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 INTRODUCTION

If you live in a major city like New York, Singapore, São Paulo, or 
Berlin, it’s likely that many of the people you run into in the course 

of a regular business day are foreign born. It might be the barista who 
sells you coffee on your way to work. Or the businesswoman next to 
you on the commuter train. It might be the head of your department 
or the CEO of your company. You might be the person from another 
country.

People become expatriates for a variety of reasons—to escape politi­
cal strife, improve their economic circumstances, and sometimes, to 
have a chance for a life-changing experience. With workforce gaps of 
one type or another starting to dot the world map, would-be expatri­
ates may be in a better position to find work that suits them, especial­
ly as information about jobs globally becomes exponentially more 
available.

Together, The Boston Consulting Group and The Network conducted 
research on today’s global workforce—everything from what people 
in different parts of the world expect of their jobs to what would 
prompt them to move to another country for work to the countries 
they would consider moving to. More than 200,000 people from 189 
countries participated in the survey, creating a multidimensional 
picture that employers may find useful both for recruiting inter­
nationally and for redesigning their overall people strategies.  

U.S. most popular
country to move to

64% of people would move 
abroad for work

Compensation-related 
factors less important

French and Dutch show 
highest mobility among Europeans

Personal and professional
experiences top reasons 

to move abroad

Good relationships with colleagues and 
superiors are important job elements

Denmark, Germany, Ireland, U.S., UK, 
Russia less than 50% mobile

Young Americans much more 
mobile than older compatriots

London most popular
city in the world

“Softer” job factors more 
important than compensation

English-speaking countries 
most attractive destinations

7 North American cities 
among top 30 cities to move to

Appreciation for work 
number-one 

preferred job element

Decoding Global Talent—
selected key findings
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Americas

Number of responses: 203,756

Mexico 
United States 
Brazil 
Argentina 
Venezuela 
Canada 
Peru 
Trinidad and Tobago 
Chile 
Jamaica 
Nicaragua 
El Salvador 
Barbados 
Guatemala 
Honduras 

14,758
12,050
11,282
7,075
3,675
3,595
3,419
2,806
1,792
1,755

384
272
263
225
125

Europe
Germany 
Turkey 
United Kingdom 
Italy 
Spain 
Hungary 
Russia 
Switzerland 
Bulgaria 
Ukraine 
Sweden 
France 
Slovenia 
Estonia 
Austria 
Ireland 
Latvia 
Denmark 
Belgium 
Greece 
Bosnia & Herzegovina 
Portugal 
Serbia 
Slovakia 
Romania 
Finland 
Luxembourg 
Belarus 
Czech Republic 
Malta 
Croatia 
Lithuania 
Poland 
Netherlands  

16,220
8,627
6,363
5,546
5,293
5,144
5,085
4,414
3,769
3,641
3,474
3,214
2,940
2,698
2,105
1,984
1,870
1,658
1,282
1,235
1,216
1,168
1,159
1,120

729
681
441
427
400
287
284
209
183
162

Middle East 
and Africa

Algeria 
Nigeria 
South Africa 
Morocco 
Ghana 
United Arab Emirates 
Israel 
Tunisia 
Saudi Arabia 
Qatar 

2,505
2,433
2,047
1,886
1,073

327
289
275
224
167

Asia-Pacific

India 
Kazakhstan 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
China 
Philippines  
Vietnam 
Singapore 
Australia 
Pakistan  

4,947
4,892
4,610
4,127
3,618
2,587

607
394
365
15010,001 or more

5,001–10,000
1,001–5,000
101–1,000
50–100
Fewer than 50

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary Web survey and analysis.
Note: Listed are the 70 countries from which there were more than 100 responses; 3,418 respondents did not specify a country.

Exhibit 1 | Breakdown of Survey Participants by Country

(See Exhibits 1 and 2 and the sidebar, “A Unique Data Cube: Decod­
ing 200,000 Talent Profiles.”) BCG and The Network also held follow-
up interviews with more than 50 study participants, who represent a 
broad mix of nationalities, ages, personal living situations, employ­
ment status, and education. (See the Appendix for the survey method­
ology.)

The picture that emerges is of a global workforce that is stunning in 
its diversity—but that is also in broad agreement in certain areas. The 
areas of agreement include a high level of willingness to work abroad; 
the greater appeal of certain work destinations than others; the im­
portance to would-be expatriates of broadening their personal experi­
ences; and the growing interest in “softer” workplace rewards. These 
topics are discussed in turn below. The report concludes with a per­
spective on what the emerging global attitudes toward work will 
mean for economic policy makers, company executives, and job seek­
ers in the future.
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“Talent management” has become one of the most 
used buzz words in HR. Companies are scrambling 
to develop strategies, programs, and measures to 
recruit, develop, and retain their top employees and 
keep them motivated at the same time—not an 
easy task. 

BCG and The Network believe that taking a data-
driven approach can help solve these challenges. 
Talent is a company’s most precious resource, but 
its definition varies from one company to another. 

Our joint research explores overall workforce data 
relevant to companies. This publication is based on 
more than 200,000 replies to an online survey 
containing 33 questions, of which 13 addressed 
demographic factors like age, work experience, 
gender, education, industry, salary, and occupa-
tion—questions that can be filtered and combined 
to group the data. The result is a unique data cube 
that offers true strategic advantages for developing 
people strategies.

