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Abstract
Drawing on human capital theory, our study examines the 
relationship between international work experience and in-
dividuals' career success in terms of promotions and subjec-
tive financial success. We propose that these relationships 
are mediated by external employability and hypothesise a 
moderating role of national-level economic freedom. Us-
ing data from 19,421 respondents, residing in 30 countries 
and working in different occupational groups (managers, 
professionals, clerical and blue-collar workers), our results 
suggest that international work experience is positively re-
lated to promotions and subjective financial success across 
our study's different national contexts. These positive rela-
tionships were mediated by individuals' perceived external 
employability. Some support for the moderation of the re-
lationship between international work experience and em-
ployability through economic freedom was only found when 
we differentiate between different types of international 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The global leadership literature has maintained that the best way to develop global leaders is through international 
experiences (Collings & Isichei, 2018). Research has been concerned primarily with long-term (lasting over a year) as-
signed expatriation. However, global mobility has evolved and today other approaches to gaining international work 
experience (IWE) include self-initiated expatriation (individuals moving by themselves), short-term expatriation for a 
period of less than a year, and rotational assignments to a foreign location for several months followed by time off at 
home (Collings & Isichei, 2018). As the portfolio of IWE options has grown, so has interest in the career outcomes of 
IWE. Whilst research on this topic is growing, empirical evidence on the career benefits of IWE to individuals remains 
limited and less than conclusive (Shaffer et al., 2012; Suutari et al., 2018).

Scholars agree that there are two sides to career success: subjective and objective. Subjective career success 
(SCS) refers to individuals' subjective judgements about their career attainments, such as career satisfaction; and 
objective career success (OCS) refers to directly observable, measurable outcomes such as salary level or cumu-
lative promotions (Ng et  al.,  2005; Shaffer et  al.,  2012; Spurk et  al.,  2019). While research suggests that IWE is 
associated with increased SCS and OCS (Andresen & Biemann, 2013; Benson & Pattie, 2008; Berntson et al., 2006; 
Suutari et al., 2018), empirical studies have not rendered consistent results. Most individuals consider IWE to be a 
positive influence on their skill development, cultural knowledge, and worldview (e.g., Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; 
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work experience. The findings enhance our understanding 
of the association between international work experience 
and career success from a human capital perspective.
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What is currently known?
•	 �International work experience (IWE) can contribute to the development of human capital.
•	 �Findings on how IWEs are related to career success are inconsistent.
•	 �There is a need to understand better what influences the IWE–career success relationship.

What this paper adds?
•	 �We find that, across all 30 countries, IWE is positively related to subjective financial success and 

promotions.
•	 �Perceived external employability mediates the relationship between IWE and career success.
•	 �We find a moderation by economic freedom for short-term IWE only.

Implications for practitioners:
•	 �Building on the positive association of IWE with career success, companies might motivate employees 

to accept international assignments, especially those motivated by advancement and financial success.
•	 �Individuals' increased perceived employability through IWE should influence organisations' repatriation 

and retention practices.
•	 �In low economic freedom countries, short-term IWE is more conducive to securing employable employees 

who are satisfied with their financial success and promotions.
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Stahl et al., 2002). Yet, many also report negative post-return experiences such as being assigned to jobs where they 
cannot utilise their skills, eroded home networks, inadequate access to commensurate developmental opportunities, 
and slower career progress (Benson & Pattie, 2008; Bonache, 2005). Across a range of both subjective and objec-
tive career success indicators, some studies have pointed to negative outcomes (Hamori & Koyuncu, 2011; Kraimer 
et al., 2009), others have pointed to positive outcomes (Breitenmoser et al., 2018; Conyon et al., 2019; Doherty & 
Dickmann, 2012; Suutari & Brewster, 2003), and yet others have suggested that there are both career benefits and 
career downsides of global experiences (Dickmann & Doherty, 2008; Mäkelä et al., 2016; Richardson & Zikic, 2007; 
Stahl et al., 2009). Given the importance of IWEs and career outcomes to individuals and organisations alike, the 
mixed findings across existing studies are problematic for both research and practice.

Taking stock of the literature, several characteristics stand out that limit our understanding of the IWE−career 
success relationship. First, many studies focus on individuals soon after their return from an IWE or while they are still 
expatriates (Kraimer et al., 2016). These findings may therefore report results pertaining to a short-lived career phase. 
Given that careers develop over time, and success, especially in the form of promotions and salary increases, may take 
some time to materialise, it is perhaps not surprising that findings have been mixed. Some authors note that there 
are short-term, career-related costs of IWE and the career ‘payoff’ occurs after a time lag for which cross-sectional 
studies may not account (Benson & Pattie, 2008; Biemann & Braakmann, 2013). Second, the majority of studies use 
samples consisting only of individuals with IWE (Jokinen et al., 2008; Stahl et al., 2009; Suutari et al., 2018). Large 
samples that include both individuals with and without IWE are needed to provide the variance needed to identify 
the influence of IWE on career success (e.g., Andresen & Biemann, 2013). Third, studies tend to focus on the baseline 
question of whether IWE or IWE-specific characteristics (e.g., host country, developmental nature of assignment) are 
related to a particular career success variable (e.g., Bücker et al., 2016; Jokinen et al., 2008; Stahl et al., 2009). Yet 
there may be an indirect relationship between IWE and career success (Zhu et al., 2016). More complex models that 
examine the possible impact of mediating variables are thus needed (Mayrhofer et al., 2012). Lastly, while studies 
acknowledge that findings from specific countries/nationalities, industries, organisations or occupational roles may 
not be transferable to all individuals with IWE (Biemann & Braakmann,  2013; Schmid & Wurster,  2017; Suutari 
et al., 2018), the specific role of national context is rarely considered. However, careers do not develop in a vacuum. 
Contextual factors play an important role in moderating the career impact of various career experiences such as IWE 
(Shen et al., 2015).

In light of the shortcomings of extant research, there have been multiple calls to study the career impacts of 
IWE with more sophisticated models and methods, examine career success ‘in terms of multiple indicators, such as 
promotions, salary, and career satisfaction’ (Shaffer et al., 2012, p. 1308) and consider the context in which careers 
develop (Chiang et al., 2018; Kraimer et al., 2016). Our study seeks to address such calls. Drawing on human capital 
theory (HCT) (Becker, 1964, 1993), we investigate how and under what conditions IWE accrued over one's career is a 
good ‘career investment’ in terms of individual career success across different national contexts. Our paper makes the 
following contributions: First, drawing on HCT, our study provides nuance to our understanding of the relationship 
between human capital-enhancing IWE and individual career success. HCT to date has focussed primarily on the ef-
fects of education and training rather than considering other types of investments that may nurture individual human 
capital (Tan, 2014; Wößmann, 2003), such as IWE. Rather than study the outcomes of distinct IWE immediately after 
the experience has occurred in a sample restricted to globally mobile individuals, we examine whether IWE accrued 
over one's career is associated with career success in a large sample including both individuals that have IWE and those 
that do not. Second, we examine how IWE impacts career success by examining perceived external employability as 
a potential mediator, thus shedding light on whether the relationship between IWE and career success is indirect. 
Third, our model includes important indicators of both OCS (promotions) and SCS (subjective financial success), 
which allows us to examine whether IWE as an investment in human capital differentially accrues benefits for OCS 
and SCS. And lastly, we examine under what conditions the proposed IWE−career success relationship can be found. 
Specifically, we investigate the contextual boundaries of HCT by analysing whether the proposed relationships are 
contingent on national institutional context. Based on a sample of 19,421 employees from 30 countries, we test for 
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the moderating role of economic freedom (i.e., the right of humans to control their own labour and property) and 
provide a broader view of the value of IWE than extant research that primarily investigates individuals from a single 
organisation, occupation, and/or from WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic) countries (Hen-
rich et al., 2010).

