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Globalization of business highlights the need for individuals with the right skills and experiences

for international assignments. Gender, age, ethnicity, family situation, professional qualifica-

tions, past international experiences, as well as psychological characteristics can be counted

among the selection criteria of a candidate for such assignments. This current study examines

the role of assignment context and selecting manager characteristics in the selection process.

First, these candidate characteristics are considered together with features of the assignment

such as duration, destination, and task performed to examine if their consistency are critical.

Second, whether managers draw from their own past and consider their own family situation

and international experiences, or select a candidate with same gender, age, or ethnicity is inves-

tigated. The findings suggest that without matching manager characteristics and assignment

features, candidate characteristics are of little importance.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

According to Global Relocation Trends survey (2014), 47% of compa-

nies reported an increased number of international assignees in 2013

over the previous year, and 40% had expected further increases.

Additionally, the percentage of assignments unrelated to headquar-

ters increased over the years, with 46% in 2012. This figure was 37%

in 2005. The need for business professionals with necessary skills

and experiences for international assignments is clearly critical for an

increasing number of companies.

However, the globalization of business has accelerated at a pace

that exceeded the ability of companies to meet this need with an

adequate number of qualified employees (Stroh & Caligiuri, 1998;

Welch, 1994). The survey states that while companies report an

increasing population of professionals on international assignments,

91% choose their current employees for international assignments

rather than new hires. Furthermore, the majority of the companies

report that less than 6% of their assignees were previously assigned

internationally. This raises the question of what qualifications compa-

nies are looking for in their employees for international assignments.

According to Arthur and Bennett (1995) and Tung (1998), selecting

the right person for an international assignment is crucial for its accom-

plishment. However, making the right selection is not easy (Scullion &

Collings, 2006). Reviewing the process, Varma, Stroh, and Schmitt

(2001) conclude that there are curious anomalies in the selection. The

expatriate management literature has identified several criteria based

on candidate characteristics. Accordingly, an assignee needs to possess

a complex amalgamation of technical, social, organizational, and cultural

knowledge and skills (Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1997). Specifically, these

include biological characteristics (Mamman, 1995; Tung, 1981), family

situation (Harvey, 1985), job performance (Caligiuri, 1997), technical

expertise (Mendenhall, Dunbar, & Oddou, 1987), completion of previous

foreign assignments (Shaffer & Harrison, 1998), personality traits (Black,

1990; Caligiuri, 2000; Mol, Born, Willemsen, & Van Der Molen, 2005),

and cross-cultural competencies such as cultural adjustment (McEvoy &

Parker, 1995), cultural flexibility (Shaffer, Harrison, Gregersen, Black, &

Ferzandi, 2006), and cultural intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003).

The article contributes to the literature by performing an analysis

that incorporates the interaction of these factors with features of the

assignment such as duration, destination, and task performed, as well

as selecting managers’ biological background, family situation, and

international experiences. It proposes that assignee selection is con-

tingent on the environment, and that the role of candidate character-

istics is less significant unless there is a match between these and the

assignment features, and a match with manager characteristics based

on the homophily paradigm.
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Caligiuri and Tarique (2006) identified three important best prac-

tices regarding international assignee selection: realistic previews,

self-selection, and candidate assessment in a structured organiza-

tional selection program. This article focuses on the latter. Hence, the

results would be of interest to selecting managers and human

resource professionals who can help develop their employees, as well

as individuals who are considering international careers.

2 | QUALIFICATIONS FOR INTERNATIONAL
ASSIGNMENTS

This article first organizes the candidate characteristics that have

been extensively studied in the literature, and proposes assignment

features and manager characteristics that match with candidate char-

acteristics. A visual of the hypotheses developed can be found in

Figure 1.

2.1 | Candidate characteristics

Caligiuri, Tarique, and Jacobs (2009) and others in the literature pro-

posed several criteria involving candidate characteristics. This study

organizes these under five categories: biological characteristics such as

gender, age and ethnicity; family situation, including marital status, and

children’s schooling; professional qualifications such as experience with

company, rank and function, and significant achievements; international

experience such as cross cultural training, national background and that

of spouse or parents, language skills, and personal or professional inter-

national experience; and psychological characteristics.

• Biological background: In 1998, while women represented 47% of

the U.S. workforce (Feltes & Steinhaus, 1998), they constituted

only 13% of employees on international assignments (Solomon,

1998; Tung, 1998). Linehan and Scullion (2001) conclude that

women were still underrepresented. Another potentially salient

biological background factor that may create a bias in interna-

tional assignments is ethnicity. While this factor did not attract

as much attention in the literature, Tung (2008) explores if eth-

nicity matters in international assignments using an Asia-Pacific

sample to examine whether candidates with racial backgrounds

other than Whites faced a bias.

• Family situation: Spouse and children issues may constitute

important challenges for an assignee. This may be a result of eco-

nomic realities necessitating two-income earners, and that inter-

national assignments reduce its likelihood. Shaffer and Harrison

(1998) find direct, indirect, and moderating influence of several

family-context variables such as family responsibility, spouse

adjustment, and satisfaction on decisions of expatriates to quit

their assignments. Many other authors also cite the inability of

the spouse to adjust as the major cause of expatriate turnover

(Adler, 1986; Black & Stephens, 1989; Harvey, 1985). Further-

more, children of the assignees can have a direct effect on

expatriate’s satisfaction and adjustment (Shaffer & Harrison,

1998). Other related literature such as human capital and role

theories also predict that employees with children generally tend

to experience more work–family conflict (Netemeyer, Boles, &

McMurrian, 1996). This would particularly be the case for chil-

dren at school age. The women surveyed in Stroh, Varma, and

Valy-Durbin (2000) felt strongly that those with children were

less likely to accept international assignments.

