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Summary This paper concentrates on the official website wordings of companies
addressing international work and careers. To our knowledge we conducted the first study
analysing large companies� websites to explore their wordings, concepts and attraction
mechanisms with respect to international mobility and global careers. The webpages of
67 German and French top companies listed in the DAX30 and CAC40 were investigated.
The results show that 37 firms refer to international work on their websites but most focus
on operational issues regarding international experience and expatriation rather than on
global careers. Moreover, the target groups for international work differed between
French and German companies. French MNCs pursued an elite approach concentrating
on high-potential managers, young graduates and experienced managers. German firms
focused on motivated individuals who wanted to build their skills and knowledge in a func-
tional career approach. It seems that MNCs for both countries exported their national
career systems. Lastly, the study presents organisational and individual benefits in terms
of the intelligent career concept as highlighted on websites. The discussion shows that
companies are focusing on exposing knowing-how and are neglecting knowing-whom
and knowing-why benefits of international work. Academic, managerial and social impli-
cations are discussed and propositions are presented in the conclusions.
ª 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Globalisation is widely regarded as a prime catalyst for
international assignments. International business activities
are still growing and the international expansion of invest-
ment flows has continued (UNCTAD, 2009). Despite some
potential disadvantages (such as costs and risks) associated

with international assignments (Selmer, 1998) global
careers are important for both organizations and individuals
(Larsen, 2004). According to a recent International Assign-
ments Survey (Mercer, 2008) expatriate employee numbers
have largely grown and organizations see value in expatriate
assignments. Moreover, the long-running GMAC survey
(2008) showed that two-thirds of companies had increased
their international assignee numbers and 68% of its corpo-
rate respondents expected an increase in expatriate num-
bers even during the midst of the post-2007 financial
crisis. Moreover, Dickmann and Baruch (2011) argue that
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the number of companies expanding internationally and
using expatriates is increasing – the phenomenon of inter-
national mobility is likely to remain important for some
while yet.

However, little is known about how major multinational
corporations brand their own aims and the individual bene-
fits that they see arising from international work. Employer
branding is about all the efforts in building a desirable place
to work for both prospective and current employees
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Schuler and Tarique (2007) note
the importance of employer branding and of becoming an
employer of global choice for MNCs in ensuring a supply of
appropriate talent (Scullion, Collings, & Gunnigle, 2007).
We suggest that international career branding is a crucial is-
sue from a global talent management perspective (Tarique
& Schuler, 2010). Much recent research has concentrated
on the individual approaches to global careers with the
exploration of identity changes and network effects having
received attention (Khapova, Arthur, & Wilderom, 2007).
While there are also emerging studies that look at the indi-
vidual and the organizational context (Dickmann & Doherty,
2010), they tend to utilise survey evidence, internal com-
pany documents or interview data geared to their internal
staff. Little, however, is systematically known about how
large MNCs have officially reacted to these developments
vis-à-vis their external audience. Nowadays extensively
used for recruiting talents (Parry & Tyson, 2008), organiza-
tional websites also constitute a tool for corporate branding
and public relations (Winter, Saunders, & Hart, 2003). In this
sense, corporate websites represent an under-estimated
source for the development of interesting research. To
our knowledge we conducted the first study analysing
large companies� websites to explore their wordings, con-
cepts and attraction mechanisms with respect to interna-
tional mobility and global careers. Exploring the
international career messages on the websites of major
MNCs will add to our insights about career as a social and
business phenomenon in the globalised economy. It will also
emphasize the kind of official ‘‘international mobility’’ dis-
course employed by MNCs, i.e. understanding how compa-
nies promote international mobility issues on-line.

The literature review below refines the concept of global
careers, distinguishing between global management, inter-
national work and careers. It also explores the corporate
branding literature. After presenting the methodology, we
explore the official concept of international work as ex-
posed on MNCs� websites. We also investigate the wording
companies use to justify and attract candidates to interna-
tional mobility and careers. We then discuss individual and
organizational implications of our survey.

Literature review

Nuancing the meanings of working internationally

Working internationally can take a large variety of forms.
This current paper does not concentrate on forms of inter-
national work where persons stay in their home country such
as individuals engaged in virtual, cross-border activities
and staff in geographically remote centres of excellence
(Dickmann, Brewster, & Sparrow, 2008). We rather focus on

the wording and messages on official organizational web-
sites in relation to physical mobility. Physically mobile glo-
bal staff might include immigrants, self-initiated foreign
workers, short and long-term assignees, international com-
muters and employees undertaking extensive business trips
(Baruch, Dickmann, Altman, & Bournois, 2010). The concept
of expatriate work as outlined by Stahl, Miller, and Tung
(2002) or Cappellen and Janssens (2008) has a large number
of varieties. Consequently, the plethora of expressions used
by academics and professionals in relation to people work-
ing abroad can be confusing. While the literature has histor-
ically focused on using expatriation, terms such as
international assignments, foreign sojourns or international
mobility are also used (GMAC, 2008; Stahl & Cerdin, 2004;
Suutari & Taka, 2004; Yan, Zhu, & Hall, 2002). While some
authors use these expressions interchangeably, there are
some nuances emerging.

A first key distinction is between global and expatriate
managers. Global managers, on the one hand, have a need
to understand the worldwide business structure and con-
text, need to have insights and skills to work with a variety
of foreign cultures and individuals from diverse countries
and their interactions with local managers have a different,
more egalitarian, context of power and hierarchy (Adler &
Bartholomew, 1992). On the other hand, managers who go
abroad working for their organization in a single country of-
ten focus on the relationship between head office and sub-
sidiary, are more likely to have a control and coordination
or skills transfer objective (Edström & Galbraith, 1977),
deal with country differences on a sequential basis and
are often in hierarchically superior positions to their local
colleagues (Cappellen & Janssens, 2008). Considering the
two key dimensions of mobility (psychological and physical,
see Sullivan & Arthur, 2006) also helps distinguishing be-
tween global and expatriate managers. The psychological
versatility and mobility of global managers in the work are-
na needs to be high. Their jobs sometimes entail significant
physical mobility – but not necessarily always. Expatriate
managers, in contrast, face a position which is character-
ised by a high degree of needed physical mobility. While
the needed psychological mobility at work is substantial,
it might be less high than that needed by the global man-
ager. In turn, the psychological mobility needed in expatri-
ates� private lives is likely to be higher than that of global
managers (Baruch et al., 2010).

Another key distinction can rely on the time horizons,
which can be radically different within the domain of inter-
national physical mobility. Doherty, Dickmann, and Mills
(2008) found that their self-initiated foreign workers had,
on average, stayed six years in the host country. Long-term
assignees stay on average close to three years in a country
while short-term assignees might stay up to one year (GMAC,
2008). Cross-border commuters as well as international
travellers often stay only a day or part of a week (Harris,
Brewster, & Sparrow, 2003).

Authors have also begun to distinguish between interna-
tional assignments and global careers. Dickmann et al.
(2008) argue that international assignments are only a stage
in global careers. Thus, repatriation (or the next move) is
merely a critical phase in the working life of individuals
who might be faced with diverse and changing demands
on their physical and psychological mobility in the middle
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