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“ Strength lies in differences, not in similarities” 
Stephen R. Covey, bestselling author of 7 Habits of Highly Effective People
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Organisational diversity is often seen as an important 
prerequisite for creativity and innovation within an 
organisation. In the September 2016 RES Forum 
Quarterly Report (Bader & Manke, 2016) we 
disclosed that many employees consider diversity to 
be a strategic business issue. In particular, the role 
of women in the arena of international assignments 
was of great interest. Many of the RES Forum 
Meetings in 2016 already had “diversity” as a theme 
and the RES Forum Annual Report dedicated an 
entire chapter to this subject (Dickmann, 2016). We 
have therefore chosen to investigate the issue of 
gender diversity in global mobility in further detail 
in this report. Within the German DAX companies 
(the 30 major German companies trading on the 
Frankfurt Stock Exchange), there are still five times 
more male board members than there are females. 
This disproportionate representation between the 
genders is also visible among international assignees: 
While women make up to about 40% of the global 
work force, according to some studies on global 
mobility, only about 15 - 25% of international 
assignees are women. Although there are no official 
statistics due to a lack of data, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that in most companies there are still 
more men than women being sent on international 
assignments.

Despite the fact that women make up such a large 
proportion of the workforce today, they continue to 
face challenges and obstacles to career progression 
that men do not seem to face. International 
experience is highly valued by companies, 
especially when carrying out global strategic 
initiatives (Takeuchi, Tesluk, Yun, and Lepak, 2005). 
Consequently, a lack of international experience can 
be considered a reason for not getting promoted 
and thus a principle cause for the disproportionate 
representation of females to males in leadership roles.

In the September 2016 RES Forum Quarterly Report 
(Bader & Manke, 2016), we also noted that people 
with international work experience place more 
emphasis on the importance of diversity when 
compared to those who do not have expatriate 

experience. Unfortunately, this subject has only 
received limited attention so far, and previous 
research suggests that there might be a lack of 
interest in the area. This leads to an underdeveloped 
understanding of diversity and its implications for 
organisations and their management. However, even 
where there is a keen interest in the subject as well 
as an understanding of diversity within some parts of 
the organisation, middle managers are facing many 
barriers in implementing a diversity agenda, such 
as a lack of peer group acceptance of actions they 
might take in supporting diversity and an absence of 
support for their initiatives from senior management. 
These unenthusiastic attitudes, coupled with the very 
real challenges in measuring the benefits of a good 
diversity management programme, make it hard to 
create and support an organisational culture that 
embraces diversity.
 
Nevertheless, a well-managed and well implemented 
diversity programme can be an organisational 
cornerstone which eventually contributes to the 
overall success of a company. This report identifies 
the key first steps organisations need to take in 
overcoming the barriers and challenges which may 
exist in stopping greater gender diversity within GM 
programmes. Crucially, the report offers ideas, based 
on empirical survey results, on how organisations 
can embrace diversity and how they can benefit the 
most from it which we hope will help organisations 
both in their mobility programmes but also in their 
broader gender diversity initiatives.

The core focus of this report is women on 
international assignments, and as such there is 
an even distribution of males and females among 
survey respondents. We recognise that this split is 
not necessarily representative of the actual gender 
distribution within companies of those employees 
actually on international assignment (which is typically 
weighted towards male assignees) - this even split 
was deliberately achieved by inviting disproportionally 
more women than men to participate in the survey. 
This was necessary in order to allow for an accurate 
comparison between both genders.

Introduction 
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Most respondents held a Bachelor’s (40.2%) or Master’s  
(or equivalent) degree (40.2%). A few had only secondary 
education (13.7%), and 2.9% held a Ph.D. The remaining 
3% had worked on apprenticeships. The respondents 
worked in a variety of industries from chemical & 
pharmaceutical (21.6%), fast moving consumer goods 
(20.6%), automotive (17.6%), education & training 
(8.8%), aerospace & aviation (4.9%), logistics (4.9%), 
engineering (3.9%), healthcare (3.9%), banking & finance 
(2.9%), manufacturing (2.0%), shipping (1.0%), travel 
(1.0%), technology (6.9%). This cross-sector approach 
ensures that results are not biased by industry. The number 
of years of work experience of respondents ranged from  
1 to 40 years, with the average being about 15 years of 
work experience. 

