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Abstract The need for developing a cadre of global managers who are capable of working in international key positions wherever the needs of companies require it, has been widely stressed. Typically, the literature on international careers still deals with international assignments as 'once-in-a-lifetime' experiences and thus as a continuum from selecting the right candidates to repatriating them back to the home country. Less attention has been devoted to so-called global managers who are committed to international careers for a longer term. In the present study, career orientations, career tracks, career commitment and life-style implications of global managers are analysed. The results indicate that the majority of managers were originally interested in an international career. In their career they typically vary between positions abroad and in the home country instead of moving from one international assignment to another. Typically they consider the positive implications to override the negative implications of such a career with respect to both themselves and their families. As a result, they are often firmly committed to working in international environments in the future.
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Introduction

The globalisation of business is changing the nature of business in many fields. The benefits of developing global strategies aiming at global integration have been recognised. Overall, an approach of global strategy is evident in the literature, i.e. the term global strategy implies a focus on similarities, standardisation, homogenisation, concentration, and co-ordination on a world wide basis (Svensson, 2001). On the other hand, it has been stated that although companies have globalised their strategies and functions, human resource management (HRM) is one of the less developed functions in this respect. For example, Adler and Bartholomew (1992) have reported that in their survey of North American companies all of them had taken a global approach to overall business strategy, financial systems, production operations and marketing. Human resource systems were found to be the least globally developed functional area within the firms. According to Black and Ulrich (1999), the role of the HR professional in delivering global strategy is to 1) raise, define, and clarify the capabilities required to win globally and 2) invest, design, and deliver HR-practices that ensure these capabilities. In a study involving HR-managers, three major challenges concerning the global HRM were identified  (Roberts et al., 1998):  easily getting the right skills to where they are needed, spreading up-to-date knowledge and practices throughout the organisation regardless of where they originate, and identifying and developing talent on a global basis. 

Linked to these, the need to develop globally competent managers has been ranked among the top development priorities in the future (Alldredge and Nilan 2000; Black et al., 1999; Brake, 1997; Connor, 2000; Crotty and Soule, 1997; Morrison, 2000; Oddou et al., 2000; Roberts et al., 1998; Suutari, 2002). In line with this, a 1998 conference board study among senior managers and HR executives identified developing leaders as the most important HR goal for global business success (Csoka and Hackett, 1998; Connor, 2000). The key idea is that companies need a group of global managers who will be able to handle the necessary global integration and co-ordination activities within companies - either in headquarters, areal headquarters or in top positions in foreign affiliates. It has been recognised that limitations in human resources, not inadequate sources of capital, have become the biggest constraint in most globalisation efforts (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1992). The lack of competent global managers is even expected to increase in the future  (Harvey et al., 1999; Gregersen et al., 1998). In order to respond to this challenge, the HRM function must be able to create a set of development activities and programmes through which global leaders are developed (Morrison, 2000). This includes necessary career planning and related career guidance and support practices.

In order to be successful in such activities, the specific features and challenges concerning international careers need to be understood. The existing literature can offer only limited help in this challenge since the specifics of international careers have not been studied intensively. When international career issues have been studied, the focus has been on the effect of one separate international assignment on the career after repatriation to the home country. Still, even in this area it has been largely argued that further research is needed before the connection between international assignments and future career is understood (Harvey, 1989; Mendenhall et al., 1987; Feldman and Thomas, 1992; Naumann, 1992; Fish and Wood, 1997; Stahl et al., 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2002; Tung, 1998; Welch, 1998). 

Research concerning global managers, who typically have careers including various international positions and assignments, is even more scarce. Such careers have been called aspatial careers (Roberts et al., 1998). It has even been claimed that the existence of global managers with frequent international relocations is a myth since the requirements for individuals in such careers are so tough that hardly anyone can fulfil them (Forster, 2000). Forster points out that only 13% of expatriates reported that they would definitely accept further international assignments in the future. Furthermore, he concludes that his research also showed that few, if any, employees and their dependants are psychologically capable of becoming 'globe-trotting nomads', moving from region to region at regular intervals. On the other hand, the literature on global leader development frequently calls for the development of such managers. 

There is also some counter-evidence that such managers are not so rare everywhere although this may be true in the UK. Such groups appear to be more extensive in the Nordic context than in the UK: in one study 17% of expatriates had three or more international assignments behind them (Riusala & Suutari 2000). Similarly 91% per cent of the surveyed expatriates would be ready to consider new international assignments in the future and 59% would be ready to consider a more permanent stay abroad. Expatriates were also typically very satisfied with their international assignments as a whole. Similarly, in a study among expatriates in Japan, it appeared that 96.5% of expatriates would be ready to consider another international assignment after their repatriation (The Japan Institute of Labour, 2002). The situation was very similar no matter where the expatriates came from. For example, the situation was about the same among expatriates from North America and Europe. On these conditions, the plans to build global leader groups would not be impossible.

