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THINKING STRATEGICALLY 

ABOUT INTEGRATING 

REPATRIATED MANAGERS IN MNCS

AVA N  R .  J A S S AW A L L A  A N D  H E M A N T  C .  S A S H I T TA L

Although multinational corporations (MNCs) invest considerable resources in 
sending managers on foreign assignments, too many managers report dissat-
isfaction with their postrepatriation careers, and a signifi cant percentage leave 
the fi rm within a year. This failure to harness learning and develop a cadre of 
globally trained managers raises questions about the current objectives and 
strategies that drive the investment in expatriation. A study of managers who 
had recently completed their expatriate assignment points to underorganized 
home offi ce operations, poorly defi ned mentor roles, and large gaps between 
managers’ expectations and reality as key contributors to the problem. This 
paper calls for a strategic orientation toward managing the expatriate func-
tion and proposes a comprehensive confi guration of processes, systems, and 
structures necessary for implementing new strategies for developing the next 
generation of globally trained managers. © 2009 Wiley Periodicals, Inc. 
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If there is a problem with the U.S. 
economy right now … it is the short-
age of skilled labor …. So forget out-
sourcing. America’s labor challenge 
today is talent insourcing (Welch & 
Welch, 2006b, p. 88). 

mately $2 million per expatriate during a 
four-year overseas stint (e.g., Stahl, Miller, 
& Tung, 2002; for converging estimates of 
costs, see Downes, Varner, & Musinski, 2007; 
Fink, Meierewert, & Rohr, 2005; Klaff, 2002; 
O’Connor, 2002). On the other hand, point-
ing to their dissatisfaction with postrepatria-
tion career options, an estimated 20% to 50% 
are leaving the firm within a year of returning 
home (see Black & Gregersen, 1998; Martin 
& Anthony, 2006; Tyler, 2006). Despite the 
MNC’s heavy investment, the learning with 
which managers return is largely wasted and 
not embedded into the organization (e.g., 
Bolino & Feldman, 2000; Downes, Thomas, 
& Singley, 2002; Mezias & Scandura, 2005). 
At a time when globally trained managers 
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 D
espite these words from one of 
America’s most celebrated CEOs, 
recent studies show an alarming 
trend in the way multinational 
corporations (MNCs) are manag-

ing talent and globally trained managers. On 
the one hand, MNCs are increasingly relying 
on managers with experience in running 
complex operations in foreign locations and 
markets, and they are spending approxi-
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are valuable and talent shortage is real, it 
becomes important to question the poor ways 
in which MNCs are managing repatriation 
and utilizing their key human resources (e.g., 
Newton, Hutchings, & Kabanoff, 2007).

At first glance, issues related to helping 
managers make a transition back to the home 
office emerge as well-plowed territory. Schol-
ars have been discussing training, mentoring, 
and coaching to aid the transition back to the 
home environment for more than a decade 
(see Andreason & Kinneer, 2005; Cavusgil, 
Yavas, & Bykowicz, 1992; Forster, 2000; Hock-

ing, Brown, & Harzing, 2007; Me-
zias & Scandura, 2005; Rushings 
& Kleiner, 2003; Swaak, 1997). 
More recently, scholars have raised 
concerns about wasted opportuni-
ties for transferring learning from 
foreign locations to the home en-
vironment and have called for 
supportive human resource (HR) 
practices to aid such transfers (see 
Andreason & Kinneer, 2005; Fu-
ruya, Stevens, Oddou, Bird, & 
Mendenhall, 2007; Harvey & Nov-
icevic, 2006; Lazarova & Caligiuri, 
2001; Lazarova & Tarique, 2005; 

Minbaeva, 2007; Stevens, Oddou, Furuya, 
Bird, & Mendenhall, 2006). For instance, 
scholars have called for (a) active manage-
ment of postrepatriation careers and discus-
sion of the fit between the new foreign-
office-related learning and the new job upon 
return (e.g., Martin & Anthony, 2006) and (b) 
assistance and aid to managers for coping 
with the reverse culture shock they tend to 
experience (e.g., Lee & Liu, 2006).

It is unrealistic to assume that all pro-
posed remedies in the literature have entirely 
escaped MNC’s notice. Yet there is little 
evidence to suggest the remedies are produc-
ing results; postrepatriation-related dissatis-
faction persists, and high turnover and 
associated loss of learning continue. Worse, 
managers are increasingly defining expatriate 
assignments as preparation for careers in 
other firms (Lazarova & Tarique, 2005; Stahl 
et al., 2002), and repatriates seem increas-
ingly reluctant to accept another expatriate 
assignment (Lee & Liu, 2006; Stevens et al., 

2006). It appears more likely that proposed 
solutions are failing to speak to the practical 
realities of MNCs and their HR functions, and 
they likely represent band-aids put on deep-
seated problems.

Current writings about problems and 
solutions point to several research needs. 
First, new research is needed to explain why 
postrepatriation-related dissatisfaction per-
sists despite proposed remedies. Second, 
whether mentors serve a useful function 
during repatriation as the literature suggests 
they do deserves fresh investigation. Third, 
what repatriates expect from the firm de-
serves exploration. The voices of experi-
enced repatriates promise to shed light on 
how firms should strategically respond to 
the problems of integrating globally trained 
talent and build intellectual capital. This 
paper reports findings from 50 interviews 
conducted with repatriated managers. 
(Eighty percent represented Fortune 500 
firms. See Appendix 1 for interview proto-
col.) Our findings extend current discussions 
in three important ways. First, using the 
context-rich voices of returning expatriates, 
we offer a more comprehensive explanation 
for why dissatisfaction persists than is cur-
rently available in the literature. Second, we 
identify why the mentor concept, viewed 
favorably in the international business lit-
erature, largely fails in practice. We propose 
that the mentor concept is outdated and its 
implementation is flawed—a case that cur-
rent writings have yet to make. Third, based 
on managers’ responses, we draw inferences 
about HR’s strategic function. Repatriates 
indicate that MNCs (and HR functions) are 
too focused on expatriation instead of repa-
triation, too ad hoc and opportunistic in-
stead of strategic in their behaviors, and too 
disorganized to implement postrepatriation-
related programs scholars recommended. 
MNCs and HR functions seem largely un-
concerned with the new and emerging prob-
lems associated with harnessing learning 
and managing intellectual capital; their pres-
ent orientation and organization preclude 
them from effectively managing repatriation 
and from implementing the solutions schol-
ars offer. Aligned with these findings, we 
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propose a new strategic orientation for 
the HR function to bridge the gaps between 
repatriated managers’ expectations and 
reality.

We present our findings and implications 
in the following way. We begin with a brief 
description of our study. Consistent with our 
exploratory extent, our findings aim to stim-
ulate new thinking and research in this 
complex, expensive problem MNCs face—as 
separate from the intent to produce defini-
tive, widely generalizable findings. Then we 
discuss why mentors fail to live up to MNCs’ 
expectations. We propose that the manage-
ment of repatriation needs a significant over-
haul. Finally, we draw implications for 
managers in the process of considering expa-
triate assignments. 

The Study

The large number of empirically produced 
solutions coupled with the persistence of 
postrepatriation-related problems clearly im-
plicated an exploratory study. In other words, 
literature-derived hypothesis tests of the “If 
firms do X, then positive postrepatriation-
related outcomes will result” genre promised 
limited insights (e.g., Osland, 2000). We de-
veloped a formal interview protocol to guide 
in-depth interviews with managers who had 
successfully completed one or more expatri-
ate assignments (see Appendix 1). The sample 
included four foreign nationals who had 
spent their expatriate assignments in the 
United States and 46 American citizens as-
signed overseas (Australia, Belgium, Bermuda, 
Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, 
Hong Kong, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, The 
Netherlands, Switzerland, Thailand, and the 
United Kingdom). The sampled managers 
were employed in their firms’ consulting, 
law, construction, finance, design engineer-
ing, manufacturing, and sales and marketing 
functions and represented industrial manu-
facturers, banks, management consulting 
firms, and educational product developers. 
Students enrolled in an HR class taught by a 
coauthor (all interviews were tape-recorded 
and transcribed) initially conducted 38 inter-
views. All students received instruction on 

interviewing skills. The coauthors and stu-
dents conducting the interviews identified 
potential interviewees. We discarded 13 of 
the 38 interview transcripts when they re-
vealed (a) all questions on the interview pro-
tocol were not asked and/or (b) responses 
from managers were not sufficiently probed. 
We content analyzed the remaining 25 tran-
scripts. Fourteen included managers who had 
returned from their expatriate assignments in 
the previous four to five years, and 11 had 
finished their assignments more 
than six years before the inter-
views. Our content analysis of 
these transcripts suggested that 
while the main questions in the 
interview protocol produced nec-
essary information, additional 
probes were also necessary to gain 
contextual information. More-
over, given the long period that 
had elapsed between the inter-
views and managers’ completion 
of the expatriate assignment, we 
focused our attention on more 
recent returnees. In the second 
round of interviews, 12 were con-
ducted by a student enrolled in a 
two-semester independent study 
course on international human 
resource management (HRM) that 
was guided by the coauthor. This 
student received extensive instruc-
tion and training on conducting 
interviews as part of the curricu-
lum and was coached on topics 
related to active listening and ask-
ing probing questions. After we 
had completed preliminary con-
tent analysis of these 12 transcripts, we 
started the third round of data collection. 
One of the coauthors completed 13 inter-
views with recently returned managers. Of 
the 25 interviewees who participated in the 
second and third rounds, 10 had returned 
within three years, and 15 had returned 
within a year of completing their expatriate 
assignments. Fifty completed in-depth inter-
views serve as the basis for this paper.

