
I f there were any doubters before, the Great Recession has 

proven that the world has become a global economy and 

marketplace with one interdependent labor pool. As a result, 

the job of a leader has never been more complex and international 

expertise has never been in more demand. Though historically 

a key differentiator in the race for top posts, international experi-

ence has quickly evolved to a prerequisite for most of today's CEO 

appointments. Having a proven ability to drive growth in emerging 

markets and strategically manage multicultural teams has been 

particularly essential as companies look to maximize global opera-

tions, eek out higher margins and fend off stiffer competition in a 

tough, albeit improving economic landscape. 

Mike Duke's appointment to the top spot of Wal-Mart, for example, 

was attributed in large part to his track record of effectively mak-

ing tough decisions in foreign markets. While he is not alone, the 

dearth of quali®ed ªglobalº CEOs has been widely discussed even 

as unemployment ®gures plummet worldwide. Understanding 

where the demand for these CEOs is and which opportunities are 

worth taking can help you decide whether it is time to take your 

career on the road. 

TAKING YOUR CAREER ON THE ROAD
Part 8:



  

Should I Stay or Should I Go? Evaluating the Risks 
and Rewards of Pursuing a Global Track
Whether you have thought of taking an expatriate assignment 
as part of your long-term career development or as a short-term 
solution to the relative lack of possibilities in your home market, 
the key is to be ¯exible and adaptive, remaining open to areas you 
might never have considered before while choosing assignments 
that are signi®cant not only to the organization you work in but also 
for the world economy as a whole. Christian Jerusalem, a senior 
partner in Korn/Ferry's Frankfurt of®ce, encourages everyone to work 
overseas at some point in their career for the growth and learning 
this experience provides. That said, before taking the leap he also 
strongly advises executives to ask themselves where they will add 
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ªAs globalization 
continues, 
experience 
operating within 
international 
markets will be a 
key differentiator 
for future senior 
leaders and a 
quali®cation 

for entry into ªhigh-potentialº 
development programs. That 
said, executives have to actively 
manage their career development 
to maximize their own potential 
as well as their impact to their 
employer.º

Tony Rossano
Korn/Ferry Sydney

HOT SPOTS FOR GLOBALLY MINDED EXECUTIVES

Fast-growing BRIC (Brazil, Russia, China and India) economies 
are expected to account for a larger share of the world's output 
when the recession ends, eventually making positions at locally-
owned and operated companies as attractive to executives as 
jobs at western multinationals have been in the past. Recruiters 
still see the Asia Pacific region, which is expected to account 
for two-thirds of the world's increase in employment growth by 
2020, as holding the most promise.1 Depending on the nature of 
the business and industry sector, Greater China (including Hong 
Kong) and Singapore remain the top picks for expatriates seeking 
roles with regional or even global scope. 

Continuing the trend that has emerged in recent years for 
organizations to send their ªheavy hittersº to Asia2 to establish 
global operational centers, banks including HSBC, Deutsche 
Bank, Credit Suisse and Nomura relocated their global business 
heads to Asia in 2009. Also, as more European companies set up 
operations in Dubai to get closer to the Asian market while also 
tapping prospects across the Middle East, the opportunities for 
interesting assignments there should expand.

 1 ªForesight 2020,º Economist Intelligence Unit, 2006.

 2 ªDoes Asia Deserve Your Heaviest Hitters? Identifying Game-Changers to Transform 
   Your Global Business and Deliver on Asia's Promise,º Korn/Ferry International, 2008.
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the most value as a leader in their organization, pointing out that it 
might not always be prudent to go away if you can better contribute 
to the company's overall strategy and priorities by staying where you 
are for the short to medium term. ªThe criteria will depend on the 
speci®c situation, and in times like these, companies must have a 
very compelling reason to send people abroad,º he adds.

Being culturally savvy, genuinely curious and possessing a rigorous 
work ethic are amongst the top personal characteristics that 
anyone embarking on a stint abroad must possess. They do not, 
however, guarantee success, even for otherwise globally minded and 
functionally savvy executives. A report by Korn/Ferry cites countries 
in North Asia (including China), the non-Gulf Middle East, Central and 
Eastern Europe, and South America as territories where the failure 
rate for foreign professionals is the highest.3 These markets continue 
to offer substantial opportunities, and also remain destinations 
where expatriates will encounter tremendous levels of change and 
ambiguity ± personally and professionally. To tip the balance in your 
favor, recruiters advise that before accepting a role you should 
ask your employer for cultural immersion coaching, clear goals 
and performance indicators that are realistic for the length of the 
assignment, and special support for your family.