In the light of these facts, the present study aims to increase our understanding of specific features related to these aspatial careers involving international responsibilities and various transfers across borders. The managers on such career tracks will be called global managers. The goals of the study are to analyse:

1) early career orientation of global managers, 

2) the career tracks of such managers,

3) effects of such a career on individuals and their families, and 

4) commitment of managers to global careers. 

International assignments and careers

After a long-term research tradition on early phases of the international assignment cycle including issues such as selection, cross-cultural adjustment, and pre-departure training & development, the focus of expatriation research has turned to the final phases of the cycle (see e.g. Bonache et al., 2001). Here the focus is typically on issues such as repatriation adjustment and related training and support needs (Black, 1994; Gregersen and Stroh, 1997; Forster 1994; Hammer et al., 1998). An important related theme is the connection between international assignments and career considerations after the assignment (see e.g. Gregersen and Black, 1996; Kamoche, 1997; Selmer, 1999; Stahl et al., 2002; Stroh et al., 1998; Suutari and Brewster, 2002). 

From the organisational point of view, the traditional reasons for sending people abroad have concerned the needs of companies to control their international operations, to co-ordinate and integrate their operations worldwide, and to transfer knowledge and organisational practices across units. More recently, the role of individual development has been raised among the major reasons, as can be seen in particular in recent discussion of global leader development. There, the international assignment is seen as the major tool for developing global leaders (Carpenter et al., 2000; Gregersen et al., 1998; Roberts et al., 1998; Seibert et al., 1995; Oddou et al., 2000). 

From an individual angle international assignments are accepted for several key reasons (see e.g. Miller and Cheng, 1978; Stahl et al., 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2000; Tung, 1988). Personal interest in internationalisation and a related search for new experiences and challenges often play an important role. Such assignments are considered to be due to economic motives as well, i.e. companies typically provide some sort of reward (e.g. an assignment allowance) to individuals. In addition, cost-of-living and taxation differences across countries may have an important impact on the standard of living. The economic factors appear to be more central among U.S. managers than among European ones (Stahl et al., 2002; Suutari and Brewster, 2000).  Personal development through the availability of challenging jobs in different contexts and related learning and career progression possibilities are often considered as very important too. Still, relatively little is known about what motivates expatriates to accept an international assignment (Stahl et al., 2002)

The key challenges related to international assignments such as adjustment problems of expatriates and their families, compensation difficulties and high costs, dual-career challenges,  are fairly well understood. In addition, through the repatriation research we are starting to understand the factors related to repatriation adjustment (Black, 1994; Gregersen and Stroh, 1997; Forster 1994; Hammer et al., 1998; Suutari and Välimaa, in press). In this context, the central role of expectations has been recently stressed (Black, 1992; Forster, 1994; Pickard 1999; Riusala and Suutari, 2000; Solomon, 1995; Stroh et al., 1998; Suutari and Brewster, 2002; Welch, 1998). From the career point of view, repatriates often find themselves in a "holding pattern" with no sufficiently challenging jobs with adequate level of authority and possibilities of utilising their developed competencies (Gomez-Mejía and Balkin, 1987; Harvey, 1989; Feldman, 1991; Welch, 1994; Gregersen and Black, 1996; Kamoche, 1997; Pickard and Brewster 1995; Pickard 1999; Stahl et al., 2002; Stroh et al., 1998; Selmer, 1999). This is in striking contrast to their typically over-optimistic expectations concerning their future career. Thus, the importance of discussing repatriation issues including the career impacts of international assignments with the expatriates in good time before the assignment has been stressed. In that way, the expatriates do not have such unrealistic expectations concerning life after repatriation.

The existing evidence does not promise very optimistic future career insights. Findings among US repatriates indicate that around a quarter were promoted while a fifth faced downward career mobility (Derr and Oddou, 1991; Oddou and Mendenhall, 1991). Of British repatriates 46% reported positive effects on their career prospects, while 54% reported negative effects (Forster, 1994). In a survey among U.S. companies, 65% of HR executives thought an international assignment had a positive career impact while 77% of the expatriates felt it had a negative effect on their careers (Black et al., 1999). On the other hand, Suutari and Brewster (2002) in a longitudinal follow-up study of Finnish expatriates have reported that 68% of repatriates worked on an higher organisational level than before the international assignment while only 12% reported negative career effects. Even the basis of the repatriation arrangements and related career considerations is quite different from one expatriate to another since the contract may or may not include guarantee for a re-entry position. Only 40% of U.S. expatriates (Tung 1998) had such agreement  while much higher figures have been reported in Germany (83%; Stahl et al., 2002) and Finland (70%; Suutari and Brewster, 2002).  

Due to repatriation challenges, 10-25 per cent of the expatriates leave their company within one year after repatriation (Black, 1992, Solomon, 1995; Black and Gregersen, 1999), and the figures have risen up to about half of the expatriate population in some companies within three years after repatriation (Black et al., 1999). A good external job market situation among experienced international managers makes such career moves easy for repatriates (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2001; Suutari and Brewster, 2002). The existing empirical evidence indicates that the majority of expatriates are willing to leave their company for a better job in another firm after repatriation (Stahl et al., 2002) and that a clear majority of repatriates have seriously considered such change after coming back to their home country (Suutari and Brewster, 2002). 