The study of career success is important for many reasons beyond individuals' desires to obtain OCS and SCS. 
From an organisational perspective, both OCS and SCS are associated with organisational outcomes including per-
formance, productivity, organisational embeddedness, withdrawal intentions, and turnover (see Spurk et al., 2019). 
Additionally, the study of careers is particularly important for HR managers given their role in designing and imple-
menting career management practices, including practices related to IWE, in a way that aligns organisational interests 
with employees' career aspirations and goals (Shen et al., 2015).

Next, we review the research on the relationships between IWE and career success and outline the theoretical 
foundation of our study (Figure 1 presents our full model). We then introduce our research design and research model 
including a moderation and mediation in reference to HCT. Finally, we present the results and discuss the implications 
for future research and HRM practice.

2 | A HUMAN CAPITAL PERSPECTIVE ON IWE AND CAREER SUCCESS

2.1 | IWE as investment into human capital

HCT (Becker, 1964, 1993) posits that individuals' skills and productive knowledge are primarily developed through 
education, training, and professional experiences, which can be accumulated over time, potentially leading to greater 
economic value and greater ‘psychic incomes’ (Becker, 1993, p. 11). Recognising education and other developmental 
activities as the central tenets of HCT, critics have nevertheless called for a fine-grained examination of such activi-
ties, including investigations of how they contribute to one's career development and career success (Ng et al., 2005; 
Spurk et al., 2019). The premise of our paper is that IWE is an important and interesting type of work experience 
to investigate in connection with HCT, since it can provide many critical developmental opportunities and career 
outcomes (Collings & Isichei, 2018). Meanwhile, IWE as a type of development activity is under-represented in the 
HCT literature.
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We define human capital as knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics that individuals acquire through 
investments in, for example, education, on-the-job training or migration to adjust to changing job opportunities 
(Becker, 1993; Schultz, 1961). IWE represents a specific form of temporary international migration experience (An-
dresen et al., 2014). While HCT is the dominant theoretical approach used by most studies analysing the effects of 
investments into human capital development on career success (Bagdadli & Gianecchini, 2019; Spurk et al., 2019), 
it has not been widely used in research that investigates the role of IWE (as a form of investment in individual hu-
man capital) and its relationship with career success. Several studies have shown that employees with IWE develop 
important knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics abroad (Andresen, 2021; Kraimer et al., 2016; Shaf-
fer et al., 2012) enabling them to advance their careers (Suutari et al., 2018). This career advancement can be ex-
plained by the argument in HCT that IWE represents an investment by which individuals develop their human capital 
(Ramaswami et al., 2016), generating tangible returns, including higher earnings and promotional chances (Berntson 
et al., 2006; Suutari et al., 2018), as well as psychic returns such as career satisfaction (Andresen & Biemann, 2013).

2.2 | Objective and subjective career success outcomes of IWE

According to HCT, individuals make human capital investments to enhance their economic (i.e. tangible) and psychic 
(i.e. intangible) returns, that is the monetary income one gets and the ‘nonmonetary or nonmaterial satisfactions that 
accompany an occupation or economic activity’ (Becker, 1993, p. 11). This distinction in HCT is parallelled by the 
careers literature that differentiates between OCS and SCS; OCS includes indicators such as salary, hierarchical level 
and promotions that are comparable with tangible returns in HCT (Shaffer et al., 2012), and SCS includes indicators 
such as satisfaction with career, job, work-life balance, learning and development opportunities, or perceptions of 
financial success that are closely related to psychic income in HCT (Briscoe et al., 2021; Greenhaus et al., 1990; 
Shockley et al., 2016). Although career researchers have been interested primarily in what drives objective career 
advancement, more recent research has suggested that looking at OCS only is insufficient. First, promotions (or other 
measures of hierarchical advancement) are often not widely available as organisations become flatter and careers less 
hierarchical (see Shockley et al., 2016). Second, the contemporary career paradigm postulates that how individuals 
experience their own career success (i.e., SCS) is equally salient (Briscoe et al., 2021; Dries et al., 2008), particularly 
given the evidence that OCS and SCS are only moderately correlated (e.g., De Vos et al., 2009).

While the majority of studies on career consequences of IWEs focus on indicators of either OCS or SCS, we 
focus on indicators of both, as recommended by Shaffer et al.  (2012) and by recent careers research. This is also 
aligned with the distinction in HCT between economic and psychic incomes. Specifically, in our study we examine 
the relationship between IWE and two variables that represent important returns on human capital investments: 
promotions and subjective financial success. Promotions are the quintessential indicator of OCS (Ng et al., 2005). 
They have also been highlighted as important by global mobility scholars given the scant evidence that IWE speeds 
up (objective) career advancement (e.g., Shaffer et al., 2012). Although ideally we would have also included one's 
salary as a dependent variable reflecting OCS (salary is a commonly studied OCS outcome; see Shockley et al., 2016), 
there are numerous challenges in using objective salary levels and salary growth in a study on IWE with a sample 
spanning 30 countries, each described by different levels of economic prosperity, different rates of pay, cost of living, 
and different currencies.

Our second outcome variable is subjective financial success, defined as an individual's sense of financial achieve-
ment in terms of one's available wealth, incentives, perks or bonuses, and earnings (Briscoe et al., 2021). As an estab-
lished dimension of SCS (Briscoe et al., 2021), subjective financial success comes closest to capturing one's ‘psychic 
income’, in HCT parlance (Becker, 1964, p. 1). Subjective financial success counts among the hallmarks of SCS in many 
different societies, yet differs in its salience in accordance with cultural and institutional context (Shen et al., 2015; 
Smale et al., 2019).
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2.2.1 | IWE and promotions

Turning first to promotions, there is evidence for a positive relationship between working abroad and promotions 
(for an exception, see Benson & Pattie, 2008). Company-assigned expatriates reported reaching higher hierarchical 
levels compared to their domestic peers (Andresen & Biemann, 2013) and both assigned and self-initiated expatriates 
reported multiple promotions (Suutari et al., 2018). However, a more nuanced look at the findings shows that the 
relationship between IWE and promotions can be moderated by specific characteristics of the IWE. For example, 
research has indicated that more foreign assignments in culturally different countries and longer assignments are 
likely to increase the time it takes to become CEO in large multinational enterprises in Europe and the United States 
(Hamori & Koyuncu, 2011) and to become a board member in Germany (Schmid & Wurster, 2017). Similarly, Kraimer 
et al.  (2009) find that promotions are more likely for employees who had one to three international assignments 
versus four or more.