There is also a wide range in the number  
of organisations that respondents  
had previously worked for,  
ranging from one to ten  
previous employers,  
with an average of  
three companies.  
The vast majority (69,5%)  
of the sample had international 

assignment experience. There was a wide, global 
distribution of assignment locations among the 
respondents. The top 3 destinations were the USA (22%), 
Germany (14%)1 and UK or Ireland (14%). Other 
expatriate destinations were China & Hong Kong (9%), 
Central and Southern Europe (12%), Eastern Europe (8%), 
Latin America (6%), and Africa (6%). Of course it remains 
to be seen whether, in the future, assignment numbers 
into two of the top destination locations listed here (USA 
and the UK) will change as a results of the introspective 
and ‘America first’ policies being popularised by president 
Donald Trump in the USA, and Brexit (the act of the UK 
leaving the European Union following the referendum in 
June 2016) in the UK.

1  A few words on the  
respondents

1  The reason Germany is considered a host 
country is because our sample also includes 
people working in a foreign subsidiary of a 
DAX30 company and being on assignment  
in the home country. For instance, a British 
employee normally working in London and  
being assigned to the HQ in Germany.

In late 2016, we conducted an empirical survey targeting employees from German 
DAX30-companies and we received 155 complete responses. Respondents included 
not only Germans but also expatriates working for DAX30-companies outside of 
Germany. In order to investigate gender differences, we created a balanced sample 
consisting of approximately 50% men and 50% women.

Fig. 1  Global distribution of assignment locations
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As we saw in the September 2016 RES Forum Quarterly Report (Bader & Manke, 
2016), diversity issues are seen differently by those people who are affected by 
being “diverse” in one way or another themselves, e.g. women in male-dominated 
work domains or an employee who is the only foreigner in a work team. This 
report therefore does not simply report descriptive percentages but in addition it 
uses statistical analysis to test whether the perceptions of certain groups, in our 
case men and women, differ to a significant extent or not. 

When managing diversity, it is essential to not only rely on 
the mean and average values of the entire sample but 
rather to dig a bit deeper into the data to analyse where 
subtle (or less subtle) differences lie between the genders. 
In the next section we provide deeper insights and discuss 
the implications of the results for organisations. 

Is there a gender gap? Examining 
gender differences in the field of  
global mobility

In line with much research and literature on gender 
differences (for a meta-analysis see Joshi, Son, & Roh, 
2015), our survey results also demonstrate a gender gap 

between managerial and non-managerial positions. In 
particular, about two-thirds of male respondents said 
that they had held managerial positions (i.e. having 
responsibility for staff or managerial responsibility for 
leading a function) versus 48% of female respondents. 
Previous research suggests that international assignment 
experience is a precondition for many positions with 
a higher degree of responsibility and assignments are 
overall an important factor in managers’ careers (Bader & 
Breitenmoser, 2016; Cerdin & La Pargneux, 2014).  
 
This is indeed reflected in the sample we surveyed. There is 
a correlation between international assignment experience 
and level of seniority, as well as the likelihood of 
respondents having people management responsibilities. 
Furthermore, the number of promotions correlated with 
the time spent abroad. The more time people had spent 
on an international assignment period, the higher the 
number of promotions they reported. In addition, people 
who had spent more time abroad reported that they were 
more satisfied with their compensation. 

2  Key Insights
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Women are less likely to take the first steps to initiate an 
international assignment than men, and this is often cited 
as a reason why there may be fewer females than males 
sent on international assignments. In fact, Salamin and 
Hanappi (2014) reviewed previous research and concluded 
that gender stereotypes and linear “male” career models 
may have blocked opportunities for women, which again 
negatively affected their willingness to relocate in the first 
place. 

