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Abstract 
 
Research on international work experiences has to a great extent focused 

on an international assignment as a single event, and on how to optimize it 
from the organization’s perspective. This thesis addresses individuals’ 
subjective experiences of international work experiences and focuses on 
individuals with global careers, who see working abroad as a major element 
of their careers, involving several international assignments or international 
work experiences. With the recognition that individuals will work abroad on 
their own initiative a differentiation is made between repeat expatriates; 
expatriates with at least two international assignments for the same 
company, and international itinerants; working abroad for at least two 
different companies.  

The main purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the understanding of 
global careers through applying an identity construction perspective on 
narratives of global careerists’ working lives.  

To address this purpose the global careerists’ identity construction 
processes are explored, and their career orientation, their identification with 
the organization and career, and country and culture are considered more 
directly. An important sub-purpose of this thesis is to make a comparison of 
repeat expatriates and international itinerants, in terms of their identity 
construction and identifications.  

An individual’s identity, or sense of self, is seen as constructed in social 
interaction, encompassing dualities such as both differentiation from and 
identification with others. This thesis addresses social identities as part of an 
individual’s identity construction in the transition in social, cultural and 
organizational context that an international work experience involves.  

The approach taken is that the increased understanding aimed for can be 
reached through narratives. Interviews were made with twenty Swedish 
global careerists. Each interview was constructed as a narrative and 
structured according to elements of narratives to construct aggregate 
narratives of repeat expatriates and international itinerants. The narratives 
were analyzed and comparison of repeat expatriates and international 
itinerants was made. 

The findings in this thesis show that all the global careerists in this study 
have experienced shifts in their identities and identity reconstruction in the 
course of their careers. External circumstances such as the type of location, 
the time abroad, and if the work abroad is perceived as temporary, is 
important to the global careerists’ identity construction.The findings 
illustrate that there are differences in repeat expatriates’ and international 
itinerants’ career orientations, in their identifications with the organizations 
they work for, with their careers and with what they do. The two types of 
global careerists differ in how they identify with their home country and 
culture and the countries and cultures they live in. The repeat expatriates 
and international itinerants also show different patterns in their identity 
construction.  
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Introduction 

The study presented in this thesis started with an interest in international 
work experiences and individuals’ subjective experiences thereof. When it 
comes to careers involving international work experiences the focus used to 
mainly be on staffing decisions in multinational companies and expatriation. 
The field of international human resource management, developing during 
the last decades, can broadly be described as “covering issues related to the 
management of people in an international context” (Björkman and Stahl, 
2006, p. 1). The importance of having globally oriented individuals, 
developing global managers or global mindsets has been stressed for 
organizations and the role of international assignments in this (cf. Stanek, 
2000; Larsen, 2004; Kohonen, 2005). With concerns over failed 
international assignments, high turnover rates of repatriates, high costs of 
expatriate contracts, and not finding enough staff willing to accept 
assignments, international staffing has undergone some changes and 
different types of international assignments are being used (Collings et al., 
2007). Research on expatriation has shifted towards seeing expatriates as 
having an active part in steering their careers (Lazarova and Tarique, 2005). 
This is in line with developments in career theory and the shifts in attitude 
towards careers, where individuals are seen as more proactive and careers 
are seen more as a dynamic and even as transactional relationships between 
individuals and organizations (Baruch, 2004). Correspondingly, there has 
also been an increased occurrence of, and interest in, self-initiated 
international assignments, where individuals decide to move abroad 
independently (cf. Richardson and McKenna, 2006; Collings et al., 2007).  

Research on the management of expatriates has tended to focus on different 
aspects of the expatriate cycle (illustrating the process from selection, 
preparation, and adjustment to repatriation), and how to optimize this 
process from the company’s perspective. Research has rarely focused on the 
subjective, transformational experience of expatriation for the individual 
(Osland, 2000). Frequently international assignments have been treated as a 
single occasion in an individual’s continued career with the company. 
However, when considering career implications of international assignments 
not much is known, in particular from the individual’s perspective, about the 
kind of career involving several international assignments, possibly 
alternated with periods in the home country (Suutari, 2003). The 
recognition that individuals develop and transfer knowledge between a 
number of different companies after repatriating shows the importance of 
understanding careers (Lazarova and Tarique, 2005).  
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A global career has been defined by Mäkelä and Suutari (2009, p. 992) as 
“involving multiple international relocations including various positions and 
assignments in several countries”. This thesis presents narratives of such 
global careers that complement and expand on the existing discourse in 
international human resources about international assignments and global 
careers from the individuals’ perspective.  

Individuals who see working abroad as a major element of their careers, 
involving multiple international assignments and international work 
experiences, either as sent out expatriates for a company or by their own 
initiative, is what is referred to in this thesis as individuals with global 
careers or as global careerists (not used in this thesis with the connotations 
of pursuing career success or advancement, or covering the entire globe). 
Considering that those with self-initiated international work experiences 
may have different motivations and characteristics than assigned expatriates 
(Biemann and Andresen, 2010) and that they also may pursue global careers 
a differentiation is made between repeat expatriates; expatriates with at 
least two international assignments for the same company, and 
international itinerants; working abroad for at least two different 
companies. This is a distinction that rarely has been made in previous 
research that seems relevant as it has been shown that there are differences 
between assigned expatriates and those with self-initiated international work 
experiences (cf. Suutari and Brewster, 2000). 

A way of approaching individuals’ experiences and increasing the 
understanding thereof is through the perspective of identity; a concept that 
has become increasingly popular within organizational studies (Alvesson et 
al. 2008). Starting with an interest in group processes, social identity theory 
and self-categorization theory, based on the notion that individuals derive 
part of their identity from the groups and categories to which they perceive 
that they belong, have been considered in organizational contexts (Hogg and 
Terry, 2001). There has also been an interest in organizational identification 
and its implications, for example for employee commitment (cf. Meyer et al., 
2006).  

While individuals’ identities more recently have come into focus within 
organization studies it has traditionally been a topic of interest in 
psychology, social psychology and sociology. The way of considering 
individuals’ identities has developed from an essentialist view of identity, as 
inherent in the individual and stable throughout life, to a more 
constructionist view of identity, as an evolving process in interaction with 
the social context (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001). The view taken in this thesis 
is that an individual’s identity is constructed in social interaction, and that it 
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can be conceptualized as narrative. As such, an individual’s identity, or sense 
of self, is seen as an ongoing process encompassing both differentiation from 
and identification with others. With a focus on individuals’ identity 
construction increased understanding of global careerists’ subjective 
experiences and the meaning of their careers can be reached. 

It has been argued that more research is needed on identity and on identity 
changes in work transitions to understand individuals, their careers, and 
how they develop (Hall, 2002). That identity is seen as constructed in 
interaction with the social context makes considering individuals’ identity 
processes in the transition in context that living and working abroad entails 
especially interesting. When we make transitions from our everyday social 
contexts occasions to reflect on who we are arise (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 
2001). It is through reflecting about the self that identity develops and 
critical events and transitions in one’s career may lead to personal 
exploration (Hall, 2002). Sanchez et al. (2000) argue that an international 
assignment involves a profound personal transformation and requires the 
expatriate to cope with numerous stressors and to be willing to evaluate or 
revise aspects of his/her identity. Expatriation simultaneously entails a move 
to a new organizational context and work role, and to a new country and 
culture, which is a dual pressure to engage in reflexive identity construction 
(Kohonen, 2004).  

When moving to a new location or work environment individuals turn to 
reflection on who they are and relate to both their past histories and the new 
context in their identity construction (Bengtsson et al., 2007). It has been 
argued that the interaction with the host culture, expatriate community and 
the organization etc. triggers changes in an individual’s identity as well as 
career self-concept and that in research on expatriation: “Changes in an 
individual’s self concept and internal career due to the expatriate experience 
have been widely neglected” (Hartl, 2004, p. 48). Kohonen (2005) argued 
that with the view, that both individuals and organizations have, of 
international assignments as developmental there is a lack of research on 
how individuals develop and that an identity construction perspective could 
increase the understanding of the subjective experiences of international 
work experiences. There are also relatively few empirical studies addressing 
the dynamic aspects and situations of identity construction processes 
(Svenningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Kohonen’s (2004; 2007; 2008) study of 
identity construction within a single international assignment showed that it 
was a significant experience triggering self-reflection, learning and 
development for expatriates and that it had implications for their career 
aspirations. Yet, even though it has been found that a single international 
assignment significantly impacts identity, not much is known about identity 
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related outcomes of global careers with various international positions and 
assignments (Kohonen, 2005; Suutari and Mäkelä, 2007). Further research 
is needed about those who have successive assignments in different locations 
and their identity reconstruction (Kohonen, 2005). 

For individuals frequently moving between organizations or across other 
boundaries in their working lives, the social identity construction that 
involves relating to groups in our context is characterized by discontinuities, 
which leads to questioning of the existing collective belongings (Lindgren et 
al., 2001). In contemporary society and working life some of these traditional 
sources are undermined and individuals encounter a multitude of different 
groups and individuals to relate to (Alvesson, 2000). As individuals with 
global careers go through numerous such transitions the traditional stable 
sources of identification could become less available or more problematic. 
With a blurring of organizational boundaries there are new challenges for 
identity construction and there is a multiplicity of communities and 
identifications which we draw on (Bengtsson et al., 2007). 

Two career concepts that reflect this, and that can be seen as relevant for 
global careerists, is the protean and the boundaryless career concepts 
(Suutari and Mäkelä, 2007). The boundaryless career concept indicates a 
break from traditional assumptions about organizational careers (Arthur and 
Rousseau, 1996) and the protean career concept stresses the individual’s 
self-direction and adaptability in his or her career (Hall, 1976; 2002). It is 
therefore interesting to consider how the repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants can be seen as protean and boundaryless in their 
career orientations.  

With the careers and working lives being in focus in this study, and as one of 
the major differences between repeat expatriates and international itinerants 
is that the repeat expatriates stay with the same organization throughout 
their global careers, it is interesting to examine the global careerists’ 
identification and social identity processes in relation to the organization 
and career. It has been argued that an individuals’ identity construction is 
affected in the meeting with the organization and is central in how they see 
the relationship with an employer (Lindgren et al., 2001). For the 
international itinerants, moving on their own initiative, the relationship with 
an employing organization and the securities of an expatriate contract with a 
guaranteed return are not available. Identity processes are engaged as social 
ties to the organization and the home country are loosened (Kohonen, 
2004). Accordingly it is also interesting to examine the global careerists’ 
identification and social identity processes in relation to the country and 
culture. As Kohonen (2004) noted, the identity reconstruction during a 
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single international assignment tended to be based on either work related or 
culture related elements. It has been shown that an international assignment 
and the meeting with another culture requires adjustment and even involves 
a shift in cultural identity, ideally ending up in a dual identification with the 
home and host cultures (Sanchez et al., 2000). However, for the individuals 
in this study with global careers that move on to more than one country, the 
identification with the country and culture may be problematic.  

Purpose 

The main purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the understanding of 
global careers through applying an identity construction perspective on 
narratives of global careerists’ working lives.  
 
To address this purpose I will explore the global careerists’ identity 
construction processes, their career orientation, as well as more directly 
consider their identification with the organization and career, and country 
and culture. An important sub-purpose of this thesis is to make a 
comparison of repeat expatriates’ and international itinerants’ identity 
construction and identifications in their working lives.  
 
To meet the purpose, twenty interviews have been conducted with Swedes 
with global careers; repeat expatriates and international itinerants. The 
approach taken in this study is that the increased understanding aimed for 
can be reached through narratives. 

Outline of the thesis 

The introduction and background given in this chapter aimed to introduce 
the reader to the aims of, and motivations for, the study presented in this 
thesis.  

In the following two chapters the reader will be more thoroughly introduced 
to the theoretical framework applied in the pursuit of the study’s purpose. 
With an overview of relevant expatriation literature, including multiple 
international assignments and global careers, the phenomenon under study 
is outlined and the concepts of boundaryless and protean careers are 
discussed. The next chapter starts with a closer look at identity and the view 
of identity taken. Inherent dualities in identity and social identities are 
discussed before considering identification with the organization and career, 
and country and culture, more specifically.  
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After that, the reader will be introduced to the foundations of the approach 
used in this study, the research process, and the methodological choices 
made. In particular the narrative approach to study identity construction is 
discussed. The practical method of the study is described; how the research 
participants with global careers were located for interviews, how the 
interviews were conducted and how the interview material was analyzed.  

In the following chapter the reader is introduced to the repeat expatriates 
and international itinerants interviewed, under the names they have been 
given in this study. Each individual is described shortly and their different 
international work experiences and transitions are outlined.  

The following two chapters, repeat expatriates’ narratives and international 
itinerants’ narratives, present the results from structuring the narratives 
according to functional elements of narratives. First the repeat expatriates’ 
structured narratives are presented, then an aggregate narrative of repeat 
expatriates. Subsequently the international itinerants’ structured narratives 
are presented and an aggregate narrative of international itinerants.  

In the two following chapters, an analysis of the repeat expatriates’ and 
international itinerants’ narratives respectively is presented, where their 
career orientations, identity processes and identifications with the 
organization and career, and country and culture, are discussed.  

In the subsequent chapter the analyses of the two types of global careerists’ 
narratives are brought together and a more explicit comparison is made 
between the repeat expatriates’ and international itinerants’ identity 
processes. In the first part of the chapter the global careerists’ career 
orientations and their identification with the organization and career, and 
country and culture, are addressed. In the second part of the chapter focus is 
on the identity construction processes over the course of their global careers: 
the identity construction in the initial transitions, with additional 
international work experiences, what they identify with and how they 
experience transitions and how they reconstruct their identities in the latter 
part of their narratives.  

The final chapter of this thesis presents concluding reflections on the results 
of this study and the conclusions that can be drawn. Contributions and 
practical implications as well as avenues for further research are discussed.  
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From expatriation to global careers 

This chapter aims to give the reader more background of the phenomena 
under study; individuals with global careers. To begin with I will give a short 
overview of the research on expatriation and its’ development into 
considering other types of international work experiences. As previously 
mentioned this research is to a large extent from the company’s perspective. 
What can be learnt from previous research on expatriate assignments and on 
those with self-initiated work experiences will be discussed, and how this 
translates to the two types of global careers. Then global careers and 
research on careers, in particular the boundaryless and protean career 
concepts that are seen as relevant for global careers, will be discussed. 

Expatriation can be, and has traditionally been, defined as when an 
employee is sent on an international assignment for a company for a period 
of 3-5 years, often accompanied by his/her family, which conventionally 
implies a continued career in the organization when returning (Harvey et al., 
2001). Research on expatriation has tended to reinforce the view of 
expatriates as middle aged males who are married with children (Hartl, 
2004). Much of the literature on expatriation has been descriptive or even 
prescriptive, often focusing on HRM practices or ways to make the 
assignment successful. 

Literature in international human resource management has focused on 
expatriation in multinational companies and has tended to follow the 
expatriate cycle, a version of which is illustrated in figure 1, frequently with 
the different aspects thereof studied independently. Very little research 
addresses the entire cycle or the relationship between the aspects within it 
(Sussman, 2002). The selection, preparation and training of expatriates have 
been studied, as well as the support, compensation, evaluation and 
adaptation of the expatriate during the assignment, and finally the link 
between repatriation and career planning (Bonache et al., 2001). 
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Return 

Home Country 
Assignment 

Global 
Assignment 

Recruitment 

Selection 

Orientation Debriefing 

Reentry 

 

Figure 1 - The expatriate’s global career cycle  
(Figure 10-1 in Adler and Gundersen, 2008, p. 276) 

This version of the expatriate’s global career cycle, in figure 1, shows the 
different steps of an international assignment from the organizations’ 
perspective and includes how companies can handle the process with 
orientation and debriefing sessions to support the expatriate in the 
transition abroad, and when returning (Adler and Gundersen, 2008). 
Harzing and Christensen (2004) suggest that the expatriate cycle is an ideal 
type scenario that not all assignments follow, and that a disrupted cycle may 
not always be negative for the company or for the expatriate.  

It has been widely accepted that the main reasons for organizations to send 
out expatriates can be classified into position filling, transferring knowledge, 
management development, and organization development, the latter of 
which can be seen as coordination and control motives (Edström and 
Galbraith, 1977; Harzing, 2001). Depending on the motive for the 
international transfer the practices of selection, training and appraisal 
should be tailored as some assignments may require more technical skills, 
while others demand a lot in terms of managerial and cross-cultural skills 
(Harzing, 2001). International assignments are seen as crucial in 
management development, yet more research is needed to understand what 
this development entails (Kohonen, 2008). Learning-driven assignments can 
be aimed at giving high potential employees international experience for 
their further career development or at developing a global mindset; 
something which is increasingly emphasized in the IHRM literature 
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(Collings and Scullion, 2006). Gregersen et al. (1998), for example, claim 
that international assignments are the most powerful strategy for developing 
global leaders and that it requires that individuals “rearrange and stretch” 
their minds to develop the ability to understand more than one county. 

Taking care in selecting and training the right people for international 
assignments is critical for organizations to be successful beyond the domestic 
market and mistakes and failures can be costly (Stanek, 2000). Black and 
Gregersen (1999) argue that successful companies do not only send 
expatriates to handle pressing business needs but consider long term goals of 
developing international managers and of knowledge transfer, and recognize 
that intercultural skills are just as, or even more important, than the 
technical skills of expatriates. There have been a large number of studies 
attempting to define the personality characteristics and competencies 
required for expatriates to be successful, although it also may be contingent 
on the specific assignment or location. Jordan and Cartwright (1998), for 
example, review a number of traits and personality characteristics that have 
been suggested and summarize it into four core competencies: relational 
ability, cultural sensitivity, linguistic skill and ability to handle stress, and 
the personality attributes of: low neuroticism, moderately extroverted and 
very open to experiences. Although research has focused on developing 
criteria for HR departments to select the right candidates for international 
assignments the selection may actually follow more informal mechanisms as 
line mangers tend to select people similar to themselves, that they feel 
confident about (Bonache et al., 2001).  

From the individual’s perspective intrinsic motives of personal development 
can be essential in accepting an assignment abroad, including life 
enrichment, personal challenge and professional development, as well as 
improving their managerial and intercultural skills (Stahl et al., 2002). 
However, it has been argued that individuals may be more reluctant to 
accept international assignments due to diminishing compensation plans, 
and career or family concerns (Selmer, 1999). The spouses’ reluctance may 
be an important factor if to accept an assignment, in particular in dual-
career couples which may be particularly common in the Nordic countries 
(Riusala and Suutari, 2000). Individuals may also see it as negative for their 
careers, or even as impossible, to refuse an international assignment (Stahl 
et al., 2002). Even though an international assignment may not be beneficial 
for career advancement within the organization an individual may value it as 
important for personal development, learning, and to be competitive on the 
job market (Stahl and Cerdin, 2004). For example, all the responding 
expatriates in a study by Riusala and Suutari (2000) reported that they 
developed their self confidence, language and interpersonal skills, as well as 
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a broader perspective and greater understanding of the international 
business environment. Many also reported developing their stress-tolerance, 
flexibility and job-related technical skills. Expatriation can be seen as a 
transformational experience requiring that the individual let go of some of 
some accustomed assumptions and certainties and take on new perceptions, 
values and learning (Osland, 2000).  

Among the few researchers that have considered identity transformations in 
relation to international assignments Kohonen (2004; 2007; 2008) found 
that expatriates experienced moderate reconstruction of identity either 
based more on cultural issues or around mental maturation and managerial 
competencies. Expatriates displayed either more integrated modes of 
identity construction or multi-identity construction and three groups could 
be identified: identity shifters, balanced identities and non-shifters. For 
some individuals, referred to as non-shifters the continuity and persistence 
of self was predominant. Those referred to as balanced identities, showed 
extensions of cultural horizons balancing between home and host cultures, 
becoming more aware of the roots of their identities while understanding 
and enjoying aspects of the host culture. Identity shifters; the group with 
more profound shifts in identity with strong plots relating either to 
professional or cultural identity changes, showed weaker organizational 
identification and new clearer career aspirations. Kohonen’s results showed 
the nuances in the subjective experiences with differences in individual 
responses to the transitions experienced, more or less clear plots and 
different levels of reflection and identity reconstruction. The results of 
Siljanen’s (2007) study of expatriates in non-profit organizations in the 
Israeli-Palestinian cultural context supported that identity transformations 
take place during international assignments. Four narrative profiles were 
found with different attachments: those referred to as global careerists, with 
multiple identifications, searching for coherent definitions of self; balanced 
experts, constructing a bicultural identity; idealizers, basing their 
transformation on ideological commitments; and drifters, showing 
transformations without clear direction.  

According to Osland and Osland (2005) literature on expatriation has 
touched on a number of inherent paradoxes in the expatriate experience 
concerning the expatriates’ identification and personal boundaries, the 
relationship with the other culture and job-related role-conflicts. They 
identify paradoxes experienced by expatriates and argue that it is learning to 
deal with these paradoxes and conflicting demands that develop the skills 
needed for global managers to be effective. Their findings suggest that 
previous international experience and involvement in the local culture are 
among the things that influence to what extent expatriates experience these 
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paradoxes (Osland and Osland, 2005). The paradoxes they identify include 
becoming more “world minded” yet becoming more particular in the own 
values and view of life, giving up on some values in order to be accepted 
while some values from the home country become stronger, having freedom 
from the own and the host cultures norms yet having to observe some of the 
local customs, dealing with contradictory demands from home and host 
offices, representing the company yet finding that some of those ideal values 
may not exist in the home company. Expatriates may also experience seeing 
cultural stereotypes as valid yet realizing that not everyone fit the stereotype, 
possessing power while being dependent on locals for their knowledge of 
local practices, thinking well of locals yet being vary of being taken 
advantage of, feeling at ease everywhere yet not belonging anywhere 
(Osland, 2000; Osland and Osland, 2005). Many individuals tend to see 
their own cultural values and ways of doing things as superior but 
expatriates need to realize that as guests in the host culture they need to 
adapt their behavior, even in countries that do not seem very dissimilar on 
the surface (O’Keeffe, 2003). Adjustment to living and working in another 
country is considered important for the success of an international 
assignment and a lot of research has focused on trying to understand culture 
shock and adjustment, often in terms of coping with stress, learning or 
personal development (Siljanen and Lämsä, 2009; Adler and Gundersen, 
2008). Siljanen and Lämsä (2009) argue that the career and personal life 
management of an expatriate is interlinked in the adjustment and that it is 
important for an expatriate to have clarity about his/her career orientation 
and a meaningful focus. The encounter with another country and culture and 
how it has been treated in the literature on expatriation will be addressed 
further in the following chapter in the section on identification with the 
country and culture. 

The importance of the role of the family of the expatriate has been 
highlighted in the international assignment literature. These are of course 
the individuals that are closest to the expatriate and undergo the transition 
to another country together with him or her. “Family members are an 
enduring source of identity for global assignees during the transition to the 
new environment” (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2005, p. 127). Loyalty to the 
family and the family’s agenda can shape an individual’s career direction and 
identification with the immediate or extended family can be important for 
learning, support and security in an individual’s career (Parker et al., 2004). 
Expatriates and their accompanying families may experience different 
stressors, ongoing strains and daily hassles that may spillover between 
different domains in life, such as work and social life, and the demands on 
one individual may also crossover to affect other individuals in the family 
(Halsberger and Brewster, 2008). Different individuals in the family may be 
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differently equipped to deal with these demands and the family itself can be 
seen as a resource; its structure, cohesion and communication skills, which is 
something that warrants further study. In a study of Swedes working abroad 
a large majority of accompanying wives (85 %) saw living abroad as 
strengthening the cohesion in the family (Torbiörn, 1976; 1982). The 
experience of living abroad affect international assignee’s work life balance 
and can be either positive or negative for the family; it can be seen as 
developmental for the spouse as well as the children and strengthen their 
relationship but on the other hand the family can be the main reason not to 
accept an assignment or to prematurely end it, or the assignment could 
ultimately lead to divorce (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2005). 

The adjustment of the family, in particular the spouse, is seen as an 
important factor in the adjustment of an expatriate (Black et al., 1991). While 
research has shown that an expatriate accompanying spouse may have a 
negative impact on the assignment, Lauring and Selmer (2010) found that 
expatriates’ wives were active in trying to support their husbands’ careers, 
for example through social networking and socializing with representatives 
of the parent company. In their study of an expatriate compound they found 
that accompanying wives felt loyalty to the company and that they 
contributed to its success and wanted to further the family’s social and 
economic situation through their efforts and sacrifices of moving and leaving 
their careers at home. In the specific situation of an expatriate compound it 
was found that the wives supported each other and formed their own 
community with common norms (Lauring and Selmer, 2010). 

Previous research has shown that other expatriates may be important for 
expatriates. Local or regional networks of other expatriates can provide 
tangible support and give valuable information in the beginning of an 
assignment and thereby help in reducing the stress experienced by 
expatriates (Sanchez et al., 2000). While host country nationals can be 
important in providing information and social support to expatriates (Toh 
and Denisi, 2007), Johnson et al. (2003) found that expatriates got more 
social support, which can help in their adjustment, from other expatriates 
than from host country nationals. They found that depth and breadth of 
social ties with both groups facilitated adjustment and provided useful 
information about the host country and that self-opinion variables; such as 
self esteem and self-efficacy and emotional stability, can be important in the 
formation of such ties. Wang (2002) suggests that a mix of locals and other 
expatriates in an expatriate’s social network will be beneficial to his or her 
psychological well-being. Richardson and McKenna (2000) used the 
metaphor of outsider to describe the experiences of many academics as self-
selecting expatriates in their study. As it was perceived as difficult to 
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integrate in the host society and friendships with locals were superficial their 
respondents experienced a sense of isolation which was contrasted with a 
strong cohesion to “others in the same boat” through expatriate communities 
and intimate friendships developing quickly with others from the same 
culture (Richardson and McKenna, 2000). Barriers such as cultural distance 
and language difficulties could hamper close ties with local co-workers for 
expatriates who might have closer social ties with other expatriates as they 
share experiences and points of view (Bonache, 2005). Hartl (2004), in a 
study of expatriate women, found that the identity of “expatriate” and 
“expatriate manager” is a way of defining who one is and a resource in the 
interaction with others as one of the identities that can make up a persons 
self. 

Expatriate assignments have been seen as costly and problematic and much 
attention has been paid to how to prevent the high cost of failed expatriate 
assignments, although it may be less common than previously estimated 
(Harzing and Christensen, 2004). Failed assignments can be defined as 
premature return, ineffective or low performance during the assignment, or 
as the expatriate leaving the company after repatriating (Harzing and 
Christensen, 2004). Repatriation frequently involves dissatisfaction and 
difficulties, such as experiencing a lack of status and autonomy and that the 
international experience is not valued, as well as a lack of career direction 
(Selmer, 1999). It has been recognized that repatriation is a difficult 
transition and as the home environment and the returning expatriate both 
may have changed during the assignment a reverse culture chock may be 
experienced as the expectations of what it will be like are unrealistic (Hyder 
and Lövblad, 2007). The optimistic expectations of returning individuals 
may not be met by the company, which is one of the causes that could 
explain the dissatisfaction experienced and ultimately the turnover rate 
among repatriates (Suutari and Brewster, 2003). Hyder and Lövblad (2007) 
suggest that those with previous experiences will form more realistic 
expectations when repatriating and therefore will have a more positive 
experience with the employer when returning. The repatriate goes through a 
period of adjustment that the company can support. While the difficulties 
involved in repatriating and the career implications of international 
assignments have been seen as negative, international assignments may be 
positive for expatriates’ careers, however, possibly negative for the 
companies sending them out (Lazarova and Tarique, 2005). The dubious 
career implications of an international assignment has showed that one 
problem with repatriation is that returning expatriates might decide not to 
stay with the company after the return (Stahl et al., 2002; Bonache et al., 
2001), which could be costly for the company considering the investment 
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made in these individuals, and the costs involved in sending out an 
expatriate.  

Viewing returning expatriates as more proactive in their careers Zikic et al. 
(2006) suggest that they will engage in career exploration and reflect on 
themselves and what they want, and get information about possible career 
options, both before repatriating and after returning. Despite having doubts 
that the assignment would improve their careers with the company the 
respondents in a study by Stahl et al. (2002) considered their value 
improved on a broader job market and over half their sample were willing to 
leave the company for a better position with another company. Suutari and 
Brewster (2003) found that in their sample of returned expatriates 35 % had 
left the company, either while still abroad or after repatriating, and of those 
still with the company 59 % had seriously considered leaving. Frequently the 
expatriates had received external job offers. Stahl and Cerdin (2004) also 
showed that many expatriates are willing to leave the company after 
repatriating and believe that they could find a better job elsewhere with their 
experience; accordingly with the view of the career as boundaryless an 
international assignment may directly contribute to a change of 
organization. Many returning expatriates look for a better position with 
another company (Stahl et al., 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2003). Research 
from a career perspective on expatriation is important; however, when 
career implications of international assignments have been studied it is 
mostly on a short-term basis focusing on the repatriation stage (Bonache et 
al., 2010).  

International assignments have frequently been treated as a one time thing, 
as illustrated with the cycle previously presented in figure 1. Individuals that 
undertake more than one international assignment have often been treated 
in terms of having previous experience, and that has been seen as a 
background factor. One of the first and largest studies of Swedes working 
abroad was done in 1971 by Torbiörn (1976; 1982); a survey of 800 Swedish 
men and their wives exploring the specifics of Swedish expatriates. Out of 
those surveyed a large portion of expatriates had previous experience of 
living abroad. 27 % had spent five years or more abroad before the 
assignment they currently were on at the time of the survey (Torbiörn, 1976; 
1982). However, this did not seem to influence the general satisfaction of the 
expatriates during the assignment. Bonache (2005) found that expatriates 
were more satisfied than domestic employees or repatriates in the same 
company, with some job characteristics such as autonomy, responsibility, 
task variety, and that the work allows them to learn and develop. Findings by 
Suutari and Taka (2004) imply that domestic opportunities may be 
dissatisfying for internationally experienced managers who require more 
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challenges. Selmer (1999) suggests that companies should identify and draw 
on those who have proven that they can be successful working abroad and 
have developed over a number of assignments. It is strategically beneficial to 
develop “a pool of mobile expatriate managers”, however, distinguishing 
between a domestic or an expatriate career track within the company can 
make expatriates feel “trapped abroad” and lower their well-being (Selmer, 
1998). Nevertheless, Riusala and Suutari (2000) found that almost all (91 %) 
of their studied expatriates were interested in additional assignments and 59 
% were interested in more permanent assignments abroad. Similarly 
Andersen and Scheuer (2004) found that those with previous experience of 
working internationally were significantly more positive to working abroad 
than those without, and that a majority of them had wishes or plans to work 
abroad again. However, with reports of high turnover rates and repatriation 
difficulties (Lazarova and Tarique, 2005) the next assignment may, as 
mentioned, be for another company. Flexible career paths for expatriates, 
wherein domestic and foreign postings are alternated and integrated in the 
individual’s career and competency development and the individual’s 
international experiences are seen as essential will assure that that company 
retains future candidates for assignments (Selmer, 1998). Peltonen (1998) 
suggests that individuals can see multinational companies, with global 
corporate cultures, as arenas to pursue and shape diverse careers anywhere 
within the company and adapting to business requirements. Being successful 
and managing the adjustment to other cultures can open up a path for an 
individual as career expatriate (Peltonen, 1998). Kohonen (2008) claims that 
increased understanding of identity transitions throughout an international 
assignment can increase the understanding of subsequent career moves of 
expatriates.  

There are forces in the business environment making careers more global, as 
developing global competences and having internationally experienced 
employees is recognized as strategically important, the career actors and 
their environment is changing (Thomas et al., 2005). The global career 
phenomenon, and taking this perspective, draws attention to other groups 
that have been less researched than the traditional expatriates, and to 
considering the relationships between the individuals and organizations and 
the longer term career (Thomas et al., 2005). 

Different forms of international work experiences 

Individuals on international assignments can be, and have been, categorized 
by the length and frequency of their assignments, the country or region of 
origin, as well as their commitment to their organization (Banai and Harry, 
2004). It has been noted that expatriate assignments represent only a 
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limited sample of experiences of working abroad and the interest in 
alternative forms of international work experiences has increased in the last 
decade. Attention has also been paid to different types of employees, such as 
particular conditions or issues for female expatriates and so called 
inpatriates, coming from subsidiaries to headquarters. Expatriates working 
for public or non-profit organizations may also experience different 
circumstances than traditional expatriates (Connelly, 2010). Other “atypical” 
forms of international work experiences have been identified that have 
implications for individuals as well as organizations and HRM processes; 
such as migration, international commuters (living in a country and working 
in another), short-term assignees (less than a year, often on a project basis), 
frequent flyers (traveling extensively without relocating), also called 
“flexpatriates” (Mayerhofer et al., 2004) and virtual internationalists (who 
work in international teams through the use of technology) (Suutari and 
Brewster, 2009). There can be many reasons for these types of international 
assignments and they fill several different strategic functions for a company. 
While these alternative assignments are partly driven by reducing the costs 
of sending out expatriates, and require HR policies and practices that reflect 
these differences to be effective, the long term expatriate assignments 
remain important (Collings et al., 2007). 

The most important form for the purposes of this thesis is of course the 
global careerists with frequent international relocations that have a long-
term commitment to working in an international context. Suutari and 
Brewster (2009) differentiate between “careerist expatriates” who remain 
abroad and those that have periods in the home country between 
assignments, yet they seem to imply that these individuals are still sent out 
by an employing organization. That individuals may go on several 
international assignments for the same company has been shown. For 
example in a study by Mayerhofer et al. (2004) it was found that in their 
studied company an estimated 80 % of those who had been on a foreign 
assignment chose to go on additional assignments even though they may 
have been reluctant before going out the first time. In this study the global 
careerists that are sent out on multiple international assignments for the 
same company is referred to as repeat expatriates. They can be defined as 
professionals employed by a company and that have on at least two 
occasions been on expatriate assignments and been repatriated by that 
company. 

Another form of international work is referred to as self-initiated 
international work experiences. Compared to those sent out on expatriate 
assignment this group is not well researched although interest has increased 
in the characteristics of this diverse group (Suutari and Brewster, 2009). 
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This group differs from traditional expatriates and may require different 
leadership and HR practices (Biemann and Andresen, 2010). Howe-Walsh 
and Schyns (2010) argue that companies should use HR practices to support 
those self-initiated and aid in the transition while in the country to benefit 
from their experiences; to attract them, keep them, and to increase their 
effectiveness, but they suggest that few companies do. Those with self-
initiated foreign work experiences are a heterogeneous group including 
young opportunists, those who are unsatisfied with the work situation in the 
home country, officials working for international organizations, 
accompanying spouses, those permanently staying abroad and international 
professionals (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). This last group of international 
professionals; individuals with multiple, self-initiated assignments, is what I 
in this study refer to as, international itinerants. This group may change 
company according to what job offers they get and are not focused on a 
career with the same company (Suutari and Brewster, 2000). More than 
half, 17 out of 30, of the self-directed expatriates interviewed by Richardson 
and McKenna (2006) had previous international work experience.  

The term international itinerant is taken from Banai and Harry who defined 
this type of global careerist as:  

“itinerants with boundaryless global careers ― that is, professional 
managers who are characterized by a career identity that is 
independent of the employer, who unilaterally take charge over their 
careers, and who are employed for their ability by at least two 
independent organizations in at least two different foreign countries” 
(Banai and Harry, 2004, p. 97). 

In this thesis I have broadened this definition to not only include managers. 
While other studies on international work experiences at times have 
considered managers and others separately, I will not focus on the 
management position, but rather on the experience as such (although the 
studied individuals in this thesis have had experiences both as managers and 
in other positions). Banai and Harry (2004) attempted a preliminary 
grouping of international itinerants, on the basis of their motives into:  

- Failed expatriates: who are frustrated when repatriating and leave 
their organization  
- Those with unique expertise: who go from contract to contract as 
demanded technical experts 
- Cosmopolitans: attracted by the international setting and have cross-
cultural skills and can adapt easily  
- Mavericks: who are hired as capable of independently getting a 
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specific task done 
- Returning nationals: who see coming home as a step down and 
decide to move again 
- Novelty seekers: who no longer feel at home in their home nation 

In addition to these, Connelly (2010) brings attention to another group that 
he refers to as transnational entrepreneurs that may be establishing a 
business or consultants working on their own, without the support of a 
company experienced in sending out expatriates. These need to be 
entrepreneurial and network a lot within the host country. McKenna and 
Richardson (2007) argue that more research is needed on those who live 
abroad without an organization sending them out and that depending on the 
strategic purpose of an international assignment recruiting one of these 
individuals may be a good alternative to sending out an expatriate. There are 
advantages for the company in employing an international itinerant rather 
than a sent-out expatriate. They are less expensive as they are employed 
under local conditions, possibly on a temporary basis, and require less 
support. While they may bring knowledge that is not available or expensive 
to develop and do not have the problems of dual allegiances with the home 
and host organization they may have less knowledge of the company and 
they company in turn know less about them (Banai and Harry, 2004). 
Recruiting from outside the company for an international assignment may 
mean substantially less costs than sending out someone from within the 
company, individuals already abroad may already be adjusted and not have 
the same type of needs when it comes to repatriation and career planning 
(McKenna and Richardson, 2007). The international itinerants may value 
the independence and challenges of regularly changing location and 
employer but on the other hand may have little power in the organization 
and as they have no job security they impede their families’ possible need for 
stability and to identify with a national culture (Banai and Harry, 2004). 
International itinerants’ careers may be characterized by self-management, 
loyalty to professional development rather than an organization, transferable 
skills, and meaningful work rather than promotion being seen as success 
(Banai and Harry, 2004). According to Banai and Harry (2004) there is no 
good estimate or counting of international itinerants available and they are 
scattered and difficult for researchers to locate. 

The different forms of international work experiences relevant to this study 
can be illustrated as in the following figure, figure 2. This illustrates the view 
taken in this thesis that global careerists can be divided into two distinct 
types; the repeat expatriates who are assigned expatriates who undertake 
multiple long-term expatriate assignments, and the international itinerants 
who can be seen as individuals with long-term self-initiated international 
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experiences who work abroad multiple times. The figure also shows the 
alternative short-term assignments that may be undertaken when working 
for a company, between periods working abroad or even while currently 
living abroad. These are included as although they have been studied as 
separate types of international work experiences they can be a part of the 
career path of an individual with a global career. 

 

Global Careers 

Repeat 
expatriates 

International 
Itinerants 

Assigned 
Expatriates 

Self-initiated 
international 
experiences 

Single  
long-term 

Multiple 
long-term 

Alternative 
short-term 

Short-term 
assignees 

Frequent flyers Virtual 
internationalists 

Figure 2 - Individuals with international work experiences 

Lazarova and Tarique (2005) point out that even though research has 
described different categories of assignments many studies treat all similarly, 
as expatriates, which does not capture the complexity or illustrate the 
differences. Throughout this thesis I will consistently refer to assigned 
expatriates with a single long-term assignment as expatriates, and those with 
a single self-initiated experience as self-initiated. As much of the previous 
research has addressed expatriates, I will refer back to research on 
expatriates even later in this thesis. When multiple long-term assignments 
are considered, repeat expatriates and international itinerants will be used. 
When I refer to global careerists, this includes both repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants. 

Characteristics of assigned expatriates and those with self-
initiated international experiences 

Considering the individuals with global careers that are the focus of this 
study as assigned expatriates as sent out by an organization with multiple 
assignments, and as individuals with self-initiated international experiences 
that have decided to continue their careers internationally it is relevant to 
consider what is known about the differences and similarities between the 
assigned expatriates and those self-initiated. Suutari and Brewster (2000) 
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suggest that little of the literature on expatriate assignments is applicable for 
those with self-initiated work experiences. There is, however, not much 
comparative empirical research between assigned expatriates and those self-
initiated (Biemann and Andresen, 2010). This section is therefore dedicated 
to what is known about those with self-initiated work experiences and how 
that compares to expatriates.  

Meyers and Pringle (2005, p. 421) defined self-initiated foreign experiences 
as “long term individually initiated travel to other countries to pursue 
cultural, personal and career development experiences” thereby highlighting 
the developmental aspects thereof and that the career does not need to be 
the main focus. Those with self-initiated international experiences are 
representative of the new career theories such as the boundaryless career 
compared to traditional expatriates who can be seen as representing 
organizational careers (Suutari and Brewster, 2009). Cerdin and Le 
Pargneux (2010) see both types as fitting the criteria of a boundaryless 
career and see the main difference between them in that the self-initiated 
lack the link with a company in the home country. 

Inkson et al. (1997) are seen as one of the first articles to contrast self-
initiated overseas experiences (OE) of young New Zealanders with expatriate 
assignments. They see OE as a representation of the boundaryless career and 
suggest that the expatriate literature has tended to depict the individual as 
powerless and the responsibility of the company and its policies. They found 
that common themes in OE stories involved finding an occupational or 
industry identity, a clearer career focus and increased self-confidence as well 
as a greater interest in self-employment. In their study exploring gender 
differences of young people on self-initiated foreign experiences Meyers and 
Pringle (2005) found that it was experienced as developmental for both men 
and women and that self-initiated foreign experiences can provide a gateway 
for women into global careers giving them greater career opportunities. 
Jokinen et al. (2008) found that both those with self-initiated experiences 
and assigned expatriates experienced that they had developed competencies, 
self-awareness on personal values, work interests and capabilities and 
networking skills and social networks although there were differences 
between the groups on an item level. However, results by Dickman and 
Doherty (2008) suggest that the impact of an international assignment can 
be both positive and negative and that the organizational context, policies 
and practices have an influence on individuals’ perceptions and behaviors. 
Their results highlight that the effects for expatriates may not be exclusively 
positive, for example in terms of difficulties in maintaining the networks at 
home and questioning the future with the organization.  
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Richardson and McKenna (2000, p. 210) see academics as a useful example 
of self-selecting expatriates; “those who have independently sought an 
overseas position”. In a study of self-directed expatriate academics 
Richardson and Mallon (2005) identified adventure, life change, and family 
as the dominant incentives to go abroad and noted that transience and 
precariousness were brought up as negative dimensions thereof. In a study 
of self-directed expatriates, Richardson (2004) found that the family was 
involved in the decision to expatriate and that all parents in her sample 
perceived expatriating as potentially benefiting the family. While having 
children could be perceived as a barrier, it was generally seen as positive to 
move with a partner even though it might involve some difficulties. The self-
directed expatriates frequently drew on their family history in explaining 
their decision to move abroad and often referred to more extended family in 
the home country (Richardson, 2004). She suggests that “alternative” family 
forms, such as single parents or those married to host nationals is an area 
that deserves further attention. Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010) saw two 
main motivations to pursue self-initiated expatriation, either to pursue a 
career or private reasons, for example to follow a relationship or wanting to 
live in a specific country. Similarly, Thorn (2009) found that cultural and 
travel opportunities and career motives were the most important motives, 
followed by economic or relationship reasons. Men found career and 
economic reasons more important and the importance of those motives also 
increased with the number of moves (Thorn, 2009). Those that move abroad 
for a specific job may be more prepared for the work-related aspects and 
receive more support from the employing company while those who move to 
a country and then find a job may be more prepared for living in that country 
and may be treated more as a local applicant (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 
2010).  

In a study made by Suutari and Brewster (2000) of Finish union members 
working abroad, 33 % responded that they were there on their own initiative. 
Those with self-initiated foreign assignments tended to be younger, a higher 
proportion were single or female; they had less or no plans to repatriate and 
were more interested in further work abroad or even permanently staying 
abroad in a comparison with those sent out as expatriates. Those self-
initiated more often worked for foreign organizations, and more frequently 
than expatriates worked in project type organizations and on temporary 
contracts. They most frequently described their roles as “experts”. The 
expatriates were more frequently working in international companies and on 
average worked on a higher hierarchical level than those self-initiated. That 
those self-initiated worked less frequently in management positions was 
confirmed by Peltokorpi and Jintae Froese (2009). In their sample, the self-
initiated ones stayed longer and more frequently worked for local companies 
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and had local partners (Peltokorpi and Jintae Froese, 2009). That those self-
initiated were younger on average and included more women and that 
expatriates more often were married with children was also found by Cerdin 
and Le Pargneux (2010). Biemann and Andresen (2010) found that out of 
their sample those with self-initiated international work experiences had 
worked for a greater number of organizations and had higher intentions to 
change organizations than the assigned expatriates. They also tended to start 
their careers abroad at an earlier age. However, there were no differences 
between the groups in their subjective (i.e. inner satisfaction etc.) and 
objective career success (i.e. status, income etc.). Jokinen et al. (2008), in a 
comparison between self-initiated and assigned expatriate experiences, 
found that those with self-initiated assignments perceived it just as much as 
a learning and developmental experience as those sent out by an 
organization. 

Peltokorpi and Jintae Froese (2009) in a comparison between sent out 
expatriates and self-initiated living in Japan, found that those self-initiated 
were significantly more adjusted in terms of interaction with locals, possibly 
due to their motivations for moving there and that they interacted more with 
locals. They were also slightly more adjusted generally and the two groups 
did not differ in terms of work adjustment. For those that initiate their 
international work experiences themselves the time span is usually not pre-
defined (Howe-Walsh and Schyns, 2010). Focusing particularly on those 
locally hired abroad on an indefinite basis without a predetermined 
repatriation Crowley-Henry (2007) found that they took the entire life, 
including the quality of life, family, and the balance between work and life, as 
well as the situation on the job market into consideration in their career 
choices. 

These studies show that there may be significant differences between 
assigned expatriates and those self-initiated that also make a distinction 
between repeat expatriates and international itinerants important to make.  

Global careers  

According to Adler and Bartholomew (1992) organizations need to develop 
globally competent managers, what they refer to as transnational managers, 
that are not limited to learning about one other country but rather is able to 
adapt to living in many cultures, work with people from many cultures 
throughout their careers on a more or less daily basis and develop a global 
perspective. Many researchers have attempted to list competencies, traits, 
behaviors and skills that make successful global managers or leaders, and 
how companies can develop these global managers or global mindsets. 
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However these studies are often focused on higher level managers with a 
position (often at headquarters) involving a lot of international 
responsibilities rather than, as in this study, on individuals with global 
careers that involve working in multiple countries. Less is know about the 
development process these individuals go through and the cumulative effects 
of several international work experiences (Jokinen, 2010). Global careers 
involve extensive development of global competencies and more research is 
needed to understand this group and the implications for organizations 
(Suutari and Taka, 2004; Suutari and Brewster, 2009). 

A global career can, as mentioned, be defined as “involving multiple 
international relocations including various positions and assignments in 
several countries” (Mäkelä and Suutari, 2009, p. 992). Larsen (2004, p. 862) 
defines a global career as: “the series of events, experiences and actions 
embedded in the global interaction between an individual and an 
organization ― a relationship which is characterized by mutual dependency 
between the two parties”. He stresses the interaction and dual dependency 
between the two parties and describes that the organization and the 
individual may have a mutual interest in the development of the individual 
and that they are both susceptible to the changing context. Individuals are 
particularly attracted to organizations that match their global career 
expectations and dependent on their global policies and practices, but with 
further training and by using external networks can become less dependent 
on the organization. If the individual perceives that there are other 
opportunities available in and outside the organization he/she is less 
dependent. The organization is in turn dependent on attracting and keeping 
important human resources and individuals pursuing successful global 
careers are often scarce and can play a critical role in the organization, 
making the organization more dependent on them (Larsen, 2004). The role 
of international itinerants may have developed as people are less optimistic 
about careers progress at headquarters after repatriating (Banai and Harry, 
2004). 