2.2.2 | IWE and subjective financial success

In terms of subjective financial success, we are not aware of a study to date that has examined the relationship be-
tween IWE and subjective financial success. There is, however, some evidence for the positive association between 
working abroad and salary (e.g., Andresen & Biemann, 2013), though this outcome may or may not foster an individ-
ual's perceptions of financial success. For example, the higher the hardship and sacrifices during the IWE, the higher 
the perceived investment in individual human capital and, thus, the higher the expectations of returns in the form of 
pay. If these high expectations are then only inadequately reflected by the salary, the subjective financial success is 
likely to be correspondingly low. Thus, while objective income levels may be the same between two individuals with 
IWE, their subjective financial success may differ as individuals strive to receive returns from their IWE relative to 
their human capital investments. Thus, in this study, we focus on individuals' psychic return on human capital invest-
ments in terms of subjective financial success.

Thus, we hypothesise:

Hypothesis 1 IWE is positively associated with (a) promotions and (b) subjective financial success.

2.3 | Perceived external employability as a mediator between IWE and indicators of OCS 
and SCS

HCT does not explicate the transformation process of human capital into monetary or psychic benefits (Beck-
er, 1993). Further, researchers have paid little attention to the mechanisms that lead to returns on human capital 
investments, such as career success (cf. Unger et al., 2011). IWE presents a unique developmental experience provid-
ing challenges and skills that cannot be duplicated by other means (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016). The knowledge, skills, 
abilities and other characteristics developed through IWE can be very attractive to not just current employers but 
future employers (Stahl et al., 2009). Perceived external employability, defined as individuals' perceived opportunities 
to obtain future employment with another employer (Vanhercke et al., 2014), may be a key explanatory mechanism 
underlying the relationship between IWE and career success. Such argumentation is in line with research suggesting 
that perceived external employability is partially derived from past human capital investments (Becker, 1993; Van-
hercke et al., 2014; Wittekind et al., 2010). In sum, we propose that the IWE−career success relationship is mediated 
by perceived external employability, an argument consistent with the broader careers literature, most notably De Vos 
et al. (2011) who suggest employability as a mediator between participation in competency development initiatives 
and career success.
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2.3.1 | Relationship between IWE and perceived external employability

Research has implied but not explicitly tested that increases in one's knowledge, skills, abilities and other character-
istics through IWE (e.g., Stahl et al., 2002) present an opportunity for external employability (Bücker et al., 2016). 
Research has demonstrated that IWE leads to the acquisition of both specific and general knowledge, skills, abilities 
and other characteristics such as language skills or intercultural competences (e.g., Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016). As per 
HCT, IWE can thus be considered as an investment in human capital that is likely to improve individuals' productivity 
and their labour market position. As such, IWE can be important in perceptions of possibilities for acquiring new 
employment (Becker, 1993). Supporting these assertions, empirical studies indicate that repatriates receive external 
job offers and report relatively high employability, which they attribute to having worked abroad (Andresen, 2021; 
Suutari et al., 2018). Studies have also demonstrated that these external employment opportunities were perceived 
as greater by employees with IWE than by their domestic counterparts without IWE (Benson & Pattie, 2008).

2.3.2 | Relationship between perceived external employability and career success

Consistent with HCT (Becker, 1993), perceived employability can be considered ‘a resource that should be nurtured’ 
(De Cuyper et al., 2012, p. 772) and that helps individuals to manage their careers (Kirves et al., 2014). Perceived 
employability ‘offers security across both jobs and organisations’ (De Cuyper et al., 2012, p. 771) and has been pro-
posed to be positively associated with career success (Fugate et al., 2004). This is because employees with higher 
perceived employability are likely to try to leverage it for a better job. HCT proposes that employees make rational 
choices regarding their investments in professional experiences by assessing costs and potential rewards, taking into 
account their expectations of finding employment and remuneration that is more appropriate to their human capital 
(Becker, 1993). This rational choice also concerns IWE.

HCT contends that variation in promotions is largely attributable to differences in human capital. Individuals in-
vest in their human capital in the expectation that employers will make use of their knowledge, skills, abilities and oth-
er characteristics and potential and reward them with a faster career path (Kraimer et al., 2009). For this mechanism 
to work, employers need to know about workers' accumulated human capital and productivity (Van der Klaauw & Da 
Silva, 2011). However, external employers usually lack direct knowledge of worker productivity and must infer worker 
capacity from signals (Spence, 1973). Employees may perceive their IWE as a development activity that functions as a 
powerful signal of valuable human capital and evidence of productivity to future employers; consequently, this signal 
may be a persuasive input to their perceived external employability (Nelissen et al., 2017). This is because employees 
with perceptions of heightened employability and accompanying feelings of self-efficacy or “can do” beliefs (Bernt-
son et al., 2008; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) are more likely to engage in self-directed, proactive career 
behaviours to manage their careers (e.g., Creed et al., 2007; Seibert et al., 2001). These proactive career behaviours 
(like career planning, skill development, and consultation with senior colleagues) (Tharenou & Terry, 1998) themselves 
can be signals. This proactivity is likely to result not only in heightened knowledge, skills, abilities and other charac-
teristics. It can also lead to individuals not only applying more actively, but also submitting stronger applications for 
promotion by proactively creating a fit with employer expectations and overall impressions among potential employ-
ers. Evidence shows indeed that perceived external employability is positively related to actual turnover (Nelissen 
et al., 2017) and number of employer changes has been found to positively predict managers' status and promotions 
(Cheramie et al., 2007; Gerli et al., 2015). Building on these theoretical considerations and empirical evidence, we 
expect to find a positive link between perceived external employability and promotions among individuals with IWE.

Moreover, according to Becker (1993), if individuals perceive their human capital gained through IWE as valuable 
for organisations, they are more likely to continue seeking positions in which their IWE is satisfactorily remunerated 
(Molloy & Barney, 2015). Empirical results support HCT in that individuals' feelings of self-efficacy accompanying 
their perceived external employability (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006) have been found to relate positively 
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to salary and career satisfaction (Abele & Spurk, 2009). Moreover, perceived employability has been shown to relate 
positively to an individual's career satisfaction including the satisfaction associated with meeting one's goals for 
income (De Vos et al., 2011). These findings suggest that perceived employability is positively related to subjective 
financial success.

Thus, based on the arguments outlined above, we predict:

Hypothesis 2 The positive relationships of IWE with (a) promotions and (b) subjective financial success are mediated by 
perceived external employability.

2.4 | National context as a moderator of the IWE–career success relationship

Since HCT grounds human capital formation in individual behaviour and interests (Tan, 2014), HCT tends to be seen 
as universally applicable to different contexts (Marginson, 2019). However, researchers have called attention to the 
institutional, political, and social contexts in which human capital develops and have pointed out that the value of 
accumulated human capital may be different across different national contexts (Bonal, 2016; Hayek et al., 2016; Jo-
sifidis & Supic, 2019; Ó Riain, 2011). They have further noted that there is a dearth of empirical work that examines 
the contextual influences of the human capital investments–outcomes link (Tan, 2014). For example, it has been 
suggested that the competitiveness of a labour market is a key factor in terms of who gets to capture value created 
by different types of human capital investments (Molloy & Barney, 2015). In this study, we thus examine a country's 
economic freedom as an important contextual, macro-level influence on human capital investments that seems par-
ticularly important to IWE and its relationship with career success.