This widespread situation is among the bigger issues when 
actively managing gender diversity in global mobility. 
Interestingly, in our study there were no significant gender 
differences regarding assignment initiation, (organisation-
initiated 56% versus self-initiated 44%). Yet, the sample 
gives reason to believe that assignments for women were 
slightly more likely to be company initiated (60% of cases). 
In other words, there is an opportunity for women to take 
greater ownership and actively seek out and communicate 
their interest in an international assignment. This again 
emphasises the importance of the individual employee 
taking responsibility for his or her career development.  
This was extensively discussed in the December 2016 RES 
Forum Quarterly Report on repatriation (Bader, Manke,  
& Breitenmoser, 2016). However, there are many other 
factors in addition to this, which may play an important 
role in establishing the reasons for the lack of women on 
international assignment.

 Digging deeper into gender-diversity 
– reasons why women may be 
under-represented on international 
assignments

•   Women are being overlooked - 
Misperceptions about disinterest 
among female managers 
 
Despite that fact that many women are very 
interested in an international assignment, they 
are not sent on international assignments. There 
seems to be a deficit in communication between 
managers and employees.

Women just don’t want to go! This is quite a common 
misperception by (HR) managers, who often state that 
women are less interested in international assignments. 
Yet, in our sample, about half of female respondents said 
that they would be interested in going abroad.

Interestingly, only 38.5% of male respondents said that 
they were interested. Asked about career progression, 
more women than men were confident that an 
international assignment could be very beneficial for their 
careers. This leads to the question: Why is there such a 
discrepancy between desire to go and actual number of 
women sent abroad? Women, who support the statement

Men, who support the statement

My home country manager
thinks I am NOT interested in
an international assignment 

An international assignment 
will HARM my career

9%

27%

12,8%

44%

Sure, I am
interested

No, I am not 
interested

54%

46%

Fig. 2  Interest in international assignments among men  
and women

Fig. 3  Percentage of women interested in an international  
assignment experience
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Such conflicting views between women and their 
supervisors have already been identified many years ago 
(Stroh, Varma, & Valy-Durbin, 2000) but apparently still 
exist. Our data suggests that one reason might be a 
communication deficit. We found a negative relationship 
between employees being interested in an international 
assignment and them thinking that their respective 
supervisors do not know about their interest. This 
relationship is extremely strong for men. In other words, 
when men are interested in going abroad, men make 
themselves heard, yet the same is not true for the women 
in our sample. 

This tells us that women struggle to communicate their 
interest in going abroad to their managers. In general, 
about one third of women think that their supervisors do 
not know that they are interested in accepting an 
international assignment. However, this also means that 
two thirds believe their supervisors do know about their 
interest in going on international assignment. The question 
is whether that is really the case. 

Contrasting the survey responses from those females who 
indicate that they think their supervisor knows that they 
want to go on assignment with the common belief by 
many (HR) managers that women don’t want to go leads 
us to question whether both parties are on the same 
page? Both cannot be right. As men are more successful in 
being accepted for international assignments than 
women, perhaps women need to learn to explicitly express 
their willingness and readiness to accept an international 
assignment to their supervisors. Such clear communication 
may help solve the mismatch in perceptions?

Women struggle to communicate 
their interest in going abroad to 
their managers.
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•   Women are facing obstacles coming 
up against a brick wall – Coping 
with corporate resistance 
 
Many women feel disadvantaged by corporate 
structures and selection procedures for 
international assignments.

With regard to the findings in the previous section, there is 
good reason to believe that women are facing invisible 
barriers. This calls for a more active gender diversity 
management programme. Literature is actually reporting 
an existence of a glass ceiling in international assignments 
(Insch, McIntyre, & Napier, 2008). 