A UNIQUE DATA CUBE
Decoding 200,000 Talent Profiles

55%
7%

4%

27%

3%
1%

1%
Unemployed

Self-employed
Student

Intern/apprentice

Employed

Retired
Not working

for other reasons

57%
43%

Male

Single 
without 
children

Single with 
dependent
 children

Single with 
indepen-

dent children

Couple 
without 
children

Couple with 
dependent 

children

Couple with 
independent 

children

35%

6% 5%

16%

29%

10%

Female

7%

93% Living abroad

Living in
home country

10%
11%

36%

23%
2%

18%

None/other
Secondary qualifications
Further educational qualifications
Bachelor's degree
Master's/postgraduate qualification
Doctorate/other higher degree

Manual
worker

7%

Skilled
worker

27%

Office
worker

17%

Lower
manage-

ment

21%

Middle 
manage-

ment

19%

Owner/
senior 

manage-
ment

9%

60 705040302010

37%
59%

4%

Not looking 
for a new job 
at the moment

Not actively looking 
for a job, but open 
to opportunities

Actively looking 
for a new job

Gender

Marital status Position in the job hierarchy

Employment statusAge distribution

Current living situation Education

Job-seeking status

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Because of rounding, not all percentages add up to 100.

Exhibit 2 | Breakdown of Survey Participants by Demographic Factors
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WORKERS’ INCREASING 
MOBILITY 

A willingness to work abroad has 
become the new normal, at least among 

people looking for new job opportunities, 
who represent the majority of the survey’s 
participants. One in every five participants 
already has international work experience, 
and almost 64 percent said they would be 
willing to go to another country for work. 
(See Exhibit 3.)

In some countries, the eagerness to work else­
where is impossible to miss. Mihaella Ciornei, 
a 23-year-old account manager at a securities 
firm in Romania and part-time anthropology 
student, says a lot of her friends have left to 
look for overseas opportunities. “They’re all 
over Europe, they’re in America, Australia,” 
she says. “They want to see the world. They 
are gone.” Ciornei already has a mother living 
in Italy and a sister living in France, and she 
herself is among the 81 percent of Romanians 
who say they would be willing to work abroad. 

The proportion of people willing to work 
abroad is particularly high in countries that 
are still developing economically or are expe­
riencing political instability. For instance, 
more than 97 percent of Pakistanis say they’d 
be willing to go abroad for work. 

But there is also a very high willingness to 
work abroad in some countries that aren’t 
struggling with major political upheaval. For 
example, about 94 percent of survey respon­

dents in the Netherlands say they would con­
sider moving to another country for work. In 
France, where the economy has been showing 
signs of stagnating, the same proportion (94 
percent) is willing to leave home at least tem­
porarily. “Depending on the project, I’m ready 
to pack a bag and go tomorrow,” says Alexis 
Sebaoun, a 29-year-old engineer living in Mar­
seille who has already worked in Spain, Ar­
gentina, and the UK in his short career. 

On the other hand, people in the U.S., Germa­
ny, and the UK—three economies that have 
rebounded more convincingly—aren’t nearly 
as willing to go abroad for work. Barely a 
third of U.S. respondents say they’d consider 
the idea, and only about 44 percent of those 
in the UK and Germany say they would be in­
terested in taking a job in another country. 
The reasons for the lower numbers differ, but 
many people in these countries say economic 
stability and the comfort of home keep them 
from considering a job abroad.

Movement of Youth 
In most countries, young people are more 
mobile than their older compatriots. One of 
the biggest differentials is in the U.S. At 59 
percent, Americans 21 to 30 are far more will­
ing than Americans in general to consider op­
portunities abroad, possibly because of the 
difficulty many of them have had in getting 
their careers started in the wake of the finan­



The Boston Consulting Group  •  The Network | 7

Denmark 
Germany 
Ireland 
Latvia 
Russia 
UK 
U.S.

<50% 

Argentina 
Austria 
Belarus 
Belgium 
Canada
Finland
Greece   
Hungary 
Italy 
Malta
Slovakia
Spain  
Sweden 
Turkey 

50%–60% 

Brazil 
China 
Czech Republic 
Estonia
Kazakhstan 
Lithuania 
Malaysia  
South Africa
Trinidad and Tobago 
Ukraine 
Vietnam 

>60%–70%  

Barbados 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
Bulgaria 
Chile 
Guatemala 
India 
Indonesia 
Israel 
Luxembourg 
Morocco 
Nicaragua 
Portugal 
Serbia 
Singapore 
Slovenia 
Switzerland 

>70%–80% 

Algeria 
Australia 
Croatia 
El Salvador 
Ghana 
Honduras 
Mexico 
Nigeria 
Peru 
Philippines 
Poland 
Romania 
Venezuela  

>80%–90% 

France 
Jamaica 
Netherlands 
Pakistan 
Qatar 
Saudi Arabia 
Tunisia 
United Arab 
Emirates 

>90% 

Percentage of participants from each country 
who are already living abroad or are willing 
to move to a foreign country for work

Global average = 63.8%

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Total sample size was 203,756; listed are the countries from which there were more than 100 responses.

Exhibit 3 | Willingness to Work Abroad, by Country

United 
Kingdom

Canada
Sweden

United States

Greece
China

Ukraine
Vietnam Bulgaria

Ghana
Nigeria 
Philippines

Russia
Belgium
Austria
Turkey

Italy 
Malaysia
Brazil
South Africa

Slovenia
Indonesia
India
Switzerland
Morocco

Mexico 
Algeria

Jamaica
France

Germany Spain

>20–25

>15–20

50 or below > 50–60 > 60–70 > 70–80 > 80–90 > 90

>10–15

>5–10

>0–5

-5–0

Mobility above country average (in percentage points)

Mobility of job seekers ages 21–30 (%)

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Only includes countries from which more than 250 people ages 21 to 30 responded. 

