Expecting International Success:
Female Managers Overseas

Nancy J. Adler

Personnel mamagers from sixty American and Canadian
corporations were surveyed concerming their attitudes
toward sending women abroad. Even though less than
3% of all expairiate managers are women, 72% of the
personnel managers surveyed in 1983 predicted that the
number of female expatriate managers sent abroad would
increasc. While the managers believe that there are
qualified women available who are willing to move over-
seas, they list foreigners’ prejudice, dual-carcer marriages,
and the resistance of their own companies as major
barriers to women’s increased participation in interna-
tional management. In all cases, companics see the
barriers facing women in international management as
significantly greater than those facing women pursuing

domestic management careers.

THE LAST fifteen years have scen a
remarkable increase in the number of
North American women involved in
all levels of domestic management.
By 1979, 24.6% of all managers in
the United States were women.! The
percent of female managers is still
smaller than that of men: 15% of the
male labor force now hold managerial
jobs whereas only 6% of females do.?
As of 1978, 20% of MBAs were
female.* However, barely 1% of top
managers arc women.* Although there
are still only 300 to 400 women on
corporate boards as compared with an
estimated 15,000 men,® a study con-
ducted in the 1970s % found that the
percentage of boards having at least
ope female director had increased
from 10.7% in 1973 to 36.4% by
1979. Although the participation of
women in domestic management is
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clearly smallest at the top exccutive
levels, in all cases it is greater than
that of women at any level of inter-
national management.’

MOST EXPATRIATE
MANAGERS ARE MEN

Currently, very few expatriate man-
agers scnt overseas by North Ameri-
can firms are women® In a sur-
vey of 686 Canadian and American
multinationals, 13,338 expatriate man-
agers were identified. Of those, less
than 3% were women.? 20% of the
surveyed firms had sent at Ieast one
woman in the last five years, There
are twice as many American firms
and five times as many Canadian
firms that currently have a man over-
seas than firms that have sent a wo-
man anytime in the last five years.
Although 3% is not a very large
showing, it represents a considerable
increase over the past decade when
women, in any position other than
travel assignments, were almost non-
existent.®

Why Are So Few Expatriate
Managers Women?

Although there has been very little
research on the role of women in
international management, a number
of beliefs have emerged from the
academic literature and from man-
agers themselves attempting to explain
the scarcity of female expatriate man-
agers, The first belief is that the
women themselves neither want to
seek nor accept international assign-
ments, The second belief is that,
even if women are willing to work
overseas, North American corpora-
tions are hesitant, if not absolutely
resistant, to sending women abroad.
The third belief is that women, even
if sclected, would not be effective due
to foreigners’ prejudice against them.

Are these beliefs myth or reality?
This study was designed to test the
second belief--—-companies’ reluctance
to send women overseas. It is part
of a two year research project investi-
gating each of the three beliefs about
women in infernational management,
Tested carlier, the first belief fell to
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the scrutiny of research: today’s male
and female graduating MBAs are
cqually interested in pursuing inicrna-
tional carcers.’ The third belief con-
cerning foreigners prejudice, is cur-
rently under investigation.

Are Companies Reluctant to Send
Women Overseus?

A study of mulfinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) in five European coun-
icies 2 found that 60% of the mas-
agers surveyed believed that a woman
could successfully head a MNC sub-
sidiary. Nevertheless, these Buropean
based managers werc apprehensive
about the desirability and feasibility
of assigning a woman die to resistance
from superiors, subordinates, col-
leagues, and clients. Similarly, in a
1979 survey of 100 executives from
Fortune 500 companies with oversess
operations, the majority felt that wo-
men  wounld confronl  overwhelming
resistance when sceking international
management positiors in US firms.'*
A third survey foupnd that corporate
executives whose organizations had
failed to select women for interna-
tional poesitions based thelr decisions
on the belief that women would find
the international “game” too difficult
to master.’*  As a deputly manager of
human resources development  for
Mobil Qil Corporation noted, “The
real problem exists in the minds of
those who make decisions regarding
who shall make business trips abroad
and who shall be offered overseas
assignments.”