• Professional qualifications: Several researchers also include techni-

cal expertise, previous achievements and experience among rele-

vant factors in international assignee selection (Arthur & Bennett,

1995; Brewster, 1991; Bjorkmann & Gersten, 1993; Tung, 1981;

University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology

[UMIST], 1995). In fact, the research done about the actual practice

shows that technical competence is the most widely used criterion

(Bjorkmann & Gersten, 1993; Brewster, 1991; Gersten, 1990;

FIGURE 1 The model
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Tung, 1981). There is also some research suggesting that technical

competence may be overrated (Kealey, 1990; Tung, 1981).

• International experience: Egan, Bendick, and Miller (2002) find that

employers also consider international skills as complements to

functional skills rather than substitutes. Research also demonstrates

that prior international experience can facilitate an individual’s abil-

ity to function and work effectively in a host country (Selmer,

2002; Spreitzer, McCall, & Mahoney, 1997; Takeuchi, Tesluk,

Yun, & Lepak, 2005). Furthermore, international experience can

also include having foreign friends or spouses (Searle & Ward,

1990). The ability to maintain such relationships reflects their

cross-cultural skills. This argument can be extended to include indi-

viduals’ own national background and those of parents.

• Psychological characteristics: Research shows that well-adjusted

and high-performing international assignees share certain person-

ality traits (Black, 1990; Caligiuri, 2000; Mol et al., 2005). These

personality traits are captured by the five dimensions of human

psychology: Assignees are expected to be open and receptive to

learning the norms of new cultures, captured by the openness

dimension; to initiate contact with host nationals, assessed by

their extraversion; to be agreeable and thus demonstrate pro-

social behaviors; to gather cultural information by being consci-

entious; and to handle higher amounts of stress associated with

ambiguity of their new environments covered by the neuroticism

dimension (Black, 1990).

The criteria considered so far included candidate characteristics

that may make them more suitable for international assignments in gen-

eral. The contingency approach to leadership provides the theoretical

support for the role of matching assignment features and manager char-

acteristics with those of the candidates considered for international

assignments. Although multiple sets of managerial behaviors were origi-

nally identified, two types of behaviors are proven to be especially

effective. Initiating structure or task-oriented behaviors provides struc-

ture to ensure task completion and goal attainment, such as role assign-

ment (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Thompson, 1967). This provides

support for the importance of matching consistent features of assign-

ments with those of the candidates considered. Additionally, considera-

tion or relation-oriented behaviors include building good rapport and

interpersonal relationships and showing support and concern for subor-

dinates (Fiedler, 1964). These type of behaviors justify the role of

matching manager and candidate characteristics in international

assignee selection. The subsequent research on the topic highlights the

importance of various aspects of the environment (Scott, 1981). These

contingency factors imply that instead of a one-best-way, effective

managers would consider the various aspects. One of the main ideas is

that the management must be concerned with achievement alignments

and good fits (Morgan, 2007). In the case of international assignee

selection, the consistency of candidates with different assignment fea-

tures and manager characteristics may demonstrate good fit.

2.2 | Assignment features

One can argue that significance of candidate characteristics would

be contingent on assignment features. There may be some

candidate characteristics that make them more attractive because of

their consistency with a particular international assignment. For

example, a candidate that had international experience may be likely

to be selected for an assignment, even if the destination may be dif-

ferent. One can argue that during the prior experience, the candi-

date acquires cross-cultural adjustment skills that can make him/her

also suitable for another location. However, one can also argue that

if a candidate had prior international experience in the same desti-

nation, he/she may be considered more favorable due to this

destination-specific experience. The literature identified three

assignment features with which candidate characteristics can be

consistent. These are destination, duration, and task performed. Out

of 15 possible such interactions of five candidate characteristics

with these three assignment features, there are four suggested, as

follows:

2.2.1 | Destination

Several studies examined why a disproportionately small percentage

of women were selected (Adler, 1984a, 1984b; Ioannou, 1994). In

particular, Adler (1984a, 1984b, 1986) explores various “myths” about

women in international business. These include that companies ref-

use to send women overseas due to various reasons, and that for-

eigners’ prejudice against women render them ineffective. Adler

(1984a) notes that management in more than half of the companies

hesitated to send women abroad. One explanation Adler (1984b)

offers is that women encountered more prejudice on international

assignments (Caligiuri & Cascio, 1998; Tung, 1998). Thal and Cateora

(1979) also state that women find their career paths blocked by the

cultural biases of foreign businesses. Frontczak and Cateora (1988)

indicate that this prejudice is of varying degrees from one country to

another. Izraeli, Banai, and Zeira (1980) add that human resource pro-

fessionals were concerned that women would feel lonely, isolated,

and sexually harassed. Research on effectiveness of working in cul-

turally tough countries shows conflicting results about women

expatriates. According to Tung (1998), and Stroh et al. (2000), women

assigned to culturally challenging countries are quite effective, even

though they may initially experience prejudice. Westwood and Leung

(1994) and Adler (1987) suggest that for female expatriates working

in Asian countries, their gender did not stand in the way of their per-

forming their jobs. In fact, Taylor and Napier (1996) and Adler (1987)

suggest that being a female is an advantage because it gives women

more visibility and enables them to have stronger interpersonal rela-

tionships, and since they are used to trying harder (Yochanan &

Shortland, 2001). Some destinations may also present challenges for

assignees with non-White ethnicities. Societies at some locations

may have not evolved into pluralism, where distinct ethnic groups are

accepted. Pluralism offers the benefit of fostering an environment of

mutual respect (Tung, 1993), leading to a mind-set conducive to

developing solutions (Harvey, Novicevic, Buckley, & Fung, 2005). In

contrast, a bias can negatively impact the contribution of the assign-

ees (Harvey et al., 2005). Recognizing that this negatively affects a

company’s competitive posture (Feely & Harzing, 2003; Kefales,

1998; Paul, 2000), such ethnic minorities may be overlooked for

certain destinations.
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Hypothesis 1: Female or non-White candidates are less

likely to be selected for international assignments at

challenging destinations because of their gender and

ethnicity.