The participating 40 male managers (80%) 
and 10 female managers (20%) had spent an 
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average of 3.53 years as expatriates (their 
minimum stay was 1 year, and their maxi-
mum stay was 10 years). All but 7 were mar-
ried, and 26 were married with children. 
Twenty-eight (56%) of the 50 were not pro-
moted after they returned, and 5 had re-
turned too recently (less than three months) 
to know whether they would be promoted, 
whereas 17 (34%) reported that they were not 
promoted after they returned. Once we had 
collected all 50 usable transcripts, we con-
ducted the content analysis in the following 
way. First, we identified the major themes 
across interviews that helped us with the ini-
tial categorization of data (i.e., how many 
managers are satisfied and how many are dis-

satisfied with their expatriation 
and repatriation, how many were 
assigned home and/or host office 
mentors, etc.). Then, on a large 
grid, we devoted each column to 
each manager, and each row to 
each key issue that was probed 
(e.g., what was satisfying about 
the expatriation, what was dissat-
isfying about the repatriation, 
whether a mentor was assigned, 
what the experience was like, etc.). 
In each cell, we wrote the key 
points the participant made in 
response to the particular issue. 
This way, each row could tell us at 
a glance what every participant 
had said in response to a particu-
lar issue. Similarly, each column 

could tell us at a glance what a particular par-
ticipant had said in response to all key issues 
of interest. This made sure that we would 
consider all respondents and all responses. 
We also coded managerial descriptions (al-
phanumeric) and used a database to draw 
cross-tabulations to answer questions that 
relate to multiple dimensions, such as, How 
many respondents who were assigned men-
tors said that they were dissatisfied with their 
postrepatriation-related career choices? We 
made notes of our learning and found actual 
managerial quotes to support our inferences. 
This process was iterative; each coauthor in-
dependently examined the transcript and 
drew inferences. For internal consistency, 

we discarded inferences that could not be 
supported with actual data. Then the coau-
thors reconciled their findings, developed 
better-supported inferences, and discarded 
those with less support until a common un-
derstanding emerged.

There were three predominant themes in 
the data. All but two managers reported 
middle to high levels of postrepatriation-
related dissatisfaction; all but one reported 
middle to high levels of dissatisfaction with 
mentors (when they were assigned); all re-
counted that their firm and the HR functions 
were too unfocused, underprepared, and 
poorly organized to manage their postrepa-
triation-related needs and expectations. In 
the following discussions, we (a) describe our 
data-derived findings about why repatriated 
managers are dissatisfied, why the mentor 
concept is flawed, and why MNCs and HR 
functions are not at the forefront of the prob-
lem; and (b) develop implications for HR 
functions in MNCs about strategies for rein-
tegrating repatriates, managing globally 
trained talent, harnessing learning, and man-
aging intellectual capital. 

Why are Returning Expatriates 
Dissatisfi ed?

Managers’ voices suggest that the causes of 
their dissatisfaction are rooted almost 
entirely in the repatriation process (e.g., Os-
land, 2000). Only 2 of the 50 returning 
expatriates report high levels of satisfaction 
with their postrepatriation-related careers, 
and more than half (52%) report signifi-
cantly high levels of ambivalence and 
dissatisfaction after returning to the home 
office they originally left. Of these, 3 expa-
triates had left within a year of repatriation, 
and 2 were actively considering other career 
options with headhunters. In other words, 
we find more evidence of repatriates with 
festering dissatisfaction who remained with 
the firm than those who sought other career 
opportunities. Regardless of their stay-
or-leave decision and dissatisfaction, all 
describe an underprepared and mostly un-
concerned firm and wish that more had 
been done for them after they had returned 
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(e.g., Black & Gregersen, 1998, 1999). Andy 
White, who had spent two years in Hong 
Kong as a vice president, captured the 
commonly held view of expatriate experi-
ences:1 

On a personal level, what I gained 
from the overseas assignment defi -
nitely exceeded my expectations. 
[On the other hand,] what my expec-
tations were with the home offi ce—
it could have been better. I expected 
more to be done for me when I got 
back. It was one of the harder things. 
One of the hardest things is when 
you come back people are in differ-
ent positions, people have changed, 
you have to reestablish your network 
and fi gure out whom you want to 
work for. 

While our exploratory data preclude 
generalized conclusions, the dissatisfaction 
and feelings of ambivalence and powerless-
ness are too focal in managers’ responses to 
ignore as a quirk of our sample. A host of 
factors, some within and others outside 
their control, contribute to this emotional 
condition; virtually all relate to the gap 
between what they expect from the firm 
and what the firm formally intends to, or 
is organized to, deliver (see Lazarova & 
Caligiuri, 2001, for similar findings). Two 
interrelated issues are critical to understand-
ing why this gap is formidable. First, other 
than the amount of money spent on the 
expatriation process, almost none of the 
managers received objective cues from 
which they could infer the value the firm 
places on their expatriate experiences. Sec-
ond, they have little or no information to 
interpret objectively and frame their expec-
tations. If we could thus generalize such a 
thing, expatriates view the foreign assign-
ment as something much more than it 
really is and portentous of good things to 
come. They return with a clear sense of 
what they have sacrificed and with clear, if 
unarticulated, notions of what the firm 
owes them—notions poised to clash with 
the hard, cold reality of organizations (see 
Figure 1). 

Selection and Reabsorption 
Processes

Some dissatisfaction is rooted in the stark dif-
ferences between the expatriate selection and 
reabsorption processes. The selection process, 
focused on expatriates’ promise 
and potential, is affirming. While 
overseas, virtually all enjoy greater 
power and control over budgets, 
people, and decision making. This 
experience strongly factors into 
their sense of self-worth and their 
inferences about the value the 
firm is placing on them. For some 
who see themselves as seasoned 
veterans, it seems reasonable to 
expect that their firms will value 
their experiences and newly gained 
worldliness and reward them with 
positions of greater responsibility 
when they return. Al Sims, a 40-
year veteran of his firm, has re-
cently returned from China after setting up a 
manufacturing facility. He had previously 
served on an expatriate assignment in France. 
He notes about other expatriates:

Some people have higher expecta-
tions than others, in terms of, “I spent 
all this time over there, I should come 
back to be a president.” 

Because most expatriates return to their 
old jobs or to lateral available positions when 
they return, the reabsorption sharply dis-
counts their newly gained experiences and 
personal sacrifices. Worse yet, they lose power 
to the decision-making bureaucracy of the 
home office. Twenty-six (52%) are surprised 
that their firms treat their postexpatriation 
careers as afterthoughts. John Cox has served 
as a brand manager and later as a marketing 
manager in four Latin American countries for 
seven years. He notes:

Clearly, after a year [back in the home 
offi ce], most of my expectations were 
unfulfi lled. I viewed myself as kind of 
a seasoned veteran and to fi nd my-
self pigeon-holed in a very narrowly 
defi ned, highly structured job which 
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was a staff job [whereas] I had always 
been a line person. I was unfulfi lled. 

