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International assignments are an essential part of the 
daily business of Multinational Corporations (MNCs). 
While historically many companies’ primary motive 
was to fill skill gaps in overseas subsidiaries, HR 
managers claim that assignments where the primary 
motive is developmental have been steadily growing 
in number. During international assignments, there 
are many opportunities for employees to develop 
skills such as increased knowledge about foreign 
markets, cultures and languages, or the opportunity 
to establish international networks. Academic 
research demonstrates that in today’s globally 
interlaced business environment, such competencies 
can also positively reflect on corporate performance 
if employees with these skills are later deployed in 
senior positions. 

Since the individual also benefits from these 
opportunities for development, international 
assignments are commonly considered a career 
booster. Hence, international assignments can help 
companies to gain a competitive advantage and at 
the same time they may also be beneficial for those 
employees who go on assignment. In other words, 
there’s a good chance that the outcome will be a 
win-win for both employee and employer.

However, the number of international assignments 
is increasing steadily, meaning that providing 
every former expatriate with a better position 
upon repatriation simply exceeds the capacities of 
many MNCs. Consequently, not every expatriation 
experience can have positive career implications 
for the individual. Career development back in the 
home country may be dependent on aspects such 
as the assignment’s purpose, the support practices 
provided by the assigning MNC, or the proactive 
career management displayed by the employee.

Quite surprisingly, despite its relevance, this 
phenomenon is academically under-researched and 
the time is therefore right to address this complex 
issue. This report covers three core areas. First, 
we highlight the main challenges associated with 
repatriation. We then present the results of an 
empirical research project that investigates the career 
situation of repatriates in detail. Finally, we offer 
some indicators for MNCs to enable them to better 
manage their international assignments and in 
particular to successfully manage repatriations.
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•  Returning to the workplace

	 	When	the	world	kept	on	spinning	without	you:		
A	clash	of	expectations	and	a	lack	of	definition	
of	new	roles	and	responsibilities	for	the	
repatriate	can	lead	to	a	frustrating	experience	
when	returning	home	

Absence from the place of work in the home country 
during the period of the international assignment has a 
major impact on social relationships in the work place. 
Returning employees might suffer from isolation from their 
colleagues in the home country. Not only have they 
accommodated themselves in a situation without the 
expatriate, but also the repatriate has changed. This is in 
general a desirable situation, as it means that the 
expatriation experience has led to an increase in individual 
human capital, which is beneficial for the company. 
However, both the repatriate and his or her former 
colleagues must adapt to the changes and to the new 
social setting. Colleagues may even underestimate the 
value of the foreign experience, or the repatriate may find 
him or herself in a situation where the improvement of 
their professional skills is not properly acknowledged by 
colleagues. 

The process of adjustment by the repatriate to his or her 
former working environment post-assignment may be 
both a professional and a social challenge. The repatriate 
must define a new and appropriate professional self, and 
must find his or her role again within the company. 
Additionally, repatriates can find that they must adapt to a 
different organizational culture. Norms, values, and 
unspoken rules of engagement may have changed over 
time, especially if the assignment was for a long period of 
time. Repatriates may also find that their supervisors and 
superiors have focused their attention on employees who 
stayed in the home country. He or she may feel ‘invisible’ 
in the team, which can be particularly problematic when 
dealing with promotions or other internal staffing 
decisions; choices can be influenced by the 
recommendations of superiors who have no knowledge of 
working with the repatriate meaning that he or she may 
find it hard to re-integrate into the former working 
environment. 

It is quite natural that a complex process like selecting, 
training, and transferring an employee to an overseas 
location is very challenging. However, the challenges do  
not end when the assignment does. Research has revealed 
that over 40% of repatriates leave their companies within  
one year of repatriation. Repatriation presents its own  
unique challenges that should not be underestimated. 