Several studies have shown that an assignee selection was

largely influenced by cross-cultural adjustment to the new culture

(Mendenhall, Kuhlmann, Stahl, & Osland, 2002). Mol et al. (2005) find

that local language ability is a positive factor in assignee selection.

Many researchers also noted a positive relationship between lan-

guage skills and assignment destination (Bhaskar-Shrinivas, Harrison,

Shaffer, & Luk, 2005; Mol et al., 2005; Shaffer et al., 1999). Clearly,

language skills are destination specific. Ability to speak the language

of the destination improves the communication, but these skills are

also crucial for cross-cultural adjustment (Cui & Van Den Berg, 1991).

When one is studying a foreign language, he/she also acquires the

correct behaviors to display during communication, further increasing

the likelihood of selection (Cui & Van Den Berg, 1991).

The social learning literature suggests that the more contact

assignees have with nationals of a destination and their culture, the

greater their cross-cultural adjustment at that destination is (Bochner,

Hutnik, & Furnham, 1986; Brislin, 1981). These contacts could be a

result of a spouse and parents from the destination country, even

candidates themselves, or prior personal or professional visits to that

destination. There are many ways assignees can improve their likeli-

hood of adjustment. One additional option is destination-specific

cross-cultural training before departure (Black & Mendenhall, 1990).

Overall, these suggest that candidates with past international experi-

ences might render them more favorable in the selection process for

assignments at consistent destinations.

Hypothesis 2: Candidates with destination-consistent

international experiences are more likely to be selected

for corresponding international assignments.

2.2.2 | Duration

Reiche and Harzing (2009) identify several forms of international

assignments varying in duration. Among these are short-term, long-

term, and virtual assignments. Short-term assignments range between

1 and 12 months (Collings et al., 2007). They are typically unaccom-

panied by family, and are particularly useful when specific skills need

to be transferred. These short-term assignments are also referred to

as international business travel or frequent flyer assignments

(Welchfg, 2007). Long-term assignments last longer than a year and

are more complex, not only due to regulations that need to be met in

the destination country but also in terms of implications on the family

of the assignee. Unlike these, virtual assignments do not require the

individual to physically relocate. Such assignments distribute interna-

tional responsibilities as managed from an individual’s home base

(Welch, Worm, & Fenwick, 2003).

It is easily conceivable that managers look for different character-

istics in assignees depending on the duration of the assignment. Their

ability to complete the assignment may vary for different duration,

and candidates’ specific characteristics may differently affect their

likelihood of selection. For example, while the family situation might

not be relevant for virtual assignments, it may be important for long-

term assignments. The family may need to move to the destination of

the assignment, which can create hardship for the spouse, who may

have to quit his/her job and may have difficulty finding one in the

destination (Adler, 1986; Black & Stephens, 1989). Similarly, there

may be further issues when the assignee has children (Shaffer & Har-

rison, 1998; Netemeyer et al., 1996). Their adjustment might not be

easy, and the move may negatively affect their education, if they are

at school age. For the company itself, too, relocating such a candidate

would impose additional costs since most likely they would have to

develop programs to assist their employees with moving the whole

family as well as finding employment for the spouse and good quality

schools for their children.

Hypothesis 3: Candidates are considered less likely to

be selected for international assignments with duration

that are inconsistent with their family situation.

2.3 | Tasks to be performed

Tung (1981) identifies technical competence among the group of

variables considered in assignee selection. While more recent studies

have empirically confirmed that expatriate selection was a multifac-

eted subject and that personality characteristics as well as interper-

sonal skills were very important (Caligiuri, 2000; Spreitzer et al.,

1997), in practice most companies still use technical competence and

knowledge of company systems as the primary selection criterion

(Harris & Brewster, 1999; Sparrow, Brewster, & Harris, 2004). The

assignees need to be equipped with necessary knowledge, technical

skills, and professional experience that enable them to perform the

job that needs to be completed. Hence, it makes sense to select a

candidate with technical expertise, as demonstrated by years of expe-

rience, or those with significant past achievements. One can also

argue that the candidate’s level within the organization, such as exec-

utive, director, and so on, may indicate higher potential for selection.

Bonache, Brewster, and Suutari (2001) identify additional reasons for

consistency of professional experience with tasks to be performed

during an international assignment: the difficulty to identify and

measure relevant interpersonal and cross-cultural competencies, man-

agers who circumvent selection process of human resources, and

self-interest of the selectors. Hence, managers might be drawn to

candidates with technical skills that match the job to be performed

due to its ease.

Hypothesis 4: Candidates with consistent professional

qualifications to the tasks involved are more likely to be

selected for corresponding international assignments.

2.4 | Manager characteristics

2.4.1 | Biological background

Stroh et al. (2000) argue that another important overlooked factor is the

supervisor. Several studies suggested that the supervisor–subordinate
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relationship might be a critical determinant in selection. Varma et

al. (2001) explore this using the leader–member exchange model. The the-

ory proposes that supervisors classify their subordinates into two

groups—in-group and out-group—on the basis of their negotiated roles.