Exhibit 4 | Where the Young Are More (and Less) Adventurous
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cial crisis. Partly in reaction to this, many ed­
ucated young Americans now consider non­
traditional starts to their careers, for instance, 
through temporary overseas assignments 
with nonprofits like Teach for All. 

Young people in Germany are much more 
conservative about the idea of working 
abroad; while there is a difference in the will­
ingness to do so between younger Germans 
and the country as a whole, the difference is a 
relatively small 8 percentage points. (See Ex­
hibit 4.) This may be explained by Germany’s 
singularly strong performance in the wake of 
the financial crisis and its aura of economic 
security. The country has the lowest unem­
ployment rate in Europe for people under 25.

More and Less Mobile  
Occupations
People who work in engineering and techni­
cal jobs—in the information technology and 
telecommunications fields, in particular—are 

the most likely to say they would be willing 
to go abroad (roughly 70 percent of engineers 
say this). The world is hungry for what these 
workers have to offer, and engineers may in 
turn sense that they have a chance to signifi­
cantly increase their earnings by going to 
places where there is a high demand for what 
they do, such as Silicon Valley in the U.S. and 
Silicon Roundabout in the UK.

At the lower end of the mobility spectrum 
are those in the medical and social work 
fields. Only about half of the workers in these 
highly regulated areas say they would be will­
ing to go abroad for work. This may be a 
cause for concern in the many countries fac­
ing physician and social-worker shortages in 
coming years. Indeed, some countries are em­
barking on programs to attract qualified 
health-care workers from abroad. Germany, 
for instance, is tapping the Asian labor pool 
for Vietnamese workers willing to learn a 
new language, emigrate, and work as elder-
care nurses in rural areas of Germany.

Like a lot of people in China, 30-year-old Kaiyu Yu has had to balance what is good for his career 
against what is good for his family.

Good for his career would be to work in the U.S. or Germany, where he would have a better 
chance of landing a job as a research engineer, his dream. Good for his family would be if Yu—
who was born after the country’s one-child policy went into effect—stayed in China, where he 
works as a production engineer in a car company, and readied himself to take over the family 
business.

Yu spent six years studying and doing internships in Germany, and he found the experience eye-
opening. He says Chinese companies, especially government-owned ones, are often less focused 
on the market than on politics. “It’s quite different in German companies,” he says. “They need to 
compete with others.”

The balancing act isn’t over: Yu is still hopeful about working in America or Germany one day. “If I 
get the opportunity,” he says, “I would like to go back.”

THE ENGINEER

If I get the opportunity,  
I would like to go back.
Kaiyu Yu
Nationality:	 Chinese
Current location:	 Nanjing City, China
Occupation:	 Production engineer



The Boston Consulting Group  •  The Network | 9

THE APPEAL OF SPECIFIC 
FOREIGN DESTINATIONS 

The United States is the destination 
with the highest appeal to foreign 

workers. Of all respondents, 42 percent say 
the U.S. is one of the places they would 
consider moving to. (See Exhibit 5.) The U.S. 
maintains its appeal among workers in many 
impoverished nations, including Nigeria, 
Ghana, Nicaragua, and Honduras. Sixty 
percent or more of respondents from those 
nations say the U.S. is a place they would 
move to for work. The UK and Canada get 
the next highest declarations of interest from 
survey participants: 37 percent and 35 
percent, respectively. The UK, Canada, and 
the U.S. are all in the top ten in terms of 

nominal GDP, per capita GDP, or both. They 
all also benefit from being largely English-
speaking at a time when English is the most 
frequently taught second language.

Among workers in large economies—the 
so-called G20—the U.S. is often the most 
popular destination. (See Exhibit 6.) Mexi­
cans, whose focus on financial factors is at 
the high end of all the nationalities in the 
survey, put the U.S. first as a possible work 
destination. So do people from France and 
from India. The U.S. is the second most popu­
lar work destination for people from China 
after the UK. 

Australia (28%)
Spain (26%)
Italy (25%)
Sweden 

Country’s rank as a potential 
work destination (% of 
respondents willing to move 
there)

(23%)

France  (29%)
Switzerland (29%)
Germany (33%)
Canada (35%)
UK (37%)
U.S.1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

7

3

1

10
2 4
6 5

98
(42%)

Less than 5%
5%–10%
>10%–15%
>15%–20%
>20%–25%
>25%–30%
>30%–35%
>35%–40%
>40%

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Total sample size was 203,756.

Exhibit 5 | Top Ten Countries Where Foreigners Say They Would Work
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French, Indian, and Chinese respondents are 
also positively disposed toward work oppor­
tunities in the UK, with 53 percent of people 
from France, 43 percent of people from India, 
and 42 percent of people from China saying 
they would consider work opportunities 
there. The UK also appeals to workers in Afri­
ca. “England is a country of opportunity,” 
says Humberto Santos, a 57-year-old original­
ly from São Tomé and Príncipe, a central Af­
rican island nation, who is in England and re­
cently got a job there as an aircraft engineer, 
maintaining planes and repairing defects 
identified in flight reports.

As for Canada—where French retains its sta­
tus as an official language alongside Eng­
lish—59 percent of French respondents to the 
survey say they would consider working 
there. Other people for whom Canada holds 
appeal are Mexicans, South Koreans, Saudi 
Arabians, and Britons. Philip Webb, who 
works in the IT department of a bank in To­

ronto, is among those from the UK who have 
found their niche in the country. “Canada has 
all the good things they have in any other 
country and none of the bad,” says Webb, 43.