Out of Sight and Out of Mind

Nearly all find that out of sight translates to 
out of mind (i.e., they are no longer central 
in the consciousness of new decision mak-
ers). Thirty-three (66%) note that their socio-
professional networks weakened while they 
were away, 14 of whom (28%) report that 
they weakened severely because they were 
away. In the best cases, it takes more than a 
year and considerable effort to regain their 
political and social connections in ways that 
benefit their careers. While some expatriates 
are better than others at keeping old net-
works alive, the reality of their collective ex-
perience suggests that it takes inordinately 

high levels of effort and focus to do so. Home 
office managers are focused elsewhere and 
have little vested in maintaining relation-
ships with expatriates on assignment. Despite 
expatriates’ frequent visits to the home office 
and face time with key players, the likelihood 
that such efforts deliver advantageous postre-
patriation careers seems very low. Mike Win-
ters, a 26-year veteran with his firm, recently 
returned after 20 months in Ireland. While 
there, he oversaw the opening of production 
facilities and served as the plant manager. His 
sojourn was interspersed with visits to the 
home office and face time with key players. 
He explains:

[At] the end of my assignment, I came 
back and I had spoken with a number 
of people about what I should do 

Returning expatriates assume and expect that All too often, returning expatriates fi nd that

 …having served away from the home offi ce 
will benefi t their resumes and careers.

 …they have returned to their old jobs, similar 
jobs, or laterally situated jobs.

 …they will be rewarded with a promotion and 
a fast-track career because they are seasoned 
veterans. 

 …the fi rm does not similarly value foreign 
experience, and they do not utilize their new 
learning in their home offi ce job.

 …they can leverage their new experiences 
into a promotion and a fast-track career 
because they have sociopolitical connections 
with key people in the home offi ce.

 …the strength of their network has weakened; 
key people have moved or left and new play-
ers have emerged. 

 …it is a sign that the fi rm has recognized their 
talent and worth and earmarked them for pro-
motion and a fast-track career because they 
were selected to go overseas.

 …the reasons for choosing them were op-
portunistic and unrelated to management 
development objectives and strategy.

 …the fi rm will reward them appropriately 
after they return because the fi rm is aware 
of the sacrifi ces they have made while away 
from home.

 …the monetary incentive they have received 
and the additional expenses the fi rm incurred 
on their behalf are the rewards.

 …they will be treated as “special” in the 
home offi ce because the host offi ce made 
a big deal of their U.S. credentials and their 
home offi ce connections.

 …there is a new pecking order and a new 
sociopolitical hierarchy; they are now “one of 
the many.”

 …they will return to fun and exciting jobs in 
the home offi ce because they had something 
of an impact in the host offi ce and it was 
exciting.

 …the bureaucracy, the routine, and the banal-
ity differ substantially from what they encoun-
tered in the host offi ce.

 …it is a sign of their worth and an indication 
that the fi rm is vested in their careers be-
cause the fi rm spent a lot of money on their 
travel and stay in the host location. 

 ...the fi rm has thrown money at them to 
substitute for a management development 
strategy and an organization for repatriation.

FIGURE 1. Why Managers Are Dissatisfi ed Upon Repatriation: Comparing Expectations to Reality
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next. And … what I found was that 
[with] people outside my sort of small 
immediate sphere, I was out of their 
minds completely in terms of career 
management. So when I came back, 
there were a few options on the 
table, but they weren’t great options 
…. They were all pretty closely related 
to what I had done previously. Within 
the company, the experience gained 
on an expatriate assignment I don’t 
think is highly valued. People (don’t) 
… say, “Oh, (he) went and took this 
assignment and did this work over 
there, and so he’s an improved ver-
sion of the guy that left here two 
years ago.”  

He later adds:

When I came back there was a lot of 
stress. It wasn’t as if someone . . . said, 
“This is what we’re going to do for 
you.” … And then I realized that every-
one else has their own lists: “Here’s the 
folks we have, and here’s the folks that 
we’re going to give the promotional 
opportunities to.” And you realize that 
it’s hard to wedge your way into one 
of those lists once you’re gone. 

Declining Conspicuity

The somewhat unique experience of being 
viewed as an important problem solver and 
representative of the home office in the for-
eign location also contributes to the postex-
patriate stress. If only for their conspicuity, 
there is no escaping the special status expatri-
ate managers have in the host offices. To one 
extent or another, after their return, all expe-
rience not just the loss of status, but also the 
disappearance of socioemotional acknowl-
edgment. Joel Swanson served in the United 
Kingdom as a finance manager for 3 years 
and is a 30-year veteran in the industry. He 
recounts the following:

[I had] … trouble adjusting back to 
the lifestyle over here. When you are 
overseas, you’re different [from] the 

majority of the population. And that 
can be a plus …. With [name of fi rm], 
what I have found is here [in the 
United States], you work for [name of 
fi rm], and it’s like, big deal …. [Name 
of fi rm] is a well-respected company, 
so you’re a little more special in that 
regard (overseas) than you are in Bos-
ton. So there is a fair amount of ad-
justment that can take place. 

The somewhat gratifying experience of 
being one of a kind is invariably followed 
by a somewhat humbling experience of be-
coming one of the many. The need for psy-
chosocial stroking the expatriate experience 
creates confronts a somewhat uncaring and 
cold home office. John Cox elaborates on 
his experiences in the Latin American mar-
ketplace:

When you are out in the fi eld, an in-
ternational (executive) in a subsidiary 
… they [the foreign operations] tend 
to be lean and mean. There is very 
little distance between you and your 
boss in the international subsidiary. 
It is much more collegial. It is less 
formal; it is less structured. And my 
anxiety was coming back to the world 
headquarters in Boston, [into a] much 
more stratifi ed, structured … less 
collegial environment. And to take 
it a step further, at 5:01 PM, every-
one got into their cars and went to 48 
different suburbs. [So] there was no 
collegiality after work, which is the 
American way. But, once you have 
been overseas, you tend [to want] to 
see one another socially quite a bit.  

Differing Excitement Quotient of 
Home Offi ce Jobs

For some, dissatisfaction is rooted in the 
changing nature of the job. Expatriate experi-
ence is fun and exciting and represents the 
opportunity to do new things. Owen An-
drews is a 23-year veteran with his firm, who 
served 2 years in Singapore and 6 years in 
Hong Kong as a CFO for Southeast Asia. He 
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recently returned to take a vice president’s 
position in the home office. He explains:

It’s the most personally rewarding 
experience, and you get opportuni-
ties that you know you just don’t get 
in corporate headquarters. And, it 
changes you; it develops you person-
ally like you’d never believe. Some 
days you can’t believe that you are 
doing what you are doing, you’re talk-
ing to the Wall Street Journal, you are 
doing an interview, or you are meet-
ing the president of China. 

The return to the banality of expatriates’ 
day-to-day life in the home office, often to 
their old job, is a letdown. Beth Meyers, who 

served for three years in Brussels 
as a CFO for her firm’s European, 
Middle Eastern, and African re-
gions, notes:

You’re not going to settle [for 
a boring job] … once you’ve 
lived somewhere else and 
you’ve gone through [expa-
triation] …. I loved it; it was 
an adventure. And so if you 
come back to headquarters, 
[you think] “well this is bor-

ing, this isn’t exciting, or where’s the 
pizzazz, what’s next?” 

Myth Versus Reality

The inspirational mythology prevalent in 
some MNC segments about young expatri-
ates returning from foreign assignments 
and getting on fast-track careers does not 
contribute positively to postrepatriation-
related perceptions. While there is often a 
kernel of truth in the myths, the promises 
they hold are based more on general possi-
bilities about what can happen and less on 
evaluating the likelihood that each expatri-
ate will benefit similarly. Fourteen (28%) of 
the sampled expatriates volunteered for for-
eign assignments affected by this untested 
notion, and all expected their careers to 
benefit as a result. Owen Andrews elabo-
rates:

There have been some examples of 
people who have done very well after 
their return from their expatriate as-
signments. Our departing chairman is 
one of them …. Even perhaps before 
I left, we had the view that the foreign 
assignment was one of the check-the-
box requirements to really potentially 
get to the top of the company, right? It 
wasn’t an absolute requirement [but] 
it was something that was viewed [as 
signifi cantly helpful].

Some believe that the amount of money 
the firm spent on their sojourn is an indica-
tion of its commitment. This belief, however, 
is often based on untested and somewhat 
naive attributions: “Of course they want to 
benefit from my experiences and learning. 
Why else would they spend all that money 
on my trip?” The manager’s notion of what 
ought to happen when I return seems strongly 
shaped by such unsubstantiated notions. 
Worse yet, the sums allocated for the trip trig-
ger a host of perceptions that inadvertently 
exacerbate the problem of reintegration. 
Disappointed with postrepatriation careers, 
managers infer, “I am no longer valued; my 
sacrifices, learning, and experiences are not 
recognized.” (See Linehan & Scullion, 2002, 
for similar findings.) Key managers in the 
home office infer, “You have just returned 
from a plum assignment where you were 
coddled and overcompensated; now you 
have a sense of entitlement that is grossly 
unjustified,” (see Stanek, 2000, and Vermond, 
2001, for similar findings). These clashing 
perceptions greatly hinder the resocialization 
process. Beth Meyers voices the clash be-
tween her heightened career-related expecta-
tions and the somewhat resentful coworkers 
she encountered after repatriation:

They are really not interested in cush-
ioning you from anything. They just 
expect you to deal with it …. I don’t 
want to just go hang out at head-
quarters and live in temporary hous-
ing [when I return]. I want to have a 
life and have some grounding …. So, 
that [living in temporary housing, 
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hanging out at the headquarters] to 
me was a little bit of a sour taste, if 
you will, in terms of just the lack of 
sensitivity to what we do to humans. 