Additionally, in sone cases woInen
have been associated implicitly with
the spouse role. While most iaterna~
tional personnel managers know wives
who have gone overseas to accom-
pany their employee husbands, many
have not known women who have
been sent abroad as managers.  Since
the history of overscas assignments
reveals that dissatisfaction of the
spouse (wife) is the primary icasom
for ineffectiveness and failure over-
seas,’® the inability of the spousc to
adjust successfully oversess may, at
times, be aftributed to the persor
filling the spousc role (a woman)
rather than to the role itself (that of
being a spouse). Scme companies
assume that the difficulties faced by
the wives of international executives
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will also be faced by womon sont 10
foreign courdrics as oxpatiiate mari-
ager=  Experience suggests that this
is an inappropriate assumption. ‘The
role of the spouse is far more difficult
than that of the employee, regardless
of gender,

THE STUDY

In 1983, international peisonnel
munagers from sixty American and
Canadian  mulitnational  companies
were surveyed.  On a questionnaire
including both 7-point scaled ifters
and open-ended questions, the magn-
agers were asked to describe their
company's experisace in selectiag {or
choosing not to select) woraen for cx-
patriate positions.

The surveved companiss tepresciit
a wide range of industrics: 11 chemi-
cal companies, 10 pharmaceutical and
health-care companies, ¢ banks and
financinl institutions, 6§ iclecommuni-
cations and information services, 6
consumcr goods firms (inclading food

and cosmctics), 4 manufacturing
firms, 3 clectronics firms, 3 mining

and mctals, 3 automebile and trans-
portation  comipanies, 2 diversificd
indastries, and ong cach from jetail-
ing. broadeasting. and noclear encrgy.
The represented mutlinational corpo-
rations arc large: the average number
of employees was 74,235 with 2
range from 1,040 to 364,000, Repre-
sented  American companies, a8 ¢x-
pected. were larger than Capndian
compazics, with 82,774 versus 50,327
employees, respectively.  The person-
acl manageis responding to fhe
vey hold fairly senjor positions: 29

are vice-presidents or directors and
31 are managers of international per

sonnel.  Some aic fesponsible pri-
marily for intcrnational employees and
others for personne! company-wide.

Of the sixty surveyed managers, 13
arc women acd 47 men  Although

all hold positions in Noith American
cowipanies, by citizenship, 15 are
Canadian, 40 American, 3 British
and 2 Latin American.

As a greup, the surveyed managers
had zxtensive cross-cultural  experi-
ancz. All had travelied abroad; more
thar: half (56.9% ) had lived over-
scne;  and  more  than  ong  third
(36.8% ) had workad internationally
as expatriatc managers. Lhey werd

highiv cxperienced as int
al personsel profossionals: 80%
e involved dircctly in cxpatriate
selection and all but seven (88.19%)
had mapaged or worked directly wilh
expaltidle managers.

g
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RESULTS

Compunics Are Net Experiencesd in
Sending Womon Quversens

All surveyed coimpanics had ex-
patriate managers currenily overseas.
While the average number of male

. b - -
gxpairiates was 222.0 (ranging {rom
6 to 39001, the average number of

o

female cxpatriates was 3 (vauging
from 0 to 30). Wheicas all com-

panics had male expatriates overseas,
23% did not have any women Cii-
renily overseas and 15% had never
sent a woinan.

As shows in Chart 1, slightly more
than a third of the personne! man-
agess had selected a woman for an
expatriste assignment  (34.59% ) or
had worked with a woman once she
weos posted overseas (37.9% 5. This
compares  with than {wice as
many who had selected (80.0%: or
worked  with  wale s
(88.190). 543% of the
mansgers had considered wemen
an capairiate position, whereas only
34 5% had sclected one.  Similariy,
twi-thitds of the personnel managers
(67.9% ) knew of a woman who had
becn sent overseas even though they
had had no direct vesponsibility for
her selection or poviarmance. Whereas
the surveyed mmpagers were similar
on all other dimen 100% of the
female guanzgers (but only 60% of
the male managers; know & wonuan
whny had been IVCIHSES.

L

[N

sent

Although the personnel roainagers
had had litte direct experience in
selecting women for oversess assigo
ments, 729 predicied that morc wo-
men would be sent in the future.