Among non-English-speaking countries, Ger­
many (named by 33 percent of respondents), 
Switzerland (29 percent), and France (29 per­
cent) have the most appeal. Germany is par­
ticularly attractive to Italians, Russians, and 
Turks, who have long seen Germany as a 
promising place to work, and it is also start­
ing to appeal to others, such as Mexicans. Ex­
plaining Germany’s appeal, Matej Hrapko, a 
native of Slovakia, says, “Germany is attrac­
tive because it is the most successful country 
in the European Union at the moment.” 
Hrapko, 35, lives near Munich with his wife 
and two children and works as a mechanical 
engineer. 

The Asia-Pacific region doesn’t generate as 
much interest as a possible work destination 
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Note: Total sample size was 203,756. 

Exhibit 6 | Where Workers in the G20 Say They Would Go
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as the U.S. or Europe, largely because of the 
perceived difficulty of learning Asian languag­
es (a perception that is particularly strong in 
Europe and the Americas, where most of the 
survey participants are based). China, for in­
stance, isn’t the top work destination for peo­
ple in any of the G20 countries, and Japan 
ranks first only among Indonesians. 

However, some fast-growing Asian countries 
are starting to reclaim workers they have lost. 
“This is probably the craziest place in the 
world right now—if you’re looking for 

growth, you come to China,” says 31-year-old 
Xiaomu Liu, who just moved back after six 
years working in the Canadian oil and gas in­
dustry and after earning his MBA in the U.S. 
Xiaomu says he was concerned that if he 
stayed in North America much longer, Chi­
nese hiring managers wouldn’t think he had 
the right experience for the Chinese market, 
and he would lose his chance to get a job in 
the rapidly expanding economy of his native 
country. (For the cities workers would most 
like to move to, see the sidebar “The Other 
Part of the Question: Picking a City to Work In.”)

Jesse McLain thinks he is living evidence that the U.S. economy hasn’t actually recovered since 
2008. “I don’t see it,” says McLain. “I’m 54 years old, I have a family, I have a home. And I’m work-
ing four part-time jobs.”

When Americans work multiple jobs to support their families, it’s often menial work that they’re 
doing. As a pastor and an adjunct professor teaching courses in Christian ministry, McLain’s work 
is more intrinsically rewarding. It has taken him to Haiti, where after the 2010 earthquake he 
helped put up prefabricated houses.

McLain attributes Americans’ reluctance to move abroad partly to the sense that they already 
have everything they need at home, but also to the ideology of individualism. Where you might 
find plenty of Cuban-American clubs in Florida, he says, you would never find an American-Ger-
man club in Germany. “Americans don’t really have that tribal ethnic identity,” he says, “or any 
kind of strengthening bond that would help us to survive in a foreign culture for a long period of 
time.”

He thinks intercountry chatting enabled by the Internet may change that in the future. “I think 
my generation is probably the last one so heart-centered in America,” he says.

THE PROFESSOR

I think my generation is probably the 
last one so heart-centered in America.
Jesse McLain
Nationality:	 American
Current location:	 Jacksonville, Florida
Occupation:	 Adjunct professor of religion
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Ask someone “Where else besides your home 
country would you work?” and you are likely to 
get a two-part answer. The first will be the 
countries on the person’s short list. The second 
will include the cities he or she finds appealing.

London and New York are the metropolises that 
came up most often when we asked survey 
respondents (without making any suggestions) 
which cities they would consider moving to for 
work. (See the exhibit.) This is probably no 
surprise: in addition to being global centers of 
business and culture, London and New York have 
the biggest foreign-born populations of any cities 
in the world, with about 3 million foreign-born 
people each. This immediately makes those 
places seem more welcoming—or at least less 
intimidating—to people from other places.

“If you ask a young person in this country, 
‘Where do you want to go in the UK?’ they’ll 
never say Liverpool or Manchester,” says Ali 
Aslan Gümüş, a 45-year-old who has worked in 
Brussels and is now back in his native Turkey. 
“They all say London because of the Turkish 
population that’s over there and the cultural 
harmonization.”

Given that one of the top reasons for moving 
abroad is acquiring work experience, it isn’t 
surprising that certain cities come up again and 
again. In terms of reputation, it’s hard to beat 

Zurich if you’re a banker, Los Angeles if you’re an 
aspiring film actor, and Singapore if you’re an 
international customs broker. A few years in one 
of these cities can be career-making.

But mobile workers are not focused strictly on 
their careers. They are equally interested in 
broadening their life experience—and that can 
impel them toward cities where there is more 
freedom than in their home countries. “People 
are very open-minded here—you can see it in 
how they dress and how they behave,” says 
Matej Hrapko, 35, a Slovakian who lives and 
works in Munich, the fourteenth most-cited city 
in our survey. “It’s a very cosmopolitan city from 
my point of view.” Germany has two cities in the 
top 15, the same number as Spain and behind 
only the U.S., which has three.

The sheer uniqueness of certain cities gives 
them an almost mystical appeal. Consider Paris, 
with its storied history the third most-cited city in 
our survey. Graham Campbell, a 53-year-old U.S. 
resident who is originally from Canada and is 
currently out of work, says he and his wife would 
be tempted if a job in the French capital 
presented itself. “It’s an interesting city, inspiring 
to the imagination,” Campbell says. “It’s one of 
the only cities I’ve been in where you can make 
four right turns and be in a completely different 
place. That’s pretty exciting.”

