Given the current global
business climate, it is
imperative that firms
develop a leadership

pipeline filled with
global experience. The
only way to do that
is to have a robust
and comprehensive
global development
assignment program.
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emand for talent that can
function in a global business
environment is highly com-
petitive. This is especially true
for leaders and potential leaders who can
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work effectively across cultures. Major
surveys and studies by Development
Dimensions International Inc., IBM
Corp., Training magazine, Right Man-
agement, among others, conclude that
cultural issues will dominate the new
competencies required for global leaders
over the next decade.

In order to meet this requirement, glob-
al companies and their talent leaders are
either making significant investments in
global development assignments or are
planning to do so. These assignments
are complicated and expensive, and if
not managed well present risk for the
company and for those who take on
these assignments. Company risk in-
cludes disruptions for the home country
in the gaps left while the employee is on
international assignment and the poten-
tial to not leverage the global learning
that person is likely to achieve. Risks for
the receiving country include not suc-

SUMMER 2017 e

cessfully integrating the employee into
its processes and not making use of new
approaches presented by the assignee.
Risk for international assignees includes
not adapting to the culture of assign-
ment, not fitting into the job role and
ways of doing things in the new coun-
try, and the home country not valuing
or maximizing the learning and growth
achieved from the experience.

The names and titles of those quoted in
this article moving forward cannot be
revealed due to confidentiality agree-
ments. Furthermore, the people quoted
were drawn from several sources that
have been aggregated and reported for
this article. These sources include:

* An ongoing study on behalf
of all of Tucker International’s
corporate clients, which include
217 employees living and work-
ing in 30 countries. All partici-
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pants in the study are manager level and above and
have completed an assessment titled “The Survey of
Expatriate Training and Development,” where the
participants also have an option to write in com-
ments and observations.

+ The Dow Chemical Co. CEO International Ex-
change Program where 40 high-potential employees
exchange positions with their international counter-
parts across 20 countries.

* My own personal experience and individual interviews
T've conducted as I've traveled to meet with clients and
their expatriate/repatriate employees globally.

Assignment Purpose

The purpose of development assignments is not just to fill
an international job opening. Companies have generally
improved over the past few years in “localizing” employ-
ees in their native countries to perform essential jobs and
thereby reducing the cost and challenges of expatriate as-
signments. Still, localization doesn’t give potential global
leadership talent the cross-cultural experiences they need
to lead dispersed businesses in international markets. This
is where global development assignments really come in.

For example, global development assignments actually
help to develop and spread the all-important corporate
culture around the globe on a face-to-face basis. A strong
corporate culture and brand is often the difference in
global business success and it is certainly a primary factor
in attracting the best talent.

Learning Achieved
Global development assignments help leaders to achieve
the following:

Dealing with Ambiguity. One of the hallmarks of the
global business environment is that things are not as they
appear on the surface. This is because people interpret
their world and respond according to their own cultural
lenses. Everyone carries these lenses around with them
and expects others to respond as they do. The term “mi-
sattribution of motives” is used to describe how people
misread the behavior of other cultures based on their
own lens.

An international assignment allows participants to get
out of their comfort zone and figure out how things are
done in all of the unfamiliar, ambiguous “gray areas” in
another country. For example, an American on assign-
ment to Japan reported the following: “I could not un-
derstand at the outset why my Japanese manager did not
give me clear and direct performance objectives. He ex-
pected me to figure these out in the context of my role
in the company. That meant that I was to first listen
and learn from him and from my Japanese colleagues
in order to understand how I could fit into the working
environment. Once I figured this out, I was successful
in adapting to the high context business culture of Ja-
pan. Back home, I now have increased confidence and
a higher level of competence in dealing with ambiguity
in my international work.”

Global Perspective. Even the best employees working
from their home countries do not naturally develop a
broad perspective. They focus on what is going on in
their world, which limits their performance in a global
company. An international assignment directly chal-
lenges this rather parochial view and broadens it. As this
employee said: “An assignment from the U.S. to Europe
was really an eye-opener for me. At home in the U.S,, I
followed markets and news, but I was totally focused on

Figure 1: Value Model for Global Development Assignments
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the U.S. While in Europe, I had to keep up with my col-
leagues — they knew so much more about the U.S. than
I did about Europe.”

Company Culture. A strong company culture applied world-
wide is a marker of the most successful global companies. It is
adapted to accommodate national cultures, but consistency is
critical for service delivery and company relationships. “Since
my company is based in the U.S., while on assignment there
I learned much more about the company culture and what is
expected of company employees,” an employee from Germany
said. “I learned how to adjust my language and attitude while
dealing with Americans.”