Why Are Mentors Failing in Practice?

Scholars have argued that mentors are best 
suited for discussing career options before 
managers leave and easing their transition 
into the home office upon their return (Croc-
itto, Sullivan, & Carraher, 2005). A senior 
executive in the home office, for instance, 
who has previously served as an expatriate 
and is formally appointed to the role is de-
scribed as the best candidate for mentor 
(Whitley, Dougherty, & Dreher, 1991). Home 
office mentors are known to offer career-
related and psychosocial help to managers 
before they leave, while they are there, and 
after they return (Downes et al., 2002; Martin 
& Anthony, 2006; Swaak, 1997). Before expa-
triates leave, mentors prepare executives for 
managing cross-cultural differences, set job 
and performance expectations, and discuss 
repatriation plans (Feldman & Thomas, 1992; 
Vermond, 2001). During the overseas assign-
ment, home office mentors serve as sounding 
boards for dealing with stress (Ashamalla & 
Crocitto, 1997; Overman, 2004). They pro-
vide a formal and informal link with the 
home office and represent and lobby on be-
half of expatriates in their absence (Linehan 
& Scullion, 2002; Vermond, 2001). Host of-
fice mentors can help expatriates adjust to 
the new culture, language, and workplace 
norms (Bennet & O’Gorman, 1998; Webb, 
1996). Mentors seem to be the right solution 
for a host of repatriation-related problems in 
concept. Home office mentors can help plan 
and implement the transition upon the expa-
triates’ return (Forster, 2000). Given all its 
potential functionality, the mentor-expatri-
ate relationship is expected to factor into 
the latter’s overall satisfaction (Feldman & 
Thomas, 1992; Vermond, 2001). Moreover, 
given the conviction with which the litera-
ture endorses the mentor role, it has likely 
served some firms well. Although not specific 
to the postrepatriation context, industry re-

ports continue to speak favorably of mentors 
(e.g., Fisher, 2007).

Tracey Edmondson, returning after a 
nearly four-year assignment in Germany, is 
the only manager in the sample who attri-
butes his career success to his mentor:

After being over there, I came to be 
the assistant general manager of our 
biggest business, and then within six 
months I became general manager of 
that business. That’s about as good a 
job you can get in [name of the com-
pany]. And I think it was this mentor 
that really helped that happen. He re-
ally helped to bring me back to that 
kind of a job. It’s interesting 
because he certainly was help-
ing me out, but he was doing 
that very much behind the 
scenes. The guy that I worked 
for in Europe worked for this 
mentor, and so I think that 
this mentor was checking in 
and saying, “How’s Tracey 
doing?” . . . My mentor was 
out in the background saying, 
“Tracey should be this” and “I 
think we should consider him 
strongly.” . . . That doesn’t at 
all imply that he was helping me on a 
daily or weekly or monthly basis, and 
I might not have even heard about 
the things he was doing, but it clearly 
was happening. 

The reality of what mentors are actually 
doing, as most managers describe, is notably 
different; their descriptions question the mer-
its of current arguments that favor the ap-
pointment of home and host office mentors. 
Less than half (38%) of the managers in our 
study had firsthand experiences with a formal 
mentor, although this number compares fa-
vorably with the 28% reported as an industry 
average about a decade ago (Bennet & 
O’Gorman, 1998). Four (8%) were assigned a 
formal mentor in the home and host offices, 
13 (26%) were assigned a formal mentor in the 
home office (but no formal host office mentor 
assigned), and 2 (4%) were assigned a formal 
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host office mentor (but no formal home office 
mentor). Whether or not a formal mentor was 
assigned, managers are just as likely to report 
high levels of postrepatriation-related dissatis-

faction. While some scholars have 
written about the importance of 
coaching to help expatriates (e.g., 
Abbot, Stening, Atkins, & Grant, 
2006), none of the sampled man-
agers recounts his or her acquain-
tance with coaches. Moreover, 
there is significant evidence in their 
voices that urge the reexamination 
of the mentor concept.

First, expatriates want a men-
tor with administrative authority 
to allocate necessary resources, 
with emotional intelligence to 
manage their psychosocial needs, 
and with political power to advo-
cate vigorously on their behalf 
and help their careers when they 
return. This mythical mentor ca-
pable of aiding their ascent to 
exciting, fast-track careers upon 
repatriation rarely exists in real 
life. Bill James (4 years in China, 
15 years with the firm) describes 
his relationship with his mentor:

The way I read the term men-
tor is close [relationship, but] 
… not supervision … close 
communication that really fo-
cuses on things business and 
nonbusiness, but helping peo-
ple work their way through 
their career. And certainly 
that’s not true at [name of 
company]. 

The [formal mentor] was lo-
cated here at corporate, so I 
would typically try to make 
sure I connected once a 

month, especially when I went over 
initially. But what you found is that, 
over time, it would become once a 
quarter, biannual, and . . . I would 
come back to the States for holiday, 
to see my family here. . . . I always 
made sure I stopped down and saw 

the person face to face, . . . so that you 
can still keep that relationship going. 

Second, when mentors are assigned, their 
formal roles are poorly defined. We could not 
identify any mentors who had a clear job 
description. Bill James described his meetings 
with his host country mentor:

I would call them general discussions. 
Every month or so, I would go to his 
offi ce, and we would sit down, and 
since there were real business issues 
that needed to be resolved, a lot of 
discussion focused on that: What did 
I think about this? What should we 
do here? But at the same time, there 
was the occasion to give social tips, 
ask how things are going personally, 
[ask if] there [was] anything I needed 
to have addressed. So, I would call 
that all-purpose mentoring. 

In a general way, most formal mentors 
authorize spending, get questions answered, 
and proffer advice—but do little else. Infor-
mal mentors provide moral support and can 
help maintain informal communication net-
works in the home office to some extent, but 
they are often powerless to help career trajec-
tories. Recounting what the mentor did for 
him, Bill noted:

He had some recommendations 
about what kinds of things I might 
consider. Also, he put a good word 
in for me: “This guy, he’s working 
for me, he’s a good guy, I was going 
to give you a call about him, [about] 
whether your department or your 
function has any suitable career-
building assignments [for him].” 

Andrew Jackson, returning from the 
United Kingdom after a 3-year expatriate as-
signment and 15 years with the firm, de-
scribes the appeal of the mentor concept: 

I think a mentor is necessary, I re-
ally do, because you want to be con-
nected back to the place that you 
come from. So without both ends 
of the equation, what you are go-
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ing to fi nd is that when you come 
back, somebody says, “I don’t know 
you.” So then you have to re-prove 
yourself. Then you didn’t really 
gain anything internally  [within 
the company’s hierarchy], you have 
gained a lot yourself and you have 
gained a lot externally …. So you 
don’t want to lose that connection. 

Mentors do not work very well in prac-
tice, at least in part, because they are asked to 
fill too wide a gap between what the expatri-
ates expect of them and what they are em-
powered to deliver. Some firms charge formal 
mentors with finding the expatriate a job—
any job. The returning expatriate is often 
guided toward accepting what is available. 
Whether the process of being guided toward 
accepting any job is justified or not, the repa-
triated managers expect something more, 
and their dissatisfaction tends to fester. Con-
sider the words of Suzanne Klein, whose 
U.S.-based firm first sent her to Switzerland 
to manage key European accounts. Based on 
her performance, she was made responsible 
for marketing operations in Europe and the 
Middle East within months. Yet, after her 22-
month stay, she returned to a disappointing 
career in the home office:

The hardest part was the job given 
upon repatriation, no choice in the 
job, no communication about what 
that job would be, until I was told 
what it was. And then basically [I was 
told] that [the] job [was] going away 
after two months. All in all, it was ter-
rible. And I just fi nd it interesting that 
a company would spend so much to 
send someone overseas and then treat 
them that way upon return. It was 
very disappointing. 