1 Repatriation challenges

Leave within
one year
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•  Returning to a different home 

	 	False	expectations	and	lack	of	contact	may	
lead	to	reverse	culture	shock	

The changes not only affect the repatriate in a work 
context but also in their private life. Many repatriates 
underestimate the difficulties that are connected to 
returning home and therefore experience reverse culture 
shock. This is particularly true if the former expatriate has 
not stayed in contact with family and friends at home, and 
he or she may be overwhelmed by the transformations 
that have taken place. As is the case in the context of 
work, the repatriate and their family must find their  
place within their circle of family and friends, which may 
not be as easy as it seems. 

With such serious challenges facing repatriates and their 
families, there are questions that really should be asked. 
Firstly, why are assignments abroad such common business 
practice? And secondly what are they really worth? To 
analyze these questions in more detail, it is useful to look 
at the results of a recent study. The study looked in detail 
at the impact of international assignments on future career 
outcomes, whilst ensuring that consideration was given to 
factors relating to individual assignments that can have an 
effect on assignment success and future careers. 

State of the art research methods and theories were used 
as the basis for this study. Further information regarding 
these can be obtained upon request from the report authors.

Post Expatriation Post Expatriation

Pre Expatriation Pre Expatriation

Expectation

Reality

Fig. 1  The repatriation challenge - A clash of expectations and realities

The study looked in detail at 
the impact of international 
assignments on future career 
outcomes
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•   A few words about the 
respondents

The study draws on a sample of 295 repatriates of 
publicly-listed German companies with 3,500 or more 
employees. Respondents work in a variety of industries,  
as illustrated in Figure 2.

 

Fig.2  Industry distribution.

 

The average respondent is 40 years old, holds a Master’s 
degree or equivalent, and has worked for the assigning 
firm for 13 years. 82% of the sample is male, outlining 
that women are still under-represented when it comes to 
expatriate assignments, something that was referred to in 
the last RES Forum Quarterly Report. 

More than 80% of the respondents had recently returned 
from their first or second international assignment, though 
the latest repatriation is the one of interest in this study. 
On average, this assignment lasted 33 months and ended 
19 months before the survey was conducted. The top  
five destinations repatriates were last assigned to are 
shown in Figure 3. •

UK

India

Singapore

USA
China

17%
27%

6%

6%

6%

Automobile

Others

Manufacturing

High-tech

35%

34%
17%

14%

Fig. 3 Top 5 assignment destinations.
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•   Career development due to 
assignment experience in general

	 	Most	repatriates	experience	a	career	boost	
regarding	project	responsibility,	position		
and	annual	compensation	when	compared		
to	their	position	before	the	assignment	

Respondents were asked to compare their current  
project responsibility, position, and annual  
compensation (including base salary, bonuses, incentives 
and other financial compensation) to that of their last  
job in the home country prior to expatriation as well as  
to that of their last expatriate job. On average all three 
increased almost equally compared to the last job in the 
home country.

However, in comparison to the last expatriate job, project 
responsibility and position increased, whereas the annual 
compensation decreased upon repatriation.
 

2 Key insights

Fig. 5  Career development (current role following repatriation vs. 
last role during international assignment)  

Role prior to assignment International assignment role Role following repatriation

Project
responsibility

Position

Annual
compensation

3.2

1 = decrease
5 = increase

3.3

2.5
1 |   2 |   3 |   4 |   5 |1 |   2 |   3 |   4 |   5 |

Project
responsibility

Position

Annual
compensation

3.8

3.8

3.9
1 = decrease
5 = increase

Fig. 4   Career development (current role following repatriation 
vs. last role prior to commencement of the international 
assignment) 
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•   Understanding the impact of the 

type of assignment
	 		

The	international	assignment	characteristics	
such	as	purpose	of	assignment	or	country	of	
expatriation	can	have	an	impact	on	career	
development

Each international assignment is different from another, 
and the particular characteristics of the overseas 
experience can be assumed to reflect on the career 
development of former expatriates upon repatriation. 
With regard to the international assignment purpose, 
more than half of the respondents described the primary 
purpose of their last assignment as managerial or with a 
significant element of control or leadership. Hence, these 
employees were assigned because there were few local 
nationals qualified for the position they held in the 
subsidiary, and/or the assignee’s role was to train local 
nationals to enable them to meet company standards. 
24% of the respondents stated that they were assigned 
for developmental purposes primarily, i.e. to acquire 
international management experience. The remaining 
19% described the purpose of their last assignment as 
equally managerial and developmental. 