Such economic freedom is broadly said to exist when individuals are free to use, give or exchange their knowl-
edge or skills for economic benefit (Miller et  al.,  2015). Economic freedom thus enables participation in a range 
of voluntary, direct or indirect economic activities of one's own volition, thus incentivising individuals to be both 
skilled and productive (King et al., 2012; see also; Schultz, 1975; Miller et al., 2015), which is in line with the basic 
assumptions of HCT. This variable is important for our inquiry given that the degree of freedom in leveraging one's 
skills and knowledge in different contexts is central to the individual's quest to increase their human capital returns 
(Becker, 1993; King et al., 2012).

Schultz (1975) argued that returns to human capital (in terms of personal income, for example) would be highest 
if the government does not substantively restrict the ability of firms and individuals to adapt to unexpected changes 
in their environment (i.e., if there is a high degree of economic freedom). From the standpoint of individuals, the abil-
ity to adapt is a key prerequisite for employability (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). As conditions change, 
individuals can react by adjusting their investments in human capital, which would then have implications for their 
employability where they choose to deploy that human capital, and their careers. Despite the potential relevance of 
economic freedom as a contextual influence in the study of human capital investments and their returns, studies on 
the matter are few (for exceptions, see e.g., Aixalá & Fabro, 2009; Dawson, 1998; Feldman, 2017; King et al., 2012, 
which have focussed on human capital investments in terms of primary and secondary school enrolment, years of 
schooling, years of work experience) and none have examined specific investments in human capital such as IWE, and 
none consider the role of employability.

According to HCT, poorer societies, which typically have lower levels of economic freedom and lower levels 
of globalisation, often underinvest in human capital. But what about returns to human capital? To that point, King 
et al.’s (2012) study of the effect of years of education and years of work experience on income notes that returns 
on human capital ‘accrue from an individual's ability to specialise according to comparative advantage’ (p. 43). The 
comparative advantage depends both on the availability and use of that same capital strategy by others and on the ability 
to employ specialised human capital, since returns on skill utilisation rise when better matching of skill supply and 
demand occurs (Pissarides, 2000).
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Economic freedom affects the human capital supply and demand, and the accumulation strategies of others 
(Gonzalez & Oyelere, 2011; Schultz, 1975; Tan, 2014). In an analogous way, employability is not only dependent on 
one's own knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics, but also on the macro context, that is, the market 
demand and competition from other individuals with similar profiles (Berntson et al., 2006; Van der Heijde & Van der 
Heijden, 2006). Thus, to better understand the potential role of economic freedom as a moderator of the relationship 
between IWE and employability, it is important to consider the uniqueness of IWE as a career strategy and how it may 
be affected by economic freedom. In the end, the better the matching of skills demand and supply in the labour mar-
ket, the higher the degree of employability perceived by the individual (cf. Berntson et al., 2006). However, as with 
any career strategy, the value of IWE will also depend on how common or unique that human capital accumulation 
strategy is, and how likely it is that its use will lead to employability (Andresen, 2021; Smale et al., 2019).

If the use of a particular career strategy such as undertaking IWE is more ubiquitous (as it tends to be in high eco-
nomic freedom country settings), the higher the potential for ‘unhappy losers’ (Nicholson & de Waal-Andrews, 2005). 
This may render this human capital accumulation strategy as being more attractive but less effective due to in-
creased competition from others seeking a similar outcome (Sorensen, 1979). Research has shown that employa-
bility increases with moves out of competitive job sectors and decreases with moves into them (Andresen, 2021; 
Rosenfeld, 1983). In contrast, using an international mobility strategy in low economic freedom conditions is likely 
to increase employability due to the uniqueness (Hobfoll, 2011) of mobility as a career strategy. Additional research 
indicates that managers who possess IWE in a context in which others do not, can reap the benefits of such unique 
human capital accumulation strategies (Berntson et al., 2006; Carpenter et al., 2001). Thus:

Hypothesis 3 The positive relationship between IWE and perceived external employability is negatively moderated by eco-
nomic freedom with the relationship being stronger in countries with lower economic freedom compared to countries 
with higher economic freedom.

Economic freedom affects not only the human capital supply and demand, and the accumulation strategies of 
others, but also human capital accumulation success. This suggests that less free countries may actually have higher 
returns on specific, lesser utilised forms of human capital accumulation (Becker & Tomes, 1979). This is consistent 
with findings that returns on years of work experience, for example, tend to decrease as the share of skilled and more 
highly educated labour in the workforce increases (King et al., 2012), making the capital strategy widely available and 
usable and the acquired human capital less specialised. Considering IWE (which we posit is an investment in human 
capital accumulation), such research suggests that in countries characterised by lower economic freedom, there may 
be fewer investments in IWE but IWE may ‘pay off’ more in terms of employability and career success than it would 
in a setting where investments in IWE are more common. Taken together, these arguments suggest that in those 
countries in which individuals have fewer opportunities to acquire IWE due to lower levels of economic freedom, 
IWE will be a scarce career strategy, and it will be associated with higher levels of employability, and, in turn, higher 
career success. Because of IWE's specificity, promotions are more likely to occur into positions where this specific hu-
man capital can be best utilised. Companies will also compete for the few employees with this specific human capital 
and be more willing to reward it, so that individuals will perceive a higher subjective financial success through social 
comparison. Thus, we expect economic freedom to moderate the IWE−employability−career success relationship.

Our Hypothesis 3 explicates the moderating effect of country-level economic freedom in the first leg of the focal 
mediation process linking IWE and career success (see Hypothesis 1). We expect the mediation in Hypothesis 2 and 
the moderation in Hypothesis 3 to be present at the same time. Building on this, we develop a moderated mediation 
hypothesis with the emphasis on the first leg of the mediation process. Given that IWE might have a differential rela-
tionship with employability across different levels of economic freedom (Hypothesis 3), we anticipate that the same 
will be true regarding its association with indicators of career success, that is:

Hypothesis 4 Economic freedom decreases the positive indirect relationship of IWE with (a) promotions and (b) subjective 
financial success through perceived external employability.
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3 | METHODS

3.1 | Sample and data collection

Our sample comprises 19,421 individuals from 30 countries (Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, 
China, Colombia, Finland, Germany, Greece, India, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Malawi, Mexico, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, 
Portugal, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Korea, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States) rep-
resenting all GLOBE cultural clusters (House et al., 2004) and from more than 20 industries. The questionnaire was 
translated and back-translated into the local languages (Brislin, 1970). Data were collected between 2014 and 2016 
using either online or paper surveys.

Survey participants had at least two years of work experience. Each national sample targeted at least 400 re-
spondents with approximately equal tripartite age distribution (under 30, 30–50, over 50 years), 50/50 gender dis-
tribution, and quadripartite occupational distribution (managers, professionals, clerical/service workers, skilled work-
ers). The mean age of our participants was 40.2, and they had, on average, 16.25 years of work experience. A little 
over half (53.2%) were female. Educational distribution included 25.8% upper-secondary or below, 19% post-second-
ary, 28.3% tertiary and 26.9% postgraduate degrees.