Forster (2000) has argued that the challenges involved in a career with 
frequent relocations and long periods abroad would be too difficult for 
individuals to cope with and sees managers with this type of career as an 
exaggerated myth. He found little evidence in his UK sample that people 
were going on multiple international assignments or even were willing to. 
However, other studies have shown that those who have been on 
international assignments are often willing, and often do go on additional 
assignments, which should not be neglected in the research (Suutari and 
Brewster, 2003; Andersen and Scheuer, 2004). Suutari and Brewster (2000) 
found that in their sample 16 % of expatriates and 24 % of those with self-
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initiated international work experiences had two or more previous 
international work experiences. Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2010) in a larger 
sample (n=303) confirmed that many expatriates (71,5 %) and self-initiated 
(63,8 %) had at least one previous international work experience. Similarly 
out of the sample surveyed by Jokinen et al. (2008) 29 % of sent out 
expatriates and more than 46 % of self-initiated had more than one previous 
experience of working abroad. Suutari (2003) looked at the career tracks of 
managers with global careers and found that a majority alternated between 
periods in other countries and periods at home, frequently still with 
international work tasks, while others had continued directly to another 
assignment.  

A global career can be conceptualized as a path in multiple directions 
including different career moves with different purposes where the 
individual takes initiatives and adapts to the organizational and employment 
context and the economic situation, technological developments and cultural 
values of the global context (Cappellen and Janssens, 2005). Drawing on 
Schein’s (1990) concept of career anchors as guiding peoples’ career choices, 
motives, values, needs and self-perception when it comes to career, Suutari 
and Taka (2004) found that for managers with global careers 
internationalism can be an important career anchor along with managerial 
competence and pure challenge. Cerdin and le Pargneux (2010) found that in 
their sample, where a majority had previous international experience, the 
lifestyle career anchor was the most represented one for both expatriates and 
those self-initiated, showing that both groups value finding a balance 
between work and personal life. A global career is influenced by the 
individuals’ life experiences and developing interests and skills, as well as 
important people and communities, such as the family (Cappellen and 
Janssens, 2005). 

Considering careers within a larger set of social relationships “issues of 
individual identity and knowledge [ … ] are continuously developed in close 
interaction with the individual’s social environment” (Parker et al., 2004, p. 
493). Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) found extensive developmental effects of 
global careers, driven by the breath of responsibilities, cross-cultural 
differences and the number of relocations among other things. Global 
careerists reported increased self-awareness, self-analysis and personal 
growth and clearer career interests and values. Global careerists also 
developed both general management skills and cross-cultural competencies 
and increased importance of social capital and career relevant networks was 
found, as networks developed were crucial for being effective at work and for 
the continued career. The networks of the global careerists, moving out as 
assigned expatriates, studied by Mäkelä and Suutari (2009) were broad and 
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diverse social and professional networks, both within and outside the 
organization and in numerous countries, not only their home and host 
countries. However although there were great benefits of global careers for 
individuals’ social capital and networks there were also great risks, and 
relationships tended to weaken over time (Mäkelä and Suutari, 2009). 

Roberts et al. (1998) claim that those who work in multiple countries 
throughout their careers, develop rich contextual knowledge and 
understanding of global organizations as well as extensive networks, and 
that companies therefore ought to identify and value their talents. Global 
careerists have been seen as committed to their work and confident about 
their expertise, which is transferable and not tied to a particular cultural 
setting (Siljanen and Lämsä, 2009). Managers with global careers may 
acquire globally applicable skills and be able to follow business needs and 
their understanding of the international environment can benefit the 
company when working in the home office (Suutari, 2003). What I refer to 
as repeat expatriates have reported that they developed task, culture and 
business related skills during a second assignment as well as during a first, 
and either deepening or widening them during a second assignment and 
learning other things (Jokinen, 2010). Although specific things learnt during 
one international assignment may not be directly applicable in a new context 
repeat expatriates can consider them as transferable as being a source of 
perspectives and alternatives (Jokinen, 2010). Siljanen and Lämsä (2009) 
found that for global careerists, having lived abroad in several countries 
made adaptation easier. Although previous research has focused on the 
meeting with one other culture, someone with a global career may need to 
deal with and learn from a multitude of cultures (Cappellen and Janssens, 
2005). Siljanen and Lämsä (2009, p. 1480) found that for global careerists 
adaptation was not linked specifically to a cultural frame but was focused on 
an international network of colleagues and reaching a “synergistic outlook on 
the world and its cultural diversity”. The development of social and 
interpersonal skills during international assignments is considered 
transferable to other contexts and after a first assignment repeat expatriates 
more purposefully paid attention to building social relations as they had 
realized the importance thereof (Jokinen, 2010). 

Suutari (2003) found that managers with global careers either originally 
were drawn to, and actively wanted to, work internationally or had followed 
the company’s needs and that looking for international experience or 
challenges and learning were the main motives for accepting a first 
assignment. Jokinen (2010) studied the development of repeat expatriates 
from one assignment to a second and found that the second was seen as 
being as developmental as the first. The first international assignment was 
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seen as more self-developmental where the respondents learnt about 
themselves, their reactions, strengths and weaknesses. Development during 
the second assignment was more related to the context and the repeat 
expatriates were more conscious and proactive, with clearer objectives 
(Jokinen, 2010). 

A global career may be personally challenging in terms of maintaining 
personal relationships, work-life balance, frequently adjusting and the risk of 
becoming restless or even feeling rootless (Suutari, 2003). Yet those with 
global careers studied by Suutari (2003) saw the positive implications of 
such careers as outweighing the negative factors, for themselves and their 
families, and were strongly committed to working internationally. Being able 
to work and pursue a career in any location and seeing expatriating as part of 
who you are can make career expatriate an esteemed identity for an 
individual (Peltonen, 1998). However, it has been argued that a majority of 
those individuals working in multiple countries throughout their careers may 
eventually return home due to family reasons (Roberts et al., 1998). Bonache 
et al., (2010) argue that more research is needed on long-term career 
implications of international assignments and global careers, those who go 
abroad again as well as those who have changed employers. In their study of 
global careerists, Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) made no distinction between 
those staying with the same employer (repeat expatriates) and those with 
several employers (international itinerants) although these represented half 
of their sample. As suggested by the differences that have been found 
between self-initiated and assigned expatriates discussed earlier in this 
chapter this distinction is relevant to make. For example while high levels of 
commitment to the employer was found among the global careerists in 
Suutari and Mäkeläs (2007) study, the results may have been different 
between these groups.  

A boundaryless and protean view of careers 

As wanting to consider the entire careers of the individuals in this study, I 
will now broaden the view to the research on careers. The career makes up a 
large part of an individuals’ life and provides not only income but also status, 
social networks, challenges, a sense of purpose, self-fulfillment, and identity 
(Baruch, 2004). While careers can be associated with ideas of advancement, 
upward mobility on a career-ladder, or even certain professions, particularly 
in popular writing (Hall, 2002), Arthur (2008) sees a broader definition of 
career as allowing for more interdisciplinary conversation and as 
encompassing parallel work experiences as well as experiences within 
different fields. An individual’s “career can be defined as the sequence of 
work-related experiences and attitudes that the individual has over the span 
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of his or her work life” (Bonache, 2005, p. 112). Arthur (2008) calls for more 
interdisciplinary research on careers and sees identity development, 
networks and social contexts and family issues as examples of important 
directions for organizational career researchers. 

Career relationships and psychological contracts are becoming more 
conditional and transactional, and the commitment to the organization may 
move towards multiple commitments (Baruch, 2004). Individuals may move 
between organizations, functions, professions and countries, meeting new 
expectations, norms and values (Lindgren et al., 2001). The view of 
individuals and their careers has developed and more focus has turned 
towards individuals’ subjective experiences of their working lives and 
concepts such as protean (Hall, 1976; 1996a) and boundaryless careers 
(Arthur and Rousseau, 1996) have developed to illustrate this changing view. 
Success in one’s career can in the new career model be assessed not only by 
traditional measures, such as income rank and status, but also by internal, 
self-perception, measures such as life-balance, autonomy and inner 
satisfaction (Baruch, 2004). The terms boundaryless career and protean 
career can be seen as metaphors contributing to our understanding of 
careers (Inkson, 2006), as encouraging fresh perspectives or even as specific 
constructs for research on contemporary careers (Arthur, 2008). With the 
view of careers implied with these concepts the individual is seen as taking 
charge of their career and the career is no longer only seen as the 
responsibility of the employer. While social and economic forces, and 
changes in attitudes to work, life, and individual identities have changed the 
career systems, and the number of global careers has increased, there is a 
need for a balanced view and to recognize that organizations still have a large 
role to play in managing and enabling individuals’ careers and to consider 
the relationship between the organization and the individual in careers 
(Baruch, 2006). 

The concept boundaryless career signals a career that defies traditional 
assumptions about organizational careers and gives a more dynamic image 
of employment (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). To further define the 
boundaryless career, Arthur and Rousseau (1996) gives six meanings that all 
highlight independence from traditional organizational career arrangements. 
An individual with a boundaryless career can (1) move across the boundaries 
of different employers, (2) draw on external validation, outside the employer, 
(3) be sustained by external networks and information, (4) transcend 
traditional hierarchical advancement principles, (5) value personal or family 
reasons over more traditional career opportunities, and (6) perceive 
boundarylessness regardless of structural constraints (Arthur and Rousseau, 
1996, p. 6). Sullivan and Arthur (2006) suggest that the boundaryless career 
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can be described in terms of levels of physical and psychological mobility, 
not only involving actual moves but also perceptions of the ability to make 
transitions. DeFillippi and Arthur (1996, p. 123-124) suggest that in contrast 
to the traditional “employment context-based career identity (e.g., ‘I am an 
IBM engineer’)” a “boundaryless career is characterized by a career identity 
that is independent of the employer (e.g., ‘I am a software engineer’)”. 
Individuals with boundaryless careers aim to maintain a state of 
employability and advance through maintaining networks across 
organizational and industry boundaries, and see the organization more as 
offering opportunities rather than providing a career path (Lazarova and 
Tarique, 2005).  

Hall (1976; 2002) uses the concept of the protean career to describe a career 
driven by the individual, characterized by change, self-invention and self-
direction based on the person’s own needs, values and internal goals. The 
protean career orientation can be seen as a mindset that involves self-
direction, and choices based on personal values, and individuals can be more 
or less of these two components in their career orientation (Briscoe and Hall, 
2006). Hall (2002) argues that as the protean career requires flexibility and 
that self-knowledge and knowing what one wants is imperative to not only 
drift along and in a continuously changing environment an individual needs 
a clear sense of identity to guide him or her in his/her career. He sees 
identity development as an important meta-competency, to learn about and 
reflect on oneself, that is required with the complexity of the protean and 
boundaryless careers. Inkson (2006) suggests that the protean career 
concept has an inherent contradiction as identity, which implies stability, 
also signifies a base for the individual to be adaptable and change according 
to conditions. 

The protean and boundaryless career concepts open up the boundaries 
between individuals work and private lives, and the relationship between 
employers and employees, and implies that careers can be seen as repeated 
developmental cycles rather than developing in a more linear progression 
over career stages (Mirvis and Hall, 1996). Even though both the protean 
and boundaryless career are independent from traditional paths, and stress 
the flexibility and continuous learning of the individual, they are distinct 
concepts (Lazarova and Tarique, 2005). The boundaryless career concept 
stems more from wanting to understand the developing career 
environment’s implications for individuals, while the protean career concept 
is more focused on individuals’ internal drives and self-direction in their 
careers. By combining the boundaryless and protean career concepts, 
different combinations of the two can produce career profiles that 
individuals can have, as individuals may have degrees of psychological and 
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physical boundarylessness, and degrees of values driven and self-directed 
career orientations (Briscoe and Hall, 2006). Both the protean and the 
boundaryless career concepts can be seen as relevant when considering 
global careers (Suutari and Mäkelä, 2007). Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2009) 
propose that those characterized by a protean or boundaryless career 
attitude would be successful during expatriation and repatriation in terms of 
internal career success, job and development success, as well as 
performance, although less beneficial to the company in terms of retention, 
relationship building, and transfer of expertise within the company.  

While the term boundaryless careers suggests that careers are no longer 
acted out within organizational boundaries, it can be argued that these 
boundaries have become more permeable, and that as career boundaries 
have become more complex other boundaries have become more salient 
(Gunz et al., 2000). Rodrigues and Guest (2010) suggest that a potential for 
further research on boundaryless careers is to examine a multiplicity of 
relevant career boundaries that may be permeable or more salient for 
individuals’ careers. According to Currie et al. (2006) career boundaries are 
reshaped, becoming less drawn along organizational lines and more towards 
occupational lines, with both positive and negative consequences and to the 
disadvantage of some individuals. As individuals strive to make sense of 
their place in the world they redraw their own boundaries (Gunz et al., 
2000). Social structures, networks or professional institutions give 
boundaries that respond to individuals’ need for a sense of belonging, 
engagement and identity (Currie et al., 2006). According to Inkson (2006) it 
can thereby be more relevant to talk about boundary-crossing careers rather 
than boundaryless careers in order to uncover these circumstances. While I 
agree with Inkson, I have decided to use the established concept of 
boundaryless careers in this thesis. 

While career mobility can be seen as a challenge or problem for 
organizations and their HRM functions it can also be seen as an opportunity 
for increased competencies and flexibility (Parker and Inkson, 1999). A 
career crossing organizational and other boundaries can be seen by the 
individual as a path to self-realization and freedom, while it on the other 
hand can be seen as a cause of stress, restlessness and discontinuity 
(Lindgren et al., 2001). Although offering freedom to develop, and explore 
new identities, the stress involved in changing employer, work group, and 
location can lead to fragmentation or even loss of identity (Mirvis and Hall, 
1996). With the new forms of careers, organizations may facilitate internal 
career moves, support ongoing career relevant learning and development to 
meet the employees’ desire for personal growth, and thereby strengthen their 
loyalty to the organization (Parker and Inkson, 1999). Although not 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 30 
 

considered ideal, an individual may remain with an employer or in an 
occupation as “factors from outside work (family commitments, personal 
networks, attachment to a particular location) may ‘hold’ an individual in 
place” (Kirpal, 2004 p. 216). 

Individuals with boundaryless careers may refer to what they do and build 
their identities more around their skills and competencies, and may use their 
social networks as sources of identification (Mirvis and Hall, 1996). The 
boundaryless career, and the transitions individuals make, open up 
boundaries of identity and it is important for researchers to understand how 
individuals work identities are complicated and shaped by this (Mirvis and 
Hall, 1996). In a study of mobility, flexibility, and occupational identity in 
seven European countries, different work identities were found, ranging 
from a more “classical” to a flexible and individualized work identity, in 
particular among highly qualified or less skilled workers with an unstable 
employment situation (Kirpal, 2004). This type of occupational or work 
identity is based on skills, continuous learning and the individual’s pursuit of 
development and self-realization. “As new career options open up 
boundaries around work, so, too, will they open up boundaries of identity” 
(Mirvis and Hall, 1996, p. 245) and it is important to study how 
boundaryless careers shape individuals’ identities. It is to the issue of 
identity I turn next. 
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Identity  

Identity is a complex and fundamental issue that has been, and most 
definitely still is, discussed and of interest in our personal lives, politics and 
in the social sciences (Jenkins, 2004). However, identity is a multifaceted 
concept, with different interpretations and containing ambiguities and 
dualities. To begin my attempt at disentangling the complexity of identity, 
how it has been considered and the view taken in this thesis, I will start by 
considering what is meant by identity. Then I will more explicitly consider 
identity construction and discuss some of the dualities of identity that will be 
addressed in this thesis. Social identities, as part of individuals’ identities 
and the dynamics thereof will be addressed before going into social identities 
and identifications that may be particularly relevant for individuals with 
global careers and therefore important in this study.  

Considering identity in the context of global careers brings individuals’ 
subjective experiences into focus and gives a more nuanced image of the 
meaning working abroad can have for individuals. This is a step from only 
considering international assignments from the company’s perspective, from 
standardized practices and towards a less homogeneous view of individuals 
working abroad and their working lives. Furthermore, with the view that 
international work experiences are, or can be, developmental, understanding 
the identity construction of individuals with global careers can increase the 
understanding of how these individuals develop, and thereby go beyond 
listing competencies developed.  

It is relevant to again point out that the focus in this thesis is on identity as 
situated on the individual level. The concept identity has not only been used 
to refer to individuals, it can also be used in reference to collectives, such as 
groups, organizations or nations. Thereby not only attempting to address the 
question “who am I?” but also “who are we?” In organization studies identity 
has been studied on various levels of analysis with various theoretical 
approaches, most commonly with a focus on organizational identity 
(Alvesson et al., 2008). The concept identity can be seen as bridging 
individual, group, professional and organizational levels. The macro-level 
informs the personal identity construction as individuals use aspects in those 
levels as sources to identify with (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001). Concepts 
such as ethnic, gender or professional identities can be considered 
established collectivities that the individual, to varying degrees, can rely on 
to define him/her self (Bengtsson et al., 2007). Collective visions of self can 
be seen as important resources in the personal notion of self (Alvesson et al., 
2008). While I will return to collective or social aspects of identity later in 
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this chapter, focus is still on the level of individuals’ identities. I see identity 
as a useful lens to understand individual experiences, outside as well as 
within organizational contexts.  

The word identity is used in our everyday lives and its meaning is often more 
or less taken for granted. For example we have identity cards, and passports, 
that state our name and some other information, such as our height and hair 
color. However, the question of identity is more complex. An individual is 
made up of a lot of different aspects, not limited to the physical body 
(although one’s identity may to an extent be tied to the body). When you are 
asked the question “who are you?” your answer may depend on who is asking 
and in what situation the question is asked. The answer may be different 
every time, in different contexts. We may reflect more or less consciously on 
who we are, who we were, who we want to be, as well as how we are, or want 
to be, perceived. We may refer to our belonging to different groups to help 
define who we are, or are not, and use different ways of expressing ourselves 
and our identity. The presentation of self is not only accomplished through 
articulation of identities but also enhanced or strengthened through other 
signs and symbols, in our actions, objects, and for example in how we dress 
(Ybema et al., 2009; Goffman, 1959). 

While identity is a current topic in our western society today it may not 
always have been, or be, as relevant for everyone. In traditional stable 
societies, people were seen as part of the collectives they belonged to and 
individual identity was not really an issue (Kohonen, 2007). Although 
transitions in people’s lives have always demanded changes in how we see 
ourselves, the development has been more given, for example the transition 
into adulthood (Giddens, 1991). Historically, each person’s place in the local 
community has been more taken for granted and only when there are 
options and choices the question of identity becomes relevant (Bauman, 
2004). While thinking about questions of identity may be nothing new in 
itself (Jenkins, 2004), the current interest in identity and how we talk about 
it may be a reflection of our times.  

Identity has been studied in many fields (in sociology, psychology, social 
psychology) and it has been approached from various perspectives. 
Theoretically, different concepts have been used to signal the view taken on 
identity; concepts such as self, self-identity, personal identity and self-
concept. Identity is used in this thesis interchangeably with self to refer to 
the individual’s sense of self; as what, and how, the individual experiences 
him/herself as a “knowing, feeling, acting subject” (Maynes et al., 2008, p. 
17).  
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Over time our way of thinking about identity, and conceptualizations and 
theories of identity, have developed. In a simplified exposition, Hall (1992) 
distinguishes between three conceptions of identity, the enlightenment 
subject, the sociological subject and the post-modern subject. Identity was 
seen as the essential core of the self, in what Hall calls the enlightenment 
subject. The individual was centered and unified and remained essentially 
the same. On the other extreme the post-modern subject conceptualizes 
identity as fragmented and being continuously formed and reformed, 
without a permanent core. We have multiple shifting identities at different 
times, which may even be contradictory, and it is only through constructing 
stories of ourselves that we can create a sense of unified identity (Hall, 1992). 
The classic sociological conception of identity, what Hall refers to as the 
sociological subject, while still maintaining the idea of a core, sees identity as 
formed in interaction with others and the society that you are in. Along the 
lines of the sociological conception of identity, I see identity as constructed 
in social interaction; although identity may be continuously reformed there 
may be elements that remain stable and consistent.  

The sociological subject was elaborated by the symbolic interactionists, for 
example Mead (Hall, 1992). Mead saw the self as “a social structure” and his 
view of the self as processual is apparent as he describes it:  

“The self is something which has a development; it is not initially 
there, at birth, but arises in the process of social experience and 
activity, that is, develops in the given individual as a result of his 
relations to that process as a whole and to other individuals within 
that process” (Mead, 1934, p. 135).  

He saw the self as a social process with two distinguishable phases, the “I” 
and the “me”. The construction of the self takes place in the conversation 
between the “I” and the “me”. “The ‘I’ is the response to the attitudes of the 
others; the ‘me’ is the organized set of attitudes of others which one himself 
assumes” (Mead, 1934, p. 175). The “I” is the response in immediate 
experience, which is unpredictable and gives a sense of freedom. Our 
experiences are organized into the experience of the self and it is in memory 
we experience the “I” as present in the “me” in the next moment. 

Mead (1934) used the concept of self in a reflexive sense and found that only 
by becoming an object to himself the individual can reflect on himself and 
experience himself as a self. A similar view is presented by Berger and 
Luckmann (1967, p. 29) who claim that although I know myself better than 
the other, in a social interaction “what I am” is less available and “requires 
that I stop, arrest the continuous spontaneity of my experience, and 
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deliberately turn my attention back upon myself”. According to Mead (1934) 
this is done by taking the attitudes of others toward himself within a social 
context and through communication where language and gestures invoke a 
response in oneself as well as in others. “The organized community or social 
group which gives to the individual his unity of self may be called ‘the 
generalized other’” (Mead, 1934, p. 154). In an attempt to further advance 
Mead’s conception of the self, Athens (1994) used the idea of soliloquy and 
claimed that we take the attitudes of others by soliloquizing; conversing with 
ourselves and telling ourselves what others expect of us. Cooley (1902/1964) 
in his description of “the reflected or looking-glass self” similarly describes 
the self as social, and that a self-feeling can be determined by how we 
imagine that others perceive us in a more or less reflective and conscious 
process. Giddens saw identity as a “reflexive project” connecting personal 
and social change and used the concept self-identity to signify “the self as 
reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his biography” 
(Giddens, 1991, p. 53). As new episodes are thought through in a dialogue 
with internalized or imagined others we construct a narrative identity (Ezzy, 
1998). Conceptualizing identity as narrative highlights the importance of 
communication and language in the interaction with others.  

Czarniawska (2002) described that historically, self-narration could be seen 
as more of a report of life events as the memory of past interactions was 
shared, being grounded in our particular position within, and relationship to, 
our communities. As individuals move around, and the new environment 
does not share the memory or context, identity becomes de-centred and 
multiple, and the function of self-narration becomes aimed at producing 
coherence (or at least a ‘convincing explanation’ of actions and 
transformations). With individuation the self-narration then turned towards 
being plotted against the individual’s own life history or abstract images, 
rather than against that of the community. With a view of identity as 
produced, reproduced, and maintained in interaction and performed in 
conversation, in our times self-narration can be seen as a collage-like 
composition of life events, that is transformed according to the time and 
context, plotted against, or positioned in relation to, a plot negotiated in the 
conversation (Czarniawska, 2002). 

Identity construction 

Identity, as elaborated here, is not understood as a settled thing, rather as 
processual, as being or becoming (Jenkins, 2004). Identity is constructed 
through social interaction and repeated self-reflexion, reflexion on life 
episodes and patterns thereof (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001). The reflexive 
process, or identity work that individuals engage in more or less 
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continuously, is what is in focus in this thesis and is referred to as identity 
construction. 

Identity work can be defined as an ongoing construction of a coherent 
positive understanding of self (Alvesson et al., 2008). Ybema et al. described 
this iterative process as producing: 

 “a socially negotiated temporary outcome of the dynamic interplay 
between internal strivings and external prescriptions, between self-
presentation and labeling by others, between achievement and 
ascription and between regulation and resistance” (Ybema et al., 
2009, p. 301). 

The term identity work implies that the processes of identity construction 
are not without effort or difficulty. Svenningsson and Alvesson (2003) argue 
for the metaphor of identity as a struggle, involving contributions, 
constrains, and pressures, narrative self identity, discourses and roles.  

Our selves can be seen, on the one hand as operating on a surface level that 
we are aware of and on the other hand as in the background of our 
awareness, surfacing in periods of personal change where we come to 
question who we are (Athens, 1994). The extent to which identity work is 
conscious tends to rise in encounters with others when there is a degree of 
self-openness or self-doubt (Beech et al., 2008). Individuals can be seen as 
continually adjusting in a reflexive way to new conditions, consequently 
when encountering a new setting reflection is triggered and we can consider 
ourselves, our lives, and our way of understanding things from a different 
perspective (Wåhlin, 2006). Identity work, or identity construction, can be 
seen as more continuous or as specifically engaged or triggered when stable 
settings are discontinued, by uncertainty or questioning in crises, encounters 
with others or transitions (Alvesson et al., 2008). Experiencing 
discontinuities and transitions, for example when individuals change 
organizations frequently, leads to increased self-reflexion, raising questions 
of identity. This reflexive identity construction can be seen as the individual 
turning inwards (i.e. to deeply lying values etc.), outwards (relating to the 
new context and how it sees you) as well as being temporal; relating to both 
the past, the present and the hopes and fears for the future (Lindgren and 
Wåhlin, 2001).  

Conceptualizing identity as narrative highlights the temporality of the self as 
it weaves together remembered and anticipated events and the present as 
well as preexisting plots, the latter showing the influence of social 
relationships, structures and institutions in this process (Ezzy, 1998). 
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“Human beings both make narratives and engage with those which are 
discursively available to/imposed upon them” says Watson (2009, p. 427) 
and argues that we should be attentive to both internal and external aspects 
of identity. A coherent narrative encompassing more or less articulated life 
experiences is a way of clarifying how the individual relates to his/her 
context and how to make sense of it (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001). We 
construct self-making stories that we tell ourselves and based on memories, 
feelings and subjectivity, but also on our expectations of what others think 
we should be like (Bruner, 2002). 

Paying attention to language and how identity is formulated and the 
presentation of self in everyday life can offer insight to processes of identity 
construction, without going into whether or not there is an essence (Ybema 
et al., 2009). Individuals can compress part of their lives into moments of 
self-narration that are stored as ready-made narratives that we draw on to 
represent parts of our lives and adapt or reconstruct for different audiences 
(Kehily, 1995). Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) suggest that individuals draw 
on an evolving narrative repertoire in their identity work to make identity 
claims “consisting of established and provisional stories, story fragments, 
and institutional scripts”. Bruner claims that “we constantly construct and 
reconstruct ourselves to meet the needs of the situations we encounter” 
(Bruner, 2002, p. 64). The stories people construct about events and 
circumstances in their lives ‘knit together’ social identities, constructing 
identity as it tells others and themselves about who they are and want to 
become (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001). Belova (2010) suggests that 
identity can be seen as polyphonic, consisting of multiple, different but 
interrelated voices, representing past experiences, meaningful others social 
and cultural practices, discourses etc., that produce a meaningful narrative. 

Contrary to for example Bruner (2002, p. 85) who argues “that it is through 
narrative that we create and re-create selfhood, and that self is a product of 
our telling”, Strawson (2004) argues that individuals need not experience 
their lives as narrative or that this is necessary for a good or complete life. He 
differentiates between diachronic and episodic self-experience (although this 
might vary over time for an individual). The former implying continuity, 
seeing the self as there in the past and being there in the future, while the 
episodics do not; although acknowledging that as a human they have 
continuity they would see the I now as different from the I in the past. This 
brings to mind the previous description by Mead (1934) of the “I” as only 
experienced in memory. In addition, according to Strawson, some, but not 
all, may have a form finding tendency in the construal of one’s life and 
narrative individuals also have a specific such; a story-telling tendency to 
think of one’s life in the form of a narrative genre or connected account. 
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According to Strawson (2004) narrative individuals may also have a 
tendency to revise, unconsciously falsify and fictively reconstruct the view of 
their lives. Although there have been responses to Strawson (c.f. Battersby, 
2006, who for instance argues that Strawson does not clearly describe what 
the alternative entails) according to Sermijn et al. (2008) Strawson is not 
alone in thinking that the way individuals see and tell about themselves is 
not universal, and postmodern narratologists may have a different view of 
what makes a story. They suggest the metaphor of rhizome (based on 
Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) to show the multiplicity and multiple entryways 
in narrative identity construction, and that it needs not be constructed 
linearly. There is a multitude of stories that lead to different constructions of 
self depending on the entryway taken, the context and the listener, or co-
constructor of the story (Sermijn et al., 2008). This is something I address 
further in the chapter where I discuss the approach and method in this 
study.  

Svenningsson and Alvesson (2003) also suggest that while narratives may be 
seen as producing coherence or integration they can also contribute to 
fragmentations and conflicts. In a study of boundary crossing individuals, 
frequently undergoing transitions in their working lives, Lindgren and 
Wåhlin (2001) found two patterns in the narratives of identity construction. 
Individuals exhibiting an integrated identity construction emphasized the 
overall pattern as generating coherence and finding commonalities and 
synthesis between episodes. Those with more ambiguous patterns and 
connections between life episodes, multi-identity construction, tended to 
describe separate sequences of identity construction, with separate episodes 
with different social contexts and content. Lindgren et al. (2001) also found 
that those with a multi-identity construction tended to keep different parts of 
“their world” separate, for example through keeping working life and private 
life apart. Lindgren and Wåhlin (2001) also found different approaches of 
either emancipating oneself from cultural traditions or referring to them to 
explain their reasoning, for example traditions in various professions as 
important value bases or a deeper philosophy in different work contexts. 

Inherent dualities in identity 

One way of viewing the world and human identity is through dualities. There 
is some ambiguity in the concept identity as it contains inherent paradoxes, 
contradictory elements, or at least tensions. However, what is interesting 
about the concept identity, and makes it relevant, is that it encompasses 
these different aspects simultaneously; it is not either or. Janssens and 
Steyaert (1999) described the dual way of thinking in organization theory 
and put forward the concept of dualities to stress the complementarity of 
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contradicting elements. In the following section I will discuss some of the 
dualities of the self, or in the concept identity. As these aspects of identity are 
all interwoven, it is not possible to make a complete distinction between 
them, this is merely a way of attempting to disentangle and clarify the view 
of identity in this thesis. These dualities and how they interplay in an 
individual’s identity construction is important to consider. 

Janssens and Steyaert (1999) saw autonomous-relational as an important 
duality on a personal level, as identities can be seen from a perspective of 
relational embeddedness. The view of identity as constructed in social 
interaction brings up the question of power and of what autonomy the 
individual has in this process. This can also be framed as a question of 
individual agency versus structural influences. As Hall explains it, identity 
can: 

“refer to the meeting point, the point of suture, between on the one 
hand the discourses and practices which attempt to ‘interpellate’, 
speak to us or hail us into place as the social subjects of particular 
discourses, and on the other hand, the processes which produce 
subjectivities, which constructs us as subjects which can be 
‘spoken’”(Hall, 1996b, p. 5-6). 

Hall (1996b) claims that identity arises in the narrativization of the self 
within discourse and needs to be understood as continuously produced in 
the specific situation, time, institutionalized site and context we are in, 
within specific modalities of power. There are larger historical and cultural 
formations that influence how we understand ourselves. Communities that 
we belong to, that help define who we are, can simultaneously mean safety in 
an insecure world or imprisonment; as some people are not free to chose 
their identities and some identities are imposed upon them (Bauman, 2004). 
While we can talk about how we identify ourselves, we are also identified by 
and identify others; a question of who are included and who are excluded. 
While issues of power and the politics of identity is not in any way the main 
focus in this thesis it is important to acknowledge that the view of identity as 
constructed in social interaction implies that individual agency is not the sole 
feature in identity processes.  

Continuing with another duality, the concept identity can be used to signify 
both sameness and distinctiveness, and on more than one level; self-
sameness (coherence over time), sameness or distinctiveness to the group, 
and distinctiveness of the group to other groups (Kärreman and Alvesson, 
2001). While identity (including social identities, collective aspects of the self 
and identification with groups) can be seen to relate to the question of “who 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 39 

am I like?” the question of “how am I different?” may be just as important 
(Czarniawska, 2008). While Mead’s (1934) view of identity is rooted in social 
interaction, with the individual determining his or her self in the relationship 
with the group to which he or she belongs, each individual is still unique as 
the self is a reorganization into something new from the individuals’ 
particular social situation, position and perspective. Alvesson et al. (2008, p. 
19) suggest that “anti-identities, visions of the ‘other,’ or dis-identification” 
can be part of the resources or materials that identities are constructed from. 
It may be relevant to take into account how individuals talk about 
themselves from the position “who am I not”. Hall (1996b) even describes 
identities as constructed through difference, and alleges that it is only 
through exclusion, the relation to what it is not, that they can function as 
points of identification. Through the articulation of similarities and 
differences identity emerges (Ybema et al., 2009). Constructing our selves in 
the form of narratives is a balance between showing our individuality and 
distinctiveness and relating to others (Bruner, 2002).  

Another duality in the conception of identity is that it can be seen as both 
singular and multiple, or unified and fragmented. While most people would 
consider themselves a single self, a way of dealing with identity from a 
relational, contextual viewpoint is through acknowledging the existence of 
different selves. Bauman (2004) described an individual as having multiple 
identities that can be shifting, discarded or displayed. It has been argued that 
in contemporary societies identities have become more fragmented and 
multi-faceted (Giddens, 1991). Hall (1996b) also maintains that identity can 
be seen as increasingly fragmented and constantly in the process of 
transformation, multiply constructed.  

Longing for identity comes from a desire for security, yet while the infinite 
possibilities may be unsettling, a fixed inflexible identification is not 
desirable either (Bauman, 2004). Although individuals may talk of 
themselves in an essentializing way, in terms of a true self or character, this 
can be seen as a rhetorical means of claiming identity (Ybema et al., 2009). 
While I do not see the self as fixed, rather as a continuous construction it can 
involve a sense of coherence, in everyday thinking; “this is who I am, 
although I have changed, I am still more or less the same person”. Giddens 
(1991) saw identity as an individual’s continuity over time and space and 
ability to keep a coherent yet continuously revised narrative going. Identity 
can connect different experiences and reduce feelings of fragmentation 
(Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001). As described by Ezzy: 
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“a narrative identity provides a subjective sense of self-continuity as it 
symbolically integrates the events of lived experience in the plot of the 
story a person tells about his or her life” (Ezzy, 1998, p. 239).  

Mead (1934) described the multiplicity of identity as that we divide ourselves 
up in all sorts of different selves with reference to our different relationships 
to different people, answering to all sorts of different social reactions: 

“the various elementary selves which constitute, or are organized into, 
a complete self are the various aspects of the structure of that 
complete self answering to the various aspects of the structure of the 
social process as a whole; the structure of the complete self is thus a 
reflection of the complete social process” (Mead, 1934, p. 144). 

As connected to this duality of identity as both singular and multiple, or 
unified and fragmented, and with the view of identity as constructed in social 
interaction and simultaneously consisting of social identities, I will now 
move to more directly considering social identities. 

Identity as social and individual 

While a differentiation can be made, and frequently has been, between social 
identities and personal identities, and while theoretically one or the other 
may be emphasized, these can be seen as interrelated. This connection has 
been handled by highlighting the relational aspect of identity, its 
construction in interaction or through communication (Alvesson et al., 
2008). Jenkins (2004, p. 4) even claims that “all human identities are by 
definition social identities” as identification, of ourselves and others involves 
interaction.  

Social identity theory, and self categorization theory as a development 
thereof, describe how individuals position and categorize themselves and 
others and how intergroup comparisons and perceptions of group belonging 
make up part of the self-concept (Hogg and Terry, 2001). The self concept 
can, according to social identity theory, be seen as consisting of personal 
identity, involving individual’s distinctive characteristics, and social identity, 
made up of salient categorizations (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Turner (1982) 
saw a person’s social identity as the sum of the different social 
identifications, and as a sub-system of the self-concept. Social identity 
consists “of those aspects of an individual’s self-image that derive from the 
social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel and 
Turner, 1979, p. 40). Each individual can see themselves as belonging to a 
multitude of categories and groups: 
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“Each category membership is represented in the individual member’s 
mind as a social identity that both describes and prescribes one’s 
attributes as a member of that group, i.e. what one should think and 
feel and how one should behave” (Hogg and Terry, 2001, p. 3). 

Social categories can function as a means of reflexive identification, 
positioning oneself in relation to the social environment, as well as a means 
of ordering and making sense of it (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001). This 
function of, and motivation for, social identities as uncertainty reducing can 
be related to Giddens (1991) argument that individuals have a need for 
ontological security, of having a sense of order, continuity, and identity, and 
for bracketing off existential anxieties and infinite possibilities. 
Categorization of the self and others reduces uncertainty about how people 
will, or are expected to, act in a situation, but social identifications also fill an 
evaluative function and can be motivated by the need for self-enhancement 
or self-esteem (Hogg and Terry, 2001). 

“Social identification can refer to the process of locating oneself, or 
another person, within a system of social categorizations, or as a noun, 
to any social categorization used by a person to define him- or herself 
and others” (Turner, 1982, p. 17-18).  

Self-categorization depersonalizes self-conceptions as one assimilates the 
group prototype, representing the stereotypical and defining attributes of the 
group (Hogg and Terry, 2001). When group membership is salient we 
perceive or stereotype ourselves, and others, in terms of common or criterial 
attributes of the categories, and assign ourselves all characteristics 
associated with that group or category (Turner, 1982). Individuals 
internalize some form of social categorization so that it becomes a 
component of the self-concept in this process. It can be large scale social 
category memberships that individuals are socialized into, such as 
nationality, class, sex, race, and religion that are historical and cultural 
givens (Turner, 1982). To differentiate between categories and groups, 
Jenkins (2000) makes the distinction by seeing groups as recognized as such 
by their members. Tajfel and Turner (1979) extend this with an emotional 
involvement and consensus about the evaluation of the group and group 
membership. The “in-group” that you see yourself as belonging to is 
compared to relevant “out-groups”, and individuals strive for favorable 
comparisons, to see themselves as better in some respects, which leads to 
positive social identity (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). Ellemers et al. (1999) argue 
for a distinction between these aspects of social identification: the cognitive 
self-categorization, the emotional affective commitment to a group, and the 
evaluative aspect of group self-esteem.  
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At the same time as we identify and categorize ourselves and others, we are 
identified and categorized by others. Identification and social categorization 
specify what things are, and what they are not (Turner, 1982; Jenkins, 
2000). According to Gouldner’s (1957) view the group observes the 
individuals characteristics, relates that to a set of culturally prescribed 
categories and classifies the individual according to this, thereby assigning 
him/her social identities. While receiving less attention, a simultaneous 
process is occurring whereby individuals influence, shape and construct the 
social identity of the groups to which they belong (Postmes et al., 2005). 
Jenkins (2000) sees social identification as the process of the ongoing 
interplay of how we identify ourselves and how others identify us, as well as 
an emergent product of these processes. Bartel and Dutton (2001) redefines 
identity work as done both by the self, in terms of claiming a social identity, 
and by others in granting it, together constructing, presenting and sustaining 
it. Watson (2008) suggests that we need to recognize the internal, self-
reflective, as well as external aspects of identity work: 

“Identity work involves the mutually constitutive processes whereby 
people strive to shape a relatively coherent and distinctive notion of 
personal self-identity and struggle to come to terms with and, within 
limits, to influence the various social-identities which pertain to them 
in the various milieux in which they live their lives” (Watson, 2008, p. 
129). 

Watson (2008, p. 131) saw social identity as a more external part of the self-
concept, as: “cultural, discursive or institutional notions of who or what any 
individual might be”. While Watson (2008) saw social identities are socially 
available elements of discourses that in turn influence self-identity as an 
individual incorporates elements of social identities, I see them as a more 
internal part of an individual’s self concept, although there is an interaction 
between the two. Ellemers et al. (1999, p. 386) claim that “people tend to feel 
more committed to self-selected (or achieved) group memberships” than 
those assigned to them. 

This discussion of social identities as assigned by others leads to a distinction 
that needs to be made between social identities and roles. A social role can 
be seen as “a shared set of expectations directed toward people who are 
assigned a given social identity” (Gouldner, 1957, p. 283). Svenningsson and 
Alvesson (2003) made a clear distinction between identity and role, while 
acknowledging the interplay between them; roles are more focused on 
generalized expectations of behavior in the environment that can be 
embraced, negotiated or rejected. Goffman (1959) in his work on the 
presentation of self claims that we take on roles in our everyday lives and 
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performers can be sincere and believe in their own performance or be more 
cynical towards them. The roles we take on can become integrated in, or part 
of, our identity. Individuals, in social interaction, simultaneously construct 
their personal (or self-) identities and public identities, displaying who they 
are to others (Ybema et al., 2009). Goffman (1959) describes how individuals 
present themselves and strive to guide the impression others get of them. 
Goffman uses concepts from theater to illustrate this; the performer, the 
individual as a character, the stage and setting and the audience and it is in 
the interaction of these that the self is performed or negotiated.  

An individual’s social identity is not static and which identity is more 
meaningful varies between different situations. Through matching accessible 
social categories with the best fit to the social context salience mechanisms 
brings a social identity into active use, making it salient (Hogg and Terry, 
2000). Some identities may be more subjectively important to an individual 
over time, but salience is also determined by how situationally relevant an 
identity is (Ashforth and Johnson, 2001). Individuals in social interaction 
manipulate the social context, through symbols and talk, and try to influence 
which categories are accessible and fit so that a more favorable identity may 
become salient (Hogg and Terry, 2000). By altering the intergroup social 
context, i.e. what group one compares oneself with, a specific social identity 
becomes salient which influences attitudes and behavior (Hogg and Terry, 
2000).  

As each individual might belong to a large number of groups one’s social 
identity can be seen as “an amalgam” of multiple loosely coupled identities 
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989). When individuals have several simultaneous 
group memberships several questions of how the individual identifies with 
the different groups arise; are they subgroups or on the same level, do they 
overlap or depend on each other, are they in harmony or discordant and are 
they stable or does it vary which is stronger or more salient in different 
situations (Hernes, 1997). Ashforth and Johnson (2001), focusing on an 
organizational context, describe how identities can be nested; embedded in 
each other, from lower to higher order identities, with the higher order 
identities encompassing the lower, for example organizational identification 
being of higher order than identification with the workgroup. The nested 
identities vary across dimensions; lower order identities may be more 
exclusive, concrete and proximal then the higher order identities and thereby 
may be perceived as more important. There are also cross-cutting identities, 
attached to formal or informal social categories that can converge on 
different levels; an example can be identities based on demographic 
categories (Ashforth and Johnson, 2001). 
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Some identities can be conflicting and individuals may handle this by 
compartmentalizing identities, thereby separating or buffering them 
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Ellemers et al. (2002) argue that in a specific 
context group membership may be seen as identity enhancing or 
jeopardizing depending on how it compares to other relevant groups and 
that individuals may use different strategies, for example distancing oneself 
from, or affirming one’s membership to, a group when under threat, 
depending on how strong the commitment to the group is. While one social 
identity may be more central and salient to an individual in a given situation 
others may be overlapping or still have an influence. Gouldner (1957) term 
those being seen as most relevant by the group to take into account and 
visible in a specific situation manifest and those more or less hidden, 
irrelevant or even inappropriate, latent social identities. The latent social 
identities may not be considered as important or legitimate to take into 
account in a situation but may still have an influence. In a specific situation 
one identification may be dominating, or there may be two of equal strength 
simultaneously (Hernes, 1997). After this discussion of the dynamics of 
social identities I will bring some of the social identities and identifications 
that are addressed in this study more directly into focus as particularly 
interesting as they can be problematized and relevant for individuals with 
global careers.  

Identification with the organization and career 

Work related social identities, identifications with organizations, professions 
and workgroups, can be important to individuals’ sense of self, sometimes to 
a degree over the ascribed identities such as age, gender or ethnicity, and 
through a social identity perspective we can gain insights about 
organizational behaviour (Hogg and Terry, 2000). Though the level of 
identification may vary, organizational structures, such as departments or 
more informal or virtual structures, provide a framework for identification 
and belonging that individuals may represent themselves in terms of, even 
outside their work context (Kirpal, 2004). The complexity of organizations 
means that a given context may offer multiple potential identities (Ashforth 
and Johnson, 2001). As a large organization may be too abstract or general 
to identify with an individual often identifies with a more closely work 
related part of it, such as the workgroup they belong to (Alvesson, 2000). 
Bartel and Dutton (2001) assume the individuals will want to identify with 
their work setting and gain that sense of membership and feeling of 
belonging through their interactions with others. They argue that the ties 
people have to organizations are diverse, and organizational membership 
can be ambiguous with temporary or distant work forms. This may be the 
case for individuals with global careers, moving between different 
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employment contexts; between parts of an organization or different 
organizations. To resolve such an ambiguous organizational membership 
individuals will try to claim it verbally through declaring, questioning or 
revealing it or by equipping themselves with material or symbolic resources. 
Simultaneously others may or may not grant organizational membership 
through declaring, questioning or equipping the individual. This makes 
organizational identification a process achieved in interaction (Bartel and 
Dutton, 2001). Acknowledging that identities are constructed in a social 
context with embedded power relations, companies may intentionally try to 
reinforce social identities related to the organization in order to strengthen 
the loyalty of their employees (Alvesson, 2000). An individual identifying 
with two organizational entities can be referred to as dual organizational 
identification and it can be a complex combination, with the organization 
itself, the department or the subsidiary. The identifications can overlap to 
differing degrees and may be of the same strength, or the individual may 
identify more with one than with the other (Vora and Kostova, 2007). 
Organizations with different organizational structures (multinational, 
international, global or transnational) have different characteristics and 
degrees of similarity between units, as well as cultural distance between 
subsidiaries and institutional differences which can impact how individuals 
in these organizations experience the dual organizational identification 
(Vora and Kostova, 2007). 

In studies of expatriation, identification with the organization has often been 
discussed in terms of loyalty or commitment, or lack thereof. There has been 
some conceptual confusion between organizational identification and related 
constructs such as commitment, loyalty and internalization. A way of 
distinguishing between these is by seeing organizational socialization as 
affecting identification; this in turn facilitates internalization of values, 
culture etc. and commitment to the organization (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). 
Meyer et al. (2006) see both commitment and identification as linking the 
individual to a collective and having implications for behavior, however, 
while social identity connects the collective to a sense of self, the mindset for 
commitment links the individual more towards a course of action. 
Identification may, but does not have to, lead to commitment.  

In a frequently cited article, Black and Gregersen (1992) explored the 
allegiance of expatriates to the home organization and to the local operation. 
They argue that it can be detrimental if an expatriate takes his/her allegiance 
to far in either direction and that the most beneficial allegiance pattern, for 
both the individual and the organization, is what they call “dual citizens”, 
being highly committed to both organizations. The dual citizen can be locally 
effective while maintaining the home organization’s objectives but may 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 46 
 

struggle with conflicting demands, and in the perception of expatriates the 
approach is characterized by open-mindedness and orientation to action 
(Van Oudenhoven et al., 2001). The allegiance pattern of those that leave 
their “hearts at home”, highly committed to the home organization but not to 
the local, is connected to long tenure in the home organization. The longer 
the employee has been with them, the more his, or her, identity becomes 
entangled with the company. On the opposite side are those that “go native” 
that often spent a lot of time abroad and therefore identified less with the 
home organization and more with the local culture (Black and Gregersen, 
1992). What they call “free agents”, with a low commitment to both the home 
and host organization, either acted as hired guns, first and foremost 
committed to their own careers, or were disenchanted employees who felt 
their careers were going nowhere at home. The hired guns were committed 
to their own careers abroad and were not interested in repatriating; while 
having demonstrated that they were capable in an international setting they 
were more likely to leave the company (Black and Gregersen, 1992). The 
hired guns described by Black and Gregersen (1992) are reminiscent of the 
international itinerants in this study that work for several different 
organizations in their global careers. Van Oudenhoven et al. (2001) suggest 
that companies can benefit by matching the different allegiance patterns to 
the strategic reasons for assignments, the type of job and the region it is in. 
Black and Gregersen (1992) recommend that firms use strategies to foster 
dual citizenship expatriates, with high allegiance to both the home and host 
operations, as a first step in developing global managers that are capable of 
world citizenship.  

