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Definition
A public sector expatriate is an employee who is sent abroad by their organization, for an 
organizational mission, for a precise period of time, and expected to return to their home organization, 
in their home country, after that time. When the assignment abroad lasts less than 1 year, we usually 
speak about short-term international assignment. 

Public Sector Expatriation
Public sector organizations have a long tradition of sending personnel to other countries for a variety 
of purposes, such as diplomatic and military service (Groeneveld 2008). Indeed, they have been doing 
this as long as countries as such have existed – even before then rulers were sending their armies into 

other rulers’ territories. Nowadays, the number of public servants working as expatriates (i.e., living 
and working outside their own countries for a time-determined period) seems to be continually 
increasing (Midura 2008). 
Despite this long history, research attention to issues of expatriation and the problems of managing 
expatriates has been almost entirely conducted in the private sector among multinational companies 
(MNCs). Research on public sector expatriates and their unique working conditions is scarce (Fenner 
and Selmer 2008; Fisher et al., 2015; Green 2012; Groeneveld 2008; Selmer and Fenner 2009). The 
situation of expatriates in the public and private sector has both similarities and differences. There is a 
need for more attention to be paid to the situation in the public sector. 
In this section of the encyclopedia, we: 

Outline the different elements of the public sector that have expatriates. 
Discuss the main differences between expatriation in the private and public sectors. 
Outline some of the key issues in public sector expatriation. 
Draw some conclusions. 

Different Parts of the Public Sector Using Expatriates
Public servants who may get posted to other countries can be summarized under three main headings: 
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(i) . Government expatriates: armed services. Nearly all governments around the world have 

armed services pledged to defend the country against foreign enemies. This often involves active 
service in another country or spending time in another country as part of liaison with allies (Fisher et 
al. 2015). For the military, foreign postings are an integral part of their military career; they join 
expecting them to happen (DoA 2010). During a time of war, military personnel are generally 
unaccompanied by spouse/family when deployed and are rotated out of a combat setting every 12–18 

months and returned home due to the psychological and physical demands of serving in an area under 
“hostile fire or imminent danger” (Fisher et al. 2015). 

 

(ii). Government expatriates: diplomatic services. More common are the nonmilitary expatriates 
that the public sector sends to represent them in other countries or even to other organizations. These 
are generally referred to as the diplomatic service, although increasingly these include civil servants 
responsible for business, for science, or for public relations issues. For most, but not all, of these 
people too, service in another country is part of a normal career path and is expected. 
 

(iii). Intergovernmental organizations. The third group of public sector expatriates are those who 
work for the intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) such as the United Nations, the European Union, 
or a wide variety of scientific and trade bodies run by numbers of countries jointly (Toomey and 
Brewster 2008). Some of these employees are seconded from their national governments’ armed or 

civil service. Most are “self-initiated” expatriates (Suutari and Brewster 2000) who have applied to 
join one of these organizations from their own country and then started work at the Headquarters of an 
IGO or in one of its regional or national offices. 
 

 

Main Differences Between Expatriation in the Private 
and Public Sectors 

From this brief outline, it should be clear that there are a number of similarities and differences 
between public and private sector expatriates. 
The similarities include the fact that all expatriates, from whatever sector, are spending time away 
from their base and their home country and living temporarily in another country. Both would 
normally take their nuclear family with them. Both tend to live in major cities where expatriates are 
common or in camps surrounded by other expatriates (Lauring and Selmer 2009). Common to both 
the private and public sector expatriate are the careful selection, the importance of preparation, the 
stress of moving, the need to adjust and perform in a foreign context, the uncertainty about the 
subsequent job, the challenging situation of partner and children (where families are involved), and 
the existence of rewards. 
There are also key differences between public sector servant expatriates and private sector expatriates. 
For the private sector employees in MNCs, expatriation is sometimes a typical part of their work, if 
they are technical specialists, but is more often a one-off event and a significant factor marking them 
out as key “talents” with serious possibilities of moving up the career ladder (Cerdin and Brewster 