Andrew Jackson found his mentor unable 
to deliver on his career-related expectations: 

Well, the things that were discussed is 
basically I was looking for something 
a little bit short term, if I am going to 
take the assignment, fi ne, I just don’t 
want to be forgotten about back here 

corporately, so I want to make sure I 
am still visible. Back to your fi rst ques-
tion, what’s the career path for some-
body to say, “Here, if you do well, you 
are going to go into this position ….” 
They can say all that, but that doesn’t 
mean that you’re not [going to experi-
ence] “out of sight out of mind.” So I 
was trying to make sure that this per-
son kept me visible in the career-plan-
ning process, and also, too, to have 
a path back [when my assignment 
was up]. And you know something, 
that just wouldn’t be; there [were] a 
lot of expats whose time would come 
up, and [they had to] come on back 
and interview and try to fi nd … a po-
sition. So, that leaves you a little bit 
open, hanging. 

Third, the inference we draw from the 
collective voices is as follows: The concept of 
mentoring in corporate consciousness is too 
strongly tethered to the notion of benevo-
lence. Mentors are viewed as patrons and 
benefactors, and expatriates are viewed as 
protégés and beneficiaries of their largesse 
and wisdom. This myth is not completely il-
logical because the notion of mentors is often 
prominent in the stories about successful ex-
patriates who leapfrogged over others and 
reached career heights. The problems with 
benevolent mentors and grateful, apprecia-
tive, and dependent protégés are quite sim-
ple—they are not the stuff of management 
and do not belong in modern organizations 
based on interdependent relationships. The 
present line of thinking prevents any move 
to link mentor performance with career 
advancement, and the expatriate bears the 
entire brunt of mentor failure. Mentoring 
cannot become an effective organizational 
function when ensconced in an aura of be-
nevolence. 

Despite the popularity of the mentor con-
cept in the literature, its implementation in 
reality explains why mentors have a negligi-
ble impact on expatriates’ postrepatriation-
related transition and satisfaction (see Simon 
& Eby, 2003, for similar views). The litera-
ture’s conception of mentors is too strongly 



780 HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT, SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER 2009

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm

shaped by notions of what they can possibly 
do rather than what the returning expatriate 
expects and what the organization really sets 
them up to do. After a three-year posting in 
Hong Kong with his bank, Simon Herb ex-
plains the difficulty of finding the mythical 
mentor:

I think it is diffi cult to have a mentor 
for an expatriate at some points … just 
because many companies (this one 
included) are spread out all over the 

country, all over the world.... 
You have to fi nd the right sen-
ior people and then, at least 
with our company, they have 
to be willing to do it (to give 
the time, to put in the extra 
amount of work). So, they 
(mentors) have the chance 
to realize that they really do 
make a difference ... that they 
have something incredibly 
valuable to offer.... They have 
an experience abroad, most 
of them, and they can help 
others work and live in anoth-
er country—representing our 
company. 

The aggregate of managerial 
voices leads us to question whether 
the mentor concept holds cur-

rency, largely because it cannot substitute for 
weak or poor HR strategy or for an unpre-
pared firm. In the least, the concept begs re-
examination and realignment with the mod-
ern reality of interdependent relationships, 
assessment, accountability, and rewards. 

Why Are MNCs and HR Functions 
Not at the Forefront of the Problem?

Managers suggest that HR’s objectives are 
disconnected from concerns about (a) devel-
oping a talented cadre of globally trained 
managers (see Paik, Segaud, & Malinowski, 
2002, for similar findings) or (b) harnessing 
and institutionalizing learning or addressing 
returning managers’ anxiety and socioemo-
tional needs (see Klaff, 2002, for similar evi-
dence). Instead, repatriation-related planning 

is ad hoc and reactive. John Cox, capturing a 
common sentiment among returning expa-
triates, explains:

It [repatriation planning] is the weak-
est link in the chain. I returned as ex-
pected, walked into my boss’s offi ce, 
and said, “I’m back!” And he says, 
“Oh? You’re back?... Why don’t you 
sit in so and so’s chair because he is 
out traveling this week, and we’ll see 
if we can fi nd you something to do 
….” They [the HQ] didn’t do any-
thing to ease that anxiety of coming 
back. They assume you are a big boy 
and can do it on your own …. They 
could have done a lot better. I think 
they could have done a better job 
along with the mentoring of outlin-
ing possible career paths. Instead of 
[expatriation] being a proactive plan-
ning exercise, it became a very reac-
tive … affair. I’d say on the whole it 
was very reactive and opportunistic 
instead of strategic. 

In a similar vein, Bill James notes:

[The job after repatriation] wasn’t 
systematic at all; there was no HR [in-
volvement]; it wasn’t driven by HR at 
all. As far as the career part of that, 
HR was totally absent, invisible as far 
as I could tell. 

The firm’s resource deployment choices 
in general and the HR function in particular 
seem anchored in the view that sending ex-
patriates overseas is similar to sending a man-
ager from one U.S. city to another (i.e., a 
matter of expenses and additional compensa-
tion). This, too, is working very well; manag-
ers make no complaints about the adequacy 
of funds available to support their sojourns. 
Our interview transcripts are rich with de-
scriptions of available funding for language 
lessons, cross-cultural training, preliminary 
inspection trips to find housing, professional 
services (moving, tax specialists), and visits 
back home.

For the emerging challenges of harness-
ing and institutionalizing learning, retaining 
talent, and developing the next generation of 
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globally trained managers, however, MNCs 
and HR functions seem unfocused and un-
prepared. The proposed solution, “discuss 
career options before managers leave on ex-
patriate assignment” (e.g., Martin & Anthony, 
2006), does not have many real-world ana-
logues because, as managers overwhelmingly 
report, the firm does not define how expatri-
ate assignments are related to career develop-
ment goals. Virtually everyone in our sample 
is back at his or her old or laterally situated 
job where the dissatisfaction festers and the 
learning remains unutilized. If their firms 
were to implement this solution, potential 
expatriates would have to be told they are 
returning to their old or a laterally suited 
job—a move likely to reduce the interest in 
taking up expatriate assignments. While no 
firm may consciously intend to convey that 
expatriates are matters of additional expenses 
or their learning is unimportant or their ca-
reers are afterthoughts, without having ex-
plicit objectives and plans for reintegrating 
them, they do it anyway.

Our inferences about unfocused and un-
prepared HR functions, instead of reflecting a 
quirk of our sample, seem aligned with oth-
ers’ current observations. For instance, a lead-
ing scholar in the field notes: 

When it comes to what the HR de-
partment should do, some compa-
nies are close, but none has it exactly 
right. One thing is for sure: In an or-
ganization that wants talent to be its 
source of competitive advantage, the 
HR department can’t be the stepchild 
it usually is. (Lawler, 2008, p. R8)  

Similarly, the words of a celebrated CEO 
and a leading industry observer resonate 
strongly with managers’ descriptions of fa-
bled mentors as purveyors of steep career 
trajectories and HR functions disconnected 
from the reality of talent shortages:

Human resources, unfortunately, of-
ten operates as a cloak-and-dagger 
society or a health-and-happiness 
sideshow …. HR rarely functions as it 
should. That’s an outrage, made only 
more frustrating by the fact that most 

leaders aren’t scrambling to fi x it …. 
The stealthy stuff occurs when HR 
managers become little kingmakers, 
making and breaking careers, some-
times not even at the CEO’s behest. 
These HR departments can indeed be 
powerful, but often in a detrimental 
way, prompting the best people to 
leave just to get away from the palace 
intrigue. Almost as often, though, you 
get the other extreme: HR departments 
that plan picnics, put out the plant 
newsletter (complete with time-in-
service anniversaries duly noted), and 
generally drive everyone crazy by en-
forcing rules and regulations that ap-
pear to have no purpose other than to 
bolster the bureaucracy. They derive 
the little power they have by being 
cloyingly benevolent on one hand 
and company scolds on the other. 
(Welch & Welch, 2006a, p. 88) 

What Would It Take for MNCs and 
HR Functions to Operate at the 
Forefront?

While the answer to this question is com-
plex, the first-order implications drawn from 
managers’ experiences provide some useful 
answers (see Figure 2 for how we derived 
strategy- and organization-related inferences 
from managers’ responses). First, it would 
first take an HR function that operates from 
an explicit awareness of the gap between the 
returning expatriate’s expectations and the 
firm’s reality. Returning expatriates want 
their sacrifices recognized and their new 
learning and experiences acknowledged and 
rewarded by steeper career trajectories and 
choice assignments. They want a mentor 
who can help them socially and politically 
and clear the obstacles in their way to a fast-
track career. HR functions have a role to play 
in managing these expectations and linking 
them to the firm’s reality. 