When surveying this effect, we clearly see that women do 
not feel that they are treated equally. For instance, when 
asked about whether their company’s selection process for 
international assignments is gender neutral, 80% of the men 
agreed that it was. On the contrary, more than half of the 
female respondents did not agree that there is a gender-
neutral selection process, i.e. women do not feel that they 
are treated fairly in this respect. They feel discriminated 
against because of their gender. Similarly, about 17% of 
women thought that the main obstacle in the selection 
process was their gender, while only 3% of men thought 
this. Asked about whether the selection procedure for 
international assignments is, in general, objective and purely 
based on job quality, 59% of male respondents agreed, 
while only 38% of women agreed to this statement. 

These results are of significant importance in the findings 
of this survey. We asked respondents to name the greatest 
barrier to them being selected for an international 
assignment experience. One female respondent wrote that 
“gender stereotypes,” and “gender bias” is the number 
one barrier. This is a shocking statement which, if her 
perceptions are true, clearly calls for a thorough re-
structuring of the respective companies’ selection process 
as well as the implementation of a more successful 
gender-diversity management in terms of international 
assignments. While such extreme statements are 
exceptions, overall, less than 50% of all women surveyed 
confirmed a gender neutral selection process in their 
companies.

44%

80%

38%

59%

17%

3%

My company has a 
gender neutral 

selection process

Assignees are selected 
based on job quality 
independent from 

gender martial status 
and having children

The main obstacle 
I encountered in

the selection process 
for international 
assignments was 

my gender

Fig. 4  Views on gender equality in the selection process for  
international assignments
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•   Organisational support and 
networks 
 
Mentoring relationships are highly beneficial 
for assignment experiences; however, women 
struggle more to develop a supportive network 
and get the information that they need.

We have already shown that many women are interested 
in going abroad on international assignment. However, 
about one-fifth (21.4%) still do not know where to get 
the necessary information within their organisation to be 
considered for an international assignment. We even 
found a moderately positive and statistically significant 
correlation between women who do not know where to 
get the information that they need about international 
assignments from within their company, and the interest 
that they showed in going on international assignment. 

This was only true for female respondents, and there  
did not appear to be a similar correlation in the case of 
male respondents. Of course one might argue that if 
information is made equally available to all potential 
assignees what is the issue? However, what this might tell 
us is that women are generally more passive in the process 
versus male peers – despite their interest, it would appear 
that women need more information up front to enable 
them to actively pursue an international assignment. HR 
departments could therefore consider implementing an 
information platform on international assignments, 
perhaps with a focus on women, which should be  
actively communicated within the company.

Respondents also commented that there was a lack  
of flexibility in the format of international assignments,  
for example regarding the overall time spent abroad  
and part-time working. Being more flexible may enable 
employees with families (particularly those with younger 
children) or those who have other responsibilities outside 
of work, to accept opportunities to work abroad. 

Yet another factor that proved to be relevant is mentoring. 
Our data suggests that employees who have a career 
mentor internally are more likely to be offered an 
international assignment. Among women with 
international assignment experience in the sample, we 
found a very high number of them had a mentor at some 
point during their careers. Most respondents indicated that 
they had mentors who were more senior than them within 
their organisation.

Had a 
mentor

Had no 
mentor 47%

53%

Percentage of employees who...

Fig. 5  Distribution of mentor support among the respondents
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However, when we analysed the gender of the mentor, we 
saw that men were equally likely to have male and female 
mentors, while women almost exclusively reported that 
they only had male mentors. 

This is astonishing and raises the question: Do women 
prefer to be mentored by men or do women refuse to 
mentor other women? While we cannot answer this 
question with our data, what we can conclude is that 
women apparently have, in general, a 50% smaller pool  
of potential mentors with 50% less chance of receiving 
diversity of thought etc. from potential mentors. 
Therefore, gender diversity management could also be 
closely linked to mentoring programmes to ensure that, 
both male and female mentors are available and able to 
mentor women in the workplace.