3.2 | Variables

3.2.1 | Individual level

IWE was measured by respondents indicating their experiences over the course of their careers from a list of possible 
IWEs. We created a nominal variable with two values: A score of 1 reflected those participants who indicated that 
they had experienced either (a) long-term assignment of more than one year in one country, (b) short-term assign-
ments of up to one year in one country, or (c) rotational assignments in one/more than one country (N = 3205); and a 
score of 0 reflected those participants who indicated that they have had no experience working abroad (N = 15,321).

Perceived external employability, henceforth employability, was measured by three items on a 7-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree (Janssens et al., 2003). Sample item: ‘I am confident that I would 
find another job if I started searching’ (α = 0.77).

Number of promotions was measured with one item, ‘How many promotions have you received during your whole 
working life?’

Subjective financial success was measured via a culturally invariant scale of a multidimensional conceptualisation 
of SCS (Briscoe et al., 2021). The multidimensional scale captures the importance and achievement aspects of seven 
different dimensions of SCS. In this study, we used the achievement aspect of subjective financial success (one of 
the seven SCS dimensions). Participants were asked to report on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 strongly disagree to 5 
strongly agree) whether they have ‘achieved a level I am happy with’ in regards to the following three career aspects: 
‘achieving wealth’, ‘receiving incentives, perks or bonuses’; and ‘steadily making more money’ (α = 0.77).

3.2.2 | Controls

Based on the literature on the antecedents of career success (Ng et al., 2005), we used three control variables: Gender 
(1 = male, 0 = female), age (in years) and education (ranging from 1 = primary education to 7 = doctorate).
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3.2.3 | Country level

Economic freedom was measured as a composite index based on the Heritage Foundation and The Wall Street Journal. 
It is based on 10 quantitative and qualitative factors for the years of our study, grouped into four broad categories 
(pillars): rule of law (property rights, government integrity); government size (government spending, tax burden); reg-
ulatory efficiency (business freedom, labour freedom, monetary freedom); open markets (trade freedom, investment 
freedom, financial freedom). Each sub-pillar is described in the economic freedom methodology supplement (see 
https://www.heritage.org/index/download) and each includes a robust set of measures. For example, property rights 
includes measures of sub-factors such as physical and intellectual property rights. Government integrity measures 
relate to bribes, transparency of government policy-making, absence of corruption. Tax burden includes measures of 
top marginal tax rates on individual and corporate income and the total tax burden as a percentage of Gross Domestic 
Product. Government spending includes consumption by the state and all transfer payments related to its entitlement 
programs. Business freedom includes measures, for example, for starting and closing a business, obtaining a licence 
or getting electricity. Labour freedom includes measures of the ratio of minimum wage to the average value added 
per worker, hindrance to hiring additional workers, rigidity of hours, difficulty of firing redundant employees, legally 
mandated notice period, mandatory severance pay and labour force participation rate. Monetary freedom is measured 
by the inflation rate and extent of government manipulation of prices through direct controls or subsidies. Trade 
freedom relates to restrictions in terms of, for example, import, export, customs and trade. Investment freedom results 
from, for example, treatment of foreign investment, restrictions on land ownership, sectoral investment restrictions, 
expropriation of investments without fair compensation, or foreign exchange and capital controls. And, financial free-
dom includes measures such as the extent of government influence on financial institutions, financial services and 
allocation of credit or openness to foreign competition. A country's overall economic freedom score then is derived 
by averaging these 10 measures (each graded on a scale of 0–1001), while equal weight is given to each measure.

3.3 | Analysis

We used multi-level modelling in Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) to estimate our models. Confirmatory factor 
analysis of the two reflective constructs in our study (i.e., subjective financial success, perceived external employ-
ability) showed an excellent fit (Chi-square = 8.876; degrees of freedom = 8; p-value = 0.3529; RMSEA = 0.002; 
CFI = 1.000; TLI = 0.999; SRMR = 0.009; average standardised loadings were 0.71 for subjective financial success 
and 0.72 for perceived external employability) providing support for the appropriateness of our measures for these 
constructs.

We also tested for measurement invariance across our 30 countries. To examine metric and scalar invariance 
we adopted a recent alignment procedure for large multi-country projects (see Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014) and 
allowed (approximate) non-invariance across all loadings and intercepts to be 25% (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2014). 
The respective values for subjective financial success and external employability variables were 13.8% and 22.8%, 
which is below the set threshold.

As our conceptual model spans across levels, we first estimated null models (Model 1). For both dependent var-
iables, promotions (0.081) and subjective financial success (0.088), the intra-class correlations showed large enough 
variance at level 2 to warrant a multi-level approach. Then, we proceeded with control only models (Model 2) to 
estimate the fixed effects of individual-level control variables on the dependent variables. Finally, in Model 3 we 
introduced level 1 and level 2 predictors and estimated the hypothesised single and cross-level effects.
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4 | RESULTS

Descriptive statistics and the bivariate correlations between the individual/within-level variables are presented in 
Table 1.

First, we can establish from Model 3a (Table  2) that IWE positively and directly relates to promotions (esti-
mate = 0.496, p < 0.001) and, thus, Hypothesis 1a is supported. Furthermore, IWE positively relates to employa-
bility (estimate = 0.172, p < 0.001) (Model 3b, Table 2) and that employability positively relates to promotions (esti-
mate = 0.292, p < 0.001) (Model 3a, Table 3). Based on these findings, we calculated the indirect/mediation effect of 
IWE on promotions through employability. The estimate (0.050, p < 0.001; confidence interval: 0.026-0.073) offers 
support for Hypothesis 2a.

We proceeded with evaluating hypotheses related to subjective financial success as a dependent variable. In Mod-
el 3a (Table 3) we can see IWE positively and directly relates to subjective financial success (estimate = 0.064, p < 0.01); 
this lends support to Hypothesis 1b. Furthermore, we can establish that IWE positively relates to employability (es-
timate = 0.172, p < 0.001) (Model 3b, Table 3) and that employability positively relates to subjective financial success 
(estimate = 0.157, p < 0.001) (Model 3a, Table 3). Based on the reported findings, we again calculated the indirect/
mediation effect of IWE on subjective financial success through employability. The estimate (0.027; p < 0.001; con-
fidence interval: 0.016-0.037) supports Hypothesis 2b.

With regard to the hypothesised cross-level interaction effect between economic freedom and IWE (Hypothe-
sis 3) on employability, the findings showed no significant interaction (estimate = −0.006, p > 0.05; see Table 2, Model 
3c). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is not supported and neither are Hypotheses 4a (moderated mediation index = 0.567, 
p = 0.197, 95% confidence interval = [-0.294, 1.427]) and 4b (moderated mediation index = 0.301, p = 0.146, 95% 
confidence interval = [-0.104, 0.707]) (Hayes, 2015).