As identification with the organization may become more problematized for 
individuals with global careers, in particular for international itinerants who 
move between different organizations, it seems relevant to broaden the view 
from organizational identification to other work related identifications. 
Walsh and Gordon use the construct of individual work identity to refer to: 

“a work-based self-concept, constituted of a combination of 
organizational, occupational, and other identities, that shape the roles 
individuals adopt and the corresponding ways they behave when 
performing their work in the context of their jobs and/or careers” 
(Walsh and Gordon, 2008, p. 47).  

They argue that individuals create a work identity through interpreting what 
membership to each group means and offers, in terms of how it enhances the 
self-concept and the degree to which they identify with it. Work identities are 
dynamic and are developed in negotiation between individual resources, 
values and dispositions and the structural conditions of the work context 
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(Kirpal, 2004). Walsh and Gordon (2008) see the organizational and the 
occupational identification as primary sources for an individual’s work 
identity and an individual may identify strongly with both, with one of them 
or with neither. There is a potential conflict between organizational and 
professional commitment and it is feasible that someone that sees 
him/herself as a professional is less likely to have strong commitment to an 
employing organization (Alvesson, 2000). Depending on if norms, values 
and goals are compatible or not these identifications may reinforce or 
undermine each other (Meyer et al., 2006).  

Gouldner (1957) made a distinction between two latent social identities 
within organizations: “locals” (loyal to the organization and referring to 
reference groups within the organization) and “cosmopolitans” (less loyalty 
to the employing organization, more committed to specialized or 
professional skills and referring to reference groups outside the 
organization). However as mentioned, identifying with the career does not 
have to mean that you are not committed to the organization and its goals. 
For example, it can be suggested that an individual that identifies with the 
profession can develop a strong commitment to an organization that 
provides opportunities and reinforcement of the profession (Meyer et al., 
2006). It has been argued that individuals with a boundaryless career 
orientation are likely to identify with their occupation and what they do 
(Walsh and Gordon, 2008). Pratt et al. (2006) highlighted the connection for 
professionals between who you are and what you do and found that a 
mismatch between the two triggered identity construction. In their study of 
professional identity construction identity and work learning cycles were 
found to be interrelated. 

Career and work role transitions may entail changes in identity, yet the 
“process by which identity evolves remains underexplored” (Ibarra, 1999, p. 
765). In work role transitions, in particular more radical changes such as 
moves between companies or professions, individuals will use narrative 
identity work, drawing on an evolving narrative repertoire, to reconstruct 
their identities (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010). Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) 
suggest that individuals will try to make a coherent authentic narrative that 
is validated and considered credible in work transitions, as they involve 
disruptions and discontinuity, for example through using existing narrative 
resources in that culture. “A coherent self-narrative depicts a career as a 
series of unfolding events that make sense sequentially, in which the 
protagonist’s agency provides a key narrative thread or causal explanation 
for the story’s events” (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010 p. 141). In constructing 
work identity narratives, individuals draw on available discourses and 
prescriptions and can incorporate contrasting or conflicting positions, such 
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as what it means to be a manager, professional, engineer etc. in their context 
to meet conflicting demands (Clarke et al., 2009). Ibarra (1999) suggests 
that in career transitions individuals may identify potential identities by 
observing role models, experiment with provisional selves and evaluate these 
to construct their professional identities.  

The way people identify with work differs from country to country and where 
there are less stabilizing mechanisms (such as traditional labor markets, 
formalized sectors, and strong professional associations) individuals 
construct their own systems of identification, in terms of informal 
communities or on an individual level, based on professional attitude, 
personal interests and commitments (Kirpal, 2004). Formal or informal 
professional communities, for example based on skills, occupational groups 
or union memberships, can be important in an employee’s work related 
identities (Kirpal, 2004). For individuals with boundaryless careers, 
changing job, work and employer more often, finding a substitute for 
organizational identification may be a challenge (Mirvis and Hall, 1996). 
Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) examined the identity related outcomes of global 
careers with a focus on career identity. They found that their respondents 
developed a “global career identity” including aspects such as a high level of 
career capital with confidence and self-reliance, a trust in employability on a 
broader global job market, internal career motivations and staying in charge 
of one’s own career while seeking new challenges and retaining the 
international aspects in their careers. The results of Suutari and Mäkelä’s 
study (2007) also showed notable levels of commitment to the organizations 
among the managers with global careers and highlighted the importance of 
networks and a strong, clear sense of identity and place in working life.  

With increasing demands for flexibility and mobility, pre-defined 
occupational milieus or communities may become less available (Kirpal, 
2004). For individuals frequently moving between different organizations, 
networks beyond organizational boundaries can provide a social base and a 
source of continuity (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001). Career behavior and 
activities may be influenced by categories such as gender and ethnicity, 
education, industries and occupations the individuals identify with and 
various social groups and the family the individual belongs to (Parker et al., 
2004). People often build social networks, outside their employing 
organization, that make up a large part of their personal and professional 
lives (Lindgren et al., 2001). Dobrow and Higgins (2005) suggest that 
developmental networks of a number of diverse people that provide 
mentoring, professional and psychosocial support can be an important 
resource in the construction of one’s professional identity. Individuals’ 
friendship networks can overlap to a large extent with more task-oriented 
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networks in many organizational settings, industries or locations and 
individuals can chose to join networks outside one’s company or occupation 
(Ibarra et al., 2005). Informal networks of friends and business associates 
can be useful in collecting and passing on business information. 

Understanding of identity, what influences its development and the role of 
networks is important, in particular in boundaryless career environments 
where individuals’ identities play a large role in the career (Dobrow and 
Higgins, 2005). “Insights about how networks mold and signal identity are a 
critical foundation for future work on career dynamics and the workplace 
experiences of members of diverse groups” (Ibarra et al., 2005 p.359). The 
construction of our social identities is in interaction with those around us, 
and Ibarra et al. (2005) highlight processes of network-based identity and 
identity based networks. Individuals can gain social capital, information and 
resources from their networks and network ties can influence how 
individuals think and perceive things. An individual’s network is significant 
as it includes (or excludes) and socializes the individual and provides role 
expectations. Aspects of individuals’ identities, for example gender or 
ethnicity, in turn influences their network ties and the networks evolve as 
individuals change, or for example make career transitions (Ibarra et al., 
2005).  

Identification with the country and culture  

A global career, by its definition, entails meeting new countries and cultures. 
In the literature on international assignments the meeting with another 
county and culture has often been treated in terms of adjustment and culture 
shock (cf. Cox, 2004; Selmer, 2002; Black et al., 1991). Expatriates’ 
adjustment to the host culture has been studied fairly extensively; mainly 
from the company’s perspective with the intention of preventing failed 
expatriate assignments, premature returns and to increase expatriate 
effectiveness. Adjustment, adaptation and acculturation, and culture shock 
are often used more or less interchangeably and can be seen as a stressful 
experience that requires coping or as a developmental, learning experience. 
With the focus in this thesis on identity processes, which is seen as a deeper 
transformation than adjustment, the research on expatriate adjustment will 
not be reviewed further. The experiences of adjustment and culture shock 
are seen as potentially leading to adaptation; in turn triggering identity 
construction processes. Torbiörn (1976; 1982) for example discusses whether 
the experience of culture shock and adjustment abroad would suggest a shift 
in national identity and suggests that the culture shock may be the start of a 
deeper transition in the individuals identity, in some central aspects such as 
his/her belonging to, and “feeling at home” in, a country or culture.  
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Considering national identity more directly, Cooley (1902/1964) notes that it 
is only through our awareness of and relation to other nations that the 
“national self” can be felt. National identity is something that historically has 
united people from different ethnic groups, social classes and gender groups 
which is being “dislocated” by the change processes of globalization. 
Regional, community and local, as well as shared global identifications, seem 
to become more significant which shows the contradictory tendencies within 
globalization of eroding national identities while strengthening them and 
creating new hybrid identities (Hall, 1992). In cases of organizational 
globalization, national identity can be constructed as a resource for 
resistance, a way of showing distinctiveness and status (Ailon-Souday and 
Kunda, 2003). De Cieri et al. (2009) found that national identity, identifying 
with the home country, was positively related to the intention of expatriates 
to return to their home country. With globalization, the nationality may not 
be included as strongly in how an individual defines him or herself and some 
people are free to choose their identities based on other things (Bauman, 
2004). However, that may only be the case for a cosmopolitan cultural elite 
as globalization is unequal and most individuals do not live in global space 
(Bauman, 2004).  

With a focus on self-directed expatriates who found their positions abroad 
independently from an employer, Richardson and McKenna (2006) explored 
their relationships with the home and host countries. They build upon Black 
and Gregersen’s (1992) discussion of allegiance to home and host companies, 
to reflect weak and strong ties with the home and host countries, and to 
show that these relationships are more complex and dynamic. Dimensions, 
such as; contact with family and friends in the home country, home country 
visits, intention to return, official status in the host country, and feelings of 
outsiderness, influence how these relationships develop over time. 
Individuals’ relationships with their home and host countries change as the 
expatriate him/herself may change, as well as his/her relationships with 
people in the home country and interactions with host country nationals. 
Much of the movement was between the patterns of “hearts at home” and 
“dual citizens”, both maintaining a strong relationship with the home 
country. Although there were reports of feeling like an outsider and of 
difficulties in establishing relationships with host country nationals, with 
longer time spent abroad some expatriates report feeling like a foreigner in 
their home country. Those that thought it unlikely that they would return to 
their home country expected to move on to other countries rather than 
staying in the same host country (Richardson and McKenna, 2006). In 
acculturation studies, four adaptation strategies have been identified (Berry, 
1997) that also can be related and compared to Black and Gregersen’s (1992) 
results (Van Oudenhoven et al., 2001). According to Berry (1997) the 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 51 

adaptation depends on if it is considered valuable to maintain one’s cultural 
identity characteristics and/or to maintain relationships with the new 
society. Adaptation can refer to “changes that take place in individuals or 
groups in response to environmental demands” (Berry, 1997, p. 13). 
Simplified, these adaptation strategies can be described as follows: (1) 
assimilation, identifying exclusively with the host culture, (2) separation 
from the host culture and holding on to the home culture, and (3) 
marginalization which means identifying with neither culture which can be 
an individualistic type of adaptation. The final strategy is a high level of 
identification with both cultures, an adaptation strategy called integration 
(4), which is preferred by most immigrants (Berry, 1997; Van Oudenhoven et 
al., 2001). 

Peltonen (1998, p.888) suggests that an expatriate experience can be “seen 
as a site for questioning the taken-for-granted foundation of cultural 
identity”. Cultural identities has been defined by Hall (1992, p. 274) as “those 
aspects of our identities which arise from our ‘belonging’ to distinctive 
ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious and, above all, national cultures”. While 
many countries are culturally diverse, I follow Sussman (2000) in referring 
to the majority culture of a country in discussions of county and culture in 
this thesis, even though individuals from the same culture may vary in the 
intensity of identification and commitment (Kim, 1994). I see cultural 
identity as a broader concept than national identity, encompassing aspects of 
language, traditions, symbols, behaviors, and shared life practices, as well as 
linkage to a community. It can be seen as a given or ascribed identity as the 
self develops and individuals incorporate values, norms and communication 
patterns of their culture (Kim, 2001). In research there has been a bias 
towards seeing cultural identity as positive, uniform and exclusive, however 
individuals may identify with, and feel belonging to, several categories and 
the identification may change over time (Kim, 1994). Sussman (2002, p. 
392) simply defines a sojourners cultural identity as “the degree to which an 
individual identifies with the home country and the host country”. Sanchez 
et al. (2000) specifically focused on the dual identification expatriates 
experience between the home and host cultures and describe successful 
adjustment as a process; as undergoing an identity transformation and 
learning to live with a dual identification. Sanchez et al. (2000) consider the 
identification with the home culture as dominating in the early stages of 
adjustment, then shifting towards the host culture, and ideally ending up 
midway between the host and home cultures if successful, leading to low 
acculturative stress. Cox (2004) found that with longer time spent abroad 
individuals identified more with the host and less with the home culture and 
that those with an integrated adaptation strategy experienced less difficulties 
and depression when repatriating. 
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Sussman (2000) has developed an explanatory model for shifts in cultural 
identity throughout the entire cycle of a cultural transition, including the 
return to the home country which has been associated with a reverse culture 
shock. She saw cultural identity as an important part of the self that becomes 
salient with the transition into a new cultural environment. It is often 
assumed that knowledge of the host country is important, but Varner and 
Palmer (2005, p. 1) also argue that “conscious cultural self-knowledge is a 
crucial variable in adapting to other cultures”. As we tend to take our own 
cultural behaviours for granted and as the right way of doing things they 
argue that by being aware of his, or her, own cultural orientation, personality 
and preferences an expatriate can be more effective and avoid judging 
behaviour in the other culture negatively. We become aware of the 
importance of culture in an unfamiliar surrounding, which at least initially 
may strengthen the identification with the home culture. The discrepancy 
with the new cultural context leads to adaptation to some extent and a shift 
in cultural identity, depending on some variables such as the centrality of the 
identity, the task centrality and how culturally flexible the person is 
(Sussman, 2000). It is not only for the global careerists themselves that the 
social identities related to country and culture may become salient. Toh and 
Denisi (2007) suggest that perceived attributes and differences may make 
national identity more salient for the local colleagues of expatriates and 
make them categorize the expatriates as out-group members. This in turn 
can make the locals less likely to assist in the expatriates’ adjustment with 
social support and role information. After completing the sojourn abroad 
and returning to the home culture the transition in cultural identity becomes 
salient (Sussman, 2000). 
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SOCIOCULTURAL 
ADJUSTMENT 
PROCESS 

REPTRIATION 
COMMENCES 

CULTURAL  ADAPTATION
Self-concept disturbances 

TRANSITION 
COMMENCES  
Cultural identity salient 

TRANSITION ENDS 
Identity shift salient 

Figure 3 - Shifts in cultural identity throughout the cultural 
transition (Sussman, 2000, p. 362) 

Sussman (2000) identifies four different types of shift in cultural identity 
depending on how central the cultural identity is to the person and how 
culturally flexible he or she is, this will affect how positively or negatively the 
repatriation will be perceived. The shift is said to be (1) additive if the 
individual identifies more with the host culture, (2) subtractive if he or she 
identifies less with the home culture. The shift can also be (3) affirmative; 
which is when the home culture identity is affirmed or strengthened which 
signifies less shift in identity. The last type of shift is called (4) intercultural; 
where the individual holds multiple cultural identifications or rather define 
him/herself as a world citizen. The intercultural identity shift is less common 
and not only based on experiencing multiple cultural shifts but also the 
ability to interact appropriately in many countries. She has found some 
initial support for this model and the significant relationship between the 
strength in cultural identity and repatriation distress, yet it is unclear to 
which extent the cultural identity has transformed and how this can be 
measured (Sussman, 2002). Kim (1994) uses the concept of “intercultural 
identity” to refer to emotional identification with more than one culture or 
community as a counterpoint and extension of cultural identity. Kim (1994) 
sees intercultural transformation as a cyclical and continuous process of 
organizing and reorganizing oneself as an individual experiences stress in 
the meeting with the intercultural context that leads to a draw-back which 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 54 
 

triggers adaptation, thereby the individual grows over time as new mental 
constructs are created. The individual’s definition of self and others becomes 
broadened and “less restricted by rigid cultural and social categories” (Kim, 
1994, p. 14). Intercultural identity development does not mean discarding 
the original cultural identity. Individuals may adapt at different rates 
depending on a number of factors, such as communication competence, 
preparedness for change, personality, and identity flexibility and the 
receptivity of, and pressure to conform in, the host country. The stress-
adaptation-growth dynamic is proposed to become less fluctuating over time 
as the most intense or drastic adaptive changes in the initial meeting with 
the new culture (Kim, 2001).  

While the majority of the research previously discussed mainly focuses on 
the adaptation to and identification with a single host country, the 
individuals with global careers in this study go through multiple such 
transitions; encountering more than one new country and culture. Their 
experiences could be related to the idea of intercultural identity shift 
described by Sussman (2002). In the international assignment literature 
previous international experiences have mostly been considered as a factor 
in adjustment or repatriation. It has been proposed that previous 
experiences of international adjustment, in particular to a similar culture, 
would help an expatriate to form accurate expectations and therefore make 
the adjustment easier (Black et al., 1991). Although previous international 
experience is generally considered good, and as contributing to the 
expatriate’s cultural awareness, empirical findings are mixed and the 
knowledge about the effect it has on adjustment and well being is limited 
(Wang, 2002). Selmer (2002) found that previous experience did not help 
adjustment much and that the strongest positive effect was for newcomers 
who had previously adjusted to the same country. This could suggest that the 
sociocultural skills developed by expatriates may be difficult to transfer to 
different locations and that expatriates will have to start over for each new 
assignment (Selmer, 2002).  
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Research design and method 

As a researcher, there are underlying assumptions that influence everything 
from what I study to how the results are presented. In this chapter I will 
attempt to clarify my views, the foundations of the approach used in this 
study, the research process, and methodological choices made, starting in 
this section with the epistemological foundations for the study. 

In this study the idea of narratives are central. Although there is no clearly 
defined theoretical-methodological structure, rather a common interest in 
narratives and stories, the narrative approaches can be said to belong to the 
biographical methods (Kohonen, 2007). Narratives can be seen as a mode of 
knowing and of communication, as well as a research approach or method, 
as the object of analysis, or the analysis method. In this study, or rather in 
my view, I would say that narratives are all of the above.  

“Narrative research is, by and large, an empirical tradition that 
examines how experience is reflexively constructed into stories that 
may or may not be commensurate. It provides a methodological 
position through which to engage not with a presumed neutral ‘real’ 
world, but with the complex nuances of the ‘lived’ world” (Rhodes and 
Brown, 2005, p. 180). 

Narratives can be seen as what helps us give shape to the world and as a way 
of handling the unexpected and coming to terms with events that happened 
(Bruner, 2002). According to Weick (1995) language, the words we use, 
narration, and stories are important in how we make sense of reality. He also 
highlights that individuals enact, author, and create their environments 
when sensemaking, making reality “an ongoing accomplishment that takes 
form when people make retrospective sense of the situations in which they 
find themselves and their creations” (Weick, 1995, p. 15). While humans in a 
sense create the social world, it is externalized, institutionalized and 
objectified and thereby experienced by the individual as an objective reality, 
which is internalized, through socialization, in turn creating the individuals 
in a dialectical process (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). As individuals we are 
influenced, shaped by and live within structures, cultures, societies and 
discourses, which we in turn influence. 

How we make sense, construct, and are constructed by our social reality is 
closely entwined with identity. In the previous chapter on identity I have 
positioned myself and clarified my views on identity. This is important as 
there are various views, conceptualizations and theoretical perspectives on 
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identity. Alvesson (2010) provides seven different images of how the 
individual can be, and has been, conceptualized by researchers as an identity 
constructor in organization studies: as a self-doubter, struggler, surfer, 
storyteller, strategist, stencil and soldier. While I will not go into a definition 
of all of these images they are mainly based on two key dimensions; the 
degree of how coherent, integrated and robust versus how fluid, ambiguous 
and insecure the view of identity is and secondly the degree of individual 
agency in identity construction in relation to how the context, structure and 
discourses are imperative in the construction. My views on identity most 
closely coincide with the storyteller image described by Alvesson (2010, p. 
212) as: “the reflexive construction and re-production of a narrative of 
oneself is viewed as a potentially effective way of dealing with the openness 
and uncertainties of life”.  

The view of identity construction as narrative relates to a way of 
sensemaking, understanding, and thinking that can be referred to as 
narrative cognition (Polkinghorne, 1995; Bruner, 1986). Narrative cognition 
is focused on understanding human action by configuring diverse elements 
into a unified whole and explains the why of actions in particular episodes, 
maintaining the particular of each situation in its context. We draw upon our 
repertoire of stories to understand new action episodes through analogies; 
by seeing it as similar to a remembered episode (Polkinghorne, 1995). 
According to McAdams (1997, p. 30), “we seek to explain events in terms of 
human actors striving to do things over time”.  

In order to understand their own and others lives, in a way positioning 
themselves, individuals can put them into a narrative form which in 
interaction with others is reconstructed as it is accepted, rejected or 
improved upon (Czarniawska, 2004). People simultaneously construct self 
and the situation which makes sensemaking grounded in identity 
construction (Weick, 1995). According to McAdams (1997), we create 
ourselves in personal myths, or stories, that illuminate the values and 
meaning of our lives as we make sense and coherence of our experiences 
through narrative. When narrating, individuals may draw on, resist, or adapt 
cultural frames and existing plots (Pasupathi et al., 2007). Although not 
everyone may experience themselves or their lives in the form of a narrative 
(Strawson, 2004), or can have different narrative ability (Gabriel, 2000), 
with the view of narrative cognition as a way of understanding, I see 
narratives as a fruitful way of approaching this study and to reach new 
insights into the identity processes of individuals with global careers.  

Polkinghorne (1995) and Bruner (1986) describe that humans also can make 
sense of self, others and the world through paradigmatic, or logico-scientific, 



RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD 

 57 

cognition. The paradigmatic cognition defines things by categorizing them, 
allowing people to order experiences and recognizing them as familiar 
(Polkinghorne, 1995). I find that we as researchers tend to abstract and 
categorize things in order to understand them, to find commonalities to be 
able to generalize and to understand phenomena; relating to the 
paradigmatic cognition described. An example of this, that is important to 
this study, is social identity theory and self categorization theory that has 
been discussed previously. I find that the two complementary cognitive ways 
described by Polkinghorne and Bruner are relevant and valid ways of 
understanding and increasing knowledge.  

There are multiple ways that narratives can be used by researchers, and 
definitions of narratives will be discussed further later in this chapter 
although I will not attempt to give an exhaustive definition of a narrative or 
story. Some researchers make a distinction between narratives and stories. 
For example Czarniawska (2004) sees stories as emplotted narratives while 
Boje (2001) has the opposite opinion and sees stories as “ante-narrative” 
accounts and narratives as coherent and emplotted. Emplotment is 
described by Czarniawska (2004, p. 23) as “how things are connected; a 
structure that makes sense of the events”. As illustrated with the previous 
discussion of narrative as a way of knowing and making sense of the world 
and ourselves, my definition of narrative is more inclusive than Boje’s. As I 
still see plots as central to narratives I do not want to use Czarniawska’s 
distinction either, where an emplotted narrative is called a story. As noted by 
Kohonen (2007) the term story may have a connotation with imagination or 
fiction giving use of the term narrative more credibility or status, and 
researchers frequently use story and narrative more or less interchangeably, 
as they are used in this thesis.  

White (1980) saw story as a coherent form of representing real events that 
gives one, out of more than one, possible version of events, which is 
constructed from selected events (some are inevitably left out) that are 
deemed significant within the context, culture, and social system and it’s 
moral. As a researcher I do “not have direct access to another’s experience. 
We deal with ambiguous representations of it ― talk, text, interaction, and 
interpretation” (Riessman, 1993, p. 8). With an interpretative approach the 
participants themselves interpret their experiences, I place it in a social 
science framework and interpret their interpretations and my interpretations 
are in turn interpreted in terms of concepts and theories within the field 
(Bryman, 2002). With my interest being in individuals’ subjective 
experiences and the meaning that these experiences have for them, and in 
particular as I am trying to understand identity processes, I see narratives as 
crucial. According to Bruner (1986, p. 69) “it is conceivable that our 
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sensitivity to narrative provides the major link between our own sense of self 
and our sense of others in the social world around us”. Lindgren and Wåhlin 
(2001) even claim that the narrative nature of identity construction requires 
a narrative methodological approach. As Maynes et al. argue, personal 
narrative analysis gains “insights from the point of view of narrators who see 
themselves as persons in context, and whose stories reflect their lived 
experiences over time and in particular social and historical settings” 
(Maynes et al., 2008, p. 10). 

As a researcher I am also a narrator or storyteller; as Mishler (1995, p. 117) 
states: “It is clear that we do not find stories; we make stories”. As will be 
discussed more in detail later in this chapter, I do not consider my self as 
collecting data that is out there, rather I see myself as co-constructing it in 
interaction with the research participants. My choices and interpretations 
are present throughout the work and in my representation. As a researcher 
one is in a way constructing his or her own narrative and putting it 
against/together with other stories from the field (Czarniawska, 2004). The 
importance of the way in which we report our findings, or rather our way of 
representing and writing has been recognized, for example by Van Maanen 
(1988). Even when writing in what he calls the form of a realist tale where 
the researcher/author is not visible in the text and seems to give voice to 
those under study I, my voice and my interpretations are present throughout 
the text that is written for the audience that I want to communicate with.  

The research process 

The choice of what the subject of study was going to be was defined early on 
due to my previous interest in the topic. From the experience of being an 
accompanying child on my fathers expatriate assignment to the US my 
interest in other countries and cultures was awakened. I decided to focus my 
studies on international business, with the goal of working abroad sometime 
in the future. I have spent several semesters studying abroad and doing 
internships in both France and Germany and I even wrote my bachelor’s 
thesis on the topic of expatriation. My doctoral studies have in a way been an 
identity construction process for me, as I have developed from wanting to be 
an expatriate to entering the academic world. I personally found that my 
experiences of living abroad had a great impact on me, involving a 
sometimes hard adjustment but ultimately as very rewarding. The subject for 
my research therefore came quite naturally; I wanted to find out what kind 
of impact these kinds of experiences have, if any, on individuals who live 
abroad in different countries for long periods in their careers. With my 
experiences, my underlying view of the phenomenon is that working abroad 
can be a positive and developmental experience, however, while I am aware 



RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD 

 59 

that this view may influence me I am still open to other views, aware of 
problems and difficulties involved in the process and I can be critical of some 
developments in the field and international HRM practices in organizations. 
Being aware of this and keeping it in mind will assure that I am not too rigid 
and only see what I expect to find. 

My interest lies mainly in the subjective experiences that individuals have 
and as I noted that much of the research within the area was focused on 
optimizing the process from the organizations’ point of view I wanted to 
focus on the views and experiences of the individuals with these types of 
careers. Identity construction was found to be a lens through which 
individual development over multiple international assignments could be 
studied. With the view of identity as being constructed in interaction with 
our social context, the social identity aspects, what they identify with, came 
into focus. The theoretical framework has developed concurrently to the 
collection of the empirical material and they have influenced each other. 
Additional interviews and topics that have come up have led me to additional 
reading and my reading has led me to consider aspects in the interviews in 
new ways. The concept of careers has, for example, gained in importance as 
the interest in multiple international work experiences led me to see the 
individual’s career as a whole, and with the importance of the family brought 
up in the interviews I wanted to see how the family has been treated in the 
research on expatriation.  

The complexity of identity and the subjective individual experiences which 
are the focus of my research imply that qualitative interpretative approaches 
are needed to capture this process. I see in-depth interviews as a way of 
reaching subjective experiences of individuals. Czarniawska (2004) sees 
interviews as a method which allows not only for the collection of stories, but 
also to incite the stories and see how they are being made. As described by 
Watson: 

“When people offer us narratives of self, they are simultaneously 
talking ‘inwardly’ as well as ‘outwardly’. When one person (a 
researcher, say) talks to another (a research subject, say) they are 
making sense for themselves of who they are at the same time as they 
are making sense for the other who they are” (Watson, 2009, p. 432).  

With the individual seen as the site where identity is organized or 
constructed, interviews can be considered a source of information about, as 
well as a stimulus for, identity work, although the notion that interviews can 
reach this has been met with some skepticism (Alvesson et al., 2008). 
Narratives are in a way retrospective, as are the interviews, as we tell others 
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we also tell ourselves stories about what happened and emplot it to make 
sense of it from our current position. As retrospective, narratives of 
experiences may include some elements of fiction and nostalgia, idealizing 
and taking pride in and valuing memories which can contribute to a sense of 
self-worth and making sense of the present (Gabriel, 2000). As a researcher 
one needs to be aware that the entry to the story, and the narrative self 
construction, depends on the context and the interaction and that what is 
told may be one of a multitude of possible self constructions and not a 
complete true self (Sermijn et al., 2008). In this study, with my interest in 
the global careerist’s careers and working lives this is the entry to the story 
that was encouraged. Kohonen (2004) found that interviews with expatriates 
encouraged them to reflect on and analyze their experiences. In that sense 
the interviews themselves can contribute to the reflexivity of identity 
construction. As in Kohonen’s (2008) study of expatriates’ identity 
construction the focus is on identity as reflected in the participants’ self-
narratives as given during the interviews.  

From licentiate thesis to this 

The main purpose in the licentiate thesis was to increase the understanding 
of how multiple international assignments influence individuals’ identity 
construction. This purpose was divided into two broad aspects; the identity 
construction process as such, over multiple international assignments, and 
the more contextual aspect of social identities and what these individuals 
identify with. The thesis contained two essays, each with a different focus. In 
Essay 1 an analysis of the first four interviews with repeat expatriates was 
presented (a previous version was presented at EGOS 2007). In Essay 2 a 
different analysis was made of four interviews with international itinerants 
(a previous version was presented at Euram 2008; the paper is published in 
Management Revue, 2009). In the work with the material from the first 
interviews conducted, the methodology was tested and further developed. 
Different methods of analysis were attempted and through presenting 
material on conferences I received valuable feedback. As more empirical 
material was collected, and additional reading led to new insights, the 
methodological choices for the continued work with the interview material 
developed. In the continued work with the empirical material, after the 
licentiate thesis, various analysis methods, and ways of presenting the 
material, have been attempted and developed upon before reaching the 
process that gave the results presented in this thesis.  

Writing papers, I found that the article based format of the licentiate thesis 
limited the possibilities to include the empirical illustrations needed for my 
narrative approach. As the essays in the licentiate thesis focused on different 
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aspects of the purpose and considered the repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants separately, I wanted to more explicitly make a 
comparison and see if, and in that case how, they differ in their identity 
construction. The choice of continuing in the monograph format allows for a 
more comprehensive and in-depth analysis of a larger number of interviews. 
Instead of a fragmented analysis in separate articles the monograph format 
permits a more complete and inclusive treatment of the interview material. 
The way of writing also changes without the format and space limitations of 
articles. A more detailed presentation of the participants and the narratives, 
for example by including quotes, is justified to show the richness of the 
material and allow the reader insight in the analysis process. With my 
approach I find it important to highlight each individual’s narrative and stay 
close to the empirical material and the participants’ own words. 

Finding and accessing the participants 

Locating individuals for interviews was one of the challenges I faced in this 
study. I wanted to find individuals who have a lot of varying experiences and 
a willingness to tell their stories. It was decided to limit the participants to 
Swedes, as I am Swedish and easier can relate to and understand others with 
a similar cultural background, language and conceptions. Repeat expatriates 
could be reached through an organization but as international itinerants, by 
definition, move between organizations, as well as between countries, they 
were a bit more problematic to find. This could be a contributing reason as to 
why so relatively little research has been done on these individuals. 

To locate repeat expatriates, fulfilling the criteria of working within the same 
organization for the majority of their career, with multiple international 
assignments, it was decided to contact a single organization. The existing 
knowledge bank on international assignments at Umeå School of Business 
gave access to the human resource section responsible for handling 
international assignments within a large industrial company. Interviews had 
previously been made with repeat expatriates at the company, which showed 
that the company sends out individuals on multiple international 
assignments. The human resource contact at the company was able to give 
contact information to twelve individuals who had been on more than one 
international assignment. After she had received a positive response, that 
they would be interested in participating, an e-mail was sent to these 
individuals explaining the purpose of the study and asking for an interview. I 
was unable to reach two of them as they were currently in the process of 
moving. Ten of these individuals responded positively and interviews were 
arranged. These repeat expatriates contacted were all male and had returned 
to Sweden within the last year after their last assignments (five) or were 
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currently living abroad on an assignment (five). I started out with two 
previous unstructured interviews that had been made by Andreas Sjödin (a 
former PhD student at Umeå School of Business interested in sensemaking) 
covering three major areas: 1) the expatriation 2) the repatriation and 3) 
critical events. As the material was never used I could use these two 
interviews to get an initial understanding of what this type of career may 
entail and where additional questions were needed. These individuals (Adam 
and Brian) were interviewed again to more explicitly address the purpose of 
this study. At these first two interviews my supervisor, Nils Wåhlin, was 
present. Although I handled the questions mainly by myself it was a comfort 
to have him there as I was not very experienced and I could discuss the 
interviews with him afterwards.  

With four of the repeat expatriates, meetings were set up at the company, in 
an office or conference room. This was done with individuals who had 
returned and were currently working in Sweden and one currently abroad 
(Edward) who was visiting his home base office. One of the interviews was 
made at a participant’s home (Brian). Five of the interviews with the repeat 
expatriates were made over the phone, four with those currently abroad, and 
one with a participant (Fred) who could not find an appropriate time to meet 
because of his constant traveling. I did not experience that the participants 
were less relaxed, less open or detailed in their stories when conducting the 
interviews over the phone. 

Several ways were used to find and contact the international itinerants. 
Some of the international itinerants were found over the internet, on 
communities dedicated to Swedes working abroad, where I posted an 
announcement explaining that I was looking for Swedes working abroad to 
interview and describing my research. This announcement is included as an 
appendix (Appendix 1). Through these communities I was contacted by 
several individuals with an interest to participate. Two interviews (Alex and 
Frida) were conducted with individuals fulfilling the criteria set up for 
international itinerants of having worked in several countries for several 
different companies. These interviews were conducted over the phone as the 
participants were currently located abroad. 

In order to meet some international itinerants in person and conduct 
interviews, as well as to get a better insight into their everyday lives, two 
interview trips were arranged. The choice of location, Taiwan and Hong 
Kong, was based on contacts in Taiwan as it facilitated finding international 
itinerants. A friend of mine living in Taipei, a spouse of an expatriate, was 
able to put me in touch with a representative at the Swedish Trade Council. 
The representative of the Swedish Trade Council in Taipei was contacted and 
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agreed to pass on an e-mail from me to Swedes in the area, asking if they 
would be interested in participating and meeting me for an interview. I 
received a number of positive responses and appointments were set up for 
interviews. An interview trip to Taiwan was conducted in April 2008. Hong 
Kong, nearby, is an international city where quite a lot of Swedes are living 
and I was able to get in touch with the consulate there. The Consulate 
General of Sweden in Hong Kong also agreed to send out my e-mail to 
Swedes in that area and an additional interview trip was made to Hong Kong 
and Taiwan in August 2009. After being contacted by a number of Swedes in 
Hong Kong interested in participating, appointments were set up for 
interviews. In Taiwan and Hong Kong the interviews were conducted either 
at the participant’s company, in an office or conference room, or in a café or 
restaurant. Even in public areas the interviews felt quite undisturbed and 
open as we were speaking Swedish which presumably no one around us 
could understand. 

All the participants were informed that the interviews would take more than 
one hour and the appointments were made to assure that there would be no 
stress or disruptions. As we had reserved plenty of time the interviews did 
not feel stressed and I experienced the participants as very relaxed and open. 
I found it positive that the participants contacted me and showed their 
interest in participating; it shows that they are open to sharing their 
experiences. They were all positive towards being interviewed and expressed 
an interest in the subject; some explained that they felt that more research 
was needed within the area and that more people needed to understand the 
kind of life they lead. It has been found that expatriates experience a lack of 
interest in their experiences when returning (cf. Osland, 2000), a finding 
that was echoed in the interviews. It seemed that the participants wanted to 
share and were glad that someone took an interest in their experiences and 
as a researcher wanted to increase understanding about this type of career. It 
is difficult to speculate if individuals’ with a particular type of experiences or 
identity processes would want to participate in the study, however I did not 
experience any major differences in the types of stories between those that 
volunteered, and the repeat expatriates that were asked to participate and 
both groups brought up both positive and negative aspects of their 
experiences. The participants often asked questions and wanted to hear if 
others had had similar experiences. Although this type of conversation was 
interesting, my approach was, as will be described in more detail later, to 
listen to their stories and not give too much such input until the very end of 
our conversation to avoid influencing the participants by talking of other 
interviews or previous research.  
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In addition to the twenty interviews analyzed in this study; ten repeat 
expatriates and ten international itinerants, I also conducted a number of 
interviews with other Swedes working or living abroad. The chance to 
interview these individuals was greatly appreciated as they contributed with 
additional understanding and insights about the lives of Swedes abroad, 
although these interviews will not be analyzed in this study. These interviews 
included for example expatriates with single international assignments, 
repeat expatriates working for other companies, individuals with several 
positions in a single country and accompanying spouses. The interviews with 
repeat expatriates selected for this study are all working for the same 
company. This choice was made to limit any influence of differences between 
different companies’ polices or HR practices, for example in the process of 
sending out expatriates or in the contracts. When selecting international 
itinerants the main criterion was to find those with international work 
experiences in several different countries, for several companies. 

Conducting the interviews 

I began each interview by again explaining the purpose, and that the study 
was focused on careers involving multiple international assignments or work 
experiences and what influences these assignments may have upon the 
individual. The participants were all told that their names would not be 
disclosed, although a majority stated they would be comfortable sharing 
their names. In the continuation of this thesis the participants are given a 
fictional name to allow the reader to follow the individuals. The participants 
are presented under these fictional names in the following chapter. All the 
interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants, and all of 
them seemed perfectly comfortable with the recording. In addition, extensive 
notes were taken during the interviews, for my memory and to take down 
impressions or ideas that came up. 

All the interviews were started with the open question “Could you tell me 
about yourself and your career?” in order to encourage them to talk freely 
about their experiences. No definition of the concept of career was given to 
allow the participant to bring up what he/she felt was relevant. This led to 
longer and shorter narratives with some of the participants going in to great 
details of their lives while others (knowing my focus was on international 
assignments) largely stated the periods spent abroad. With some of the 
participants, who perhaps were less prone to tell stories, I needed to be more 
active and ask more questions to get them to expand on their experiences. 
Some chose to start their stories in early childhood while others started with 
their education and a few of the repeat expatriates started with when they 
started with the company. In some cases follow-up questions led participants 
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back further than where they had initially started their narratives. This way 
of approaching the interviews is similar to life story interviewing, suggested 
by Chaitin (2004) as a relevant method in the study of identity construction, 
although the focus in these interviews was placed on the participants careers. 
Life story interviewing also starts with an open-ended question: “Please tell 
me your life story, whatever you think is relevant” (Chaitin, 2004, p. 4) and 
can lead to narratives lasting between ten minutes and several hours. A life 
story includes both the life experiences and the meaning that these have had 
for the individual, and brings together the personal and social aspects of 
identity as each individual’s unique experiences are embedded in particular 
cultural and social contexts (Chaitin, 2004). While it was not the individuals’ 
entire life stories that was asked for here, the method allows for self-
narration in these individuals’ stories of their careers. Mishler (1995) 
describes using this approach referring to it as a “work-history narrative” 
(rather than life story) and, which is important to remember, he views them 
as retrospective; and that it needs to be understood as told from the current 
perspective and not as what might have been the meaning of an event at the 
time it happened. The participants notice, remember and choose to bring up 
certain aspects of their experiences that they tell about in the interview, as 
well as add interpretative elements (Riessman, 1993). The interviewed 
individuals may draw on a repertoire of ready-made narratives (Kehily, 
1995) and events and experiences that are viewed as an important part of the 
individual’s life story, and connected to one’s sense of self, may be brought 
up more frequently when asked to talk about themselves (Pasupathi et al., 
2007). 

After the initial open question the interview continued with follow up 
questions to encourage more detailed accounts. An interview guide had been 
developed for repeat expatriates and another for international itinerants in 
order to cover relevant themes, for example with some additional questions 
regarding the type of employment and moves between companies included 
for international itinerants. As suggested by Riessman (2008, p. 50) “by 
listening and questioning in particular ways, we critically shape the stories 
participants choose to tell”. The interview guides are included (Appendix 2 
and Appendix 3) to give the reader an idea of the questions asked. These 
guides were not followed meticulously; rather they were used as a memory 
guide to assure that areas of interest were brought up during the interview. 
To get the participants to elaborate on their experiences follow up questions 
were asked, such as: “what was that like?”. Earlier interviews and the 
transcription thereof brought additional questions to following interviews. 
The aim was to allow the participants themselves to expand on things, and 
bring up topics that seemed important to them. According to Polkinghorne it 
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is important to assure that a narrative researcher does not only produce that 
which he/she expected: 

“By assuming an opening listening stance and carefully attending to 
the unexpected and unusual participant responses, they can assist in 
assuring that the participant’s own voice is heard and the text is not 
primarily an interviewer’s own creation” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 482).  

It was important for me to create an open atmosphere, and to have enough 
time and privacy during the interviews to ensure that there were no direct 
obstacles to speaking freely. The interviews ranged between approximately 
50 minutes to two hours and 40 minutes in time. One of the interviews was 
conducted in English (Bill) as it was preferred by the participant. I do not 
find this to have affected the interview as I am used to and comfortable with 
English. Several of the other participants tended to turn to English when 
they could not find the words in Swedish.  

I see the interview as an interaction and co-construction between myself and 
the participant. Taking a reflexive stance, an interview can be conceptualized 
as “a local accomplishment within a specific scene, as perpetuating a 
storyline, as identity work, as cultural script application, as impression 
management, as political action, as construction work, and as a play of the 
powers of discourse” (Alvesson, 2003). I realize that what they were telling 
me in this context might be different with another audience. They may be 
responding to what they perceive as my purpose, how they think I perceive 
them and what they perceive the future audience of this research to be. As 
Alvesson (2003) suggests, in the interview some answers may be considered 
as more appropriate. As they in this case are interviewed as being a Swede 
with work experiences abroad the interview situation may be used to express 
or construct a favored identity or for their own purposes. Mishler (1986) 
suggests that interviewers and respondents jointly construct a shared 
understanding, that meaning is contextually grounded, and that the 
interview situation as such has an influence. The participants are telling me a 
story but in our interaction, in the interview situation itself, my 
interpretation begins. As a researcher, assuring them that their names would 
not be revealed, I could be seen as neutral, someone who they could reflect 
on their situation together with, without consequences as I have no 
connection with their organizations or lives otherwise. My own experiences 
as an accompanying child of an expatriate and as having lived in several 
countries during my studies allowed me to relate to the stories told and to 
have an understanding of some of their experiences. I could relate what they 
told to my own experiences, of going to school abroad and adjusting to a new 
culture. From these experiences, and from having spent time with and 
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listened to expatriates, I had some insights for example into the practical 
issues of moving, issues that expatriate families face in a new country, and in 
how it works with pre-visits and other terms in company policies. Having 
previous theoretical knowledge about the area, to compare and contrast with 
what was said, was also beneficial to reach a common understanding and ask 
follow up questions, but, as previously mentioned, it was important for me to 
allow them to speak freely and not expand on my own views or research 
findings. It appeared that for these individuals, who may have experiences of 
being the only foreigner, high level manager, or the one with a lot of 
international experience in Sweden, it was appreciated that someone was 
willing to listen to their stories and took an interest in what for them is an 
important topic. 

Processing and analysis of the interviews 

In this section the continued processing of the interview material will be 
described and how the analysis has moved from the individual global 
careerists to an aggregated individual level where the repeat expatriates’ and 
international itinerants’ narratives respectively are aggregated and analyzed 
and as a last step compared. In Figure 4 this process is illustrated. 
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Figure 4 - Processing and analysis of the interviews 
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The figure illustrates the steps taken in the processing and analysis of the 
interviews, with the boxes with dashed lines showing what was done while 
the boxes with unbroken lines also illustrate a result presented in this thesis. 

Constructing narratives from the interviews 

The term narrative is used in many different ways. A narrative can be 
understood as a spoken or written account of events and actions that are 
chronologically connected (Czarniawska, 2004). It can be used to mean a 
clearly bounded narrative told or written, with a beginning (once upon a 
time), middle (something happens that disrupts things) and an end (the 
issue was resolved and they lived happily ever after). A narrative can also be 
understood as an entire life story, or narratively organized compositions 
from interviews; constructed stories from data (Riessman, 2008). In this 
study the latter view is taken. As previously discussed, I see the entire 
interview as a co-construction of a narrative. I transcribed the interviews 
myself to allow me to keep in direct contact with the material, and to take 
additional notes during the transcription. During repeated listening, pauses, 
hesitations, and laughter etc. were noted to maintain the context of the 
interview and what they meant when saying things. (In quotes included in 
the thesis pauses and hesitations are indicated by three dots: … ) Bryman 
(2002) claims that recording and transcribing facilitates a thorough analysis, 
and returning to the material, and that it is more or less necessary for studies 
when the language and expressions of the respondents are of interest. 
Unfortunately, during five of the interviews with repeat expatriates and the 
first interview with an international itinerant there was a problem with the 
recording equipment. Due to a background noise these interviews could not 
be completely transcribed but these interviews were analyzed based on the 
extensive notes and partial transcriptions. The quality of the material was 
deemed sufficient for analysis.  

Different ways of re-presenting the interview material can lead to new 
insights and conclusions as illustrated by Poindexter (2002). The first step 
taken in the analysis was to write out each interview into a coherent story; 
constructing a researcher’s own narrative out of them (Czarniawska, 2004). 
Faced with the problem that participants often do not tell their life stories as 
a temporal ordering of events, Mishler (1995) explains that a method that 
researchers can use is to reconstruct the “telling” into a temporal ordering of 
the “told”, which then becomes the narrative for further analysis. This is the 
approach taken here, and constructing narratives from the interview 
recordings, transcripts, and notes is the first step in the analysis, as 
illustrated in figure 4. Based on the recordings, transcriptions and notes 
taken during the interviews or while transcribing or listening to the 
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interviews, the interview material was put into a more chronological 
sequence and important elements throughout each of the interviews were 
identified. The process through which events are integrated with a plot, or 
thematic thread that displays the contextual meaning of events, is referred to 
by Polkinghorne (1995) as narrative configuration. Using emplotment and 
narrative configuration as an analytic tool, I moved from elements to stories, 
organizing or synthesizing the data into a coherent whole. This was done as I 
see narratives as a way in which we make sense of reality and create 
knowledge. According to Polkinghorne (1995) this approach, which he refers 
to as narrative analysis, is related to the narrative cognition mentioned 
earlier. By putting the longer interview transcripts and notes into a narrative 
form a better understanding of each interview could be reached. In the 
interviews our conversations moved back and forth between different topics 
and the transcriptions were quite extensive. The stories condensed the 
interview material into coherent chronological accounts. As I constructed 
narratives from each interview, I was able to capture the significance they 
placed on their experiences. At this stage the translation from Swedish to 
English was made as well. By translating with the entire stories in mind and 
not losing the context, I could convey the meaning of passages rather than 
translating short excerpts of interviews word by word. However, throughout 
the entire analysis process I regularly returned to the original Swedish 
transcript in order to avoid any misinterpretations, and I also returned to the 
Swedish transcript when translating any quotes from the interviews.  