Repatriates returning from an international assignment 
with a higher focus on development reported better career 
outcomes in terms of project responsibility, position, and 
annual compensation (in contrast to people with no 
overseas experience).

Fig. 6 Assignment purpose.

45% of respondents in the sample were assigned to 
countries that are economically well developed. These 
employees can be assumed to have worked in a subsidiary 
with sophisticated business practices. However, this may 
not be true for the rest of the sample: 38% of repatriates 
returned from an assignment in one of the BRIC countries, 
and another 17% were assigned to a developing economy. 
The less developed the economy a subsidiary is located in, 
the less established the infrastructure on-site is likely to be.
Repatriates returning from an assignment destination in an 
economically well-developed country also report better 
career outcomes in terms of project responsibility, position, 
and annual compensation.

In other words, a repatriate that was assigned for 
developmental purposes to a subsidiary in the US reported 
better career outcomes back in the home country than 
someone returning from a control assignment in India or 
even Angola.

Both equallyDevelopmental

Control

19%24%

57% BRIC

Developing

Developed

17%
45%

38%

 
Fig. 7 Assignment destination - categories.
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Respondents were very positive about their individual 
performance in the host country. They attributed a score 
of 4.2 to their task performance during their last 
assignment, i.e. achievements overseas concerning the 
expatriate job itself such as meeting job objectives and 
performance standards. They attributed a score of 4.0 to 
their “context performance”, i.e. aspects that exceed the 
operational job, such as interacting with coworkers and 
adapting to foreign customs and norms. Interestingly, 
there is no significant relationship between the career 
development of repatriates, and their task or context 
performance in the host country. It may be that companies 
often lack integrated performance management systems 
which cover the time prior to expatriation, the time 
abroad, and the repatriation. 

Fig. 8  Individual performance abroad. 

•   The importance of organizational 

support and individual measures

	 	Organizational	support	is	very	important	but	
is	often	disregarded	after	the	completion	of	
the	expatriation	period.	However,	employees	
can	find	it	easier	to	take	responsibility	for	their	
own	career	development	upon	repatriation	

It is not only the characteristics of the international 
assignment, but also the measures which companies and 
individuals take during expatriation and upon repatriation 
that are likely to affect the future careers of repatriates. 
More precisely, companies can provide organizational 
repatriation support to ease the transition back home. 
Employees were provided with significantly more support 
during expatriation (11 support practices in the 
questionnaire, average availability of 42%) than upon 
repatriation (9 support practices in the questionnaire, 
average availability of 21%). Generally, the top five 
support practices were provided to at least half of the 
respondents either during or after the assignment and are 
shown in Figure 9.

1 = very poor
5 = outstanding 1 |   2 |   3 |   4 |   5 |

Task
performance

Context
performance

4.2

4.0

6%

91% 88% 86%
Communication 

with home 

office

Financial/tax 

counselling

Communication 

about 

repatriation

50%
Repatriate 

position 

definition

50%
Pre-departure 

briefings

1 2 3

4 5

Figure 9. Top 5 support practices available.

Top 5 support practices available
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Independently of any repatriation support provided by the 
company, individuals can also promote their career goals 
themselves. In fact, (former) expatriates can take personal 
responsibility for managing their career, e.g. by networking 
or proactively seeking information on vacant positions in 
the home country. With an average score of 3.9 (with 1 
indicating low and 5 indicating high self-directed career 
management), repatriates in the sample considered 
themselves as rather strong, self-directed career managers. 
In other words, they don’t rely solely on their companies 
but actively manage their own progress on the career 
ladder. •

They don’t rely solely on their 
companies but actively manage 
their own progress on the career 
ladder. 
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The success and individual 
development should be made 
more visible by organizations. 