4.1 | Supplementary analyses

While from a HCT standpoint, one could expect that all forms of IWE would be associated with increased employabil-
ity and, in turn, with career success, since the same theoretical arguments apply for all types of IWEs, we ran supple-
mentary exploratory analyses to examine whether there were any differences in the relationships between long-term 
and short-term IWE and career success (tables available upon request). Such analyses can be informative regarding 
the role of national context given that different labour markets may reward one type of experience more than the 
other (e.g., Molloy & Barney, 2015). To examine any differences, we created two dummy IWE variables, long-term 
IWE (where 1 = long-term assignment of more than one year in one country and 0 = all other categories) and short-
term IWE (where 1 = short-term assignments up to one year in one country or rotational assignments in one/more 
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Mean (std. dev) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 0.47 (0.499)

2. Age 40.17 (11.364) 0.034**

3. Education 4.48 (1.395) −0.018* −0.053**

4. International work experience 0.173 (0.378) 0.033** −0.074** 0.133**

5. Perceived employability 4.6849 (1.465) 0.040** −0.178** 0.128** 0.082**

6. Promotions 2.27 (2.421) 0.107** 0.272** 0.164** 0.132** 0.110**

7. Subjective financial success 3.3039 (0.895) 0.085** 0.104** 0.041** 0.065** 0.175** 0.174**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; N = 19,421 – 17,718

T A B L E  1   Descriptive statistics: means (standard deviations in parenthesis), and bivariate two-tailed correlations
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Dependent 
variable (DV)

Controls/
independent 
variables Model 1 (null)

Model 2 
(controls)

Model 3: direct effects, mediation and moderation

Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c

Direct 
relationships 
with promotions 
(DV)

Direct 
relationships 
with 
employability 
(DV)

Cross-level 
moderation 
IWE * EF

Level 1

Promotions Gender 0.561 (0.052)*** 0.510 (0.050)***

Age 0.667 (0.037)*** 0.713 (0.037)***

Education 0.429 (0.070)*** 0.367 (0.064)***

Employability 0.292 (0.034)***

IWE 0.496 (0.069)***

Employability Gender 0.103 (0.029)*** 0.096 (0.027)***

Age −0.183 (0.025)*** −0.185 
(0.025)***

Education 0.109 (0.023)*** 0.099 (0.023)***

IWE 0.172 (0.033)***

Level 2

Promotions Intercept 2.022 (0.135)

Employability 0.646 (0.350)*

Employability Intercept 0.001 (0.052) −0.065 (0.056) −0.057 (0.055)

EF 0.010 (0.006)+

Cross-level interactions

IWE * EF −0.006 (0.004)

Residual variances

Employability (within) 0.926 (0.051)*** 0.885 (0.046)*** 0.881 (0.046)***

Promotions (within) 5.495 (0.444)*** 4.779 (0.399)*** 4.671 (0.390)***

Employability (between) 0.080 (0.016)*** 0.074 (0.014)*** 0.075 (0.016)***

Promotions (between) 0.487 (0.178)*** 0.390 (0.126)** 0.372 (0.124)***

Slope variance 0.047 (0.012)***

Intercept–slope covariance −0.021 (0.008)**

Fit indices

AIC 133,567 125,870 125,151

S-BD 7697 *** 719*

Note: Standard error in parenthesis.
Abbreviation: EF, economic freedom; IWE, international work experience; S-BD, Satorra-Bentler difference.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; n (Level 1) = 17,799–18,589; n (Level 2) = 30.

T A B L E  2   IWE, EF, perceived external employability and promotions



than one country and 0 = all other categories). Thus, the basis for comparison when using these two dummies in the 
analysis is the group with no IWE.

Similarly, as with the aggregate IWE measure, both short-term IWE (estimate = 0.153, p < 0.000) and long-term 
IWE (estimate = 0.169, p < 0.000) are positively related to employability, and the mediation of employability be-
tween IWE and promotions can be confirmed (short-term: 0.050, p < 0.001; long-term: 0.045, p < 0.01). In addition, 
with regard to the hypothesised cross-level interaction, we established a difference between the coefficients for 
short-term and long-term IWE. In particular, consistent with our theorising, we found significant negative cross-level 
interaction between economic freedom and short-term IWE (estimate = −0.011, p < 0.05), but not long-term IWE 
(estimate = −0.005, p > 0.10). Further analysis showed that the mediation of the relationship between short-term 
IWE and promotions through perceived employability in high economic freedom countries is 0.027 (p < 0.023) and in 
low economic freedom countries 0.062 (p < 0.006).

We performed the same supplementary analyses for subjective financial success. The indirect/mediation rela-
tionship between IWE and subjective financial success through employability was 0.027 (p < 0.001) for long-term 
and 0.024 (p < 0.001) for short-term IWE. As economic freedom was found to interact with short-term IWE, further 
analysis showed that the mediation of the relationship between short-term IWE and subjective financial success 
through perceived employability in high economic freedom countries is 0.011 (p < 0.001) and in low economic free-
dom countries 0.042 (p < 0.001).

Collectively, these results are consistent with what we theorise in Hypothesis 3, and suggest that economic free-
dom moderates the relationship between short-term IWE and perceived external employability such that short-term 
IWEs are associated with lower employability in countries with high economic freedom compared to countries with 
low economic freedom. The results are also consistent with Hypothesis 4 and suggest a moderated mediation be-
tween short-term IWE and promotions as well as subjective financial success. We found no support for a moderation 
effect in the case of long-term IWE. We return to this in the Discussion section.

5 | DISCUSSION

Adopting a HCT perspective (Becker, 1993, 2008; Tan, 2014), we proposed and found that IWE, as an investment 
in human capital, is associated with higher perceived external employability, which in turn is positively related to 
promotions and subjective financial success. Although this mediated relationship was not moderated by economic 
freedom as hypothesised, supplementary analyses that differentiated between short-term and long term IWE how-
ever showed that, in countries with low economic freedom, the indirect relationships between short-term IWE and 
career success indicators through perceived external employability were more pronounced.

The present study thus highlights the role of perceived external employability as a core mediator underlying 
the IWE–career success link. Including promotions and subjective financial success as indicators of both OCS and 
SCS provides a more nuanced picture of how IWE relates to career success. Although the study focuses on specific 
indicators of OCS and SCS, the empirical findings have greater generalisability compared to much of research that 
precedes our study given that our results hold across a large-scale sample of employees in four broad occupational 
groups from 30 countries and more than 20 industries. While empirical evidence over-represents countries from the 
Anglo, Latin European and/or Germanic European clusters, our study incorporates a sample that includes countries 
from all GLOBE clusters (House et al., 2004) and thus many countries that have never been researched with respect 
to international assignments and career outcomes.

5.1 | Theoretical implications

Our study leads to several implications for HCT.
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Dependent 
variable

Controls/
Independent 
variables Model 1 (null)

Model 2 
(controls)

Model 3: Direct effects, mediation and moderation

Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c

Direct 
relationships 
with FS (DV)

Direct 
relationships 
with 
employability 
(DV)

Cross-level 
moderation 
IWE * EF

Level 1

FS Gender 0.117 (0.023)*** 0.099 (0.023)***

Age 0.111 (0.011)*** 0.138 (0.012)***

Education 0.044 (0.023) 0.023 (0.021)

Employability 0.157 (0.019)***

IWE 0.064 (0.020)**

Employability Gender 0.103 (0.029)*** 0.096 (0.027)***

Age −0.183 (0.025)*** −0.185 
(0.025)***

Education 0.109 (0.023)*** 0.099 (0.023)***

IWE 0.172 (0.032)***

Level 2

FS Intercept 3.294 (0.049)** 3.238 (0.052)*** 3.255 
(0.051)***

Employability 0.358 (0.194)+

Employability Intercept 0.001 (0.052) −0.065 (0.056) −0.081 
(0.057)

EF 0.010 (0.006)+

Cross-level interactions

IWE * EF −0.006 
(0.004)

Residual variances

Employability (within) 0.926 
(0.051)***

0.885 (0.046)*** 0.881 (0.046)***

FS (within) 0.738 
(0.034)***

0.718 (0.034)*** 0.695 (0.030)***

Employability (between) 0.080 
(0.016)***

0.074 (0.014)*** 0.075 (0.016)***

FS (between) 0.071 
(0.019)***

0.073 (0.020)*** 0.062 (0.013)***

Slope variance 0.011 (0.007)

Intercept–slope covariance −0.021 (0.008)**

Fit indices

AIC 95,240 91,581 91,102

S-BD 3659*** 379*

Abbreviation: EF, economic freedom; FS, financial success; IWE, international work experience; S-BD, Satorra–Bentler 
difference.
+p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; n (Level 1) = 17,786 to 18,253; n (Level 2) = 30.