FACTORS TO CONSIDER

Korn/Ferry consultants say that the principal influencers 
impacting the decision for high-level executives to take a job 
overseas are:

! ""Age of children (and, in some cases, age of parents)

! ""Degree of contact with professional network in home market,  
 including bosses/colleagues at company headquarters

! ""Job security and repatriation

! ""Children's education

! ""Partner's career

! ""Work-life balance (too much travel or work)

1 ªKorn/Ferry Survey: Despite Many Challenges, China Easily Attracts Expatriate 
   Executives,º Korn/Ferry International, 2006.
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CHECKLIST FOR SUCCESS

If you have already made the decision to take an overseas 
assignment, here are some things you can do to help you and your 
family be successful:
 
! ""Build some knowledge of the culture ± start to learn about the 

underpinnings of the society and business culture of the country 
in which you will be based. For example, in China, Confucianism 
drives the Chinese thought process, communication style and 
behavior.

! ""Check your assumptions and worldview at the door.

! ""Evaluate your company's global, regional and local strategy and
ensure that you are empowered to manage expectations at the 
home of®ce about what it will take to meet their goals. 

! ""Research and secure extra mechanisms of social support to
ensure that your family will be able to adapt to life in the new 
country.

! ""Have an agreement with your company on how this assignment
will further your career with them and agree to the terms of your 
repatriation.

! ""Formulate a succession plan and ways to develop the leaders
of the future who will allow your ®rm to eventually localize its 
management team.

As Jerusalem stresses, the days of ªcolonial-styleº expat 
assignments are over. ªAcross the board, you have to be willing and 
able to immerse yourself in the local culture ± while you may never 
truly be `one of them,' you can at least be truly interested,º he says. 
Finally, if your ultimate goal is to keep climbing the corporate ladder 
in your country of origin, have an agreement up front about roles that 
you will be able to return to once the foreign assignment ends. 

Executives Without a Home: ªInternational Citizensº
Once you decide to take an assignment overseas, be open to 
the idea of staying longer than the initial contract term ± perhaps 
even permanently ± and keep your employability high. While the 
recommended minimum period to stay abroad on a permanent 
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assignment is two years, over time you may ®nd that your personal 
development, professional impact and quality of life are substantially 
higher away from home and therefore decide to stay much longer. 
Or, it may be dif®cult to return to your country of origin in a capacity 
that adequately appreciates and utilizes your foreign experience. 

Both of these scenarios are common, although as Tony Rossano, 
a senior client partner in Korn/Ferry's Sydney of®ce explains, ªTo 
the extent that an executive's international experience is broader 
and they are seen as successful in adapting to different cultures 
and operating environments, this ultimately will be an asset and a 
differentiator.º In such cases, the most talented senior executives 
can start to pick where they would like their next assignment to be 
and may ultimately become true ªglobal citizens.º

Notwithstanding the considerable value that international or 
multinational management experience adds to an executive's career, 
in cases where they intend to return to their country of origin for 
professional or personal reasons, it will be important to plan early 
and review that plan regularly. According to Rossano, ªPlanning 
for your return should start the moment you leave. If additional 
international assignments or extensions present themselves along 

ªPeople learn 
the most when 

there is no 
familiar pattern 

that they can 
apply to a given 

situation. Home-
based repetition 

does not help 
you grow. The 

challenges of an expat assignment 
are exactly those that help you learn 

and grow.º 

Christian Jerusalem
Korn/Ferry Frankfurt

COMPETENCIES TO GET THINGS DONE

Operating in diverse and uncertain environments requires a certain 
skill-set that will blend qualities you must have in order to vie for 
elite international roles with those you will hone after being in the 
role for a while.