Second, it would take an HR function 
that operates from an explicit awareness of 
the gap between what the firm may implic-
itly desire and actually finds. Scholars suggest 
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that MNCs are best served by older, more in-
formed expatriates without trailing spouses 
and families, capable of: (a) keeping their 
home office networks alive, (b) adjusting to 
the downward shift in status upon return, 
and (c) managing their own psychosocial 
baggage and career aspirations without look-
ing to the firm for help (see Suutari & 
Valimaa, 2002; Takeuchi, Wang, & Marinova, 
2005; Yeh-Yun Lin & Wei, 2005). Our sample 
of managers suggests that MNCs would also 
be served by returning expatriates who can 
derive high levels of satisfaction from any job 
to which they are assigned upon repatriation, 
stay long enough, and work tirelessly to 
transfer their learning to a largely uninter-
ested firm. The HR function clearly has a role 
to play in bridging the gap created by these 
unrealistic, if implicit, expectations.

By “operate from,” we mean an HR func-
tion that can formulate new objectives and 
strategies that reflect the reality of talent short-

ages and wasted learning, demonstrate its rel-
evance to the firm’s globalizing operations, 
and organize itself for effective implementa-
tion. For instance, clear HR objectives and 
strategies (i.e., resource deployment choices) 
that address how the firm intends to reinte-
grate and develop globally trained managers 
are necessary. In the absence of these objec-
tives and strategies, MNCs are unlikely to 
waver from their current practices of treating 
repatriation as an expense and postrepatria-
tion careers as afterthoughts. A distinctively 
reorganized HR function is also essential. At 
present, the problem is not absence of sound 
ideas in the literature, but MNCs and HR func-
tions organized to produce nothing other than 
what they currently produce (i.e., allocate 
funds for expatriation and find a slot for man-
agers to occupy when they return). To 
effectively implement new objectives and strat-
egies, a congruent organization (i.e., a configu-
ration of talent, processes, systems, and 

What Managerial Responses Indicated What We Inferred About the Need for 

HR Strategy and Organization

 The fi rm treats the repatriation process and 
assignment of jobs (and responsibilities) upon 
return as afterthoughts. There is little regard 
for utilizing the knowledge and experience 
with which managers have returned.

 Clear objectives related to harnessing learning 
and developing intellectual capital are neces-
sary.

 Expatriation is opportunistic; no clear defi ni-
tion of the link between executive develop-
ment and foreign experiences exists.

 Expatriation and repatriation should be linked 
to executive development objectives and proc-
esses.

 Expatriation and repatriation are defi ned as 
expenses. The fi rm thus allocates resources to 
reimburse and compensate managers.

 Repatriation is more than an expense because 
managers return with new knowledge, experi-
ences, and expectations. The fi rm should align 
its HR objectives and strategies with these 
experiences and expectations.

 Processes for managing logistical needs of 
returning managers exist and work very well.

 There are no clear processes for managing 
the psychosocial and career-related needs of 
returning managers. These processes ought to 
be developed.

 The organization is unconcerned about chan-
neling new learning into appropriately chal-
lenging job assignments for repatriates.

 The organization needs systems for managing 
and assessing learning and intellectual capital.

 The mentor concept and its implementation 
are mostly fl awed. They often represent the 
sole structural mechanism for managing expa-
triation and repatriation.

 A clear organizational structure—defi ning fl ow 
of authority and responsibility—is neces-
sary to ensure resources are allocated to the 
needed talents, activities, programs, proc-
esses, and systems.

FIGURE 2. How We Derived Strategy- and Organization-Related Inferences from Managers’ Responses
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structure) is necessary (see Sashittal & Jas-
sawalla, 2001). Training, mentoring, and the 
host of HR programs to aid repatriation can 
amount to little more than band-aids for deep-
seated problems when implemented within 
the confines of the current organization. In 
other words, new objectives and strategies can-
not be implemented when left to the current 
configuration of talent, processes, systems, and 
power structures because they are vested in the 
current pattern of resource deployment, are 
geared to produce current results, and resist 
changes that threaten to disrupt their comfort 
levels and real or perceived access to informa-
tion and resources. 

A New Strategic Orientation

The present strategic challenge for the leader-
ship in MNCs and HR functions is to care-
fully and explicitly define to what extent, if 
any, (a) expatriation is part of executive train-
ing and a step in the process of developing 
the next generation of globally trained lead-
ers (e.g., Caligiuri & Colakoglu, 2007) and (b) 
the firm takes responsibility for managing 
the returning expatriates’ career aspirations 
and psychosocial needs that are exacerbating 
the gap between their expectations and real-
ity. At present, the largely default answer to 
both is either no or to a negligible extent. 
Explicit answers to these questions and for-
mulation of explicit HR objectives via a for-
mal process can benefit firms and managers. 
Within firms, they can raise consciousness 
about poor returns on investment and career 
expectations of returning expatriates and 
spur thinking and discussion about appropri-
ate ways of deploying resources. Explicit ob-
jectives related to reintegrating managers and 
clear resource allocation choices (i.e., evi-
dence that the firm means to do what it says) 
can also help managers draw objective infer-
ences about the value the firm places on ex-
patriation and frame their expectations about 
rewards and career trajectories if they decide 
to accept the assignment. Presently, these 
inferences, decisions, and expectations are 
based on rumor, innuendo, and anecdotes. 
MNCs’ leadership and HR professionals still 
unclear about the need for a new and explicit 

strategic orientation may consider that (a) 
few, if any, talented managers will agree to go 
overseas if they know that what awaits them 
is their old job or a laterally situated job iden-
tified as an afterthought, (b) recent reports 
suggest that returning expatriates choose to 
leave their firms because they do not view 
them as committed to managing repatriation 
(e.g., Lee & Liu, 2006), and (c) managers in-
creasingly define expatriate assignments as 
preparations for careers in other firms, a 
trend that threatens to further erode the re-
turn on the firm’s investment in expatriation 
(e.g., Stahl et al., 2002). Developing and ar-
ticulating expatriation-related objectives and 
strategies, however, are not enough. Effective 
implementation requires, at the least, the fol-
lowing configuration of processes, systems, 
and structure congruent to the repatriation 
management/career development strategy.

New Processes

Organizational processes strongly influence 
expatriate satisfaction immediately upon re-
turn (e.g., Lazarova & Caligiuiri, 2001). Pro-
cesses or workflows are designed to solve 
complex problems in logically connected 
steps (i.e., they help returning expatriates 
define what happens first, what happens 
next, and what happens after that in ways 
that eventually address their concerns and 
solve their problems). Effective processes can 
help reduce expatriates’ felt powerlessness 
because they can engage and validate expatri-
ates and provide feedback about purposeful 
progress toward predefined goals. In most 
instances, effective processes for managing 
logistics of returning expatriates are in place. 
Wes McNab had left his previous place of 
employment because of postrepatriation-
related dissatisfaction with career options. 
Upon his return from an expatriate assign-
ment in Asia, he describes the processes his 
new employer has in place for managing the 
transition into the home office:

You were assigned someone who 
was on the receiving end back in 
the States, kind of your dedicated 
HR person, who did everything from 
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soup to nuts for you. The second the 
company found out you were com-
ing back to the States, you were as-
signed a relatively senior HR person, 
who did everything from visas for 
your children … born overseas, to the 
movers, to setting up appointments 
for you with your new boss and with 
your new peers, to arranging social 
events for you in the new areas you 
were working in back in the States. 
Really, the HR function within inter-

national (departments) in the 
headquarters of [name of fi rm] 
I think did a really good job of 
the reentry process from the 
practical to the social and the 
psychological. 

This description speaks vol-
umes for the thoughtfulness of 
processes designed to manage the 
logistics of an expatriate’s transi-
tion to the home office. It is im-
portant, however, to differentiate 
processes that take care of logistics 
present in most firms in our study 
from processes needed to address 
the unarticulated psychosocial 
needs of returning expatriates. 
John Cox describes absent pro-
cesses:

Unfortunately, the HR person 
assigned to help with expatria-
tion and repatriation either … 
viewed his job or the compa-

ny defi ned his job as 90% compensa-
tion and benefi ts related as opposed 
to career counseling. There was really 
no expatriation or repatriation career 
counseling. The HR people were very 
qualifi ed to tell you [about repatria-
tion in terms of] dollars and cents, but 
there was no one, no mentor, either 
in HR or elsewhere, to help you with 
the [job- and career-related] anxieties. 