In successful repatriation, the difficulty of identifying suitable tasks and creating interesting career tracks for individuals after repatriation thus plays a key role (Caligiuri and Lazarova, 2001). For example, in one study 86% of the variance in repatriates' overall satisfaction with their repatriation could be accounted for by one factor: the impact of the international assignment on their career (Stroh, 1995). Similarly, 78% of expected repatriation challenges concerned factors related to job and career after repatriation (Riusala and Suutari 2000). Owing to the repatriation challenges, related support mechanisms have been recommended (Bennett, 1993; Handler and Lane, 1997). 

Global careers as a career alternative
The focus of recent research on international careers has been on the group of people who decide to repatriate permanently back to the home country after the assignment. Less attention has been devoted to those people who decide to commit themselves for a longer term to international tasks. This kind of career may involve new international assignment(s) one immediately after another or then assignments at intervals in the home country and abroad. From an organisational viewpoint, we are talking about such competent global managers as companies can use wherever their staffing needs appear as a result of new business activities or due to the development and integration needs within the existing business units.

From an individual point of view not much is known about the careers of global leaders with aspatial careers. As discussed earlier, the evidence for expatriates' willingness to accept new international assignments has led to quite different findings: from 13% to 91%. Thus, further evidence is needed to find out whether such variation is related to different survey contexts or to different sample characteristics. Since existing research indicates that international transfers are very challenging experiences for the persons concerned and at least as challenging for their families, it would be important to understand the career orientation and motives of managers who select international career tracks. On the basis of the literature on expatriation (e.g. Torbiörn, 1982) , it can be expected that behind such decisions there are both pull factors (i.e. positive factors such as specific features of international tasks, learning and development possibilities, economic factors and career possibilities) and push factors (i.e. negative factors such as lack of suitable tasks and career possibilities in the home country). What is the balance between such factors in decision-making situations needs further empirical analysis. From the literature one easily gets the impression that negative factors could play a very central role, i.e. people end up in new assignments since they cannot find suitable tasks in the home country.

In addition to career orientation and motives, it would be important to better understand the typical career tracks of global leaders. One alternative is the international career in which one travels regularly from one assignment to another, a track type which is argued to be too challenging a type of career to most individuals and their families (Forster 2000). The toughness is of course modified by the extent to which the host countries offer similar environmental and cultural conditions. In this perspective one could expect that global leaders having such a career track typically operate in certain cultural areas which give them the benefit of gaining context-related competencies also. The alternative career type is a combination of domestic and international assignments. Benefits of such a career could be that one remains in closer contact with the home country and the developments in the home-country units. This helps to avoid the "out-of- sight, out-of-mind" phenomenon and would make the possible repatriation for example in a late career phase less difficult. Between the assignments, the company could benefit from the individual's knowledge of an international business environment which is necessary in the headquarters. Similarly, it has been stated that the number of inpatriates, i.e. host-country employees transferred to headquarters,  will be expanding due to the increasing integration and knowledge transfer needs within the global companies (Harvey et al., 1999; Roberts et al., 1998; Torbiörn, 1997).

In the light of the discussion in the literature, it would be useful to understand what kind of negative and positive implications aspatial careers have both for expatriates and for their families. In contrast to samples including expatriates on their first assignment and repatriates, the picture of international careers should again be balanced with the experiences of those who have selected more permanent international careers. One could again predict that there are both positive and negative implications, though the literature has mainly emphasised the negative side of international careers.
Since the understanding of how expatriates develop during their international assignments is still limited (Bonache et al., 2001), it is not surprising that not much research can be found on the extent to which such development is useful for the individual in different tasks in new and different locations. On the basis of their study of global leader competencies, Black et al. (1999) have estimated that about 2/3 of competencies of global leaders would be general while 1/3 would be context related. In the light of this, those with earlier international experience would have a clear advantage over those on their first assignment. According to Roberts et al. (1998), the most in-depth learning takes place among those who go through an aspatial career in the course of their working lives. Such managers develop the understanding of global organisations and acquire globally applicable skills. The existence of this kind of internationally experienced group of global managers within the company would thus create a clear competitive advantage for globally operating companies.

After living through careers in an international environment, and experiencing both negative and positive life-style influences, managers have formed certain attitudes towards international jobs. This can be approached from the standpoint of career commitment, i.e. how committed the global managers are to this kind of aspatial career. It can be expected that if managers have rather drifted into international positions than actively aimed at such a career, and if their experiences are fairly negative after facing the various challenges discussed in expatriation literature, they are not at all committed to international careers. In that way, they would be very interested in applying for jobs in domestic settings whenever available. On the other hand, managers with a high personal interest in an international work environment and with mainly positive international career experiences would be highly committed to working in international positions also in the future. 