Focus on People. Most companies say their people are
their most important asset. Some really do believe this
and practice what they preach — but some don’t. The
. most talented people today are drawn to and likely to re-
main with companies that treat their people well. Seeing
how this is done in other countries can be very valuable.
“On assignment to Latin America, my company there is
ranked highly in terms of great places to work. I noticed
that a reason for this is how they view employees in a
holistic way, showing they care both personally and pro-
fessionally. I am trying to support this approach now in
my home country.”

Meeting Management. Nobody likes endless meetings
that aren’t productive, but they remain essential, especially
since a great deal of work is done as part of a team. Seeing
first-hand how meetings are managed in other countries can
be instructive. “I was impressed by the way meetings are
managed in the U.S. People arrived on time and prepared,
and meetings were shorter and ended promptly. This was
quite different in my home country, where meetings can be
chaotic. I am now setting up a similar approach in my home
country, but adapting it to our culture.”

Rapid Advancement. Advancing high-potential em-
ployees is a major goal of international development as-
signments. These stretch assignments are a great way to
test potential. “I was being considered for a broader lead-
ership role in my home country before my international
assignment. I received this advanced position upon re-
turn, in no small part because I took on a much broader
role in my assignment country. I managed my multifunc-
tion team there and continued to support my team back
home, despite the time differences.”

Networking. In a 2014 study of global leaders my firm con-
ducted with Ron Bonial, Adam Vanhove and Uma Kedhar-
nath, we discovered that the demonstrated ability to develop
and maintain a network of international relationships was one
of the leadership success factors. This was a study of 1,880
global leaders of nine nationalities. A set of intercultural com-

petencies was used to predict success over time. The study
found that the demonstrated ability to develop and maintain
a network of international relationships was one of the success
factors. There is no better way to do this than on an inter-
national assignment, and in fact this people-to-people con-
nection is often reported as the most satisfying aspect of the
assignment. ‘I developed a good relationship with my swap
partner. She helped me to connect with her network and adjust
to my assignment country and me to hers. We have continued
to stay in touch and I am using my new network in many ways
in my job back home.”

Leadership Exposure. According to Albert Bandura of
Stanford University in his 1997 work on social learn-
ing theory, individuals develop by learning from their
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surroundings, either from interacting with people or
observing other peoples’ behaviors. An international
assignment can result in such deep learning and expose
future leaders to how leadership is exercised in differ-
ent parts of the world. “My supervisor, a wonderful
high-level female leader, became a mentor and coach
for me. I was able to observe her style and she intro-
duced me to other great leaders,” said one of the people
included in my studies.

Challenges Abound

These valuable learning experiences and outcomes do not
come easily, however. Everyone who engages in these as-
signments faces job-role and intercultural challenges. Some
don’t succeed. Some of these challenges include:

Integration and Culture Differences. An American
employee on assignment to China said: “I never really
felt integrated into the group. I was not given a lot of
responsibility or work. I wanted to do more and often felt
I wasn’t making much use of my skill set. It took time to
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get used to the Chinese culture. There is huge respect for
elders in the workplace.”

Isolation. “Being abroad can be very isolating. I felt
I was being ignored by my home office. My messag-
es were being answered very late or not at all, which
caused unnecessary stress. The big time difference be-
tween Thailand and my home office in the U.S. just
made it worse.”

Social Adaptation. “At first my American colleagues
seemed very friendly, but to me they turned out to be

quite superficial. People seem to have just a few close
friends and relatives, and it is difficult to be accepted,”
said an employee from Brazil.

Decision-Making. “It was difficult to adjust to the fast
decision-making process in the U.S. and I still don’t
think it is the best way to get things done. In Germany,
we think things out much more. We consult and consider
what problems there might be before moving forward.
My American colleagues thought my suggestions were a
waste of time.”

Communication. “English is the global language of our
company, but daily work and personal life is tough if you
don’t speak the local language. Even the same words or
phrases in English can mean different things,” observed
an employee from Australia.

Leveraging Experiences and Learning Achieved.
“When I returned to my home site in Shanghai, no one
seemed very interested in my international experiences.
They were in fact a little upset that some of the work
that I was responsible for was either not done or had to
be assumed by them.”

The following model 1s‘presented to manage success
with global development assignments. Each step in the
model is then explained.