THE OTHER PART OF THE QUESTION 
Picking a City to Work In

Santiago de Chile 1.7%

Melbourne 1.7%

Copenhagen 1.6%

Lisbon 1.5%

Geneva 1.5%

26

27

28

29

30

Brussels 1.7%25Dubai 3.4%

Los Angeles 3.2%

Tokyo 2.8%

Munich 2.8%

Miami 2.6%

11

12

13

14

15

Amsterdam 2.5%

Vienna 2.5%

16

17

Montréal 2.1%

Oslo 2.1%

Vancouver 2.1%

Dublin 1.9%

21

22

23

24

San Francisco 2.4%

Stockholm 2.4%

Zurich 2.2%

18

19

20

1

2

3

4 5
6

7
8

9

10

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

London 16.0%

New York 12.2%

Paris 8.9%

Sydney 5.2%

Madrid 5.0%

Berlin 4.6%

Barcelona 4.4%

Toronto 4.2%

Singapore 3.9%

Rome 3.5%

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: The question asked was “Which cities would you consider working in abroad? Please indicate up to five answers.”

London, New York, and Paris Are Seen as the Most Appealing 
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Why would people be willing to uproot 
themselves and head to a foreign 

country for work? For many (65 percent), the 
answer is personal: they want to broaden 
their life experience and that of their families. 

“I would like to bring up my kids to be global 
citizens,” says Mpho Hlalele-Banda, a 37-year-
old single mother in Johannesburg who in the 
past has worked as a communications and 
events specialist. “I would love countries that 
offer them that opportunity.”

This idea is echoed by some people who have 
already left home. “We really like the interna­
tional atmosphere,” says Anne Granelli, 44, a 
Swedish biomedical researcher who travels 
around the world for work and now lives in 
India (after a previous stint in Canada) with 
her four children and husband, a telecommu­
nications executive. “It is a great opportunity 
to get different views and learn a lot.” Granel­
li’s children—ranging in age from 5 to 14—
now attend an international school in New 
Delhi; all have learned English and the young­
est ones have picked up some Hindi. 

An equal proportion of people—two-thirds—
also view working abroad as a way to acquire 
professional experience. Better career oppor­
tunities, including the chance to run a busi­
ness or advance through the ranks, figure 
prominently among professional motivations. 
(See Exhibit 7.)

The importance of these factors varies by 
country. In parts of Europe that are doing well 
economically, people tend to be influenced 
less by financial factors when deciding wheth­
er to take a foreign assignment and more by 
the chance to broaden their personal experi­
ence and live in a different culture. For in­
stance, less than a quarter of Germans or 
Swiss who are open to working abroad say a 
better salary would factor into their decision 
to do so. 

THE DESIRE TO BROADEN 
ONE’S PERSONAL  

EXPERIENCE

Broaden personal experience 65%

65%

59%

58%

56%

55%

54%

53%

47%

45%

1

Acquire work experience2

Better career opportunities3

An overall attractive job offer4

Improved salary prospects5

Better standard of living6

Ability to live in a different culture7

For the challenge8

Learn a new language9

Meet people/build new networks10

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Total sample size was 203,756; multiple answers were allowed.

Exhibit 7 | Top Reasons for Considering a Foreign 
Work Assignment
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Worldwide, the number of people who say 
that a better salary would tempt them to 
work abroad is much higher, at 56 percent, 
and is higher still in some countries of the 
Americas (Mexico, Peru, and Argentina) and 
Asia (Malaysia and the Philippines), where 
per capita income is at the lower end of the 
spectrum. Ukrainians and Venezuelans, buf­
feted by some of the highest levels of econom­
ic and political uncertainty of any nationali­
ties in the survey, are also among those most 
likely to say they would move for a better sal­
ary or standard of living.

Globally, 28 percent of all respondents say 
they would work abroad to gain access to a 
better educational system. The proportions 

are especially high in parts of Africa and in 
two Asian nations, Indonesia and Vietnam. 
Almost half of all Vietnamese willing to move 
abroad for work say the prospect of having ac­
cess to a better educational system would be 
a factor.

To some, getting access to a better health-care 
system is likewise a reason to pull up stakes. 
For instance, more than half of respondents in 
Greece and Venezuela say they might take a 
job abroad to get access to better health care. 
Health care matters even more in Bulgaria, an 
economically troubled European nation 
where almost two in every three respondents 
say they would factor health care into their 
decision to work abroad.

You can’t undergo a bigger cultural adjustment than Anne Granelli did when she and her family 
moved to India in 2009. “Cows on the street, rickshaws, bicycles everywhere,” Granelli remem-
bers. For someone who had lived most of her life in her native Sweden and in Canada, India 
seemed like “complete chaos.” 

But if you have the means, you can control the downside of a rough-and-tumble country and take 
joy in discovering something new.

Granelli and her husband, an executive at a multinational Swedish company, have the means. 
Their four children—ages 5 to 14—are enrolled in an international school in New Delhi and are 
thriving. Granelli, 44, appears to be thriving, too. She flies around the world, giving presentations 
in her area of specialty, congenital heart disease in infants. Granelli is also enrolled in an MBA 
program in Edinburgh.

“I’m the kind of person, I don’t want to ask the same questions twice,” she says. “I take notes and 
put them in my pocket and try to learn as quickly as possible.”

In terms of what comes next, Granelli has options. “It really doesn’t matter if it’s Canada, India, 
or Sweden, as long as there is some potential to grow,” she says. “That’s what drives me.”

THE MEDICAL RESEARCHER

It really doesn’t matter where, as 
long as there is some potential  
to grow. That’s what drives me.
Anne Granelli
Nationality:	 Swedish
Current location:	 New Delhi, India
Occupation:	 Biomedical researcher
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One of the survey’s more striking 
findings has to do with what makes all 

respondents—not just those willing to move 
abroad—happy on the job. The survey 
provides compelling evidence that workers 
are putting more emphasis on intrinsic 
rewards and less on compensation. 