2014). They will be generously rewarded for this unusual event. For relevant public sector expatriates, 
moving to another country is built into their contract and their pay and rewards are “international.” 
Although they will receive significant emoluments for their time abroad, these are much lower than 
those available for private sector expatriates. Furthermore, these public sector expatriates are not 
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moving from “home” to abroad – many of them (especially in the IGOs) are not based in their home 

country anyway. Many of the governmental expatriates are on regular rotations that means they may 
be at “home” for only brief periods in between assignments. 
The rest of this section explores the issues that are peculiar to public sector expatriates, because of the 
nature of public sector work and employment. We follow the “expatriate cycle” (Waxin 2007) and 
consider recruitment and selection, the role of partners and families, location, preparation, adjustment, 
performance, rewards, and repatriation. 
 

 

Key Issues in Public Sector Expatriation 

 

Recruitment and Selection 

Whereas in the private sector expatriates are usually selected from within the existing workforce, in 
the public sector expatriates are people who have signed up to a career that they know may involve 
international transfer. In all three parts of the public sector, employees are selected after careful 
screening and their contracts include an international mobility clause. Foreign assignments in the 
military are often of a multiple short-term character (Crowley-Henry and Heaslip 2014). In the 
diplomatic service, they are typically assignments of 3 or 4 years’ duration. The different contractual 

arrangements between private and public sector expatriates mean that levels of commitment and 
motivation may differ (Fenner and Selmer 2008; Fisher et al. 2015; Selmer and Fenner 2009) in that 
public sector expatriates in effect select themselves for foreign postings in the course of applying for 
the job. 
 

Partners 
The frequent and regular moves involved in a foreign service career can be difficult for employees 
and particularly for their families (Fisher et al. 2015). As a result, some diplomatic services now 
include partners in the assignment decision (Green 2012; Groeneveld 2008). Moving to new postings 
is taxing for expatriates in many ways, including physiologically (Anderzen and Arnetz 1999), but is 
particularly challenging for partners, who do not have the continuity of a position to anchor them and 
who are often expected to handle the practical matters of life in a new and different culture, such as 
grocery shopping and making appointments (Family Liaison Office Department of State 2008). They 
are usually prevented from working in the new country as they find it hard to get work permits 
(Groeneveld 2008). In the case of military short-term international assignments, partners staying at 
home may be under serious stress (Crowley-Henry and Heaslip 2014), so more organizational support 
is needed. 
 

 

Location 

The extreme locational case is of course military expatriates who accept that their chosen career 
implies the possibility of relocation to dangerous and even life-threatening situations. Some members 
of the IGOs in the peacekeeping, refugee, food, and aid areas also find themselves in extremely risky 
situations; loss of life is all too frequent. For most of the diplomatic and IGO staff, dealing with local 
governments, their assignments are in more familiar big cities with related amenities. The culture of 
embassies, for example, may deliberately reflect the home country rather than the host country, 
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offering a supportive environment for the expatriates (Johnson et al. 2002, 2003). In many postings, 
expatriates may to an extent be isolated from the “foreignness” of the country through housing, 
separate utilities, and the provision of home equipment (Family Liaison Office U.S. Department of 
State 2008; Green 2012). As a result, they may in some cases have little interaction with locals other 
than the country’s educated, and often westernized, élite. 
Military families know that they may get sent abroad again, but where will depend on the exigencies 
of national defense. The general rule in the diplomatic services is that service in an attractive location 
(e.g., a European capital) is followed by duty back home and then in a less attractive city or one in 
crisis (maybe in Africa) and then back home, followed by a move to a more attractive location. There 
are few such rules among the IGOs, most of which are based in very pleasant, safe cities, and some 
people manage to stay in pleasant locations their whole careers. However, there are many people in 
such organizations working “in the field,” and those IGOs that work in difficult and dangerous 
situations attempt to rotate people between such locations and headquarters. There is a widespread 
demand from governments for these organizations to base more of their employees in a wider range of 
countries. 
 

