our dream has been to bridge the gap between the
disparate worlds of education and technology by harnessing cutting-edge
technology to optimize instructor-led training. Our obsession was, and
continues to be, to empower talented trainers to create transformative
learning experiences because we think people are the real killer app.
Visit learnlight.com to discover more about Learnlight and our unique
range of digital, tutoring, virtual and face-to-face solutions.

Connect with us
Our social media channels help you to stay up to date
on our latest insights, news, views and more.
learnlight.com
@learnlight
linkedin.com/company/learnlight
facebook.com/learnlightgroup
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