Polkinghorne (1995) gives a guideline (developed from Dollard’s 1935 
criteria) for researchers of dimensions that need to be considered and 
included to develop a narrative: descriptions of the context; the bodily 
dimensions; the importance of significant others; the choices, actions, 
meanings and motivations of the central character; the historical continuity 
of the characters; and that the story requires a bounded temporal sequence 
with a beginning, middle and end. This was taken into consideration when 
constructing the narratives from the interviews. I tried to be sensitive and 
emphatic to the participants’ views and while I paraphrased and summarized 
I tried to remain close to the participants’ own words. In particular, attention 
was paid to sections of the interviews when the participants talked about the 
meaning their experiences had had for them, their motivations and the 
importance of people around them. The stories were written as told about 
the participants, not told in the voice of the participants, to highlight my part 
in the construction of the stories. Some direct quotes were included to bring 
the participants own voices to life in the stories. The quotes were selected as 
they illustrated a particular point that I found that the participant wanted to 
bring across or as they were seen as characterizing their narratives.  
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Structuring the narratives 

I wanted to focus on the entire narratives of individuals and the identity 
construction processes over the course of their careers. An approach in 
narrative methods is through an interest in narrative structure and there are 
various types of structural analyses of narratives within different fields. 
Structural analyses of narratives are most often focused on how a story is 
told, rather than what is told, often down to the level of clauses (Riessman, 
2008). Socio-linguists Labov and Waletzky (1967), who are often cited as a 
point of departure in structural analysis, focused on oral narratives of 
personal experience and had a more narrow definition of what constituted a 
narrative than I do. In their analysis they examined the functions of clauses. 
However, in this analysis the content is in focus and the structure of 
narratives is used more as an analytical tool. Even though my focus is 
primarily on what is told and my views and aims are different, I find Labov 
and Waletzky’s (1967) outline of the overall structure of simple narratives in 
the following functional elements a useful starting point: 

1. Orientation ― a section introducing the listener to the person, place, 
time, behavioral situation  

2. Complication/complicating action ― a series of events that 
regularly end in a result (This is the event sequence often referred to 
as the plot. A more complex narrative may consist of several cycles) 

3. Evaluation ― delineates the complication from the result and 
indicates the relative importance of these events 

4. Resolution ― may follow or coincide with the evaluation.  

In addition narratives may also include a final section:  
5. Coda ― with the function of returning to the present. 

The plot, how the events are connected, is central in narratives. As Bruner 
(2002) explains it; a narrative has its narrator and characters, there is an 
ordinary state of the world, then something happens and the story is then 
concerned with dealing with this breach and its consequences and then there 
is an outcome, with the final feature, the coda, evaluating what it might 
mean. Within literary theory Todorov (Todorov and Weinstein, 1969, p. 75) 
focused on the plot itself and described a minimal complete plot as “the shift 
from one equilibrium to another”. Equilibrium is here treated as a state 
which is relatively stable, but not static, and not necessarily harmonic. The 
narratives of the global careerists show several such cycles of moving from 
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equilibrium to equilibrium; what Labov and Waletsky (1967) referred to as 
complicating actions. In combining the functional elements described by 
Labov and Waletsky (1967), with a structural narrative analysis method 
described by Czarniawska (2004) that incorporates Todorov’s interest in plot 
structure, the principles for the structuring of the narratives in this thesis 
can be illustrated as in the following table:  

Table 1 - Principles for structuring the narratives 
 

Orientation 
introducing the individual and 
background ― Equilibrium 1 

 

Complicating action 

encompassing complications; what 
happened (for example to make 
them go abroad) and what actions 
were taken 

 

Result 
what new state was reached ― 
Equilibrium 2 

 

Complicating action - Result  
May be repeated for a number of cycles 

 

Evaluation and Resolution  
(and if applicable) Coda 

 

the individual’s evaluation of the 
events, result and current situation 

 

The constructed narratives from the interviews were analyzed on the basis of 
this framework. This approach was inspired by the construction of life 
stories done by Siljanen (2007) in her analysis of expatriates, to enable the 
search for similarities, differences, and special features among the stories. 
Each individual narrative was condensed and put into this developed 
structure as illustrated in figure 4. By introducing the narrative structure in 
each story the functional elements of narratives could illustrate the functions 
of segments of the stories. What could be considered complicating actions 
leading to or meaning a transition, new results or states of equilibrium that 
were reached, and how the participants evaluated their careers and what 
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they learnt from their experiences were identified. The structured narratives 
of the repeat expatriates and international itinerants, respectively, are 
presented in the chapters following the presentation of the participants. 

The different elements in the structured narratives, for the repeat expatriates 
and international itinerants separately, were then mapped out and compared 
to each other, with the emphasis on the plot and identity processes. Two 
aggregate narratives, of repeat expatriates and international itinerant 
respectively, were constructed to illustrate common patterns in their careers 
and identity construction. This is illustrated in figure 4 as the first analysis 
on the aggregated level for the types of global careerists. The presented 
aggregate narratives bring together the plots from the different structured 
narratives and constitute a common narrative of repeat expatriates and of 
international itinerants. While each individual’s identity construction 
process is unique, common patterns could be identified for these global 
careerists; however some individual differences that stand out or exemplify a 
pattern are included in the presentation of these aggregate narratives.  

Further analysis and comparison 

In the two chapters following the repeat expatriates’ and international 
itinerants’ narratives an empirically grounded analysis of the repeat 
expatriates’ and the international itinerants’ narratives respectively is 
presented. Starting with the constructed narratives from the interview 
material recurring themes common to the different narratives were 
identified, focusing on what the interviewed individuals identify with in their 
identity construction.  

“Theorizing across a number of cases by identifying common thematic 
elements across research participants, the events they report, and the 
actions they take is an established tradition with a long history in 
qualitative inquiry” (Riessman, 2008, p. 74).  

Referring back to the paradigmatic cognition as described earlier, where 
individuals categorize things in order to understand them, Polkinghorne 
(1995) describes an approach in narrative inquiry that he refers to as 
analysis of narratives, where data consists of stories and the analysis 
produces categories, common elements or themes across stories and the 
relationship between them. The focus is on the content of what is told rather 
than the form of the narrative. The process of identifying recurring themes 
common to the different narratives was influenced by the purposes of the 
study, the developing theory, the interview guides, and the interviews 
themselves. That theory is allowed to guide the analysis is characteristic of 
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thematic narrative analysis, and simultaneously, the researcher searches for 
novel insights from the empirical material and attends to the sequence and 
attempts to keep the “story” intact (Riessman, 2008). While my previous and 
developing theoretical knowledge guided the analysis process it was 
important for me to remain open and take note of other things that had been 
brought up by the participants and to keep the context of the narratives in 
mind so as to be able to follow developments and the identity processes over 
time. Attention was paid to how each of the participants describe themselves 
and their careers and what they refer or relate to when describing 
themselves, in particular the identification with the organization and career, 
country and culture and other relevant groups and networks in their context.  

Pasupathi et al. (2007) propose that within a narrative a given experience 
may be connected to an individual’s sense of self through different types of 
self-event connections, either maintaining stability; events explaining or 
illustrating the self or dismissing what one is not, or expressing how 
experiences had changed them; how events cause or reveal a change in self-
perception. But Pasupathi et al. (2007) also argue that even when no such 
connections are made explicitly between events and the self, stories are likely 
to be understood and interpreted in ways that construct identity. An 
argument that is also made by Kraus: 

“Identity construction is not only at stake when somebody is explicitly 
talking about him- or herself, but also when seemingly referring to 
other subjects, since even then positions have to be taken and stories 
be constructed” (Kraus, 2006, p. 103-111).  

The themes in the individual narratives were mapped out and compared as 
illustrated in figure 4 to make the aggregated analysis for the types of global 
careerists. Social identity construction processes and identifications common 
to the repeat expatriates’ and international itinerants’ narratives respectively 
were identified, for example through examining if such self-event 
connections were made and how social identities were brought up 
throughout the stories. By reflecting on and returning to the theoretical 
framework in the processing of the narratives the analysis moved from the 
specifics of the individuals to commonalities within the two types of global 
careerists. Some quotes from individuals are included to illustrate points 
that were brought up, although these are different quotes than those 
included in the individuals’ structured narratives. In the analysis chapters 
the career orientations of the global careerists are considered, then their 
identification with the organization and career, and after that the 
identification with the country and culture is in focus. It is mainly these 
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areas of the theoretical framework that is drawn on for the analysis and in 
this stage in the analysis I remain close to the content of the narratives.  

From the aggregate analysis of the two types of global careerists, I move to 
the final part of the processing and analysis of the interviews illustrated in 
figure 4, where the repeat expatriates and international itinerants are 
compared. In the first part of the chapter called synthesis and comparison of 
the analyses, a cross-case analysis and synthesis of is made of the two 
chapters; analysis of repeat expatriates and analysis of international 
itinerants. This step follows the previous analyses in considering the career 
orientation of the global careerists before specifically discussing the repeat 
expatriates’ and international itinerants’ identification with the organization 
and career and with the country and culture. Focus is on a more explicit 
comparison between the two types of global careerists. In the final section of 
the chapter a different synthesis of the analyses is made where the global 
careerists’ identity construction in their working lives over the course of their 
global careers is more directly addressed. This analysis and section of the 
chapter follows the identity construction over time; in the initial transitions, 
with additional international work experiences, what they identify with and 
how they experience transitions and how they reconstruct their identities in 
the latter part of their narratives. In this part of the analysis the identity 
construction perspective, and the theoretical framework developed on 
identity and social identity processes is more directly applied. The sequence 
in the narratives and the identity processes over time stays in focus as well as 
patterns in the identity construction. The final chapter of this thesis presents 
concluding reflections on the results of this study, the conclusions drawn and 
the contributions made. Responding to the purposes of this thesis, I reflect 
on the global careerists’ identifications in their working lives and patterns in 
their identity construction, in terms of the dualities of identity. 

Trustworthiness in narrative research and this study 

As narrative inquiry and narrative analysis includes a variety of methods 
fixed truth criteria may not be appropriate, yet a researcher must argue for 
the trustworthiness of his/her research (Riessman, 2008, p. 184). According 
to Riessman (2008) two levels of validity are relevant in narrative projects; 
“the story told by a research participant and the validity of the analysis, or 
the story told by the researcher”. The first mentioned, verifying the truth or 
facts of the stories told by the participants, is less relevant than verifying my 
interpretations as it is the meaning the individuals themselves make of their 
experiences that are of interest in this study. It is the participants’ 
sensemaking, how they interpret their past in their stories that is then 
interpreted by me (Riessman, 2008). With this view, it is important to me to 
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be empathic and try to understand how the participants reflect on their 
experiences and take as a starting point their views and opinions. As a 
researcher I have to be empathic and see human action as having meaning 
for us (Bryman, 2002). In constructing the stories based on the interview 
material, I stayed close to the participants’ own words and what I perceived 
that they wanted to portray. However, I also need to be aware that what is 
told in the interview is not a perfect reflection of the participants’ 
experienced meaning. Language limits what can be expressed, people may be 
resistant to reveal everything about their self and try to project a positive 
image, and all of the meaning of experiences may not be available in 
awareness (Polkinghorne, 2007). Polkinghorne (2007) also argues that what 
is created in the interviews is created in interaction and that the interview 
itself can bring more of the experienced meaning into awareness. As 
mentioned, I find it important to acknowledge that what is told in the 
interview situation may be different from what would be told to another 
audience and the entry to the story may influence the narrative self 
construction. 

I agree with Kohonen’s (2007) discussion in her study of identity 
construction on some of the challenges and limitations of narrative 
approaches. The selection of the participants (mainly) being based on 
individuals volunteering to participate may have had an impact on the type 
of individuals included in the study, and their willingness and skill in 
narrating. As mentioned I did not find that the types of stories told differed 
between those that were asked to participate and those that volunteered. 
Those that saw the call for participants or received an  
e-mail and did not volunteer may be less inclined to talk about themselves, 
less interested in the research, or simply too busy. I found that the 
participants were very open about their experiences, but as the interviews 
covered their entire careers there was a limit to, and choice in, what they 
told. This may also be influenced by values and cultural norms about what is 
considered appropriate ways of self-representation, and identity 
transformations may remain to some extent unnoticed by the participants 
themselves (Kohonen, 2007).  

Riessman (2008) claims that an aspect of trustworthiness is the coherence of 
participants’ narratives and the researcher’s interpretations; are there 
inconsistencies or gaps or are stories, are episodes and arguments linked and 
the analysis persuasive and believable to readers? Polkinghorne (1995) also 
argues that narrative analysis can be evaluated on how well it manages to 
provide a meaningful explanation of the researched events, and if it makes it 
plausible and understandable. Validation can be approached in terms of 
persuasiveness and plausibility; “Is the interpretation reasonable and 
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convincing?” (Riessman, 1993, p. 65). I have tried to allow the reader to 
evaluate my interpretations by presenting the structured narrative for each 
individual, staying close to the participants’ own words, as well as my 
interpretations in the analysis. 

Although it may be desirable, returning our interpretations to the 
participants may be complicated as we as researchers are guided by theory 
which may not be well-suited to participants’ views, issues that were salient 
during the time of the interview may not be anymore, memories change, and 
or they may not even agree with our conclusions (Riessman, 2008). The 
choice was made that retuning the analyzed stories to the participants would 
not be fruitful, as in some cases years had past since the interview. That the 
participants agree with my theoretically influenced interpretations is not a 
requisite or even sought after as it is the aims of the study that guide the 
analysis. Although this can be considered a weakness of this study, I take the 
responsibility for what is presented in this thesis as my interpretations of the 
participants’ stories as told to me in the interview.  

Even though summarizing and paraphrasing is necessary in presenting 
narratives, I want to “maintain enough of the personal narrative to make the 
narrator’s world and logic accessible” while showing my interpretation and 
part in the constructed text (Maynes et al., 2008, p. 145). To make it possible 
for others to determine the trustworthiness, I have tried to be transparent 
and open about my research process and to follow Riessman’s (1993) 
recommendations by; describing how my interpretations were produced, 
illustrating what was done, specifying successive transformations of the 
interview material, and in having the material available for other 
researchers. The idea is that “readers should be able to follow the presented 
evidence and argument enough to make their own judgment as to the 
relative validity of the claim” about the meaning and sense people make 
about events, themselves and others (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 476).  
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A presentation of the participants 

To allow the reader to follow each individual throughout the thesis the 
participants are here introduced shortly, under the fictional names that I 
have assigned to them. For each individual the time in different countries 
and family situation is specified. To begin with the repeat expatriates are 
introduced, with the time with the company mentioned and the international 
assignments illustrated in a table. Secondly, the international itinerants are 
introduced and for them the moves between different companies are also 
outlined. While it is important to give an overview and present the 
participants these descriptions are not very detailed to maintain the privacy 
of the participants. In the analysis of the empirical material care is taken to 
present and represent the participants in a good way so as to reach in-depth 
understanding of the identity processes, while not going into an analysis of 
the individuals themselves.  

Repeat expatriates 

The repeat expatriates all currently work for an engineering company with 
activities in more than 100 countries all over the world, and have been 
working for this company for the majority of their careers. Apart from their 
longer expatriate assignments they have also spent longer and shorter 
periods traveling in their jobs. Their work has included innumerable short 
business trips as well as longer contracts lasting several months. As 
previously mentioned half of them are still currently working abroad while 
half have returned to Sweden within a year from the interview. The repeat 
expatriates are all male, over 40 years old and they are all married with 
children. 

Adam has been with the company since the mid 70’s and is in his fifties. He 
is married with two daughters. He has been on five expatriate assignments, 
but has worked internationally with a lot of business travels for the main 
part of his career. 

Brian has been with the company since the mid 80’s, apart from a short 
period on a UN mission abroad. He is in his forties and has been on two 
longer international assignments. His wife is with the same company and 
has worked internationally as well. They have two daughters.  

Casper has been with the company since the mid 70’s and is in his fifties. He 
has worked a lot internationally throughout his career and has recently 
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returned. He also left the company for a job in Stockholm for a period. He is 
married with three children. 

David has worked the main part of his career abroad, a total of four longer 
assignments abroad. He has been with the company since the 80’s and is 
now in his forties and married to an Indonesian and they have two children.  

Edward has worked with the company since the early 90’s. He has been on 
three longer assignments abroad since 1999, and has still not repatriated to 
Sweden from India. He is of Indian-Swedish decent and is in his forties and 
married with two daughters.  

Fred has worked with the company since the early 80’s and is in his forties. 
He has been working the majority of his career abroad, a total of more than 
17 years. He is married and has a son and a daughter. They have US 
citizenships. 

George has worked with the company since 1969. He is in his sixties and was 
planning to retire last year but decided to accept another assignment. He is 
married with three children. Canada is the family’s second home. 

Harry is in his forties and has been with the company for over 23 years, 
although he tried other things before that, for example being an electrician 
and a photographer. He met his first wife in England; they adopted a son in 
Indonesia and later divorced in Australia. He has remarried and his new 
family consists of a Finnish wife and her children from before. 

Isaac has been in different positions with the company for his entire career, 
since 1972. He is currently abroad and has been on four different 
assignments before this one. He is in his fifties, married and has a daughter.  

John started with the company in 1984, before that he had worked 10 years 
for another company. He is in his fifties, married with two daughters and his 
mother is of German decent. After a business unit was cancelled he worked 
for eight months in a German chemistry organization as he was employed 
locally and was not repatriated. 
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Table 2 - The repeat expatriates1 
 

Adam 
Sweden (8 years) - USA (1,5 years) - USA (1 year) - Sweden 
(9 years) - Malaysia (1,5 years) - Thailand (2 years) - 
Sweden (2 years) - USA (2,5 years) - Sweden  

 

Brian 
Sweden (7 years) - / UN mission, Lebanon (6 months) / - 
Germany (2 years) - Sweden (8 years) - Thailand (2 years) 
- Sweden 

 

Casper 
Sweden (1 year) - Colombia (1 year) - Sweden (7 years) -
/Sweden (5 years) / - Sweden (15 years) - Japan (2 years) - 
Sweden 

 

David 
Sweden (4 years) - USA (1 year) - Sweden (4 years) - USA 
(2 years) - Sweden (4 years) - Indonesia (7 years) - Sweden 
(2 years) - Mozambique (3 years) - Sweden 

 

Edward 
 Sweden (2 years) - USA (10 months) - Sweden (4 years) - 
Malaysia (2 years) - China (3,5 years) - India (ongoing) 

 

Fred 

Sweden (1,5 years) - Japan (6 months) - Sweden (3 years) - 
Kuwait (1 year) - Saudi Arabia (3 years) -/ China (2 years) 
- England (1 year) / - USA (10 years) - Sweden (4 years) - 
United Arab Emirates (1 year) - Sweden 

 

                                                             

 
1 Shorter assignments are not included, time away from the company is demarked with //, no difference is 
made between local employment within the company or expatriation contracts, separate assignments, 
positions or contracts on the same location are not demarked, however moves within the same country are 
marked out. 
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George 
Sweden (2 years) - Canada (13 years) - Sweden (3 years) - 
Canada (2 years) - Turkey (3 years) - Canada (3 years) - 
Thailand (3 years) - China (8 years) - Italy (ongoing) 

 

Harry 

/Sweden (3 years, 6 months US) / Sweden (5 years) - 
England (1,5 years) - Sweden (3 months) - Saudi Arabia (2 
years) - Indonesia ( 3 years) - Australia (3 years) - Sweden 
(5 years) - United Arab Emirates (ongoing) 

 

Isaac 

Sweden (3 years) - Sweden (4 years) - USA (2 years) -
Sweden (10 years) - Malaysia (1 year) - South Africa (1 
year) - Saudi Arabia (6 months) - the Netherlands 
(ongoing) 

 

John 
/Sweden (10 years) / - Sweden (6 years) - Germany (3 
years /8 months/) - Sweden (5 years) - Germany (5 years) 
- Sweden (4 years) - Singapore (ongoing)  
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International itinerants 

The international itinerants interviewed all currently live abroad. They have 
all worked abroad for more than a single company and have lived in more 
than one foreign country. Apart from the longer periods of living abroad the 
international itinerants have also spent longer and shorter periods traveling 
a lot in their jobs. Three of the interviewed international itinerants are 
women, half of them are in their thirties, half of them have children and six 
are currently not married. Several of them are married to someone of 
another nationality and four of them have gone through at least one divorce. 
The careers of the international itinerants often include periods of further 
studies, parallel activities and running their own businesses. Several of them 
have also moved between different fields or industries in their careers. 

Alex has worked in three different countries for three different companies 
during the last five years. He is in his thirties and his wife is American and 
she also has an international career. 

Bill is in his fifties, his wife is Taiwanese and they have 3 children. His father 
is English and he grew up in both countries. He has lived and worked in four 
different countries, with 3 companies, one of which is his own, while 
simultaneously pursuing a career in music. 

Curt has studied abroad in two countries and has continued working abroad 
more than ten years after that, currently in Taiwan. He is a widower in his 
thirties and an entrepreneur running his own business. 

Dennis has lived abroad for over 17 years after a bankruptcy made him want 
to leave Sweden. He initially moved out on a contract basis and is currently 
employed in Taipei. He is in his fifties, divorced twice, with two grown up 
children from his first marriage. 

Ellen is a single in her thirties with an interest in languages. After her studies 
she moved to Germany and then to China. She continued her language 
studies while working freelance. She currently works in Taiwan. 

Frida has studied and worked abroad as well as done internships. She has 
worked in Germany, for two different organizations and having her own 
company. After more than 8 years abroad she now works in France and is a 
single in her thirties. 

Gabriel is in his fifties, has been married twice, once to an American, and has 
two grown children from his first marriage. After being sent out by three 
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Swedish companies he now lives in Hong Kong and runs his own company. 
He has worked abroad for a total of more than fifteen years.  

Herbert is in his fifties and currently has his own company. He has lived in 
three countries, twice as sent out by a Swedish company and several years 
were spent traveling between projects abroad for them. He is divorced with 
two adult daughters and has now remarried with a Chinese woman and they 
have three children. 

Ian is married, in his sixties, and has one adult daughter. He has lived in six 
different countries, working for eight different companies. He has been living 
abroad for more than 30 years and the family has US citizenship. 

Jessica has worked for five different companies and lived in two countries 
for 11 years, moving with her husband. She is now in her thirties, recently 
divorced, and is continuing her career in Hong Kong. 
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Table 3 - The international itinerants2 
 

Alex 
Sweden (3 years) – / Germany (1,5 years)/ – England (1,5 
years)/ –USA (ongoing)  

 

Bill 

England (9 years, parallel studies the first 4 years / 3 
years) - / Denmark (1 year, while living in Sweden 3 
years)/ - Sweden (4 years own company) - Finland (12 
years) - Taiwan (ongoing) 

 

Curt 

USA (2 year studies) - Japan (1 year studies) - USA (1 year 
studies /1,5 years/) - Taiwan (1 year, parallel own 
company /1,5 years, parallel own company/ own 
company ongoing) 

 

Dennis 

Sweden (8 years / 1 year /1,5 years / 6 years/)- Germany 
(8 months) - China (3,5 years) - / India (2 years) - 
Philippines (2 years / 6 months) - Indonesia (3,5 years)/- 
Taiwan (ongoing) 

 

Ellen 
Germany (2,5 years, parallel studies) - Sweden (1 year, 
parallel studies) - China (1 year, parallel studies) - China 
(1 year, parallel studies) - / Taiwan (ongoing) 

 

Frida 

Austria (1 year) - /Sweden (6 months)/ - France (6 months 
studies) - / Sweden (2 years studies) - Sweden (2 years 
studies)/- Germany (6 month internship/ 6 month 
internship, 3 years own company and employed / 1 year/) 
- France (ongoing) 

 

                                                             

 
2 Shorter assignments are not included, periods of studies and internships, own companies, as well as parallel 
occupations are marked out, moves within countries are demarked and moves between different companies 
and organizations are demarked with // 
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Gabriel 

Sweden (6 months)- USA (6 months)- Sweden (1,5 years) - 
/ Sweden (3 years- Norway (6 months) - / Sweden (6 
months) - Singapore (2 years) - Sweden (2,5 years) - 
Japan (3 years) - Sweden (2 years) - Japan (3 years)/ - 
USA (3 months studies)- / Sweden (1,5 years) - Hong Kong 
(4 years / 2 years / own company ongoing) 

 

Herbert 

Sweden (3 years / 6 months studies) - Barbados (1 year) - 
Sweden (2 years studies / 6 months / 2,5 years own 
company / 2 years studies / 4 years/ 3 years) - Jordan (1 
year 8 months) - Hong Kong (4 years / 4 years own / 1 
year parallel / own company ongoing)  

 

Ian 

Sweden (3 years parallel studies, 1 year ) - Sweden 
(1year/2 years)- / USA (2 years studies)/- England (2 
years)- / Sweden (2,5 years/ 2 years) Denmark (2 years)- 
Norway (2 years) - Scotland (6 months)/- USA (4,5 years) 
-/England (4,5 years/ 4 years own company) - /Hong 
Kong (2 years)/ - England (2 years own company) - USA 
(1 year)- /Hong Kong (ongoing) 

 

Jessica 
Sweden (2 years) - Switzerland (1 year /5 years/ 1 year) - 
Hong Kong (8 months studies/ ongoing) 
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Repeat expatriates’ narratives  

In this chapter the structured narratives of each repeat expatriate is 
presented with the different functional elements of narratives outlined and 
described in brief. Then an aggregate narrative of repeat expatriates is 
presented, where the structured narratives are brought together into a 
common story.  

 

Adam 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Project 
work 

Adam started with the company after his studies. He 
says he had never considered working abroad and would 
have preferred less traveling, but he found it interesting 
to follow a project all the way. 

Complicating 
action 
Following a 
project 

He was working on a project in the US and moved there 
with his family for a year.  

Result 
EQ 2 Swedes 
abroad  

Abroad they became closer to other Swedes and were 
more Swedish than ever. It was not that easy to get to 
know people, although it is a similar country, people 
have their circle of friends and it takes time to get closer. 
You have no history and have to get established as an 
immigrant. He thinks it is important to study up on the 
own culture and know who you are. You should not 
adjust too much and lose yourself. As a foreigner one 
can never completely understand how it is anyway. 
Adam thinks Swedes are critical of their own culture and 
need to show pride to get respect. He recommends 
contact with embassies and other expatriates that 
experienced the same thing. He is very independent and 
finds that dealing with practical hassle just takes away 
from the work. He stresses that you have to be attentive 
of the social aspects. The conditions are more important 
with a family as it is tough for the kids. It is easy to get 
the wrong idea; it is not a long holiday, even though 
people back in Sweden may believe that is what it is like.  

Complicating 
action 
Moving on 
alone 

From there he moved to another city while the family 
returned to Sweden and only visited him for a few 
months during the summer 
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Result 
EQ 3 
International 
project work 

Coming back to Sweden, he was working on a large 
international project which included a lot of traveling.  

Complicating 
action 
Challenging 
project 

He was offered another assignment on an enormous, 
technically advanced, project in Malaysia on a site in the 
jungle. He moved with his wife.  

Result 
EQ 4 Tough 
site, 
representing 
the company 

Going without the children made it easier to handle the 
first low, the depression that comes after the first six 
months. After the first phase of experiencing new things 
and learning the grey weekly life goes on. He worked 
long hours and his wife became isolated and considered 
going home. The environment can be poor and tough 
and you see a lot of poverty which is hard to take in. He 
is confident of his skills as a manager but says it is an 
extremely lonely position. As an expatriate he could step 
outside expected behaviors and had a lot of power. The 
realization that he represented the company meant he 
had to define what the company was. He thinks that as it 
has become global it has become foggy and the global 
rules do not really fit anywhere. 

Complicating 
action 
Interruption 

They were planning to stay for six years but there was an 
economical crisis which interrupted and they moved on 
to Thailand. 

Result 
EQ 5 New 
assignment 

It was easier to arrive to an established organization 
with routines. They developed a network through the 
Scandinavian church and became friends with 
expatriates. There were language difficulties and a 
completely different way of socializing and hard to form 
closer friendships. He says you are a foreigner on 
display, a white man invited to give status to your hosts. 

Complicating 
action 
Returning to 
catch up 

He worked there as manager, but with the limitation 
that he would return after to years. He finds that you 
become to distant after being abroad for too long and 
that you have to at least stay at home for a time to catch 
up. The company can not guarantee a good position. 
Adam wanted something meaningful and not some 
“fake title” and managed a division in Sweden for two 
years.  
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Result 
EQ 6 
Bureaucratic 
assignment 

He was sent as a company representative to large 
organizations in the US. He took the assignment as he 
had never been there and as it was completely different 
from a rough site. He states that he is not a bureaucrat.  

Complicating 
action 
Wanting to 
return 

He was offered other international positions but again 
wanted to return to Sweden to do some “real work” in a 
project. 

Result 
EQ 7 Project 
manager that 
wants to make 
a difference  

He is now working on an international project and does 
not know what comes next. Because he has an 
outspoken interest to go abroad and an appropriate 
background and experience he has been offered multiple 
assignments and has even been responsible for sending 
people out. He says that he is not interested in more 
assignments before retiring but he might change his 
mind. He is stimulated by making a difference, and 
would rather find something which involves teaching 
and helping people than a technical assignment. 
Traveling was fascinating the first time but now he finds 
shorter trips taxing and it is living in a country that is 
interesting. He likes learning new things and says that is 
possible to react foolishly even with his experience. You 
have to be open-minded and always ask if you are doing 
something right. He has not really been interested in 
other cultures, rather in human relations and says the 
most important is to have respect. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

He has never planned his career, but has gotten involved 
in what has interested him and sees it as different 
temporary steps. With shorter periods it remains 
exiting; it is insecure and you stay open to new things. 
You are privileged as an expatriate as you are promised 
a position and can keep your home in Sweden. Sweden 
has always been home to him. The transition coming 
back is just as hard, for people at home life has moved 
on and only those with the same experiences want to 
listen. The world changes as much at home as you have 
done abroad. Since he was abroad alone a lot he missed 
parts of his daughters’ lives and they often say: “No, 
dad, you must have been away when that happened”. 
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Brian 

Orientation 
EQ 1 wanted to 
work abroad 

Brian had a curiosity and interest in working abroad, 
which he stated to his managers. Initially it seemed like 
worlds away for him to travel with work but then his 
work involved a lot of business trips to the Middle East 
which he found exiting and the appeal of it grew. 

Complicating 
action 
Cancelled 
assignment 

There was supposed to be an assignment in the US that 
was cancelled. 

Result 
EQ 2 Left 
company 

Brian was a bit disappointed. Instead he decided apply 
for, and went on, a UN mission to Lebanon for six 
months.  

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

During that period his former manager called and 
offered him an international assignment in Germany. 
He accepted and left after only three months back in 
Sweden. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Establishing 
but not settling 

It was easy to go as a single and not so important how he 
lived. He was curious, wanted to adjust and understand 
the place quickly and was outgoing. He had a local 
girlfriend for a time and a group of friends but always 
saw it as short-time and did not identify with them, he 
was always the foreigner. He was on the threshold to 
enter the culture, but did not want to get too close.  

Complicating 
action 
Traveling  

Upon his return to Sweden he traveled a lot and worked 
a lot in China, and ended up spending nearly a year 
there. 

Result 
EQ 4 
Prioritizing 
family 

He then got a management position, and there was a 
period with less traveling. With the birth of his first 
child he started working half-time. 

Complicating 
action 
The family 
wanted to 
move 

Brian and his wife thought it would be fun to go 
somewhere together, as the timing was good with her 
work and they just had their second child. He signaled 
an interest to work for a period abroad again to his 
manager and got an assignment in Thailand. 

Result 
EQ 5 
Expatriate 
family life with 
questioned 

Moving with a family there are other demands and it 
was important to him that everything felt good for the 
family when he handled arrangements alone. The 
cultural difference was bigger, but it was very safe with 
established routines and organized for expatriates. 
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allegiance Initially there was a lot of practical support and there 
were other expatriates with the same company from 
different countries. There were a lot of communities 
available, especially for the accompanying family. You 
have a lot in common, but it tends to be more shallow 
contacts. They had a higher standard of living than at 
home; they could afford a different lifestyle and travel 
during the weekends. The focus for them was mainly on 
the family life. It was natural to socialize with other 
families with children, in particular neighbors and other 
Scandinavians. Friends through work were important 
for him, but they were not very close friends due to the 
language barrier and it was considered high status there 
to know a foreigner. Brian had no sense of belonging as 
he was not part of the local organization and he 
represented several units and traveled a lot. He was 
associated with the company and those he sat with, but 
felt a bit lost initially about whom to turn to. At times he 
felt that his loyalties were questioned by his homebase 
and that they lost touch of him. 

Complicating 
action 
Contract 
ended 

They only planned to stay a few years for it to fit with 
schools. After the initial contract of two years was up, 
they decided it felt right to return home. 

Result 
EQ 6 
Balancing 
family and 
dual 
international 
work  

Returning was not very dramatic, it was like coming 
back from a long business trip, except for practical 
hassle. They found it very valuable to be able to keep 
their home, for the children as well. It was fun to return 
and meet people, but in Sweden there were more social 
obligations. The position he has now is the same as 
before he left. The organization is very understanding of 
his priorities and allows for flexibility to accommodate 
the family’s needs. His wife found a good position that 
involves a lot of traveling, so he decided only to work 
part time for a while, but his position also includes a lot 
of business trips. He calls it a “refrigerator magnet life” 
as one of them is away on a business trip every week. He 
and his wife find that colleagues with similar 
experiences understand, and that others are not that 
interested. 
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Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Brian did not have a clear goal with his career; he 
describes it as drifting along, feeling when it was time 
for a change and signaling that you are open for 
something. It is not the same experience now as the first 
times going abroad; he is less nervous. He used to be 
more open and came home filled with impressions. 
Because he travels so much with his work he thinks it is 
less attractive with an assignment now, and they are not 
looking actively for something. It depends on the family 
and their circumstances and he wants a good place for 
the kids to grow up. He would not like to return to 
where he has lived as you form an opinion about it and it 
is hard to see it changed. Brian says that when meeting 
people from a lot of cultures you see that it is not so 
stereotypical. He feels you have to be humble and that 
he has developed an understanding that our way of 
doing things is not the only way. Brian claims to get a 
wider base to refer to and more credibility. He is more 
secure and confident in his work and has proven to 
himself that he can handle situations. Being asked to go 
out again is the greatest acknowledgement the company 
can give. Once you have been abroad there are 
opportunities and “You end up playing in your own 
division”. 

 

Casper 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Wanted 
to work 
abroad 

After his education Casper started with the company’s 
traineeship as he wanted to work abroad and his drive 
was working with international business. 

Complicating 
action 
Starting 
career abroad 

For the trainee placement he wanted to go to Latin 
America and found a position in Colombia through 
contacts. Before going there he had barely been on an 
airplane: “I was sort of cocky sitting on the plane but 
the closer I got the more I was getting cold sweats”. 
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Result 
EQ 2 Adjusting 
as gringo 
abroad  

He was seen as a “gringo” by the Colombians and had to 
learn to take care of himself. He describes the 
adjustment as a journey and he learned to widen his 
comfort zones. As the organization there was small, it 
was a chance for him to take on many different things. 
After only six months in Sweden he was still expected to 
know the company well as he was a “Sueco”. He ended 
up staying for another six months as locally employed. 
Initially he lived with students and met a lot of friends 
but there was almost too much socializing. 

Complicating 
action 
Dissatisfied 
with return 

The return was a boring period for Casper. However, he 
thinks it was good to return when he did as he might 
have stayed there otherwise. He did not have a great 
social life and wanted to do something new to learn 
something and left the company. As he was leaving he 
got an offer of an assignment in the US but he had 
already accepted the other position. 

Result 
EQ 3 Focus on 
family 

He worked towards Asia and Africa for five years. After 
meeting his wife there they moved and he returned to 
the company, working in different managerial positions. 
He was offered assignments, but since they had small 
children he declined. 

Complicating 
action 
Family could 
not come on 
assignment 

With restructuring going on in the company he was 
offered a two-year assignment in Japan. He had already 
accepted it and visited with his family, when it turned 
out that for insurance reasons his family could not come 
with him. They tried to solve the problem, but 
eventually he ended up going alone. 

Result 
EQ 4 Intense 
work while 
maintaining 
contact with 
family 

For Casper the family was the most important issue. It 
was important to maintain in constant communication 
but it demanded self-discipline. He says it was tough, 
especially in such a completely different climate. He 
traveled with work so it was possible to go home and 
visit, which helped a lot. Casper feels like he developed a 
lot professionally and he calls it very intense years. He 
had a good manager and clear, challenging goals and 
worked very long hours. He got along with people and 
liked the way of working. He says it is a conscious 
decision to try to adjust and describes learning of 
another mentality. As a foreigner in Japan you stand 
out. There was a language barrier, but he got to know 
people on a professional level. Realizing after a while 
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that there are things in common they become a bit 
closer but did not form any close friendships. He 
connected with colleagues working as expatriates in 
other parts of Asia and found it good to talk to others 
with the same frame of reference. He explains that they 
got tired of foolish things, small cultural differences 
which at first seem quaint and exotic and needed to 
ventilate. He went to some events to meet 
Scandinavians and other expatriates who faced the same 
things. Yet those contacts were quite shallow and 
changed when he moved. 

Complicating 
action 
Tough 
readjustment 

He returned according to plan as he could not stay 
longer due to his family situation, but says that it is one 
thing to sit and think of it and another to do it; you have 
to prepare mentally. Returning to Sweden was not a 
trivial experience, a lot had changed while he was gone, 
and he had to adjust. Living with his family again he had 
to try to recreate, or create something new on the 
foundations they had. A large transition for him was the 
impression that there was nothing to do. It was empty; it 
was horrible, nothing happened. Partly it was coming 
back into his old social life, but with the experienced free 
time he developed new hobbies. 

Result 
EQ 5 
Prioritizing 
family 

Now he is back in Sweden working on a completely new 
field for him, which again means a lot to learn. Working 
with new things is important to him. Traveling with 
work now is just going back and forth to airports and 
hotels that all look the same. With a wife and two sons, 
his priority is to come home as soon as possible: “in this 
case you have to forego your own interests”. He would 
love to live abroad again, but never without his family. 
When staying abroad longer you have to try to get 
acclimatized and get to know the culture.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Even though Casper has done very different types of 
work, he sees continuity in his career and says that it is 
mainly about viewing things from different perspectives. 
Casper thinks he has a lot in common with colleagues 
who has worked a lot abroad, more than with Swedes in 
general; there is a resemblance in terms of family, career 
and business. He has worked so much internationally 
that “it has left its traces on me”. Nationalities are 
erased and you see yourself reflected in others. He feels 
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that he has learned to work with all different types of 
people and has more confidence and knows that he can 
make his way anywhere. Casper thinks that the company 
has changed over the years and that the nationality of 
the company has been erased, it has also downsized and 
sold off some core parts. For Casper this means a loss of 
the soul and identity of the company yet it facilitates 
working with other nationalities as it is the same 
wherever you are.  

 

David 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Worked 
internationally  

David started as a trainee with the company after his 
studies. After a placement abroad he started working 
towards the American market.  

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He got a contract in the US, which he considers a 
natural development of his work.  

Result 
EQ 2 Safe 
expatriate life 

There were quite a lot of Swedish expatriates working in 
the area; it was almost like a Swedish club. He considers 
it an easy, safe country and he was well taken care of. He 
returned to Sweden for a few years before spending 
another 2 years in the US. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

After working a few years back in Sweden, traveling to 
Asia he got a contract in Indonesia as he was familiar 
with it. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Establishing 
abroad 

It was a booming economy when he arrived and there 
were a lot of expatriates; “Indonesia was like the Wild 
West”. He spent a lot of time with expatriates, but after a 
few years there was a crisis and many left. David also 
had a lot of Indonesian friends and colleagues and 
before moving there he had met his future Indonesian 
wife. They had a son together. It became home to him, 
and he missed it when he went to visit in Sweden. In 
particular with reorganizations, the relationships 
deteriorated and there was not much contact with the 
Swedish organization. He was offered other assignments 
but liked it there. David’s contract was prolonged a 
number of times, which was an exception from the 
company rule to limit the time in a specific country. 
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Complicating 
action 
Contract 
ended 

He feels he could have stayed longer, and was offered 
jobs locally when his final contract was up and the 
company said stop. 

Result 
EQ 4 
Establishing in 
Sweden 

The family was very set on returning, and prepared for it 
so it went well. He had a new challenge waiting, working 
towards China. 

Complicating 
action 
Wanted a new 
challenge 

It felt slow when the work with China died out and he 
wanted to get out on a project again. “It was a bit faster 
than we had planned, but you have to take the chance 
when it comes up”. It was getting boring after four years 
and David was tired of it and wanted something new. 

Result 
EQ 5 
Challenging 
assignment 
with difficult 
conditions 

The project that came up was bigger than what he had 
worked on before. Their daughter was only three 
months old when they moved out to the north of 
Mozambique for three years. They had to build up the 
infrastructure and clear the landmines out of the jungle. 
There were diseases, poverty, and civil war. Three 
expatriates died from malaria and his wife had to go to a 
hospital. With the difficult conditions they had 
difficulties recruiting and many left, but more 
expatriates arrived as the project went on. It is bad when 
you get there but it is up to you to make it better. David 
says that only a certain type of people can handle it. He 
found it exiting to start from scratch as he could do 
whatever he wanted. He does not like to be taken care of 
and likes the freedom of arranging everything himself. It 
was a difficult but rewarding job, and he learned a lot. 
The family spent time with the people on the project, 
but quickly made local friends.  

Complicating 
action 
Difficult 
repatriation 

The return was a difficult adjustment as they had not 
mentally prepared. It was difficult to maintain his 
network due to reorganizations and David did not know 
what he would do. It was a very slow start and he did not 
have much to do for the first few months.  

Result 
EQ 6 
Intercultural 
family getting 
to know 
Sweden 

Coming back is a low period both with work and 
privately. This time the family has bought a house and 
will try to stay for a few years. It is a different lifestyle 
abroad; in Sweden dealing with daily chores takes a lot 
of time. He has a very intercultural family and there is a 
constant mix of languages. Now they should learn 
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Swedish better, and he wants his children to get a 
Swedish education. They want to go abroad again, at 
least when they retire. He has tired of the shorter trips 
that are strenuous and more difficult when you have 
small children to consider. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

David always let his bosses know that he wanted to go 
abroad and has actively pushed for it since he found it 
interesting as well as good financially. He has not been 
“at home” in Sweden and has spent more time abroad; 
even when not sent out he has worked longer contracts. 
He is attracted to countries that are considered difficult, 
either culturally or professionally. He finds it exiting and 
part of the thrill is to arrange things for himself. David 
describes himself as a very rootless person and does not 
consider himself to be a typical Swede, and he does not 
have the need to be with other Swedes or expatriates. 
They do not feel at home with “stuck-up expatriates”. 
He finds Swedes to be reserved and pretentious in their 
way of socializing: “Sometimes when we go to dinner in 
Sweden, with Swedes, I feel … yuk … damn this is 
boring”. Most of the family’s friends are non-Swedish 
and they visit Indonesia yearly. The social aspects have 
always worked well, and they take initiatives to get to 
know people. However, friendships fade with time: “You 
get tired of sending e-mails; it’s not the same thing”. It 
is a pity he says, but that is what it is like to be an 
expatriate; you meet a lot of people and then you move 
on. David has not found it difficult to get to know locals 
and has always been accepted. Of course to them you 
will always be a foreigner, you have to adjust and find 
your role. He emphasizes that you can never become 
something else, and that he will always bring something 
Swedish with him.  

 

Edward 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Dual 
culture 
upbringing 

Edward grew up in India and lived there until his early 
twenties. His mother is Swedish and he was raised with 
two cultures. He moved to Sweden for his university 
studies and with his dual nationality he opted to keep 
the Swedish citizenship. His Indian wife moved to 
Sweden as well and he started as a trainee with the 
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company, with the intention of returning to India after 
the two year program. The trainee group became close 
friends and he went for a ten month placement in the 
US. 

Complicating 
action 
Wanted to use 
international 
experience 

He worked for the company in Sweden in different 
positions, which included some traveling, for a number 
of years, but felt that he wanted to use his international 
background more and applied for a position working 
towards Asia. He was offered a two year assignment in 
Malaysia. 

Result 
EQ 2 Building 
a third home 

At the time he and his wife had one four year old 
daughter and one who was only six months. The family 
built up a “third home” in Malaysia and a network with 
other expatriates and the Indian community. He 
describes Malaysia as consisting of three cultures; 
Malay, Chinese and Indian. The Swedes tended to live in 
“colonies” and only socialize with other Swedes, but 
Edward and his family was interested in meeting new 
people. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered choice 

At the end of the assignment he was offered a choice 
between assignments in India and China. They decided 
to go to China for a two year contract. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Establishing 

In China as well, Edward felt that Swedes were a bit 
closed in to their own world. He thinks that they miss 
out on a lot and that he and his family had a different 
experience. “It is a choice if you want to socialize with 
locals or with the other expats”. The first three months 
people are curious and it is easier to get to know people, 
you have to be active and build up a social network and 
go to events, even though there are a lot of practical 
concerns then. 

Complicating 
action 
Wanted to stay 

There was no good position to return to in Sweden and 
despite some language difficulties and problems with his 
local manger, the family wanted to stay in China and 
learn more about it. There is at least six months 
adjustment and the first year just “flew by”. Edward 
believes that two years is too short for an international 
assignment to be effective.  
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Result 
EQ 4 
Experiencing 
country 

Edward was offered a challenging position at another 
unit there, which lasted for about a year and a half. 
During the time in China they made an effort to learn 
Mandarin. The family is trilingual; they speak Swedish, 
English and Tamil (Hindi), and have a great language 
interest. 

Complicating 
action 
New 
assignment 
culture shock 

Next the family moved to India, as it is an important 
market, where they are still living after three years. The 
family has not repatriated to Sweden, but moving to 
India was “coming back home” for Edward and his wife 
and what he believes it would be like moving home to 
Sweden again. India was the most difficult transition for 
him; “You have some kind of rose-colored image of how 
nice it was as a kid, but no real experience of grown-up 
everyday life”. There is also a large cultural difference at 
work, which was not as expected as when he moved to 
China. 

Result 
EQ 5 Trying to 
be Indian 
without 
loosing 
Swedishness 

Some things are easier, such as the language and some 
friendships. They try to fit in as Indians again, without 
loosing their Swedish culture. It is all about the choices 
you make, he explains, about sending the children to an 
Indian school but socializing with a Swedish club and 
keeping the Swedish traditions. They do not have family 
left in Sweden but they go back every year to stay in 
contact with friends, and for Edward to keep up his 
professional network. The family shares a summer home 
with relatives, which has become a meeting point and a 
fixed place to relate to. It is important for the family to 
have fixed points in their lives, with several homes, 
several nationalities and languages, especially for the 
children. Edward has some concern that it will become 
more difficult for them as they get older to settle down 
somewhere. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

For now they plan to remain in India for two more years 
and then make another decision, possibly an extension 
of the contract. Edward considers his career in two-year 
periods, he would like to advance and right now a lot is 
happening in the Asian market. Sweden is still his 
home-base and he would not mind moving back, but so 
far he has gotten better job offers in other counties. 
When it is time to retire it will probably be in Asia 
somewhere. He feels that his strength is in the 
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understanding of the cultures and he would like to be a 
bridge between Sweden and Asia. Moving abroad is very 
stressful, but it is an exiting adventure. Edward explains 
that you develop an understanding of different people 
and cultures and become more sensitive to what is 
appropriate. After having moved a number of times you 
learn to deal with the practical issues but in one way it 
becomes more difficult, as you get the feeling that the 
move should not be a big deal as you have done it all 
before. Between the moves you forget the difficult 
things. “The expatriate life is a trap if you like it”; the 
standard of living, and not least constantly experiencing 
new things and cultures can almost become addictive. 
Eventually it will end though, and you will have to make 
a decision, Edward says. 