T A B L E  3   IWE, EF, perceived external employability and subjective FS



5.1.1 | IWE as human capital investment

First, in the present study, we took a more fine-grained approach to human capital than previous research. Past 
empirical studies tended to focus on broad national measures of education and training and used indicators such as 
literacy rates and educational level attained (Tan, 2014; Wößmann, 2003), but rarely focussed on knowledge, skills, 
abilities and other characteristics accumulated after formal education, such as IWE. In contrast, in this paper, we 
extend the application of HCT to IWE and provide a more rigorous test of IWE's association with career success via 
a large, multi-country, multi-occupation dataset of respondents, some of whom did and some of whom did not have 
IWE. We provide evidence for a positive association between IWE and career success, with a more comprehensive 
approach than previous studies.

5.1.2 | Nuanced HCT view of career success

While HCT is widely used to explain OCS in Western settings (Ng & Feldman, 2010), less attention has been paid 
to HCT as a relevant theory for explicating SCS resulting from human capital investments and in different settings. 
We tested the relationship of IWE with career success not only with objectively measured promotions but also with 
subjective financial success, thereby providing a rare examination of the association between human capital invest-
ments and, in the terms of HCT, psychic incomes (Becker, 1993). Hayek et al. (2016) found that individuals are more 
likely to achieve higher income based on the symbolic, or potential, value of their human capital than based on their 
economic value, as suggested by HCT. This implies that when individuals evaluate their financial success they might 
primarily focus on the shared perception of socio-culturally symbolic value of their IWE, leading to higher financial 
success perceptions as compared to employees with no IWE.

In light of empirical evidence that objective and subjective success outcomes are associated only moderately 
(De Vos et al., 2009; Ng et al., 2005), we included indicators of each in a single study. Our findings showed however 
that IWE, representing a specific form of human capital investment, is associated with positive outcomes in dimen-
sions of both objective and subjective career success. Such an approach is preferable to examining links with career 
success immediately upon return from an IWE. Although our study was not longitudinal, our measure captured both 
IWEs accumulated over a career and accrued career success (rather than promotions or subjective financial success 
measured immediately upon return from a specific IWE) and as such, it reflected the longer time horizon that might 
be needed for employees to apply competencies developed during their IWE to their jobs in ways that are beneficial 
to their careers (Dickmann et al., 2018; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).

5.1.3 | Insights into the how and specific conditions of the IWE–career success 
relationship

While HCT assumes that differences in human capital, especially formal education and training (Becker, 1964), ex-
plain differences in labour market outcomes, the chain of relationships between human capital and outcomes is 
often unexamined in these primarily economic studies (e.g., Becker, 2008). Research has largely assumed but not 
elaborated the theoretical underpinnings of the IWE−career success relationship. Focussing on micro (i.e. individual) 
and macro (i.e. country) level variables, we advance existing theory by examining the how and specific conditions of 
the IWE–career success relationship.

First, at micro-level, we contribute to HCT-based research in that we identified perceived external employa-
bility as a critical mediator underlying the link between an individual's IWE and career success. In accordance with 
HCT (Becker, 1993, 2008) these findings suggest that employees who pursue investments in human capital through 
IWE appear to acquire marketable knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics (and to a higher degree than 
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those individuals without IWE; Berntson et al., 2006; Wittekind et al., 2010), which enhance individuals' perceived 
prospects of acquiring alternative employment and career success in terms of promotions and subjective financial 
success. Our study is consistent with research suggesting that employees benefit from IWE in terms of perceived 
employability (Andresen, 2021; Bücker et al., 2016; Suutari et al., 2018). From a human capital perspective, the in-
crease in an individual's knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics due to their IWE is rewarded by higher 
wages (Biemann & Braakmann, 2013) and—as in our study—more promotions. Such positive indicators of career 
success likely reflect the fact that individuals with IWE identify and pursue not only internal but also external career 
opportunities, thus taking advantage of their greater perceived employability. Moreover, from a psychological per-
spective, the gains in human capital and thus perceived external employability also act as a critical resource by giving 
the individual a greater sense of control over their life and career (Fugate et al., 2004), with this resource contributing 
to subjective financial success (cf. De Cuyper et al., 2012).

Second, while Schultz  (1975) hypothesised that individuals' resource allocation decisions depend on the eco-
nomic opportunities and incentives, the role of context in the form of macro-level factors has been largely ignored in 
research examining the relationship of IWE to career success (Molloy & Barney, 2015; Tan, 2014). The present study 
is one of the first to explore the macro-level factor of economic freedom as a moderator in the IWE−career success 
relationship, while also accounting for the relative use of IWE as a human capital accumulation strategy in different 
economic freedom conditions. Interestingly, our results showed that human capital gained through IWE was posi-
tively associated with promotions and subjective financial success via perceived employability for respondents in our 
multi-country sample. This result contrasts with analyses in economics that found differences in returns to human 
capital (education and general work experience) according to the extent of economic freedom (King et al., 2012). 
This suggests that in countries with different levels of economic freedom, no uniform statement can be made on the 
return on human capital investments, but that differentiation must be made according to the type of human capital 
(e.g. school education and general work experience vs. IWE).