It is essential that global leadership assignments have se-
nior leader sponsorship. This will ensure maximum ex-
posure, attract the most promising high-potential talent,
provide reliable funding and help to get home and host
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country management onboard. The talent management
function will of course manage the program, but the com-
pany’s senior leadership team must also openly and directly
support the program.

1 sy, oo gl £ g o o
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This seems rather obvious, but too many participants are
selected for these programs only because of their technical
ability. In addition to being very good at their jobs, they
should also have demonstrated leadership behaviors beyond
job tasks and responsibility. They should at least be at pas-

sage one as described in the “Leadership Pipeline,” written
by Ram Charan, Stephen Drotter and James Noel. This is
the passage from individual contributor (managing self) to
managing others. Their pipeline includes six passages, from
Managing Self all the way to Enterprise Manager. Passage
one is the first stage in management development, where
leadership is taken on for the first time and a good stage
for early incorporation of international capability. Those at
higher stages can also be good candidates for a global devel-
opment assignment, especially if their jobs are transitioning
from a domestic focus to an international one.

In

In my aforementioned 2014 leadership research, Tucker
International identified a set of competencies that predict
adjustment and performance on an international assign-
ment. Some of these that are especially important for glob-
al development assignments are listed below. These can be
measured and included in development plans.
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Internal Locus of Control. The belief that one’s own ac-
tions and abilities play a direct role in the process and outcome
of the events in life instead of relying on fate, luck or circum-
stance. It means to take responsibility for one’s actions.

Open-Mindedness. Being receptive to and nonjudgmen-
tal of the ideas and ways of other countries, cultures and
ethnic groups and demonstrating respect for diverse spiri-
tual and political beliefs.

Lifetime Learning. Engaging in a pattern of learning over
time, which includes reading news, periodicals and blogs;
tuning into national and international news broadcasts;
and attending formal learning sessions.



Social Adaptability. Being comfortable in new and un-
familiar social settings, seeking out and enjoying diverse
groups of people, and showing genuine interest in others.

Ambiguity Tolerance. The ability to see through vague-
ness and uncertainty, not become overly frustrated and
eventually figure out how things are done. It means to take
the initiative and lead through difficult situations.

Patience. The ability to be patient in the face of unan-
ticipated delays or frustrating situations, with people who
don’t meet expectations on time.

%

Home Country M ment

The home country originates the individual assignments
and manages the selection process described above. The
following management plan applies to their role and re-
sponsibilities in the program:
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Guidelines. Provide clear guidelines about what will be
expected while on assignment for the employee and their
supervisors and colleagues. This should include job tasks
as well as developmental learning experiences.

Performance Evaluations. Ensure that any performance
evaluations following the assignment include what was ac-
complished during the assignment.

Communication and Support. Have consistent home
office communication and support throughout the assign-
ment. This includes timely responses to email messages
despite time differences, communicating important in-
formation about goings on in the company and providing
requested resources.

Share Experiences. Ensure that participants deliver pre-
sentations and other communication back home to share
experiences and what was learned to enable them to posi-
tively contribute to a global learning company culture.
Host Country Management

In development programs that include “swap partners,”
the host country would also be selecting and managing
participants from their country, so they would be
responsible for the management plan described above.
Their hosting plan includes the following:

Mentor. Assign a mentor to work with the assignee. This
mentor should be responsible to implement the job and
developmental learning guidelines for the assignment as
stated above.

Entry Onboarding Process. Smooth the onboarding pro-
cess by making sure that colleagues are aware of and sup-
port the program.
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Social Integration. Help with the potential isolation
problem by ensuring that the assignee is included in com-
pany social events. A mentor can be helpful here to include
the assignee with networking at professional events, club
and community activities, etc.

Learning. Contribute to the learning culture by having
the assignee make a presentation near the end of assign-
ment, communicating observations and what was learned.

Build Intercultural Competency

Some of the risks involved with implementing global
development assignments were discussed in the intro-
duction. An additional — and significant — risk faced
by global companies is not to engage in these assign-
ments at all. This will leave a leadership gap in place,
with no bench strength of emerging leaders with in-
ternational experience. It is hard to imagine a global
company led by individuals without this experience.

When a global development assignment program is im-
plemented, leaders can mitigate the investment risks by
following the value model described earlier. To do so
requires planning, preparation, coordination and follow
through. This work is necessary in order to overcome
the false assumption that the assignment itself can re-
sult in higher levels of understanding and skills needed
to lead global business. &

Michael Tucker is an |/0 psychologist, certified management
consultant and president and founder of Tucker International. To
comment, email editor@talenteconomy.io.