 

Fred 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Was 
curious 

Fred started with the company on a traineeship after his 
education. When deciding where to go for his six month 
placement he chose the place furthest away, he just 
wanted to see how it worked abroad. Initially he was 
interested in an assignment abroad, but after returning 
from Japan he enjoyed what he was doing and did not 
think about it much. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He was given an offer which came at a very good time as 
his wife was on maternity leave with their son. They 
moved to Kuwait for one year and then to Saudi Arabia 
for three years. 

Result 
EQ 2 
Expatriate 
camp and 
focus on work 

In the Middle East you are forced to adjust quite 
quickly. He says it is not about culture shock; it was just 
the way the system was. In Saudi Arabia they lived in a 
“camp” where only expatriates lived. He worked almost 
70 hours a week and traveled a lot. The wife takes a lot 
of the responsibility for the practical and social life while 
for him coming in to an office, the work and customers 
are the same although management styles are different. 
The company has been really good and he says it is 
important to be able to trust them and it gave additional 
safety to be sent out. 
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Complicating 
action 
Wanted to go 
somewhere 
else 

He wanted to try something else and do something new 
and did not want to get associated with the Middle East. 
As the company rarely move you to a different country 
and the employment market was not very good he found 
an ad and applied outside the company. He left the 
company to work in China for the Swedish Trade 
Council. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Assignment for 
another 
organization 

He thought it would be fun with China since he had 
never been there. Their daughter was only four weeks 
old when they moved and their son started in an 
international school there. Socializing in China was 
mostly with people of other nationalities. After two years 
a massacre stopped all activities in China and the family 
moved to England where they stayed for a year. 

Complicating 
action 
Applied 
abroad 

He has always enjoyed working with the company and 
asked an old colleague in the US if there were any 
openings. It was hard to find work in Sweden then, and 
he was not in a hurry to return. 

Result 
EQ 4 Living as 
Americans 

They lived 10 years in the US, in two different cities, 
where he was employed locally, with the same 
conditions as locals, and his wife was able to get a work 
permit. They now have a double citizenship and are 
American citizens. They only socialized with Americans 
and adopted some American holidays. In that respect he 
thinks they are a bit different from other Swedes abroad.  

Complicating 
action 
Handling 
conflicting 
family needs 

He and his daughter returned to Sweden while his wife 
stayed a year longer so their son could finish high 
school. The children went to an English school in 
Sweden and had to take Swedish for immigrants as they 
had not learnt to read or write in Swedish. Fred moved 
out for a year alone to the United Arab Emirates. The 
family stayed at home as his wife wanted to work.  

Result 
EQ 5 Adjusting 
to Sweden  

He thinks moving back to Sweden is miserable and 
much harder than moving out. In Sweden you take for 
granted how things are supposed to work but in the 
beginning he did not know the practical things. After 
living abroad for so long you adjust to other cultures and 
coming back it is an adjustment to Swedish culture, it is 
more consensus-based and he says that he does not pick 
up on the signals. It is tougher working in the countries 
he has been. Now he works with exports and travels a 
lot. He is working in a very international environment 
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where many of his colleagues have worked abroad. It is 
easier with people who have a similar background and 
the family tends associate with those. It is more difficult 
socializing with Swedes, as telling about what they have 
done is seen as bragging. Sweden is not really home to 
him, rather he feels at home in the US. That is where 
they lived the longest and he thinks that the culture is 
easier and people are more open. For now they are 
staying in Sweden, though they are considering getting 
an apartment in the US where they would like to retire. 
He is not actively looking for an assignment. It depends 
on what comes up, his wife is happy at home now with 
her work. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

The goal with his career has been to enjoy what he is 
doing; he has never considered that it should be good 
for the next step and says “it is often only coincidence 
that determines where you end up”. He thinks it is fun 
to live abroad as much as he has and he would do it all 
again. Privately you live as at home, you become a part 
of society and come in to the life there. He believes it is a 
career advantage to go on international assignments for 
a few years but the opposite if you stay out longer. You 
are away from where decisions are made and out of 
people’s minds, but it is more on the frontline and closer 
to the customer. He has become more confident and 
assertive and cares less about what others think. He says 
that he has leant to adjust to things and to take 
problems as they come and that things will work out. 
For him, moving abroad is not so different from moving 
within Sweden: “For me it’s nothing special that I think 
about, you are asking the wrong person, I have moved 
too much” he says laughing. Fred says you have to learn 
to handle things yourself and be a bit pushier than 
Swedes are used to. He is interested in different cultures 
and to see how things work. It is important to show 
respect; for the most part they know that you are a 
foreigner and are quite forgiving but you have to act well 
to be accepted. Be humble and try to learn, do not think 
you will be able to bring your Swedish values; you have 
to adjust. He thinks it is fun to try something new and 
take risks: “At least you will have some funny stories to 
tell at the retirement home”. 
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George 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Recently 
started 

George was recruited after his studies and worked for 
two years for the company. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He and his wife felt the town they lived in was small and 
were exited when he got an offer to move to Canada. The 
company was not established there, he had to handle a 
lot on his own. It was a bit tough in the beginning, 
especially for the family, but after a while they got 
established and things worked out and they learned how 
to deal with it. 

Result 
EQ 2 Family 
feeling at 
home after 
long 
assignment 

When they moved out they had two small children and a 
third on the way. His wife could not work there and 
stayed home with the children. They got to know locals, 
for example through the children’s schools, but in the 
beginning there were language difficulties and he had to 
learn French. The initial assignment was for three years, 
but the contract was prolonged and they stayed in 
Canada for 13 years and it became a second home for the 
family. They spent the summers in Sweden in a summer 
house. 

Complicating 
action 
Decision to 
return 

They had to decide if the wanted to be Canadian or 
Swedish. The children were at a good age and his wife 
wanted to be able to work so they moved back to 
Sweden.  

Result 
EQ 3 Getting 
accustomed to 
Sweden 

When returning he moved to a different part of the 
company and to a new city. Coming back was ok 
although he found the Swedish way of working a bit 
difficult. The biggest problem, which was completely 
unexpected, was with the children in school. They could 
not write in Swedish, had a very limited vocabulary and 
knowledge of society. It was hard for the children and he 
now thinks that they should have spent more time on 
the language and the typical Swedish.  

Complicating 
action 
Company 
disruption 

After three years the part of the company that he worked 
for was sold off and he was offered work on a project in 
Canada because he knew French and had experience 
there. He returned there with his wife for two years, 
while the children stayed in Sweden to finish school.  
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Result 
EQ 4 
Uncomfortable 
work situation  

The second time in Canada he did not get along great 
with his manager, he says that if it had been perfect the 
family might have stayed there. 

Complicating 
action 
Assignment 
without his 
family 

After the second time in Canada he left on a three year 
contract to Turkey. The wife stayed in Sweden and 
worked as the children needed to stay in one place 
because of school. He was able to go home often and the 
wife came to visit for long periods. He did not have 
many local friends but says that although they are 
Muslim they have the same base values. 

Result 
EQ 5 Children 
grown up, 
moving on as a 
couple 

He and his wife returned to Canada for a few years but 
kept an apartment in Sweden that has been a fixed point 
for them since. For the two youngest children Sweden is 
the home country and they speak Swedish now. His 
oldest son returned to Canada and has a career working 
internationally and George thinks that he is quite 
rootless. George and his wife moved on to an 
assignment in Thailand. There was a large Swedish 
colony there and it was more difficult getting to know 
locals since they did not have kids as an opening. 

Complicating 
action 
Extended 
assignment 

They moved on to China and although the assignment 
was two years he ended up staying for eight years. He 
says his assignments have had a tendency be that long 
due to the fact that he has a wanted competency. The 
hard thing was that he did not learn the language, which 
he would have if he had known that they would stay that 
long. Knowing the language makes life outside work 
easier. It takes a while to get to know locals but the 
people who speak English are happy to do so. He says 
that in China they are tolerant to foreigners but after a 
while you have to learn to act “like people”. Most of the 
social contact was with other foreigners as they spoke 
English, but there were not many. When they arrived his 
wife was the only western woman there. 

Result 
EQ 6 
Experienced 
expatriate 

He was planning to retire but accepted a project in Italy 
where he and his wife plans to stay for two years. They 
just arrived and he knows how to go about it. He wanted 
to be within the same time zone as his family, even 
though staying in touch has become a lot easier with 
technology. The practical things have also become a lot 
easier. In the beginning there was no internet and they 
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had to wait for airmail. Things are more organized now 
but the company has always been there for him. Now the 
company is bigger, less Swedish, and he has a feeling 
that you have to look after yourself more. They do want 
to return to Sweden, it is their home country and always 
has been, although Canada is their second home and 
they stay in touch with friends there.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

His career has not been planned, or in his control; it has 
been about being available at the right time and place. 
He says that he has gotten a reputation and through that 
offers and interesting jobs. He likes being abroad and to 
be independent and take care of himself. He says that he 
is goal oriented and does not mess around. Working and 
living abroad you get into society in a different way, not 
only on the surface. He has learned that on the surface 
they may seem different but people are quite similar 
wherever you are, although he has a respect for different 
cultures. If you are flexible the circumstances and 
transitions will not be a big problem. They do things 
differently, but you quickly learn that your way is not 
always the best. He says you have to accept how things 
are and keep your own style even though you adapt and 
compromise somewhat. He recommends reading up so 
that you do not fall in the worst traps. 

 

Harry 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Settling 
at the 
company 

Harry studied to be an engineer, and then he got the 
main part of his business degree in England. He worked 
for a few years as an electrician and then as a 
photographer. To work abroad was not really a goal for 
him but he worked 6 months in the US as a 
photographer and describes himself as “a bit of a 
nomad”. He quit and started at the company, mainly by 
coincidence. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

After five years he was offered an assignment with the 
company on a startup in England. 
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Result 
EQ 2 
Establishing 

He worked there for a year and a half as a sales 
manager. In England he met his first wife and says they 
were quite integrated in society and socialized with local 
families.  

Complicating 
action 
Quick transfer 

After England he moved back to Sweden for only three 
months before going to Saudi Arabia where he worked 
in sales for two years.  

Result 
EQ 3 Leaving 
Sweden  

It is a quite difficult country, with culture, religion, 
politics and the climate being very different. He was 
locally hired so they did not go back to Sweden yearly 
and he says that when you go home rarely friends grow 
away from you.  

Complicating 
action 
Direct transfer 

Then they moved to Indonesia for two and a half, almost 
three years.  

Result 
EQ 4 Adopting 
and getting to 
know culture 

The company was starting up and was building a 
factory. He and his wife adopted a son in Indonesia. He 
thinks that language is an integrated part of the culture 
and he and his wife studied Indonesian. He says that 
you manage with English but you will never get accepted 
by locals, who only speak Pidgin English. 

Complicating 
action 
Direct transfer 

From there they moved directly to Australia.  

Result 
EQ 5 
Immigrants 

In all the countries that he has lived he has learnt that 
you are a foreigner and you should stay on your own 
flank, which was especially clear in Australia. They 
socialized a lot of with other immigrants. During this 
period their marriage ended. 

Complicating 
action 
Difficult 
transition 

He returned to Sweden which was hard, he was in a very 
special situation as he was a single dad with a three-
year-old son and he thought things would be better in 
Sweden. 

Result 
EQ 6 
Establishing in 
Sweden 

It was a very tough transition, dealing with Swedish 
authorities and prejudices in society. Some of the things 
he thought were bad were still there, while some of the 
good things were gone. He has learnt to be open and 
wishes that more people could experience living abroad 
to increase tolerance. His son only spoke English and 
had a hard time. It took years for Harry to accept the 
situation. He remarried with a Finish woman that had 
children.  
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Complicating 
action 
New 
assignment 

After five years they moved to the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) where he is working on a subsidiary, which 
makes a big difference professionally and 
organizationally to the other times when it has been 
locally established companies. 

Result 
EQ 7 Swedish 
expatriate 
family 

The transition was easy as he knew what to expect from 
living in Saudi Arabia. There is a higher quality of life 
and other possibilities and the entire social network is in 
the same situation which makes you become friends 
quickly, though not as deeply. The biggest difference is 
for the family and there are other demands. They try to 
live as normally as possible for the children. His wife 
cannot work there, but takes courses and is involved in 
Swedish and Finnish groups and the children’s school. 
They socialize a lot with other Swedes and other 
foreigners: “We are in a certain category as a family 
with children”. They keep Swedish traditions more than 
when in Sweden, and celebrate traditional holidays. 
Home for the children is Sweden but for him and his 
wife it is the UAE; it is important for him to be at home 
where he lives. They kept an apartment in Sweden 
which gives a fixed point, but as they vacation “at home” 
they do not get to travel to explore other places. They 
know people all over the world and keep in touch, 
although some disappear after a while. He has no ideas 
about the future, but would like to prolong the contract 
that ends next summer. Otherwise he wants to go 
somewhere else as Sweden is not high on the list of 
priorities.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Career is not that important to him and he wanted to 
work with what interests him. It has been driven by the 
opportunities that have come up. For years he has been 
traveling with work about 180 days per year. You learn a 
lot professionally and about cultural differences, how 
customers and people work in different environments 
and countries. He says he has gotten “street smart”, and 
learnt to handle unknown situations and improvise. He 
thinks his assignments have affected his career in both 
good and bad ways. You get to higher positions abroad 
and learn a lot, but when you move back it is a move 
down again and he thinks that the company should take 
advantage of the experiences. You develop a big contact 
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net in the country but lose the network in Sweden, 
which is inhibiting within the company. He works with 
people from many cultures and says you have to be 
aware of the differences. The work environment and 
behavior are different and in this type of country you do 
not get integrated into the society. An example is the 
distance; employees do not dare to say anything. It is 
important to remember that you are an ambassador, 
that you are guests who should adjust and not disturb. It 
has to be clear for the family what to expect as moving 
abroad can ruin a lot of things. He thinks that the 
company can give more support but that you ultimately 
are responsible for yourself. He says that a part of the 
choice you make is that you are far from everything.  

  

Isaac 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Working 

After his studies, during which he had a summer job in 
the US, Isaac started with the company as a trainee. He 
spent four months in Germany and then worked in 
different parts of the company for six years. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He was given the opportunity to go to the US on a two-
year project.  

Result 
EQ 2 Easy 
transition 

He found it developing to work in another environment 
and culture. It broadened his horizons. He was well 
received, it was planned for him and easy to come in and 
get to know people, and he thinks it is an easy country to 
live in. The transition was limited as the US is a lot like 
Sweden.  

Complicating 
action 
Contract 
ended 

When the contract was over he returned to Sweden.  

Result 
EQ 3 Family 
life  

He worked as a business manager for ten years. He 
married and has a grown-up daughter who stayed in 
Sweden since. He traveled quite a lot with projects all 
over the world, but not too much. Meeting people with 
different backgrounds require that you develop and 
adjust your leadership style.  
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Complicating 
action 
New 
assignment 

He went to Malaysia to work on a project.  

Result 
EQ 4 
Establishing as 
foreigners 

He and his wife left their home in Sweden untouched 
which made the transition easy, and they had support 
from the company. It was a fun with the new 
environment and they found a place and got established. 
Malaysia was a completely new experience. They mostly 
socialized with expatriates, the locals did not speak 
English and they did not have time to get close to many 
locals. There were very few tourists, it was a very 
genuine environment and the locals were amazed of 
them as westerners.  

Complicating 
action 
Disruption 

After a year the startup he was working on was 
disrupted due to a financial crisis and they moved to 
South Africa for one year. 

Result 
EQ 5 Swedes 
abroad 

He did not experience any real problems with the 
transition; it is more for the family. For him the 
transition with work takes up all the interest and he 
finds it easy to adjust. In the beginning you have to get 
established and build up the social life. They socialized 
with other expatriates in the same situation and a 
Swedish group. His wife was in a Swedish network for 
spouses and they had some contacts through the 
embassy and his work. It was interesting to see the 
consequences of history as they were there during a 
breaking point with Apartheid. 

Complicating 
action 
Short 
assignment 

From there he went on to Saudi Arabia for six months, 
while his wife went back to Sweden and only visited him 
a few times. 

Result 
EQ 6 
Encountering 
foreign culture 

In Saudi Arabia he lived in a compound for westerners; 
a whole community where everybody was in the same 
situation. That made it easy to get to know expatriates. 
He quickly got a social network with many nationalities 
which he thinks is positive, it is not good with “a 
Swedish clique that always stay together”. Keeping the 
network in Sweden alive was more difficult; he could not 
invite friends due to the visa regulations and any women 
had to be related. Getting to know locals was good 
through work, but not easy privately as families are not 
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that open and there was no natural base for interaction. 
The cultural life was very limited and it was a big 
adjustment to the climate. It was very multicultural but 
there were only men, which meant a completely 
different group composition. He found it interesting to 
experience the Arabic culture and Muslim society from 
within. Spending time in the Middle East gives another 
perspective, for example when watching the news.  

Complicating 
action 
Wanted to stay 
abroad 

When leaving Saudi Arabia he wanted to stay abroad. It 
could be positive to be home for a while so you do not 
loose your contacts, but it is boring to stay in the same 
place for too long. 

Result 
EQ 7 
Maintaining 
contacts while 
abroad 

Now he works in the Netherlands with projects 
everywhere. It is a three year contract but it could 
change with reorganizations. It has been a bit more 
difficult to get to know people as it is too much like 
Sweden where everyone has their established networks, 
but it is an easy country to be in as it is similar. They 
have no plans for the future but could return to Sweden, 
while maintaining some connection abroad or take 
another assignment if the work is right. Sweden is still 
home, they have kept their fixed points in life which is 
important. They kept their house so as not to feel as 
guests when they visit. Being abroad has become easier 
with globalization and it does not seem as far away. 
After being out for a while you partly lose the daily 
contact with society, but he says he kept his network 
which is important to be able to come back and that he 
has not been away for too long.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

International assignments have not been a goal for him; 
the most important is that the work feels developing, 
both on a professional and on a personal level. One 
thing has led to another in his career and he has enjoyed 
it since he has worked in different areas and 
environments. It has been rewarding and he has taken 
things with him from the cultures which are enriching. 
You have to tackle problems from the local 
preconditions, be open-minded and flexible and cannot 
use the same principles or change local behavior. He has 
learnt to understand the context and peoples’ behavior 
and become more sensitive to nuances. He has gotten a 
broader perspective, not purely Swedish anymore.  
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John 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Starting 
with the 
company 

John studied engineering and did his military service 
while continuing his studies on a distance. It was 
difficult to find a job after finishing his studies. He was 
offered a job in Germany but his wife had not finished 
her education so he declined which he kind of regrets 
today. His mother is German so he spent a lot of time 
there as a child and speaks German. After working ten 
years as engineer he resigned from a company that was 
having some problems. He was headhunted and started 
with the company.  

Complicating 
action 
Company 
disruption 

After six years, which included some commuting, the 
responsibility of his department was moved to Germany 
and he and some colleagues were offered to move along. 

Result 
EQ 2 Trying to 
adjust 

His wife and children thought it would be fun and they 
moved the entire household and had to unpack at the 
same time as he was starting his job. In the beginning 
they socialized more with other Swedes and went to 
traditional holidays and events with Swedish clubs. It 
was a bit difficult to fit in and get integrated and he says 
that they think it is fun to talk to you but you need to 
speak great German and know everyday things and 
topics or you feel a bit retarded. Germany is a very 
structured culture, which made it easier, but they did 
not get much help. They had two young daughters that 
did not know any German when they arrived. The 
hardest thing was with school for them, and they had to 
have a tutor.  

Complicating 
action  
Left company 
after 
disruption 

After three years the business unit was cancelled and 
there was no hiring in Sweden at the time. He and a 
colleague ended up working for a German company for 
eight months. After that he learned to never take a 
contract as locally employed. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Returning to 
the company 
and resettling 
in Sweden 

He then moved back to Sweden and returned to the 
company and the same type of work. Coming home was 
ok, although he missed a lot of things in the beginning. 
Afterwards you can see the positive things, and he says 
there have been no real problems adjusting. It was 
hardest for the children to get into the Swedish schools. 
He says that it is easier if you move out before the 
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children start school, or stay out the entire time; the 
transition and adjustment is difficult.  

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He was offered another position in Germany. This time 
he had learnt to watch out for his interests in Sweden 
and got terms of an expatriate contract as employed in 
Sweden. 

Result 
EQ 4 Getting 
integrated 

He worked as responsible for Europe and his work 
involved a lot of traveling. His wife was a housewife and 
got a lot of friends, and they also could make local 
friends through the children. As they spoke German it 
was easier. 

Complicating 
action 
Contract 
ended 

After five years the contract ended and they returned to 
Sweden.  

Result 
EQ 5 Back 
home 

The practical transition was much easier as they had left 
their home in Sweden intact. They spent four years in 
Sweden.  

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He was offered and accepted a two-year contract in 
Singapore. This time he has a job guaranteed for him 
when he returns. 

Result 
EQ 6 Expatriate 
lifestyle 

He thinks it is fun to learn new things and be closer to 
the customer and growing markets and says it is more 
dynamic in Asia. The company’s global code of conduct 
is difficult as corruption is widespread and there is a 
lower standard of living. In Singapore it is unstructured 
and unplanned and trying to control things makes it 
hard to adjust, but there have not been a lot of 
difficulties with the transition. Everything was arranged 
for them with a car and a place to live. It is practically 
easier as there are so many expatriates in the same 
situation and it is easy to get to know people. Although 
they mainly socialize with expatriates he has gotten to 
know locals through work and his wife has met locals 
through the condominium they live in. However it is 
very segregated there and different nationalities stay a 
lot to themselves, there are even separate housing areas. 
Their daughters are not with them, but he says that they 
travel a lot and have worked and studied abroad. He is 
responsible for South East Asia, and he travels a lot with 
work. They go home to Sweden yearly, and keep in touch 



STRUCTURED NARRATIVES 

 111 

with family and friends. They have a house and a 
summerhouse and find it good to live at home when 
they visit in Sweden. When the contract finishes he will 
turn 60 and plans to slow down in Sweden. He could 
consider another assignment if it seems fun, but it 
depends on the location. He would not like to move to a 
dirty, poor country. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

When considering his career he thinks it is fun to see a 
lot of things and places and work with different people. 
You have to learn to appreciate the positive things and 
not get annoyed with what does not work. He has not 
really had an aggressive career to be a manager; 
otherwise it would have been better with assignments 
earlier in his career. The company works a lot in exports 
so it is important to have worked abroad. His career has 
not been structured with long term goals, rather 
thinking about the next two years. To work abroad is 
something he has wanted to do; but it would have been 
easier if he had planned it from the start. To get the 
opportunity you have to apply to work on a unit with 
international connections. He finds that if you stay 
abroad for too long you lose contact with the Swedish 
organization and it can be a disadvantage as people do 
not know you when you come back. He has stayed in 
contact with the Swedish company the entire time which 
has made his experiences useful.  
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An aggregate narrative of repeat expatriates 
 
The structured narratives of the repeat expatriates are now brought together 
into an aggregate narrative of repeat expatriates.  

 
Orientation 

After completing their educations only some of the repeat expatriates have 
worked for a few years before starting with the company. A majority of them 
stared with the company’s trainee program which gave a first taste of 
working abroad for a few months and showed them that working abroad is a 
possibility, as well as a network within the organization. After working a few 
years with the company several of the repeat expatriates started working 
with projects internationally and started traveling a lot with work. Several of 
the repeat expatriates have already married and some have children before 
moving out. 
 
Complicating action 

The repeat expatriates are offered an assignment as a part of the projects 
they are working on, or through having worked a lot towards a specific 
country or region. Only some of the repeat expatriates have explicitly wanted 
to work abroad but they all were interested when the opportunity came up. 
For Brian his disappointment that the offered assignment was cancelled 
actually led him to look for an assignment through the UN, but he returned 
to the company when a new assignment came up. For John a disruption in 
the company led to his transfer and he was locally employed abroad. 

Result 

For a majority of the repeat expatriates the first assignment is to a country 
that is considered easy and he and his family are well received and things are 
very organized for them. Other expatriates help them get settled, but it is still 
a challenging transition. In a new social context the repeat expatriates have 
to reestablish themselves, reflecting on who they are identity construction 
process are engaged and they draw on and reaffirm stable aspects of who 
they are. The wife is in an organization for Swedes abroad, and the family 
becomes more Swedish than ever, living an expatriate life. The Swedish 
identification becomes salient and they identify with other expatriates. The 
transition is greater for the family; the social life falls mainly on the wife and 
the children’s schooling and learning the language. For some of the repeat 
expatriates, in particular when the assignment is prolonged, the new country 
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becomes a second home for the family and they become more established 
locally and spend less time with Swedes. With longer time spent in a location 
a dual identification with the home and host cultures develop. Harry even 
marries locally. For the singles going abroad the first time, the experience is 
different. Although they are seen as foreigners they get established locally 
and form more local friendships; Brian even has a local girlfriend.  
 
Complicating action 

When the contract ends, after possible prolongations, the majority of repeat 
expatriates return to Sweden where they continue to work internationally 
and travel a lot with their work. Some of them go on more or less directly to a 
new assignment. But three of the expatriates end up leaving the company for 
a while; Casper and Fred as they want something new that the company is 
not able to offer them at the time, and John since he cannot get a position 
back in Sweden for the company. However with new opportunities in the 
company they return. 
 
Result 

Back in Sweden some of the repeat expatriates find the transition difficult, 
the adjustment back to the Swedish way of working is one thing but in 
particular it is difficult for the children. Again there is a period of reflection 
and identity reconstruction as they have to reestablish themselves. For some 
of the repeat expatriates this is a time focused on the family, several of them 
have children in school and they decide to stay in Sweden for a longer period.  
 
Complicating action 

The timing is right for the family and the repeat expatriate has signaled to 
his managers that he is ready for another assignment when something comes 
up. Due to their experience the repeat expatriates are offered additional 
assignments. Many of the repeat expatriates continue directly on to 
additional assignments without retuning to Sweden when they have been on 
a few assignments. If the assignment is disrupted by reorganizations or 
events at the location the expatriate is often transferred directly. Others go 
back for a while and realize they want a new challenge again and become 
restless if they do not get to use their experiences. 

 
Result 

The repeat expatriates remember the lessons learned and are more careful 
when it comes to things such as the contract and schooling and several of 
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them keep a home in Sweden as a fixed point for the family when they go on 
to additional assignments. As the repeat expatriates have developed their 
self-reliance and confidence in their abilities to handle transitions more are 
willing or even motivated by taking on more challenging assignments. For 
more of them the assignment is longer and they become more established 
locally and integrated into society. This is particularly true for those that 
establish intercultural families, making ties to the local community, or those 
working on local contracts. The contact with Sweden and their relationships 
with the Swedish organization deteriorate. For others among the repeat 
expatriates who go to more distant cultures or tough sites, other families 
with children and other expatriates remain the most important 
communities. They socialize with other Swedes and go to events for Swedes 
and Scandinavians. In some locations they even live in camps or compounds 
with other foreigners. The locals see them as foreigners and are amazed or 
get status by associating with them. David is somewhat of an exception as he 
does not consider himself an expatriate and rather avoids other Swedes and 
expatriates, as he does not identify with the stereotype image of expatriates.  

The repeat expatriates also stress the importance of working to maintain the 
relationships with the Swedish organization and their friends and families in 
Sweden so as to be able to return. The transition is most difficult for the wife 
but some families learn to establish themselves in the local expatriate 
community and make new friends. The repeat expatriate is seen as 
representative of the company and as an expatriate manager he has a lot of 
freedom and power. An assignment is often a period of intense work, with 
long hours and a lot of traveling. With the children growing up some of them 
go on assignments alone while the wife stays in Sweden to work and stay 
with the children while they finish school. For some of them this is a way of 
balancing the needs of the family but Casper experienced it as difficult when 
his family could not come with him on his assignment as they had planned. 
He keeps the international part of his work without moving as he prioritizes 
staying with his family. Some of the repeat expatriates continue on 
additional assignment with their wives when the children are grown. While 
they try to stay in touch with people they have gotten to know abroad there 
are only a few they maintain friendships with. Keeping in touch has become 
easier with new technologies. The repeat expatriates have made the choice to 
have this life and now has more opportunities. With the experience they have 
more freedom in choosing assignments to accept based on the type of 
location. While several of them experienced the transition back to Sweden as 
difficult continuing to work internationally and traveling, as well as having 
colleagues who share similar experiences makes reestablishing in Sweden 
easier.  
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Evaluation, resolution, coda 

Out of the repeat expatriates who are currently abroad most would want to 
return to Sweden at some point. As those currently in Sweden, they can 
consider accepting another assignment, depending on what type of location, 
if it fits for the family and if it is an interesting job. Adam for example is 
interested in making a difference locally. Some of them have developed a 
dual identification with another country that they feel at home in. Some of 
them describe the expatriate lifestyle as addictive and they are drawn to new 
challenges, learning new things and developing. They are privileged as 
expatriates as they leave for a limited contract and with their experience they 
are offered additional assignments. The repeat expatriates to a large extent 
describe their career in temporary steps and they stress the importance of 
finding a balance between this type of career and their family life. Some of 
the repeat expatriates identify more strongly with others with similar 
experiences when in Sweden, and other foreigners and expatriates when 
abroad. They have developed a network of those they have worked with and 
other expatriates. The repeat expatriates have learnt to adjust in different 
places and have adapted and brought some things from cultures they have 
lived in but they still maintain aspects of being Swedish. They have 
developed a broader perspective, confidence and cultural knowledge.  
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International itinerants’ narratives 

In this chapter the structured narratives of the international itinerants are 
presented with the different functional elements of the narratives outlined 
and briefly described. Then the structured narratives are brought together 
into an aggregate narrative of international itinerants.  

 

Alex 

Orientation 
EQ1 Wanted 
move abroad 

After his studies Alex worked in Sweden for a few years, 
which included some short tours abroad. He had an 
interest in living and working abroad and had a foreign 
girlfriend.  

Complicating 
action 
Pursuing the 
goal 

Alex applied to a job in Germany, partly to be with his 
German girlfriend. However, she ended up getting a job 
in Sweden and the relationship ended. Even though the 
relationship ended, he moved to pursue his goal of living 
abroad. 

Result 
EQ2 Finding a 
place after a 
painful 
transition  

Alex found the transition painful and feels that he made 
some beginners mistakes. When he moved he expected 
everything to work as in Sweden but he had to realize 
that there were other rules that applied. He worked on a 
short term contract without any real job security and 
moved around a bit before his contract was prolonged. 
He stresses the importance of networks and thinking 
about socializing from the first day so as to not get 
lonely. He says that after the first job people have 
established their lives and that it is hard to come in and 
get to know people when everyone already has a 
complete life. Although he mostly socialized with locals 
it is easier to get to know those who have lived abroad or 
other foreigners. He also found a comfort in meeting 
with local Swedish clubs in the area every now and then, 
for Alex the Swedish identification became more salient. 

Complicating 
action 
Unsatisfying 
job 

Alex did not feel that he had the right profile for the job 
he was doing and the project was not right for him. He 
wanted to find something else; again he applied abroad, 
and got a job in England. 
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Result 
EQ 3 Feeling at 
home but 
maintaining 
Swedishness 

This time Alex was more equipped to deal with the 
adjustment since he had learnt from his previous 
experience and blunders. Even though he really felt at 
home in his new country he still considered himself 
Swedish, maintained Swedish traditions, and continued 
to meet with Swedish clubs. However, he points out that 
he did not turn to being Swedish in the extreme as he 
claims that some do when abroad. Alex’s new working 
situation also involved a lot of traveling. 

Complicating 
action 
Met wife, 
requested 
move 

Alex was sent on a short assignment to the US. During 
the few months he was there he met his future American 
wife. He requested to be relocated there more 
permanently. The company agreed but it took some time 
and a lot of hassle to arrange the transition. 

Result 
EQ 4 Dual 
international 
career family 

Alex likes it in the US and he even wants to become a 
citizen. His wife also has an international career and 
they both travel a lot. Although they are trying to 
balance a dual international career they are thinking 
about starting a family which means that they are 
planning to stay in one place for the next few years.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Alex has not had a goal to make a career, he likes the 
work role he has now and do not know where he will go 
from here, he says it has been coincidences that have 
brought him to where he is. Settling down with a family 
has led him to reflect on his career choices and 
priorities. They have however thought about moving to 
other countries, and even had some offers. Alex is 
adamant about not returning to Sweden. He thinks the 
most important is that it is the country you like best and 
where there are opportunities; the career options in 
Sweden are quite limited for him. Alex shows a lot of 
reflection regarding his national and cultural belonging 
and the differences between the countries, cultures, 
societies, ways of working, and traditions that he has 
encountered. He thinks that he has quite a Swedish way 
of working and sees himself as Swedish. Yet he does not 
socialize a lot with Swedes, not like “expatriates who 
have Sweden abroad, you loose a lot when you do”. He 
emphasizes that he is different from traditional 
expatriates; “I do not have an expat life”. He thinks that 
being in the same place in life is more important than 
the nationality, but finds it easier to socialize with either 
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expatriates or local people that have lived abroad. Alex 
describes that living abroad in different places you learn 
a lot, for example that there is not one right way of doing 
things and that the differences are not that big. You also 
learn about yourself and develop a lot as a person going 
outside your own comfort zone. It is tougher abroad, 
challenging and you grow. As Alex has been abroad he 
thinks that he has developed a greater understanding of 
problems and solutions, to handle cultural differences 
and adjusting to new situations. 

 

Bill 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Dual 
country 
upbringing, 
music in focus 

Bill, growing up in both Sweden and England with a 
dual citizenship, had an interest in living and working 
abroad. While he finished his studies in England he 
considered himself Swedish. From a young age he was a 
passionate musician who identified with his musical 
career. 

Complicating 
action 
More focus on 
career led to 
move 

For Bill continuing to live abroad after his studies was 
due to an offer to continue with his music career while 
working. However, it became taxing and as he started 
identifying more with his career he applied at another 
company, and got another job that involved a lot of 
traveling. Since he was familiar with Scandinavia they 
sent him to Denmark to handle a troublesome unit. 

Result 
EQ 2 
Establishing in 
career and 
after 
transition 

Since Bill moved to a Scandinavian country, he was 
expected to know the language and culture. However, 
the transition was harder than expected. The work 
assignment was very challenging as well, with a 
troublesome acquisition, which made him reflect on his 
own (in-) experience and youth. Through work Bill met 
his Taiwanese wife and while still working in Denmark, 
they decided to live in Sweden, in his old family home. 
He managed to sort out the challenging work situation, 
overcame the cultural issue, and was made general 
manager. 

Complicating 
action 
Starting a 
company 

Through his network Bill got the opportunity to try 
working as an agent in Scandinavia for a company. He 
landed a big order and was able to leave his job and start 
up his own business. The family also decided to move to 
Finland. 
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Result 
EQ 3 Free life 
as an 
entrepreneur 

For Bill the transition to Finland was smooth and he 
quickly settled there and learned the language. His 
company continued to do well and grow, and he 
developed long-term customer relationships. He enjoys 
the freedom of running things on his own, planning his 
own time, and says that he would not be able to work for 
someone else now. As his wife also has a flexible work 
situation they can travel together. 

Complicating 
action 
Move because 
of wife 

Bill’s wife wanted to return to her home country and as 
business was going down they decided to move. He 
could expand his company in Asia. This move meant a 
more extensive transition as the new environment was 
less familiar. The cultural differences were both exiting 
and challenging for him and with the language 
difficulties he has to rely more on his wife 

Result 
EQ 4 
Comfortable 
life as 
foreigner  

Bill continues to run his company in Scandinavia as well 
as expanding it into other parts of the world. Now he 
wants to wind down a bit and maybe concentrate more 
on the music again. He wants to relax, spend time with 
his children, travel with his wife and just let business 
trickle along and see what happens. He also does some 
volunteer work internationally. Bill enjoys living in 
Taiwan, even though he still has not learnt the language 
and there are only a few foreigners around who speak 
English. It is so different there and people see him as a 
foreigner, as he explains it; “because, of course 
everybody looks different, so you feel completely out of 
place straight away. You know you’re in a different 
country”. The family plans on staying there for the next 
least four or five years for the younger children to finish 
school. Home to him is mostly where he is at the time, 
where his family is. He would not mind moving 
somewhere else, if something happens or something 
comes up, but his first choice would be Sweden or 
Finland. Now he would like to have a comfortable life 
without risk, so somewhere civilized anyway. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Bill sees his career as quite accidental and has not had 
any clear plans, things have happened by chance and he 
has met people along the way. The music has opened a 
lot of doors as well. For Bill his music career has 
continued parallel to his work, it is what he enjoys so he 
tries to work as little as possible. Music is a common 
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interest that has been a way of getting to know people 
and networking for Bill. He has mostly gotten to know 
locals or socialized though work or music, and he is very 
close with his family and friends he met in other 
countries. He says that he has not met a lot of business 
people that he would choose as friends really. As he 
reflects on how work influences individuals; “because 
everybody who is working in the same type of job 
around them is a certain type and behaves in a certain 
way so they become formed in that certain way also”, it 
becomes clear that he does not foremost see himself as a 
businessman. Bill thinks one of the nice things has been 
meeting so many different people from different places 
and that it gives you a broader view of what is going on 
in the world. He thinks his experiences has made him 
less conservative; he has learnt to be more self-
conscious, patient, open-minded and ready to adapt and 
appreciate some values from the culture he is in. Bill has 
learnt to respect different cultures, accept things as they 
are, and find his own way to make himself comfortable. 
He tries to be open to new ideas and does not have any 
problems settling down anywhere. He has always 
enjoyed trying new thing and has never been the type to 
sit still; he thinks perhaps he would find it boring to stay 
in a place for too long.  

 

Curt 

Orientation 
EQ1 Wanting 
to be 
entrepreneur 

Curt always wanted to be an entrepreneur and considers 
his career as starting in his early teens when he tried to 
start his first business.  

Complicating 
action 
Study abroad 

After the military service he had a friend who was 
studying in the US so he went there to study for a year.  

Result 
EQ 2 
Confidence 
abroad 

He ended up staying longer there as he got encouraged 
and pushed and started to see himself as good in school 
and took on more challenges. 
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Complicating 
action 
Pursuing 
interest  

Through friends he developed his interest in Asian 
culture and went on an exchange year in Japan. He 
loved the culture and had a lot of fun and planned to 
return to Asia after finishing his studies. 

Result 
EQ3 
Establishing  

As he returned to finish his double degree he ended up 
meeting a Taiwanese girl, his future wife, and staying. 
“She was as ambitious and business crazy as I was, so 
it was a perfect match”. They both got their first jobs in 
the US and he thought it was great to be in a business 
that was helping people. 

Complicating 
action 
Move because 
of wife’s visa 

Due to visa problems they could not stay, and he moved 
with her to her home country. He cut the ties again, 
changed his life and had to start over, making contacts, 
building a network and so on.  

Result 
EQ 4 Starting 
and 
developing 
own 
businesses  

While looking for a job and studying the language, he 
and his wife started a company on nights and weekends 
with partners. Curt was simultaneously starting another 
company with partners. The company expanded quickly 
and involved travels all over the world and he calls it a 
crazy time; fun but tiring. He and his wife developed an 
idea and started another company. His wife worked 
there full time and eventually Curt quit his job too. 
Every job he has done has been more or less starting 
from scratch; he has enjoyed trying things, making 
mistakes and learning how to manage. When first 
moving he complained about things, but visiting Sweden 
he realized that there were things that he did not 
understand there either, and he experienced kind of a 
reverse culture shock. 

Complicating 
action 
Wife’s death 
left him 
depressed 

A year later his wife passed away, but he kept the 
business going. He considers himself an optimist but 
after his wife’s death he went through a depression. He 
felt responsibility to the company and his employees 
and had been adopted by her family and decided to stay. 

Result 
EQ 5 
Entrepreneur, 
that wants to 
make a 
difference 

He enjoys what he does and would like his company to 
continue to grow. He has a lot of business ideas and 
wants to do more. He would like to invest in other 
companies and people who want to start their own 
businesses. He wants to have influence and make a 
difference. Now he has gotten involved in improving 
conditions for and helping other foreigners to do 
business in Taiwan. He identifies with the culture he is 
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in and thinks that there is a whole other sense of 
entrepreneurship there. He feels at home and would like 
to become a citizen but would not like to give up the 
Swedish passport. He does not miss Sweden, only family 
and friends; his family is very important to him and he 
visits them almost every year. He keeps in touch with a 
few friends in Sweden, but has ended up loosing touch 
and has more contact with friends living in other 
countries. Curt says he never had the need to speak 
Swedish, and as he rarely speaks it he sometimes 
stumbles on words. He used to spend more time with 
Swedes and has been to Swedish events but people have 
moved on to other countries. He has a lot of local friends 
but mostly foreigners, people that have the same 
experiences as he does. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Curt considers himself a “lifer” and feels that he does 
not have much in common with expatriates who only 
stay for a few years. Curt says “they often live in their 
own world, they live, they have their way of doing 
things and get taken care of and so on, so the problems 
they have … to deal with are completely different”. He 
says; “The world is not ready for people like me, 
companies can’t make use of those who are already 
abroad”. He thinks that big companies and countries 
are holding on to the nation-state and have difficulties 
handling “extraterritorial people” and do not make use 
of their knowledge. Curt is not interested in moving 
back to Sweden and would rather not start a new home 
in a new country. However, he doesn’t really think of 
himself in terms of being an inhabitant of a country and 
he would rather like to become less tied down to one 
place. He would like to work in and experience several 
different countries. He says that a big thing he has learnt 
is what it is like to be a foreigner and he has a different 
understanding and tolerance now. Coming to Asia he 
realized there is no chance of ever fitting in; he will 
always be an outsider. On the positive side it makes you 
strong, but on the other hand he gets treated differently. 
He has become more self-reliant. With the life he has 
chosen, he has to build his own safety, for example with 
retirement. You do not have the same obvious safety net 
and people to rely on. He thinks it is important to 
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network and to learn the language. He has to rely on 
others as a foreigner, not knowing the language good 
enough. He has learnt to find untraditional solutions 
and not to take the best way of doing things for granted.  

 

Dennis 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Successful 
own company 

Dennis was a high performer, quickly advancing in his 
career after his studies. From being a project manager to 
a consultant he ended up running his own company 
which expanded fast and he saw himself as successful. 

Complicating 
action 
Bankruptcy 
and divorce 
led to move 

For Dennis it was a professional and personal crisis that 
made him move abroad, when his business bankrupted 
and he divorced with his wife of many years. He blamed 
Sweden and the Swedish system for “killing” his 
company and using contacts he asked for a job to get 
away from Sweden. 

Result 
EQ 2 
Rebuilding life 
and confidence 
working 
contracts 
abroad 

Dennis was very angry, run down, deeply in debt and 
focused completely on working and making money. He 
was no longer a husband and successful owner of a 
company. He worked on a short term contract in 
Germany without any real job security but performed 
very well on his contract and was offered another 
contract with the company in China. As he continued to 
get more experience and restore his confidence he was 
never worried about what to do next, he says that 
something always comes up through his network. 
Although he left Sweden due to aggression he learned to 
appreciate the work climate. He also met his second wife 
who was Chinese. 

Complicating 
action 
Refusing to 
return 

The company Dennis worked for wanted to send him 
back to work in Sweden. He refused and left the 
company due to this conflict. He got a contract with 
another company in India. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Performing 
and focusing 
on own career 

Since Dennis did not like the new country he did not 
prolong the contract but continued on with the company 
to the Philippines. His personal financial situation was 
finally resolved. His focus was still on his career, 
working hard and long hours. His confidence grew and 
he was able to show his preferences and choose 
locations. 
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Complicating 
action 
Recruited 

He performed very well and was recruited to work for 
another company, moving again to handle a project and 
yet again switching location to Indonesia. 

Result 
EQ 4 Increased 
confidence 

His confidence grew and he was able to show his 
preferences and choose locations. 

Complicating 
action 
Suffering 
private life, 
offer of a fixed 
position 

Dennis contractual employment made his private life 
suffer as he never knew in what country he would work 
from one year to another. It was very tough for his wife, 
in a strange environment, not being able to work. They 
divorced and he was recruited to be a CEO in Taiwan. 
He was very happy to accept the offer since he wanted to 
stay in Asia. 

Result 
EQ 5 Loyal top 
manager 

Dennis finds Taiwan to be a modern, easy country to live 
in. This is the first time he is employed locally and he is 
the only non-Asian on his type of position. Dennis has 
advanced within the company and “got a fancier office 
and more headache”. The company has grown during 
the years he has been there and he has gained a lot of 
trust from the main owner/chairman. He is proud of his 
accomplishments and position. However, for him it is 
the possibility to realize his ideas and see the results 
which is interesting; “I still have so much Swedish, 
Swedish genes in me that power and face is not all that 
important”. He also explains that it is very tough to be a 
top manager of a stock listed company and compares it 
to being a top athlete; it wears you out very quickly. He 
was planning to retire last year and work halftime, but 
his chairman, who he feels a lot of loyalty to, convinced 
him to stay for 5 more years. He thinks this shows how 
he has been influenced by Asian culture where they have 
a different loyalty and dedication to the company. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

He considers himself an entrepreneur and feels that he 
can get an outlet for it in Asia where the work climate is 
dynamic and decision making is fast. He has always put 
work first and let other things come in second, so he 
wanted enjoy and live life a little “but everything has its 
price”. However, after working 12 hours a day his entire 
adult life he also feels very nervous about shifting 
lifestyle. When he has lived in a country he rarely has 
had the time to look around, so he has returned to see 
the countries more but he has an interest and is curious 
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about how things work and why things are as they are in 
different countries. He has decided that the Philippines 
is his home and has bought a house there where he 
plans to retire. The only thing Dennis regrets is not 
moving out sooner. He was a bit afraid moving out, but 
he had left everything he had and had nothing to loose. 
He has learned that the world is a very big place and you 
should not think you can know it all: have respect and 
understanding for different people, cultures, and 
systems. He says that the first thing you learn is 
humility and that you have to have the will to 
understand and adjust. He has not rooted himself 
anywhere and has friends from all over the world, 
particularly in Asia. When he visits Sweden he does not 
feel at home anymore, but he has two adult children 
from his first marriage that provide a bond. They both 
live in Sweden but have stayed with him during periods 
in all countries. He hopes to have opened their eyes, 
from being blue-eyed Swedes, and it is a heritage he is 
proud to give them. He says they do not have his 
aggression towards Sweden but have adopted his view of 
being a citizen of the world. 

 

Ellen 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Language 
interest 

Ellen always had an interest in languages and wanted to 
work with translation, studied languages and spent a 
semester abroad. After working for a while she 
continued her language studies. 

Complicating 
action 
Pursuing 
language 

To learn German properly she realized she had to live in 
the country and she moved abroad to try to find a job for 
a few months.  

Result 
EQ 2 Varied 
life on location 

She found a more qualified job than she had hoped for 
and ended up staying longer. Through other Swedes, her 
continued language studies and through hobbies she got 
to know a lot of locals. A big transition was practical, the 
living standards, and also to get used to not speaking 
Swedish every day. She feels a bit hardened now and got 
used to moving often and it became natural that friends 
would move away after a while. She went back to visit 
Sweden several times a year and had friends visit her.  
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Complicating 
action 
Return not to 
lose touch 

Her boyfriend at the time was living in China so after 
visiting him her interest was woken and she started to 
study Chinese. She was set that she had to move again to 
learn properly. However, she decided to return to 
Sweden to study for a year so as not to lose contact.  