Another variable that we investigated was whether the 
mentoring relationship was part of an official programme 
or whether it was an ‘unofficial’ relationship. We found 
that the majority of all mentoring relationships were 
unofficial. Remarkably, when investigating gender, our 
data showed that women have significantly more formally 
arranged mentoring relationships than men do. While on 
the one hand this shows the acceptance of mentoring 
programmes (often exclusively designed for women), on 
the other hand this may be a disadvantaging factor if 
some women struggle to develop informal mentoring 
relationships. As much as women may rely on 
organisational support and official programmes, as well as 
the value that they bring, there is still room for 
improvement. 

Firstly, due to the implicit assumption that the best mentor 
for a woman is another woman because she may have 
faced the same struggles, we believe that adding more 
female mentors to official programmes might help. 

However, official mentoring programmes should not 
exclude men. If men are prevented from accessing an 
official mentoring programme because of their gender 
they may either invest more time developing their own 
private networks (which then is outside the control of the 
company), or worse still they may feel that they themselves 
are being discriminated against. Whilst this may not be a 
reasonable or rational reaction, literature has shown that 
there is no better way to create feelings of envy or dislike 
for something, (e.g. a programme to help women to get 
into leadership positions), than to exclude those that you 
are not trying to help (e.g. men) from participation in the 
programme.

Women, who support the statement

Men, who support the statement

My partner is

accompanying me

My spouse 

quit the job

My spouse did 

not get a job 

50%

26%

71%

50%

67%

83%

As much as women may rely on 
organisational support and official 
programmes, as well as the value 
that they bring, there is still room 
for improvement. 

Fig. 6 How assignees' partners are affected
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•   Lack of social support or support 
from the family 
 
Men and women both have to manage the 
balance between a work and a family life, so 
men and women face the same challenges. 

In general, people tend to treat their work lives and their 
home lives as two distinct spheres. However, today more 
than ever, these two spheres overlap, especially in the field 
of global mobility. What potential expatriates may be 
experiencing is a work-family life spill over, which means 
that the workplace may be influencing how families 
function and vice-versa. The decision to go abroad has a 
severe impact on family relationships in general. It brings 
up a lot of difficult questions and decisions. Overall, in our 
sample about two thirds of the respondents were living 
with a partner (63.1%), while about one third was either 
single (33%) or was not living with their partner (3.9%). 

However, the experiences of men and women in our 
survey differed: Only one third of the women in 
this sample were accompanied by their spouse 
during the international assignment, while 
almost three in four men were followed by 
their partner. Most accompanying spouses have 
to resign from their jobs to go on assignment 
with their partners, and in most cases, the 
accompanying partners are unable to find a 
job in their host location. Our  
data tells us that many more women  
are willing to make this sacrifice  
for their male partners than men  
are for their female partners.

Both men and women see the acceptance of 
an international assignment as more difficult 
when the spouse is working or when there are 
children under the age of 18 in the family. 
However, our data shows that there is no 

significant influence of these two factors on the actual 
assignment experience. In other words, while these factors 
may be important in the consideration phase, eventually 
other reasons (e.g. the potential career move or the 
interesting assignment abroad) rule out these arguments.

In the sample, two thirds had no children under 18 living 
in their household, one third did. In most cases, the 
respondents had one (39.4%) or two (45.5%) children. 
Interestingly, men in our survey acknowledged more 
strongly than females the impact of a spouse who works 
or having younger children on assignment acceptance and 
success. Work-family relations are evidently moderately 
connected with the perceived barriers for an international 
assignment. 