Barrviers Fucing Femede
Expatricte Mencgers

As shown in Chart 2. the personnal
managers perecived the major barriers
facing women moving into cxpatrisie
positions to be: forcigrers’ prejudice
(72.7%) and dual-carcer marriages
(69.19:). Ia addition. morc than
half of ithe managers (53.8%) saw
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CHART 1
Managers Experience in Working with Expatriates
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TABLE 7

A Comparispn of Managers’ and Graduating MBAs’ Perceptions

of Women in Internationa’ Management

Reasons why so few

Perceptinns of (percent agreeing):
Graduszting MBAs Personnel Managrrs

women are cxpatriate n=1129 n=-6{
managers: % I
Women are
Unqualified 56 18.2
Ingfiective 19.1 5.6
Uninterested 2.4 24.5
Not selected by coiporations 78.0 53.8
Dual-Career Marriages 72.8 69.1
Foreigners’ Prejudice 83.6 727

their own company’s rcluctance to
select women 2s 2 major barrict.

Few managers belicved there was a
scarcity of qualified women who
would be willing to go or who would
be cffective if sent. When asked di-
rectly, three-quarters of the managers
believed that qualificd women were
available (74.5%) and that they
could be effective (77.8% ) as inter-
national managers. Two-thirds of the
managers (62.3%) belicved that wo
men were willing to work overseas.

In a similar study o thar of the
personuel managers, 1129 graduating
MBA students from Canade. the
United Statcs, and Europe were sur-
veyed to determine their interest in
international carccrs  and  their cx-
planations for the scarcity of womcn
in infernational  managemcnt.  As
shown in Tablc 1, the personncl man-
agers saw slightly fewer problems
caused by foreigners prejndice and
dual-carrer mariages, and consider-
ably less reluctance on the part of
companics to select women than did
the graduating MBAs.  However, the
personnel managers saw WoOmEn  as
considerably less qualified and slightly
less interested in being international
managers than did the graduating
MBAs. In a comparisen between
men’s and women’s actnal intercst in
pursuing infernationa) carscrs, no dif-
ference emerged: today’s male and
female MBAs are cqually interested
in pursing international careers.™

Foreigners’ prejudice
prej

Three-quarters of the North Ameri-
can personnel managers (72.7% ) saw
foreign cultural patteins as posing
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rmajor barricis to foemale cxpatriate
managers. A wide range of counirics
(including Japan, Korea, Suudi Ara-
bia, Ttaly, Greece, Australia, France,
otc.) waore seen as limiting the role of
wonien i busipess, considering wo-
men as second class citizens, restrici-
ing women’s mobility, or excluding
womer altogether from the world of
work. The form of this culturaily
basced discrimination against working
womeii was scen as  varying  froim
couniry to country, but the rosulb--
the severe limitation of femaic man-
agers” potential eflectiveness--was be-
licved to be identical. Qut of respect
for the inlegrity of the foreign cuiture
and the difficulty in changing funda-
menta! beliefs and valuc,, most com-
panics believed forcigners’ prejudice
to be a serious, and often insurmount-
able, barrier confronting North Ameri
can women's successful pursuit of in-
terpational careers.

Dual-career marriagss

Ablmost 70% of the mauagers
(69.19 ) vicwed the balancing ol iwo
carcers Il an igfcrnational move as o
jajor obstacle.  Whercas wives arc
generally seen as asscets o successiul
male managers’ carcers, husbands are

viewed as defriments to aspiving fo-
male managers’ carecrs, Companies
were concerncd  about what  would

happen if (a) the husband is unwiil-
ing to move or upable to find a suit-
able position in the forcign counfiy.
(b} the woman's salary eclipses thai
of her husband, (¢) a twe incoms
family is rcduced to one, albeit sub-
stantial, income, or (d) the hushand’s
carcer is viewed as primary, this

W Con-

causing the womsn o vefuse

sider an expatriate position.  In 2l
cases, the prospect of iransfecing
married female managers  overseas

was secn as more difficolt than frans-
ferring single women or mon mar-
qiecd  to nonworking of  noncarceI-
oiiented wives

Selection hizs
Yhe role played dircctly by North
American companies 1 considering,

selecting, or choosing not o select
women is not completely clear. In a
survey of 686 North American wulti-

national corporaticns, size characteiis-
tics of the fitm {number of awployecs,
number of forcign subsidiaries, assols,
and sales) weve vsed to explain tie
difference (vaiiance) between scuding
wiany or a fow o rintes oversoas.