In-group means that the supervisor believes the subordinate is motivated

to assume greater responsibility in the organization (Liden & Graen,

1980). This responsibility can take the form of an international

assignment. Often, employees who serve the company under hard-

ship of international assignment are considered for promotion and

other opportunities that advance their careers (Thal & Cateora,

1979). Dienesch and Liden (1986) suggest that the key to deter-

mine the quality of the leader–member or supervisor–subordinate

relationship is nonperformance individual characteristics such as

ethnicity and gender. Within this context, the homophily paradigm

also proposes that individuals who share certain characteristics in

common elicit positive responses in one another, and hence

form positive relationships (Byrne, 1971). The literature on in-group

favoritism, too, suggests that gender and racial similarity are rela-

tional characteristics that enhance supervisor–subordinate relation-

ships (Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, & George, 2004; Vecchio &

Bullis, 2001).

While searching for evidence, Ibarra (1992) finds that men tend

to show a much higher degree of homophily than women. In contrast,

women who need foreign assignments to advance may find their

career paths blocked by the cultural biases of their own corporations

(Thal & Cateora, 1979), as international experience is often consid-

ered an important requisite for top management positions, especially

in multinational companies. One reason provided for fewer women

on international assignments was that they did not have sponsors

(Linehan & Scullion, 2001). In fact, Chusmir and Frontczak (1990)

argue that qualified women are overlooked because men make these

decisions. Similar arguments can also be made with regard to the eth-

nicity of the candidates and their supervisors. Elsass and Graves

(1997) argue that social identity and categorization processes are

likely to evoke a racial among other similarity bias that members will

identify with other members who share their category memberships.

A potential outcome of this similarity bias is favoritism toward racially

similar individuals (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tsui & Gutek, 1999).

Hypothesis 5: Managers are more likely to select candi-

dates with the same gender and ethnicity for an interna-

tional assignment.

2.4.2 | Family situation

The above argument can be extended to include the marital and chil-

dren situation but with the opposite implication. Married or separated

managers with children are certainly aware of difficulties international

assignments present for the personal lives of assignees, their spouse,

and school-age children. It can be argued that reflecting on their own

past experiences, they may not select married candidates with

school-age children. There is support for this argument from the liter-

ature on burnout. Theoretical models of burnout such as Numerof

(1983) and Perlman and Hartman (1982) cite the importance of

supervisory behavior. Golembiewski, Munzenrider, and Stevenson

(1986) suggest that personal characteristics lead to burnout and con-

sequently poor performance. Leadership skills of supervisors are

found to be related to subordinate burnout in Seltzer and Numerof

(1988), where leadership explained a significant portion of the varia-

tion in burnout on top of traditional factors such as marital status.

Hence, one can conclude that managers with leadership skills can

draw from their own personal characteristics, past or current, and act

to reduce burnout in their subordinates.

Hypothesis 6: Managers are less likely to select candi-

dates with similar past or current family situation for an

international assignment.

2.4.3 | International experience

A further extension of the above arguments on the implications of

managers’ self-reflection in making a selection includes their own

international experiences. In the international assignments the man-

agers themselves completed during their careers, they might have

observed the benefits of having prior international experiences, and

therefore this may provide additional reasons for their more favorable

view of candidates with such experiences. Of course, this could also

work in the opposite direction. That is, managers may think that their

prior international experience has not helped them in a significant

way or may have negatively affected in terms of reinforcing previ-

ously held stereotypical beliefs about other countries or foster nega-

tive, unrealistic expectations for the foreign culture (Bandura &

Locke, 2003).

Hypothesis 7: Managers with international experience

are more likely to select candidates with international

experience for an international assignment.

3 | DATA AND METHODOLOGY

A survey among graduate business students in an MBA program at a

midwestern university was carried out to obtain the data analyzed.

The students were asked to take the role of managers making deter-

minations on the suitability of each candidate for the international

assignments described in the survey. The assignments considered

were hypothetical. Use of MBA students as proxy for decision-

making managers was done in several other contexts (Apesteguia,

Azmat, & Iriberri, 2012; Arce & Li, 2011; Friedman, Chi, & Liu, 2006;

Hui, Au, & Fock, 2004). In particular, this article’s use of MBAs is

fairly similar to that in Tung (2008), where MBA students were given

descriptions of potential candidates for international assignments and

were asked to rank-order them. The students in this study had signifi-

cant managerial experiences involved in real-life decision-making pro-

cesses. To further establish the validity of the results, the analysis

was repeated utilizing a restricted sample that contained graduate

students with at least 10 years of professional experience. Their

responses are used to assess how experienced managers’ priorities

would be different in the selection criteria. Overall, 135 MBA stu-

dents were surveyed over 2012–2014, of which 47 are experienced
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managers. The MBA students were presented with the descriptions

of five international assignments and seven candidates. Hence, each

student evaluated 35 different possible pairings of candidates and

assignments, leading to 1,645 ratings by experienced managers, and

4,725 ratings overall. Separate regression analyses were carried out

for each sample.

The candidates varied in sociobiological background, professional

qualifications, international experience, and psychological characteris-

tics. Candidates varied in biological characteristics such as age, gen-

der, and ethnicity. There was also variation among candidates’ family

situations. Among the candidates, there were also differences in

terms of professional experience. These include significant to short-

term experiences at the company and overall; different levels of

responsibilities at the company; some with significant achievements

that may or may not match their years of experience; and various

functional backgrounds related or not related to tasks to be per-

formed. The candidates under consideration further varied in terms

of their international experience. Some candidates had extensive

experiences at same destinations and some have only a few in vari-

ous countries. Finally, the candidates’ psychological characteristics

were differentiated.