3  What we 
know by now

The repatriation of employees must be taken seriously and 
is essential to ensure that all of the potential benefits from 
an expatriation experience are realized. 

Our research clearly shows that different expatriation 
experiences have different career implications. 
 
Aside from the characteristics of an expatriate assignment, 
organizational actions also have a significant impact on 
repatriate career development. In fact, the results of the 
study reveal a positive impact of organizational repatriation 
support on job responsibility and position upon return. 
However, an effect on the participants’ annual 
compensation could not be verified.  

Nevertheless, employees can also take their destiny into 
their own hands. By displaying self-directed career 
management in terms of proactive information seeking or 
networking etc., expatriates can prevent themselves from 
falling off the organizational radar while working and 
living overseas, independently of what their company does 
for them. Consequently, results show that job 
responsibility, position, and annual compensation back in 
the home country increase significantly with the level of 
self-directed career management displayed. It is 
worthwhile to note that repatriate compensation is 
enhanced by self-directed career management, yet not by 
organizational repatriation support. It may be that this 

monetary facet of career development depends on 
individual bargaining skills rather than on the level of 
connectedness with the home organization. Such 
bargaining skills are likely to go hand in hand with a  
high level of self-directed career management.

To motivate the individual to take the expatriation 
experience into his or her own hands, the success and 
individual development should be made more visible by 
organizations. Although repatriates may have felt satisfied 
with their working-abroad-experience, they did not feel 
that they had gained a career advantage in comparison to 
their colleagues. However, the empirical results revealed 
that they indeed had increased their career capital in  
many ways. •

Repatriate career development plays a vital role in the context of 
managing expatriation. For MNCs as well as employees it is vital to 
understand what drives career success upon return from an expatriate 
assignment. The empirical results demonstrate that career development 
upon repatriation is significantly affected by the distinct characteristics 
of the expatriation experience itself. 
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4  What we need 
to know

How	can	we	best	manage	expectations?
Not every overseas assignment is intended to boost a 
career, and employees should adjust their expectations 
accordingly to avoid disappointment. However, expatriate 
assignments of course go hand in hand with many other 
personal benefits, such as the opportunity to gain intensive 
first-hand experience of foreign countries and cultures. 
Overall, expectation management on both sides is of the 
essence. The company as well as the expatriate-to-be 
should be clear about the purpose of the assignment and 
his or her role once the assignment is over. The sooner this 
is communicated and the more clearly this can be done,  
the higher the chances are of avoiding misunderstandings 
and disappointment.

How	to	best	support	and	empower	your	employees	
to	gain	the	most	out	of	the	assignment?
Organizational repatriation support is highly important, 
and measures to support the individual repatriation should 
be further developed by companies rather than reduced. 
Company-driven measures such as mentoring or pre-
departure or post-assignment briefings should therefore 
provide employees with the chance to better prepare for 
what to expect upon repatriation, and to enable them to 
understand what has changed whilst they have been 
away, or to be informed about vacant job offers. These 
measures will allow individuals to secure a more attractive 
position back in the home organization with higher job 
responsibility, though not necessarily with higher 
compensation.

Additionally, expatriates can take personal responsibility 
for managing their careers. Employees who complement 
pre-departure practices offered to them with self-directed 
career management measures further increase their 
chances of achieving superior career outcomes upon 
return from an expatriate assignment, regardless of the 
distinct characteristics of the assignment. As a 
consequence, repatriates are likely to be more satisfied as 
they are rewarded for their efforts overseas, whereas at 
the same time the valuable human capital acquired is more 
likely to be deployed in responsible positions where it can 
have an impact on corporate performance over the 
long-term. As a company, it is important to support this 
empowerment process and inspire employees to make the 
most of their time abroad. As such, it is important for 
organizations to understand what characterizes successful 
self-directed career-management in the repatriation 
process. 