The four size characteristics explained
mors than twice the difference (vari-

aice) in the pereearage of  male
(499 compareid to female (22%}
capairiates seni overseas.'®  This dif-
ference Jndicates that decksions ore
being made regarding woeren's parti-
cipation n iniernational managosient
based on different critcziz than those
affecting wen.  If this were not true,
size characteristics of the firm woeald
exprain the same amount of variance
o othe percentage of female nnd male
expattiates sent sbroad.

In the prescul survey, nore than
hall of the compamiies (53.8% ) were
cepn ay prosenting wajor barriers to
women working overseas, while almost
a thitd (30.8%) wore not. Fifteen
percent of the managers wers unsurc
of the extent of gender specific im-
pacts o corporate sclection decisions.
The majority atiribufed their ows
company’s reluciance to select women
to: (a) traditional male chauvinism,
(b} recogaition of the higher risk in-
volved in sending an unproven quan-
fity (i.e., womcii whi, uniike micn, as
yet have no overseas track record),
and (c¢) the paucity of women with
siifficient technical training and domes-
tic management experience to dualify
for high level line management posi-
133Ns OVErsCas.

Women Interested

Less than a qaaricr of the persea-
ng! managers (24.5% ) saw women
as unwilling to accept cxpatriaic as-

signments and relocate OVErseas. This
minority assumed that female ran-
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agers’ hesitance was due to (a) close
family ties, (b) child rearing respon-
sibilities, (¢} lack of female role
models, (d} pricrity given to the hus-
band’s carcer, and (e) fear of isola-
tion and loncliness (especially among
single women),

Internationa! versus Domestic:
Barriers Lower at Home

Companies sec the barriers facing
women in international management
as significantly greater than those fac-
ing women pursuing domestic manage-
ment careers. In every case, morc
managers believed that the obstacles
were greater for women attempting to
pursue international careers than for
women choosing to follow domestic
carcers.” As shown in Chart 2,
more than thirtecen times as many
managers saw women as uiinterested
in international careers (24.5% ) than
as uninterested in domestic carecrs
(1.8%); more than ten times as
many managers $aw women as un-
gualificd for international careers
(18.2%) than for domestic carcers
(1.8%); almost four times as many
managers perecived companies as re-
luctant to sclect women for interna-
tional careers (53.8%) than for
domestic carecrs (14.5%); and three
times as many saw women as in-
capable of being effective intcrna-
tionally as compared with domesticalty
(5.6% vs. 1.8% ). Whereas companies
may be rcluctant to promote women
into domestic management positions,
they are clearly more reluctant to
promote them into international posi-
tions.

Disadvantages Oulweigh
Advantages

Companies saw “being female” as
a distinct disadvantage in working
internationally. Of the sixty man-
agers surveyed, thirty-four (56.7%)
listed no advantage to being female,
whereas only one manager failed to
list at least one disadvantage. On
agreeing that being female was a dis-
advantage—and not an advantage—
few companies saw the possibility of
it being both.* Of those surveyed,
female personnel managers saw signi-
ficantly more advantages and fewer
disadvantages than did their male col-
leagues.®  Overall, the more advan-
tages managers perceived to being

FaLL 1984

female, the less they believed dual-
carcer marriages to be a hindcrance
and the more they perceived the home
company to be biased against select-
ing women for both domestic and
international careers.22  For many
companies considering sending women
overseas, the question appears to be
“How can we accept or diminish the
negative impacts of being female?”
vot “How can we recognize and use
gender to the female expatriate’s and
the company’s advantage?”

Disadvantages

In addition to the disadvantages dis-
cussed previously, some companics
felt hesitant to send women to certain
areas of the world based primarily on
the degree of isolation, damger, and
physical hardship—such as remote
locations, camp sites, off-shore drill-
ing rigs, and military zones. Some,
due to their inferpretation of local
customs, were willing to send women
in stafl but not line positions, or in
internal but not clicnt-contact posi-
tions.  For example, some companies
were willing to send a woman over-
seas as an internal information sys-
tems manager but not as cither the
regional sales manager or the man-
aging director of an operation. Some
had stronger fears about a woman
failing than about a man failing be-
cause “the company neither wanted,
nor could afford, to lose a good fe-
malc manager”. In considering send-
ing single women, many feared the
possibility of sexual harassment, isola-
tion, and lopeliness. One manager
feared that single women would marry
foreigners and not complete the ex-
patriate assignment.