Investment in processes that can engage 
and help returning expatriates manage their 
anxiety and ambivalence seems essential. If 
our data provide any indication of a larger 

trend, it seems likely that returning expatri-
ates, after three to four years spent on assign-
ment, are in need of, to one degree or another, 
reframing, decontamination, and resocializa-
tion—for which no formal processes are in 
place.

Reframing processes help managers re-
construct their reality and draw new infer-
ences about their postrepatriation-related 
expectations based on objective information. 
In particular, all repatriates are required to 
reframe their theories of action (i.e., deep-
seated beliefs about “If I do X, then Y will 
result”) and define new ways of deploying 
their talents and energies to fit and function 
effectively in the home environment. Dated 
theories of action are known to produce dys-
functional coping behaviors (e.g., Feldman & 
Thomas, 1992). If uncorrected, the acting out 
of postrepatriation-related frustrations can 
lead others to label their behaviors as difficult, 
further complicating the repatriation process 
(e.g., Klaff, 2002). While researchers have 
done important thinking about reframing 
techniques (e.g., Kardes, Fennis, Hirt, Tor-
mala, & Bullington, 2007; Marigold, Holmes, 
& Ross, 2007) and discussed the role of re-
framing in shaping strategic perspectives (e.g., 
Sillince & Mueller, 2007), new thinking about 
reframing processes to help managers develop 
informed and practical postrepatriation-
related perspectives has yet to occur.

While much of the operations-related 
learning with which managers return is use-
ful to the firm, much of the social learning is 
detrimental to their reintegration. In particu-
lar, the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 
learning rooted in the extra attention and 
affirmation received during their sojourn 
must be unlearned. Repatriates often feel like 
foreigners in their home offices because they 
do not receive the validation and attention 
to which they have become accustomed 
(e.g., Webb, 1996). Decontamination is es-
sential because the dysfunctional learning 
triggers unrealistic expectations of what the 
firm owes them and sets them up for disap-
pointment. Few of them receive the ac-
knowledgment they have come to expect. 
Decontamination processes can help manag-
ers break from their old practices and rou-

After three to 

four years spent 

on assignment, 
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in need of, to 
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which no formal 

processes are in 

place.



 THINKING STRATEGICALLY ABOUT INTEGRATING REPATRIATED MANAGERS IN MNCS 785

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm

tines appropriate for the host office environ-
ment and clear the way for new learning. 
While the issues of unlearning old ways of 
thinking and doing and decontamination 
have attracted attention, MNCs sorely need 
fresh thinking about such processes for man-
aging returning expatriates’ psychosocial 
baggage (see Caudron, 1999; Martin de Hol-
ans, Philips, & Lawrence, 2004, for perspec-
tives on unlearning).

Finally, resocialization must occur be-
cause expatriates return as changed persons 
to changed sociopolitical environments (e.g., 
Andreason & Kinneer, 2005). All are required, 
to one extent or another, to abandon old and 
develop new ways of thinking about formal 
and informal interpersonal relationships in 
light of changed priorities, new pecking or-
ders, and new kids sitting around the cool 
table. The literature has strongly advocated 
for mentors in large part because they prom-
ise to help the resocialization process (see 
Linehan & Scullion, 2002; Vermond, 2001). 
Additional research to identify effective pro-
cesses for reframing, decontaminating, and 
resocializing returning expatriates is neces-
sary. New processes seem more likely to work, 
however, upon the investment in the follow-
ing systems. 

New Systems

We find no evidence of dedicated systems for 
managing returning expatriates’ cognitive 
and psychosocial needs. For instance, even 
though all expatriate experiences and all ex-
patriates are not equally valuable to the firm, 
there is marked uniformity in terms of what 
they seem to expect from their firms. This 
signals the weakness or absence of systems 
for assessing expatriate worth and perfor-
mance. When assessment systems are effec-
tive, the turnover among expatriates can 
pose less of a problem; valuable ones are re-
warded and may choose to stay, while others 
might choose to leave. There is also a marked 
absence of systems for assessing the firm’s 
intellectual capital (e.g., Grossman, 2006; 
Lawler, 2008; Moon & Kym, 2006). MNCs 
thus cannot monitor their loss when manag-
ers choose to stay with low morale and fester-

ing dissatisfaction or choose to leave because 
of their dissatisfaction. Moreover, repatriates 
cannot objectively gauge their contribution 
to the firm’s intellectual capital or calibrate 
their expectations. If firms actively assess and 
audit intellectual capital, it is likely they will 
act sooner and more decisively to harness 
and institutionalize learning.

Most important, there is a pressing need 
for knowledge and learning systems to ensure 
that the firm benefits from what the expatri-
ate has learned (e.g., Fink et al., 2005; Hock-
ing et al., 2007). We cannot find any instance, 
however, when firms made an effort to for-
mally channel the repatriated 
manager’s learning into the orga-
nization (e.g., Palthe, 2004). More-
over, our sample of managers is 
unaware of any conversation re-
garding the institutionalization of 
their learning in their firms, if it is 
occurring at all.

Janet Sorenson, an 18-year 
veteran in her firm, had served 2 
years in the United Kingdom and 
4 years in Switzerland. She was as-
signed to her old job when she returned to 
her firm’s U.S. headquarters. She describes 
the lost opportunity to institutionalize her 
learning:

There is a part of you that feels … 
if you are looking at an overall ca-
reer and how to take this wonderful 
experience into achieving its poten-
tial …. I am a very loyal company 
person. Is [my loyalty] going to be 
best served within the company? 
When they kind of just put you back 
in and say, “Okay, great! We’re glad 
you got this experience, now go do 
this other thing that does not fully 
utilize that [experience]” …. I under-
stand what I have to do right now, 
but I also know, on the outside there 
are lots of opportunities to [better 
utilize my expatriate experiences] …. 
So, do I feel fully satisfi ed at the end 
result? I think there’s a world out 
there, too, that values the experience 
I have.

…. I am a very loyal 

company person. 

Is [my loyalty] 

going to be best 

served within the 

company?
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For the organization to learn, three things 
must occur (see Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; 
Madhavan & Grover, 1998; Nonaka, 1994, 
for detailed insights into embedding knowl-
edge in organizations).

First, other people in the organization 
must learn what the expatriate has learned 
about the foreign office and marketplace. 
This requires knowledge systems that can 
capture the learning and make it available 
cheaply and effectively to the rest of the firm. 
At present, virtually all the knowledge resides 
in increasingly cynical expatriates’ minds, 
where it remains unused or walks away from 
the firm. Knowledge is also transferred when 
the firm gives the returning expatriate the 
kind of responsibility that would harness and 
channel new learning in ways that benefit 
the firm. This seldom occurs. Asking repatri-
ated managers to mentor others after they 
return is one such mechanism that can help 
the transfer of knowledge. Only 4 of the 50 
(8%) repatriates in our study served as formal 
mentors. While there is evidence to suggest 
that communicating and information shar-
ing through networks help knowledge trans-
fer (see Furuya et al., 2007; Pfeffer, 1998), 
MNCs are actually exacerbating the problem. 
When relegated to their old or a laterally situ-
ated job, repatriates report a rapid decay in 
their motivation to transfer and share their 
learning.

Second, the organization must learn what 
the expatriate has learned (i.e., the learning 
must embed the organization’s processes, sys-
tems, structure, and culture so future practice 
is better informed and managed). In the 
absence of learning, organizations cannot 
improve their capabilities for managing the 
expatriate function. Each returning expatri-
ate thus faces the same problems, year after 
year. 

Third, leadership must make resource al-
location choices to ensure that the right kind 
of learning occurs. In the absence of appro-
priate allocation of resources, the learning 
embedded in the firm’s processes and systems 
relates almost entirely to the logistical prob-
lems of expatriation; no significant learning 
about managing psychosocial needs of re-
turning expatriates occurs. The absence of 

organizational flywheels to capture the emer-
gent learning has particularly egregious 
implications for firms expanding into under-
developed markets and/or sending manufac-
turing or back-office operations to low-wage 
countries that are culturally, socioeconomi-
cally, and politically different from Western 
Europe and North America. The cultures of 
underdeveloped or low-wage countries are 
high context, and their sociopolitical and 
legal systems more opaque than transparent, 
so the learning derived from personal experi-
ence—even though it is internalized and dif-
ficult to share with others—is critical for the 
organization’s global operations. Failure to 
embed expatriates’ valuable learning in the 
organization makes for uninformed decisions 
and slow market responsiveness. While schol-
ars have given some attention to knowledge 
systems in the international management 
context (e.g., Appleyard, Brown, & Sattler, 
2006), MNCs need new thinking about 
systems that can harness the learning of re-
turning expatriates to impact the next wave 
of globalization. Processes and systems are of 
limited value unless the firm formally devel-
ops a clear structure for implementing its 
strategic orientation and defines who has the 
resources and the authority to manage new 
processes and systems. 