Globally, the most important single job ele­
ment for all people is appreciation for their 
work. (See Exhibits 8 and 9.) To Tarik Abous­
sahel, 38, this is a basic human need. “What 
you do is what you are and what you are is 
what you do,” says Moqtad, who works as a 
logistics supervisor at a paint company in his 
native Morocco. “You must be appreciated.” 

When people feel appreciated, their job satis­
faction skyrockets. Dina Kiseleva, a 37-year-
old interpreter from Russia, recalls the acco­
lades she received when working as an 
English teacher at a university language cen­
ter in Bangkok. “I was performing my job 
well, and they [the university administration] 
immediately started rewarding me—telling 
me I was a top-ten teacher and giving me the 
student groups and extra groups I wanted. My 
bosses had a really positive attitude toward 
me. I felt very appreciated and excited.”

Workplace Relationships
Along with appreciation for one’s work, good 
relationships in the workplace—whether with 

colleagues or with superiors—are critically 
important. “I really like that teamwork expe­
rience, especially when it’s multidisciplinary,” 
says Meera Bhagauti, a 43-year-old from 
Canada who lives in Los Angeles, is a PhD 
candidate in business psychology, and is 
training to become a certified practitioner  
of Ayurvedic medicine. As for relationships 
with superiors, it’s “important to me because 
I would like to learn and grow” and having 
the right supervisor “can help facilitate that,” 
she says. 

Bhagauti’s view that “money isn’t every­
thing” is typical of many workers today. 
Indeed, for most workers, compensation-
related factors—including performance bo­
nuses, health care insurance, paid time off, 
and the generosity of any retirement plan—
don’t even make it onto their list of top-ten 
priorities. 

After appreciation for work and relationships 
with colleagues comes another soft factor, 
work-life balance. As 39-year-old Nicole Des­
sain puts it, “I am not willing anymore to get 
up every Monday morning at 4 a.m. to head 
to the airport.” Dessain, a German expatriate, 
lives in Chicago with her American-born hus­
band and recently went into business as an 
independent consultant. Compared to when 
she was in her twenties, she says, “The whole 
aspect of work-life integration has become 
more important to me.” 

JOB PREFERENCES: THE 
GROWING IMPORTANCE  

OF “SOFTER” FACTORS
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One tangible work attribute that retains high 
importance globally is learning and career 
development. “To me, it is the most impor­
tant thing,” says Alejandro Vega, a 25-year-
old supply-chain analyst from Mexico who is 
now working in Colombia. In putting career 
development first, Vega is like most people in 

Mexico, in many South American and Euro­
pean countries, and in China.

How Priorities Shift with Age and 
Position
While the interest in intrinsic work rewards is 
unmistakable, various factors influence the 
importance of the different attributes. One 
obvious factor is a worker’s age. Although an 
appreciative atmosphere is always near the 
top of the list of desired workplace attributes, 
other factors rise and fall in importance as 
workers go through their careers and gain ex­
perience. For instance, career development 
fades as a priority once workers grow out of 
their thirties. Work-life balance, too, rises in 
importance in certain periods—during child-
raising years, for instance—and diminishes in 
others. But as workers age and family respon­
sibilities ease, people again become more fo­
cused on the relationships they have at work 
and on the extent to which the work itself is 
holding their interest. 

Another factor that seems to influence the 
weight that workers assign to different job at­
tributes is their position within the organiza­
tional hierarchy. Workers lower down on the 
hierarchy assign more importance to their re­
lationships with colleagues than to their rela­
tionships with superiors—exactly the oppo­
site of higher-level managers—and they focus 
on factors that wouldn’t usually matter to an 
executive or a high-level manager. 

The most obvious example of something that 
matters more to a lower-level worker than to 
an executive is job security. Job security is at 
the top of the list for manual workers and al­
most as important to office workers, but it 
isn’t a big concern to people in top manage­
ment positions. With their skills and connec­
tions, people high up on the organizational 
ladder may believe that they could easily find 
a job elsewhere if they had to. Retaining 
these exceptionally talented people, given the 
expanded opportunities they have in a more 
global economy, will be at the core of the 
challenges that HR departments face over the 
next decade. (See the sidebar, “For HR Depart­
ments, It’s Time to Change the ‘Total Offer.’”) 

Work environment
Compensation package

Company reputation and image
Job content and opportunities

Appreciation for your work1

Good relationships with colleagues2

Good work-life balance3

Good relationships with superiors4

Company’s financial stability5

Learning and career development6

Job security7

Attractive fixed salary8

Interesting job content9

Company values10

...

...

...

Opportunities for travel22

Flexible work models23

Additional benefits24

Family support programs25

Company car26

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey 
and analysis.
Note: Based on responses from all survey participants; 
total sample size was 203,756. 

Exhibit 8 | Happiness on the Job: 
Ranking 26 Factors
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2Appreciation for your 
work1
Good relationships with 
colleagues2

Good work-life balance3
Good relationships with 
superiors4
Company’s financial 
stability5
Learning and career
development6

Job security7

Attractive fixed salary

Attribute’s rank in importance

Number of responses

1 2 3 4 5 Not in the top five

8

Interesting job content9

Company values10

BR CA CL MX IN ID MYCN PH TW ZANG DE IT RUAR US VE UKUAFRBE DKAT TRCHSEES MADZ

Americas Asia-Pacific Europe
Middle East/
North AfricaAfrica

11,282 1,792 12,050 3,618 4,610 2,587 2,433 2,105 1,658 16,220 5,293 4,414 5,085 6,3637,075 3,595 14,758 3,675 4,947 4,127 1,687 2,047 1,282 3,214 5,546 3,474 8,627 3,641 2,505 1,886

Source: 2014 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis. 