All in all, the review of literature indicated that existing research does not provide much empirical evidence concerning aspatial careers involving frequent relocations internationally. In the light of this, new empirical evidence will be next sought  concerning early career orientation, career tracks, life-style implications, and the career commitment of global managers. 
Methods

In the present study a qualitative research approach is applied in order to get a view in greater depth of this relatively little studied group of global managers with aspatial careers. In total, 24 managers were interviewed. The group was selected from a bigger sample of Finnish expatriates who were surveyed in 1996 and 2001 in co-operation with the Finnish union of M.Sc.'s in Economics. This data base made it possible to identify such managers as had several periods of international working experience behind them. Their new contact information was received from the union register. Such persons were first contacted by telephone and/or e-mail in order for them to agree about the interview. Twenty-one respondents were males and three were females. 

The interviews can be classified as semi-structured interviews. The interviews were made by telephone since the respondents were located in various countries. The data was collected during spring 2001. The interviews lasted from 40 minutes to over an hour. They were structured into four sections in line with the objectives of the study: 1) early career orientation (e.g. early personal career plans, type of jobs that were seen as interesting, personal activity concerning international issues, motives for accepting international assignments), 2) career steps assignment by assignment after the first international experience (e.g. location, task type, length of the assignment, general experiences), 3) career implications (i.e. both positive and negative impacts of the aspatial career on both expatriates and their families), and 4) commitment to aspatial careers (e.g. future career plans, recent attitudes to international career and readiness to operate in domestic settings in the future). 

The interviews were tape-recorded. The interview transcripts formed the raw data of the analysis. Each interview provided about 15 pages of written data and thus a relatively extensive interview data base was available for analysis. In the present study the content analysis began with an intensive reading of interview reports section by section to get an overview of them. Then the coding of data was begun. By coding, the data are made more organised, which is necessary as a basis for drawing conclusions (Grönfors, 1982). The data were analysed by looking for common themes appearing from the data concerning each of the interview sections. Typically the common themes appeared very clearly from the data. After identifying the themes, all the comments concerning each theme were collected together in order to get a total picture of aspects involved. Direct quotations of such comments are used in the report in order to describe the identified key themes. 

Transcribed interviews were sent back to the respondents as an e-mail attachment in order to increase the quality of the measurement. The interviewees were asked to read through their interviews and complement those whenever necessary. In addition, some clarifying further questions were asked when necessary to complement the impression created by the interviews. 

There are several key limitations in the study. First, the sample includes only Finnish managers with university-level business education and thus they may not represent typical global managers. Second, owing to the qualitative nature of the study, the sample size is fairly limited. These issues should be kept in mind in the interpretation of the results

Results
Early career orientation

The first observation based on the interviews concerning early career orientations was that there are two different types of managers. Among the first ones (n=13), internationalisation had played an important role in their career orientation even at the beginning of their career. Such expatriates state, for example, "I worked actively in order to get a chance to go on an international assignment", "I definitely wanted to go abroad - I left for Switzerland immediately after my graduation", and "after a few years of work I set myself a goal to go abroad, or actually I have had such an intention always". Thus, such respondents commonly stated that they had actively searched for possibilities of leaving on international assignments and had been interested in international issues over a long period. One of them described his early activity by saying that "I wrote to 20 European companies and offered myself as an employee to them. All replied and I received two offers". 

Such managers had after their first international experience perceived their assignment as a very positive and challenging experience. Managers commented, for example, "yes, the first assignment was successful and actually we have already extended it by one additional year. We also considered a more permanent stay there" and "professionally this was very successful. I have never in my life learned so much in a few years". This kind of experience naturally strengthened their interest in international positions. On the other hand, it was also stated that "I thought that I could as well work in Finland but in that case my tasks had to be strongly focused on international business". Thus, some of them stressed the nature of international tasks rather than the necessity of working abroad.

The second group of global managers (n=11) have not been so clear in their early decision to aim for an international career; the first decision was rather made on the basis of needs appearing within the company. Such expatriates commented, for example, "It was not such a clear goal for me (to go abroad), it was rather so that there was a suitable post in a suitable place at a suitable time and that was how this all started", "One day my boss came to me and asked whether I would be interested in going to Poland. I just agreed by saying: All right, why not, I have never been there", and "I was incidentally present when the company started to make foreign acquisitions and as nobody else knew any more than I did about such things, I was selected". After such a start on an international career, managers had noticed that they were capable of operating in such an environment and had found it inspiring and challenging. 

Also their early international experiences were typically positive, which again increased their willingness to accept further international tasks. Such tasks were typically available within companies with limited amounts of internationally experienced human resources but with an increased role of international business operations. Afterwards, also these managers had thus become motivated to work in an international job environment as their later career steps and future aims indicate. For example, one of them commented that "I was not particularly searching for international tasks in the early phase, but later I have often thought that work in domestic settings would now be very different. An international environment is like a special spice in your work. It makes the work more challenging and demanding". 