Our moderation hypothesis is based on the assumption that individuals can actually deploy their human capital 
gained through IWE in both high and low economic freedom countries. However, it could be that individuals in low 
economic freedom countries are restricted in their ability to make use of their knowledge, skills, abilities and other 
characteristics gained through IWE, for example, due to limited freedom to exchange with foreigners which could 
offset the comparative advantage to employees without IWE or limited possibilities of entering new employment 
contracts which would limit their perceived external employability. The hypothesised differences in the mediated 
IWE−career success relationship between countries with high and low economic freedom would thus balance each 
other out. This could explain the non-significant moderation by economic freedom—at least when the effects of 
short-term and long-term IWE are considered together. Our exploratory, supplementary analyses indicated that 
when one considers type of IWE, the positive mediated relationship between short-term IWE and career success in 
terms of promotions and subjective financial success was more pronounced in countries with less economic freedom 
compared to countries with more economic freedom. This could indicate that while the deployment of human capital 
resulting from long-term IWE may be limited, this is not the case from short-term IWE. We posit that individuals in 
countries with low economic freedom are more likely to make their investment decisions in human capital on the ba-
sis of the opportunities and economic incentives provided (Schultz, 1975). Human capital is suggested to develop as 
a result of economic freedom (and not to be a causal force for economic freedom) (Oi, 1999; see also; Akhter, 2004). 
Thus, with increasing economic freedom individuals will see expanded opportunities to gain IWE that they judge to 
be in their best interest (cf. Oi, 1999). As IWE represents a unique career strategy in low economic freedom coun-
tries and the resulting knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics are rare, we find that the human capital 
gained through IWE is more valuable. However, as institutional change takes place only slowly in a country, it can be 
assumed that the resulting increases in employability and career success will initially be realised primarily by those 
with short-term IWE, as these are associated with lower costs and thus a lower risk of a missing return compared 
with long-term IWE. Short-term IWE in low economic freedom countries may be more novel, more noticeable as a 
career strategy. As such this career strategy is more likely to have a more immediate relationship with employability 
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and career success, if utilised, by providing individuals with critical, differentiating experience versus competitors 
with similar career destinations (Nicholson & de Waal-Andrews, 2005). We are still at an early stage in terms of the 
exploration of the portfolio of IWE in countries with different economic freedom and there is great scope for theo-
retical and empirical development in this area.

5.2 | Limitations and future research

There are some limitations of the present study that should be taken into account in future research. First, the study 
is based on a cross-sectional sample and thus prevents us from offering causal explanations of the results. Since 
human capital investments are subject to diminishing returns (Becker, 1993), future research could test this assump-
tion as it applies to returns to IWE using a longitudinal design, with individuals being surveyed at multiple points of 
their career to examine the impact of IWE on career success over time. This also implies that statistically we cannot 
exclude the possibility of a non-recursive relationship between employability and indicators of career success in that 
it is conceivable that the hypothesised relationship between perceived external employability and career success is 
reverse (career success ‘signals’ to imperfectly informed recruiters that employees are likely to be able to build on 
their past successes in the future and are therefore interesting candidates for hire) or that one's career success then 
raises individuals' confidence in their external employability—a reciprocal, and cyclical, feedback loop. This potential 
bidirectional relationship could be explored with longitudinal data.

Second, the study relies primarily on self-reported data which might be subject to common method bias (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2003). However, we also utilise objective data (e.g., economic freedom) and data with low risk of recall 
bias (e.g., IWE), which makes spuriously inflated relationships as the result of a common method bias less probable 
(see Spector, 2006). We further applied common procedural remedies to minimise this potential bias (e.g., protect 
respondent anonymity; Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Third, our measure of perceived employability was focussed on external employment. Future research should 
look at internal employability as well and distinguish between internal and external promotions and salary increases. 
Another potential measurement concern may arise in terms of our success variables, both of which are based on 
ordinal scales. As ordinal scales allow for relative comparisons only, future studies could collect additional outcomes 
of career success such as earnings to identify absolute effects regarding the returns of IWE.

Fourth, while we view IWE as a means to gain experience abroad, future studies should directly measure human 
capital gains associated with IWE to verify the mechanism as described by HCT and rule out alternative mechanisms. 
It could be that individuals selected for international assignments already possess valuable attributes, traits and 
potential which enable them to obtain IWE that in turn relates to positive outcomes. Alternatively, it could be that 
IWE “signals” to imperfectly informed organisational decision-makers that employees with IWE possess valuable 
attributes and traits and therefore can complete challenging assignments. In such cases it may be less the IWE and 
knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics, but the attributions that serve as a more intermediary outcome 
between IWE and more distal forms of career success (Ramaswami et al., 2016; Spence, 1973).

Finally, for IWE in the aggregate, there was no moderation of the IWE-career success relationship by economic 
freedom; however, our supplementary analysis revealed that, for short-term IWE, the moderation effect was signifi-
cant. We did not hypothesise differences relating to length of IWE a priori given that the same effects would be ex-
pected for short-term and long-term IWE based on HCT. Yet, these findings might encourage researchers to further 
examine whether the expected returns differ according to the knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics 
or can be attributed to the context, as argued above. Past research provides some evidence suggesting that while 
IWE in general develops knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics, perhaps different types of IWE do not 
develop the same ones. For example, research has suggested that short-term versus long-term IWE and assigned 
versus self-initiated IWE contribute to individual social capital to different extent (Bozkurt & Mohr, 2011; Dickmann 
et al., 2018). If newly gained knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics differ systematically, further research 
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looking into the differences between types of IWE is warranted. In addition, further research could investigate other 
macro-level variables beyond a country's degree of economic freedom to better understand the career implications 
of IWE in more depth—including, for example, the country's level of development or the ease of transfer of human 
capital between labour markets.

5.3 | Practical implications

In terms of practical contributions, it is important for individuals, organisational managers and global mobility profes-
sionals to understand the employability and career success implications of having gained IWE. We found consistent 
positive returns in terms of subjective financial success and promotions across 30 countries. Individuals might use 
these insights to balance some potential career risk considerations (Shaffer et al., 2012; Stahl et al., 2009) in their 
own career planning as they attempt to evaluate the potential ‘pay off’ of working abroad. Individuals in low eco-
nomic freedom countries might encounter substantial barriers to international mobility in a range of areas such as 
where regulations restrict labour freedom through hiring hindrances creating inflexible labour markets. However, 
a short-term IWE in such countries might be especially rewarding as our data indicates that those individuals who 
‘swim against the institutional stream’ reap a more immediate pay-off in terms of employability and career success.

Many industries and companies suffer from global talent shortages (Collings et al., 2018). HR professionals can 
use our insights to further develop their IWE proposition (Farndale et al., 2014) in terms of attraction, reward, learn-
ing and retention. Our findings strengthen the organisational case that IWE is normally beneficial for individuals and 
extends it to non-WEIRD countries. Beyond what we report here, organisations can track career progress amongst 
their own employees and contrast staff who have gained IWE with those who have not and may use the results 
of such analytics when they manage their current and potential staff. Our results suggest that it may be beneficial 
for them to attract and retain staff with IWE and to invest in carefully managing the IWEs of their current employ-
ees. Where organisations implement IWE approaches to support global leadership and their senior talent pipeline 
(Collings & Isichei, 2018), HR professionals are likely to have even stronger arguments for global work (De Cieri & 
McNulty, 2016). The consistent findings of beneficial accrued career outcomes across careers of individuals with IWE 
in our researched countries could also be factored into the design of reward approaches during expatriation as this 
can allow a decrease in the expatriate premium (Zarraga-Oberty & Bonache, 2018). Our data also show that staff 
with IWE perceived higher external employability which was then associated with perceptions of enhanced career 
success. Employers should consequently strive to capture and utilise their employees' learning progress in relation to 
IWE, given that higher perceived external employability may make it more difficult to retain these employees after 
IWE. In turn, this points to the importance of designing appropriate repatriation policies in order to alleviate or avoid 
well-documented post-repatriation retention challenges (Kraimer et al., 2016).
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ENDNOTE
	1	 In our sample, the score on economic freedom ranges from 44.10 to 81.40. The three countries with the lowest scores are 

Argentina (44.10), Russia (52.10) and China (52.70), while the three countries with the highest score are Canada (79.10), 
Switzerland (80.50) and Australia (81.40).
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