Exhibit 9 | Most Important Workplace Attributes, by Nationality of Respondents

There’s no question that there’s been an evolution 
in what workers value. What’s less clear is whether 
companies are moving to address the shift.

Even as employers have begun to modify the 
branding they use to recruit workers—correctly 
anticipating the shift to a postcrisis world in which 
money isn’t everything—companies have not really 
done much to push their reward systems toward 
new and compelling “total offers” that include 
many of the attributes relating to culture, relation-
ships, and appreciation that employees covet these 
days. Instead, company rewards are still largely built 
around compensation, and the culture inside many 
companies remains hierarchical, with complex 
guidelines, limited flexibility, and highly political 
agendas. It’s the rare employer that has found a 
way to institutionalize appreciation—the attribute 
that workers, especially younger workers of Genera-
tion Y, now seem to crave. 

To retain the best employees and keep them 
motivated, companies will have to come up with 
new strategies to keep their employees engaged. 

This isn’t to say that companies are entering an era 
of diminished status for compensation specialists, 
so prominent in the HR function now. Money may 
not be everything but it still matters, and compen-
sation experts will still be essential. 

But there need to be other kinds of expertise, too. 
In particular, HR needs to find ways to get more 
involved in shaping corporate culture, in encourag-
ing meaningful relationships between and among 
bosses and workers, and in ensuring that apprecia-
tion for a job well done gets the company-wide 
attention it deserves. Otherwise, the most talented 
employees will leave and companies will face a 
strategic disadvantage.

Companies also need to take account of the varied 
reward mechanisms that are effective depending on 
workers’ career stage, management level, and 
nationality. This will be a big change for many HR 
departments, requiring fresh thinking and new 
areas of analysis, but the best will find ways to get it 
done.

FOR HR DEPARTMENTS, IT’S TIME TO CHANGE 
THE “TOTAL OFFER”
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Dina Kiseleva demonstrates the yin and the yang of self-employment. You have freedom but have 
to be able to deal with uncertainty.

The 37-year-old has been to more than 40 countries, using her proficiency in English, French, and 
German to get by. She has participated in an international exchange program organized by the 
Japanese government and has been an English teacher in Thailand and a trainer for a France-
based intergovernmental organization. Now Kiseleva is back in Tomsk, a city of about half a mil-
lion people in Siberia.

Most freelancers have periods in which money trickles in—if it comes in at all. Kiseleva knows 
the routine. The freelance teaching jobs she gets can be interesting, but “in terms of money, 
there’s not much here,” Kiseleva says, speaking of Tomsk.

Kiseleva’s overseas stints have given her some memorable moments, like being an extra in The 
Hangover 2, parts of which were filmed in Bangkok. That allowed her to fulfill, if only in a small 
way, a long-standing ambition of working in the entertainment field.

Her goal is to resume her expatriate existence: Germany and Australia are both possibilities. 
“I have no idea what’s next,” she says. “But I believe in universe and myself and in the people 
around me.”

THE FREELANCER

I have no idea what’s next, but I 
believe in universe and myself  
and in the people around me.
Dina Kiseleva
Nationality:	 Russian
Current location:	Tomsk, Russia
Occupation:	 Specialist in international cooperation, interpreter, language teacher
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DECODING THE IMPACT ON 
ECONOMIES, COMPANIES, 

AND INDIVIDUALS 

The looming global workforce 
shortage has important implications for 

three constituencies: economies, companies, 
and individuals. 

Economies (countries) will need to find ways 
to attract and, especially, to retain their most 
talented and highly skilled people. Building 
attractive cities to live and work in, strength­
ening the education sector, and ensuring an 
adequate public-health system are prerequi­
sites to successfully competing with countries 
that are currently “talent magnets.” Failing 
that, countries will be runners-up in the inter­
national competition and won’t be able to do 
anything but watch as their most gifted citi­
zens emigrate and do not return. 

As for companies, they need to ensure that 
they decode what their workers want. This 
means rethinking their overall people strate­
gies and overhauling their approaches to re­
cruiting, rewarding, developing, retaining, and 
motivating their workforces. They will have to 
think globally and find ways of showing ap­
preciation for work that go beyond money. 
Companies need to ask themselves whether 
they fully understand these challenges and 
are prepared for the changes, and whether 
their existing people strategies and HR oper­
ating models will allow them to successfully 
master these shifts.

Individuals may think the trends are all mov­
ing in their favor—but like most things in life, 
it isn’t that simple. If workers have exactly 
the skills that are needed in their country of 
origin or in the country they want to move to, 
they may indeed be in great shape. But the 
better the opportunity, the more likely there 
are to be hundreds or thousands of highly 
skilled foreigners coming in to compete for 
the available positions, especially in econo­
mies and companies that have laid the right 
groundwork.

In other words, there is likely to be a much 
freer flow of talent in the workplace of the 
future. If they want to be part of it, individu­
als may not have much choice but to spend 
parts of their careers in places that aren’t 
home. To do anything else could be career 
stifling.

“To me, it’s a must,” says Harald Legros, a 
39-year-old Frenchman who has worked in 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and the UK and is 
now back in his native country, living in 
Bordeaux and running an international trade 
business. “You have to be able to move to the 
locations where there might be jobs or new 
business opportunities. If you just say, ‘No, 
no, I’ll stay in my country forever,’ that might 
be complicated because in this day and age 
the world is pretty much open.”
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The French don’t usually put Asia high on their lists of work destinations. Harald Legros is an 
exception.

