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Brexit: hard or soft? The uncertain fu-
ture relationship with the European 
Union that Britain is officially leav-
ing in 2019 is prompting numerous 

companies to set up new bases abroad, with 
plans to relocate staff to alternative locations 
across the continent, including to Amsterdam, 
Dublin, Frankfurt, Luxembourg, Paris and  
Vienna. Banking, financial services, airlines and 
telecoms have been making the most plans, es-
timating that anywhere from a few hundred to 
thousands of jobs could be moved elsewhere, 
starting with senior management teams.

A large-scale relocation of talent would 
mark a shift from the traditional pattern of peri-
odically expatriating individual employees for 

temporary assignments in subsidiaries abroad. 
Chris Debner, a strategic global mobility ad-
viser, has noted in a recent Santa Fe Relocation 
Services report that, “Over the next decade, 
the concept of one-way permanent transfers 
of employees, rather than … three- to five-year 
secondments, is likely to become more popular. 
The trend that companies are likely to relocate 
groups in the wake of the Brexit … require(s) 
extensive change management that needs stra-
tegic planning and consideration of the associ-
ated risks and challenges.” 

One of the big challenges is that, even 
though international assignments have be-
come much more formalized and structured 
over the past two decades, multinationals  
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continue to have an ethnocentric mindset 
about them, with headquarters still wanting to 
call all the shots. And while training helps, there 
is little indication that what’s been done so far 
has been effective at raising managers’ cultural 
proficiency for leading in a global context. Ac-
cording to one study, participants were likely 
to come away from cultural awareness training 
with more cultural stereotypes, which raises 
questions about how cultural knowledge is  
being conveyed. 

Although Brexit pushes such questions to 
the fore, the issue of accessing and managing 
talent to feed growing mobility needs is by no 
means limited to British companies but af-
fects many businesses across various sectors 
and geographies. Industry surveys suggest 
that cross-border work is increasing – despite 
anti-globalization rhetoric to the contrary – 
and multinationals are struggling not only to 
prepare their employees for global leadership 
responsibilities but to fill the number of inter-
national assignments available.

This article is based on my research on 
global work, talent retention and cross-cultural 
management. I start by looking at the changing 
context in which executives operate today be-
fore discussing the implications of these chang-
es for global leadership. Then, I make a series 
of practical recommendations for nurturing 
global leadership competencies. 

Brexit is only the latest excuse for mobility 
and talent management to be at the top of the 

CEO agenda. For companies with limited ex-
perience in this area, the risks are multiplied. 
However, there are also great opportunities. 
This article shows you how to make the most 
of them.

	
The Changing Global Context
Long before Brexit, executives noted the com-
plex nature of the challenges they faced in ful-
filling their global leadership responsibilities. 
Complexity, more than any other variable, was 
cited by executives in a 2010 IBM study of 1,500 
CEOs representing 33 industries across 60 
countries. 

This complexity is reflected in the changing 
nature of multinationals themselves. Multina-
tionals used to focus on managing the relation-
ship between headquarters and subsidiaries. 
But global competitive pressures have led to a 
much more networked model. As such, national 
subsidiaries have started to have more direct in-
teractions with each other. They have also been 
disaggregated into discrete function-specific, 
value-adding units like sales or R&D. This in-
tegrated network approach – combined with a 
bigger global footprint, diverse customer seg-
ments and wider geographic dispersion – has 
further complicated the tasks of global leaders. 

For example, it raises coordination chal-
lenges. To deal with this, multinationals have 
introduced sophisticated organizational struc-
tures and reporting lines for regulating every-
thing from routine interactions to cross-border 
projects and special task forces. However, the 
utility of all these matrices remains ambiguous.

Consequently, the very nature of how global 
work and career paths are structured has also 
become more complex. First, the integrated 
network model implies that cross-border in-
teractions are not limited to the C-suite but in-
volve middle management and even frontline 
staff, such as R&D scientists or sales employees 
when coordinating new product development 
or sales strategies across regions. This pushes 
the responsibility for cross-border coordina-
tion further down the hierarchy. 

Second, while international relocations 
used to be a single career event, more and more 
employees are engaging in repeated staff trans-
fers to a larger number of destinations, thereby 
increasing the intensity of global mobility over 
the course of their careers. 

All of this adds to global leaders’ boundary-

Despite anti-globalization 
rhetoric to the contrary, cross-
border work is increasing, 
and multinationals are 
struggling not only to prepare 
their employees for global 
leadership responsibilities 
but to fill the number of 
international assignments 
available. Brexit is only the 
latest excuse for mobility 
and talent management 
to be at the top of the CEO 
agenda. For companies 
with limited experience 
in this area, the risks are 

multiplied. However, there 
are also great opportunities. 
This article – based on the 
author’s research on global 
work, talent retention and 
cross-cultural management – 
recommends how to nurture 
global leadership in three 
talent functions: hiring and 
promotion; development; and 
socialization. With practical 
tips and company examples, 
he shows that, with the right 
mindset, executives can rise 
to today’s global leadership 
challenge.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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