Result 
EQ 3 Return to 
Swedish 
normality  

Coming back to Sweden she found strange, but very 
quickly it felt familiar, it was strange coming back into 
the Swedish so quickly. It almost felt surreal that she 
had lived abroad. However, she knew she was only 
staying for a year. 

Complicating 
action 
Pursuing 
language 

She moved to a different small town in China than her 
boyfriend to study, as she did not want to speak Swedish 
all the time. For her, to be interested in a language is to 
be interested by the culture and life there. 

Result 
EQ 4 Avoiding 
foreigners and 
then learning 
enough to be 
with Swedes 

She did not want to live among other foreigners to learn 
the language, and never spent time with Swedes; most of 
her classmates were from other Asian countries. It was 
quite difficult to get to know locals as it was not very 
developed there and people stared and were curious 
because she looked different, which she found 
frustrating. She continued to work half-time on a 
freelance basis for the German company. She kept up a 
long distance relationship with her boyfriend for a year 
and then decided to move to live with him for a year. 
Living together was a different lifestyle and they had 
several Swedish friends. 

Complicating 
action 
Attractive job  

She saw an advertisement in Taiwan, where she had 
some friends and a culture she liked and she moved 
there while her boyfriends stayed.  

Result 
EQ 5 At home 
in the new 
culture and 
working with 
Swedes 
 

Her new job involved a lot of contact with “the Swedish 
colony” which was quite different to her. The long 
distance relationship did not last but she now has a new 
Swedish boyfriend. She likes Taiwan; it has certain 
qualities and a more international mindset. It is a 
different way of socializing and always a lot of people 
everywhere.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

She thinks she has learnt a lot about other cultures, also 
from getting to know other foreigners abroad, and 
changed her perspective. Based on what she has seen 
abroad she has started seeing Sweden with different 
eyes, seeing some things more critically and also 
appreciating some things more. She also has learnt a lot 
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about herself, how she works in unknown situations 
because in the beginning you put yourself in many 
unknown situations and the tolerance for it increases. 
Knowing that things have worked out and overcoming 
difficulties has made her calmer in handling future 
situations. She can draw parallels to other situations and 
has gotten more confident. She used to see herself as a 
very deeply rooted person, but she has realized that she 
can feel at home in many different places far away from 
her roots. She sees this as a positive thing but in her 
weak moments it can make her feel rootless. Home is 
still strongly her family home in Sweden, but now 
returning feels like coming home as well. Ellen hopes to 
be able to use her experiences from living abroad. She 
would like to move back to Sweden, working with 
something international, perhaps within language and 
culture, but rather not with commercial things for moral 
and environmental reasons. She wants to try living and 
working in Sweden because she thinks that if she stays 
abroad for too long it would get more and more difficult. 
She will try to find a job before returning to have 
stability and independence. She thinks it will be 
different moving back to Sweden this time, and worries 
about things, such as the climate and social life, but she 
knows she will get used to it after a while. She has kept 
in touch with parents and friends, but most of her 
friends live in different countries all over the world. 
With these friends you are set on not living in the same 
place for very long but they keep in touch and it is fun 
when you have a chance to meet. The ideal work for her 
would be living abroad for parts of the year. She says 
“you never know what happens, you really don’t, and 
perhaps I’ll move somewhere else”. She gets some panic 
if she thinks of moving to Sweden and never living 
abroad again, or staying in any country for the rest of 
her life. She says she definitely will live abroad again. 

 

Frida 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Wanted 
move abroad 

Frida always had a desire to work abroad. After working 
for a season in Austria and spending a semester abroad 
she studied international business.  
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Complicating 
action 
Pursuing 
industry 
career 

Through a contact she got a six month internship in 
Germany as the industry she wanted to work in is not 
very big in Sweden and hard to get into.  

Result 
EQ 2 Difficult 
transition not 
really settling 

It was exiting and a bit hard when arriving; she says she 
was not very tough. She thought she knew German but 
realized she did not understand anything. She was quite 
shy and alone; but got easier when she made some 
friends. She constantly had a feeling that she would not 
be staying and did not want to invest too much and get 
too settled. You have to take the initiative to get to know 
people because people are settled and do not have the 
same need to get to know new people. 

Complicating 
action 
Pursuing 
industry with 
own company 

With luck and timing she got another internship in the 
industry. They could not offer her a position so after the 
internship she had to start her own company and was 
hired by them as a consultant while doing other work. 
She found it a big challenge as she did not know how it 
worked to have her own company. 

Result 
EQ 3 Feeling at 
home but 
socializing 
with Swedes 

She got hired by the company and her work there 
involved some traveling; she thought she found her 
dream job. The city is very international and it is easy to 
make friends quickly, and she got to know a lot of people 
through her sports interest. She felt at home in Germany 
and even thought that she might not be able to move 
back. After some years abroad you are not completely at 
home in Sweden any more, you start to lose touch with 
what is going on. You can feel that you are not 
completely Swedish, but at the same time you do not 
have the connection further back with your current 
country. There was a big Swedish community there; “it 
was almost like living in a Swedish city sometimes”.  

Complicating 
action 
Unhappy with 
new job and 
finding 
opportunity 

As some of her friends returned to Sweden she started 
thinking about moving back as well. She did not know 
what she wanted to do and looked for jobs. Although she 
wanted to work in the industry she tried something 
different for a while as she wanted more experience. She 
says it was the worst thing she has done. It was boring 
and it felt wrong to her; it is important to her to work 
with something she can stand for and that she likes. The 
time at that company gave her a bad image of Germany 
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and she would not want to return. After a year a contact, 
that knew that she was tired of what she was working 
with and of living there, heard of a position and she fit 
the profile perfectly. The company employing her paid 
for the move to France. 

Result 
EQ 4 Career 
within the 
industry 

She was exited about moving and of course a bit scared, 
which she says is part of the fun about it; the adventure. 
She loved France, the region and the quality of life there. 
She already knew some people there, but it is more 
difficult to get to know people in a small town. The move 
was a big step up for her career. The first year it was 
quite frustrating since she did not know exactly what 
was expected of her and her closest manager is stationed 
in another country but now she is really starting to enjoy 
it and have no plans of looking for something else in the 
nearest future. Although a move to the headquarters has 
been discussed, she thinks she has moved enough for 
now and would rather not change continents. Within a 
few years she says she will probably be looking for more 
challenges in her career but it is hard to say what will 
happen. Now she enjoys working and doing her own 
thing but perhaps she will want to start a family. 
Perhaps she will return to Sweden or go to another 
European country. She would not like to move 
somewhere where she would have to learn another 
language; she would not like to invest that time and 
effort. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

She thinks she has been really lucky in her career, but 
has always known what she wanted to do and tried to 
get there, not backing away from challenges. Now she is 
working with exactly what she said she always wanted so 
she is happy. She thinks that she has learned a lot 
professionally, apart from the languages and about life 
in different countries; she thinks it is really fascinating 
to learn something new every day. She thinks it can get 
boring to do the same thing every day and learning new 
things is what has driven her to look for new jobs. One 
of the negative things is that you miss an important part 
of things that people automatically know and have a 
different relationship to what is going on and you can 
feel stupid at times. You learn to see the good and bad 
things in a country and become more open, while at the 
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same time more critical, she says. Today she does not 
really know what feels most like home to her. She feels 
at home but it is clear every day that she is not French. 
Home to her will probably still be Sweden although she 
gets homesick when visiting there. She has kept in touch 
with her family and a few good friends but: “It gets 
thinned out over the years” and she has more friends in 
Germany. The friends she has left are very close and 
they visit her.  

 

Gabriel 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Traveling 
for different 
companies 

After his studies Gabriel started a traineeship which 
involved a six month period abroad. His work as an 
engineer involved some traveling and he was 
enthusiastic but was angry as an idea he had got 
stopped. He had promised his wife to return to the south 
of Sweden when their child was born so he started 
working for a different company, where he was sent to 
Norway for six months. 

Complicating 
action 
Asked to stay 
abroad 

The company was taken over by another company. 
Through coincidences, one thing led to another and he 
was sent over to a chaotic unit in Singapore and was 
asked if he would like to stay on there, so they sold their 
house and moved.  

Result 
EQ 2 Traveling 

There he was responsible for the region and traveled 
around Asia. Initially traveling and handling the 
differences was tough but he got used to it. Moving 
abroad the first times is hard when you do not 
understand anything, it is strange and no one speaks 
English. 

Complicating 
action 
Difficult return 

When he returned to Sweden there was no reasonable 
job for him but after a while he worked on a big project 
which he found interesting and he learned a lot. When 
they returned it was difficult to find a new house so after 
that he has kept a house in Sweden. After a year and a 
half the company was having some problems in Finland 
so he commuted there for six months. 

Result 
EQ 3 
Headhunted 

It was going well but he got headhunted back to the first 
company where he worked for a few years.  
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Complicating 
action 
Reluctantly 
moved  

He was asked if he wanted to move to Japan. His wife 
was not very interested. They hesitated but ended up 
moving anyway and they and their two children stayed 
in Japan for three years. 

Result 
EQ 4 
Expatriate 
family 

The assignment went really well. His wife could not 
work there, but she was involved in Swedish clubs and 
events and took care of the children. Moving out with a 
family it is important that things work out with 
accommodation and schools.  

Complicating 
action  
Return to 
Sweden 
Changing 
family 
situation 

At the end of the assignment he and his wife got 
divorced as the moving around had worn her out. 
Returning to work in Sweden was ok as he knew his 
colleagues. He thinks that Swedish companies 
underestimate people who have lived abroad longer who 
understand it better and have a different gut feeling. He 
worked in Sweden for two years, also managing a 
company in England where he met his second wife; an 
American woman. He was offered a position through a 
contact and they moved to Japan.  

Result 
EQ 5 Return 
assignment 

Coming back to Japan was easier as he knew what it was 
like, knew people, and could avoid making mistakes. 
Moving with a large company is not as unpredictable or 
adventurous as they are used to sending out people. It is 
better to be the only westerner, and expatriate, in the 
company as you work more with everyone and not only 
socialize with other Swedes or expatriates.  

Complicating 
action 
Further 
training 

After three years in Japan he went to the US for a three 
month advanced management program.  

Result 
EQ 6 Job 
through 
contacts 

When he returned to Sweden he started working at 
another company where he had some friends. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

After a year and a half one of his friends asked him if he 
wanted to go to Hong Kong.  

Result  
EQ 7 Staying 
in a location 

He was sent out as an expatriate for four years, which is 
good as there are benefits, limited in time and the 
company handles work permits. He started working as 
locally employed in Hong Kong.  
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Complicating 
action 
Starting a 
company 

Parallel to working, he was starting up his own business 
which he now runs with an old colleague. During this 
time he and his second wife got divorced and she moved 
back to the US. 

Result 
EQ 8 
Prioritizing 
work less, 
freedom 

He now works 60 % to have time to do other things. He 
has houses in Sweden and Thailand and a sailboat in 
Montenegro. He has become a local resident in Hong 
Kong which means he no longer needs a work permit to 
run his own business. He likes Hong Kong but says it 
has its ups and downs; sometimes he gets tired and 
wants to go home. Home for him is in Sweden where he 
has his roots and his children. Abroad you get to know 
people for a shorter time and it is not the same thing. As 
Hong Kong is international it is easy to get to know 
people, both locals and expatriates of different 
nationalities. He has gotten to know a lot of people in 
Swedish companies and goes to some events. He thinks 
it is easier with others who have been abroad a lot; they 
understand each other and he has maintained a contact 
net. He has no plans for the future; it all depends. He 
might move to another country or return to Sweden but 
finds it important to have something sensible to do. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

He thinks it is fun to have this type of work, where 
everyday life is not as planned as it is at home, with a 
greater possibility to affect what you do and when and 
how you do it; more freedom. He thinks his career has 
been interesting; experiencing different things. Working 
abroad has not really been a goal and there has been no 
long term career planning, but he says it is like 
restlessness in the blood. It fit his personality to go 
abroad as there is always something going on, chaotic, 
and different from one day to another. He used to be 
inpatient and restless, wanting things to happen. He 
now understands the expectations better and feels that 
he has come so far that nothing seems alien to him. As 
the children have gotten older he does not have to show 
as much consideration. From his jobs he says that he 
has developed more general knowledge and 
understanding of what is important. He has developed 
more tolerance that people think differently and have 
different values, and that there can be many right 
answers. 
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Herbert 

Orientation 
EQ 1 
Encouraged to 
study 

Herbert dropped out of school and started working in a 
paint shop. His manager thought he was wasting his 
time and sent him back to school where he quickly 
finished with his high school equivalent. 

Complicating 
action 
Went abroad 

Then he went to the West Indies for a year where he 
traveled around a bit. He lived in Barbados and started a 
business for tourists out of one of his hobbies. 

Result 
EQ 2 Returned 
to study 

When he got accepted to the university he returned to 
Sweden where he quickly got his degree. 

Complicating 
action 
Did not like the 
job 

He got a job after his studies, but thought it was really 
boring and quit after only six months.  

Result 
EQ 3 Started 
his own 
business 

Since he had made some money on real-estate and 
shares he bought a restaurant.  

Complicating 
action 
Did not like the 
industry, 
studied again 

He started making money but he did not like the 
restaurant industry so after some years he sold it. He got 
accepted at the university and studied to become an 
engineer. 

Result 
EQ 4 Working 

A few months before finishing his studies he got 
recruited by a technical company where he worked for 
four years.  

Complicating 
action 
Did not want 
to move 

The company was moving but as he had just bought a 
house he did not want to move. He was bought out and 
worked a bit as a consultant instead.  

Result 
EQ 5 Traveling 
job 

He got recruited by a friend to a company where his job 
involved a lot of longer and shorter projects in many 
countries. He thought it was fun since he was not stuck 
in an office. With larger projects spanning several years 
he usually spent some days every week at the location, 
sometimes only working around a week per year in 
Sweden. Some locations were challenging and exotic 
and he says he appreciates seeing unusual things. With 
the traveling the social life suffered and he and his wife 
of 14 years divorced and he says he did not see his 
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daughters a lot. He lived with a suitcase and felt at home 
in most hotels around the world. The same type of work 
is different in different countries and he says that you 
have to adjust and learn about the local circumstances. 
If he had time he tried to learn about the country to 
avoid culture shocks.  

Complicating 
action 
Longer 
assignments 

He was sent to Jordan on a two year contract where he 
made a lot of good friends. Four months before the 
contract finished he was asked to go to Hong Kong to fill 
in for a colleague and ended up staying. He met his 
future local wife who was living in Canada. 

Result 
EQ 6 Working 
on a 
consultant 
basis 

His work still involved a lot of traveling and for two 
years he was spending every other week in Shanghai. He 
quit his job to start his own business and made a two 
year contract with his former employer. Working as a 
consultant he had more freedom to decide where and 
when to work. When arriving he looked for contacts 
with other Swedes and went to events. Later he realized 
that some “still think they are in Sweden” and complain 
about everything. He prefers living in a smaller town, 
partly to avoid spending time with Swedes and negative 
expatriates. He learned that to be happy he has to accept 
his surroundings and be positive. 

Complicating 
action 
Starting a 
company 

Even though it was better as a consultant he decided 
that he wanted to do something completely different 
since he was traveling so much. His father-in-law had a 
factory in China so he invested everything he owned, 
selling his house in Sweden, to start a factory related to 
a hobby of his. In the beginning he worked as a teacher 
while trying to build up a customer base. The factory 
was going well and they were expanding but his partner 
forged the paperwork and ripped him of.  

Result 
EQ 7 Building 
up company 
and 
prioritizing 
family 

Herbert and his wife managed to keep the customers 
and kept the business going by making deals with 
subcontractors. Now he focuses on customer relations 
and the company has developed and makes many 
different products. He has a broad contact net and is 
now working on developing another business in China. 
He was planning to retire early but it got delayed with 
the money lost. His company is based on long-term 
relationships with customers but he hopes to be able to 
let someone else run it, or sell it in a few years. He and 
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his wife have three young children and they socialize 
with other families with children; locals and a few 
westerners. As he works a lot he prioritizes his family.  

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

Working abroad has not been an aim for him, it just 
happened. He does not see his career as jumping 
between things; he says “it is more like things have 
developed in different directions”. What he is doing 
today he could not even have imagined thirty years ago. 
He is still curious about new things and likes to see how 
it develops. He sees life as a journey where you always 
have different choices about which way to go but says 
although it might not turn out as expected he has no 
regrets and has appreciated things. He thinks he has 
been quite wild and wanting to try new things and says 
he has matured. He used to see children as an obstacle 
to doing what he wants but now he does less crazy 
things or tries to get his children to come along. Hong 
Kong is his home now but he is adaptable and feels at 
home in many places. He keeps in touch with family and 
some old friends in Sweden but admits he finds them 
somewhat boring and that very little happens in their 
lives. “They enjoy this safe Swedish existence where you 
do not take chances and everything is predetermined”. 
He does not want to plan too much and be like that.  

 

Ian 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Starting 
in the industry 

Ian started working extra in the industry when he was 13 
years old. He continued to work while studying and 
worked fulltime after his studies, moving to the financial 
department and to a different city. He moved to a 
different company that recommended him to specialize 
in his studies.  

Complicating 
action 
Degree abroad 

He moved with his wife and their three-month old baby 
to the US where he got a degree after two years. He 
found the idea of working abroad exiting and his goal 
has been to be successful within the business and see 
how far he could get. He describes himself as a bit of an 
adventurer and says that it has been a goal to seek 
adventure and experience traveling. 
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Result 
EQ 2 
Consulting 

After that their international career started as he got a 
job in London as a consultant in the industry. In the UK 
it was easier to get to know other foreigners of different 
nationalities. After two years a similar consulting firm 
was opening in Sweden so they returned for two and a 
half years. He says it is easy to establish a network in the 
industry if you want to. 

Complicating 
action 
Recruited 

He got an offer to become vice president of a company 
in Stockholm, which he was for two years before getting 
his first international assignment for them. 

Result 
EQ 3 Multiple 
assignments 

He was a CEO in Denmark for two years, and then they 
moved him to Norway for two years. That was where he 
and his wife found it most difficult to get to know 
people. People have their circles of friends and family 
and are not interested in getting to know new people, or 
in particular Swedes. The biggest transition is to build a 
network, is can be especially difficult for the spouse. 
From Norway they moved to Scotland where he also was 
CEO. 

Complicating 
action 
Recruited 

After six months he was offered a job for a different 
company and the family moved to the US. 

Result 
EQ 4 
Becoming at 
home 

He ran that company for four and a half years. In the US 
it was easy to get to know Americans as they are 
outgoing, friendly and often take the initiative, however 
it is more difficult to actually become closer friends. The 
family became at home there. Children are a door 
opener and make it easier, when their daughter was in 
school they quickly got to know other parents. 

Complicating 
action 
Offered 
assignment 

He got an assignment in London for a Swedish company 
dealing with companies in difficulties.  

Result 
EQ 5 
Consulting, 
returning to 
home 

They stayed in London for another four years and he ran 
his own consultancy and his wife worked. During this 
time their daughter returned to the US to study. Then 
they returned to their house in the US and were 
planning on taking it easy for a while. 

Complicating 
action 
Recruited 

His consulting led to a job offer in Hong Kong to turn 
around a company in crisis and he managed to do that 
in two years. 
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Result 
EQ 6 
Consulting, 
moving 
between their 
home cities 

After that he wanted to return to London where he 
worked as a consultant again for two years. London and 
Hong Kong are places that are easy for foreigners as 
they are international multicultural cities that offer a lot 
to the accompanying spouse even if he/she cannot work. 
It is fun meeting new people, but expatriates come and 
go all the time. His wife would only want to move to 
places where they have already lived as it is so tough to 
start over. The Swedish community has not been 
important for them; their social life has been more 
mixed and they have good friends in all the places they 
have lived. They moved back to the US for a year. 

Complicating 
action 
Attractive 
offer 

Then he got contacted by the company he worked for in 
Hong Kong asking if he was interested in working on 
getting listed on the stock-exchange which he thought 
was fun.  

Result 
EQ 7 
Experienced in 
the industry, 
at home in 
several places 

They moved to Hong Kong where he now works as a 
CEO. His wife lives “a typical expat life” which he does 
not; she is involved in a community for Swedish women 
and has a lot of Swedish friends as she cannot work. It is 
very international in Hong Kong so it is easy to spend 
time with other Swedes. He mainly works with Chinese 
and has some Chinese friends but they have a different 
way of socializing. They have three homes, in Hong 
Kong, in the US and a summer house in Sweden, which 
is a fixed point. They will always have a connection to 
Sweden and fundamental Swedish values but it has 
become part of who they are that they can adjust easily. 
The US home is their base; they have their green cards, 
are becoming citizens, and their daughter lives there. 
When they leave Hong Kong he and his wife plan to 
travel for a while in Asia. When they get older they will 
probably settle in the US, perhaps with a small business, 
and spend the summers in Sweden. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

His career has been fun and exiting. When it comes to 
moving to a new country they are “professionals”. He 
says that when you have gone past a limit it is very 
difficult to move back. It would have been difficult for 
him to find something interesting career vise in Sweden. 
His skills are valued abroad, which is one reason they 
cannot move home as it would be bad financially. He 
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has learnt a lot about the business and how things are 
done in different places. He says that knowledge makes 
it possible to work in a multicultural environment is 
extremely valuable and it is that which is the most 
challenging. He says that you have to stay open and 
learn the peculiarities in each culture. He thinks he is 
more entrepreneurial than he has realized and starting a 
company might have given him the same satisfaction if 
he had stayed in Sweden, now he has taken risks in a 
different way. They have gotten used to colorful 
environments and want new things all the time, and it 
has become addictive to look for challenges.  

 

Jessica 

Orientation 
EQ 1 Working 
towards goal 
of living 
abroad since 
childhood 
experiences 

Jessica lived in Spain with her family for four years 
while growing up. She is grateful for the chance to move 
out so early; it gave experience she still builds on and 
maturity. She and her father are more adventurous and 
“has it in the blood” compared to the rest of her family 
who she says are really Swedish. She studied 
international marketing and Chinese and got a 
scholarship to spend a year and a half in China. She 
found a summer job in Hong Kong and finished her 
thesis there. All these things made her more interested 
in working abroad which has been a goal for her. She 
was hoping for Asia but got a job in Sweden working 
towards the Latin American market. It was exiting and 
involved a lot of traveling and she worked there for two 
years. 

Complicating 
action 
Husband 
transferred 

During this time her husband was transferred to 
Switzerland so she had to decide if she was going with 
him. She applied for jobs from Sweden and got a job 
there, which was not exactly a dream job for her.  

Result 
EQ 2 
Establishing, 
different 
employers  

The transition was not very big but it was a bit 
frustrating in the beginning as she expected it to be sort 
of the same as Sweden. She got a new job working more 
towards Asia, but also broadened herself to be more 
global. She got tired of it due to her manager and got a 
job at another Swiss company in a global position. It has 
not always been easy, she had German managers and as 
a Swede you expect equal treatment. Her visa was tied to 
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her husband in the beginning and then the different 
companies have sponsored it. She established a network 
and has a lot of friends there still, but many were also 
foreigners living there and have moved on. After seven 
years she was rooted there and considers an amazing 
environment and great to work and live in. 

Complicating 
action 
Moving with 
husband 

Her husband was moving to Hong Kong and she was 
exited; “Yes! Finally Asia!” It was a bit like coming 
home. The move was more organized and easier as she 
had learnt how to set about things. As she had been 
there before she expected to know how things worked, 
but it was familiar yet strange at the same time. 

Result 
EQ 3 Dual 
international 
career 

For the first months she studied Chinese and focused on 
networking. Then the laws changed so that she could 
work as an accompanying spouse. She found an ad that 
just “had her name written all over it” and got a 
position as marketing manager. It has worked to 
combine two international careers, although it is not the 
easiest thing. She says it is luck, combined with her 
being a generalist; her education, languages and 
transferable skills. They had a lot of friends, mostly 
foreigners and some Swedes, but most people only stay 
for a few years. Many are not traditional expatriates, and 
she says that with different levels of experience it is not 
as worthwhile. It is different if you plan to stay longer; 
you build a life in a different way than if you are 
planning on leaving after two years. It takes time and 
effort to network and build new relationships.  

Complicating 
action 
Divorce 

A year ago she got divorced and it gave her a different 
view on living abroad. Last year was quite dramatic for 
her, from being a couple abroad to really becoming one 
person abroad with her closest family on the other side 
of the world, although technology now makes it feel 
closer. 

Result 
EQ 4 
Establishing as 
single 

Being “alone out here” is a bit scary but at the same time 
she would not want to return to Sweden as she has her 
work, her home and her friends in Hong Kong. Her 
friends now are more local and she knows locals through 
work but society is a bit segregated. It is a bit more 
difficult as she is in a management position and it takes 
some time to break that barrier. Being Swedish and 
having the attitude that you respect everyone no matter 
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their position has helped her. She plans to stay in Hong 
Kong for another four years to get her permanent 
residence permit and thinks it would be nice to stay in 
one place for a while. She is happy to develop in her 
position and within the company and travels a lot with 
work. Now it is exiting to establish a new life as a single; 
everything is up to her, and there are more things to 
consider, even the social life changed. Home to her is 
where she has her belongings and she is building up a 
new base, a home in Hong Kong and has bought an 
apartment, which is a big deal for her. She is open to 
moving somewhere else but rather not Europe, Asia is 
more exiting, but it all depends on what happens. 

Evaluation, 
Resolution 
and Coda 
 

With her background and her desire to work 
internationally, moving abroad has been the way to 
move forward in her career. She hopes to be able to keep 
going, to develop and stay competitive. She always liked 
living abroad, it is more dynamic, lots of people and 
languages suit her. You have to be open and make 
contacts, although it might not come naturally to 
Swedes to be outgoing. She says you learn a lot about 
yourself, personally and professionally. There are days 
you think it is trying and other days you think it is 
amazing. “I think you have to work with yourself; sort 
of like I have my reference points and it is not certain it 
will be the same for them”. She finds it fascinating and 
challenging working with people from many different 
cultures. She thinks she is constantly learning about 
herself and how to handle different situations and that 
she has become stronger as a person. She visits Sweden 
yearly but does not know if she could be successful 
working there; it would be a cultural adjustment. Back 
in Sweden she sometime wonders if she really is 
Swedish anymore and questions the way some things 
work there. There can sometimes be a clash with other 
Swedes that are only abroad for a short time and think 
that Sweden is always the best.  
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An aggregate narrative of international itinerants 
 
The international itinerants’ structured narratives are now brought together 
into an aggregate narrative of international itinerants. 
 
Orientation 

Several of the international itinerants had an expressed desire to work 
abroad or had early experiences or connections to another culture. For 
example Bill grew up in two cultures and Jessica went with her family on an 
expatriate assignment when she was a child. Several of the international 
itinerants have studied abroad, done internships or seasonal work abroad, 
decided the focus of study due to this interest or had an interest in a specific 
industry that drew them abroad. Some of the itinerants have worked in 
Sweden for a while before moving abroad, or before deciding to study. 
Dennis was a successful entrepreneur running his expanding company in 
Sweden. Several of the international itinerants describe themselves as 
restless or adventurous, some describe themselves as entrepreneurial, 
however, for Bill his music career was the most important. The majority of 
the international itinerants are single when they move out. 
 
Complicating action 

For a majority of the international itinerants the choice to go abroad was to 
pursue their interest in working internationally, in a specific country and 
culture, or a specific industry or education. Some of the international 
itinerants have moved abroad with a company they were working for and 
were sent out as expatriates the first time. For others there were external 
circumstances; Dennis wanted to leave Sweden due to bankruptcy and 
divorce. 
 
Result 

For some of the international itinerants the first transition was quite 
difficult. With the transition, they had to adjust and find their place in their 
new environment and experienced cultural differences at work. In a new 
situation and social context their sense of self was questioned and, for some, 
stable identifications were lost. For example for Dennis the transition was 
dramatic; he was no longer a husband and successful owner of a company. 
This uncertainty resulted in reflection and processes of identity 
reconstruction were engaged as the itinerants reestablished themselves in 
their new context, or for some even establish themselves in their careers. 
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Some of the international itinerants started with short term-contracts, 
internships or studies. Simultaneously they maintained aspects of 
established identifications, for example in their networks. For instance, for 
Alex the Swedish identification became more salient. Those sent out on 
expatriate contracts maintained more contacts to Sweden than the others 
who only stayed in touch with their families and some friends. As did those 
who only planned to stay for a limited period, who also got less established 
abroad. Others became more invested in the local context and even met a 
spouse abroad.  
 
Complicating action 

Perhaps not satisfied in the current position or location, some international 
itinerants apply to new jobs or get new offers that are more attractive 
through their contacts. Some of them decide to start their own businesses, as 
that is a way of pursuing an interest in an industry. Only a few of the 
international itinerants return to Sweden after going abroad. Ellen decides to 
return specifically not to loose touch with Sweden while Dennis decides to 
leave the company he is working for rather than returning to Sweden with 
them.  
 
Result 

The transitions become easier over time, as does the adjustment to new 
countries. Some of the international itinerants have built a life and feel at 
home in the country they are in and move to new positions and companies in 
the same location. With growing confidence the international itinerants take 
on new challenges, short-term contracts, international assignments or new 
positions. While the transitions signify a period of increased self-reflection, 
and identity construction processes are engaged, they have started to 
establish themselves in their global career, positioning themselves in relation 
to their context. Some of them enjoy the freedom of being an entrepreneur 
while others return to working for companies after having their own 
company for a while. Some start companies or continue to study parallel to 
working, or even take some time to get further training. While some still 
relate to other Swedes and foreigners abroad they begin to consider 
themselves as not completely Swedish anymore. Sweden is no longer home 
to several of the international itinerants as they realize when visiting.  
 
Complicating action 

New opportunities come up through the networks and contacts that the 
international itinerants have built up and they are confident that new 
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possibilities will come up, and in their ability to handle transitions when they 
do. After having lived in several different locations the step of moving to yet 
a new country or making a new career move is not seen equally as drastic as 
before. Additional moves are seen as a natural step, in particular if they are 
not satisfied with where they are, what they are working with, or the 
company they work for. Several of the international itinerants go through 
divorces as the strains of the frequent moves and traveling makes the social 
life suffer. Some of them continue on their own, several of them meet new 
spouses of other nationalities. For some the spouse’s nationality or preferred 
location leads to a move. 
 
Result 

Some of the international itinerants move on to new companies, contracts or 
assignments; new opportunities or external pressures result in additional 
relocations between countries as well as in their careers. For some, the 
identification with their career is stronger while for others the identification 
with the industry leads them to develop within it. Others find continuity in 
their careers while moving between different things in different areas. 
Maintaining their networks and keeping in touch with friends who they have 
met in different countries is seen as important for the career, as well as for a 
sense of belonging throughout the transitions. Even with changing 
circumstances they all confirm their choice of a career working in the global 
environment. For some of the international itinerants, offers of fixed 
employments may be tempting and they become more settled in one 
organization and one location and begin to internalize some of the values of 
their current cultures or organizations. Others, who are running their own 
companies, invest themselves and work on developing these, and enjoy the 
freedom of being an entrepreneur. Starting a company, or working as a 
consultant rather than as employed, gives the freedom of deciding what to 
do, where and when.  

Some of them have formed relationships abroad and have established their 
lives and feel at home in one or even several countries. Others are more 
focused on their careers than on other aspects of their lives and are single. 
The contact with Sweden diminishes and they loose their networks there and 
the contact with society, and mostly keep in touch with their family and a few 
friends. While they are identified as Swedish by others their own 
identification with Swedes and the Swedish culture becomes less salient. 
They are comfortable in their place as a foreigner and while they often are 
seen as expatriates they do not identify with expatriates and want to display 
and claim that they are different from expatriates, who have privileged 
conditions and do not integrate in local communities. The majority of the 



STRUCTURED NARRATIVES 

 144 
 

international itinerants plan to stay in their current locations for a while but 
also say that they would not want to settle in one place for good. The 
international itinerants think about the balance in life as important and 
consider what their priorities are and reflect on how they have changed over 
time. While some of them are strongly focused on their careers others 
prioritize simply enjoying life more than their work, for some of them the 
family or other interests are in focus, for example the music is important for 
Bill and a defining element in how he sees himself.  
 
Evaluation, resolution, coda 

The international itinerants for the most part plan to stay in the current 
location for a while, but they are open for new things if something would 
come up. Only a few of them even consider returning to Sweden as a 
possibility. Some of the international itinerants have decided on a country as 
their home, Ian and his wife has three countries that they move between. 
Several of them describe themselves as being at home in many places, able to 
settle and adapt almost anywhere and not being rooted in one country 
anymore. Trying new things, learning, and meeting new challenges is what 
drives several of the international itinerants and a lot of them could not 
imagine a different lifestyle and sees it as addictive. The international 
itinerants have heterogeneous experiences and their careers have developed 
in different directions, moving between different things and doing parallel 
activities. Some describe themselves as entrepreneurs or see their careers as 
defining who they are. They have developed networks where they have been, 
of people they have worked with, and within the industry, that are very 
important to them. They have more in common with, and identify with, 
others that have similar experiences, foreigners abroad but not expatriates. 
Curt and Dennis look for other labels to distinguish themselves, such as 
“extraterritorial”, “lifer”, or “citizen of the world”. For many of the 
international itinerants the Swedish identification has become more latent 
and they are integrated in their current locations and have adopted things 
from cultures they have lived in. With increased self-reliance and broader 
perspectives they have developed intercultural and transferable skills that 
they do not think would be appreciated in Sweden. 
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Analysis of the repeat expatriates’ 
narratives 

In this chapter the repeat expatriates’ narratives will be analyzed, starting by 
considering their career orientations. The repeat expatriates display aspects 
of both boundaryless and protean career orientations in their narratives. 
After consecutively considering their careers from these perspectives, I will 
turn to an analysis of the repeat expatriates’ identification with the 
organization and career, followed by their identification with the country and 
culture.  

Although not crossing the boundaries of different employers, the repeat 
expatriates enact their boundaryless career orientations within the 
organization. As Peltonen (1998) suggests, large multinational companies, 
with global corporate cultures, can be seen as arenas where there are 
opportunities for an individual to pursue and shape diverse careers 
anywhere within the company and adapting to business requirements. The 
organization is still important for them but in a more transactional way 
(Baruch, 2004), and in cases where the company has not been able to offer 
opportunities corresponding to the repeat expatriates needs and wants 
(Brian, John, Casper) some of them have decided to leave the company for a 
while. Describing the repeat expatriates career orientations in terms of 
physical and psychological mobility (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006), there is not 
only the perception, psychological mobility, of being able to make 
transitions, to leave the part of the company they are in or even the 
possibility of leaving the company, but there is also a degree of physical 
mobility between different parts of the company, different types of work, and 
crossing national boundaries. However, as Parker and Inkson (1999) 
suggested, by being offered interesting and developing opportunities, the 
repeat expatriates’ loyalty to the company is strengthened. Even though 
previous research has shown that expatriates receive job offers or even leave 
the company after repatriating (Suutari and Brewster, 2003) none of the 
repeat expatriates talked of wanting to leave the company or brought up 
offers from other companies in their narratives. However, there might have 
been offers that were not brought up in the interviews as the repeat 
expatriates did not consider it as significant in their careers.  

The repeat expatriates also have boundaryless career orientations 
corresponding to the meaning of not following traditional hierarchical 
advancement principles, as suggested by Arthur and Rousseau (1996). There 
has to be a need for you when you return, Adam explains; “for me it’s not 
about climbing the corporate ladder”. Many of the repeat expatriates have 
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no clear plans for their careers, David even exclaims: “I don’t have a career” 
(referring to the traditional advancement meaning). To the repeat 
expatriates it is not important to advance quickly within the company. Isaac 
for example thinks that it is fun with different places and people, and he 
claims he has not made an aggressive career to be a top manager. Only 
Edward describes wanting to advance within the company and chooses his 
location on what would be most beneficial; he sees the best opportunities on 
the Asian market. A majority of the repeat expatriates talk about the 
importance of having interesting jobs, to enjoy what they are doing at the 
moment, and to learn new things and develop. Without clear goals they see 
what comes up, and they are focused on the next few years rather than long 
term planning. With shorter periods it remains interesting, for example with 
project related activities where “you can run your own race” as Adam says. 

The careers of the repeat expatriates can also be seen as boundaryless as the 
boundaries between the personal/family life and the work life become 
blurred, in particular when abroad. This is also one of the original meanings 
defined by Arthur and Rousseau (1996) as the family is valued over the 
career by several of the repeat expatriates. As such the family can also be 
seen as a career boundary, or a career community (Parker et al., 2004), that 
becomes more salient in shaping the repeat expatriates career moves. For 
Brian, whose wife has an international career within the company as well, it 
is the family life that has top priority, and the time abroad was a time 
focused on the family. He prioritizes work-life balance over his career and 
works part-time. Several of the repeat expatriates rely on their identification 
with the family when abroad as argued by Caligiuri and Lazarova (2005), 
and refer to themselves as, and socialize as, a family with children. Several of 
the repeat expatriates describe an assignment as strengthening the cohesion 
in the family, as was found by Torbiörn (1976; 1982). For the repeat 
expatriates the family can either enable or constrain additional moves and 
moving with a family means additional concerns for the condition on the 
locations and for the children’s schooling and upbringing. Some of the repeat 
expatriates have made the choice to prioritize the family and refrained from 
moving, or traveled less during the years the children are in school. The 
family can be a restraining element, as experienced for example by Casper 
who had to move without his family. They managed to keep the relationship 
going with constant communication and visits, however, Casper would not 
move alone again and says that; “for a short period it is possible to uphold 
such a life”. Although several repeat expatriates state that it can be easier to 
move out alone, it is straining on the relationship and you miss out on the 
family’s lives and have to reestablish the relationship when returning. Some 
of the repeat expatriates are more independent from their families in their 
career decisions, for example Adam who says that he: “Went home and told 
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my wife ― we’re going to Los Angeles for a year”. The constant short trips 
that the repeat expatriates undertake, both while in Sweden and while 
working abroad, that can be likened to the frequent flyer or flexpatriate 
assignments described by Mayerhofer et al. (2004), are difficult on the 
family as well. These shorter business trips of a few days, weeks or months, 
are more fun in the beginning, after longer careers working internationally 
they are mostly considered tiring and the repeat expatriates prefer longer 
assignments when they can get more into society. Although one of them, 
David, met his wife abroad, for another, Harry, the strains of the lifestyle led 
to a divorce. Harry says that you have to be crystal clear about what to 
expect, it could ruin a lot, and the family situation is not taken enough into 
consideration by the company. The transitions can be difficult for the family 
and this type of career can be a strain on the relationships.  

While the repeat expatriates to some extent describe themselves as being 
self-directed, showing that they are protean in their career orientations, the 
company plays a large part in directing the repeat expatriates’ careers, in 
particular at the outset by what assignments they offer. They respond to the 
company’s needs and are focused on the job, following specific projects they 
have been working on or where the company needs someone with their 
profile. With increased experience of working abroad, or handling specific 
types of tasks or situations abroad, the repeat expatriates get more freedom 
in directing their own careers and can choose the type of location and type of 
assignment they are interested in accepting. George clarifies that with 
experience a repeat expatriate can get a reputation and get offered 
interesting jobs. They can send a signal when they are open for something 
new, when it is the right time and place, and when it fits for the family. This 
indicates that, as suggested by Selmer (1998; 1999), the company sees these 
global careerists as a resource pool that they can draw on, and that they 
value and use their experiences. The repeat expatriates are driven by the 
career opportunities that come up. Fred explains; “it is often coincidence 
that determines where you end up”. Harry says: “I’ve always been a bit of a 
nomad, that’s just the way it has happened”. Although the repeat expatriates 
state the importance of being goal oriented to get what you want, being 
available at the right time and place is imperative. 

The repeat expatriates are able to adapt and reinvent themselves within their 
new context when going on another assignment, which characterizes a 
protean career (Hall, 1996a), yet, as suggested by Inkson (2006), it is a bit 
contradictory as they are able to do this through maintaining a sense of 
stability and coherence in their identities. A protean career has been 
described as values driven (Hall, 2000) and Adam describes that with 
additional assignments his motivation has moved from technically advanced 
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projects more towards locations where he can feel that his work is making a 
difference and helping people locally. The repeat expatriates’ motivations 
can to a large extent be described as life enrichment, personal challenge, 
personal and professional development, as discussed by Stahl et al. (2002) as 
intrinsic motives for expatriating, but as mentioned earlier they are also 
driven by the organizations’ needs. Several of them describe wanting to do 
meaningful work and wanting to continue to learn and develop. Working 
with new things is important to most of them, as different positions give new 
dimensions. For some of them the freedom and responsibility they get with 
their assignments is what motivates them. Some of the repeat expatriates are 
driven by challenges, either challenging work or a difficult location, while 
others would prefer a more comfortable location, in a developed country. For 
David it is exiting to break new ground with a new challenging country, and a 
thrill to arrange for himself. With the freedom on such an assignment, and as 
they are good financially, he has actively pushed for it. For some of the 
repeat expatriates the drive has always been to work internationally and they 
have signaled this interest to the company and actively sought out 
opportunities. Casper’s drive to work in international business is why he 
applied to the company in the first place. Only a few of them, for example 
Edward, have wanted to stay in specific locations to learn more about it. Fred 
on the other hand did not want to get too strongly associated with the region 
he was in and decided to apply somewhere else.  

Identification with the organization and career 

The repeat expatriates who have spent the majority of their careers with the 
company all identify with the organization to some extent. Before moving 
out the first time several of the repeat expatriates have worked for several 
years with the company, have established lives and identify with the 
organization. For others, starting their careers with the organization’s 
trainee program, the others from that program become a network within the 
company, spread out over several locations, and they undertake their first 
assignment abroad early in their careers. Casper was seen as representing 
the company and was expected to know everything about it as he came from 
the headquarters and as he was Swedish, even though he had only been with 
the company for six months. Coming abroad the repeat expatriates have to 
reestablish themselves in the new social context and they draw on the 
organizational identification as a part of this as they are seen as representing 
the organization, in particular the Swedish part of it.  

Several of them refer to themselves with a more traditional employment 
context-based career identity (DeFillippi and Arthur, 1996) in terms of being 
“company-ers”. Yet simultaneously they narrate themselves as having a 
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career identity independent of the employer, by referring to themselves for 
example as successful project managers, which is more characteristic of a 
boundaryless career orientation. With the company’s transnationalization 
strategy some of them have experienced that the company’s identity has 
become less clear as the company’s nationality has been eroded. As Vora and 
Kostova (2007) argued, the transnational organizational structure and its 
characteristics has an impact in how the repeat expatriates experience the 
identification with the company, making it more abstract and blurred, and 
the dual identification with the home and host units is facilitated as a lot is 
the same wherever they are. The move is easier for the repeat expatriates 
where there is an established organization; there the common standards 
make the transition at work less prominent. In some locations everything is 
well organized for expatriates and there are several Swedes. It makes a big 
difference professionally, organizationally and relationship-wise if the 
assignment is with a subsidiary or established company. When placed in an 
established part of the company the office setting is the same, it is mainly the 
life around that is different. However, Isaac rather claims that the main 
transition is work. Most of the expatriates still experience large cultural 
differences at work and other ways of doing things. Abroad they are more on 
the frontline, it can be tougher, and they have increased responsibilities. 
Depending on the type of location and the company’s presence there, they 
are seen as representing the company. Where nothing is established the 
repeat expatriates become more responsible and representatives for the 
company. Adam expressed his realization: “the company, now, that’s me”. 
The repeat expatriates are identified by others as representing the 
organization, and are seen as ambassadors for the Swedish side of the 
company within the host company, locally, in expatriate communities and 
embassy events. 

The challenges of being drawn between their allegiance to the home and host 
operations, as described by Black and Gregersen (1992), is experienced by 
some of the repeat expatriates, in particular this is the case in a first 
assignment or in the beginning of an assignment. Brian describes being 
associated with where he was, by others, but he had no sense of belonging as 
he was not part of the local organization. He did not know who to turn to, “a 
donkey between several haystacks” as he represented several factories in his 
assignment. His loyalties were questioned by his homebase as they lost touch 
of him more and more. As many of the repeat expatriates have been for a 
long time with their homebase before going out on a first assignment, the 
“hearts-at-home” pattern is often described initially by the repeat 
expatriates, moving towards a “dual citizen pattern” with strong allegiance to 
both with longer time spent in the host unit. Although the company has a 
policy of not wanting expatriates to stay more than five years in a single 
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location there have been exceptions of prolonged contracts. As found by 
Black and Gregersen (1992), there is a tendency to “go native” if an 
assignment is extended and the repeat expatriate becomes more invested in 
and committed to the host operations. If being involved in starting up or 
establishing the host unit the repeat expatriate identifies more strongly with 
it and is committed to it. For a few of them there has been no clear break 
with the host organization and they stay in contact after moving back. 

However, Black and Gregersen’s (1992) discussion of expatriate allegiance to 
the home and host operations is based on the assumption that the expatriate 
moves from the corporate headquarters to a host subsidiary, as a single 
event. With the organizations transnationalization this is not really 
experienced as the case by the repeat expatriates. With the organization not 
being centered on a single strong headquarters in the home country that they 
work for and return to, several of the repeat expatriates do not have a strong 
connection to a homebase. Many of the repeat expatriates have experienced 
their relationships with the Swedish organization deteriorating, especially 
with reorganizations and downsizing, the home unit may change or even 
disappear while the repeat expatriate is abroad. It is stressed that you should 
not stay abroad for too long to keep the connection to the home organization 
and maintain the network to be able to come back. They use email and 
regular visits to Sweden to try to keep the professional network, although 
they stress the difficulties of this and the risk of quickly loosing touch. 
Edward visits his homebase in Sweden yearly to try to keep the professional 
network. However, with multiple assignments most of the repeat expatriates 
have had very little contact with the Swedish organization and little contact 
with the home manager, although this is seen as very important as the home 
manager plays a large part in determining the conditions and contract. 
Although several of them have moved from one assignment directly to 
another, some claim that you have to be at home for a while to catch up and 
follow the development. As not having worked for long periods in Sweden 
some of them claim that they do not even know how the Swedish side of the 
company works. Yet there is a safety in having an expatriate contract, with 
privileged conditions and a homebase to fall back on. Those who have had 
local contracts stress this in particular, for example with problems with local 
managers. John says that he learned to watch out for his interests in Sweden 
and never to take a local contract when his business unit abroad was 
cancelled and he had to find work with another organization for six months 
as there was nothing in the home organization for him. The repeat 
expatriates express that the company and the homebase generally takes good 
care of them and that it is important to be able to trust them.  
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In a transition without having a strong identification with a home unit and at 
the same time being a stranger in the host organization, often in a 
management position, looking different and not completely understanding 
local behavior, makes the repeat expatriates rely more on the organizational 
identification. Even though identifying with the organization as such may be 
too abstract (Alvesson, 2000), the organizational identification becomes 
more important for them, although with time the repeat expatriates develop 
a dual organizational identification with the organization as such and the 
current unit.  

Walsh and Gordon (2008) argued that with a boundaryless career 
individuals may identify with their occupation and what they do. For the 
repeat expatriates, referring to what they do is a way of maintaining 
coherence in their identity construction and they are very committed to the 
project they are working on or the task they have to accomplish. The repeat 
expatriates draw on existing discourses (Clarke et al., 2009) on what it 
means to be for example a manager, from their own culture. This is often 
somewhat conflicting with the local culture, yet as expatriates they 
experience some freedom from the local behavior and expectations and with 
additional assignments they learn to incorporate some of the local values 
while maintaining their own values. The type of work matters to the repeat 
expatriates, and they claim that you develop different aspects of yourself and 
different capabilities. For example Casper has wanted to work in different 
fields in order to continue learning something new. Isaac describes that his 
management and leadership style has developed; he says that you cannot use 
the same principles, and that he feels that he has a greater understanding of 
how others think and react based on culture and background now.  