What You Will Bring

! ""Managerial courage

! ""Managing vision and
purpose

! ""Planning and managing 
through total work systems

! ""Strategic agility

What You Will Gain

! ""Con¯ict management

! ""Managing diversity and 
understanding others

! ""Personal learning and 
learning ªon the ¯yº

! ""Dealing with ambiguity 
and paradox
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the way, continue to revisit your plan. At all times, try to keep abreast 
of developments in your home country and ®nd ways to remain 
connected to your professional network, possibly through industry 
bodies, charitable associations or the Internet.º

If you have been working abroad for some time already, the likelihood 
that you will stay overseas or return home will depend largely on how 
successful you have been during that time. When deciding whether 
to remain in a foreign country after ®nishing an assignment or be 
retrenched, the ®rst factor to consider will of course be whether it 
is possible for you to stay legally in the country long enough to look 
for work without being sponsored by a company during that time. 
Next, look at what your standard of living will be without a generous 
expatriate package, since in some instances you may not be offered 
the same level of bene®ts (housing allowance, home leave, etc.) once 
you are already in the country. This lack of economic support might 
make the decision clearer. Ideally, any new position you take should 
be attractive enough to close the door on comparable opportunities 
in your home country, and an executive recruiter can help make that 
happen. 

ªWe work with clients to inform them of the challenges of competing 
for talent on a global rather than local basis, which often involves 
more than simply ®nding and qualifying the talent. The sophistication 
required to attract, recruit and retain these executives tends to be 
greater, along with their price point and professional risk associated 
with making such a move,º says Rossano.

Doing Business Globally
Ideally, people are given foreign posts to generate and transfer 
knowledge, to develop their global leadership skills, or both. Alemany 
and other Korn/Ferry consultants agree that companies that send the 
right executives for these reasons and manage them effectively will 
be able to count on these cosmopolitan leaders who have learned 
how to do business on an international playing ®eld to drive their 
business in the future. 

Many global HR heads today are focused on aligning the 
organization's global strategy with employees' strengths. If you are 
interested in working abroad for your current employer, get on your 
HR executive's radar, making sure you not only express a willingness 

ªThere are 
companies 
that provide 
comprehensive 
repatriation 
programs for 
their executives 
but most view 
their return as a 
non-issue, when 

in fact repatriation is a time of 
major upheaval. Companies should 
provide family support and career 
guidance that enable them to put 
their international experience to 
work.º

Carlos Alemany
Korn/Ferry Madrid

OPTIMAL TIME TO 
STAY AWAY

Experts agree that to be 
successful in a leadership 
role abroad, you should 
stay no less than two years. 
If you intend to continue 
your career in your home 
country, keep close ties with 
your network at corporate 
headquarters and consider 
returning within ®ve years.
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to relocate, but also utilize your current position to demonstrate your 
unique competitive advantage and ability to lead amongst times of 
great change and even crisis. 

The dynamic nature of global business requires equally dynamic 
leadership talent. Contributing to the next wave of recovery and 
prosperity by applying your knowledge and skills in new markets can 
be more than worth the risk and ultimately will position you for elite 
management roles and a enriching lifestyle where both your purse 
and perspectives expand.

EXPAT PACKAGES: WHAT TO EXPECT

As a new global labor market evolves where clear guidelines for 
balancing supply with demand have not been set, the way companies 
are compensating expatriate executives still varies somewhat from 
region to region and company to company. 

A number of organizations have completely eliminated their expatriate 
policies and have shifted to a ªlocal termsº model in response to the 
®nancial crisis, which has forced people to adjust their expectations 
and weigh the developmental value of the role more heavily than the 
®duciary rewards. Another option is shorter rotations in which the 
expatriate executive is expected to build a succession plan wherein a 
local executive would take over the reins from them at the end of their 
tenure. 

For the most part, however, a blended package is still provided, with 
smaller housing and schooling allowances, combined with lesser 
base salaries offered along with a promise of annual trips back home 
as a compromise solution.
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About The Korn/Ferry Institute
The Korn/Ferry Institute was founded to serve as a 
premier global voice on a range of talent management and 
leadership issues. The Institute commissions and publishes 
groundbreaking research utilizing Korn/Ferry's unparalleled 
expertise and preeminent behavioral research library. It also 
serves as an exclusive destination for executives to convene 
and hone their leadership skills. The Institute is dedicated to 
improving the state of global human capital for organizations 
of all sizes around the world. 

About Korn/Ferry International
Korn/Ferry International, with a presence throughout the 
Americas, Asia Paci®c, Europe, the Middle East and Africa, 
is a premier global provider of talent management solutions 
celebrating 40 years in business. Based in Los Angeles, the 
®rm delivers an array of solutions that help clients to attract, 
develop, retain and sustain their talent. Visit www.kornferry.
com for more information on the Korn/Ferry International family 
of companies, and www.kornferryinstitute.com for thought 
leadership, intellectual property and research.
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