Another way of approaching this early international orientation is to analyse the more specific major motives for accepting the first international assignment. The interviewees indicated that the emerging key theme (mentioned by 11 managers) was their personal interest in internationalisation and thus a search for international experience. This supports the interpretations made above about the early career orientations of the respondents. In a few cases this was connected with an interest in some specific attractive host country: e.g. "The location of this first assignment was a very positive factor so it influenced pretty much the final decision". As a second typical theme (n=11) appeared comments concerning a search for new challenges and learning experiences and thus advancing future career possibilities. International tasks were seen to be more challenging than purely domestic tasks. The interviewees state for example that "This job looked interesting, it was in a different function, in a different country, it was a little bit different as a task and thus involved different and new challenges", and  "As a work merit it is always a good thing to have experience of foreign countries and to learn to understand the foreign culture and language and internationalism in general. I believed that it would be a very positive merit in one's career". The economic benefits were not stressed as much as one might expect. Still, a few international managers stated that monetary issues were at least a secondary factor in the decision making, e.g. "Money earning was also in my mind" and "Partly the salary level also influenced my decision since I knew that the level was higher abroad". 

In line with the earlier findings on career orientations, clear company-related factors were also pointed out in addition to personal motives although the question concerned individual motives for accepting an international assignment. For example "I already visited there earlier for a fairly short period since we saw that the local problems could be solved in that way. Later we came to the conclusion that it does not go that easily and that it would be better to stay there for a longer period". Another manager stated that "The company really needed a person for that affiliate - I felt being important in that job". 

In addition to positive pull factors, it could be expected that sometimes there are also negative push factors behind career decisions. As discussed earlier, the most common issue concerning the influences of an international assignment on future careers is the lack of suitable tasks in the home country after the assignment. In the present sample there were however only four respondents who stated that they would have repatriated to Finland in some phase of their career instead of accepting a new international assignment if good enough job offers had been made in that phase. Thus, these negative factors do not typically play an important role in the selection of international careers when we take into account the total number of decision-making situations that this group of managers had been faced with during their careers.

Career tracks
Next, the career tracks of international managers are analysed starting from their first international experience. The research findings are presented in Table 1. 

***take in table 1***

The first observation these tracks suggest is that typically the global managers operate across several countries during their career, i.e. they do not focus on some specific country or even some specific cultural area, as might be expected. Rather they are devoted to working in an international environment and move across different locations depending on emerging company needs. 

A second observation appearing from career follow-up data is that one could differentiate international careers into two types. The majority of international managers (n=16) had alternated between international assignments and assignments in the home country during their career. Thus, it was less typical (n=8) among the interviewees to change from one international assignment directly to another more regularly or to stay in one host country more permanently. During domestic periods the nature of tasks was still often international although the location was in the home country. The interviewees described their domestic tasks for example in the following manner: "In my domestic position I was responsible for England, Ireland and Scandinavia and thus it included a lot of regular travelling internationally". Thus, it can be seen that they often continued in an international career although they worked in the home country. Sometimes the interviewees stated that they had already in the repatriation phase considered new international assignments or an extended stay abroad, but had decided to come back to Finland at least for a while. It was commented for example that "We discussed different possibilities in the repatriation phase but decided to come back. Later a new international assignment possibility appeared after only a few months in Finland and we decided to accept it". 

In line with the above observation, there were 12 interviewees who were again in their home country at the time of the interview. Seven of these thought that they might consider international assignment(s) also in the future. In those five cases where such a decision was not considered very possible, reasons such as the advanced age of the respondent and family reasons were pointed out. In the latter case it appeared that typically the interviewees themselves would have been willing to go abroad again. It was commented that "If I should be asked this personally, I would most definitely say I would  leave again at some stage". 

Twelwe respondents were again on international assignments. Six of them thought that they might not return to the home country: four of them had no plans to repatriate at all and two of them would do so only in case a very good job opportunity would be offered to them in the future. This is in line with the reported findings about the willingness of Finnish expatriates to seriously consider an even more permanent stay abroad (Riusala and Suutari, 2001). The rest of the group thought that they would probably again repatriate back to Finland at some stage of their career.

Implications for personal and family life
Starting from the typical personal challenges related to international careers, the managers clearly had identified some key areas of difficulty. First, the respondents often experienced that personal relationships were more difficult to keep up when one regularly travels from location to location during one's life. It was commented for example that "Personal relationships are definitely the key issue. It is difficult to keep up contacts in the home country...always when you go to a new location you have to get to know new people. When you get to know them you leave. For that reason personal relationships become fairly short and superficial." In addition to personal relationships, it was also pointed out that "You are not any more within the business networks in the home country, but on the other hand you have an international network."