Individuals with boundaryless careers may look for substitutes for 
organizational identification (Mirvis and Hall, 1996), yet although the 
organizational and professional identification may be conflicting (Alvesson, 
2000) or may undermine each other (Meyer et al., 2006) in this case the 
identifications reinforce each other as they are able to enact their 
occupations within the organization. Included in this, the repeat expatriates 
start to see expatriating as part of what they do, and the identity “expatriate” 
(Hartl, 2004) as a part of their career identity, together with the 
organizational and professional identification. David is an exception as he 
does not identify himself as an expatriate and he resists the stereotype image 
of expatriates. 

International assignments can be beneficial for a short time and even 
necessary to advance within the organization. However, if away for longer it 
can be the opposite, as you are away from people’s minds. The repeat 
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expatriates all talk of making a decision, at some point, whether to stay 
abroad or to go home as they begin to identify with the expatriate career and 
lifestyle. “After four years you have to make a decision if you will aim on 
being abroad or if you want to go back home again” Adam explains. It is a 
different lifestyle and it can be addictive. Some describe the expatriate life as 
a trap, as they always want to experience new things and cultures. Although 
it is an enormous experience there are no guarantees for good positions and 
a good job is not waiting at the return. As found by Suutari and Taka (2004) 
domestic opportunities can be seen as dissatisfying by several of the repeat 
expatriates who want more challenges. Some of the repeat expatriates 
describe having unsatisfactory jobs when returning and that the company 
does not use their experiences enough. Harry feels that to move back is a 
step down; with higher positions abroad you learn things. It is easier to 
return when there are new challenges waiting and continuing to work in an 
international environment and traveling with work makes the transition 
easier.  

Brian expresses the transformation he has undergone with the type of career 
he has; “I think you should be aware of when you go out, now I have been 
out so much that, I carry it with me in some form”. As described by Peltonen 
(1998), the repeat expatriates in this study value seeing career expatriate as a 
part of who they are, and that they are able to work and pursue a career in 
any location. They all describe developing a lot professionally, with a wider 
base of experience they have more credibility and they have proven that they 
can handle a lot of unexpected situations and have developed a kind of 
“street smarts”. The repeat expatriates have learnt to be flexible, handle 
transitions and to adjust, improvise and to take problems as they come. They 
all say that their confidence has increased with their experience; they care 
less what others think and manage to get along everywhere. As an expatriate 
you are responsible for yourself and you have to learn how to get your way. 
They claim to see the context in a different way and to have become more 
sensitive to nuances. Another of the strengths they feel that they have 
developed is a greater understanding of cultural differences and to work with 
different people. This echoes the developmental effects of global careers 
found by Suutari and Mäkelä (2007).  The quality of life is often better, but it 
is not a holiday, the everyday life has to work and the environment on-site 
can be poor. There are things they miss out on as well. For example, Harry’s 
father was buried while he was abroad and he came home too late. He says 
that it is also part of the choice you make, you are far from everything. Many 
of the repeat expatriates interviewed claim it has become comparatively easy 
with “globalization” (technology); with the internet for example, the earth 
has shrunk.  
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In the beginning of their careers other expatriates may function as role 
models as the new expatriates evaluate how to act in their new environment 
as Ibarra (1999) describes as experimenting with provisional selves. In the 
beginning the repeat expatriates often identify with other expatriates, often 
within the company or of the same nationality in locations where there are 
other expatriates. While continuing to identify with expatriates, with 
additional assignments they stress their experience. Abroad the repeat 
expatriates develop an extensive contact net with other expatriates and 
establish business contacts, but they loose the network in Sweden instead. 
With additional assignments they know people all over the world who are 
out and develop a network of expatriates, within and outside the company, 
which can be seen as informal professional communities that are important 
to their work identity (Kirpal, 2004). They have a lot in common with 
colleagues who have worked abroad; it is good to ventilate and exchange 
information and they form friendships. When back in Sweden they still 
identify more with those with similar experiences.  

Identification with the country and culture 

When moving abroad the Swedish identification initially becomes more 
salient for the repeat expatriates as Sussman’s (2000) model suggest. Some 
of them describe an adjustment period of at least six months and a period of 
getting established as immigrants. Casper describes his adjustment as a 
journey where he learned to widen his comfort zones. In some locations 
there are Swedish groups, communities, and events, such as traditional 
parties arranged by the embassy. The majority of the repeat expatriates in 
this study have started out in such a location. For some repeat expatriates 
these groups of other Swedes abroad are a safety net and it makes it easier, 
especially in the beginning. Some of the repeat expatriates have gotten a 
network through the Swedish church, which is a meeting point for Swedes 
abroad. That is often the case for the families with children. Other families 
who had gone through the same can give recommendations, and there can 
for example be a group for Swedish women abroad for the wives.  

Through work the repeat expatriates get important first contacts with locals 
and practical help. It is more difficult to get to know locals, as they already 
have established lives and it takes time to break the shell, the expatriate is 
the one who has to take the initiative and the wife takes a lot of responsibility 
for the social life. It can be very lonely until you make the first contacts and 
break through the stereotypes and establish yourself. The repeat expatriates 
tell of how it varies from place to place. In some places it is easier to get into 
society, not only on the surface but to make good friends and neighbors. 
Edward says “it’s a choice”, and although you are always a foreigner it can be 
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easy to make local friends, he has always been accepted. Brian explains that 
although he had a local girlfriend and friends, on his first assignment, he did 
not identify with them, and did not want to get too close. After the initial 
adjustment period the repeat expatriates begin to feel more at home and like 
they belong. Sanchez et al.’s (2000) description that an expatriate tends to 
identify more strongly with the home culture in the beginning, then towards 
the host country, ideally landing in a dual identification seems to apply for 
the first assignment.  

The repeat expatriates argue that it is a choice if you try to get more into 
society and socialize with locals, but that it also depends on the location. The 
repeat expatriates describe that in some countries you cannot get integrated 
into society but live in separate worlds. As described by Richardson and 
McKenna (2000) it can be difficult to integrate and relationships with locals 
can be superficial and some of the repeat expatriates describe feeling like 
outsiders in certain locations. It is difficult to form closer friendships in some 
countries due to language difficulties. As a foreigner you are very odd and 
stand out in some countries, people are amazed at westerners and some of 
the repeat expatriates experienced it as being a foreigner on display. For the 
repeat expatriates the transition is more difficult with a location where the 
company is less established and in areas where there are few other 
expatriates or foreigners. In such locations, more than in others, as Toh and 
Denisi (2007) describe, the expatriates are judged as out-group members, 
which makes locals less likely to support the expatriates’ adjustment and 
makes it more difficult for them to come in, even if they would want to. In 
Bartel and Dutton’s (2001) terms, it is not only about claiming a social 
identity; it is also a question of others granting it. The repeat expatriates are 
identified by others as representing Sweden, they are seen as immigrants; as 
guests with a role as ambassadors. There are different ways of socializing and 
no natural base for interaction, as a foreigner you should stay on your own 
flank. With the expatriate assignment being limited in time, the repeat 
expatriates do not leave Sweden for good, and therefore become less 
integrated. 

As found by Bonache (2005), experienced barriers to interacting with the 
local population can make the repeat expatriates turn to other expatriates. 
Due to for example language difficulties it is easy for the repeat expatriates to 
have most of the social contact with other expatriates. As Casper says; “You 
are in the same boat” something which echoes the findings by Richardson 
and McKenna (2000). In certain locations they live in compounds and it is 
easy to make contact in an immigrant colony with mixed nationalities. In 
these communities there are also a lot of housewives and women’s clubs for 
the wives of expatriates. As was shown by Lauring and Selmer (2010) 
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spouses can offer each other support and form their own community. The 
repeat expatriates see this as positive as not being able to work abroad the 
wife risks getting isolated and depressed. The wife’s role and responsibility in 
making contacts should not be underestimated and it is easier to get to know 
people with a family. Abroad the entire social network is in the same 
situation. Harry says that “it is quite usual that the entire social network is 
replaced every 24 months”. It becomes a habit to build up new contacts and 
become friends very quickly, although maybe not as deeply. Nationalities are 
erased and you see yourself reflected in others, you have more in common 
with people with similar backgrounds than with Swedish nationals. 
However, these contacts can be shallow and change when they move. 

Others among the repeat expatriates rather avoid these Swedish clubs and 
expatriate colonies; they feel that these groups miss out on things and that 
they have a different experience of their time abroad. Some do not feel that 
they have that need to be with a Swedish clique that always stays together. It 
is almost about making a choice between getting to know people locally or 
other Swedes and expatriates. Some of the repeat expatriates describe having 
more in common with those who have worked abroad in different countries 
than with those of Swedish nationality. For those forming multinational 
families it becomes a conscious effort to keep the Swedish culture. Some, for 
example David has a multi-cultural family. There are concerns that the 
children become global also, perhaps too much; and that it will be difficult 
for the children to settle down later, that they become rootless. They have 
problems adjusting in school when returning to Sweden and do not know 
Swedish well enough. Some of the children to the repeat expatriates have 
traveled a lot, and studied and worked abroad. George says his son has “a 
career that is the same as mine”. For some repeat expatriates the interest in 
Sweden while abroad is more sporadic and the ties to Sweden are weakened 
with additional assignments. For some of them the contact with family has 
been the main or even only tie back to Sweden. For them the new country 
was home after a while, and for example Harry describes himself as having 
several homes and nationalities; “It is very strong for me that you have to be 
at home where you live”. Those who have ended up spending numerous 
years in the same location come to a point of deciding what they want to be; 
a decision which led to a dual nationality and citizenship for Fred. With 
longer time spent in the same location they become more integrated in the 
local society and identify more with the host country, landing in a dual 
identification. For some, staying longer in a country would have meant a 
decision if they wanted to be Swedish or not. Casper says that it was a good 
thing to return from his first assignment when he did or he would have 
stayed. Several of the repeat expatriates sees countries they have lived in as 
the family’s second or third home. David does not feel very Swedish anymore 
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and he says that he is not a typical Swede and that he does not feel at home 
in Sweden. He considers himself very rootless as he has spent most of his life 
abroad. 

Others among the repeat expatriates describe becoming more Swedish than 
ever when they are abroad, which can be described as an affirmative shift in 
cultural identity (Sussman, 2000), where the identification with the home 
culture is strengthened and affirmed. In Berry’s (1997) terms some of the 
repeat expatriates find it valuable to hold on to the home culture and use a 
separation strategy of adaptation where they hold on to the home culture 
and do not integrate in the host culture. They all maintain their Swedishness 
in some ways, with yearly visits, following what goes on in Sweden and by 
keeping up the Swedish traditions, sometimes even more than they did when 
in Sweden, and say that you will always bring something Swedish with you. 
For George whose children grew up abroad, and sees that country as home, 
there are some regrets about not having spent more time on teaching the 
children Swedish and more about Sweden. Yet George expresses that: 
“Sweden is still home to me, that’s where I’m born”. Sweden is still seen as 
home by a majority of the repeat expatriates. Several of the repeat 
expatriates have been able to keep their house or a summer home in Sweden. 
They stress the importance of having a fixed point in life, a place to relate to, 
a connection back, and not to feel as guests when at home. This is seen as 
particularly valuable with children. Keeping in touch with people depends a 
lot on yourself when you move, some contacts disappear after a while, and 
friends grow apart. In Richardson and McKenna’s (2006) terms, the repeat 
expatriates display the “hearts at home” and “dual citizen” patterns, the 
latter those who have stayed for an extended period in one location, but both 
maintain strong connections to Sweden, with family and friends and intend 
to return with the expatriate contracts. As suggested by De Cieri et al. (2009) 
those identifying more strongly with their nationality are those intending to 
return to Sweden, at least for their retirement. 

The repeat expatriates have all experienced returning to Sweden and their 
home office, most of them have at least returned to Sweden between 
assignments. The return is often experienced as difficult, often harder than 
moving out, as the change in cultural identity becomes more salient 
(Sussman, 2000). They go through a period of readjustment and have to 
reestablish themselves and who they are in Sweden. There is a tendency to 
take things for granted and expect it to work, but after adjusting to other 
cultures some repeat expatriates find the Swedish way of working difficult, 
and do not pick up on signals. They describe really having to make a decision 
and prepare mentally for the transition. Harry explains that it took him 
several years to accept the situation back in Sweden ands that his friends say: 
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“he was a pain in the butt during those years”. The repeat expatriates lose 
the daily contact with changes in society, and it is a different lifestyle back in 
Sweden. Some of the repeat expatriates describe, as Hyder and Lövblad 
(2007), the experience of reverse culture shock, as both the individual and 
the home has changed while abroad. For some of the repeat expatriates, the 
return to Sweden was miserable, much harder than expected, both 
personally and professionally and they describe what Richardson and 
McKenna (2006) express as feeling like an outsider in the home country. 
Casper explains his experiences with trying to recreate the relationship and 
reestablish himself with his family after living away from them, and several 
of the repeat expatriates tell of missing out on things in the lives of family 
and friends back in Sweden. Harry had a hard situation returning as single 
dad, and several of them mention the children’s transition and schooling as 
the biggest problem. Some describe the return as a slow, boring period, with 
nothing challenging to do and wanted out again to try something new. David 
shows some of his restlessness with the old saying; “the grass is always 
greener…”. For some, the transition was not as dramatic as they had kept 
their contacts, then it is more practical hassles and social obligations that are 
brought up. After a while they readjust and see the positive things and realize 
that there are good and bad things everywhere. Edward explains that he 
would not mind living in Sweden but there are better offers for his career 
abroad. For those nearing the retirement age some seem to prefer to slow 
down in Sweden while some plan to retire abroad. 

With additional assignments others with similar experiences, such as 
colleagues, become important to the repeat expatriates when in Sweden. 
When they return people are not that interested in hearing about their 
experiences. Those with the same type of experiences are the only ones who 
want to listen and they share expertise and “expatriate war stories of their 
careers in the expatriate world” as Adam expresses it. David claims that he 
even finds Swedes boring, and that most of the family’s friends are non-
Swedish. As Bauman (2004) described, for some the nationality is not that 
strongly included in how they define themselves and this is the case for some 
of the repeat expatriates after a number of assignments. Cox (2004) argued 
that with longer time spent abroad the repatriation would be more difficult 
but for several of the repeat expatriates this is not due to, as he claimed, 
identifying more with a single host country’s culture but rather stems from 
being away in several countries and that the identification with the home 
culture has become more latent. As not returning between assignments some 
of the repeat expatriates can be described as careerist expatriates, who stay 
abroad without returning to the home country between assignments (Suutari 
and Brewster, 2009). 
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Several of the repeat expatriates describe the experience of culture chock 
when moving to a new country, everything changes, but Harry clarifies that 
from his earlier experiences he knows what to expect. Moving out the first 
time, Brian explains, you are more jittery, then; “you sort of tone down, the 
abnormal becomes normal”. He says that after a while you develop an 
antenna, a feeling, and do not get into the same situations. Although it can 
be demanded that they adjust quickly, Fred explains the adjustment period 
as natural; “it is not about culture shock, it is just the way it was”. It is fun to 
live abroad, it is an exiting adventure and you learn to deal with the practical 
issues, but between moves you forget the difficult things. The transitions are 
experienced by the repeat expatriates as more difficult in the beginning, as 
argued the adjustment becomes easier with realistic expectations (Black et 
al., 1991). Returning to the same location is described as easier, but some of 
the repeat expatriates are reluctant to return as they expect that it will have 
changed there.  

Although they adapt to the culture they are in and adopt some of the values, 
it can be seen as an enriching of their cultural identity as they simultaneously 
stress that they do not want to loose who they are. They have adjusted to 
other cultures and obtained characteristics that they do not think are 
typically considered Swedish. With several assignments the repeat 
expatriates develop their awareness of their own cultural identity, as 
recommended by Varner and Palmer (2005) to avoid judging according to 
stereotypes and be more effective. They also describe seeing things from new 
perspectives and finding that other ways of doing things can be better than 
the Swedish way. As described by Peltonen (1998) an international 
assignment makes them question the taken for granted assumptions of their 
ascribed cultural identity. All the repeat expatriates express that it is 
imperative to be open, humble and show respect when moving abroad. 
Although having experienced multiple transitions and see themselves as able 
to interact appropriately in many cultures, the majority of the repeat 
expatriates cannot be said to have undergone what Sussman (2000) calls an 
intercultural shift in cultural identity, holding multiple cultural 
identifications. They can however be described as going through a process of 
intercultural transformation where their definition of themselves become 
broadened (Kim, 1994). The repeat expatriates describe how their 
experiences have made them grow as humans, broaden their horizons and 
become more tolerant. People may seem different on the surface, but are 
quite similar. The repeat expatriates stress that you cannot get annoyed and 
have to accept the way things are. Adam says you have to make a decision to 
like it where you are.  
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Analysis of the international itinerants’ 
narratives 

In this chapter the international itinerants’ narratives will be analyzed, 
starting in terms of aspects of boundaryless and then protean career 
orientations displayed. The following section will consider the international 
itinerants’ identification with the organizations they work for and their 
careers and then I will turn to their identification with the country and 
culture.  

The international itinerants are to a great extent both boundaryless and 
protean in their career orientations. They perceive the organizational 
boundaries as permeable and move between different organizations to enact 
their careers showing both physical and psychological mobility (Sullivan and 
Arthur, 2006). As individuals with boundaryless careers described by 
Lazarova and Tarique (2005) the international itinerants see the 
organizations they work for as offering current opportunities and see 
maintaining their employability and networks as important for further 
moves.  

Their careers correspond to several of the meanings of the boundaryless 
career outlined by Arthur and Rousseau (1996). The international itinerants 
are not mainly driven by hierarchical advancement, and some of them value 
personal or family reasons more. As Howe-Walsh and Schyns (2010) found, 
for self directed international work experiences the motivations can be based 
on career or private reasons and several of the moves made by the 
international itinerants in this study were motivated by wanting to work in a 
specific country, often due to a relationship. The career is not, or has not 
always been the main priority for all the international itinerants. Bill has had 
a music career parallel to his work for companies, which has opened doors 
for him. For him a job, no matter how much you like it, still becomes a job, 
the same routine and what he enjoys is in his spare time. Gabriel now works 
less than full time in order to have time for other things. While financial 
reasons and being successful is important for some of the international 
itinerants they are mainly focused on subjective success in terms of having a 
fulfilling and interesting career as described by Baruch (2004). 

For the international itinerants other boundaries than the organizational 
have become more salient and correspond to their need for a sense of 
belonging and identity, as described by Currie et al (2006). Some of the 
international itinerants enact their boundaryless careers within the bounds 
of an industry to develop, for example Frida and Ian, while for others, such 
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as Herbert, it has been to transfer skills between different industries and 
move between completely different types of work. Several of the 
international itinerants have not had a clear goal or long term plans in their 
careers. They talk about luck, timing and coincidences and as Bill expresses 
it: “look for doors that are open and try to keep them open”. Things have 
developed in different directions but the way they describe it is not as 
jumping from thing to thing. As the boundaryless career has been described 
(Mirvis and Hall, 1996) the international itinerants often refer to their 
competencies and what they do and stress that their networks are imperative 
in their career and as sources of identification.  

Another boundary that has become more blurred for some of the 
international itinerants is the boundary between work and personal or family 
life, as characteristic of boundaryless careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996). A 
few of the international itinerants have managed to balance two careers 
while working internationally or have made career choices according to the 
family’s needs. For example Jessica has applied for jobs in the countries her 
husbands’ work led him to and both Bill and Curt have moved because of 
their wives. Alex has thought about getting a different type of work situation 
when planning to have children as he and his wife both travel a lot. For them 
the family is important in shaping their careers, and can be seen as a career 
community (Parker et al. 2004). Bill’s wife has a job which allows her to 
work wherever she goes with him. For those that have moved with a family 
accommodation and schools are important and it is seen as very important 
that the situation works for everyone. They all describe that it is a different 
lifestyle alone abroad than when living together. As described by Richardson 
(2004) for those with self-initiated international work the family can be 
important for the decision to move and it is seen as benefiting the family. It 
is seen as good for the children to meet different cultures and they seem to 
have it easier to adjust than the spouse. Ian explains that their daughter sees 
herself as Swedish-American. He says that for his wife the social life is the 
biggest transition and therefore she prefers to move to places they have been 
before. Children can also be a door opener to get to know people. Moving out 
on their own, several of the international itinerants have met a wife of 
another nationality abroad. Their children grow up multilingual but in 
contrast to the children of the repeat expatriates they have not had to face 
the difficulties of returning to Sweden, but on the other hand grew up with 
less connection to Sweden. For some of the international itinerants their 
global career has had a detrimental effect on the family and personal life. 
Ellen has managed to keep up a long distance relationship for a few years 
before she and her boyfriend could not make it work any longer. Gabriel 
describes that his wife could not work while abroad and instead got involved 
in the children’s schooling and in a Swedish organization. For him and two 
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of the other international itinerants the work situation and strain of moving 
around led to divorces. Dennis says that it was tough for his wife and 
explains that; “Life as a world citizen, or as a nomad that I have been, 
works as long as you are single, but if you have a family and other … 
responsibilities, it’s not that easy”. When the children get older you can take 
less consideration and have more freedom. Thorn (2009) found that the 
importance of career and economic motives for self-initiated international 
work experiences increased with the number of assignments; however for 
the international itinerants in this study this does not seem to be the case as 
other things are prioritized in the later parts of their narratives. For example, 
Herbert has always worked a lot and has two adult children in Sweden that 
he says he has not seen enough of, now he prioritizes spending time with his 
family.  

The international itinerants see themselves as independent and self-directed 
in their careers, showing that they are protean in their career orientations, 
but at the same time describe being dependent on circumstances and their 
networks. As Kirpal (2004) argues individuals may be held in place by 
factors such as the family, the networks or attraction to a location. The 
choice of job offer and location is important for the international itinerants; 
while they find it important to go to a country they like they are also bound 
by the opportunities that come up. Several of the international itinerants 
have gotten their jobs through contacts or have been headhunted. They 
stress the importance of having contacts in order to get job offers. Jessica 
says that with her background and desire for it, moving abroad has been the 
way to move forward in her career, get new opportunities and develop to stay 
competitive. Ian says that his goal has been to become successful in the 
business internationally and there are not many options for him in Sweden 
to develop in his career. The international itinerants describe accepting jobs 
because they liked the region it was in and rather leaving the company than 
moving to another location, or not prolonging the contract in a country they 
did not like. Some countries are more exiting and some are seen as more 
complicated. Several of the international itinerants have applied to jobs 
abroad in a specific country they wanted to go to or a specific region they 
liked. As mentioned the spouse has influenced the choice of location for 
several of them. For example Bill moved to his wife’s home country as she 
wanted to return there. 

The international itinerants’ careers can also be characterized as protean as 
they are frequently adapting and changing (Hall, 1976; 2002), sometimes 
reinventing themselves within completely different contexts, in terms of 
company, industry, and country. As Banai and Harry (2004) described 
international itinerants, for them meaningful work and transferable skills 
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are important and they value the independence and challenges of regularly 
changing location and employer. They can be seen as protean in their career 
orientations as their own needs, values and goals are what drive the career 
moves. For a majority of the international itinerants, working abroad has 
been something they have wanted to do and it is important for several of 
them to learn, try new things and meet new challenges. Frida describes that 
she always has known what she wanted; a career within a particular 
industry, and has not backed away from challenges. For her it is important to 
work with something she can stand for. As mentioned other things in life 
than the career, or advancement, has taken priority in the career choices they 
have made. Curt wants to make a difference and have an impact on people’s 
lives. For him, and for many of the international itinerants, the freedom of 
being self-directed; of deciding when, where, and with what to work is very 
important and they get this by pursuing their own businesses.  

Identification with the organization and career 

As was found by Biemann and Andresen (2010) for those with self-initiated 
international work experiences, several of the international itinerants in this 
study started their careers abroad early. Being young when moving out the 
first time, several of the international itinerants had not gotten established in 
their careers and in their work identities. Several of them start out with 
seasonal jobs, internship or studies abroad. For some of the international 
itinerants it is the attraction of a particular location, for some due to a 
spouse, or motives of getting international experience and personal 
development that drives the first move. Ellen went abroad to a particular city 
that she wanted to live in to find work while continuing to study languages at 
the same time. Personal development motives have also led some of the 
international itinerants to study parallel to working, or to take some time 
between different employments to get further training. For others the career 
opportunities in Sweden are seen as limited and with wanting to pursue a 
career within an industry moving abroad was seen as the best option.  

Not being in a situation as expatriates with home and host offices that draw 
on them for allegiance, Black and Gregersen’s (1992) findings are is not 
really applicable for the international itinerants, except in some cases where 
they have been sent out as expatriates. They could however in general be 
likened to what was referred to as hired gun free agents, who are foremost 
committed to their own careers. Rather than talking about relationships with 
home and host offices and how they identify with the organization, the 
international itinerants discuss the relationships with organizations they 
have worked for, the type of employments that they have had, and of having 
their own companies. In their careers they have moved between different 



ANALYSIS AND COMPARISON 

 163 

companies, industries and occupations. In their narratives they do not 
describe themselves in terms of the company they work for, and as 
individuals with boundaryless careers described by DeFillippi and Arthur 
(1996) they can be said to have a career identity that is independent of the 
employer. 

Several of the international itinerants have at some point been sent out as 
expatriates by a company; however this is most commonly in the early parts 
of their careers. Initially when moving out they identify with other 
expatriates. Being sent out as an expatriate is described as contractually 
good; it is limited in time and the company handles practical things such as 
work permits. For example Gabriel agrees with the repeat expatriates in that 
moving with a large company is less unpredictable as they are used to 
sending out people. Some of them may have experienced problems of dual 
identification as expatriates with home and host units (Vora and Kostova, 
2007) but as not always returning between assignments the identification 
with the home organization as such may have become weakened. Herbert 
has worked extensively with short-term assignments on a project basis, and 
traveled a lot, doing frequent flyer assignments (Suutari and Brewster, 
2009), for the company he was working for. While being committed to their 
work and their tasks when abroad and working towards the organizations 
course of action the international itinerants are open to finding other things 
and accepting other offers. They were willing to be recruited by other 
companies, or even describe wanting freedom to be more self-directed in 
their careers, even though going on several assignments for the same 
organization. Ian established his identification with the industry early on in 
his career and that was more important to him, and he developed his 
network and employability within the industry rather than having the 
organizational identification as dominant. 

Others among the international itinerants have worked as self-initiated on 
short term contracts abroad. For example Alex has worked short-term 
contracts for non-Swedish companies and has always been the only Swede in 
the company. Coming in as foreigners, locally employed, with temporary 
work forms, the identification with the organization has not become very 
strong. The international itinerants are more focused on their own 
employability, building up their networks and experience. Several of the 
itinerants have worked, or are working for, companies abroad as locally 
employed. Working as locally employed there is no safety net and the 
international itinerants have had to arrange everything themselves, although 
in some cases the company has sponsored the visa. They may claim 
organizational membership (Bartel and Dutton, 2001), however they are 
more committed to the work they do. There are both advantages and 



ANALYSIS AND COMPARISON 

 164 
 

disadvantages to local contracts; and the international itinerants become 
more engaged in the local setting than when sent out on an assignment. 
Working in local companies is not always easy, and the culture and 
management in the organization can be very different. The international 
itinerants are dependent on the local circumstances. Frida’s bad experiences 
of a company gave her a bad impression of the country. The international 
itinerants are ready to move on if they do not like a work situation or to try 
something different and they are confident that they will find something and 
in their own employability. As argued by Alvesson (2000) those who see 
themselves mainly as professionals are less likely to have a strong 
commitment to an organization. Some of the international itinerants are, or 
have been, quite happy to stay and develop within a company as long as it is 
interesting but as Banai and Harry (2004) described, international 
itinerants’ careers are characterized more by self-management and loyalty to 
their own professional development rather than to an organization.  

A majority of the international itinerants have worked more independently, 
as consultants, on a freelance basis, or running their own companies, 
sometimes working for their former employers. Several of them have started 
a company parallel to still being employed. Owning a company is described 
as a big challenge; starting from scratch, learning how it works and having to 
build your own safety net. However, they seem to agree that it is worth it. For 
example Bill enjoys the freedom of having his own company and being able 
to plan his own time, and says that he would not be able to work for someone 
else now. The international itinerants identify with their own companies but 
describing themselves as entrepreneurial has become part of their work 
identity. Curt has always seen himself as an entrepreneur and has many 
more ideas of businesses to start. An entrepreneurial or adventurous streak 
is expressed by several of the international itinerants. A career moving 
between different companies, or fields, and cultures involves taking risks, 
which, although in another way, can be seen as similar to the risk-taking 
involved in starting a company. A common theme in all the international 
itinerants’ stories is that they enjoy experiencing new things and some of 
them even describe it as restlessness in the blood. It is exiting to them when 
something happens and that things can be different from day to day; when it 
is dynamic and they have a greater degree of freedom.  

Dennis situation was quite unusual as his move abroad was due to that his 
company in Sweden went bankrupt. His identity was tied to being a 
successful entrepreneur and he experienced a dramatic transition and loss of 
that identity, as well as of the identity as being a husband and father. Since 
then Dennis has worked hard, focusing on making money to repay his debts 
and to reestablish himself as successful. Now, having proven himself over 
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numerous assignments, he has found an organization which allows him to 
act out his entrepreneurial spirit and he is seen as being very successful. He 
now identifies with this company and the culture; Dennis describes that he 
finds that people have more loyalty and dedication to the company and their 
career in Asia and that he has adopted this.  

Banai and Harry (2004) attempted to outline different types of international 
itinerants and all of these types can be identified in the narratives of the 
international itinerants in this study. For example Herbert can be seen as a 
novelty seeker who no longer feels at home in Sweden, moving between 
different industries to do something completely different, and Ian can be 
seen as a maverick or as someone with unique expertise, who is hired for a 
specific task or demanded for his expertise, moving within the same industry 
and working as a consultant for companies in the industry. However, while 
all the types listed by Banai and Harry (2004) are represented to some 
extent, as well as the transnational entrepreneurs identified by Connely 
(2010), who work as consultants and own companies, when following the 
entire careers in the narratives that these international itinerants tell, it 
becomes clear that they over time have moved between these 
categorizations.  

Walsh and Gordon (2008) saw an individual’s work identity as consisting 
mainly of organizational and occupational identification and argued that 
individuals with boundaryless careers often identify with what they do. For 
the international itinerants an important part of that is moving between 
different countries and companies. Ian describes his career choice of 
working in different countries by saying: “There are certain choices you have 
to make, the choices we made then you can say that they became almost 
irrevocable if you want to keep the same standard of living and then it also 
often becomes like a poison this with looking for new challenges, new 
adventures. Sweden seems extremely … small then … and quiet.” He says 
that when it comes to moving to a new country they are “professionals”. The 
international itinerants want to continue working internationally and use 
their experiences and several of them would not want to stay in the same 
place as they might become restless. Dennis who is nearing retirement is a 
bit nervous about shifting lifestyle from working twelve hours a day. He 
describes that being a top manager is a bit like being a top athlete and it 
wears you out quickly. Some of the itinerants have, like Dennis prioritized 
work and worked long hours and traveled large parts of the year. Herbert 
says that: “I’ve lived with a suitcase in my hand for nearly twenty years”. 
He says that the social life is what suffers the most from this type of career: 
“When you are young you do not think about it much because it is quite cool 
and you get paid well to travel around and see things other people pay for”. 
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The international itinerants describe that with this type of career you almost 
become used to cutting ties, changing life, starting over and building a new 
network. It becomes natural to know people for a shorter time; that friends 
move after a while. It is different if you plan to stay longer and you build a 
life in a different way. 

While the international itinerants claim that it has become more common 
that people have a lot of international experience early, foreigners are mostly 
seen as expatriates, only sent out for a few years. The international itinerants 
are identified as expatriates by others but resist this categorization and the 
prescriptions that implies on what it means to be a foreigner abroad. The 
international itinerants emphasize that they are not like traditional 
expatriates. As Alex who says that he; “does not have an expat life”. With 
additional time spent abroad it becomes important for international 
itinerants to show their distinctiveness from expatriates, to show that they 
are different from that group stereotype; it becomes a dis-identification 
(Alvesson et al., 2008). Curt thinks that both big companies and countries 
have difficulties handling “extraterritorial people” and do not know how to 
deal with them or make use of their knowledge. He says (referring to people 
who moved abroad independently and live abroad for large parts of their 
lives): “lifers like me … can do the work just as good, why send expats that 
just complain and drink beer anyway”.  

As argued by Lindgren et al. (2001) social networks make up a large part of 
individuals’ personal and professional lives, and the international itinerants 
frequently stress the importance of the networks that they develop, spread 
out over the world, within companies and industries that they have worked 
and other foreigners abroad. These networks can also be seen as more task-
oriented networks (Ibarra et al., 2005) that are useful for information and in 
many cases it is the contacts that have led to career opportunities for the 
international itinerants who claim that to be successful you need a good 
network. They are also, as described by Dobrow and Higgins (2005), 
developmental networks that provide support and are important to the 
international itinerants in their identity construction.  

The international itinerants describe learning a lot about themselves and 
developing, both personally and professionally, from their experiences, 
echoing the findings of Jokinen et al. (2008). The international itinerants 
describe it as tougher and more challenging abroad, especially in the 
beginning when young and inexperienced. Having overcome difficulties and 
knowing that they can manage has given them confidence and makes them 
calmer in handling situations and less afraid to try new things. While 
developing their self-reliance they also describe the need for humility, to be 
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willing to learn and adjust and having to rely on others. It is important to 
accept that you are in another country to learn something; that people think 
in different ways and have different values, and that there is not only one 
right way of doing things. They see themselves as having a broader view of 
what is going on in the world, and are less conservative about other ideas. 
For Jessica for example, the biggest challenge and greatest experience is 
working with many cultures every day. Professionally they learn a lot about 
the business and how to work in the local society to be successful. The 
knowledge that makes it possible to work in a multicultural environment is 
extremely valuable and for Ian it is that side of his knowledge and his 
experiences that has made it possible to do the work he does now. The 
hardest thing about this job is not the technical he says; “it doesn’t have to 
do with my profession but it is actually the cultural, and then you learn 
when working abroad in several places and working across borders to 
handle the different situations”. The international itinerants claim to have 
developed more general knowledge and a better understanding of what is 
expected of them and learnt from their mistakes; what needs to be done, 
what really is important and what is not. Herbert says that the same type of 
work is very different in different countries and “if you do not understand 
where you are, you do not understand what you are supposed to do”. They 
highlight transferability; such as work experience and knowledge of the 
industry. While the international itinerants claim to have developed a 
greater flexibility and a different “gut-feeling”, they do not believe that their 
experiences would be valued in Sweden. 

Identification with the country and culture 

Moving abroad initially the identification with Sweden becomes more salient 
for the international itinerants, as found by Sanchez et al. (2000) the 
identification with the home country is dominating in the early stages of 
adjustment. In the beginning other Swedes or expatriates in the area were 
important for the international itinerants, helping out with practical things 
but also as a source of identification. The international itinerants describe 
going through a period of adjustment and for example Alex describes the 
transition as painful. He claims that you develop as a person when going 
outside your comfort zone; you learn about yourself and grow. Several of the 
international itinerants have had some or a lot of Swedish friends at some 
period, in particular in the beginning. In some locations there is quite a large 
Swedish community. Frida describes that in her previous location she was 
almost surrounded by Swedes; “it was almost like living in a Swedish city 
sometimes”.  
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The international itinerants agree that it can be hard to come in and get to 
know locals as people already have established lives, it is important to take 
the initiative. It can take time and there are other rules that apply, other 
ways of socializing. Initially, and in locations where there are a lot of barriers 
to getting integrated in the local community, the international itinerants 
have turned to expatriates (Bonache, 2005). They tell of how it varies 
between different locations. Ian explains that they found it most difficult in 
Scandinavia; people already have their circles of friends and are not 
interested in Swedes. On the other hand, he says that although it is easy to 
get to know Americans; they are outgoing, curious, and often take the 
initiative, it is more difficult to become close friends. Several of the 
international itinerants have many, or even a majority of local friends, or 
have had in places they have lived; they interact a lot with locals, as found for 
those with self-initiated international work experiences (Peltokorpi and 
Jintae Froese, 2009). Living in an international city makes it easier, as in 
some places it can be somewhat segregated where locals and foreigners go. It 
is easier to get to know locals that have lived abroad, or those with an 
interest in other countries. Curt explains that his experiences have given him 
a different understanding and tolerance and that he now understands what it 
is like as an immigrant: “because before then you were, that is, white male, 
it doesn’t get more majority than that, so it is… then to come abroad and 
realize that you suddenly are … minority. That you are suddenly the one 
sticking out”. As a foreigner in some countries it is difficult or even 
impossible to fit in and people are curious and stare. Bill has found it 
embarrassing when some people want to show off that they know foreigners 
and he has had to learn to rely on his wife because of language difficulties. 
Common interests, such as music or exercise or language studies, can be a 
way to get to know people locally, or through other Swedes and foreigners 
who have been in a place longer. A lot of the international itinerants also get 
to know more locals through work. Jessica says that it is more difficult as a 
manager, with the barrier that creates in some cultures, but she says it helps 
to be Swedish as she therefore has an attitude that the type of position does 
not matter. Gabriel says that it can be an advantage to be the only westerner 
as you work and talk more with everyone in the company. Being self-
initiated in their move abroad the majority of the international itinerants 
have moved out without a pre-determined time span, as was found by Howe-
Walsh and Schyns (2010). Without this limitation the international 
itinerants interact more with locals and become integrated in the local 
community, in particular with extended periods in the same location or after 
a number of moves.  

Most of the international itinerants have a stated interest in different 
cultures, traveling and languages. Many of them also have early experiences 
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or contacts abroad, such as Jessica who moved abroad as a child with her 
father who was sent out as an expatriate. Although a few of the international 
itinerants do not have many friends that also are foreigners a majority thinks 
that it is easier to get to know others who have lived abroad and have the 
same type of experiences. All of the international itinerants keep in touch 
with friends they have made in different places they have lived and have 
established broad contact nets. Herbert illustrates that this is not altogether 
positive by saying that the social life is a disaster when you get friends all 
over the world where you work, who you then just leave. Gabriel says that 
communication and understanding is easier with someone who has worked 
abroad a lot: “that have an understanding; sort of when everything is 
miserable why things are miserable, and often people at home they like … 
well, they have no reference, the same frame of reference”. After spending a 
lot of time abroad several international itinerants state that nationalities are 
not as important to them, as argued by Bauman (2004) the nationality may 
not be as strongly included in some individuals’ identities. Several of them 
have friends of many different nationalities, however people come and then 
move on to other places, as Curt says; “a few key personalities moved 
somewhere else, which is kind of what happens a lot just with this … circle 
of foreigners”. While the international itinerants after spending a lot of time 
abroad identify with foreigners, when abroad and even when in Sweden, it is 
important that that is not confused with expatriates who face other 
problems, different circumstances and have their own communities abroad. 
Jessica stresses that expatriates often have a different attitude and level of 
experience that makes it less worthwhile to take the time to get to know 
them.  

For some of the international itinerants it can be fun to occasionally attend 
events with other Swedes at embassies or consulates, such as traditional 
holiday celebrations or networking meetings. However, for most of them the 
Swedish community, and having Swedish friends, has become less important 
over time. For example Alex does not socialize a lot with Swedes; “not like 
expatriates who have Sweden abroad”. He thinks that you lose a lot when 
you do and says that being in the same place in life is more important. Some 
of the international itinerants even avoid other Swedes. For example Herbert 
who thinks they are negative and complain too much and seem to think they 
still are in Sweden. Jessica has experienced that it sometimes can clash with 
Swedes who have been abroad for a shorter time, they always thinks Sweden 
is best. Ian says that he and his wife are different from other Swedes abroad 
as they have spent such an extremely long time outside Sweden. Several of 
the international itinerants also describe that they can question themselves 
and not feel completely Swedish anymore. They describe losing touch with 
Sweden, for example forgetting about and questioning the way things work 
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and not knowing current topics. Frida expresses it like this: “you can feel 
yourself waver and not really know … where you stand anymore”. The 
identification with Sweden and Swedes becomes more latent for the 
international itinerants, in Gouldner’s (1957) terms; it is seen as less 
appropriate or even irrelevant.  

Some of the international itinerants still describe themselves as being 
Swedish; looking Swedish, having a Swedish way of working, and having 
Swedish fundamental values. For example Alex says that he considers 
himself “a bit Swedish”, enjoys eating traditionally Swedish foods, and 
celebrating Swedish holidays, however he says that he has not become 
extremely Swedish as some do when abroad. The Swedish cultural identity 
can be seen as an ascribed identity (Kim, 2001) but although Swedish values 
and norms are incorporated in the international itinerants’ identities the 
identification is not very salient. A lot of the international itinerants talk of 
others identifying them as being Swedish. They express that it is seen as 
positive to be Swedish when abroad, there are positive stereotypes, people 
are interested and curious and it is good to have a Swedish passport when 
traveling. For Bill with a father of a different nationality, and growing up in 
both countries, Sweden felt more like home and he chose to have Swedish 
citizenship. For him it is Scandinavia that is home. For a few of the 
international itinerants Sweden is what most strongly feels like home and 
they all have friends and family there. Ian explains that he will always have a 
connection to Sweden and he has a house in Sweden as a fixed point to 
return to, as one of the family’s three homes. Several of the international 
itinerants have a network in Sweden and visit regularly, both to see family 
and friends and for business reasons, however, others among the 
international itinerants have less contact. Herbert admits that he finds some 
of his old friends in Sweden a bit boring; nothing happens in their lives, it is 
too predicable and safe for him. Many of the international itinerants only 
keep in touch with the closest family such as Frida who explains: “It gets 
thinned out over the years”. She says that living abroad you notice who the 
real friends you keep for a lifetime are. Technology has made it easier to keep 
in touch. Bill for example thinks that communications has made the world 
smaller and keeps in close contact with family over the Internet.  

Only a few of the international itinerants have returned to Sweden for some 
periods after first moving out, while some of them have never worked in 
Sweden at all. Ellen returned for a year before moving abroad again so as to 
not lose contact with Sweden, and explains that it was strange in the 
beginning but it quickly became familiar and surreal that she had even been 
abroad. Now after having lived abroad for longer she is worried about the 
transition if she moved back and would definitely not want to move back 
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permanently. The international itinerants that have been back describe the 
return as more difficult than moving out, as the shift in cultural identity 
becomes salient (Sussman, 2000). Curt says he experienced reversed culture 
shock when visiting Sweden after being away for a few years; there were 
things in society he found strange or did not understand; as described by 
Hyder and Lövblad (2007) both home and the individual has changed. As in 
the study by Richardson and McKenna (2006) some of the international 
itinerants report feeling like an outsider or foreigner when they visit Sweden. 
Apart from the cultural adjustment the international itinerants express that 
when you have gone past a limit it is very difficult to return to Sweden. Ian 
says that it would have been possible to return to Sweden earlier but he had 
advanced in his career and it would have been difficult to get something 
interesting in Sweden. Returning to Sweden would be bad financially for 
some of them and they think their experiences are not valued. While moving 
to Sweden would only be an option for some of the international itinerants, 
and the first choice only for Alex, a lot of them like to spend time there yearly 
and some have houses there. Ellen would like to work in Sweden for a while 
as she never has; she thinks she should return as it could become more 
difficult if she stays abroad for too long. Ideally she would like a job which is 
both in Sweden and Asia but she says: “you never know what happens, you 
really don’t, and perhaps I’ll move somewhere else”.  Dennis is adamant that 
he will never return as he holds a grudge against the Swedish system, while 
others say they would not particularly want to return as they have 
established their lives and have their friends elsewhere. Several of the 
international itinerants rather talk of returning to other countries they have 
lived in and have friends and even houses there. Some of them are getting to 
the age where they plan on winding down and retiring abroad. 

The transition to a new culture has not always been easy. It can be 
frustrating in the beginning when you expect it to be sort of like Sweden, you 
have to expect that everything is different. Gabriel describes the first time as 
“a cultural catastrophe”, when he did not understand anything, it was 
strange and no one spoke English. All the international itinerants claim to 
have developed their respect and understanding for other people, cultures 
and systems and have learnt to handle cultural differences and adjustment. 
The transition requires patience and that they are ready to adapt. Harry for 
example describes that if he has the time he tries to learn about the place he 
is going to, read about culture and history so that he does not experience 
culture shocks. However, it is not only the culture of the countries they have 
been in, they have also learnt about other cultures, from other foreigners. 
Several of the international itinerants are, or have been married, to someone 
of another nationality and have multi-cultural families. With additional 
moves the international itinerants have become able to settle and adjust; 
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contrary to Selmer (2002), the international itinerants see themselves as 
able to transfer their skills, in particular in the adjustment. Several of the 
international itinerants describe that they have learnt to be open, respect 
and adjust and make it work almost anywhere. They accept a place and the 
way things are, try to be positive and find a way to make themselves 
comfortable; there are ups and downs and good and bad things in any 
country. The international itinerants have learnt to appreciate and adopt 
some values of the cultures they have lived in. Curt jokingly describes 
himself as “an egg”: meaning that while he is white on the outside he has 
become yellow (Asian) on the inside. Herbert says that ten years ago any 
comfortable hotel in the world was home to him, and that you have to feel at 
home when you are out. For him, part of being adaptable is that he feels at 
home in several countries. For several of them there is more than one place 
that is, or can feel like, home. It can be where they are at the time, where 
their family is or where they have their belongings; they are less tied to a 
single place. Ellen describes that while Sweden is home to her, so is her 
current location. She has learnt that she can feel at home in different places, 
something she mainly thinks is positive but also can make her feel rootless. 
For Ian home is where he is right now, and he also says that it has become 
part of who he is to adjust easily. For some of the international itinerants 
Sweden does not feel like home anymore and they rather feel at home in 
other countries they live or have lived in; where they have decided to have 
their base or establish homes, a place to return to after living in another 
country or where they plan to retire. Dennis considers himself to be a citizen 
of the world and Curt would like to be even more extraterritorial; freer to 
move around and less bound to a single place. Several of the international 
itinerants can be described as developing an intercultural identity (Kim, 
1994) or as undergoing an intercultural identity shift (Sussman, 2000) as 
they describe identifying with more than one culture and community and as 
defining themselves as world citizens able to interact in many cultures.  
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Synthesis of analyses and comparison 

In this chapter I will bring the two analyses together and more directly focus 
on a comparison between the repeat expatriates and the international 
itinerants.  