How	can	we	make	expatriation	more	beneficial	
whilst	making	the	progress	more	visible?
MNCs should consider integrating their performance 
measurement systems in order to allow for a holistic career 
management process throughout the entire expatriation 
process. This will give credit to the skills acquired abroad 
and make personal progress more measurable and 
therefore, more beneficial for the individual. This  
might even increase the attractiveness of assignments in 
general as well. •

As a company, it is important 
to support this empowerment 
process and inspire employees 
to make the most of their time 
abroad.
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5  Action steps for 
organisations

1.  Dedicate the appropriate attention and 
resources to the repatriation process that it 
deserves. Ask the following questions of your 
organization’s processes:

 •  What relevance do international assignments 
(and repatriations) have in general for your 
organization?

 •  How does your organization support repatriates?
 •  How successful is the repatriation process? 
 •  How could you improve your activities?

2.  Empower your employees to take over 
responsibility for their own repatriation 
success. ‘Vertical integration’ is not only a power-
phrase for logistics in a consumer goods context. 
Particularly in an HR context, empowering people to 
take responsibility for their own careers may be 
highly beneficial. Ask the following questions of 
your organization’s processes to help to boost ways 
that employees can be self-empowered:

 •  To what extent do expatriates in my company 
perceive their expatriation/ repatriation period to 
be self-directed?

 •  What stops them from taking more responsibility 
for their own careers?

 •  How can we empower employees further? 
 

3.  Make assignments more beneficial for career 
development. It is particularly important to 
integrate performance management systems. This 
can help to measure the success of an assignment 
and make personal progress visible. Ask:

 •  How are we measuring performance at home 
and abroad?

 •  How are we integrating performance 
management measures from the expatriate 
period?

 •  How can we increase integration and make 
growth of human capital more visible? •
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The career situation of repatriates was investigated in a 
joint empirical research project between the University of 
Hamburg, represented by Anika Breitenmoser and  
Prof. Dr. Nicola Berg, and the Leuphana University of 
Lüneburg, represented by Prof. Dr. Benjamin Bader. 

6  About the study

Prof. Dr. Benjamin Bader
Professor of Strategic Management 
and Organization  
Leuphana University of Lüneburg
benjamin.bader@leuphana.de

Birte Manke, MA
PhD Candidate
Leuphana University of Lüneburg
birte.manke@leuphana.de

Anika Breitenmoser, MSc
PhD Candidate
University of Hamburg
anika.breitenmoser@uni-hamburg.de



14Repatriation in Focus: International Assignments as Career Boosters?

The RES Forum cooperates with the Leuphana University  
of Lüneburg. The main goal is to enhance the practical 
perspective of the RES Forum with a more academic 
research approach. We aim to match the understanding of 
pressing issues in HR management with research expertise 
in order to achieve academic thought leadership in the 
field of global HR management. •

RES FORUM
T   +44 20 7127 8075 
E   office@theresforum.com 
www.theresforum.com

Expatriate Tax and Social Security - Mazars LLP
Steve Asher, Tax Partner - Head of Global Mobility Services 
T  +44 20 7063 4526 
E  steve.asher@mazars.co.uk 
www.mazars.co.uk

Assignment Management - Bristol Global Mobility
Chris Kline, Executive Vice President
T  +1 303 870  7240
E  CKline@bristolglobal.com
www.bristolglobal.com 

Mobility Management IT Solutions - Equus Software
Vicki Marsh, Head of Operations, UK 
T  +44 20 3540 6248
E  vicki.marsh@equusoft.com 
www.equusoft.com

International Household Goods Moving - Harmony Relocation Network
Vanessa Cremers, Marketing & Communications Manager 
T  +31 294 461 019 
E  v.cremers@harmonyrelo.com 
www.harmonyrelo.com
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