The assignments varied in duration, destination, and function and

tasks performed. Challenging destinations such as China, Brazil, and

India were chosen to be the destinations in some assignments.

Another destination was the United Kingdom, presumably a country

that would be one of the easiest for U.S. nationals, given the lan-

guage and cultural similarities. This assignment feature was included

in the survey to assess Hypotheses 1 and 2. The assignments

included had variety in their duration, including short, long, and vir-

tual assignments, to see their implication on the candidates’ ratings as

in Hypothesis 3. Finally, there were different tasks involved in assign-

ments for testing of Hypothesis 4.

The average age of MBA students acting as managers was 31;

68% were White, and 67% were males. Nearly half of them were

married, but 58% did not have children. One-third of those surveyed

have school-age children, and 69% were children of U.S. citizens. Of

these, the overwhelming majority had U.S.-citizen spouses. Sixty-nine

percent of those with foreign parents were also born outside the

United States. Nearly half of these had also foreign-born spouses.

Overall, there was sufficient variation in managers’ biological back-

ground, family situation, and international experience to produce sta-

tistically meaningful results to test the hypotheses, and this

information was used to test Hypotheses 5, 6, and 7, respectively.

Prior to regression analysis, several adjustments were made to

the original data, particularly for the candidate characteristics, given

the degrees of freedom issues that arise in analyzing the ratings of

seven different candidates for five assignments. These are explained

in the following section. The summary description of the resulting

variables can be found in Table 1.

3.1 | Dependent variable

3.1.1 | Ratings

Seven candidates were rated on a scale of 0 to 100 to assess their

suitability for each of five international assignments. Naturally, there

is variation in ratings across managers, leading to different averages

and standard deviations. To address this, their z-scores were ana-

lyzed, where for each manager their mean was subtracted from each

raw rating divided by the standard deviation. This method rescaled

the average score for each manager to zero. This allowed an analysis

of the implications of, at most, seven candidate characteristics and

five assignment features on comparable rating distributions across

managers.

3.2 | Independent variables

3.2.1 | Candidate characteristics

Biological background

There were three variables considered under this category: age, gen-

der, and ethnicity of the candidates. Indicator variables were intro-

duced to the regression model for the latter two, set to 1 when the

candidate was female or non-White. A principal component analysis

(PCA) reveals that two out of three dimensions of biological back-

ground, that is, age and gender, are well represented in the resulting

variable, whereas ethnicity is not well captured. Hence, ethnicity is

included in the analysis as a separate variable.

Family situation

The impact of the candidates’ marital status and children was

assessed under this category. Three indicator variables were used.

The marital status indicator was set to 1 if they were married. A simi-

lar approach was taken for the children and school-age children indi-

cators. PCA analysis showed low commonality for marital status.

Hence, this variable was included in in the regression analysis

separately.

Professional qualifications

There were four variables corresponding to the professional qualifica-

tions of the candidates: years of experience at the company and

overall, level at the company, and whether they had any significant

achievements. An indicator variable was used in the model for the

level, set to 1 if the candidate was a director or an executive. The

correlation coefficient of this variable with the indicator variable of

significant achievements was 1. Hence, the latter was excluded. PCA

showed that all remaining variables were well represented in the

resulting variable.

International experience

Various aspects that related to their international experience were

used to assess the importance of this candidate characteristic for any

international assignment. However, considering the degrees of free-

dom with respect to candidate characteristics, there was room for

only one variable for their international experience, and another for

their psychological characteristics. Therefore, an index was developed

that summed the components of four primary dimensions of interna-

tional experience: personal/professional experience of candidates in

other countries; cross-cultural training; foreign language skills; and

own, spousal, and parental national background. Each of these dimen-

sions were assumed to have equal importance, contributing, at most,
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1 toward the resulting index: 0.5 was added to the sum each time a

candidate had personal or professional experience in a foreign coun-

try; 1 for cross-cultural training; 0.5 or 1 if the candidate spoke some

or was fluent in another language, respectively; and 1/3 for each

non-U.S. national background of the candidate, spouse, and parents.

Psychological characteristics

The candidates are more likely to be selected for any international

assignment if they are extravert, agreeable, conscientious, emotion-

ally stable, and open. It is unfortunately not possible to distinguish

the relative importance of each of these psychological dimensions

separately due to low degrees of freedom. Hence, as in the case of

international experience, an index is built that sums each of these

dimensions, adding 2 if the candidate holds each of the above men-

tioned characteristics, 1 if they had some, and −1 or −2 if they have

some or fully opposing characteristics. This results in an index that

can vary between 10 and −10.

3.2.2 | Assignment features

Destination

As formulated in Hypotheses 1 and 2, the destination of an interna-

tional assignment can be inconsistent with the gender and ethnicity

of the candidate, or consistent with their international experience,

making them less or more likely to be selected, respectively. Chal-

lenging destinations present difficulties for minorities such as female

and/or non-White assignees. Conversely, a candidate can have

TABLE 1 Hypotheses variables in the model and their description

Assignment features:

H1: Destination × biological background (−):

Challenging destination Challenging destination (1 if Brazil, India, or China)

Challenging destination × gender Interaction of challenging destination and gender (1 if female)

Challenging destination × ethnicity Interaction of challenging destination and ethnicity (1 if non-White)

H2: Destination × international exp. (+):

P.C. (Destination × int’l. exp. 1) Principal component of following matching int’l. experiences:

Personal exp., professional exp., national background (spouse)

P.C. (Destination × int’l. exp. 2) Principal component of following matching int’l. experiences:

Foreign language, national background (self, parent)

H3: Duration × family situation (−):

Duration Duration (1 if 2 years)

P.C. (Duration × family sit. 1) Principal component of following matching family situations:

Interaction of duration and children (1 if ≥1)

Interaction of duration and school age (1 if any at school age)

Duration x marital st. Interaction of duration and marital status (1 if married)

H4: Task × professional qualifications (+):

Task Strategic (1 if task is strategic)

Task × function Interaction of task and function

(1 if task of assignment matches function of candidate)

Manager characteristics:

H5: Biological back. (man.) × biological back. (can.) (+):

Gender (man.) Gender (1 if female)

Gender (man.) × Gender (can.) Interaction of gender for manager and candidate (1 if same)

Ethnicity (man.) Ethnicity (1 if non-White)

Ethnicity (man.) × ethnicity (can.) Interaction of ethnicity for manager and candidate (1 if same)

H6: Family situation (man.) × family situation (can.) (−):

Children (man.) Children (1 if ≥1)

Children (man.) × school age (can.) Interaction of children for manager and school age for candidate

Marital st. (man.) Marital status (1 if married or divorced)

Marital st. (man.) × marital st. (can.) Interaction of marital status for manager and candidate

H7: International exp. (man.) × international exp. (can.) (+):

P.C. [Int’l. exp. (man.)] Principal component of following international exp. for manager:

National background (self, spouse, parent)

P.C. [Int’l. exp. (man) × int’l exp. (can.)] Principal component of following matching International exp.

for manager and candidate:

National background (self, spouse, parent) (1 if manager and

candidate are 1 for each separately)
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specific international experience that prepared him/her better for

assignments in these destinations. To capture these, an indicator varia-

ble for the destination as well as its interaction with candidates’ biolog-

ical background and international experience are added to the model.

The indicator variable assumes the value of 1 if the destination is chal-

lenging, which is the case in Brazil, India, and China. Two separate

interactions are considered with gender and ethnicity: If the candidate

is female or non-White, respectively, for a challenging destination. Sim-

ilarly, PCA results in two interaction variables that captures the consis-

tency of international experience with the destination. PCA shows high

measures in the pattern matrix for one of the components for a con-

sistent spousal national background and personal or professional expe-

rience, and low measures for a consistent self or parental national

background or consistent language skill for the same component. The

measures in the pattern matrix are high for the latter group for the

other component and low for the first group. Therefore, two separate

interaction of destination with various dimensions of international

experience are considered in the analysis. One interaction is if the can-

didate had a prior personal or professional experience in this particular

destination or spouse has national background there. The other inter-

action is when the candidate has skills in the foreign language of the

destination or candidate or parents have national background there.

Note that this type of grouping of consistent international experience

make sense as one can categorize the latter experiences more direct,

and the former experiences as of lesser significance.

Duration

Hypothesis 3 suggests that family situation of a candidate can be incon-

sistent with assignment duration. In particular, a candidate can potentially

be seen less favorable for a long international assignment if married or

has children, particularly of school age. To analyze this, an indicator varia-

ble for duration is added, which is set equal to 1 if the duration is for

2 years as well as its interactions. This represents long assignments con-

sistent with definitions in the literature (Welch et al., 2003). All three

interactions are well represented in the variable resulting from PCA.

Task to be performed

One last dimension of an international assignment that can interact with

candidate characteristics is task performed at the destination. The can-

didate can have a consistent functional professional qualification ren-

dering him/her more likely to be selected for the assignment, as stated

in Hypothesis 4. To assess this, an indicator variable for the task and an

interaction variable for task-consistent function of the candidate are

considered. Note that, unfortunately, it is not possible in this study to

consider the impact of each different task in the ratings due to degrees

of freedom associated with five assignments considered. Instead, the

indicator variable for task is set equal to 1 if the task is strategic.

3.2.3 | Manager characteristics

Biological background

Hypothesis 5 states that similarity in gender and ethnicity of man-

agers and candidates results in more favorable rating for a candidate.

In other words, say female managers favor female candidates or

White managers favor White candidates. To capture these, two

indicator variables on the gender and ethnicity of the managers are

considered. These are defined in the same way as those for candi-

dates, and assume value of 1 if they are female, and 1 if they are

non-White. Additionally, interactions between gender and ethnicity

of the manager and candidates are analyzed, set to 1 if the genders/

ethnicities match.

Family situation

The survey also asks information on the marital status and children of

the managers. Hypothesis 6 states that managers can draw from their

own past experiences and this may result in less favorable ratings for

candidates that are married and have school-age children. Hence,

two indicator variables about managers’ family situation are added as

well as their interaction with the marital status indicator and the

school-age children indicator of the candidate. Note that to draw

from one’s own experiences about the implications of marital status

and children, a manager does not need to be currently married or

have school-age children, respectively. He/she can also be divorced

or just have (non-school-age) children. Hence, these indicator vari-

ables are constructed to be equal to 1 for married or divorced, and

1 for school-age or otherwise children of managers, respectively.

International experience

The information on the survey about the international experience of

managers is limited to their own, spousal, and parental national

background. Hence, to test Hypothesis 7 on whether having such

non-U.S. national background would be seen as more favorable by a

manager who draws from his/her own experiences with such back-

ground, a variable on manager’s international experience and its inter-

action with that of candidate are considered. PCA results in one

variable that captures all three aspects of national background of the

manager. Similarly, based on results of PCA, only one variable is

needed to capture the interactions of matching non-U.S. national

background of manager and candidate. Note that, here, by matching,

only having a non-U.S. national background is needed for manager

and candidate, and same nationality is not sought.