Advantages

Few companies (18% ) saw being
female as a net advantage. Of those
that did, there was little conscnsus as
to what the advantages were. Advan-
tages, mentioned by three or more
managers, included:

® Greater motivation. Some com-
panies saw women as more detei-
mined to go overseas, more willing
to work harder, and more com-
mitted to making an assignment
work than many men,

® Single. Some companies saw fe-
male managers,

frequently single, as more flexible
and mobile than their married
male counterparts,

® Visibility. Since there are very
few female expatriates, some com-
panies believed that the women
would be noticed more readily and
remembered more easily than their
male counterparts.

e Novelty. Some companies noted
the “shock value” of being female;
contending that foreigners might
assurne “If she was selected, she
must be great” and therefore ac-
cept her more readily. Also, some
betieved that since less is expected
of women in many countries, their
actual competence would be more
highly regarded.

® More time. Due to the avail-
ability of servants for homs and
child care, some companics recog-
nized that women working inter-
nationally would have more time
than those working in North
America.

® Preparation. Some companies be-
lieved that women’s experience in
North America preparcd them for
expatriate work by developing
their tolerance for ambiguity, their
understanding of others’ valucs,
and their ability to assume new
roles and work assignments with-
out strong pecr support.

e Corporate ieed. Some companics
saw the need to mect quotas for
women in all areas of manage-
ment, including international, Ad-
ditionally, they noted women’s
willingness to go overseas at a
time when men frequently turn
down expatriate assignments.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To increase the chances of suc-
cess, the personnel managers made
recommendations to the women them-
selves and to their companies. Be-
yond the job-specific, cross-cultural,
and linguistic preparation given male
expatriates leaving for overscas assign-
ments, it was recommended that fe-
male cxpatriate managers (a) respect
the foreign culture’s views about wo-
men, (b) not take culturally-based
discrimination personally nor be in-
sulted by it, (c) go slowly and work

who are moredoubly hard to get along with local
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and international stafi, (d) cstablish
support metworks with other pirofes-
sional expatriate women, and (e} act
like “feminine professionals”, thereby
clearly assuming that being a womat
and being professional arc not mu-
tually exclusive.

The personpel managess’ recom-
mendations to their companics werc
broader in scope and more detailed
than their recommendations to the
women. They included recommenda-
tions for managing the attitudes about
women, the preparation given to wo-
men, the nature of the selectinn pro-
cess, and the overscas support systens.

e Auitudes. It was recommended
that companics clearly express
their policy toward sending women
overscas, promote equal oppor-

tunity on international assign-
ments, and focus on  making

expatriate assignmeots work rather
than holding on to the attitude
that they will not or may 1ot
work.
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005 level in every case.

For International For Domestic
Management Management

X X

A Study of their
Assignments,”
39, 1979,

Deterrents

Company’s Reluctance
to Select Women

Women Uninterested

Women Unqualified

4.44
3.17
2.45
2.45

X¥—mean, on 7-point Likert scale,

Advantage

Correlation
T

—2586
3607

Dual-Career Marriage
Home Company Disrespect
for Women

20. Fifty-seven percent of the managers agreed that being
female was a disadvantage (x = 4.9 on a 7-point Likert
scale) and an equal percent disagreed that it was an
advantage (x = 3.2); 25% saw being female as neither
an advantage nor a disadvantage; and 18% saw it as
stricly an advantage The high negative correlation
(r = -.83), indicates that managers see the impact of
being female as either positive or negative, not as both.
(Thus forming a unidimensional bipolar scale rather than
iwo orthogonal unipolar scales).
On a 7-point scale (with 7 being strongly agree and
1 being strongly disagree), the results were as follows:
Personnel Managers Perceptions
Male Female T-test
x x Significance level
291 4.17 042
4.83 3.85 .033

Perceived advantages and disadvantages of being female
were correlated with the extent to which dual-career
marriages and company bias against women was seen
as a hinderance:

21

Advantages
Disadvantages

22.

Being Female Perceived as an:
Disadvantage
Significance Correlation Significance
P r p
(.036) 3062 (.013)
(.005) -2432 (.041)
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