As a related theme the balance between personal life and working life, and thus family relationships, appeared. The managers stated that "I think that the biggest challenges are how to relate your working life and personal life. It depends on the job but it is difficult to find time for personal matters when the job is so challenging", and "It is not easy to start family life in this kind of circumstances. If you succeed, it is not easy to keep the family together in this kind of rumba. You see a lot of families break up and often the difficulties start abroad. On the other hand, so big a proportion of marriages break up in the home country anyway." Thus it was stressed that one should actively take into account the family needs to avoid problems. It was also reported that "If you do not have a family to balance your life, your life easily centres too much on your work. There is the danger that you burn yourself out."
In addition to friendship and family relations, the constant requirement to adjust to new and different circumstances is one of the key themes appearing in the interviews. One manager says that "The on-going adjustment to new environments is challenging. It is always quite an adventure. On the other hand, it gives you a lot of satisfaction when you have been able to handle the issues and have again learnt a lot." Although the adjustment capabilities of individuals develop through their international experiences, as will be discussed later, it was also stressed that "It is always very challenging to really understand how organisations function and people think in some country. It is so different across countries", and that "You have to be ready to start from zero in each location - you don't have anything when you start". In that way the importance of context-related learning and adjustment is emphasised no matter how experienced you are.

The nature of an international work environment was perceived to be fairly challenging and risky for individuals and companies. The managers stated that "One has to have the courage to take risks, to leave for the unknown. Often companies which are acquired and started are not profitable and thus one has to fix them into good shape. If you do not succeed in this risky environment, it can be difficult to get on your feet again". Similarly, another manager reported that "You have to put yourself at stake .. you are under pretty close evaluation over there as a foreigner with not too good language skills- you must therefore have some very good advantages to offer in order to make them understand why you are there." Several managers stressed that during frequent international relocations one may become restless and also feel rootless. As some managers described it: "When you have been on many assignments you are not actually totally satisfied in any location any more. You become a little bit restless", and "One feels nowhere like at home, one is always a little bit on the road again. That kind of rootlessness is a somewhat negative feeling."

There were also several managers who thought that there are no big problem areas linked to international careers. Such managers stated that "I really can't say that an international career has any negative implications for oneself" and "There are really no negative sides to this career type." This just indicates that some respondents had adjusted to the international environment so well that they didn't recognise the challenges some other respondents face in such a context. 

In addition to these challenges that one has to learn to deal with, the respondents stressed the benefits that this kind of career offers. Good examples of such positive experiences are the following statements: "When you get a good start on this track you realise that in this way you get to see and experience so much more during your life", and that "It has really given me a rich experience of life and I have been really happy to have had the luck to see so much of life and the world. In that way I have learnt so much about myself - I would not give up these experiences at any price."

The key theme appearing from the interviews is the personal learning and development that take place during international assignments. This again supports the relevance of international assignments as a development method. The respondents stressed that "If you like challenges, this kind of job is one where you get them", and "A international career automatically includes new and interesting tasks. On-going learning and development are also guaranteed from a career point of view." This does not concern only the job but it was also stated that "This has developed my personality and broadened my mind .. not only at work, but it has given a lot of meaning to my spare time". International experiences were typically seen to broaden one's mind and to give new expanded perspectives on things: "It increases self-confidence when you realise that you can survive also in other places than just in a 'safe' home-country environment. You become more liberal - things are not so simple or 'black and white' as we think at home. Our way is not necessarily the best way." The typical personality aspects which had developed were for instance humbleness, flexibility, patience and self-confidence.

While in the literature the negative career implications have been much discussed, in the present sample different comments appeared also. Managers commented for example that "The international career gives you better possibilities when you have shown that you are capable of this kind of task. You also get more external job offers than just by staying in your home country". The existence of such external job offers naturally stresses the importance of  careful career planning and support of global managers in case the company is trying to build an internationally experienced global leader group for itself.

With regard to the family circumstances related to aspatial careers, several key challenge areas emerged from the interviews. One such factor, the importance of finding the right balance between working life and family life, was already discussed above. Not very surprisingly, the cross-cultural adjustment challenges concerning the family members were pointed out. As discussed in the literature, the family adjustment is even a more common source of premature repatriations than the adjustment of the expatriate himself or herself. The respondents commented for example, "Everything depends on whether the family can start  to live a normal family life in a new country - everyone must have good adjustment capabilities", and "There are different kinds of adjustment challenges, everyone has to adjust to the idea that it is different to live there and has to accept the fact that one can not create similar living conditions as in Finland".
The age of the children was also pointed out as an important factor when considering family issues, e.g., "From my experience I would not recommend taking teenagers abroad - it is very tough to get torn away from your friends at that age. We wanted to broaden our child's mind but negative school experiences led to a very negative attitude to international issues". In a few cases it was pointed out that the children had actually adjusted very well abroad, but the difficulties had rather appeared in the repatriation phase. It was commented for example that "Our child has taken quite a negative attitude to the home culture on the basis of his experience - he has shown a preference for the host culture", and "The younger daughter was not willing to study in Finland any longer." Thus long life experiences abroad in early life easily decrease one's socialisation with regard to the original home culture. This is easy to understand in particular if the move abroad has taken place at a very early age before real socialisation takes place and has lasted for the major part of one's life.

