
When international experience helps 
leaders? and when it doesn?t 
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Leaders wit h int ernat ional experience can bring human and social capit al, as well as broader cognit ive perspect ives, 
t o organizat ions. But  a new review suggest s t hat  t he value of t hat  experience depends on t he t ype of exposure and 
how well it  f it s t he role and organizat ional needs. In ot her words, not  al l int ernat ional experience is t he same. 

Now w hat ?
- Explore t he experience behind t he credent ial. Ask candidat es what  responsibil it ies t hey 

held abroad, what  t hey learned, and how t hey plan t o apply t hose lessons in t he role. 

- Mat ch experience t o business needs. Evaluat e it s relevance t o t arget  market s, operat ing 
environment s, and company priorit ies. 

- Make knowledge sharing part  of t he role. Use ment oring, cross- funct ional project s, and 
st ruct ured discussions t o help colleagues access leaders? insight s. 

- Support  applicat ion and local relat ionships. Connect  int ernat ionally experienced leaders 
wit h colleagues who underst and t he organizat ion?s cont ext , and review whet her import ed 
pract ices f it  t he organizat ion?s current  needs. 

LINK TO THE STUDY

Why it  mat t ers
Many organizat ions priorit ize int ernat ional experience when 
select ing execut ives and invest ing in leadership development . 
However, realizing value f rom t hat  invest ment  requires 
underst anding how int ernat ional exposure t ranslat es int o 
bett er decision- making and organizat ional out comes. 

- Dif ferent  overseas experiences build dif ferent  
knowledge, relat ionships, and perspect ives, and 
t herefore organizat ions should evaluat e how t hese 
experiences mat ch leadership needs. 

- Int ernat ional expert ise may cont ribut e l itt le if leaders 
lack local embeddedness or if t he organizat ion cannot  
access t heir knowledge. 

- Leadership t eams need t o t ranslat e int ernat ional 
assignment  experience int o decisions and execut ion, 
while managing t he coordinat ion challenges t hat  can 
arise when t eam members bring dif ferent  overseas 
backgrounds. 

What  researchers found
 

- Experience cont r ibut es t hrough mult iple mechanisms: 
Leaders? knowledge and skil ls, professional relat ionships, 
and values and int erpret ive f rames can all inf luence 
choices and organizat ional performance. 

- Dif f erent  int ernat ional experiences have dif f erent  
ef fect s: Work, educat ion, and early- l ife experiences 
abroad should not  be t reat ed as int erchangeable. 
Locat ion, durat ion, and t he t ypes of roles held abroad 
can shape workplace decision- making dif ferent ly. 

- Team diversit y br ings bot h benef it s and cost s: 

Int ernat ionally diverse backgrounds can broaden 
knowledge and improve problem- solving, but  t hey can 
also creat e fault l ines and coordinat ion cost s. 

- Cont ext  also mat t ers: Embeddedness, absorpt ive 
capacit y, and cont ext ual f it  help det ermine whet her 
int ernat ional experience adds value. as not  st rong 
enough t o support  a f irm conclusion.

How  w e know
The aut hors conduct ed a syst emat ic int egrat ive review of 270 
st udies on st rat egic leaders? int ernat ional experience, 
comparing how researchers def ined t he concept , what  t heories 
t hey used, what  out comes t hey examined, and whet her t hey 
st udied individuals, t eams, or organizat ions. They t hen 
synt hesized t hose f indings int o a mult ilevel f ramework 
showing t hat  int ernat ional experience can matt er t hrough 
leaders? knowledge, net works, and judgment , but  it s value 
depends on t he kind of experience, how it  is dist ribut ed across 
t he leadership t eam, and t he cont ext  in which it  is applied. 

What  t his means

- For boards and CEOs: Mat ch leaders? int ernat ional 
experience t o t he st rat egic complexit y of t he role. 

- For CHROs: Look beyond whet her someone has any 
overseas experience and assess what  t ype of experience 
t hat  may f it  w it h a new role. 

- For leadership t eams: Make sure int ernat ional know- how 
is t ransferable int o t eam decisions and execut ion. t ed 
pract ices f it  t he organizat ion?s current  needs. 
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