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SELF-INITIATED 
EXPATRIATION
Self-initiated expatriation refers to when 
individuals elect to move abroad to seek 
employment. Self-initiated expatriation 
gives an individual control over their 
international move and their career choices, 
professional growth and development. 

Self-initiated expatriates are not 
supported by an organisation as part of  
its global mobility programme designed 
to transfer existing staff or new recruits. 

As such, those who self-initiate their own 
global mobility do not typically receive any 
organisational support for their mobility 
decision or to help with local integration. 
They are typically employed as locals on 
local contracts, and terms and conditions. 

In contrast, international assignees 
assigned by their sending organisation 
usually receive preparatory language and 
cultural training ahead of  their move as well 
as financial support while on assignment to 
compensate for the additional costs and 
disruption of  being mobile. 

Self-initiated expatriates need to 
adapt to working in a different cultural 
environment. Cross-cultural training given 
by employers to assist with this can help to 
improve their productivity and wellbeing.

GENDER DIFFERENCES
Research indicates that career 
disadvantage is a driver for women 
undertaking self-initiated expatriation.

It is notable that there are gender 
differences between self-initiated 
expatriation and global mobility under 
organisational control. Women’s 
participation is higher in self-initiated 
expatriation than in organisationally 
assigned international mobility. This 
highlights the organisational barriers that 
women face in gaining career-enhancing 
global assignments.

VOLUNTEER ASSIGNEES
Volunteer assignees refer to individuals 
who put themselves forward for an 
international assignment. Usually these 
are younger members of  staff, potentially 
with limited experience. New graduates 
wishing to gain international experience 
may volunteer for an assignment abroad. 

If  volunteers are successful in their bid 
to go, employers usually provide limited 
relocation support. This typically includes 
assistance with the travel to the host 

location, some initial temporary housing, 
and support for compliance requirements 
(such as immigration and tax assistance). 
Preparatory training may also be offered. 
Volunteer assignees are usually employed 
on local terms and conditions.

TALENT IMPLICATIONS
Organisations should not forget about 
self-initiated and volunteer assignees. 
Although these groups do not typically 
feature in talent planning inventories 
and are not given much or no financial 
support with their global mobility, these 
individuals are keen to gain international 
experience and are motivated by the 
career opportunities that this presents.

Organisations can capitalise on the 
career aspirations and development that 
these groups embrace. Performance 
management processes should recognise 
the professional and personal development 
gained and how this can feed into 
talent planning for the organisation. 
This valuable source of  international 
competencies can be harnessed as part of  
leadership and management development.

Self-initiated and volunteer assignees 
can provide useful network links for others 
on the move and potentially become local 
buddies for newly-arrived assignees, acting 
as ambassadors for the host location.

Individuals may decide 
to further their careers 
by self-initiating a move 
abroad in order to seek 
career development. 
Employees may 
also volunteer for 
opportunities that they 
see as developmental 
while remaining in 
employment with their 
current organisation. 
These groups can provide 
a valuable source of 
organisational talent.
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