Similarly, as reported above, the challenges concerning personal relationships both with relatives and friends were considered to be a difficult area to handle well for the whole family. For example, one manager stated that "The most difficult family issue is to keep up personal connections with the home country. One also has to be able to create new friendship circles frequently... On the other hand, there are friends all around the world afterwards."

In addition to challenges concerning an aspatial career, the respondents stressed that there are a lot of positive family implications. One of the respondents commented that "I would say that if one has the possibility of staying abroad with the children one should use it. Multiculturalism is a richness. There the children learn languages and become familiar with different cultures. Through minor difficulties one gets enormous opportunities. There are many more positive effects than negative ones." Such comments indicate clearly that again in addition to difficulties widely discussed in the literature, such discussion should be balanced by an analysis of what kind of possibilities such new experiences offer and how family members develop as persons through such international experiences. Although the international environment is seen to differ from the home country settings, the difference may also be an enrichment in one's life, e.g. "Both my wife and I have enjoyed living in an international environment."

The areas in which personal development has taken place were very similar to those discussed above concerning the global managers themselves, i.e. adjustment capability, broadmindedness, self-confidence and tolerance. It was stated that "My wife has got used to living in very different situations, cultures and circumstances. Her self-confidence has increased. Her capability to adjust increases dramatically", and "There have been positive family implications - the family members are much more tolerant now and have a much more positive attitude towards foreign people and different cultures and languages". 

Similar comments appeared concerning the children. One of the respondents described the developments that had taken place in the following manner: "My son approaches foreign people, different cultures and changes in general in such a free and easy way. He has no problem in changing schools or getting new friends. He is very independent and has a high power of initiative." In a similar manner, another stated that "Our daughter now speaks English and Finnish as well. She has seen a lot of different things and this has broadened her world-view a lot. In that way she is a lot more mature as a person now."

Commitment to an international managerial career
Next it was analysed how central a role the international element was considered to play in the career of managers after these experiences. The key theme appearing in the interviews was that almost all of the respondents (n=21) said that they were not willing to abandon the international element in their work. Managers stated that  "Internationalism is of very great importance. It is probably what I would give up last. If I had to consider a job change, an international atmosphere and international connections would be decisive elements ", "It is mentally important ... I would not in any circumstances want to abandon it" and "Internationalisation has been an integral part of my career  .. I would have afterwards considered it to be a catastrophe if I had pursued my career just in Finland". Several of them shared the opinion of one expatriate: "I don't think that I would enjoy a job without any international aspect". It should be recognised again that having international tasks does not necessarily require living abroad.

In addition to the personal motivation point of view, a business point of view was often stressed as another factor increasing commitment. Such expatriates commented for example that "International issues are of great importance to the company since this is a very big international company  .. I really can't think about any other kind of tasks any more" and "Internationalism is very central in the sense that we are just planning new business processes and support arrangements for the whole concern, and we have affiliates in many European countries, the USA and China." Thus, these managers considered their jobs very important for the company, which naturally influences the commitment positively. There were only three international managers who thought that after having already experienced so much in international contexts they might work in purely domestic settings in the future. 

Conclusions
The present study aimed at increasing our understanding of global managers with aspatial careers. Several key conclusions can be drawn. Concerning the first objective of the study, the results indicated that the early career orientations of global managers can be divided into two groups. First, the majority of such managers had very clear international orientation with regard to their career and they actively aimed for such a career. On the other hand, there was also a noticeable group of managers who were not originally so internationally oriented themselves but for whom the company requirements had opened a possibility of working abroad and they had accepted it. In line with earlier research findings, the major motives for accepting the first assignment were for instance personal interest in internationalism and a related search for new experiences, learning and career possibilities. Economic factors played rather a secondary role after these key concerns. In addition, the company needs and related initiatives of employers sometimes played a key role. What is common to the experiences of both these groups of managers is the fact that their first international assignment was successful and managers had found the international working environment interesting and inspiring but also demanding and challenging. Thus, international assignment was perceived to be an excellent learning and development experience.

The second objective was to analyse the career tracks of managers after their first international work experience. The results indicated that the most typical career track involved assignments in the home country and abroad periodically. A clear minority of managers had gone directly from one international assignment to another. The second observation was that managers are not typically committed to working in some specific country or cultural context but rather operate wherever the business needs of companies offer job possibilities within their field of expertise. 

The third objective was to analyse the implications of aspatial careers for individuals and their families. The first key observation was that managers typically perceived the positive implications as overriding the negative factors. This indicates that in addition to challenges concerning international assignments stressed in the literature, an aspatial career offers an enjoyable and inspiring working environment to certain groups of managers. From this point of view, the first goal of global leader initiatives should be to identify managers with both interest in international careers and the required personalities. In the present study, the global managers pointed out the benefits offered by certain characteristics such as flexibility, adjustment capabilities, open-mindedness, extroversion, humbleness and personal interest in learning and development. On the other hand, they felt that their personal development had taken place in these same areas. In addition, it should be recognised that all managers did not have a clear preference for, nor a negative attitude to an international career before any international experience. 