Table 2 provides the correlation matrix for the variables repre-

senting candidate characteristics, assignment features and manager

characteristics included in the analysis. It is interesting that the corre-

lation coefficients among variables within these three broad groups is

nearly zero, and higher for variables within the same group. In partic-

ular, the correlation of the PCA variable for professional qualifications

is high with the one for age and gender, and with the psychological

characteristics, which are both realistic. With age, professional qualifi-

cations increase; and the same psychological characteristics that

make a person more qualified in international assignments are likely

to positively impact their overall professional careers.

4 | RESULTS

Regression results are presented in Table 3. The analysis is done sepa-

rately for all managers and also for managers aged 32 or higher, to

observe if and how the importance of factors considered in the assignee

selection change with more experienced managers. In both analyses,
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F-statistics are significant at 99.9%, and the adjusted R2 is about .40.

Along with the coefficients for various factors and their significance,

the table provides the percentage of the variation explained by each to

indicate their relative importance in assignee selection.

The results point to the importance of considering the consistency

of assignment features with candidate characteristics in the selection.

The consideration for matching factors renders several of candidate

characteristics on suitability for any assignment of little importance. On

candidate characteristics alone, the results do, however, show support

for positive impact professional qualifications and appropriate psycho-

logical characteristics on the suitability of a candidate for an interna-

tional assignment. However, their combined effect only explains less

than 3% of the variation in the ratings. Note that the positive effect of

appropriate psychological characteristics become insignificant for expe-

rienced managers. There is some support biological background of can-

didates negatively impacting their selection, when age and gender is

considered, but not ethnicity. Contrary to expectations, family situation,

particularly having children positively and international experience neg-

atively explains suitability for an assignment. This implies, for example,

that ability to speak French, does hurt selection of a candidate to an

assignment in India. This may be explained in nongeneralizability of a

country-specific experience in other destinations. Overall, candidate

characteristics explain less than 9% of the variation in ratings for any

assignment for all managers, and they become less important in the

selection for experienced managers.

While candidate characteristics alone do not seem to be critical in

the selection for any assignment, their consistency with assignment fea-

tures explains about 90% of the variation in the ratings for both all and

experienced managers. Accordingly, candidates’ characteristics need to

be consistent with destination, duration, and task performed in an

assignment for selection. The results show support for all hypotheses

that relate to assignment features (i.e., Hypotheses 1–4). Inconsistent

biological background makes candidates less likely to be selected, such

as female and non-White candidates in challenging destinations. Fur-

thermore, destination-consistent international experiences improve the

likelihood of a candidate’s selection for that assignment as reflected in

the positive coefficients of both interaction variables. In contrast, sup-

porting Hypothesis 3, family situation hurts their chances of selection

for long assignments that may require relocation. Marital status seems

to lose its significance for experienced managers, though. Most impor-

tantly, it seems managers are looking for consistency of task performed

in an assignment and professional qualifications of a candidate. This

explains nearly 40% of the variation in ratings, and becomes an even

more important factor for experienced managers, while consistent

international experience and family situation lose importance for experi-

enced managers. The second most important criteria for both all and

experienced managers is the consistency of the destination with past

international experiences of the candidates, explaining slightly above

30% of the variation in the ratings.

The results do not provide much support for hypotheses on con-

sistent manager and candidate characteristics. There is no statistically

significant support for Hypothesis 5. Particularly experienced managers

do not favor candidates of the same sex or ethnicity as them. Managers

with international experience in terms of national background do not

necessarily select those candidates with similar experiences for an

assignment. There is some support for Hypothesis 6. Managers draw

from their own experiences as being married and having school-age

children, and consider candidates with such family situation less likely

to be selected for any assignment. These explain most of the matching

manager-candidate characteristics at about 2% to 4%, for all and experi-

enced managers, respectively. While the negative impact of shared mar-

ital status seems to lose its significance for experienced managers,

experienced managers with children, seem to pay more attention to the

candidates with children and favor them less.

5 | THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL
IMPLICATIONS

This study examined the relative significance of factors considered in

the selection of a candidate for international assignments. The

TABLE 2 Correlation matrix

Variable 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Rating

1. P.C. (age, gender) 0.12

2. Ethnicity 0.02 −0.23

3. P.C. (children, school age) 0.27 0.41 0.15

4. Marital st. −0.23 0.32 0.17 −0.15

5. P.C. (all prof. qual.) 0.28 0.74 0.28 0.70 0.05

6. International exp. 0.18 0.08 0.58 0.54 0.23 0.61

7. Psychological char. 0.22 0.31 0.29 0.17 −0.29 0.63 0.32

8. Challenging destination 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

9. Duration 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.61

10. Task −0.04 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.41 0.17

11. Gender (man.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

12. Ethnicity (man.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.02

13. Children (man.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.04 0.15

14. Marital st. (man.) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.20 0.73

15. P.C. [Int’l. exp. (man.)] 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.02 −0.66 −0.16 −0.19
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expatriate management literature on the topic primarily focused on

criteria based on a complex combination of candidate characteristics

including biological characteristics, family situation, job performance,

technical expertise, completion of previous foreign assignments, per-

sonality traits, and cross-cultural competencies such as cultural

adjustment, cultural flexibility and cultural intelligence. Varma

et al. (2001) conclude that the resulting criteria sometimes yield

inconsistencies. Focusing on organizational selection process, this

study incorporated the roles that various aspects of the environment

play, as suggested for effective management by contingency theories

(Scott, 1981), according to which the best choice may be dependent

on the fit with the task and relationships (Morgan, 2007). Implication

of this resulted in accounting for the role of matching assignment fea-

tures and manager characteristics with those of the candidates con-

sidered in international assignee selection.