Legros owns his own trading company and has lived and worked in Singapore and Hong Kong. He 
and his British wife are now back in France, but they would not be averse to another extended 
stay in Asia. “It’s a great adventure,” he says.

In the five years he spent in Singapore, Legros, 39, arrived at a good understanding of Asian work 
culture, with its avoidance of conflict. “You need to take a step back and maybe blend into the 
other country’s culture while keeping your own culture and your own values,” he says. “After that, 
you can push your ideas forward and develop your own way.” Legros says that by the time he left 
Singapore, in 2006, he had a very strong relationship with all of his Asian colleagues.

The French are among the most willing to work abroad of any people in the world, and certainly 
of any people in mature economies. In the case of Legros, the reason to venture abroad comes 
down to stretching himself as a person. “If you just see your life as linear, without any change, I 
personally believe it becomes extremely boring,” he says.

THE INTERNATIONAL TRADER

If you just see your life as linear, 
without any change, I believe  
it becomes extremely boring.
Harald Legros
Nationality:	 French
Current location:	 Bordeaux, France
Occupation:	 Importer-exporter
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APPENDIX
SURVEY METHODOLOGY

The Global Talent Survey, a collabora­
tion between BCG and The Network, was 

aimed at getting detailed information about 
how motivated employees feel, the factors 
that contribute to their job satisfaction 
(including compensation, job content, work 
environment, and the reputation of their 
companies), their willingness to move abroad, 
why they would consider an international 
career, and their expectations of employers, 
including when working overseas.

The survey, provided in a total of 44 languag­
es, was posted online and distributed by e-
mail from April 29 to June 10 of 2014 via the 
many local members of The Network. During 
these six weeks, 203,756 people from 189 
countries responded. The largest number of 
responses came from Germany, Mexico, the 
U.S., and Brazil; in each of those countries, 
there were at least 11,000 survey participants. 
Altogether, there were 1,000 or more survey 
participants in 46 countries and 100 or more 
participants in 70 countries. The number of 
survey responses was generally higher in Eu­
rope and the Americas than in Asia, Oceania, 
and Africa.

The survey gathered significant demographic 
information, including respondents’ marital 
status, years of working experience, educa­
tion level, and job type. Somewhat more men 

than women participated in the survey. Years 
of working experience was fairly well-distrib­
uted, with the biggest cohort (31 percent) be­
ing respondents who have been working for 
fewer than five years. In most cases, partici­
pants were either currently active on one of 
The Network’s member job boards or had 
been active recently.

Most survey respondents have at least a bach­
elor’s degree, but there are also a large num­
ber whose training is primarily nonacademic 
in nature. One-half of participants have chil­
dren, both dependent and independent. The 
respondent pool’s size and diversity make it 
possible to conduct many different analyses, 
the results of only a fraction of which are dis­
cussed in this report. Further publications de­
rived from this research, including reports on 
workers in specific countries, as well as an in­
teractive online tool, will be released after 
this initial publication.

Respondents were asked whether they would 
be willing to discuss their views in greater de­
tail in video or phone interviews. From the 
pool of willing respondents, we selected and 
interviewed more than 50 people whose pro­
files offered relevant information. Those in­
terviews produced the personal stories and 
quotes that appear in this report and in the 
accompanying articles.
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The Boston Consulting Group has 
published other reports and articles 
that may be of interest to senior hu-
man-resource executives. Recent 
examples include those listed here.  

The Global Workforce Crisis:  
$10 Trillion at Risk
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, June 2014 

Conversations with Leaders 
About Thriving amid Uncertainty: 
Leading in a Complex World
An article by The Boston Consulting 
Group, March 2014

Creating People Advantage 2013: 
Lifting HR Practices to the Next 
Level 
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, October 2013

Corporate Universities: An 
Engine for Human Capital
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, July 2013

Growing Pains, Lasting 
Advantage: Tackling Indonesia’s 
Talent Challenges 
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, May 2013

Winning Practices of Adaptive 
Leadership Teams
 A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, April 2013

Leadership in a Two-Speed 
Economy: Conversations with 
CEOs on Straddling  Different 
Worlds
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, December 2012

Creating People Advantage 2012: 
Mastering HR Challenges in a 
Two-Speed World
A report by The Boston Consulting 
Group, October 2012

Shattering the Glass Ceiling: 
An Analytical Approach 
to Advancing Women into 
Leadership Roles
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, August 2012

From Capability to Profitability: 
Realizing the Value of People 
Management
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, July 2012

Four Ways to Stop Worrying 
About Talent in China
An article by The Boston Consulting 
Group, May 2012

The Making of a Talent Magnet: 
Lessons from Singapore’s Public 
Service
A Focus by The Boston Consulting 
Group, May 2012

Is Your Team Stuck? Injecting 
Boldness by Unlocking Leaders’ 
Emotions
An article by The Boston Consulting 
Group, April 2012

When Growth Outstrips Talent: 
Five Strategies for Emerging 
Markets
An article by The Boston Consulting 
Group, April 2012

FOR FURTHER READING
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This report is one of BCG’s many 
publications on people topics and 
HR trends, which provide 
companies, economies, leaders, and 
others with insights into today’s 
and tomorrow’s people challenges. 
It also represents a continuation of 
The Network’s research in the area 
of international talent mobility. The 
Network did other studies on this 
topic in 2006, 2009, and 2011. 
For further information on the 
survey conducted by BCG and The 
Network (including comprehensive 
insights into the data), please visit 
www.globaltalentsurvey.com.
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