Cerdin and Le Pargneux (2010) see both expatriates and those with self-
initiated work experiences as fitting the criteria for boundaryless careers. 
Similarly, I see both the repeat expatriates (as expatriates with multiple 
international assignments) and the international itinerants (with multiple 
self-initiated work experiences) as representative of the boundaryless career 
phenomena. In terms of physical and psychological mobility (Sullivan and 
Arthur, 2006) the international itinerants can be seen as more boundaryless 
than the repeat expatriates as they stress the transferability of their skills and 
see themselves as able to move between different organizations and different 
types of work. The transnational organization that the repeat expatriates in 
this study work for can offer them opportunities and challenges, and they 
can work with different things and in different places within the bounds of 
the organization. Some of the repeat expatriates displayed a lot of 
psychological mobility but were more restrained physically, with company 
policies, their family situations and personal timing. The international 
itinerants may be more boundaryless in terms of crossing organizational 
boundaries but other boundaries become more salient for them, such as the 
bounds of an industry, and they may be more bound by where the work 
opportunities are and to follow them. While the relationships with the 
organizations the global careerists work for can be seen as transactional 
(Baruch, 2004) the organization is still important for the repeat expatriates’ 
career paths. As long as the company matches their global career 
expectations the repeat expatriates can enact their global careers and meet 
the business needs of the company, akin to how Larsen (2004) described a 
global career as a mutual dependency between the individual and the 
organization. The repeat expatriates seem confident that with the right 
timing there will be an offer for them within the organization while the 
international itinerants stress their employability, confident that something 
will come up through their network or circumstances. As boundaryless 
careers have been described (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996), hierarchical 
advancement is not the most important for a majority of the global careerists 
in this study, who value other things more; such as interesting developing 
work, family life or other personal interests.  

As described by Mirvis and Hall (1996) the protean and boundaryless career 
concepts open up the boundaries between individuals work and private lives 
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and for both the repeat expatriates and the international itinerants the 
balance between work and family is important and brings the priorities to 
the surface. The repeat expatriates’ families are an additional concern when 
moving, to make it work, and a pull to return to Sweden.The family can 
restrict, but the family can also enable the move. For some repeat expatriates 
the family is seen as more important than the career and is in focus during 
the assignment. The career is more important than the family life in the 
beginning for some of the international itinerants, but then becomes 
important in the choices of where to move. Some of the international 
itinerants, whose circumstances have led them to form multicultural 
families, become rooted in their present situations. Several of them have 
prioritized their global careers and the strains of the lifestyle have led to 
divorces for some of them.  

As characterized by change, self-invention and self-direction based on the 
person’s own needs, values and internal goals (Hall, 1976; 2002) both the 
repeat expatriates and the international itinerants describe themselves to 
some extent as protean in their career orientations. The global careerists 
perceive themselves as able to adapt and reinvent themselves in different 
contexts. While the repeat expatriates are dependent on what the 
organization offers, with their experience they are able to evaluate and 
choose offers that come up according what drives them; challenges, 
comfortable locations or the work itself, as well as the fit with family life. The 
international itinerants see themselves as self-directed and value the 
freedom in this, but at the same time they become dependent on the local 
circumstances, where there are opportunities, and on their networks. With 
the experienced transitions the global careerists reflect on their priorities in 
life, which change over time and with their experiences, and let their values 
guide them in their career choices.  

To a greater extent than the repeat expatriates the international itinerants 
describe themselves as having a career identity independent of the employer, 
while the repeat expatriates all identify with the organization to some extent. 
Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) found high levels of commitment to the employer 
in their study of global careerists, without making a distinction between 
those moving for the same company and those more self-initiated. While the 
global careerists in this study also show commitment to the organizations 
they are working for, in terms of working towards a course of action (Meyer 
et al., 2006), the organization is less connected to the identity of the 
international itinerants. Some of them have gone on short-term contracts 
and even without a fixed time span they are often not planning to stay and 
are willing to move on if they are not happy or something better comes up, 
and even to completely change direction. However, they identify more with 



ANALYSIS AND COMPARISON 

 175 

the company if it corresponds to their values and who they consider 
themselves to be. Several of them do parallel things while being employed, 
such as focusing on an interest, their own development or a business of their 
own. That the international itinerants identify more with their careers and 
their own development does not necessarily mean that they are not 
committed to the organization they are working for and its goals. The repeat 
expatriates can be seen to have developed what Gouldner (1957) describes as 
a latent social identity as “locals” (loyal to the organization and referring to 
reference groups within the organization) and the international itinerants a 
latent social identity as “cosmopolitans” (with less loyalty to the organization 
and referring to reference groups outside the organization). The repeat 
expatriates are drawn between their allegiance to the home and host 
organization (Black and Gregersen, 1992) but with diminishing ties to the 
homebase, and as not identifying strongly with the host organization with 
the time limitation of the assignment, the repeat expatriates’ identification 
with the organization as such becomes more important. The repeat 
expatriates are identified with the organization, and the Swedish side of it, by 
others, and experience the paradoxes identified by Osland and Osland 
(Osland, 2000; Osland and Osland, 2005) of representing the company, yet 
finding that some values may not exist in the home company and they deal 
with contradictory demands. As described by Osland and Osland the repeat 
expatriates experience having some freedom from the own and the host 
cultures norms while observing some local customs, whereas the 
international itinerants are more exposed to local conditions and company 
culture but do not have to deal with the paradoxes of demands from home 
and host companies, when locally employed. 

As part of their work identities, both the repeat expatriates and the 
international itinerants refer to what they do and their capabilities, and what 
it means in their different locations to for example be a manager, while also 
drawing on their Swedish values to some extent. The type of work they do 
and learning new things is important to the global careerists. While the 
repeat expatriates can develop within their occupations or do different things 
within the company the international itinerants develop in their occupations 
through moving within an industry that they identify with, within different 
contexts. When transitioning to completely different things, their networks 
can provide a social base and a source of continuity as described by Lindgren 
and Wåhlin (2001) as well as provide new opportunities. As highlighted by 
Ibarra et al. (2005) network ties can give information and resources, and 
also mold individuals’ social identities. For some of the international 
itinerants being entrepreneurs, or seeing themselves as entrepreneurial, is 
an important part of their work identity.  
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For both the repeat expatriates and the international itinerants working 
abroad becomes a part of what they do and a relevant aspect of their work 
identities. Foreigners abroad are often seen as expatriates and while the 
repeat expatriates identify with other expatriates and see themselves as such 
the international itinerants resist being seen as expatriates. With the view of 
identity as constructed in interaction and social identification as an ongoing 
interplay of how we identify ourselves and how we are identified by others 
(Jenkins, 2000) these processes are clearly visible in the global careerists’ 
narratives. It is important for the international itinerants to distinguish 
themselves from expatriates and they compare themselves favorably to the 
stereotype of expatriates as privileged, living in isolated communities with 
little local integration. To the repeat expatriates other expatriates are 
important, in particular initially and in certain types of locations, and 
although they identify themselves as expatriates in their narratives they tend 
to distinguish themselves with their experience. As the international 
itinerants, David even resists the stereotype. The repeat expatriates develop 
networks of expatriates and even when back in Sweden they identify with 
colleagues with similar experiences to uphold this part of their identity. For 
the international itinerants identifications with others with similar 
experiences are less readily available, they identify with other foreigners 
abroad and develop their networks and look for other labels for their 
perceived in-group, such as extraterritorial or citizen of the world. 

They are all foreigners when abroad and as such their status and possibility 
to enter their new societies is decided with each location. For the repeat 
expatriates the transition is more difficult where the company is less 
established and in some locations foreigners stand out and there are barriers 
to interacting with locals. In other locations there are available networks and 
communities of other expatriates that the repeat expatriates relate to, as they 
are in the same boat. While several of repeat expatriates turn to other 
Swedes and expatriates in the area some of them rather make the choice to 
try to interact more with locals. However, as the expatriate assignments are 
limited in time, the repeat expatriates do not leave Sweden for good, which 
makes them invest less in the local setting and become less integrated. 
Without a pre-determined time span the international itinerants get more 
integrated and they interact more with locals. Working as locally employed 
the cultural differences at work are significant, and they have to adjust. The 
type of location is important to the international itinerants as well, and in 
some locations it is more difficult to get integrated in the local society. The 
transitions in themselves become important to them and they identify with 
people who have similar experiences and they relate to other immigrants and 
foreigners. Over time, and with extended periods spent abroad, the 
nationality becomes less important to the global careerists than sharing 
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similar experiences. They develop networks, often made up of mixed 
nationalities, but the relationships are seen as temporary and they become 
used to the entire social life changing. The repeat expatriates develop two 
homes for the family if they stay longer in a location and they get more 
integrated in society. It becomes difficult to move out and to return home as 
they develop a dual identification with the home and host culture. 

The global careerists are seen by others abroad as representing Sweden, 
which is seen as positive as Swedes have a good reputation, and in particular 
the repeat expatriates are frequently reminded thereof. While the repeat 
expatriates strive to maintain their Swedishness to a greater extent, the 
identification has rather become latent for the international itinerants 
(Gouldner, 1957). While most of the repeat expatriates and international 
itinerants still identify themselves as Swedish, some simultaneously 
maintain a separation and distinguish themselves from their Swedish 
identities and they see themselves as different from other Swedes. For some 
of the repeat expatriates the home country becomes a stabilizing factor and a 
place to relate to in their identity construction. For others, as is the case with 
the international itinerants, the ties to Sweden are weakened and they do not 
feel completely Swedish anymore. As they spend longer periods abroad, 
without returning, they adapt and relinquish some of their Swedish values. 
As Sussman (2000) noted, initially the identification with the home country 
may be strengthened but with more extended adaptation the return to 
Sweden is more difficult as the shift in identity then becomes salient. This is 
more manifested for the repeat expatriates who frequently return to Sweden 
between assignments whereas the shift in cultural identity becomes less 
salient for the international itinerants, not planning to return and not having 
to readjust to Sweden in between. When they do they find it more difficult to 
return to Sweden than moving to another country. The repeat expatriates 
find it important with fixed points for the family, and several of them have 
kept a home in Sweden, and plan to return. To a greater extent the 
international itinerants have learnt to feel at home in many places; they can 
feel at home where they are and are less bound to a place or see themselves 
as having several homes. The majority of them do not see returning to 
Sweden as a possibility. As found by Osland and Osland (Osland, 2000; 
Osland and Osland, 2005) a paradox of international assignments is the 
sense of being at ease anywhere yet not belonging anywhere, and this is a 
risk described by some of the international itinerants, although most of them 
see it as a positive thing.  

Some of the paradoxes described for expatriate assignments (Osland, 2000; 
Osland and Osland, 2005) are echoed in the repeat expatriates’ narratives as 
they describe letting go of some values while some values from the home 
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country become stronger. They can be seen as enriching their cultural 
identity and undergoing intercultural transformation as their definition of 
themselves become broadened (Kim, 1994), with adaptation to other 
cultures they adopt some values. As more integrated in the local contexts the 
international itinerants also adjust and take in things from different cultures, 
and to a lesser extent maintain their Swedish cultural identity. Although 
both the repeat expatriates and the international itinerants experience 
multiple cultural shifts and see themselves as able to interact appropriately 
in many countries the international itinerants to a greater extent can be seen 
to have undergone intercultural identity shifts, in Sussman’s (2000) terms, 
identifying with multiple cultures. 

In the following section a synthesis of the analyses is presented focusing on 
the identity construction processes of the repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants in their working lives, over the course of their global 
careers: the identity construction in the initial transitions, with additional 
international work experiences, what they identify with and how they 
experience transitions and how they reconstruct their identities in the latter 
part of their narratives.  

Global careerists’ identity construction processes 

Before moving abroad several of the repeat expatriates have worked for years 
for the company and have established themselves in their careers and have 
established family lives. In contrast, several of the international itinerants 
are not very established in their careers and work identities when moving 
abroad for the first time. While the first move for the repeat expatriates often 
is connected to the company’s needs, for the international itinerants motives 
more often lie in the attraction to a particular location or to get international 
experience and to develop. When moving abroad for the first time they 
experience a transition in social, work, and cultural context which as found 
by Kohonen (2004) triggered reflection and identity reconstruction. As 
described by Lindgren and Wåhlin (2001) when making a transition to a new 
social context individuals reflect on who they are. When arriving, the global 
careerists cannot draw on common understandings in the local community 
in their narratives about who they are. With the initial experienced loss of 
identity the repeat expatriates reaffirm and preserve stable aspects of who 
they are. They draw on established identifications; their family, their 
Swedish identity and being identified with the company, in particular the 
Swedish part of it. Their first assignment is often to a location that is 
considered quite easy; where the company is established and there are 
several expatriates, there they can relate to other Swedes or expatriates, with 
whom they have a common frame of reference. As described by Hogg and 
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Terry (2001) self-categorization and being categorized by others reduces 
uncertainty about how people are expected to behave, and in this case being 
seen and starting to see themselves as expatriates is a way to reduce 
uncertainty in the unfamiliar situation. Faced with a more or less unknown 
situation the international itinerants also experience a loss of stable 
identifications. The uncertainty results in reflection and identity 
reconstruction as the international itinerants establish themselves in their 
new context, or even in their careers. Initially, as the repeat expatriates, they 
turn to established identifications, and other Swedes or expatriates in the 
location is important to them as the Swedish identification becomes salient. 
The first transition abroad is a period of learning and building up a new 
sense of self, where the global careerists have to adjust and find their place. 

With additional assignments the type of location becomes important to the 
repeat expatriates; depending on the level of establishment of the company 
on the location the transition at work can be more or less, if living in a more 
segregated location the cultural transition is less. In locations where they are 
in a context of an expatriate community or even live in a compound for 
foreigners they become less integrated in local society and the identity as 
Swede or expatriate becomes more salient. In other locations they become 
more integrated and some of the repeat expatriates rather avoid other 
Swedes and expatriates. The type of location is relevant to the international 
itinerants as well, as the repeat expatriates they experience barriers to 
getting to know locals in some locations. With additional experiences abroad 
the international itinerants start to identify with other foreigners abroad, 
and as the Swedish identification becomes less salient they are less 
interested in socializing with other Swedes. For some of the international 
itinerants being interested in a particular location can be more important 
than the job, while others are more driven by where there are opportunities. 
With the time limitation inherent in the expatriate assignment the repeat 
expatriates become less rooted in their present situations and strive to 
maintain strong relationships and identifications beyond the location. With 
longer extended assignments the repeat expatriates become more 
established and integrated in the host country, and start to identify more 
strongly with where they are. In such locations the repeat expatriates 
incorporate aspects of the local culture and develop a dual identification. 
They also become more committed to the local organization while still 
identifying with the organization as such to a greater extent. Without a 
predefined time limitation in a location the international itinerants strive to 
and become more integrated locally and interact more with locals. They 
become more immersed in their local situations and dependent on 
circumstances and conditions, and position themselves in relation to their 
context. Although some of the international itinerants move on a short-term 
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basis they are committed to their work and engaged in the local setting but 
the organizational identification does not become very strong. When new 
opportunities appear or when the international itinerants find that they are 
not satisfied in their current situations they are willing to move on.  

When returning to Sweden the transition can be just as difficult, and with 
longer periods spent abroad even harder than moving to a new location. It is 
again a period for reflection for the repeat expatriates as they have to adjust 
and reestablish themselves. There is some insecurity as they readjust and 
find that things have changed and passed them by. Keeping a fixed point in 
Sweden to return to and keeping up the contact with Sweden, colleagues, 
friends, and family facilitates the transition. After long periods abroad the 
repeat expatriates describe the experience of feeling like an outsider at home 
initially as the identity transitions they have undergone become more salient 
(Sussman, 2000). As most of the international itinerants have moved on 
directly to another country without returning to Sweden their identity 
construction process is not as cyclical, without the periods of 
reestablishment and reconstruction. Although they still consider themselves 
Swedish, as the repeat expatriates do, they have lost touch with Sweden and 
they experience feeling like foreigners when visiting in Sweden. With the 
reconstruction of their cultural identity, few of them would consider 
returning to Sweden. When living in Sweden the repeat expatriates to some 
degree strive to maintain their developed identity as expatriate; they identify 
with foreigners or colleagues with similar experiences as the shift in their 
cultural identity has made them see themselves as different from Swedes in 
Sweden. They want to continue with international aspects in their work and 
seek new challenges. They see themselves as experienced and knowledgeable 
and signal their readiness for additional moves when it is the right time and 
place for them and their families.  

With additional moves the loss of established identifications is not as radical, 
and as described by Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) for individuals undergoing 
transitions in work, the global careerists draw on an evolving narrative 
repertoire to reconstruct their identities. As self-narration has been 
described (Czarniawska, 2002) the global careerists produce, reproduce, and 
maintain their identities in interaction and negotiation with their different 
contexts, and plot their narratives in relation to their own story rather than 
in relation to their community, in particular this is the case for the 
international itinerants. While the ties to Sweden, and the Swedish part of 
the organization, are weakened with additional assignments the repeat 
expatriates have established identifications that they can draw on. In their 
narrative identity work the repeat expatriates find it valuable to hold on to 
their Swedish identification and organizational belonging. Working 
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internationally and their experience become important in their narratives, 
but they also refer to what they do and their capabilities. The work identity 
as an expatriate that they have developed becomes important, and they 
identify with others with similar experiences and develop a network of other 
expatriates. With additional moves the international itinerants establish 
broad contact nets and identify with other foreigners and others with the 
same type of experiences. Some of them identify with the industry they work 
for, while others draw on what they do, or on seeing themselves as 
entrepreneurs in their narratives. They also draw on personal development 
and other interests in life, such as music or languages, as influencing their 
career choices. Their experiences and working abroad becomes important to 
the international itinerants’ identity construction, though they find it 
important to show their distinctiveness from expatriates who they see as not 
being as exposed and integrated in the local setting. They look for other 
labels to define themselves and the group that they identify with and use 
words such as extraterritorial or citizens of the world. In social identity terms 
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979) this is the “in-group” that they see themselves as 
belonging to while expatriates are considered an “out-group” that they 
compare themselves against. The ways in which identities signify both 
sameness and distinctiveness (Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001) is 
demonstrated in the global careerists’ identity construction. Their narratives 
reflect not only how they categorize themselves as part of groups and how 
they are like the groups but they also show their distinctiveness from the 
groups. While the international itinerants to a greater extent stress how they 
are different from other Swedes and from expatriates, the repeat expatriates 
also to some extent describe ways in which they as individuals are different 
from other Swedes and expatriates. The global careerists see themselves as 
having developed broader perspectives and shifts in their cultural identities 
have, to various degrees, led them towards intercultural identity 
development (Kim, 1994), however to a lesser extent for the repeat 
expatriates who in general value maintaining their cultural identity more 
than the international itinerants do. 

That the global careerists describe learning about themselves and increased 
self-reflection in the transitions highlights that identity construction 
processes are engaged when moving to new social settings, as described by 
Kohonen (2007), even after a number of previous experiences. For each 
expatriation cycle the repeat expatriates go through a process of reflection 
and reconstructing their identities to some degree, when moving out and 
when returning to Sweden. For each transition the international itinerants 
also go through a process of reconstructing their identities to some degree, 
however for them the process is less cyclical as they do not have to 
reestablish themselves in Sweden and instead most often move on to a new 
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location. The transitions when moving to a new location are experienced as 
more difficult in the beginning, and the global careerists see themselves as 
able to adjust and, as described by Jokinen (2010), they consider their 
development of a broader perspective and learning as transferable although 
specific things learnt in a context is not directly applicable. After having lived 
in several different locations the step of moving to yet a new country or 
making a new career move is not seen equally as drastic as before by the 
global careerists. In Mead’s (1934) terms the transition to a new context can 
be said to involve a shift in “generalized other”, that the individual draws on 
in his/her identity, however with additional international work experiences 
the generalized other for global careerists is no longer grounded in the home 
society and local community, but rather in other spread out communities of 
others with similar experiences; other expatriates for the repeat expatriates 
and other foreigners abroad for the international itinerants. The 
international itinerants are more confident in their ability to handle 
transitions when new possibilities open up and as the repeat expatriates they 
describe their experiences of dealing with transitions as making them more 
self-reliant. They manage the reoccurring transitions confidently and are 
able to enter into different contexts, moving between communities extending 
over national boundaries. As the narrative profile of global careerists 
described by Siljanen (2007) the repeat expatriates can be described as 
searching for coherent definitions of self. They reflect on their values and 
priorities, and question their identities, while preserving and reestablishing 
some of the integral parts of who they are, with the stabilizing organizational 
belonging and Swedish roots underlying their identity construction. 
Regardless of the experienced discontinuities the repeat expatriates maintain 
a sense of coherence which makes the transitions less difficult. In their 
narratives the repeat expatriates integrate their experiences and as described 
by Ezzy (1998) it provides a subjective sense of self-continuity. Whereas for 
the international itinerants the temporality and transitions in themselves 
become important, they find a sense of coherence even though doing 
different things as they have established themselves in their global careers. 
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Concluding reflections 

The purpose of this thesis was to contribute to the understanding of global 
careers through applying an identity construction perspective on narratives 
of global careerists’ working lives. To address this purpose the global 
careerists’ identity construction processes were explored, and their career 
orientation, their identification with the organization and career, and 
country and culture were considered more directly. An important sub-
purpose of this thesis was to make a comparison of repeat expatriates’ and 
international itinerants’ identity construction and identifications in their 
working lives. In this final chapter of the thesis the results of the study will 
be discussed, and the contributions made. In the last sections of the chapter 
the practical implications of the study will be addressed, as well as avenues 
for further research. 

As argued in this thesis, previous studies have to a great extent focused on 
international assignments from the organization’s perspective. The identity 
construction perspective applied is an important overall contribution of this 
thesis, contributing to the understanding of individuals’ subjective 
experiences of international work experiences. In addition, rather than 
considering an international assignment as an isolated event this study 
considers international assignments and international work experiences as 
part of individuals’ global careers and focuses on the global careerists’ 
identity processes. This responds to the calls for research about career 
implications of international assignments and for considering the entire 
career. It has been argued that management/personal development is an 
important reason for companies to send out expatriates as well as for 
individuals to want to live and work abroad (cf. Edström and Galbraith, 
1977; Stahl et al., 2002). This study increases the understanding of how 
individuals develop over several international work experiences, the identity 
reconstruction such transitions entail, and what it really means for 
individuals. It also extends the knowledge about the implications of previous 
international experience for the individual. The participants in this study 
described developing with each transition, yet the transitions became easier 
as they had established identifications that they could draw on in their 
narratives and the loss of established identifications became less radical and 
they see themselves as having developed a broader perspective and as able to 
adjust. 

This study confirms, as previous studies have shown (Kohonen, 2004; 
Bengtsson et al., 2007) that a transition in work and/or cultural context, as 
in an international assignment or a self-initiated work experience, is an 
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opportunity for self-reflection and identity construction. Through examining 
the plots in her participants narratives Kohonen (2004; 2007; 2008) 
illustrated differences in individual responses to the transitions experienced 
and that a single international assignment was more of a transformational 
experience for some, with different levels of reflection and identity 
reconstruction. While the repeat expatriates in particular displayed more 
continuity in their identity construction, as the non-shifters in Kohonen’s 
study, or as the balanced identities, balancing between home and host 
cultures, the results of this study showed that although some assignments or 
international work experiences involved a greater transition all the global 
careerists have experienced shifts in their identities and identity 
reconstruction in the course of their careers.  

A finding in this study is that external circumstances such as the type of 
location, the length of the period abroad and away from Sweden, and if the 
international assignment or work abroad is limited in time or perceived as 
temporary is important to the global careerists’ identity construction. 
Kohonen’s (2004) findings that the identity shifts during an international 
assignment were either more related to professional identity or cultural 
identity shifts may be influenced by type of assignment and the type of 
location her participants had been on, since her study was focused on a 
single international assignment. As the narratives in this study include more 
than one international assignment or work experience the repeat expatriates 
and international itinerants described both developing professionally and 
developing cultural understanding and shifts in cultural identity over the 
course of their global careers. The narratives of the global careerists in this 
study highlight how some international assignments and international work 
experiences are more of a cultural transition while others are more 
challenging and developmental professionally. As foreigners abroad, the type 
of location influences how the global careerists become integrated in the 
local societies. With a pre-determined time span or seeing the time abroad as 
temporary they become less integrated and identify less with the host 
country and culture, which is more often the case for the repeat expatriates. 
The international itinerants, as more invested in the local context seem to 
stress the development of intercultural skills and cultural identity to a higher 
degree in their narratives than the repeat expatriates. 

After considering the implications of the type of location and time limitation 
on the global careerists’ identity construction I will now more directly focus 
on the global careerists’ career orientations and then their identification with 
the organization and career. The findings of this study illustrate how global 
careerists are boundaryless and protean in their careers in different ways. 
The international itinerants can be seen as more boundaryless in their career 
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orientations than the repeat expatriates. While as shown in the analysis 
other boundaries become salient for the international itinerants, such as the 
bounds of an industry, the repeat expatriates enact their boundaryless career 
orientations within the bounds of the organization. Furthermore, the 
boundaries between work and private life become blurred for the global 
careerists, and for the repeat expatriates the family can enable or restrict the 
moves. For the international itinerants the family can become important in 
career decisions, but their global careers can also be a strain on the 
relationships. Turning to considering the global careerists in terms of a 
protean career orientation, they can be seen as protean as they perceive 
themselves as self-directed, adaptable, and to some extent as guided by their 
values in their career choices. However, the repeats expatriates are still 
dependent on the organization’s offers while the international itinerants are 
more dependent on local circumstances and their networks for 
opportunities. The global careerists are committed to the organizations they 
work for. The repeat expatriates all identify with the organization to some 
extent, and the organizational identification is something that they can draw 
on in their identity construction, while the international itinerants identify 
more with their careers and their own development. As part of their work 
identities both the repeat expatriates and the international itinerants refer to 
what they do, and their capabilities, and working abroad becomes a relevant 
aspect of this. As I will return to later, both the repeat expatriates and the 
international itinerants identify with others with similar experiences of living 
and working abroad. With these findings this thesis contributes to the 
understanding of the importance of the employing company for these 
individuals’ identity processes and how they identify with their careers and 
the organizations they work for as well as the importance of the family and 
different communities and networks in their career orientations and choices. 

Next I will turn to the global careerists’ identification with the country and 
culture as part of their identity construction. To a greater extent the repeat 
expatriates maintain their Swedishness and it becomes a stabilizing factor in 
their identity construction while for the international itinerants the ties to 
Sweden are weakened and they do not feel completely Swedish anymore. 
Previous research has examined the identity shifts involved in the transition 
to a new country and culture, and Sussman (2000) developed an explanatory 
model for shifts in cultural identity throughout the cycle of a cultural 
transition. It showed that the identification with the home culture initially 
becomes more salient and that the shift in cultural identity becomes salient 
when again returning to the home culture, which is confirmed in the global 
careerists’ narratives. The shifts in cultural identity becomes more salient for 
the repeat expatriates as they more often return to Sweden between 
assignments and have to reestablish themselves. As shown in previous 
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studies for expatriates, the repeat expatriates describe experiencing 
paradoxes of dual ties to the home and host organizations (Black and 
Gregersen, 1992) and with longer periods in a location a dual cultural 
identification (Sanchez et al., 2000). This study extends this and other 
previous research by considering the meeting with more than one country 
and culture, with more than one transition, and the meaning this has in 
these individuals’ identity processes. Although all the global careerists 
experiences multiple cultural shifts enriching their cultural identities and see 
themselves as able to interact appropriately in many countries, the 
international itinerants to a greater extent than the repeat expatriates 
identify more with multiple cultures and see themselves as less bound to a 
place, in Sussman’s (2000) terms undergoing intercultural identity shifts.  

The previous discussion of the repeat expatriates’ and international 
itinerants’ identifications with the organization and career, and country and 
culture, as well as the continued reflections on their identity construction 
processes, addresses the sub-purpose of making a comparison of repeat 
expatriates’ and international itinerants’ identity construction and 
identifications in their working lives. Defining individuals with global careers 
as either repeat expatriates; expatriates with at least two international 
assignments for the same company, or international itinerants; working 
abroad for at least two different companies, is in itself a contribution made 
in this thesis. By making this distinction between repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants this thesis has contributed to the understanding of 
global careers by illustrating the differences between different types of global 
careerists. Self-directed international work experiences is an area that is 
under-researched, in particular the experiences of those that spend several 
periods working abroad, in different countries and for different companies, 
and accordingly this thesis has also contributed to the understanding of 
international itinerants.  

The participants in this study describe their careers as allowing them 
freedom and self-realization, yet their narratives also illustrate that the 
transitions and experienced discontinuities can be stressful and make them 
question existing collective belongings, confirming how careers involving 
transitions and crossing boundaries have been described by Lindgren et al. 
(2001). Although the global careerists’ narratives in this study illustrate 
inherent challenges of global careers, as described by Suutari (2003) of 
having to adjust, difficulties of maintaining relationships, work-life balance 
and elements of restlessness, they see the positive as outweighing the 
negative aspects, for themselves and their families, and are strongly 
committed to working internationally. The findings in this study to some 
extent mirror the “global career identity” portrayed by Suutari and Mäkelä 
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(2007), characterized by self- reliance and self-directedness, internal career 
motivations, developed competencies and a trust in employability and, as 
their results, the participants in this study showed the importance of 
networks and a clear sense of identity and place in working life. However, 
Suutari and Mäkelä’s results are based on considering global careerists as 
one group, without the distinction made in this thesis and as a result this 
study contributes with additional understanding of the identity construction 
processes and gives a more nuanced image of different types of global 
careerists, their identifications, and how they relate to their context and 
handle the transitions in their identities.  

The view taken in this thesis is that identity is constructed in social 
interaction and that an individual’s identity encompasses a number of 
inherent dualities. In the analysis of the global careerists’ identity 
construction processes the repeat expatriates’ and international itinerants’ 
narratives illustrate these dualities and that these global careerists show 
different patterns in their identity construction when it comes to these 
dualities. In the following sections I will reflect on the global careerists’ 
identity construction processes in terms of these dualities.  

One of the dualities of identity is that it is simultaneously autonomous and 
relational (Janssens and Steyaert, 1999). This is illustrated in the repeat 
expatriates’ and international itinerants’ narratives and in their identity 
construction processes. The repeat expatriates can be seen to be more 
collectivistic or relational while the international itinerants display more 
autonomous patterns in their identity construction processes. In their 
narratives the repeat expatriates tend to place focus on others while the 
international itinerants narrate themselves as the protagonist of their 
stories; they tell their stories in the “I” form and do not refer as much to “we” 
and “us” as the repeat expatriates do. Although with the time limitation 
inherent in an international assignment the repeat expatriates become less 
integrated locally, and they establish more shallow contacts abroad if not 
staying longer in a location; when they have time to get more integrated and 
form deeper connections. They maintain their deeper relationships for 
coherence, they have strong ties in their networks and can find a sense of 
community and form the same ties but in new contexts, as when moving to a 
location with an expatriate community. The international itinerants, without 
the time limitation become more integrated locally and dependent on local 
circumstances, yet they see their relationships as more transient, “until 
further notice”. They are willing to move on if they are not happy or if they 
get a better offer. While they stress the importance of their networks, they 
see themselves as autonomous. They see to the benefits of their 
relationships, even to some extent with their families. The family is 
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important to the itinerants, as long as they can handle the life chosen, yet for 
some of the international itinerants their global careers have been straining 
for the relationships and even led to divorces.  

Another duality is that identity signifies both sameness and distinctiveness. 
And as described by Kärreman and Alvesson (2001) it can signify self-
sameness (coherence over time), sameness or distinctiveness to the group, 
and distinctiveness of the group to other groups. In their narratives of their 
working lives the repeat expatriates can in general be seen to construct their 
identities more through sameness than the international itinerants who 
construct their identities in their narratives more through difference or 
distinctiveness. The repeat expatriates frequently refer to themselves as 
belonging to groups, such as Swedes and expatriates, and narrate their 
sameness to these groups, although through referring to their experience 
they simultaneously show their distinctiveness from others within these 
groups. For the international itinerants, as described by Hall (1996b) it is 
through this difference and the relation to what they are not, that these same 
groups function as points of identification. The international itinerants stress 
their distinctiveness from these groups, from other Swedes and expatriates. 
As described by Bruner (2002) in their narratives the international itinerants 
construct themselves simultaneously through relating to others and by 
distinguishing themselves from others, and for them, as suggested by 
Czarniawska (2008), the question of how they are different is just as 
important. The narratives of the global careerists in this study illustrate that 
identity is, as described by Ybema et al. (2009) a temporary outcome that is 
socially negotiated, between the individuals’ own strivings and how they are 
seen by their context. To a greater extent than the repeat expatriates, the 
international itinerants resist the way they are categorized and identified by 
others. For the repeat expatriates identifications with groups, and being 
identified by others, is easier, as for them the groups are more given or easily 
accessible. The international itinerants stress their group’s distinctiveness 
from these groups, and look for other ways to define themselves; other 
labels. As described by Mirvis and Hall (1996) for individuals with 
boundaryless careers, changing job, work and employer more often, finding 
a substitute for organizational identification may be a challenge. The 
international itinerants draw on what they do, being foreigners abroad, their 
networks, and identification with an industry. They construct their identities 
in their working lives as foreigners abroad, in what they do, their careers 
within an industry, or in how they see themselves as entrepreneurs. To a 
greater extent than the repeat expatriates they also narrate their own 
development and other interests in life as influencing their career choices.  
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Now I turn to considering the duality of identity as both singular and 
multiple, or unified and fragmented. The repeat expatriates maintain a sense 
of unity or coherence despite the transitions, because of their strong ties, in 
their identification with the organization, in their families, and in seeing 
themselves as Swedes and expatriates. Maintaining their strong ties and 
keeping a fixed point in Sweden to relate to in their identity construction 
make the transitions less difficult, but at the same time it makes the 
transition when returning difficult too. When returning their identity 
reconstruction becomes salient and the have to reestablish themselves. In 
the repeat expatriates’ narratives self-sameness over time is important, as for 
the international itinerants, yet simultaneously they describe themselves as 
developed and changed with their experiences. The international itinerants 
find a sense of coherence in the transitions as such; it becomes a part of what 
they do and who they are. As mentioned they are self-reliant, yet they are 
dependent on the circumstances and their networks. In contrast to the 
repeat expatriates, their identity reconstructions are not as cyclical, as they 
do not have the double transition of reestablishing in Sweden. They see 
themselves as able to adapt and feel at home in many places. The way the 
global careerists narrate themselves support how Kärreman and Alvesson 
(2001) saw identity as connecting different experiences and reducing 
feelings of fragmentation. While the repeat expatriates to some extent 
narrate the transitions and maintaining their coherence and relations as 
more problematic, as they strive to do so, the international itinerants learn to 
deal with the fragmentation as a natural part of their working lives, yet still 
emplot their narratives, connecting the different things they have done.  

To summarize 
 
As illustrated in the previous discussion this thesis has contributed to the 
understanding of global careers in a number of different ways. 
Corresponding to the purpose of this thesis an important contribution lies in 
the identity construction perspective applied. This contributes to the 
understanding of individuals’ subjective experiences of international work 
experiences and global careers, and global careerists’ identity processes. 
With the focus on the working lives and careers of global careerists an 
additional contribution of this thesis lies in considering social identities and 
identifications with the organization and career, and country and culture as 
part of the identity construction. This contributes to the understanding of 
the career orientations of individuals with global careers, the importance of 
the employing organization for global careerists’ identity processes and how 
they identify with their careers, different communities, and networks, and 
the role of the family in their career choices. This thesis also contributes by 
considering the meeting with more than one country and culture, with more 
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than one transition, and the meaning this has in these individuals’ identity 
processes.  
 
The results of this thesis also contribute to the understanding of global 
careers, by making a distinction between repeat expatriates and 
international itinerants. This distinction is in itself a contribution and this 
thesis has also contributed to the understanding of the under-researched 
group of international itinerants. The findings of this thesis illustrate that 
there are differences in repeat expatriates’ and international itinerants’ 
career orientations, how they se their careers and their identification with 
the organizations they work for, with their careers and what they do, and 
their identifications with different groups, communities, and networks in 
their contexts. The two types of global careerists are also different in how 
they identify with their home country and culture, and the countries and 
cultures they live in, and in the transitions in their cultural identity. The 
repeat expatriates and international itinerants show different patterns in 
their identity construction processes in their working lives over the course of 
their global careers: the identity construction in the initial transitions, with 
additional international work experiences, what they identify with and how 
they experience transitions and how they reconstruct their identities in the 
latter part of their narratives.  
 
An additional contribution made in this thesis is showing the methodological 
benefits of this narrative approach, and analytical framework, in the study of 
individuals’ subjective experiences of their careers and identity processes. 
The aggregate narratives of repeat expatriates and international itinerants, 
and this thesis in itself, contributes to the existing discourse in international 
human resources about international assignments and global careers 
through presenting narratives of global careers from the individuals’ 
perspective. 

Practical implications 

Theories developed for a single international assignment, from the 
company’s perspective might not be directly applicable for the two types of 
global careerists, because of the multiple transitions they undertake, with the 
boundaryless and protean orientations they have in their careers, and with 
how they see the relationship with the organizations they work for. 
Considering this, the practices developed on the basis of these premises 
could be attuned more to global careers and adapted to individual 
circumstances. The results of this study and the increased understanding of 
global careerists from an identity construction perspective can have practical 
implications for companies as well as individuals. 
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For companies it is beneficial to understand the individuals they employ 
better, the repeat expatriates, as well as other types of global careerists; the 
international itinerants, so as to draw on their skills. Through a better 
understanding of these individuals, and their identity construction, they can 
apply less standardized HR practices to attract them and maintain the 
relationships with them, and to encourage their loyalty and organizational 
identification. International human resource practices would benefit from 
considering the individuals’ perspective. The results of this study show the 
importance of limiting expatriate assignments in time, if one wants to 
maintain the global careerist’s identification with the home country and 
homebase. Confirming previous research, the narratives of the global 
careerists in this study also highlight the difficulties involved in returning to 
the home country after living abroad. Focusing on the repeat expatriates, this 
study also shows the importance of contact with the home organization, 
networks of expatriates within the company, and of giving repeat expatriates 
opportunities within the company and a choice in the type of assignments. 
Through understanding global careerists and how they see themselves even 
transactional relationships can be mutually beneficial, and through 
understanding how they see their careers the interaction between 
organizations and individuals could be facilitated. It can be argued that these 
individuals can be important to the company’s internationalization, and 
through the identity construction perspective applied in this study a better 
understanding of what the management development organizations are after 
means, and how it can be reached. It is also significant for organizations to 
consider the importance of the communities and networks that these 
individuals identify with.  

For individuals, wanting to work abroad or considering or having global 
careers, the results of this study can assist in understanding what 
implications this type of career can have, for them, their families, and the 
career development, as well as the identity construction and identifications 
that this type of career may involve. Through understanding the risks of 
feeling rootless and how individuals with such careers can maintain a sense 
of coherence or handle the transitions in their identity construction would 
give them a better idea of what they are getting into. 

Avenues for further research 

There are a number of avenues for further research that appear fruitful to 
pursue in the study of global careers. The participants in this study 
correspond to how previous studies have described expatriates and those 
with self-initiated international work experiences. That expatriates have 
been described as middle aged men, married with children (Hartl, 2004) is 



CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 

 192 
 

mainly the case for the repeat expatriates in this study as well. Being Swedish 
the majority of couples were dual career couples (Riusala and Suutari, 
2000). The international itinerants, were, as previously found for those with 
self-initiated international work experiences (Suutari and Brewster, 2000; 
Peltokorpi and Jintae Froese, 2009; Cerdin and Le Pargneux, 2010), on 
average younger, a higher proportion were single or female, worked for local 
companies and had local partners and had less plans to repatriate. Although 
these different characteristics may have an impact, the identity construction 
processes found in this study illustrate that there are differences between the 
two types of global careerists, such as in how they identify with the 
organizations they work for and the home country, that can be seen as 
representative of repeat expatriates and international itinerants irrespective 
of age or gender. However, with an increased number of participants the 
diversity of experiences in global career can be explored further and the 
contributions made here could be expanded.  

Additional research could take into consideration the stage of life, age, or 
career stage of global careerists and if and how the career direction, identity 
construction processes and identifications transformed with these stages. 
The international itinerants in this study, to a greater extent than the repeat 
expatriates, had diverse experiences abroad early in their careers. Further 
studies could examine more directly if experiences abroad as a youth, such as 
exchange studies, or a positive first work experience, is conducive to 
pursuing a global career, either as repeat expatriate or as international 
itinerant. Some of the participants in this study suggested that they had, or 
were planning to, settle down in one location for a while. Additional research 
could examine if there is an experienced need among many global careerists 
to settle down for certain period of life, and if so, when and why.  

The findings in this study of global careerists’ identity construction are 
thought to be relevant for both men and women with the experience of global 
careers. If there are any differences in the identity construction processes of 
women working abroad or female global careerists, could be studied more 
directly, and if their identifications are different compared to their male 
counterparts. As Meyers and Pringle (2005) suggest self-initiated 
international work experiences may be a way for women to pursue global 
careers. As only a few of the international itinerants were women, and none 
of the repeat expatriates, this has not been directly examined in this study. 
Research could also benefit from using an identity perspective when 
considering the work-life balance and dual career issues of global careerists 
more directly as it emerged as important for the studied individuals’ careers. 
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The individuals in this thesis were all Swedish and further studies could 
explore differences between global careerists from different origins, as well 
as the impact of the different countries and cultures they live in. The 
participants in this study described the importance of the type of location 
and culture on how they were seen and how they integrated locally. Further 
studies could more specifically examine different types of locations and 
expatriates’, those with self-initiated work experiences’, and global 
careerists’ identity construction, identifications and networking. Further 
research, on different types of international assignments in general and on 
global careers, could also benefit from more directly addressing the networks 
and communities that are important to these individuals’ identity 
construction, as the importance of networks for individual identities has 
been shown (Ibarra et al., 2005). In particular it would be interesting to 
focus on career relevant networks and communities of international 
itinerants and short-term contractors working internationally and the 
importance of these networks for how they pursue their careers and find new 
opportunities. 

Considering the international itinerants it would also be interesting to 
consider the type of employment, the organizational culture and the impact 
the organizations’ human resource policies and practices have on their 
identification with, and commitment to, the organization. The potential 
impact of the type of organization on the individuals’ identity processes 
could also benefit from further exploration. The level of internationalization 
of the company may be significant, as the repeat expatriates in this study 
experienced the organization’s transnationalization as influencing how they 
were seen and their identification with the organization.  

With a similar approach as in this study, global careerists’ narratives could 
be examined to identify typical plots or genres within the two types of global 
careerists’ narratives. A comparison could also be made to expatriate 
narratives, which have been described as hero tales (Osland, 2000). 
Focusing on the narrative approach in this study, an interesting area to 
pursue would be to analyze in more detail the shorter, clearly bounded 
narratives with a beginning, middle and end told by research participants, 
for example describing instances and encounters they bring up as important 
for their careers. Although such stories may be discarded as irrelevant in 
interview transcripts (Mishler, 1986) they could be informative when it 
comes to critical incidents in global careers, intercultural encounters, micro-
level identity construction and the presentation of self. To more directly 
study micro-level identity processes of individuals living and working 
abroad, as they are occurring, an interesting approach would be to 
longitudinally follow diaries or online blogs.  
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Appendix 1 

Announcement to find international itinerants (translated from 
Swedish) 

Wanted! Have you lived abroad several times or been on multiple 
international assignments? 

Swedes abroad, 

My name is Malin Näsholm and I am a PhD candidate at USBE, Umeå 
School of Business at Umeå University. I am currently working on a research 
project to study Swedes working abroad, different aspects of expatriation, 
organizing across boundaries and careers. 

The focus of my research is the experiences of people who have been on 
several international assignments (at least 2) and what influences these 
assignments may have had upon the individual. What might you take with 
you from one assignment to the next? How are you affected by living abroad 
for long periods in different countries? 

I am now looking for people who not only left Sweden but also have worked 
with various employers abroad. For example through contracting, or project 
work with different companies etc. Did you search for your position abroad 
yourself? Anything might be of interest. 

I am very interested in hearing about your experiences and would appreciate 
if you would take the time for an interview (either in person or over the 
phone). The interview would take about one hour. 

I am looking forward to hearing about your experiences! I am grateful for 
any contacts; hence if you could kindly pass on this information to anyone 
who might be interested, I would appreciate it.  

I would be happy to answer any questions or send you more information 
about my research. Please contact me, either via e-mail or over the phone. 

Best regards,  

Malin Näsholm  
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Appendix 2 

Interview guide repeat expatriates (translated from Swedish) 

Tell me about yourself, your career and the international assignments you 
have been on… 

- Where have you been and when? 
- How did you join the firm and what have you done before? 
-  What do you do now? 
-  How do you see you career? (goals etc.) 
-  How come you went on assignments? Is it something you have wanted to     
       do? 
-  What is it like spending so much time abroad? 
- Have you been doing a lot of work related traveling  
        (other than the assignments)? 
-  How do you think the time abroad has affected your career? 
-  Did it affect you? How? 
-  How are the next times different from moving out the first time?  
        (going out, coming back) 
-  How have your assignments been different?  
        (preparations, reactions, practical, family, environment etc.) 
- What is it like returning to Sweden? (differences from first time) 
- How have your expectations been for the assignments? (differences)  
-  What have you learned from the different assignments?  
- What experiences can you bring from an assignment to the next? 
- How is working on assignment different from working at home? 
- What does it take to be successful abroad? (any advice) 
- Who did you keep in touch with?  
        (work and social, during the assignment and after) 
- What has it been like getting to know people abroad? 
- Who did you socialize with abroad? (locals, Swedes, expatriates etc.) 
- Have you kept in touch with people where you have lived, or returned? 
- What is it like returning to Sweden?  
        (living in Sweden, biggest transition, what feels like home?) 
- Any particular events that you feel were important?  
        (cultural incidents, memories that stand out) 
- What does the future look like? Would you consider taking another  
        assignment? 
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Appendix 3 

Interview guide international itinerants (translated from 
Swedish) 

Tell me about yourself, your career and the times you have worked abroad … 

- Where have you been and when? 
- What do you do now? 
- How did you end up on your present position? (company etc.) 
- How come you changed positions and companies? 
- What type of employment have you had? How did you find them? 
- Has the type of employment had an impact on your situation? 
- How do you see you career? (goals etc.) 
- How come you moved abroad? Is it something you have wanted to do? 
- What is it like spending so much time abroad? 
- Have you been doing a lot of work related traveling? (not living abroad) 
- How do you think the time abroad has affected your career? 
- Did it affect you? How? 
- How are the next times different from moving out the first time?  
        (going out, coming back) 
- How have your assignments been different?  
        (preparations, reactions, practical, family, environment etc.) 
- What type of support have you had from the companies? 
- What is it like returning to Sweden?  
        (differences from first time, if returned, why not?) 
- How have your expectations been for the assignments? (differences)  
- What have you learned from the different assignments?  
- What experiences can you bring from an assignment to the next? 
- How is working abroad different from working in Sweden? 
- What does it take to be successful abroad? (any advice) 
- Who have you kept in touch with?  
        (work and social, during the assignment and after) 
- What has it been like getting to know people abroad? 
- Who do you socialize with abroad? (locals, Swedes, expatriates etc.) 
- Have you kept in touch with people where you have lived, or returned? 
- What is it like returning to Sweden (including visits)?  
        (living in Sweden, biggest transition, what feels like home?) 
- Any particular events that you feel were important?  
        (cultural incidents, memories that stand out) 
- What does the future look like? Would you consider taking another  
        assignment/returning to Sweden? 
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The experience of living and working abroad can be a 
transformational experience. Your identity, who you are, and how 
you see yourself, is so much more than the  information presented 
in your passport.  
 
This thesis presents a study of individuals with global careers, who 
see working abroad as a major element of their careers, involving 
multiple international assignments or international work 
experiences, either as sent out expatriates for a company or on their 
own initiative.   
 
The main purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the 
understanding of global careers through applying an identity 
construction perspective on narratives of global careerists’ working 
lives. 
 
 
Malin H. Näsholm is a researcher with an interest in 
international work experiences and individividuals’ subjective 
experiences thereof:  “I wanted to find out what kind of impact 
these kinds of experiences have, if any, on individuals who live 
abroad in different countries for long periods in their careers”. 