The analysis results are particularly helpful for human resources

professionals in organizations involved in structured organization

selection program for international assignments looking for the pri-

mary selection criteria. Is it the technical competence of the candi-

date? Or his/her personality characteristics? Or knowledge of

company systems? According to the analysis results, considering only

the suitability of candidate characteristics for an international assign-

ment, family situation, primarily with respect to children, professional

qualifications and psychological characteristics seem important in that

order. Family situation loses its significance particularly in the eyes of

more experienced managers. However, the contingency of the assign-

ments with different features renders the role of candidate character-

istics as the only selection criteria less important, and consistency of

candidate characteristics with features of the assignment becomes

more critical. In particular, it seems professional qualifications that

are consistent with the task, and international experience that are

consistent with the destination of the assignment become the most

important two selection criteria. When managers’ characteristics are

also taken into account, family situation slightly gains some impor-

tance, especially by managers who reflect on their past experiences

with their own families. While these guide the decision-making man-

agers or human resource specialists with the selection, there is also

one more consideration for multinational companies. As companies

are looking into new markets, hiring immigrants with functional back-

ground in their line of business might be a good investment. These

employees with their familiarity in cultures and practices in both

home country and these international markets can play a bridge role,

reduce liability of foreignness and help avoid potential negative impli-

cations resulting from unfamiliarity.

The results are also useful for employees that are interested in

advancing their careers within the company by taking on international

assignments. It seems it is more likely for them to be selected for

assignments within their own functional area, and for that it is impor-

tant to gain international experience specific to that destination. It is

advisable to learn the language of the main markets of their compa-

nies or those of markets they intend to expand their business, have

some personal experience there in terms of visits, and demonstrate

successful relationships such as friendships or marriage, or country-

specific cultural training. Results also show that it is advisable to

express interest in international assignments early in one’s career

TABLE 3 Regression results

Variable
All
managers

Experienced
managers

Candidate characteristics: 8.7% 6.3%

Biological background (−): 0.8% 0.3%

P.C. (age, gender) −0.212*** −0.171

Ethnicity 0.074 0.005

Family situation (−): 4% 3.9%

P.C. (children, school age) 0.218*** 0.287***

Marital st. 0.170* 0.115

Professional qualifications (+): 2.0% 1.0%

P.C. (all prof. qual.) 0.398*** 0.342**

International experience (+): 1.3% 0.7%

International exp. −0.146*** −0.121*

Psychological characteristics (+): 0.7% 0.4%

Psychological char. 0.031*** 0.025

Assignment features: 89.0% 89.2%

H1: Destination × biological
background (−):

2.9% 4.2%

Challenging destination 0.249*** 0.370***

Challenging destination × gender −0.249*** −0.301***

Challenging destination × ethnicity −0.329*** −0.354***

H2: Destination × international
exp. (+):

34.5% 32.7%

P.C. (Destination × int’l. exp. 1) 0.215*** 0.202***

P.C. (Destination × int’l. exp. 2) 0.259*** 0.251***

H3: Duration × family situation (−): 11.8% 8.3%

Duration 0.227*** 0.135

P.C. (duration × family sit. 1) −0.255*** −0.227***

Duration × marital st. −0.202*** −0.075

H4: Task × professional
qualifications (+):

39.7% 44.0%

Task −0.098*** −0.084

Task × function 0.714*** 0.747***

Manager characteristics: 2.3% 4.5%

H5: Biological back. (man.) × biological
back. (can.) (+):

0.1% 0.7%

Gender (man.) 0.002 −0.012

Gender (man.) × gender (can.) 0.004 −0.065

Ethnicity (man.) −0.007 0.018

Ethnicity (man.) × ethnicity (can.) 0.035 −0.063

H6: Family situation (man.) × family
situation (can.) (−):

2.2% 3.8%

Children (man.) 0.076** 0.163*

Children (man.) × school age (can.) −0.187*** −0.396***

Marital st. (man.) 0.058 0.085

Marital st. (man.) × marital st. (can.) −0.123*** −0.175

H7: International exp.
(man.) × international exp. (can.) (+):

0.0% 0.0%

P.C. [Int’l. exp. (man.)] 0.000 −0.010

P.C. [Int’l. exp. (man.) × int’l. exp.
(can.)]

0.000 0.009

N 4725 1645

Adjusted R2 0.399 0.400

F statistic 756 247

Note: Coefficients marked with *, **, *** are significant at 90%, 95%, 99%,
respectively.
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when someone is single with no children, as a later start may prove

to be more difficult.

The analysis has several limitations. This includes the use of

MBA students as managers to assess suitability of candidates to vari-

ous international assignments. However, the fact that a reduced sam-

ple of respondents with an expected 10 years of experience

produces very similar results is encouraging. Also, the study was

designed to create a very realistic situation that decision-making

managers face, where there are candidates with many different char-

acteristics to consider. This, of course, resulted in a degrees of free-

dom difficulty in the analysis and actions done to address it, such as

PCA comes with loss of variation in the original set of variables. Fur-

thermore, the measures created for international experience and psy-

chological characteristics because of low degrees of freedom

prevented a deeper analysis of relative significance of dimensions.

Future analyses that explore the relative significance of foreign lan-

guage versus cross-cultural training or non-U.S. national background,

or openness versus extraversion, can further shed light into the selec-

tion criteria for international assignments.
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