The experienced challenges such as constant adjustment needs and problems in creating long-term personal connections when moving regularly from one location to another were in line with the discussion in the literature. On the other hand, the negative career outcomes were not very typical in the present sample. Only in very few cases did managers report that they personally had had difficulty in finding suitable jobs in their home country or abroad. This supports the findings according to which there is rather a lack of experienced global leaders within companies. On the other hand, the respondents typically reported that they had been successful in their international jobs, which naturally made their situation much better in both internal or external job markets. Some of them also stated that in case one does not perform well in one's international assignment, the situation may be much more difficult to deal with.

Similarly, the respondents reported that international careers had both positive and negative implications for the family. An international environment is not an easy environment in which to start family life or keep family life and working life in balance. Managers also pointed out the adjustment challenges of repatriation. Each environment and culture has its own strengths and weaknesses, and if early experiences are of different cultures, one may experience the home country as a very strange place and thus adopt negative attitudes to the home culture. On the other hand, the positive factors were also stressed very much. International experiences were perceived to offer a lot of similar development possibilities to family members as to the expatriates themselves. As a limitation to these research findings, it should be recognised that interviews with family members would be necessary to fully capture the family experiences.

The fourth objective was to analyse the level of commitment of managers to international careers after these reported experiences. The key observation was that the managers were typically strongly committed to working in international positions and would not be ready to consider jobs in domestic settings only. Only very few of them perceived that after experiencing so much in international contexts they could consider domestic positions also. 

All in all, the basic picture one gets from these experiences is that global managers were typically very satisfied with their careers and lives though they also recognised that the international environment is a very challenging working environment. Thus, the present literature may over-emphasise the negative effects related to international careers. As an implication, the positive side of the expatriate experiences should be emphasised when recruiting people for international careers. It should also be taken into account that not all promising leaders have an international career in their mind, although after having international experience, they might find such a career very attractive. Since the global managers regarded the international element as so important in their work, HR-managers should take this into account when making job arrangements for repatriation phase. By including international responsibilities in their job descriptions and by making longer-term career plans involving different international career steps, the risk of losing such managers after repatriation could be minimised. This requires careful integration of international assignments into career paths within companies. In addition, the findings indicated that international assignments were experienced as rich and challenging learning experiences. As an implication, this supports the use of international assignments as a development method when developing future global leaders. At the same time, it stresses the importance of providing enough training and support for expatriates and their families before and during the assignment. The managers also stressed that each context brings new adjustment challenges even though one may have earlier expatriate experiences. Thus, at least context-related training would be useful with regard to more experienced expatriates also. 
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Table 1. Career tracks starting from the first international experience 

_____________________________________________________________________

1. USA (2) - Finland (0,3) - UK (2) - Finland (3) - Italy (3) - Finland

2. Poland (1) - Hungary (2) - Austria (1,5)- Singapore (1,5) - Finland

3. Germany (1) - Finland (4) - Switzerland (1) - Finland (5) - Germany (1) - Finland (4) - Germany (2,5) - 

    Finland

4. USA (1) - Finland (3) - USA / USA *  (5) - Finland

5. Germany (1,5) - England (1,5) - Finland (6) - Norway (2,5) - UK (4,5) - Finland (5,5) - 

    Switzerland (7) - Finland

6. Norway (2,5) - Taiwan (0,5) - Finland (0,5) - China (0,5) - Finland

7. USA (4) - Finland (6)  - USA (6,5) - Finland (1) - Norway (5,5) - Finland 

8. USA (1) - Finland (4) - Singapore (4) - Finland (6) - USA (3) - Austria  (1) - Finland 

9. Belgium (1) - France (3) - USA (3) - Finland

10. Australia (3,5) - Singapore (2) - Finland

11. Sweden (2) - Finland (12) - Germany (2) - Finland 

12. UK (2,5) - Finland (2,5) - Hungary 

13. France (7) - Switzerland (3,5) - UK 

14. UK (3) - Finland (9) - UK (2) - Netherlands (3) - UK

15. Greece (0,3) - Finland (2,5) - UK (2,5) - Finland (10) - UK (3,5) - Greece 

16. Belgium (4) - Finland (4) - UK (3) - Finland (9) - Switzerland (4) - Germany 

17. USA (3) - Netherlands (1,5) - Hong Kong (1) - Portugal (2) - Finland  (0,5) - Netherlands

18. Germany (3) - Finland (5) - Germany / Germany* (10) - Poland (3) - Germany /Poland

19. Singapore (3,5) - Australia (1) - Denmark (2) - Italy

20. Switzerland (3) - Finland (3) - Singapore (1,5) - Switzerland 

21. Sweden / Sweden * (7) - Finland (4) - Germany (5) - Finland

22. Sweden (1) - South Korea ( 3) - Japan  (4) - France

23. Germany (0.5) - Germany / Germany/ Germany* (9) - USA (3) - Sweden

24. France (1,5) - Finland (1,5) - Portugal (1,5) - South Africa (1)

_____________________________________________________________________


* Several separate international assignments in the same country
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