
U.S. WorkerS
A LittLe Less swAgger

Find a country where the population 
speaks English—or a place in Europe 

with cobblestone streets and great muse-
ums—and you have a fairly reliable list of 
the places Americans say they would move 
to for work. That is, if they would consider 
such a move at all.

Among everyone in the world, people in 
the U.S. are the least enthusiastic about 
moving abroad for work. Only about 
35 percent of Americans say they would 
consider such a move, compared to 64 per-
cent of people worldwide, according to a 
survey by BCG and Beyond.com, an em-
ployment website that is part of The Net-
work. Some 12,000 people in the U.S. par-
ticipated in the survey, which looked at 
worker attitudes and global mobility 
trends. (See Exhibit 1.)

Living in a country with one of the highest 
standards of living in the world, and with 
leading companies in fields from finance to 
media to Internet services, Americans don’t 
see a lot of financial upside in going 

abroad for work. Actual and would-be U.S. 
expatriates are much more interested in 
broadening their personal experience or 
getting the chance to live in a different cul-
ture, the survey shows. (See Exhibit 2.) 

With the exception of Canada and Austra-
lia, the potential work destinations that ap-
peal to Americans are all European. (See 
Exhibit 3.) 

The U.S. was hit hard by the 2008 financial 
crisis, with the unemployment rate dou-
bling from less than 5 percent to 10 percent 
in little more than a year and a half. In the 
wake of that jolt, the first concern of U.S. 
workers is the financial stability of their 
employers, with appreciation for the work 
that they do considerably lower. While ap-
preciative feedback ranks first among 
workers globally, it’s only the fifth most im-
portant workplace factor for Americans. 
(See Exhibit 4.)

If Americans have lost some of their swag-
ger, others still see the U.S. as a land of op-
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Exhibit 1 | Breakdown of U.S. Survey Participants by Demographic Factors

portunity. Of all the countries in the world, 
the U.S. is the one that the largest propor-
tion of foreigners (42 percent) say they 
would be willing to move to for work. The 
size and diversity of its economy and the 
attractions of cities like New York, Los An-
geles, and Miami draw workers from all 
over the world. The U.S. is the number one 
work destination of people from more than 
half the countries in the G20 and is also ap-
pealing to workers in many smaller coun-
tries.  

When foreigners come to the U.S. for work, 
how much they like it depends heavily on 
the kind of work they do, the people they 
work with, and their education. A foreigner 
without any postsecondary training might 
end up washing dishes in a restaurant; 

from that vantage point, it would be hard 
to see America as glamorous. By contrast, 
someone from Asia or Europe with a PhD 
who winds up in Silicon Valley is likely to 
have a much better experience. But even 
skilled foreigners can get sidelined for all 
sorts of reasons in the U.S. job market, 
from a lack of facility with the language to 
other cultural differences.

To foreigners able to land a job with a suc-
cessful U.S. company in a fast-growing in-
dustry, one thing the U.S. does seem to of-
fer is a unique chance for career 
development. That is why Li Leo Ma, a 
chemical engineer, came to America from 
China eight years ago. Now 35, Ma is em-
ployed by a chemical company near Phila-
delphia that does business in 130 countries 
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Exhibit 2 | Reasons Why Americans Would Work Abroad
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Exhibit 3 | Who Would Work in the U.S. and Where Americans Would Work
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and has more than $4 billion in revenue. 
He says there are “huge differences” be-
tween Chinese companies and U.S. compa-
nies. For instance, U.S. companies are bet-
ter at operating across cultures and are 
more sophisticated in their approach to de-
cision making. Still, if an opportunity arises 
to go back to China in the future, Ma says 
he would be interested—especially if he 
believes that the company recruiting him 
has a real chance of making an internation-
al push. For now, he is learning everything 
he can about business, technology, and 
management so that he is ready for the 
global leadership role he would like. 
“That’s the type of very exciting, rewarding 
career I may want to have in the future,” 
Ma says, adding that his job in America—
to him—is the best way of preparing. Work environment
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Exhibit 4 | Workplace Factors That 
Matter Most to Americans

For Further Information  
If you would like to discuss the results of this research or obtain further insights about the U.S. results, 
please contact Rainer Strack (strack.rainer@bcg.com), Carsten von der Linden (vonderlinden.carsten@
bcg.com), or Thomas Gaissmaier  (gaissmaier.thomas@bcg.com) of BCG, or Rich Milgram, Joe Weinlick, 
or Gina Deveney of Beyond.com (at media@beyond.com).

The Boston Consulting Group (BCG) is a global management consulting firm and the world’s leading 
advisor on business strategy. We partner with clients from the private, public, and not-for-profit sectors in 
all regions to identify their highest-value opportunities, address their most critical challenges, and 
transform their enterprises. Our customized approach combines deep in sight into the dynamics of 
companies and markets with close collaboration at all levels of the client organization. This ensures that 
our clients achieve sustainable compet itive advantage, build more capable organizations, and secure 
lasting results. Founded in 1963, BCG is a private company with 81 offices in 45 countries. For more 
information, please visit bcg.com.

The Network is a global alliance of more than 50 leading recruitment websites, committed to finding the 
best talent in over 130 countries. Founded in 2002, The Network has become the global leader in online 
recruitment, serving more than 2,000 global corporations.  We offer these corporations a single point of 
contact in their home countries, and allow them to work in a single currency and with a single contract—
while giving them access to a global workforce. The  recruitment websites in The Network attract almost 
200 million unique visitors each month. For more information, please visit www.the-network.com
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