FAMILY

Accepting an international 
assignment is more difficult if 

you have children under 18

Accepting an international 
assignment is more difficult

if the spouse is working

Women, who support the statement

Men, who support the statement

66%

77%

60%

90%

Fig. 7  How family relations impact the acceptance of international 
assignments
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3  What we  
know by now

1.1 Women want to go abroad, but often they don’t
Empirical data has shown that women are in fact quite 
interested in going abroad on assignments. Similar to their 
male peers, they see an expatriation experience as a great 
opportunity for them personally and their careers. 
However, for some reason they are overlooked when 
assignees are selected. Our data suggests that one reason 
may be down to a lack of effective communication to the 
potential assignee. When we consider that one in three 
women believes that their supervisors do not know about 
their willingness to go abroad on assignment, this leaves a 
huge number of women who do not even appear on the 
radar. Furthermore, many organisations appear to have 
selection practices that systematically exclude women from 
the list of potential candidates. While we do not know 
about the deficiencies of such practices in detail, what is 
clear is that many women perceive such barriers and that it 
is up to management to resolve this.

1.2 Organisations could offer much more support
Organisations could improve their selection practices and 
pursue a more balanced approach that delivers similar 
outcomes for both genders. Some organisations fail to 
support female career progression, in itself a form of 
discrimination. Additionally, for some reason information 
about international assignment opportunities although 
possibly disseminated in the same way seems to be less 
effective in reaching women than men and creates in turn 
a gender gap in terms of being engaged in potential 
assignments. Mentoring can be a very important career 
booster, however, as long as informal relationships and 
poorly managed official programmes prevail, some women 
struggle to utilise mentoring programmes, while some 
men turn their backs on mentoring programmes and, in 
the worst case scenario, even develop feelings of hostility 
towards women who are being positively discriminated 
against through more woman going through targeted and 
structured mentoring programmes. 

1.3  Assignment offers for females should look 
different

With increased diversity the need for more diverse 
organisational structures becomes apparent. This is also 
valid for the packages offered to potential international 
assignees. Our findings show that women (and even some 
men) would like more flexible arrangements. For instance, 
if their partner is not willing or not able to join them on 
assignment, organisations should consider solutions such 
as regular trips home or splitting the assignment into a 
few shorter periods abroad. There are many possible 
solutions and organisations could improve by being more 
open and flexible when considering the options. 
Organisations that are able to offer suitable, flexible 
packages can enable women to accept international 
assignments at the same time as allowing them to manage 
their home and family considerations. When assignment 
offers can be designed more appropriately for the needs of 
the female workforce, women may even take steps to 
initiate an international assignment themselves.
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4  Action steps for 
organisations

1.  First and foremost: Reduce the gender bias in 
the selection process 

 •  Improve communication between managers and 
employees. Employees need to be able to 
communicate their interest in accepting an 
international assignment, and managers need to 
be open to this information, or even actively ask 
employees about their own aspirations for 
working abroad. 

 •  Furthermore, the selection processes should be 
less gender sensitive. Strategies to foster this 
might be more formalised and standardised 
procedures. Global mobility departments could 
be consulted earlier on in the process to identify 
the required characteristics of candidates. 
Overall, diversity and global mobility 
management should work hand-in-hand. 

2.  Increase organisational support 
 •  Formalised mentoring structures can help to 

increase communication and allow individual 
career planning. When implementing these, 
ensure that they are not gender-biased.

 •  Clear goals for the assignment period will make 
the investment of time and effort more 
measureable and therefore, may even make the 
assignment more attractive. 

 

3.  Fostering interest and empowering women 
When designing assignment packages, increased 
flexibility and more open structures may help to 
make an assignment period more attractive for 
women. Not only women but also men with families 
will benefit from assignment packages which are 
designed to be more flexible and more ‘family 
friendly’.

4.  Communication is a two-way street 
Women within organisations should be encouraged 
to actively communicate their interest in going on 
international assignment. More transparent and 
open sharing of information on the selection 
process, as well as the requirements and steps they 
could take to be given the chance to go abroad on 
international assignment may help them to actively 
engage in their own career development. 
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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. 
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“  The main barriers against international careers, in general,  
are gender, nationality, and the existence of a spouse and children.” 
Female survey respondent 
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