Preparation 

The public sector is often better than the private sector in providing preparation for expatriates. 
Employees are often given additional training specific to the region to which they will be sent, 
including language training, cultural familiarity training, or political area studies (Honley 2005). The 
US Department of State, for example, offers several publications and classes to families with the aim 
of mitigating culture shock and maximizing successful adjustment (Green 2012). The US Department 
of Defense provides more extensive programs, although even here expatriates want more (Fenner and 
Selmer 2008). 
 

Adjustment 
Expatriates’ adjustment to their new role and environment is of great significance, both to the 
organization and to the managers themselves (Waxin 2004, 2006). There is a lot of research on 
expatriate adjustment in the private sector even if much of it is limited in explanatory power 
(Haslberger et al. 2013). However, there is much less work on the adjustment of public sector 
expatriates (Green 2012). Expatriates never fully adjust: it depends on the nature and location of their 
assignment how far they will, but in all cases, they know that they will be leaving that country soon 
and while they may become competent and able to operate well in the environment, they are unlikely 
to change their general view of the world. In general, diplomatic and IGO expatriates seem to suffer 
from less stress than private sector expatriates. The isolation of some public sector expatriates noted 
above means that they may have less motivation and less need to adjust to the local environment. 
Nevertheless, they will have to adjust their behavior to some extent to be consistent with the local 
cultural values in order to avoid offending locals and to be able to operate effectively in the country 
(Shin et al. 2007). 
 

Performance 
Expatriate performance is less of an issue per se for public sector organizations than for private sector 
ones because as the transfer abroad is part of “normal” employment, there is little difference from 
everyday performance management. With little choice but to have such people (a diplomatic service 
or an intergovernmental aid organization could not act without expatriates), or with people operating 
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in extreme conditions, and invariably with multiple and complex objectives, assessing performance is 
not easy. Mistakes, however, become very obvious and can have major consequences. “A higher 

weighting is assigned to the performance report of overseas service than to service at home” (Defense 
Force HRM report 2011). 
 

Rewards 
Expatriates from the public sector get a significantly enhanced salary for working abroad, though the 
enhancements are often noticeably less than those in the private sector. For example, expatriates from 
the US public sector have quarters allowances, post or hardship differentials, and danger pay. The 
“quarters allowances” cover housing costs at the foreign location when no government-provided 

quarters are available (U.S. Department of State 2015). “Post or hardship differentials” are additions 

to pay commensurate with the hardship of the post to which the employee is assigned: more 
sophisticated and westernized cities may have no such extras, whereas in dangerous or difficult 
countries, it may amount to anything up to a third or more of basic pay (U.S. Department of State, 
2006a, para. 512). Some positions, where “civil insurrection, terrorism, or war conditions threaten 

physical harm or imminent danger,” may also attract “danger pay” (U.S. Department of State 2006b, 
para. 652). In such cases, families would generally be expected to stay at home or in a nearby safe 
country. 
 

Repatriation 

Returning home may be a big problem in the private sector, but it is one that public sector employees 
do not face. For example, there is “a definite position in the organization for all military personnel, 

therefore alleviating any concerns that jobs in the home country may not be available in the 
organization on return from an assignment” (Crowley-Henry and Heaslip 2014). 

 

Conclusion 

Clearly there is a dearth of research into public sector expatriates. We need more information on the 
different types of international assignments in the public sector and more on how both short-term and 
long-term assignments are managed. There are millions of people working as public sector expatriates 
around the world. It seems that generally the management of expatriates in the public sector creates 
fewer problems than it does in the private sector, perhaps because expatriation is usually built into 
their contracts. Nevertheless, the difficulties that may arise as an expatriate and the difficulties in 
managing them are important and deserve greater attention. 
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