New Structure

Two of the clearest problems afflicting 
HR functions in general are their lack of orga-
nization and the absence of requisite talent 
and skills. A leading scholar in the field 
notes: 

While most companies say they value 
human capital, in reality, few are run 
that way. They may have systems in 
place for hiring talented people, but 
their organizational structures aren’t 
designed to develop, motivate, and 
retain the best ones. And the group 
with the expertise to help the or-
ganization better manage and utilize 
people—the human-resources depart-
ment—often is too mired in admin-
istrative tasks to tackle higher-value 
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work …. In a company built to lever-
age human capital, the HR staff would 
spend less time processing benefi ts 
requests and more time being the ex-
pert resource on the state of the or-
ganization’s work force and its ability 
to perform. (Lawler, 2008, p. R8) 

In our sample, mentors represent the 
sole investment in talent and structure for 
managing postrepatriation careers. Formal 
mentors, however, lack sufficient formal 
authority to make a difference in postrepa-
triation-related career choices, and they 
exacerbate the demoralizing sense of power-
lessness returning expatriates feel by mostly 
shepherding them into a job, any job—often 
their old or a laterally situated job. Because 
mentors are not assessed or held account-
able, they have no personal stake in 
producing outcomes that benefit either 
the firm or the returning expatriate. Some 
scholars have noted the advantages of 
assigning multiple mentors to help the 
firm embed expatriated managers’ learning 
(e.g., Crocitto et al., 2005). Regardless of 
their singular or collective talent and socio-
political influence, the postrepatriation-
related needs associated with reframing, 
decontamination, and resocialization are 
too much for mentors to manage. It also is 
time to abandon the benevolent mentor 
concept, which may well fit within the 
modus operandi of HR as kingmaker, and 
recognize repatriation as a value-creating 
activity that deserves a dedicated structure 
(i.e., a framework of authority and responsi-
bility assigned that manages the necessary 
configuration of talent, processes, and sys-
tems). Managers’ voices clearly call for a 
revitalized, strategically oriented, and orga-
nized HR function endowed with the 
requisite variety of talent (i.e., managers for 
foreign-operation-based intellectual capital 
and talent retention) and formally charged 
with (a) harnessing the tacit knowledge 
that resides within returning expatriates 
and embedding it into the organization to 
inform future practice and (b) developing 
the next generation of globally trained 
managers.  

What Should Managers Considering 
Expatriation Know?

Even if MNCs eventually restrategize and re-
organize for repatriation as we and others 
believe they should, it is important to distill 
implications for managers considering expa-
triate assignments until this occurs. Since we 
only spoke to managers who had successfully 
completed their expatriate assignments and 
we did not have access to the broad spectrum 
of experiences related to visits cut short, we 
urge aspirants to triangulate what we say 
with other expatriates’ experiences before 
drawing definitive inferences.

Expatriation promises managers and their 
families heavily subsidized and generously 
rewarded educational and growth experi-
ences. More often than not, however, the re-
turning expatriates occupy old or laterally 
located jobs. Firms discount their new learn-
ing and experiences, and thus their loss of 
stature and status is real—issues that should 
factor into framing expatriates’ expectations. 
Some scholars say that returning expatriates 
should expect little from the firm and should 
manage their own careers (e.g., Egan, 1994; 
Mezias & Scandura, 2005). Others have noted 
that managers often derive value from their 
sojourns and are uncontaminated by their 
postrepatriation experiences (e.g., Stahl et al., 
2002). Our data are overwhelmingly aligned 
with these notions. Even though the firm 
loses the opportunity to develop and utilize 
intellectual capital, nearly all returnees make 
the best of the situation, view the experience 
as part of personal growth, and succeed as a 
result of renewed efforts. Managers who re-
turned from their expatriate assignments six 
years (or earlier) before the interviews were 
conducted more commonly reported this. 
Consider Tracey Edmondson’s advice to man-
agers considering expatriation:

Q: What would you say to other po-
tential expatriates looking at going 
abroad on a foreign assignment?

A: Number one, go for the experience. 
Because if you go for the promotion 
… [you will be disappointed because] 
things change …. It’s fi ne to [hope 
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aim to stimulate new thinking and spur new 
research that can speak to the practical reali-
ties of MNCs, HR functions, and managers 
considering expatriate assignments. We pro-
pose a new strategic orientation for MNCs 
and HR functions that defines expatriate as-
signments as part of executive development 
and focuses on reintegrating returning expa-
triates and thus harnessing globally trained 
talent. Our findings deserve rigorous testing 
in a variety of settings before definitive 
knowledge can emerge. In particular, it is 
important to evaluate our findings based on 
the following caveats.

First, our inferences are drawn from the 
experiences of managers who had returned 
after successfully completing their expatriate 
assignments. Their voices, therefore, do not 
reflect (a) experiences of those who returned 
midway through their expatriate assignments 
or (b) the firm’s perspective. This weakness 
calls for new research that focuses on the 
firm’s (and on HR’s) concerns, as well as ad-
ditional scrutiny into why managers leave 
their assignments midway.

Second, while using students to conduct 
interviews is ordinarily problematic and re-
sulted in our rejecting one-third of the inter-
views they conducted, the early interviews 
provided valuable information about probing 
questions we included in later interviews. For 
instance, in all remaining interviews, manag-
ers were asked to provide specific examples of 
what occurred in addition to the details of 
their experiences and learning. Similarly, while 
it is a weakness that 11 interviews in which 
managers described their repatriation-related 
experiences occurred six or more years after 
their return, what we lost in freshness was 
made up by what we gained from perspective 
they had developed about their careers. 

Notes

1.  Real names are disguised to protect the identity of 

participants.
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for a promotion] as well, but go there 
to expect to embrace change and to 
learn and to grow personally and pro-
fessionally in the [overseas] environ-
ment. Have that be your primary goal 
because [with] the other [getting pro-
moted] … there’s too much unknown, 
there’s too much out-of-sight-out-of-
mind, there’s too much variability 
and, quite frankly, there’s too much 
lack of control. 

Under the best of circumstances, the cur-
rency of social and political networks in the 
home office invariably diminishes while 
posted in foreign locations and disappears 
entirely if expatriates make no effort to sus-
tain them. While networking is important, 
few work-related relationships seem to sur-
vive in ways that ensure an accelerated postre-
patriation career. Finally, feelings of anxiety, 
ambivalence, and dissatisfaction are normal. 
Because all firms and all expatriates are not 
equally or highly worthy, finding a new ca-
reer in a new firm is not necessarily a lose-lose 
option. It is possible, however, for expatriates 
to leverage newly learned knowledge and 
skills and their expanded sense of worldliness 
into accelerated careers, but the necessary in-
vestment in new activities and reconnection 
with networks often make it a long process. If 
our sample of managers serves as an indicator 
of a larger trend, it takes about a year or two 
of focused effort to bring old networks back to 
life and develop a steeper career trajectory. 

Conclusion

We conducted our study to explore why re-
patriated managers are dissatisfied, why the 
mentors fail to deliver, and why MNCs and 
HR functions are not at the forefront of solv-
ing the emerging problems of lost learning 
and intellectual capital in an increasingly 
globalized environment. Although much has 
been written about poorly managed repatria-
tion and the merits of mentors, few have 
explained why numerous explanations and 
remedies offered in the literature have failed 
to make a significant impact. Consistent 
with our exploratory intent, our findings 
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APPENDIX

Interview Protocol

1. How would you describe your experience as an expatriate manager?

2. What were some diffi culties or stresses you faced as an expatriate, and 
how did each impact your work? Please include stresses you faced in the 
predeparture, overseas assignment, and repatriation stages.

a. What kinds of company support did you get, and how did they help? 
How did each stressor impact your work?

3. Did you have a mentor? If yes:

a. What kind(s) of mentoring did you experience when you worked as an 
expatriate (e.g., formal or informal)? In the host country or home offi ce? 

b. What role did the mentor(s) play?

c. To what extent did you fi nd mentoring helpful?

4. How would you rate the overall success of your overseas assignment?

a. Why do you feel you were successful/unsuccessful? What were the key 
contributors to success/failure?

b. Based on your experiences, what does the fi rm need to do in order to 
help returning expatriates?


